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Prologue




From nothing, Chaos began. From its oceans, beings embodying Order formed, becoming the gods. It was they who found a weakened world, one of many created and destroyed by the toiling of Chaos. It was they who isolated it, protected it. It was they who imparted their Order and blessings to its inhabitants. 

	Excerpt from Origins of All compiled by the Archpriest Henner of the Crucidian Church
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Surrounded by open fields, broken only by the occasional knoll, a group of six people stood at the ready for their hunt. A gentle spring wind whipped through their hair. Some kept their eyes trained on the tree line in the distance, while others maintained a careful watch over the skies above. Each carried a hunting bow in hand with a quiver full of arrows strapped to their backs. Simple iron short swords clung to their hips. Of the six, two of the people were shorter than the rest, appearing to be only twelve or thirteen at most. Simple leather armor covered their forearms, chests, legs, and feet. 

One of the two children was a girl with blonde hair and brown eyes, while the other was a boy with hazel eyes and silver hair. Both of them exuded a nervous yet excited energy that was only barely contained, thanks to the occasional, stern glance of one adult with them, who had similar silver hair to the boy.

“Keep your eyes on both the sky and the forest canopy. The beasts move quick and if you aren’t careful, you could end up with a few broken bones, or worse. Got it, Arkrune? Tara?” the silver-haired man barked.

“Yessir, Vickar, sir!” Tara giggled while giving a mock salute.

The only response the man had for her was to sigh before he glanced back at the trees. Arkrune stifled a small laugh, when the sound of screeching drew his attention to the treetops. Several brown blurs launched into the air in a loose, V-shaped formation. The objects initially soared straight into the sky above the trees but were clearly moving toward the hunting party.

Vickar brought two fingers to his mouth and let out a loud whistle. In an instant, the group scattered, breaking into pairs. Arkrune and Tara paired together, diving to the right of the formation while Vickar took the center. Arkrune clipped his bow to his back before drawing his sword. Today’s hunt had him acting the part of the distraction, while Tara was to pick the birds off.

Bash Eagles were not strong beasts, but their aerial maneuverability made it difficult for all but the best marksmen to target them in flight. The best way to hit them was to catch them by surprise in their nests or by baiting them into initiating their diving attack. As their name suggested, they dove at their enemies with their hardened skulls. Once the diving attack started, they lost all of their previous agility for a devastatingly powerful attack. This state left them vulnerable to a practiced hunter.

It was a dangerous gamble because if the person acting as bait was hit, then the resulting impact could be rather deadly.

Culling the local population into small hunts like this was a tradition for their village of Locke. Neither Tara nor Arkrune had been on a prior hunt. Both of them had been training with Vickar for months and pestering him for a chance to put their practice to the test.

Being out in the field after so much begging sent Arkrune’s heart into a wild beat. This is what I wanted. A sense of adventure, action, excitement. Truly, this is… The cries of screeching beasts drew his eyes back into the air and cleared his mind. There was no time for flights of fancy. As the bait, he needed to attract the Bash Eagle’s attention and give Tara an opportunity to strike. By becoming a moving target and waving his sword around, he hoped to create an enticing opponent for at least one monster. His father had taught him a technique sure to draw attention, but now was not the time for it, as it could draw the attention of all the beasts present.

Two birds broke off from the pack, aiming directly for his position. Tara shouted something, but the roar of his heart in his ears drowned out almost everything else from Arkrune’s perception. He knew what the plan was—what he was supposed to do—but being in the moment was different.

Both birds began their dive with a terrifying amount of speed. They seamlessly transitioned from a graceful glide into a nosedive with a single large flap of their massive wings. With them bearing down on his position, the boy found his body refusing commands. The panic froze him in place. No longer was he in the gravel training pit his father had made; now he was facing a true threat to his life, and it terrified him.

When the dull yellow eyes of the Bash Eagles became visible, Arkrune’s brain started working once more. It was too late; there wasn’t enough time for him to react. Moments before the first monster reached him, Tara’s small frame appeared as a blur in the corner of his vision. With a loud, high-pitched scream, the girl rammed her shoulder into the belly of the monster. It squawked in surprise as the impact forced it to relax the powerful back muscles that kept its spine and skull straight. The Bash Eagle crashed into the ground, spraying up clods of dirt and grass. Debris pelted the side of Arkrune’s face.

The second monster flapped its wings and quickly soared back into the sky. Now that its prey was obscured, it had retreated to the safety of the sky until it came into view once more. That was incredibly close. The boy swallowed what felt like his heart jumping into his throat.

“Chaos take me, Rune! You froze!” Tara shouted. She crouched protectively over his body after he sank to his knees from the shock. “I can’t believe you right now. Get up. There’s more to this fight.”

Arkrune stood with the help of his best friend’s outstretched hand. She had a silly grin on her face, clearly putting in a lot of effort to stop herself from making a sassy remark. Before she lost her self-control, Tara lightly shoved the boy’s shoulder with her fist. They turned to look along the ground, where the Bash Eagle had landed. It was sprawled out with its head unnaturally folded into its back.

Tara was lucky that she managed to slam into a special pressure point near the stomach of the monster. Because of a hard enough impact at the right location, she had forced it to relax the strengthened muscles in its neck. Without that increased reinforcement, it had no longer been able to withstand the impact.

A loud screech yet again pulled their eyes to the sky to see the remaining monster gently flapping its wings with its furious gaze locked onto the corpse of its ally. Crying out in frustration, it dove once more. As they were both standing near one another, it was hard to tell which person it was aiming for. Before they could organize their thoughts, Arkrune and Tara bolted in opposite directions.

The monster stuck out one of its wings slightly and pitched itself towards Tara. Once he noticed the change, Arkrune planted a foot on the ground before twisting his body and redirecting the energy into his leg muscles. Using his own form like a spring, he darted in the exact opposite direction. It was like how the Bash Eagles themselves moved and was a staple in the primary fighting style his father had taught them in.

“Tara, watch out!”

Arkrune held his sword with both hands, grasping the hilt. The stitching in the leather bit into his palms from the force of his grip. Time slowed to a crawl as the visual information of the world around him seemed to flow into his mind at an ever-increasing pace. The boy’s small body moved faster and faster, something the girl he was trying to protect seemed to notice.

With a sharp cry, Arkrune swung his sword upward toward the monster. Using the energy of its own dive in opposition to his swing, the boy tried to sever the bird’s head from its body in one clean strike. At first, there was resistance, and his arms and bones ached. Just as he felt his grip loosen, he suddenly felt a warm sensation spread through his body. His strength increased. The two pieces of the monster’s corpse rolled along the ground, splattering blood and gore over both of them. Tara’s bright eyes turned as wide as saucers, stunned by the display. Shortly after, a massive grin spread across her face.

Arkrune panted from the exertion. Strangely, it felt that his breathing was from excitement more than anything. Not even a hint of exhaustion existed anywhere within his body. Every muscle burned with energy as if prepared to take on an army of beasts. The ache from earlier was simply a memory. What is this? Is this battle-lust? Father told me of it, but it doesn’t quite feel right.

His thoughts were interrupted by Tara’s body colliding with his own. “Rune! That was amazing! Thanks for the save!”

Both of their bodies fell into the grass as she tackled him to the ground. Tara’s brilliant smile was unmarred by the blood painting her cheek. Peals of laughter escaped her lips as she clumsily released her hold on him. Arkrune noticed a hint of blush on her cheeks as she did so and was going to say something before an angry yell interrupted their celebratory hug.

They looked toward the source of the voice and both paled when they locked onto Vickar’s enraged expression. The other hunters averted their gazes as they began working on breaking down the beasts for materials. “You damned brat! By Chaos, why did you freeze? You could have gotten yourself hurt or killed. Do you know what your mother would have done to me if I brought her son back crippled?”

A worried tone underlay Vickar’s angry shouts. Arkrune’s shoulders sank, prepared for a punitive strike. It never came. Instead, his father’s larger form wrapped around him with a near choking embrace.

“You damn fool! You froze, but you recovered quickly. You even protected Tara. Good. I’m glad you’re alright.”

Arkrune looked beyond his father’s shoulders to Tara who was standing beside them. She had a concerned look in her eyes.

“Live combat differs from training, I know. However, you must always be on your guard. A moment of delay can lead to devastating consequences. My son, you are far too young to walk into Death’s embrace.” Vickar continued as he pulled away from him and rested a calloused hand atop his head.

“I’m sorry, Father.”

“Good.” Vickar nodded. “I will be taking the next two months away from the forge. During that time, you and I will be training non-stop from sunrise to sunset. That will be your punishment.”

Tara gave him a pitying glance before she slinked away, hoping to remain unnoticed by Vickar. Unfortunately, she was not so fortunate as the blacksmith’s heavy hand took hold of the collar of her shirt. “Not so fast, lil’ missy. You will be joining us. Get ready, both of you. Take the rest of today to rest. Training begins outside the forge tomorrow morning before the sun rises.”

Vickar laughed evilly as he stood and walked away from them. Arkrune felt the beginning of a headache forming but was easily distracted from the pain by Tara placing her slender hand on his forearm. Each gave a solemn nod before standing and assisting with the harvesting of the Bash Eagles.
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Back in the village of Locke, they sat under the shade of a tree. It grew atop a hill behind the church’s graveyard. From there, a pleasant view of the ocean and small fishing piers greeted them. Ever since they had been allowed to venture about town without an adult, Tara and Arkrune had frequented this spot to play and relax.

Only a handful of hours ago, they had faced down their first life or death experience, and in less than twenty-four more they would be subjected to two months of torturous training as punishment for Arkrune’s panic. Still, while they had this moment to relax, they enjoyed it to its fullest. As such, they rested side by side in the soft grass, letting the cool breeze blow over them. It was Spritendus, the second month of spring, so the gentle breeze brought with it the pleasant smell of flowers that grew along the base of the hill.

“You know, you don’t have to work at the church when you grow up,” Arkrune muttered, only barely audible to his friend.

Tara sighed but gently smiled while she turned to lay on her side and face him. She brushed her short, wavy hair behind her ear and away from her eyes. “I told you this already. It’s something I want to do. If I don’t work for the church, I will have to take over the shop for Dad. And I don’t know if you knew this, but I’m not really merchant material.” She laughed softly, joined by a small huff from Arkrune.

“You can always join the Vanguard with me, you know? You fight just as well as me. By Chaos, you are way better at the bow than I am, and you can keep up with me pretty well using the sword, too! Gods, you saved my ass earlier!”

“Rune, you know that’s not the kind of life I want to live. It is good to know how to fight to protect yourself, but seeking out fights…” Tara sighed once more, though in a much sadder manner. “That just isn’t something I want.”

“Stop calling me Rune,” the boy said. “My name is Arkrune, you know.”

This time, his friend squinted her eyes at him with a teasing expression. She jabbed her finger into his cheek. “Ah yes, the boy from a small village with the name of a hero. My apologies, mi’lord. You are destined for greatness. Pity me, good sir, for making a mockery of your regal name.”

“Stop that!”

They laughed together for a moment and wrestled each other for a few more. Years ago, the odds of winning had been much closer to even, but as they grew older, Arkrune had grown larger than Tara. Such an advantage led to his victory in their short bout, ending in them flopping back onto the grass once more.

“I think Rune suits you better. Besides, when you become an S-Ranked warrior, don’t you want the people to sing your praises instead of mixing you in with the praises of some long-dead legend?” Tara whispered.

“I guess that makes sense.” Arkrune nodded in agreement. He glanced between several leaves above their heads and contemplated her words before clenching his fist with renewed determination. “You’re right, Tara. When I register for the Vanguard in a few years, I will do it under the name Rune! When I become S-Rank, I’ll come back and we…”

He glanced at Tara, whose face suddenly felt much closer than before. A faint rosy hue colored her cheeks. “What will we do when you come back?” she whispered after his voice trailed off.

Arkrune gulped slightly. “Uh, we will…”

The sound of a bell interrupted him mid-sentence. Someone had rung the central bell outside the chief’s house, which also served as the town hall. Before rising, they exchanged an unsure look. There was no scheduled meeting today, leaving them to wonder what was going on.








  
  
Chapter One




Rune – A Few Years Later

Rhythmic pounding of someone hammering metal pulled Rune from his slumber. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes and stretching his arms and legs before him, he deeply inhaled the fresh morning air. It tasted clean at first, but there was a subtle hint of soot flavoring it. A fact of life in the village of Locke. His door was slightly open and through the crack there was a feminine face peering at him with glowing purple eyes. 

His precocious sister stuck out her tongue. She threw a wet rag at him with a laugh before she slammed the door and ran off. Their mother’s voice could be heard from the hallway that seemed to chastise the girl. It was firm but, in a way, gentle.

Rune took a moment to adjust to being awake. Once he had done so, he remembered it was the twenty-fourth of Spritistus. His birthday had been two days prior, which meant today would be a big one for him; one he had been waiting on for a while.

“Arkrune, get up, please. I know Ulma already gave you the washcloth. Clean up and get ready for the day,” the same voice called out.

“Yes, Mother!” he yelled back while using the cloth to wipe away any dirt that had accumulated from last night. “And remember Mom! I go by Rune now! Not Arkrune!”

His mother laughed out, “Yes, yes. I know sweetie. To me, you will always be my little Arkrune. Now, hurry! Your father wants you at the forge.”

Rune performed his morning exercises by stretching his limbs and joints. Out of his sixteen years of life, the last decade had revolved around exercise and combat drills from his father. Because of that, he had developed a toned form and habits for staying both fit and limber. After all, pulling a muscle mid-battle was a pain. Literally and figuratively. Once finished, he hurriedly washed himself. Rune donned his simple shirt and leather pants before he rushed out the door to head to the forge near their home. Springtime sun, joined by a comforting breeze, refreshed him the rest of the way, truly preparing him for the day ahead. 

At the anvil, just a few steps outside the home, Rune found his father. He was a tall man with a chiseled, muscular physique. Even now, Vickar’s form felt massive to his son. In his hand was a short sword that was still glowing hot. The man frowned before he set the weapon back on the anvil. There was a slight flash of violet light as he swung the hammer. Rune watched in awe as a shining vein of copper-like metal seemed to grow and burrow itself deeper into the glowing steel of the blade. Vickar repeated his swing three more times, sending out showers of orange and purple sparks. With each strike, the off-color metal changed its shape and pattern. He inspected the weapon again, this time garnering a slight smirk from the smith.

Rune’s father quickly quenched the blade and again, a slight flash of light came from the sword as the oil sizzled and popped from the heat. Vickar was one of several smiths in the town of Locke, though he was the only Wanderer and the only smith capable of smithing this expertly with a rare and delicate metal occasionally found in the village’s iron and copper mines. Vickar removed a pair of goggles that guarded his eyes, revealing a raccoon-dog style band on his face, although inverted from the beast’s black mask. He had silver hair like Rune. Vickar’s eyes also glowed a faint purple color similar to Rune’s younger sister, Ulma.

As his eyes glowed, so did the coppery veins of the sword. Even from this distance, Rune could feel the power dripping from the blade. It was yet another masterpiece by his father.

“Son! Come here. Test the feel of this sword. I haven’t added a handle or guard yet, but I want to see what you think of it so far.”

Rune stepped up and grabbed the sword from his father. The metal was still very warm, though not too uncomfortable. To Rune, the blade felt decent. It was off balance at the moment because of the lack of a guard, pommel, or handle. Its base was that of quality steel. On the tang, there were three dots of the same metal, alderite. Each was about the size of a silver piece and was connected to what he knew to be a complex matrix of the metal folded, and blended throughout the entire weapon.

Rune shook his head at his father’s creation. Three contact points were a bit much for an altered short sword, but then again, Vickar had definitely woven a large amount of alderite throughout the steel that was not visible from the surface. He nodded in affirmation and handed the weapon back to his father.

“It’s a good sword. Three contact points, though?” Rune questioned. “A bit much, don’t you think? It’s not like it’s a longsword or an axe.”

Vickar’s face scowled. “Well, see if I go the extra mile for you anymore. I thought you would want your first sword to be special when you leave, but I guess I was wrong!”

Blood drained from his face before he apologized profusely to his father. It seemed to fall on deaf ears as Vickar turned his back on his son. While Rune showered his father with apologies, niceties and all manner of placations, his mother, a woman in her early middle years with dark brown hair, walked up with a mug of ale and a pitcher of tea. She laughed as she handed Vickar the ale and poured a cup of tea each for herself and Rune. Rune saw the massive smile on his father’s face which revealed that Vickar was, in fact, teasing him.

She laughed along with her husband at Rune’s expense before wiping tears from her hazel eyes. Rune did not inherit his father’s special eyes from his people’s bloodline, like Rune’s sister had. Rune instead took after his mother in that respect. Like all those with active Volari blood, Vickar and Ulma had purple eyes that changed hues, depending on several factors. Rune also took after his mother’s middling stature, leaving him on the smaller side of average for a boy his age.

Tears of laughter soon turned into light sobs. Even though they had long established today as the day of his journey, the woman still grieved for the reason her husband had made this sword. Rune was sixteen this year, which was the coming of age in the Faradin Kingdom. Normally, it was a time of one’s life when they would look to get a job in town and start finding their own place in life and making their own family. Rune was not interested in that right now, though. Rather, his interests lay outside the borders of his home village. Rune wanted to join a caravan out-of-town, bound for Hilden, where he would finally take up membership with the Vanguard.

Vanguard warriors visited Locke frequently and brought with them tales of adventure and grandeur. All of which fascinated a boy such as Rune, who felt stuck in the small village. As for why they visited such a place so frequently? This place was important to them, as it possessed both an iron mine and a copper mine nearby. Both were metals whose ore veins sometimes contained impure alderite. Alderite was so similar in color to copper that it was often confused for it. At least, until someone tried imbuing it with Aura, something that could not be done with copper. That same rare, copper-colored metal was laced throughout the sword currently being given a pommel by Vickar. 

Another factor in their frequent visits by the Vanguard was the fact that the southern territories of Faradin had a higher concentration of Organization members than the north. Southerners relied upon them to handle most of their monster and bandit problems. At least, those that the citizens themselves could not handle. Vickar also attracted many of their warriors to his home, as someone capable of using Aura to manipulate alderite and blend it carefully into any weapon he made. He was a highly skilled Wanderer who was unaffiliated with the Kingdom of Volar, where most smiths like him usually resided. 

Of course, Vickar was just one man and the Vanguard’s numbers were uncountable, so making a weapon for every warrior who asked for one just wasn’t possible. Most of the warriors who showed up simply bought raw alderite to return to their own smiths or hunted in the Greatwood that bordered the village. While the Greatwood bordered many villages, Locke was at an intersection of the dangerous forest and the Wyverntooth Mountains, meaning that the monsters from both often fought each other for territory. This made it somewhat safer for some of the Vanguard to collect materials and venture a short distance into the Greatwood’s depths.

Rune looked down at his feet for a moment, somewhat unsure about his future. He was concerned he might not be able to use the sword his father made. Only Awakened humans or people who inherited Volari blood—like his father and sister—could use the sword the way it was intended. It was unfortunate, but Rune had not inherited those abilities from his father’s bloodline. His mother was a human and had no known Awakened relatives on her side, so Rune’s chances did not look good.

“Father, the Goddess of Innovation blessed your work again, or maybe Lady Fate determined it was time to make such a masterpiece.” Rune sniffled. Lydia looked at her son with caution and Vickar had a look of mock annoyance, which failed to hide the look of pride on his face. “I don’t know by whose will you made such a blade. Though, I may not be able to use such a great gift, you know. I fear you might waste such a fantastic weapon on me.”

Vickar huffed as he hammered in the final blow to seat the pommel. The sword was now complete. The handle was made from the trunk of a petrified tree and the cross guard was inlaid with Rune’s name, written in the ancient tongue of the Volari, Vickar’s people, before had become a Wanderer. The grip was leather and had three small circles of alderite peeking through; screws that reached to the alderite spots on the sword’s tang.

“Arkrune,” Vickar said calmly, gently putting his hand on his son’s shoulder and shaking his head. “No. Rune. You are going to join the Vanguard and whether you find out you can use this sword on your own or not, I made this for you.”

Vickar pointed the bottom of the pommel at Rune. The small spike at its base glinted orange in the morning light. Vickar continued, after seeing the knowing look on his son’s face, “I made this for you to fulfill your goals. It comes equipped with a core. I have it surrounded in a small steel shell so no one can tell what’s there, of course. I have also charged the core well beforehand. You can use this sword, whether it is with your own power, or borrowed.”

“Father…”

“Rune, it took many hours to extract enough material to make a core this pure. It is my best work and this sword will serve you always. If you find that no one among the Vanguard will charge it for you, then…well, I guess you have an excuse to come see your mother and me now, don’t you!” Vickar finished with a hearty laugh.

Lydia hugged her son tightly while Rune felt a powerful sense of pride and respect for his father rise to form into a lump in his throat. Rune grabbed the sword gingerly while his father set down his tools and handed Lydia a belt and sheath for the sword to hold temporarily. Ulma stumbled out of the family home with a set of light clothes, leather studded armor, and bracers in her grasp.

“Here, brother,” Ulma mumbled with a slight glisten in the corners of her eyes. “Mother and I worked together to get you a nice change of clothes to use during your application exam. And some light armor. It’s not much, but maybe you won’t die with it on.”

Lydia lightly smacked Ulma on the back of the head for her last statement before helping Rune put on the leather armor and bracers while Vickar tightened the sheath and equipment belt around Rune’s waist. When they were finished, Vickar stepped back and appraised his son before turning around to dig behind the counter. He pulled out a small shield. It was diamond-shaped with a large, round metal stud in the center. Surrounding the central stud were several smaller ones. Vickar also pulled out a few leather straps and metal clips. Rune held out his left arm while his father attached the small buckler to Rune’s bracer. It locked into place with a satisfying click before Vickar moved to clip the bracers to the sleeve of his son’s armored shirt.

Rune stepped away after he was settled and looked down at himself. He fit the picture of a perfect newbie Vanguard warrior, perfectly primed for the next steps of his life. Looking at his sheath, he noticed that there was a second sheath, empty, right next to it. He looked up at his father, confused, when he saw his father holding a normal short sword. There was no inclusion of alderite. It was a simple sword.

“Remember, an altered sword is stronger and sharper than all others when it is charged during use, but if you use it or block with it while not charged, it’ll snap. Alderite rarely binds well to other metals. Because of that, it weakens the integrity of the weapon. Also, the vibrations of battle when not charged might cause interior cracks to form, even if you don’t see them on the outside. This will cause the transfer of power to be inefficient, weakening its overall effectiveness,” Vickar reminded his son.

“Yes, Father. If not enhancing the altered sword, use a regular instead. Thank you,” Rune affirmed, sheathing the second weapon.

Rune was slightly worried he would stand out too much, having an altered sword before he was even a beginner with the Vanguard. Few F-Rank members had the funds to afford one, but Rune did not care. A major part of being an alderite smith was being able to test your work, so his father was quite handy with the sword and had passed those skills on to his son and daughter. Rune figured he should be able to handle himself from anyone trying to take his stuff. Plus, if he didn’t unsheathe it around others who weren’t trustworthy, no one would know he even had it. At least, that was what he hoped. These cautionary steps were predicated on anyone actually caring, though.

Rune hugged his family once more, saying his last goodbyes for some time before he headed towards the town inn, where any caravans leaving town stopped before departure. Ulma walked after Rune before he was out of sight.

“Rune! Aren’t you going to say goodbye to Tara before you go?”

Rune stopped and shook his head before he shouted back, “No, I spoke with her yesterday about my trip. If I go talk to her again, I’ll have to avoid her parents. You know how they feel about me. I’ll send letters when I get to Hilden. You can take them to Tara for me!”

Ulma rolled her eyes at her brother and clicked her tongue. Vickar laughed and shouted out in a dangerous tone, “Hold on a minute, boy!”

Rune stopped in his tracks before turning to face his father, who had a scary look on his face, sword in hand. Rune gulped. “I suppose I have time for one last lesson before I go…”

Vickar chuckled and motioned for his son to follow him to a sparring ring they had set up behind the forge. It was a simple dirt circle that they had dug out and lined with stones and filled with a bit of gravel. Rune felt the familiar crunching beneath his feet as he went to the center of the training ring his father had basically raised him in.

Despite being a blacksmith, Vickar was also a highly skilled warrior. He had trained both Rune and Tara on everything he knew about his preferred fighting style, as well as several others. Vickar was a master fighter with most weapons, but his specialty was the short sword with a buckler. This was the same style that Rune had taken a liking to as well, which made Vickar’s life easier.

Rune had also received training in a few other things growing up, like the bow and daggers. These had proven rather useful in life since he and Tara spent a lot of time hunting near the woods for Bash Eagles and general game. Her skill in the bow outclassed his own by spades, but he knew enough to keep up at least.

“Alright boy, head out of the clouds,” Vickar shouted. “Ready yourself. You attack first.”

Rune brought his standard sword out and held it at the ready towards his father. He wanted desperately to use his newly gifted weapon, but this was a sparring match and he was not used to how it felt to wield a charged weapon in constant combat.

Once he felt ready, he stepped forward with an attack on his father’s left side, which the man easily blocked. Rune followed up with a lunge towards Vickar’s chest that was easily slapped away by his father’s sword. Rune smiled as he followed the momentum and added to it by spinning and performing a leg sweep. Doing so allowed him to simultaneously duck under Vickar’s slash towards the shoulder.

Vickar jumped back to avoid the sweep and gave a brief nod of approval before following up with an attack of his own. Vickar slashed down with an overhead strike. Instead of blocking it head-on, Rune stepped just slightly to the side and overlapped his blade with the edge of his shield just as the strike was going to land. Vickar’s blade connected with Rune’s and slid down the length of Rune’s sword and shield, planting itself into the gravel. With his opponent’s blade stuck in the ground, he kicked Vickar in the chest while smacking his wrist with the buckler. His father stumbled back and Rune followed up with a quick slash, leaving the point of his sword at his father’s throat.

Vickar grinned widely at his son, clearly proud of his performance. “Great job, son! I can happily say you are ready to make your way into the world. I cannot believe you bested me. Only four years ago I took you to fight you and Tara to fight your first monsters. Now look at you.”

Rune eyed his father with intense annoyance. “You held back so much that it would have been embarrassing if I lost. Thanks, Father. I will do my best to make you proud.”

Rune sheathed his weapon and gave his father, mother, and sister one final hug. He noticed a slight hesitation from Ulma, but quickly dismissed it as her not really wanting to say goodbye to her brother. He did not know how long he would be away, after all. He glanced at his humble home and the forge Vickar had built set apart from it. His childhood was here, but his future lay elsewhere. Rune was destined for more than this, or at least, that was what he believed. Hilden awaited and, with it, his life of adventure.








  
  
Chapter Two




Rune

Rune rushed into town at a dead sprint. Excitement filled every fiber of his being. Near the gates to Locke was a carriage that would set him on a path to the rest of his life. People yelled to him to either slow down or shouted pleasant goodbyes. Vickar was a boon to the economy and ingratiated the family with most of the other merchant and trade families in town. Because of this, most people knew who he was on sight. 

Rune slowed briefly as he passed the general store belonging to Tara’s family. It, like the rest of Lock’s buildings was a simple wood structure with a thatched roof. The rough-hewn log walls were larger than the neighboring buildings, indicative of the large shop space inside. Before he could stop himself completely, the door opened slightly as someone exited. The person who left the building was short with blonde hair, just like Tara. It was her mother and her eyes flitted around quickly before settling on Rune. The moment her eyes locked onto him, his look of nervousness faded and turned into anger.

“Leave. How many times have we told you, stay away from here, you damn brat!” the woman shouted, raising her fist. 

The commotion attracted the attention of Tara’s father, who also emerged. Before he could fully come out into the street, Rune rushed ahead faster. Less than a minute later, he was in sight of the inn. Out front was a caravan made up of four different wagons and carts preparing for travel. 

The carts were meant for wares and were filled with ore, ingots and simple weapons and were covered with tarps. Those were being pulled by donkeys and mules. The covered wagons were meant for people and were attached to horses instead. The difference was likely so in the event of an attack, the wagons with people could rush away from danger. As a merchant, you could replace your cargo, but money was useless if you could not keep your head.

Surrounding the carts—aside from the merchants and porters transporting goods—were a set of warriors. Several men and women surrounded the goods while wearing all kinds of armor, but a few stood out. One warrior was stout with green hair. He wore full plate armor and had a great sword strapped to his back. There was also a tall yet lanky gentleman wearing leather armor lighter than even Rune’s with a longbow draped over his shoulders along with a quiver. The lanky man also kept several daggers around his waist. The final warrior of note was a woman in her late forties, or maybe even early fifties. She was exceptionally fit, and by facial features alone, looked to be a kind woman. Though with her massive frame, she also looked like she was both able and willing to cleave someone in two with the two-handed axes hanging at her side.

Next to the three dangerous-looking ones, none of the other warriors appeared to be anything special. At least to Rune’s eyes. He could not understand why, but something about the air they gave off felt powerful. A small voice in the back of his mind screamed at him to run if he ever pissed them off, or better yet, just stay on their good side in the first place.

“Hey, kid, slow your roll.” the large woman stated while stepping forward with one hand raised. Her other rested casually on the head of one of her axes. “Don’t get too close to the merchandise. What is it you want?”

Rune pulled a paper document from his hip pouch and handed it to her. It was a simple contract that caravans gave out to people who paid for passage. “Don’t worry, I paid! I am supposed to be traveling along till Hilden!”

The archer stepped forward and examined the document and compared it to his own before nodding at the woman. “Aye, it checks.”

“Sorry, kid. We just gotta do our jobs and make sure no one is try’na pull somethin’,” the woman said as the archer passed the paper back.

“Oh! That’s more than fine, ma’am!” Rune said, giving her an awkward salute.

The guards all gave Rune an odd look before sighing and returning to their duties. An embarrassed warmth spread to his cheeks. The scary woman shook her head and hiked her thumb towards the covered wagon, showing Rune where to get settled for the trip. For a moment, he thought she flashed a smile, but he dismissed the notion. The cart itself was nothing much and was most certainly not built for comfort. There were other things were inside of it aside from people. Much of the space was also filled with barrels and goods.

That makes sense, I guess, he thought. Have to maximize profits by using all the space you’ve got.

The other guards and members of the caravan moved about quickly, checking things off their lists and doing head counts of the passengers. After a few moments, Rune noticed someone had exited the inn; the owner. He seemed to argue something with the elderly merchant Rune had purchased passage from a few days prior. It was eventually resolved by the not-so-subtle change of coins from one hand to another. The innkeeper saw Rune and gave him a big smile, bidding the boy goodbye.

Another hour passed and Rune nodded off from boredom before some guards clambered into the wagon, startling him awake. His tired appearance solicited a few chuckles from the group, which caused a slight red blush to move across his cheeks. He had not even left town to begin his new journey before he had already embarrassed himself. Rune figured he would need to do better than to fall asleep from boredom if he wanted to make it into the Vanguard.

There would be times in the field when hunting monsters or bandits where he would have to pull all-nighters or spend several hours on watch. If he could not be trusted to do those simple things, what use would he be in a party? The simple answer was none, Rune decided. What he would be was a liability and he could not be the reason someone got hurt. He clenched his fist with a renewed determination. This behavior actually brought a small smile to the mouth of the ‘scary woman’ Rune had spoken with earlier as she watched over the boy.

“Go ahead and get some rest, kid,” the woman said. “The excitement will pass faster when you sleep. Someone will get you in a few.”

Rune sighed and closed his eyes once more. The vibrations of the cart in concert with the rhythmic clomping of the horses lulled him back to his slumber quickly. As his consciousness faded, the scent of fresh spring and the sounds of a gentle humming filled his senses. He suddenly felt a small tug at the back of his mind that told him he wasn’t in the cart anymore.

A gentle voice whispered into his ear, “Not yet, my dear Rune. We will meet soon. For now, simply rest.”

As quickly as the sensation of being elsewhere had arrived, it vanished, replaced with dreams of grandeur and hopes for a life of adventure.
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Afew hours after Rune left home, Lydia was preparing lunch for the family. Vickar did not plan to continue his work at the forge today since he was distracted by his son’s departure. He told his wife that it was bad luck to his people to work on a day someone left on an important journey. As the dedicated protector of the family, he could not risk spreading bad luck to his loved ones. 

Lydia giggled to herself the entire time Vickar fumbled around before settling on that explanation. There were three things that Lydia obviously found wrong with his excuse. First, she knew Vickar was a Wanderer—a Volari who purposefully renounced both their homeland and their culture. Second, she knew her husband more than he knew himself and could easily see how sad Vickar was to see their eldest leave the nest. Of course, what father would not be worried about sending their child into the great unknown that was the world?

The last and final reason was not at all as important as the first two, but it still applied. It was that no such belief existed at all among any culture in the known world, let alone Vickar’s homeland. Vickar knew Lydia like the back of his hand and appreciated that she did not call him on his bullshit. Regardless of how much she wished to do so, with the desire to tease him written plainly across her face.

Vickar watched his wife lovingly prepare their meal and listened to his daughter Ulma hum while finishing up the latest batch of clothing patches she and Lydia had agreed to do this week. Vickar always thought that he would have a child blessed with his eyes who could forge alderite with him and pass on his skills to the next generation. Rune had not been born with this trait, but Ulma had been. Vickar sighed at the twisted thread of fate that blessed him with a child who was interested in the forge but lacked the trait to excel, and also have a child who had the trait to excel and lacked the desire to forge.

Vickar still remembered the day that Rune and his friend had first told the family of his son’s future dreams of joining the Vanguard. He wanted to become one of the famous wandering warriors who traveled the kingdoms of the world fighting monsters, saving villages, and become a legendary S-Ranker. His heart had dropped out of his chest when Rune shared his dream, knowing that his son could just as easily become a hero as digested in the belly of some swamp monster halfway across the world. It was as if Vickar had ordained his son’s desire for adventure and action by virtue of his namesake. Perhaps Fate herself is playing tricks on me. Would not be the first time.

He had done everything he could to make Rune give up. Vickar ran his son through stricter drills and harsher training than even he experienced. All that effort to push him away through fear and exhaustion… Still, his son never stopped holding onto that dream. Nothing stood in his way as he trained in the sword every day with both Vickar and Tara. He had also learned how to wield a smith’s hammer like his father, how to perform repairs, as well as how to recognize quality steel from junk polished to a shine.

While Vickar reminisced about the past, and renewed some of his worries, a petite hand rested on his shoulder. Vickar looked at his daughter, who stepped up behind him and locked eyes with him. There was a bright glow to them today that was not normally present. Vickar shook his head. He had known it would happen to her one day, like it had for him. Normally, a Volari had to meditate and practice in order to activate the special sight their eyes would give them. However, Vickar had a very strong bloodline for this special sight, so it was no wonder Ulma just naturally developed it with no effort—just as he had. Ulma had awakened her abilities long ago, but the sight had yet to come. At least, before today.

He reached out to gently pat her head with a warm smile. Ulma did not return the affection or smile, and Vickar shuddered slightly at her icy stare.

Ulma leaned in to whisper in Vickar’s ear, “Why haven’t you told Mother? Why didn’t you tell Rune?”

Vickar instantly knew what it was that Ulma referred to. Vickar had been in the forge every day, from dusk till dawn, working on Rune’s sword for a month. He did not know when it was that Ulma’s eyes became able to see the Aura that surrounded and flowed through them all, but he already understood what she saw. He experienced the same feeling after seeing Arkrune at the moment of his birth.

“They don’t need to know yet,” was the only answer he felt he could give. This was a world with many dangerous places and monsters. Even more dangerous people. He had done what he could to prepare his son, but there were some things that were better left found on his own. Rune’s journey was his own and while it probably would have helped to teach him more, train him more, maybe even reach out to an old friend… that just wasn’t the path Vickar had chosen.

Ulma was unimpressed by his answer. She huffed before she turned around and left the room. Vickar knew Lydia had seen their daughter’s frustration with him, but just shrugged her shoulders before she set the table. Vickar continued to ponder the situation. He knew he made a dangerous gamble sending Rune on his way to join the Vanguard without knowing how to use his Awakened powers, but it felt just as dangerous to keep him here and train him alone. Struggle granted strength. When Rune arrived at Hilden, he would interact with an Awakening Crystal and would be able to fully understand what his class was. Everything would be fine. Perhaps my friend will find him, anyway.








  
  
Chapter Three




Rune

Rune woke for his watch just a few hours after leaving Dorn, a town south of Locke and halfway to Hilden. Sleep had nearly escaped him due to excitement, but exhaustion had taken hold in the end. It was to be his first watch with the guardsmen who promised that after they left Dorn, they would teach Rune the ropes. He also gleaned through listening to some conversations that some fighters were not simple caravan guards, but a few were actually hired Vanguard. They would be his future comrades, and he wanted to learn a thing or two from them if he could. 

As far as Rune could tell, the archer who had examined his travel papers, the woman wielding two axes, and the armored warrior with a great sword and plate armor were all members of the Vanguard. He had yet to witness them do much in the way of fighting, but the way they carried themselves and the general air about them screamed veteran warriors that far outclassed your average guardsman. Even though they had only left Locke a couple of days ago, Rune could at least determine that much.

While Rune hopped out of the moving wagon for his turn on the watch, he noticed that one of his allies for his first round was the tall archer. After getting a better look at him, he noticed the man was wearing a thin green cloak that covered most of his armor. Surprisingly, he had a decent amount of leather fortifying his wiry frame that flashed from behind the cloak every few steps. What really drew the youth’s attention though, was the bow slung over the man’s shoulders. Occasionally, there was a small metallic gleam that would flash in the morning sun’s light as it caught the front of the bow.

The man seemed to notice Rune’s curious glances and smirked before taking the bow from his back. He held it out in front of him. He gestured for his partner to inspect it. With permission to have a closer visual, Rune carefully analyzed the bow from a few angles while the owner continued to hold it. Rune could tell by the firmness of his grip that the archer had no intention of letting it leave his grasp. This was a ‘look but don’t touch’ situation, not that he cared.

At first, it appeared no different from a typical hunting bow. Nothing seemed unusual regarding the type of wood and the string. Once Rune’s eyes settled on the front face of the weapon, though, they widened in moderate surprise. Running down the front length of the bow were a series of copper-colored rings. Each ring was connected to another by a thin line of the same metal that ran from tip to tip of the bow. It was inlaid deeply in the bow's wood. Any normal bow would be weakened by the process of inlaying metal that deeply into the wood. Not only did it present an extreme risk of the weapon snapping, it also could cause simple problems with the firing of an arrow if it affected the spring-rate of the wood itself. Fatigue from repeated use would also wear out the metal eventually, leaving behind cracks that broke the alderite circuit.

“Is that an altered bow? You actually got someone to inlay alderite into it? Not many people do that! It is so expensive and it…”

The archer smiled and returned the weapon to his back before responding, “Yes. I know down here my bow is a rare make. I hail from the north-western coast. Far flatter that way. Long-distance fighting is standard with the beasts there.”

“Are you saying that you infuse the bow to increase the distance your arrows fly? That level of control must either be insane, or your Aura reserves must be massive to maintain it constantly.”

The archer chuckled at Rune’s childlike interest. He explained that he had easily pegged Rune for a potential applicant the moment he showed up for the trip. No one normally carried two swords of different makes. Of course, the man already knew one was altered, while the other was nothing special. He explained that only Vanguard or highly skilled knights did that. Rune was obviously neither of those, so he figured the young man was intending to become a part of the Vanguard. Rune was flabbergasted by the archer’s astute evaluations.

“What do you know about Aura?”

“A decent amount,” Rune answered honestly. “My father is a Wanderer, so he’s taught me a bit.”

The archer paused for a moment before leaning uncomfortably close to Rune’s face. He scrutinized the boy for a few seconds before shrugging and saying, “You don’t have the eyes. Might still be an Awakened. Rare, but possible.”

Rune shifted uncomfortably, but said nothing. He could not bring himself to admit to a prospective comrade that while he clearly didn’t have the Volari eyes, he also has shown no inclination or capacity to store Aura within him like an Awakened. There was one instance in his childhood that made Rune think he might have the capacity and was just a late bloomer, but nothing ever actually came of it other than a painful experience. 

Vickar had also told him he was an Awakened human, but did not elaborate beyond that. Rune still had yet to exhibit any signs of showing his Awakened Class. Fortunately, the Vanguard still enthusiastically accepted normal humans who were not Volari or Awakened. This was especially true in the southern territories, where the populace relied heavily upon the organization’s services to supplement their lack of regular soldier patrols.

Rising through the ranks without the ability to see, manipulate, or even use Aura could be difficult and expensive. Rune still had hope, since it was not uncommon for an Awakened human to be unable to learn their class or use class skills without help from an Awakening Crystal. Still, they could infuse Aura into altered weapons. Unfortunately, Rune could not do even that much.

Suddenly, Rune’s companion made a strange whistling sound, like a bird call. A few of the people resting in the wagons glanced at him. The archer made a fist close to his chest with two fingers pointing up before waving it in a small, circular motion. The caravan continued at its pace, but the resting guards in the caravan started to wake and become alert without making much sound. The two others Rune suspected were Vanguard casually jumped from the cart with smiles on their faces, greeting the archer.

They fell in line and, while maintaining a relaxed disposition, whispering unintelligibly between themselves. Rune was confused before he felt a small chill down his spine. Something was watching them. Something was close. Movement amongst the trees and shrubs drew his eyes to them, but that did not feel right… The towns and roads in this area all bordered the Greatwood, a massive wooded region home to many beasts and monsters. Sometimes bandits would make camps short distances into the woods, but never more than a few hundred yards in. 

Rune felt the shiver a second time and flinched, moving his head a few inches to the left. A dark purple streak flew past his face and impaled the bench of a wagon behind him. An arrow vibrated slightly in the wood, buried a few inches into it. A moment later, more arrows started buzzing past. Rune brought the buckler attached to his gauntlets in front of his face while pulling out his primary sword. It was too early to use his altered weapon, and it might only make him a bigger target. Rune rushed towards the direction the arrows flew to guard the merchants and distract the attackers.

Right as he stepped out into the field, he felt a tug at the back of his neck before being thrown backwards onto his rear end. He glanced up in anger at the large woman who had flung him to the ground like a doll. She smirked back at him before kicking Rune back into the dirt when he tried to scramble to his feet.

“Stay down, kid,” she ordered; her hands drew the axes from her hips. “You’ll get your chance to fight when you get to Hilden. For now, stay down. Stay alive.”

The man with the great sword nodded in agreement at the woman’s words as he turned around and planted his sword in the dirt. After clapping his hands together, a dull purple ball of light formed between them before it slowly expanded outward. The dull glow quickly became a bright light. The man cried out, “Shield: Area Barrier!” The light dimmed suddenly, then flashed brightly. A gigantic wall of purple light surrounded the entire caravan. Arrows continued to fly from between the trees, but none met their targets. They harmlessly bounced off the massive wall encircling them.

Rune noticed beads of sweat roll down the warrior’s face; his knees shaking. “Any time now, boss. This ain’t forever, ya know. Gods above, this sucks.”

The woman smiled and ran toward the arrows, calling forth the other guards to follow. Her eyes blazed momentarily at Rune, a silent order for him to stay put. The other guards followed and as they reached the wall of light, Mr. Greatsword released his ability and finally fell to one knee, with the sweat from the exertion pouring off his brow. Though Rune was confused at first, he realized the man intended to rely upon his weapon to act as a support once he canceled his ability.

Mr. Archer stepped up and released several arrows into the woods. He had been monitoring the specific locations the attackers were targeting them from and intended to return the arrows. The front of his bow glowed a similar shade as the barrier as he drew his string back. At the moment of release, Rune could have sworn he saw a slight shockwave left behind by the arrows. Several more shots flew from the archer in rapid succession, each either finding their mark or flushing the enemies out of their positions.

Bandits shouted orders from the woods and surged forward. There appeared to only be about ten of them, but that might not have included all the ones who were shooting from behind cover. Their swords clashed, with the guard quickly overwhelming the bandits. The scary woman easily outclassed every bandit who dared approach her. Her twin axes each fended off a different enemy. Once the guard advanced with the help of the large woman, it took mere moments for the attackers to lie on the ground, defeated, with their blood soaking into the dirt.

Rune felt another chill from behind him. Danger. He swung his sword backward and felt his blade connect with metal. The new arrival held a dagger out and had barely blocked his sword in the crook where the blade met the guard. The dagger and its owner’s arm shook beneath the pressure. Thankfully, Rune was stronger. He was not normally in positions where there was a direct competition of strength, so this was a toss-up.

The enemy jumped back quickly as they released the hold against Rune’s blade. Unable to compensate for the lack of resistance, Rune fell forward. Taking advantage of the opening, his attacker rushed forward and slashed the weapon downward onto the back of Rune’s neck. Just before the strike landed, blood sprayed into the air from the assailant’s neck where an arrow had pierced their throat. Rune saw the person’s eyes widen with fear and then fill with pain as they gurgled out incoherent words.

After the person collapsed, Rune noticed there was a subtle purple light coming from them before being replaced with white as they rolled into the back of their head. The attacker was Volari, likely a Wanderer, if they had stooped to banditry. They wore pure black clothes with no sign of armor or padding. Their intention was obvious: finish the fight quickly, in one strike and without having to deal with the risk of retaliation.

Damn, I froze. He groaned internally. Just because it’s a person doesn’t mean I can stop like that. Father would have killed me himself had he seen that. No more. You’re joining the Vanguard. Get it together, Rune.

As he examined the would-be assassin with a shamed expression, the other guards and the three Vanguard warriors gathered the bodies of the fallen bandits. They collected the decent-looking weapons among them and then piled the bodies to burn. Leaving them untouched could cause disease or attract monsters from deeper in the woods. Either scenario would be terrible.

A few hours later, when the fires burned out, the group continued their trek to Hilden. Rune was told he could rest in the wagon again until they reached their destination. He thought about arguing, but after witnessing such a commotion, he decided against it and simply did as he was told.

The woman with the axes approached Rune and congratulated him on surviving his first encounter on his journey. “By the way, kid, the name’s Mona. The archer is Lex and the pansy gasping for air still is Tabor. We’re Vanguard based out of Jelmoore, but we spend a lot of time in Hilden and frequent the routes between them and Locke.”

The man with the great sword, Tabor, looked at Mona with eyes full of indignation. “Woman, how many times I gotta tell you that this shit takes a lot out of me? Next time, why don’t you do it? Oh wait, you can’t! ‘Cus, you ain’t a Shielder like me! Best stop pestering me before I find another party that treats me better!”

Mona and Lex laughed, and Rune wore a big grin. It sounded like these three had worked together for a long time. Rune was glad they finally felt he was worthy to know their names. The friendly exchange also excited him. Rune hoped that one day he could join a party and be as close with them as these three clearly were.

“My name is Rune!” he answered excitedly.
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Alittle while after the ambush, the party was still a day away from their destination. Lex continued to monitor their surroundings while Mona replaced Rune on the guard's rotation. Lex broke the silence after a few hours. “That Volari was a Shadow-Weaver. Scary stuff.” 

Mona nodded. “I figured. I am concerned why someone like that was spending time with bandits this far away from Volar. Could be a Wanderer, but still. Skills like that rarely lead one away from their home. Good thing you caught on to his presence in time.”

Lex shook his head with a grim expression. “Wasn’t me. Was the kid.” Mona looked at Lex with a raised eyebrow, prompting him to continue. “Kid noticed them before me. Swung around to catch him, too. One or both of us would be dead if he didn’t somehow notice him.”

Mona nodded slowly and looked towards the wagon with a gaze of surprise and mild respect. She had not expected a country bumpkin and son of a smith to have beaten Lex in battlefield awareness, let alone a Shadow-Weaver.

“Dodged an arrow, too,” Lex stated plainly.

Mona was even more impressed now. To her, it seemed the kid had talent. She wondered how well the kid would do on the entrance test and training. She also wondered if the kid had it in him to work with Hilden’s resident problem child. The thought of Rune working with them made Mona chuckle to herself. They would get along famously, she thought sarcastically. I’m gonna make sure that kid gets in. Awakened or not, that kind of innate awareness he has will keep him alive. And if it keeps him alive, it’ll keep his party alive.
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“Again!” a commanding voice shouted, dripping with annoyance. “You’ll practice swings till your arms fall off! After that, you’ll run around the walls till your legs fall off!” 

A young man currently undergoing cruel and unusual punishment gasped, desperately trying to draw in the air his lungs so desperately craved. He was tall, with deep blue hair, and fairly muscular. His arms had started trembling twenty minutes ago, and now he felt they might actually fall off. The young man did not know if this was some form of punishment for the mistakes of a past life, or if his instructor was simply a demon in disguise. It felt a bit much for what had actually happened…

“Alright! That’s enough!” the trainer shouted. He watched as his victim collapsed in a sweaty heap on the ground. “Fine. Call it a day. You’ll run tomorrow morning before lessons. I think you’ve had enough. Don’t do it again.” He turned around and left the training hall the two had been in all day.

Its wooden floors were covered in scuff marks, with some visible gouges that had yet to be repaired. The blue-haired trainee dropped his practice sword with a thud as he immediately sank to the ground. He massaged his wrists, making sure they were still useable after his torture.

“Lord Tayven, some water for you.” A short butler walked into the room carrying a pitcher of water to refresh the noble’s body. The young noble’s brown eyes hungrily stared at the jug of life before him.

“Thank you very much,” Tayven gasped between gulps of water. “I’m thinking that demon has it out for me.”

The attendant chuckled. “Well, you wouldn’t have to do these extra practice sessions if you just showed up on time to the normal ones. Here at the Vanguard Academy, even nobility is treated equal to the common folk, so no special treatment for you, Young Master. Besides, you are the one who elected to take these extra courses before formal registration.”

Tayven nodded. He knew that attending the Academy would mean no special treatment by staff or peers. In truth, it was the main reason he came all the way to Jelmoore from his home in the trade city of Nefera. Most of his peers attended the Noble’s Academy in the capital, but that was not what Tayven wanted. He was the fifth son of the lord of Nefera, so he was out of succession unless all four of his brothers died or gave up their succession rights. Not to mention he was a bastard with a different mother. With those facts in mind, he had decided to take a different path in life. 

The butler gestured for the nobleman to exit the training hall and partake in dinner for the evening. Likely a bath too. Tayven nodded and began to stand and exit before he realized he could not move.

“Um…” he began. The butler chuckled again before coming to his lord’s side and helping him walk towards the bathhouse.

“Young Master. To avoid such a scenario in the future, I would suggest you not show up late to the next training session.”

Tayven nodded grimly at his servant’s words. He again thought he was being punished for something else. Being late did not feel like an adequate reason to torture him so. After the two reached the bathhouse, Tayven could walk by himself once again. He stepped inside the baths and was welcomed by steam and the scent of herbs and oils. The natural hot springs beneath the Academy were a boon to the students who attended as the water, along with the herbs and oils infused in them, helped tortured muscles relax after long days of workouts and exercise.

Tayven sunk slowly into the hot waters and felt the tenderness of his muscles instantly vanish. A satisfied sigh escaped his lips as he sank up to his neck. Everything felt right in the world; so long as he didn’t move his arms at all.

Almost an hour later, Tayven left the bathhouse with some water still dripping off his dark skin. He returned to his quarters, where a lukewarm meal awaited him on a small table next to his bed. It was simple slop compared to the meals he had grown up with. However, he knew it didn’t need to taste good, since he was going to scarf it down before passing out, barely touching his tongue to the food. Tomorrow, the practice instructor would probably have him run laps around the walls of the academy just after dawn, and then he would have to attend afternoon classes. All he needed was the energy, not the flavor.

“What’s on the menu tomorrow?” he asked no one in particular, while grabbing a notebook he used to track his weekly itinerary. Even though he was not a formal student yet, those who moved in early were required to participate in some base level activities. “Aura Theory…damn.” 

Tayven wasn’t stupid by any means, and he wasn’t annoyed at having to partake in an intellectual pursuit. He was simply tired of learning so much about Aura Theory without putting that theory into practice. In a few months, the Academy would host a delegation from Volar, and returning with them would be the Aura Arts instructor. She had taken a leave of absence to see family several months ago. Only when she was present could the school host the Awakening Ceremony, a ceremony where the students at the school would learn what kind of Awakened they were if they were one. This was assuming the student had not already learned of their Class.

Tayven knew he was one, but did not know what class he possessed yet. Realistically, there were only three options for him. He could end up as a Shielder, a Pulser, or an Enhancer. Others were possible, but not likely. Just like all young men with a passion for the sword and a dream of heroics, he hoped his Class was an Enhancer, able to strengthen his own body with the mythical powers of Aura. Only time would tell for him, of course.
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