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Interlude
Days of Reckoning


The chilling waves propelled by the reconstruction of Urostmarn, the Lifereaper echoed throughout each and every dimension of existence like a ripple upsetting the settled shape of calm waters. Be it within the boundaries of the known cosmos or otherwise, the effect stood equal in intensity as if all worlds or realms were nothing but one. Among the innumerable planes in which its awakened wavelength traversed, a peculiar domain welcomed the otherwise perturbing rippling of its resonance. A realm that didn’t belong under the jurisdiction of the living planes, for it bore connections with more proximity to that of the dead.

From within the said realm, the thundering beats of several blacksmithing hammers echoed in clashing impacts as they shaped several pieces of cooling molten metal. Blow after blow removed and hardened fragments of a soon-to-become weapon, cleansing it of any potential impurities as other bystanding workers anxiously awaited their turn to subject what was to remain of it into a quenching process that would cement its shape.

The majority of the blacksmiths were dwarfed by their ongoing project, hinting that whoever it was designed for was either humongous in stature compared to them, had a tremendous amount of physical strength, or both. Nevertheless, the challenge of forging such a weapon appeared well-received by the tinkerers of anvil.

Further along the process, the still-shaping armament had eventually cooled down to allow the laborers press on with their work, their squirms of anticipation for the final product a testament for their passion of craft. The piece had been picked up with care with long pliers and submerged into hot oil, followed by a pool of water that subsequently boiled and sizzled with a degree of intensity comparable with that of the molten pits within the Burning Hells. Close by, another set of workers had prepared a long handle, several leather straps, and strings decorated with small parchments of fur to complete the project’s utility and design alike. As soon as their turn of work kicked off, they tied them around the weapon’s handle before hearing a pair of heavy steps closing in on them a moment’s worth before finishing the weapon’s assembly. A being with gray, stone-like skin and a long beard that sparkled like a diamond, equipped with a two-handed hammer that bore resemblance to that of a blacksmith rather than a tool for combat. It stirred rallying cheers within the ranks of the weaponsmiths, his presence greeted by the other blacksmiths with a gesture of hitting themselves in the chest once. The creature responded in kind before letting loose a loud laugh that rose over the ringing bells of hammers that pounded metal. He lifted the gargantuan three-bladed hammer and swung it several times through the air, studying the weight distribution and nodding his head in an approving manner once he seemed convinced of its quality.

Soon after, another set of even heavier footsteps could be heard approaching the working station. All the workers ceased their activities and let themselves down on one knee, bowing their heads to whoever was on the verge of entering the foundry. With their eyes pointed upwards, a colossal red warrior closed in on them, reaching out to the smiths’ alleged leader.

The forge master grinned with pride burning in his look at the towering red warrior, raising both hands, holding the hammer towards him.

“It would do us a great honor for this weapon to be carried in battle by you, warchief. May it serve you well and live up to your expectations.”

The red warrior remained silent at first, picking up the weapon and repeating the same testing gestures that the master smith did before him, after which the red warrior tightened his grip on the hilt as hard as he could, measuring its resistance to pressure. A broad smile curved on his face as he sheathed the weapon onto his back with care. “A fine piece, Fetheron. Once more, your smiths have outdone themselves.”

The smith leader nodded in a display of sincere gratefulness. “Your words honor us. We live to serve the will of the master of Valghenthra.”

The red warrior nodded back at him and proceeded outside the forge, taking his newly crafted weapon with him as he traversed a corridor wide enough to accommodate five berserkers the size of him marching side by side. After taking several turns and ascending a large staircase, at the end of another hallway, a large hall from which joyful shouts echoed waited for him. As soon as those inside saw him, they greeted his entrance with unending waves of cheering and raised mugs of ale and mead. The red warrior allowed himself a moment to bask in the welcoming, then bashed the bottom of the hammer on the chamber’s floor once, silencing every voice and other noises that filled the room. Each figure inside the halls stared at him in a manner similar to how wolves stand before their pack leader, respectfully awaiting its command. He turned his gaze towards each of them, searching their eyes for signs of doubt, weak resolve, or lack of motivation, and grinned at the sight of perceiving none.

“There’s work to be done, my sons and daughters,” shouted the red warrior with firming authority. “The Drums of Power have started beating once more, reverberating the reconstruction of Urostmarn, the Lifereaper. As you’ve all felt the wavelengths of its return, so did every other being in existence.” He took a moment of brief pause in his speech, then ambled a few steps through the hall. “Some of you may remember Thieron, the previous wielder of the blade, who would’ve made a fine son of Valghenthra if not for many unfortunates such as the miscreants of Hell that drew a premature end to his life. And now, following in his footsteps, it seems that his foolish son decided to make his presence known. You all know what this means!” He took a moment to savor the crowd’s echoing cheers as each fighter raised weapon-wielding arms above their heads almost in perfect unison. “As such, first and foremost, I’ll be requesting six volunteers to accompany me on Earth, the shit-piece-of-coal stained by the Infinite Conflict.”

The hall stood filled with all too little freed space, radiating heatwaves of anticipating hope from numerous warriors. Each of them was eager to embark on any glorious adventure that the wings of fate would take them, especially so in one that would involve the presence of their leader. If warfare and conflict were to follow in their footsteps, then all the more exciting their tales of victory would be at their return. However, in spite of the ever-mutual sense of comradery and respect carried for one another, every fighter bore a selfish, desiring mantle of being selected for their own glory and lust for battle. Silent and almost unmoving, they peered into the eyes of their leader in anticipation of the chance to be picked.

After a few moments of utter silence within the hall, the red warrior’s voice broke in a thundering tone. “Enshin, Diusternis, Barcam, Lehon, Drusilla, Aelis, step forward.”

Four men and two women made their way to the front, aligning themselves as their eyes exuded mirth at their pleas being answered. Among them, one warrior covered in inking tattoos all over his body, holding a simplistic-looking spear in one hand and an all-the-same-designed shield in the other, parted lips before the warchief.

“Your will, our hands.”

The red warrior nodded once before turning his attention to the other warriors inside the chamber. “Do not dismay, those of you whom I’ve left unselected. Keep honing your skills within Valghenthra and patiently await future opportunities to knock at your door. As for you,” he turned back the picked, “Heaven and Hell are sure to break the Crossing Pact that forbids them to set foot on Earth and make a way to the human world. Yet make no mistake, we venture there not as protectors of humanity, but as punishers for the arrogant vultures and snakes that threaten to disturb the accord. We will crush their spirits by showing them seven of us are enough to topple not one, but TWO of their armies at once. And, most of all, we will prey on their terror as we do so! Asaa E’vaaaaaa !”1

The hall almost shook at the echoing cheers that resonated from every single soul inside it, after which it settled as the appointed warriors followed their leader into another chamber. A giant ring made of metal occupied the center of the said room. Near it, a pedestal with a deep dent carved within it and etched with faded runic symbols stood as the object of interest for the red warrior. He raised a hand, and a small portal opened close to its reaching stretch. From within, the warchief pulled out a short sword similar in style to the pedestal’s architecture.

“Rejoice, my children, for today we shed blood in the name of balance and SPORT!” A moment later, the red warrior thrust the drawn blade inside the pedestal and twisted it like a key, waking the dormant runic symbols that covered it in a glow of bright blue nuance that spread across the floor until it enveloped the ring itself. The imbuing energies unbarred a portal within the circling construct, with its destination set on the human world known as Earth. The red warrior had a subtle smirk between his saber-like tusks on the sides of the bottom of his mouth. He signaled his appointed champions to traverse the spatial gate, with him entering last.

The group’s feet touched the blood-soaked dirt on the grounds near the ruins of Ramdin. A lingering trace of sulphur, smoke, ash, and decayed flesh were the prominent scents that filled their nostrils, marking signs that could’ve easily turned any sane person around. Yet they seemed to embrace the atmosphere as they proceeded to enter the dilapidated human settlement without hesitation. One of the warriors, armed with a longbow that encompassed around two-thirds of his height, distanced himself from the others in favor of climbing atop the ruined buildings, scouting the area. It didn’t take him long to spot the mass of lesser demons, and the central plaza turned into an arena in which Thaidren’s group and Kina were gathered.

Warchief! said the archer through a mind link. I’ve laid eyes on the Aspect of Heresy. For a brief moment, there was no answer. Not from the red warrior or anyone else partaking in the connection. In unsettled silence, the archer unsheathed his bow, then cast his gaze all around him, making certain that his presence remained unnoticed still. As it seemed so, he drew an arrow from his quiver right before his leader returned word.

Stay your hand for the time being, Diusternis! Observe and tell me what that bitch is doing.

For now, she seems to converse with a group of humans. Wait… the one she’s looking at wields Urostmarn. His gaze turned to a belfry tower of a dilapidated church that lay on the other side of the central plaza. There’s also a Lu’Derai on top of one of the buildings above them. She doesn’t seem corrupted by Hell’s touch, meaning she may be on the humans’ side.

From within the mind link, another voice came forth. Warchief, what are your orders?

Keep your weapons sheathed and presence concealed for now but stand ready to strike the dogs of Hell as soon as someone makes the first move. His pupils dilated, and his mouth unraveled a subtle smile of mirth. Conflict is sure to spark from their encounter. As for the Heresy-Slut, leave her to me.

The archer’s hand briefly trembled with impatience. There was a refusal of dragging the arrow onto the bow and arch it to its limit out of awareness that he may end up launching the projectile prematurely. As he was about to sheath it back in its quiver, his eyes widened at the sight of Elarin’s plunge.

The elf! She jumped!

Hold your fire! Perhaps she will strike true.

The archer didn’t give in a single blink as the Lu’Derai graciously cut through the air in pursuit of her target. For a brief moment, he turned his gaze to Kina, seemingly unaware of her presence. For a split second, the archer thought the Aspect of Heresy had shot a glance in his direction, making him cover behind a wall. Curses…

What’s happening? asked another voice. Diusternis, say something, brother!

Upon turning his sight back to the arena, the archer saw the elf being held in Kina’s clutches. A hammer-wielding warrior was charging towards the ruler of Hell, yet his blunt ended up in a grip as well. Diusternis got on one knee and imbued his arrow with light while aiming towards the Aspect of Heresy. In the following moment, he set it soaring with the intent to strike at her throat. I missed, he ended up declaring in a sighing inner tone.

A loud battle cry pierced through the group’s line of thoughts, marking the entrance of the warriors of Valghenthra as their warchief rushed towards the ruler of Hell with bloodlust engraved in his bright-gray eyes. At that point, the conflict he had previously predicted was already set in motion, and his grin marked the upcoming settling of it.




Chapter I
A Play of Heresy


Entering the recently ravaged lands surrounding the recently overtaken city of Ramdin—currently lying in ruins—an army of warriors in servitude of The Light had gathered by order of the Congregation of Paladins to repel the invading forces of Hell. And yet, most of mankind’s counterattacking force was languidly dealt with, almost driven to obliteration, not by the lesser demon army under Serathra’s command, but by her mistress alone instead: Kina, the Aspect of Heresy. The ruler of Hell graciously tore through the congregations’ army as a sharp, warm knife would when pressed against a block of butter. In tandem to her culling pressed ongoing still, the Council of Mages had arrived with ample reinforcements at the scene as well, including its leading figures among those who’d cojoin in the effort of banishing evil back to the darkness from which it came. As such, the Nine Elements combined their powers into erecting a ringing barrier that entrapped and swallowed the ruined city, for in their eyes, it would isolate and prevent the enemy leader from receiving reinforcements when things will inevitably turn against her. If only they could’ve grasped how little-to-nothing the barrier meant to Kina…

The majority of the sorcerers proceeded to assist the paladins in fending off the Aspect of Heresy while a smaller group of remaining clerics and sorcerers specialized in healing magic stood behind to tend to the injured warriors of The Light that managed to evade the grasp of death. Although it seemed that many were spared simply through a miraculous act or sheer luck, little did the people know that Kina was purposely letting them live so as to savor their repeated regroup ending up with their fall once more. Her intent wasn’t to kill but rather to keep herself busy and entertained until her guest of honor, Thaidren’s, return.

All the while, within the city’s walls, Serathra, leader of the cult of Kasm and one of Kina’s loyal subjects, stood in waiting after an almost-full recovery, safe for one matter. By the will of her ruler, and as punishment for the inability to press on with the overtaking of the human race by herself, Kina stripped the demoness of her wings, a previously bestowed gift a long time ago when Serathra first chose allegiance in the Burning Hells’ civil war. Yet, as she’d been aware of it, such practice wasn’t uncommon, for should she manage to redeem herself, then Kina would restore them as a sign of renewed trust and forgiveness.

Having grown mildly bored of the common grunts and weaklings trying to face her, the Aspect of Heresy turned her eyes to the round barrier that surrounded the city as a sense of amusement took over her. They’ve “cut off my reinforcements,” she thought with a smug smile before taking flight. From above, Kina took notice how the High Elements stood equally distant from one another, around the barrier, in order to assure its stability. A more focused glance had set on her target, and she descended into coming across Oziria, the Unseen Drawn. Neither of them had ever met the other in the past, but in Kina’s view, the sorceress appeared well aware of whom stood before her, and the fact alone pleased the ruler of Hell.

There was no initial exchange of words, yet the Unseen Drawn’s body froze far beyond the requirement of standing still to better maintain the barrier. Her entire being stood at a crossroads between the instinct to run as far and as fast as possible, and that of simply remaining in place, wishfully hoping she wasn’t the intended prey. In the following moment, Oziria had turned fully aware of her sweating forehead and palms, the subtle tremble of arms that seemed to want to extend to her legs as well, and, most of all, the inability to take her eyes off of Kina. There was a sort of pressure that denoted overwhelming power coming from her, like a pungent scent that demanded wariness. They kept looking at each other for a few seconds, after which Kina smiled and initiated the conversation.

“Now, now,” the Aspect of Heresy’s soothing voice enveloped Oziria’s ears, “how does a pretty girl the likes of you end up on such a miserable playfield?”

Having heard that, Oziria expected her life to end in a flash, once the Aspect of Heresy was done with her amused and lascivious gaze. But instead, she was left surprised by the sight of Kina making a turn at the barrier instead, her eyes seemingly entranced by its sight.

The Aspect of Heresy gently placed a hand on the bubbling transparent wall, her gaze still locked on it in spite of her lips parting to address Oziria. “A primordial barrier,” she murmured, followed by a brief pause. “A graceful yet demanding technique, requiring all nine primordial elements to facilitate its advent. I must say, your kind may not be as crude and helpless as I’ve initially believed.” Following her praise, however, Kina pressed against the wall, shattering it by using no more than sheer physical strength. “Alas, your casts are lacking when it comes to potency; potential means little when not exploited, darling.”

The city was no longer imprisoned, the barrier turned into an afterthought as Oziria was, at that point, at the very least, capable of moving and using her magic. She didn’t wait for the Aspect of Heresy to utter another word, as the Unseen Drawn roused her power into unleashing a sudden gravitational shockwave that, she hoped, would put some distance between Kina and her. Seeing her opponent flinching and taking flight afterward, Oziria followed the ruler of Hell with her hand through the air and then slammed her into the ground. Her eyes began to glow as Oziria conjured a pressure point area on top of the Aspect of Heresy, in which gravity would be amplified many times past what would’ve been ordinary. For several moments, Kina seemed to have been rendered immobile under force, but, to Oziria’s concern, she had intended to bring her demise rather than mere restrain. Just how resilient can she be? She must’ve used blood magic to adapt her flesh and bones to my gravitational powers. From that point of view, Oziria was facing a highly adaptable opponent, as the Aspect of Heresy could alter her body in order to render her techniques less effective—in a worst-case-scenario, perhaps even useless. With that in mind, Oziria concluded that her best remaining option was to stall her opponent long enough for the other Elements to make their appearance. But then Kina’s voice cast a shiver of fright down her spine, realizing it had come from behind her as Oziria blinked and saw her pressure zone empty.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. It’s highly unwise to be daydreaming during a fight, darling.”

The Unseen Drawn made a sudden turn, her palm wide open, impacting a tremendous gravitational push that followed its path. It didn’t manage to strike Kina, but, as before, it forced her into drawing more distance. And then there was also the look in her eyes—a clear expression of delight—that was enraging Oziria. However, it had also proved to work in the Unseen Drawn’s favor, as it overpowered the hesitancy borne of fright buried under.

“I’ll admit, darling, I haven’t fought all that many gravity users over the course of time. But you… you strike me as an unpolished diamond as opposed to the worthless pebbles I’ve faced before.”

For a moment, the Unseen Drawn took the compliment in, a grin curving her mouth. “Then you must know by now that diamonds can cut.” She aligned both hands in front of her, pointing at Kina, and chanted with haste as the Aspect of Heresy stood unmoved as if indulging her.

“Another pressure field? My, my, darling, you just don’t know when to give—” Her line was interrupted as both of her arms hit the ground with speed akin to being ripped apart, followed by her wings and, lastly, her legs. The severed torso of the ruler of Hell then fell as well, like a stuffed dummy subjected to a brutal training session.

In the aftermath of her technique’s effect, as the body remained torn and still, Oziria exhaled with relief as she thought how she had finally—and somehow—managed to put an end to Kina’s games and words alike. Alas, her comfort didn’t last long, for soon afterward it shattered into shards of disquiet for the Unseen Drawn as her eyes saw the lower body of Kina shaping and morphing a serpent-like tail from the waist down, followed by a new pair of arms and wings that grew back in tandem. Given all the grotesque details of her shapeshifting reconstruction, the fact that her dress changed colors the same way it did when Serathra had first angered her—straying from its apparent angelic appearance—marked the least of Oziria’s concerns. In a hasty attempt, the sorceress went on into recasting her technique, aiming to sever Kina’s head as well that time around. Before she had a chance to do so, however, the compelling words of the Aspect of Heresy flew into her ears with a chilling tone.

“I believe you’ve already done enough, darling. It would be best of you to stand still and accept your failure now, don’t you think?”

As the words reached her, Oziria ceased her arm-wavering, her guard left open as she stood still in front of her approaching opponent.

“Nevertheless, you’ve managed to put on quite a fight, a certain flame of ambition in your eyes that weights past your mere magical prowess. I admire determination, especially so when it’s being sheltered in another woman’s soul. But sadly, you forced my hand when you struck some nerves, quite literally. So, I believe I’ve had enough of you for the time being.” Her smile turned from lukewarm to cold as Kina morphed her snake-like lower body back to a pair of legs and ambled towards the High Element of gravity. Within an arm’s length from one another, before the ruler of Hell had a chance to lay a finger on the paralyzed sorceress, an eruption of flaming pillars rose into a wall between them, followed by a concentrated sandstorm that impeded Kina’s vision. Spears of ice and darkness flew through the storm while several lightning bolts and torrents of fire followed suit in their trajectory. Lastly, a flaming tornado engulfed the sand and forged a prison of glass for the Aspect of Heresy before a charged ray of light passed through the new-formed crystal.

All of the aforementioned unnatural occurrences marked the arrival of the remaining members of the high council, their intervention saving Oziria in tandem with putting an end to Kina’s amusement. The light beam that permeated the glass prison pressed on, as Atolis, the Light of Dawn, wished to make certain that no demon, be it a ruler of Hell or otherwise, would be able to survive such cleansing. Unrelenting still, as the ray kept heating the elemental lockup, the ground below melted—courtesy of Connia, the World Pillar’s added intervention—and submerged it into a buried afterthought.

Shortly after, Zarina rushed in to reach out to the Unseen Drawn, her voice echoing concern as her eyes studied her condition. “Oziria! Are you all right?”

Belatedly, the gravity sorceress came back to her senses. She looked at the Abyss Walker, then lightly pushed her a step away from her and nodded with a tremble. “I will be… eventually…”

“You’ve done enough already, standing your ground alone against her,” added the Abyss Walker. “Forgive us for not arriving sooner, but together… we defeated one of the legendary rulers of Hell.”

“Their prowess in battle must’ve warped over time and with numerous iterations of scripture,” added Terras before, one by one, the others shared their own take on the matter. Alas, their voices ended up ultimately chained in shocking silence as the council members heard the voice of their allegedly vanquished enemy from above.

“Are they now?” said Kina with an added chuckle at their expressions whilst hovering from above, her figure casting a shadow over them, wings flapping in the moonlight. With the council rendered speechless, the Aspect of Heresy’s words pressed on into rendering them docile. “Amusing as it may have been, I believe you’ve had enough rounds of ‘throw everything you’ve got at the demon.’ And given how you expressed your hatred towards me… I believe all that’s left for you to do now is simply bow down to me. If it brings you any consolation, many more, with greater prowess, have attempted to best me only to end the same.”

As her words took root, the High Elements found themselves at her mercy, obeying her compelling wishes. In tandem and from a relatively safe distance, the remaining paladins and sorcerers stood petrified, not daring to intervene. At first glance, Kina appeared as if she didn’t pay any mind to them, yet that couldn’t have been farther from the truth.

“H… How can this… be?” asked Atolis. “We’ve… buried you alive… I… conjured rays of light through the glass to purge you…” What he didn’t focus on, however, was that in spite of Kina’s compulsive power, he still managed to remain on his feet, albeit with a subtle tremble in them.

Next to Atolis’s side, Vinral shook as he managed to steadily rise back to his feet as well. Yet unlike Atolis, he took immediate notice of how Kina gazed upon the two of them with an apparent expression of delighted surprise.

“We’ve two strong-willed men here,” she hmphed with an ending smirk moments before ambling towards Atolis and laying a finger against the side of his chin, turning his head up to face her. In follow up, Kina added two more fingers to her grip over the Light of Dawn, the golden-yellow in her eyes reflecting a sense of ecstasy as she gently leaned in and closed her lips to touch his. In tandem, the playful smirk had never left her, from between the moments of their kiss, at the feel of him trying to resist and desperately pull away with no avail, and all the way up to the point when her tongue had abruptly morphed into a sharp spike that pierced open a hole from within, through the back of Atolis’s head.

A blanket of silence fell over the entire scenery, as among their mournful, horrified expressions, Connia, in particular, was the one who wished—and attempted—to break into anguished cries. And yet, all she could forcefully push past the effect of the Aspect of Heresy’s influence was a single tear.

As the soulless body of Atolis impacted the ground, Kina turned to those who were still counted among the living, her gaze locking upon Vinral as she drew one finger over her lips, wiping the blood off. “Flesh doppelgangers, darlings. One of many tools in my arsenal that proved its usefulness in far more ways than you could possibly fathom. What you buried underground was but a mindless doll. A decoy of flesh, given form and movement through the strings of my power.”

Upon hearing this, Giteh’s mind succumbed to a state of unshakable distress. What? Flesh doppelgangers? What the hell are those? Does she really mean she created a double of herself? How?! I’ve never heard of blood magic being able to reach such heights. Never!

With the others locked in place, Kina’s gaze shifted towards Oziria, her eyes appearing lost in thought for but a moment’s worth, after which they rekindled in glowing gold; a grin to follow suit in their wake. Closing in on the gravity sorceress, Kina gently caressed Oziria’s cheek as her lips parted, words coming out belatedly. “I believe I’ve come up with a wonderful idea to repay you, my dear,” she whispered in her ear, taking a brief pause afterward to admire the sorceress’s look. “I believe you’d fare in a different class without your colleagues. I’d say do to them that thing with the arms and legs you did to me earlier.” She pointed towards Vinral, who was still struggling to halfway stand on his feet. “If that’s what you believe as well, then why not start with him? Seeing the struggle that binds him so, draining him powerless against it… I believe you’d be serving him a mercy. Don’t you?”

Unexpectedly, within the following moments, Oziria’s nerves steadied and sank into a sense of perplexed relief. Her trail of thoughts, now tempered, changed their course into conferring ground to Kina’s words as the ruler of Hell’s belief slowly seeped and merged with her own. The Unseen Drawn’s gaze connected with that of Vinral, her equal-in-status and colleague, yet all she could see was a friend in pain, asking for it all to end. Unwilling still, her consciousness dictated, nevertheless, that it was necessary for her to grant him peace; that it would be a kindness, a mercy and a fulfilled duty as well on Oziria’s part to aid the Hand of Flame. Why am I doing this…? she wondered with a shred of untampered voice of reason intact. Why is he struggling like this? If all of us have been affected by whatever hypnotic power Kina possesses, then why is he reacting differently…? She raised her arms at him, palms open and rotating slightly as if she would turn a pair of double-doored handles. No… this can’t be it. There must be something else, past that, that makes him suffer so. She could’ve used her blood magic on him. Her speculating trail took a brief halt. Maybe there’s something tearing him from the inside… she resumed. The shaking in his legs and arms… She’s taking her time with him… What if she’ll leave him for last? What if… And then, without Oziria even realizing it, her arms unfolded to her sides, her chant thus far unnoticed still to her own being as the deed had already been done. Her gaze refocused on Vinral’s, but there was no more light, no more being or soul to meet up with, only a freshly ruptured, fallen corpse. Her belief of doing a necessary evil felt unflinching still, yet seeing it done shattered any sense of holding in her own legs, and the Unseen Drawn fell on her knees with soaked regrets.

Bearing a subtle smile borne from a pleasing performance, Kina approached and raised a hand towards Oziria, gently pulling the sorceress back on her feet. “See? He’s all better now. No more struggles, no more pain. You’ve put an end to all of that, darling. You ought to be proud of yourself, for it was the right thing to do.”

At that point, Oziria experienced a volatile swirl of emotions—that she had thought to have been dealt with—resurfacing, ultimately settling in as a sense of overwhelming mournfulness and guilt for her actions. In her view, it mattered not how or whether she’d been influenced or not. The fact remained set in stone: she killed one of her fellow arch-mages in one of the most brutal ways possible. Her fulfillment of servitude towards the ruler of Hell had gone up to the point where she used the very same technique suggested by Kina. As if it weren’t enough already, after but a moment’s worth of silence, Oziria caught movement in one of Kina’s wings, stretching to point at Zarina.

“Now, how about we continue with that one? Judging by how you pushed her away earlier, I believe you’re not that fond of her.” From behind the Unseen Drawn, the Aspect of Heresy moved to Oziria’s side as she gently primped the sorceress’s disheveled hair, locking several strands of hair that blocked her vision behind her ear. “Perhaps you ought to have pushed harder…? I believe that’s a matter you can right with ease.”

Like a poison entering her bloodstream, the gravity sorceress felt once again a melting of thoughts with induced beliefs, slowly empowering the compulsory command given by Kina, now turning into her own. Oziria raised her arms anew, her lips parting to chant, accompanied by tears, the last vestige of her old beliefs mourning their usurpation. And yet, as she was about to dispose of a second member of the council, a certain thrumming echo—a shockwave of a sort, the likes of which she had never felt before—shook her off enough so as to hastily turn to Kina and send another wave of pressure against her. To Oziria’s surprise, she was already farther away from her, and the beating from before had had a following, and then another. They kept on pulsing like the beating of an unseen heart belonging to no one, one that resonated—or felt as if it was resonating—throughout both around the gravity sorceress, as well as from within. The sensation alone felt instinctive, primordial; as did the chill it brought, reminiscent to one experiencing the moments of eerie silence before an earthquake. While overly conscious of her entire being, Oziria glanced at the others, then back at Kina, only to take notice how all of them appeared as shocked as she was, pinned through a collective sentiment that that embroiled them into inaction. And yet, Kina’s stupefied state posed somewhat distinctive, for her look inferred exhilaration rather than frightful inertness.

Within the following moments, Terras had managed to get a grip on himself first, his throat releasing a voiced order of retreat to the other members of the council. While many remained still entranced, Connia appeared to have heard him as she had opened a gateway through the ground while Zarina released tendrils of darkness to pull everyone else, including Oziria.

After throwing the others through the portal, leaving herself to be the last one escaping, the Abyss Walker caught one last glance of the Aspect of Heresy’s mirthful look. Their glares briefly connected before the gateway closed with Zarina on the other side of it and leaving Kina, who seemingly stood unmoving still. Having her senses fully restored, Zarina noticed that she, as well as the rest of the High Elements, ended up back at the council of mages’ headquarters; more precisely, within their collective counseling room.

With her craven-rendered main opponents out of the picture—as well as the thundering beating waves ceasing their reverberance—the Aspect of Heresy’s ware had rekindled in time for Kina to grasp with the corner of her eye the incoming flurry of light-imbued arrows about to rain down on her. Her response came swiftly and multifaceted as she unfolded and wrapped her wings around her while spilled blood from the battleground gathered into forming a protective, embryonic shell that erupted in flames as soon as the projectiles struck it. She had, indeed, been taken by surprise, and her perception on who or what was responsible for the assault had been limited to hearing alone as a result. Nevertheless, as the downfall of clattering sharp steel and breaking wood had ceased, so was Kina permitted to cast her eyes on a second legion of paladins marching on to engage her.

Unlike the previous infantry, which the Aspect of Heresy had culled through within a few hours, the second wave of armed forces appeared to bare more decorated warriors, all of them wearing heavy armor painted with the colors of The Light and the shade of dried blood. Their figure was notorious among the people of Earth, for they were known as the Blood Crusaders: the elite fighting force of the Congregation of Paladins, assimilating the most powerful and combat-skilled of the disciples of the way of The Light. With Robnethen as their leader—standing as both a fearful and fearless presence—his involvement rallied his people’s hearts as it would’ve ordinarily struck terror in his enemies. He took brief ground in front of his army, his sword drawn and pointing at the Aspect of Heresy as he ushered command to his men to charge forward while the field medics, known to bear the ranking of “clerics,” and archers stood behind to tend the injured and prepare further support.

“If you can’t fight, or feel like trembling in your boots, then make your run back to your library-city,” shouted the High Inquisitor at the remaining scattered forces of the council of mages. “Men, let’s show the prestigious scholars, as well as our enemy, how WE handle demons. Tonight, we stomp on the skull of a lord of Hell!”

Through the combined sounds of a war horn, rallying cries, and the soldiers’ heavy plodding, the warriors of The Light fiercely charged in on Kina’s position before a torrent of red death mixed with crystalized blood spikes had washed and halted much of their initial passion. The soldiers then saw how the Aspect of Heresy slowly emerged from her protective barrier, a pair of wings abruptly unfolding as thrown feathers, hardened and sharpened to act as arrows, repelled the overly-zealous soldiers that had managed to approach too much while the others were left in an engulfing swamp of scarlet that started sprouting blood spikes of all sizes from the ground that culled their numbers.

Mockingly smiling at their attempts, Kina briefly kneeled to touch the blood-soaked ground, then rose back with raised hands as the legion of crusaders found themselves frozen in place at the sight of all the blood on the battlefield surging towards her and uniting into a singular, enormous mass. The combined scarlet torrent of almost two armies was seemingly weightlessly standing above their enemy, a tremendous tool in Kina’s arsenal that stood almost as if it were alive and in anticipation of her command. Her dress, once white and angelic looking, had morphed into a visual representation of her true nature: drenched in blood, tailored by sin, all bearing a veining pattern that further emphasized the allure of morbid delight coming from her.

“How fortunate ... More children to keep me company until the main event.”




Chapter II
Shards No Longer


At the time of the Council of Mages’ engagement with Kina, within the secluded otherworldly realm in which the Forge of Souls rested, Thaidren’s endeavor drew ongoing progress. Along with Nez’rin, they journeyed beyond the boundaries of mortal planes, seeking to restore an ancient artifact that was to undoubtably elevate the abilities of the Dark Prince to new heights; all so that he may face Serathra in a duel that might prove decisive of mankind’s fate. While Thaidren focused on restoring the artifact, Nez’rin’s barrier—meant to protect his master from the surrounding spectral threats that sought his failure—was weakening by the second from the specters’ violent assault over it. After a certain point, Thaidren found himself barely able to properly stand, let alone empower the tool required to breathe in new life to the weapon. Engulfed in blue flames spewing from the forge, the blade was barely welded into one piece, requiring further tampering in order to be properly reconstructed.

Close by to the forge, the lich stood in struggling silence with an aim to buy as much time as possible for his master. He briefly cast his eyes on Thaidren, noticing his heavy breathing and negligent hold on the empty hilt. There was no power, no energy coursing through it as to grant its required shape, all in contrast to the image of the partially restored blade that taunted the both of them into pressing on.

Alongside Thaidren’s fatigue in body stood an unflinching sense of reluctance to accept the blade’s restoration posing as a necessity. In his view, that very weapon had let his father down and was responsible for his demise, its existence forever serving as a reminder of what had been lost and what might’ve been otherwise. Unfortunately, the current predicament he had been in granted no time for debate or choice. The empty hilt he could hold even with trembling hands, but the mere prospect of injecting further power into giving it form felt nauseating, if not life-threatening altogether. And what if what was left of his energy would prove insufficient still? Thaidren’s trail of thoughts had followed suit and reached the idea as well. That was, until another had begun taking shape in his mind, borne of a distant memory when he and Aramant were in their early years studying at the Cathedral of The Light. Vaguely, a recollecting tone of one of his teachers came up, mentioning something about the possibility of one individual being able to absorb the same type of elemental energy from someone else’s energy pool. Coequally, the remembrance pointed on the process being painful, unstable, as well as impossible to achieve by certain individuals. Nevertheless, at that point, the “painful and unstable” aspects sounded a cut above the current scenery and its imminent, disastrous outcome. Ultimately, and after a moment’s worth of hesitancy, Thaidren shouted at Nez’rin to throw an ice lance in his direction.

Had the circumstances been different, the lich would’ve undoubtably expressed objections on the matter, but in that case, he complied without hesitation. Upon removing an arm from the channeling rods, the barrier thinned in layers as it shrank to half its size to allow more specters to flood the forge’s inner chamber. Nez’rin made haste and conjured an icy projectile that he had shaped into being as round as possible and without any sharpened surfaces, then set its trajectory to be launched at Thaidren.

With his request fulfilled, the Dark Prince intercepted the icy mass as if catching a larger snowball. The throwing force combined with the weariness managed to shake off his balance momentarily, yet it mattered not as Thaidren managed to reabsorb the cold glass, channeled it through his body, and sent it to be infused within the hilt. Making use of the momentum, Thaidren turned back at the forge and swung the hammer with all his might into striking the blade. Almost concurrently, the phantoms pierced the veil that Nez’rin could no longer maintain in full, a gap in its surface rippling across the barrier into slowly undoing it. With the first wave of specters slipping through, Thaidren banged a second, and final, blow on the sword before losing his balance and sense of self.

With the Dark Prince’s fall, the expended hilt struck the ground as well, having been picked up by Nez’rin after he called out to his master to wake up. Seeing him regaining consciousness, and after giving him a moment to get a better grip on himself, the lich assisted Thaidren in getting back on his feet, his gaze examining him head to toe. A moment of silence passed by as both of them turned their gaze in awe at the now-restored blade floating vertically in the air. Two series of runes outlined the edges with glowing blue mist reminiscent of cold air, while the sculpture’s empty eye sockets reflected a faint trace of the same nuance. All around it, within the entire chamber, there was nothing but dead silence. Whatever might’ve happened to the spirits that sought their harm up until that point mattered little, for no trace of their presence endured within the forge’s halls.

“It is done…,” Nez’rin belatedly whispered without turning his gaze away from the blade.

Next to him, Thaidren was still recovering from absorbing Nez’s frost energy. Efficient as it may have been, the untested and newly attempted technique had taken a toll on him, not to mention the process of restoring the blade on its own. Like his traveling companion, Thaidren too remained frozen in awe while staring at the product of his ordeal. Added to the already rooted reluctance towards taking it, the Dark Prince found himself shocked at the realization of how much the weapon resembled the exact image of that which he had seen in his reoccurring nightmares.

“Master? There is no room nor time to be wasted any longer.”

Disinclined still, the young warrior approached Urostmarn. There was a pressing sense of familiarity in its design that wouldn’t allow him to take his mind off the nightmares. A thought followed suit, one that amplified Thaidren’s sense of unease. He began pondering over the prospect that those nightmares might be premonitions yet to unfold into reality instead of a mere product of his imagination The sheer prospect proved even more frightening given what he knew had happened in his most recent one, driving Thaidren to anticipate the same dark chains he remembered that appeared and reached out so as to bind him. At about a quarter of the remaining distance, he ceased advancing, finding himself on the verge of giving in to the feeling of dread that begged him to simply retreat and run fast and far away from the blade. And yet, in spite of those conjectures, the ominous artifact lay as senseless and inanimate as any other weapon would, giving him no further reason to believe otherwise. Perhaps that part of the nightmare was meant to be more symbolic than literal, thought the Dark Prince as he reached out to grip the blade’s hilt. He immediately noticed how light the entire construct felt even when held with one hand. If not for the grip itself, he could swear there was no weight to it at all. And yet, the sensation had proven fleeting, for the following moment, the weapon shifted to become unbearably heavy, with Thaidren’s grip on it now suspended as if he weren’t allowed to let go. A moment before Thaidren was about to succumb against the blade’s weight, he managed to pull and turn so as to make it fall on the ground without damaging the forge, the blade’s tip piercing the floor instead. Nevertheless, it mattered little in contrast to how it pinned Thaidren into place as the previously dim glowing runes burst into floodlighting with an added eerie wail. From all across the artifact, ethereal, unstably formed tendrils of dark fog sprouted and enveloped the young warrior’s arm. His struggles proved all in vain, the arm that dared take the blade in its grasp feeling numbed from feeling pain, stiff, and unable to move in any way. Desperately, he turned his gaze to Nez’rin, yet the lich surprised him as it simply stood there, unmoving and unimpressed by what was happening.

“Do not alarm yourself, my liege,” Nez’rin eventually spoke. “The blade is but getting accustomed with your own self. Frightening as the process may pose, fret not. It is merely attuning its nature so that it may bond with yours.”

While the lich’s words didn’t quite come as what Thaidren was hoping for, there was truth to them, for they allowed a moment of lucidity for the Dark Prince to grasp that he, indeed, was free of any form of pain. The tendrils of power veined power foreign to his senses, yet not his knowledge. During their travel into reaching the Forge of Souls, Nez’rin had shared knowledge on the blade’s nature. “Regardless of what natural affinity a Dark Prince might have, the blade will always confer darkness and death,” was part of that concession. Vague—or rather incomplete—as it may have sounded back then, Thaidren hesitated into delving deeper on the topic, having assumed that the principle was similar, if not the exact same, with how magically-imbued artifacts tend to attune themselves in time with their users, thus granting them more ease to access their power. As for his current predicament, the bestowed boon felt impure, as far as Thaidren could tell. It’s volatile, yet within the grasp of my control if given time to learn how to master it, he thought. With his mind somewhat more at ease, the outgrowths had veiled Thaidren’s arm in full, reaching across the rest of his body like a tarring cast molding into a barred cage. And then, just as Thaidren let go the concept of pain accompanying the process, it struck, branching like lightning on a lake. His stomach, lungs, heart, and so-on-and-forth felt over surged, drowning in magical energy, that made Thaidren collapse on his knees, his grip on the blade’s handle anchored still. Moreover, desperation to keep up with the overflow left his body stressed and forcefully spewing heavy, black smoke from the mouth, for the power surge would be too great, too abrupt otherwise.

In winding up, upon seeing him in such a state, Nez’rin intervened, his arms raised towards Thaidren as the lich took a hold on the Dark Prince and attempted to use himself as a conduit that would aid in expelling the excess power, thus shouldering part of the burden. He then redirected the energy from the sword back into itself, stabilizing and slowing down the teeming magic flow that was pushing the young warrior’s body to its limit. It seemed to have alleviated some of the negative effects, and after a few moments, the tendrils began to fade away like burning paper. The leftover “smoke” dissolved shortly after, serving as a testament that the process was complete, and that a bond had been forged through shadow and soul.

After a few minutes, the pain waned in favor of a momentary mild numbness, allowing the Dark Prince to stand back up. As if his senses had been shut and reopened to reality, Thaidren was leisurely becoming aware of his new state… his new power and bond with Urostmarn. Likewise, his birth-righted affinity—his mastery over the element of water in its icy form—also felt somewhat unlike. The tension, the strain he had always felt in controlling them, like holding a leash on a dog pulling back, was absent. Wondering if it were to be momentary or otherwise, he pondered on how it had been thus far in his life, for whenever Thaidren experienced strong emotions, he found himself entrapped in a struggle to keep his elemental powers at bay. Anger, sadness, happiness, it mattered little-to-none what was the source, the “intensity” was always there, bashing at the door to be set free. In that moment, however, as he stood holding the blade, his external and internal fonts of power lay calm and silent, both under his complete and unshaking rule. Resentful as he might’ve been—and as he continued to be—on Urostmarn for the role it played in his father’s demise, he wouldn’t have guessed the act of claiming it for himself to bring an added sense of perplexing relief.

“Are you feeling well, my liege?” Nez’rin’s voice reverberated through the Forge of Souls.

Thaidren tightened his grip on the blade. “‘Well’ doesn’t quite fit it, but I’m better now, yes. At any rate, let’s get back on the move, Nez,” he said laconically with his eyes still on Urostmarn. “We have some demons to deal with.”

Having heard his master’s resolve, the lich conjured a portal set to take them directly to Ramdin. There was no time to ponder whether the others would be there, but both Nez’rin and Thaidren were wishfully hoping for them not to be.

Without sinking deeper into troubling thoughts, Thaidren took a deep breath and stepped inside the portal, finding himself back on Earth, on the same hill near the city of Ramdin on which they had arrived the first time. With the fresh air and view over the horizon granting a sentiment of familiarity to the young warrior, his sightseeing turned short-lived as Thaidren saw from afar how a light-infused arrow storm soared from a legion of paladins ready to march towards the besieged city. It didn’t take long to figure out he was gazing at the might of the Blood Crusaders army, given how the circumstances made their presence not surprising at all. If anything, their intervention felt overdue.

Thaidren and Nez’rin descended the hill, closing in on the city as they laid eyes from afar over the torrential formation of blood that Kina had brought about to deal with the soldiers. Each droplet of spilled blood—be it on the battlefield or from the massacre that befell Ramdin—ended up as a font of power for the Aspect of Heresy. The sheer thought of being able to manipulate an amount of such scale baffled and horrified Thaidren, moreover so right after seeing Kina send the mass of blood blasting into the legion of crusaders, its outburst washing away most of the combatants whilst crystalizing it into spears and needles of hardened blood that would finish them off.

Moments before Kina’s attack struck true, Robnethen stood stoic still, commanding his men to gather in small groups and adopt defensive positions. Their formation allowed him and several other elite crusaders from each group to conjure elemental countermeasures to shelter against the ruler of Hell’s wrath. Their efforts were mostly rewarded, but nevertheless, the scale of her technique couldn’t have possibly been nullified entirely. Whatever remaining forces managed to endure, they ended up covered in blood, covered in her element of command. A corollary wave of panic washed over the paladins as Kina’s voice reverberated a false soothing tone while ambling towards them.

“Enough is enough, darlings. It’s high time for you to—”

Thaidren’s voice came from afar, crying out the Aspect of Heresy’s name from her left. Having heard him seemed to momentarily lighten up Kina’s mood as Thaidren saw her turning at him, her eyes immediately locking on the ancient blade with a gratifying expression of mirth. He then watched her dress turn back to its imperially-elegant angelic arrangement and coloring, suggesting a somewhat positive—or rather “non-negative” —turn in their favor.

From nearby, Robnethen and the remaining paladin survivors that stood behind him froze into a stare, for aside from Thaidren’s unannounced apparition, there was also that of Nez’rin standing in his true form right next to him.

“Thaidren,” uttered the Aspect of Heresy as if the bare mention of his name seemed to quench her tone and embellish it in relishing joy. “How wonderful to see you again, and right on time. I knew I could count on you keeping your word; others in your position would’ve fled and disappointed me. Shall we go then? Serathra is anxious to resume your dance.”

As she turned her back at the remaining forces of the blood crusader’s army, Robnethen launched a beam of light, aiming for the head, only to see the Aspect of Heresy merely leaning her head to the right to mock the paladin’s futile attempt to harm her.

“I believe it would be best of you to head on inside first, darling,” she whispered to Thaidren while raising her pitch-black wing between him and the sight behind them. “After all, what kind of a host would I be if I didn’t offer my farewells to those who kept me company in your absence.” She saw Thaidren’s lips parting into what she could only conclude to be a resisting counterargument, so she placed a finger over his mouth to gently seal it. “If I’d wished their extinction, I would’ve done so already, darling.”

“What is the meaning of… this?” asked the blood crusader while trying to maintain a steady breath, his clenching fist tightening around the hilt of his sword. “You traitorous brat! I knew there was something vile about you. But this… This is… This goes beyond anything I could’ve thought of. Your transgressions will not go unpunish—” His words got stuck in his throat as Thaidren continued to advance towards the central plaza of Ramdin without seemingly hearing or caring about turning at him. But the reason behind Robnethen’s freezing in place came from the image of Kina’s eyes glaring at him right before a wealth of blood spikes emerged from the ground to impale him.

Letting Thaidren take the lead, the Aspect of Heresy approached the blood crusader as he appeared barely conscious anymore, each breath undoubtably causing tremendous pain, and any attempt to form words being reduced to struggling groans. From but a couple of steps away from him, Kina morphed one of her arms, sharpening it into a blade of shining red. “You’ve overstayed your welcome,” she whispered. “I believe it’s time for both of us to be on our way. After all, your starring act has reached its end.”

Through sharpened cold pain, Robnethen’s eyes remained steadily locked on her still. He attempted to spat on the ground, aiming at one of her feet so as to disgust her and force a furious and hastening move from the Aspect of Heresy that would put an end to his misery. If only he would’ve at least been permitted to undergo such a defiant gesture. Nevertheless, his assumption bore fruit into reality, as the blood crusader’s severed head fell and rolled behind his crucified body, towards the few remaining soldiers of his battalion. And yet, it wasn’t by Kina’s hand that severed him, but by that of Nez’rin instead.

“Enough is enough, Kina,” he declared laconically. “You have made your point already. So do as you claimed in front of Thaidren and let these people leave with their lives. No more bloodshed.”

From the grave-like silence that rippled across the battlefield at the sight of their commander dying, both Nez’rin and Kina expected Robnethen’s soldiers to either follow up paralyzed with fear or flee with their tails between their legs. However, it turned out that most of the men who were still able to fight slowly got back on their feet and steadied their grip on their weapons; a collective phenomenon that surprised Kina into realizing how she’d underestimated Robnethen’s forged loyalty onto his people. Their march marked a final charge so as to either bring closure to their leader’s mission or share his fate trying, and with that realization in mind, the Aspect of Heresy smiled, indulging their foolishly admirable endeavor. With a swing of wings, Kina sent hardened feathers that darted like arrows through air, their impact resulting in a pierce through flesh and armor alike. As for the remaining soldiers who refused to relent, the ruler of Hell conjured giant tendrils of flesh from the ground that strangled, squeezed, and swiped them off like no more than a bunch of irritating bugs. With the deed done, the Aspect of Heresy invited Nez’rin into following her as she turned to catch up with the young warrior, soaring and landing next to him. In follow up, Kina’s arms wrapped around one of Thaidren’s, almost as if tantalizing to see if either he or the lich would attempt a strike on her as they ambled towards the plaza.

In truth, the instigative thought did cross the Dark Prince’s mind. And yet, Thaidren was more than well aware whom and what was keeping him in check… the very same ruler of Hell that mere moments ago had proven her faculty to slaughter thousands of fully equipped and well-trained warriors in a manner of minutes. In contrast to that, however much of a raise in power he might’ve acquired felt insufficient to make him confident it would be enough to even graze her. For the time being, the Dark Prince indulged her, relying on her promise to not intervene in his duel with Serathra.

All the while, from behind them, Nez’rin appeared as impassive as ever, yet his soul boiled in anger and disgust. In addition to feeling powerless in freeing his master from Kina’s clutches, his thoughts bore concern for Wizera as well. If she had been detained in Hell, there is no telling how much the time discrepancy worked in her disfavor, he thought. Akin to how his journey with Thaidren took but a couple of hours of their time, and almost two days’ worth on Earth, the prospect of the Silver Sorceress’s incarceration having lasted years already in her view was an unfortunate yet probable scenario. Alas, I can but wishfully hope for a minimum, he said to himself as they continued to press on through the dilapidated city.

Inside Ramdin, Thaidren and Nez’rin quickly took notice of its added demonic redesign. Torches made out of open skulls, bone altars, human-butchering tables of rock placed right in the open streets, demonic runes painted on the few remaining walls of the buildings and the ground—those were but some of the aspects that depicted the overall image of something out of another, nightmarish world.

Kina’s tone was warm, her gaze pointing at the luminating moon above them. “I believe you ought to bask at the skies above, darling. After all, look how calm and remotely peaceful it seems in contrast to your trembling.” She giggled briefly as the corner of her eyes glared in his direction. “Are you nervous, by any chance?” She then made him stop mid-step, throwing him a teasing grin as she anticipated an uneased reaction. “My dearest daughter undoubtably is.”

“Why are you doing this?”

Having heard him, rather than the sought-out delight from having teased him, the Aspect of Heresy ended up intrigued instead. “What do you mean?”

“All of this,” answered Thaidren while trying to contain his temper. “Why did you send Serathra to form a cult with the intent to conquer this world? Why does your kind enjoy wiping out armies of men who just want to protect their home and loved ones? Why does people’s suffering bring you felicity?”

Kina threw a dissatisfied look at him. “You might as well have asked why do leaves fall, darling. Often time, seeking out philosophical reasoning ends up pointlessly overcomplicating facts the likes of which are simply part of the natural order. Our nature… Although, I’ll indulge you with the following: we live by different designs, you and I, despite sharing common ground in-and-between them. Many beings’ notion of “evil” is crude and lacks the very depth they misattribute to the wrong questions, yourself included now. Perhaps if you survive, there’ll be a chance for you to further expand on that horizon.” Her gaze turned to the sky once again for a brief moment as they passed through the massacred streets. “But since you’ve brought up ‘loved ones,’ what about yours? Are they all at home cowering under blankets in their beds? Or will they be joining us at a later time?”

Having heard her ending question, Thaidren felt relieved, for it meant that Aramant and the others hadn’t arrived there before him, ending up as Kina’s guests… or worse, he thought. The young warrior was still hoping for them to not show up at all. I can handle it on my own… This newfound power will be enough. It has to be. The only being he was certain he couldn’t best was Kina herself, but other than that, even though he stood aware of Serathra’s capabilities, Thaidren felt optimistic about his odds of emerging victorious. Among the series of thoughts that swirled through his mind, two recurrent questions turned into being uttered out loud.

“What of my mother? Where is she?”

“She’s safe and sound, under my protection. I believe that’s what I’ve assured you of after all, haven’t I?”

Kina had stated indeed that demons value their words and promises, but Thaidren was still concerned about the possibility of her twisting those words and promises to her own ends. Nevertheless, the time for overanalyzing was past gone, as the three of them arrived in the center of the plaza, an empty circle surrounded by an army of imps and other hellish beasts that gathered in a circular pattern behind a fence of grafted carcasses mixed with a dark-colored sap that shined like polished, melted metal. Towards the direction of the spatial rift, with its face turned against it, laid a massive throne-shaped structure, decorated with skulls and sculptures of bones and spikes, yet it appeared to have traded the hollow husky components and dark sap in favor of something more reminiscent to something between volcanic rock and coal.

Upon arrival, Kina let go of Thaidren in order to take the royal seat. From her side, a wingless Serathra emerged as Thaidren entered the combat stadium with Urostmarn unsheathed from his back, grasped tightly in both hands. The weapon itself constituted a similar length with Thaidren’s height, making it appear as though it would be rather meant for intimidation than combat efficient. And yet, in his hands, there was no weight straining Thaidren at all, as if the weapon itself stood as no more than an extension of his own body.

“My, my, look at the two of you,” said the Aspect of Heresy with the demonic army cheering in anticipation as the ruler of Hell stood up with raised arms. “A fateful battle for my faithful subjects, as well as for this world’s future.” She paused briefly, exchanging glares with both contestants. “I believe you will both impress, whether in victory or loss. And as for you, darling,” she targeted Thaidren with her look, “there’s but one rule that you should be concerned with: you need but draw your enemy’s last breath to walk free… and victorious. None is to intervene in this battle, regardless of outcome.” Allowing herself a moment to bask in the surrounding cheers, Kina took back her seat as her eyes glowed golden with mirth. “Now then, shall we begin?”

“Hold on, Kina,” shouted Thaidren. “First, let me see my mother.”

With a waving hand and a simper curving her lips, Kina called upon a mass of blood to gather before her to form a waterfalling gateway. In the following moment, a demon—not a demonic beast but a sentient and intelligent denizen of the underworld—came forth, dragging the Silver Sorceress along with him, chained and covered in bruises and scratches, her sorceress robe tattered and burned, its fabric rendered as lesser of its former self as to barely be able cover Wizera at all.

An image of a thousand possible scenarios, all grim and unsightly, rendered the crowd’s noises into a clog. Thaidren’s eyes flickered with the spark of the Hiath as his gaze locked on Kina with the obvious intent of wanting to end her. For a moment, there was no exchange of words. Not between Kina and Thaidren, nor between him and his mother, and the crowd stood sunken under silence as well.

Kina’s eyes connected with Thaidren’s, her gratified smile partly unfazed as if she were, somehow, either sympathetic, displeased, or a mix of both. “I received her this way, darling. Had there been any prior abuses, I believe I’m not the one to place blame on.” With a glare at the demon, Kina took Wizera’s chains in hand as she took a step closer to the relieved-of-duty jailer. In a flash, one of her wings swiped and sliced its body diagonally, the portal closing in tandem with the demon’s carcass falling. “Insufficient as it may feel, I believe this’ll mark for a thriving start in righting some of the wrongdoings of my servant.”

Thaidren’s hands twitched with a yearn to charge towards the Aspect of Heresy and make her, and her alone, pay with her own blood instead of that of her servants. Alas, there was no room for such a scenario, no probable outcome for him to undergo and fulfill his want at that time, so instead, he composed as best as he could before being surprised by the sight of Wizera’s wounds being healed through Kina’s touch.

“There you go, my dear. All better now save for the need to take a bath.” She saw a following attempt of parting lips coming from the sorceress, her initiative halted by a finger over the mouth, similarly as it had been with Thaidren. “Hush-hush, my dear. I believe it’s best you continue to be a good girl.” Subsequently, the Aspect of Heresy molded a seat of crystalized blood for the still-captive sorceress right next to the throne, inviting Wizera to sit beside her. Kina didn’t pin or bind the chains to the makeshift recliner, but instead kept holding onto them herself as she signaled one of her minions to bring her an empty cup made of something reminiscent of silver. To Thaidren’s disgust—and more so to Wizera’s, who stood closer to her—Kina grappled the minion by the head, her nails protruding and squeezing scarlet fluid from its cranium. The creature screamed in agony, yet withheld from moving altogether, as if its body had been preemptively rendered numb, letting its blood be poured into the cup, serving as mere quencher for its ruler. With the beast’s life spark extinguished, Kina threw away the partly drained corpse for the crowd to have something to chew on while enjoying the upcoming spectacle, reallocating her now-undivided attention to it herself. “Mended wounds, a transgressor dealt with, as well as having been accommodated with a seat that conveys the finest view. Now then, with everything in better order, shall we begin?”




Chapter III
Cracking Elements


Rumors and speculations—be they true or otherwise—regarding the assault on the city of Ramdin had reached far and swift across the continent, like dandelion seeds carried by a harsh wind. Most of the fleeing survivors ended up in a nearby town known as Matifa, yet within the timespan between Thaidren’s duel with Serathra and its initial outset, the refugees had distanced themselves farther and as much as possible from their former home. Later, words on the Congregation of Paladins and Council of Mages’ defeated forces plunged people into deeper panic. Such recent developments, given their magnitude, could’ve escalated into aggravating global adversity for all mankind, which was already clinging on to a fragile and short-lived peaceful time up to that point. By that very realization—paired with an understandable self-preservation instinct—the High Elements fled from the raging battlefield that hosted one of the seven lords of Hell. In their retreat, they secured other, or at least another, time for humanity to retaliate.

None of the council’s leading figures were estranged from trauma, loss, or defeat, but the latest development weighed on them greatly with a part-sentiment-part-realization of powerlessness. Two of them had fallen, their demise forever halting any more contribution to their side of things. And then there was the grief, the stingy leftover that sunk under the others’ skin, paining hearts. Having witnessed the raw power of one of the rulers of Hell firsthand horrified all of them, yet, in hindsight, few felt attraction to understand and research it, as was the case with Giteh.

The Red Droplet’s Dye had never been as naïve as to have thought he knew all there was to know about blood magic and its applications. And yet, the Aspect of Heresy’s display on it had challenged part of his sanity simply by revealing the lengths at which the flow of blood mastery could course. Flesh doppelgangers… accelerated regeneration… the craft of sentient limbs or even living being—no, organisms altogether ... And whatever those eerie, thundering beats that somehow managed to distract her long enough for us to escape were ... We were no more past ants who ignorantly rested on our prideful and naive selves before the might of a god. I’ve always thought the stories about The Seven Aspects of Hell were distorted exaggerations over their telling from one generation to another. Grain of truths, seeded and nurtured into far-fetched legends. Bedtime stories… Who could’ve possibly fathomed, it was the other way around ...? That they were, in truth, understatements of their monstrous prowess…? His descending line of thoughts would’ve kept on had he not been interrupted by Connia’s sudden outburst of anguished cries, her wail standing testament to everyone’s woe.

While holding a still-trembling Oziria, Zarina eyed the World Pillar, her mind flashing on how she was the only one who knew for certain why Connia’s agony struck. Although other members had had their suspicions over the years, only the Abyss Walker knew that Connia bore undisclosed fondness for Atolis for many years. Unfortunately, given their status, a relationship between them would’ve undoubtably been perceived as an unacceptable conflict of interest, not to mention the potential raising of prejudices over aspects such as their ten-year-or-so difference in age. A shallow inclination in her eyes, as well as Connia’s as far as Zarina could tell. And yet, because the World Pillar posed for the earlier-born in their respective context, she’d confined herself from ever affirming her feelings towards him—probably thinking it was for his own sake, thought Zarina.

With a freshly carved memory of Kina stealing a kiss from Atolis, right before making it his last, Connia’s heart succumbed to the leftover wound; a cavity in which a seeded self-loathing had grown past the silence she had gotten used to over the years. There was no stopping her cries, nor by her hand or otherwise. It was simply too much, too soon to have any control over it.

“Connia…,” whispered Terras as he slowly approached to embrace the World Pillar in an attempt to cease her shaking. “We’re going to get through this. We must… somehow ...”

“How?” intervened Bantum, his tone coated in sharp coldness. “We’ve barely managed to escape from someone for whom we were never a match to. She toyed with us the entire time Terras ... If anything, I’ve my doubts that we truthfully managed to escape against her will.”

Havara added on to Bantum’s statement, her voice carrying traces of the recent dread. “It was madness ... All the years of training ... of studying. Through all the threats we’ve ever faced, alone or otherwise, never have I ever felt so powerless against any threat, let alone one of singular being.”

In spite of others’ voices wishing to impart their thoughts, before anybody else had a chance to speak their mind, a sudden rise in pressure fouled the surrounding air, followed by the sight of pieces of furniture uplifting themselves from the ground or walls. All of them seemingly orderly and calm at first, then shifting abruptly to an erratic shuttling that threw them in every direction.

Using her powers to anchor most of the units—or their leftover debris—Zarina had turned her attention back to Oziria, whose hair floated through air, eyes flickering in a transparent nuance. She was undoubtably on the verge of having a mental breakdown that would bring in greater uncontrolled manifestations of her powers. Upon recognizing the imminent threat, the Abyss Walker let go of Oziria, adding distance before encapsulating the Unseen Drawn within a barrier of darkness, followed by an added layer of water placed by Terras. Their shared judgment had proven adequate, for it didn’t take long for the barrier to beat and expulse waves of pressure from within.

“Oziria!” shouted Zarina. “Get a hold of yourself!”

“Oziria, listen to the sound of my voice,” added Terras. “We’re no longer in Ramdin. The Aspect of Heresy can no longer harm you.”

Upon hearing of the ruler of Hell, an acute scream echoed from within the darkness sphere, followed by a blast wave that cracked objects and shook the entire chamber. Were the council members not on the ground floor of their headquarters—which was the most structurally fortified—the building’s integrity might’ve arguably been mildly damaged. Successive detonations kept on pressing for a couple of minutes afterward, the violent gravitational forces eventually ceasing as to mark a positive sign that Oziria’s state of mind was stabilizing—be it even mildly so.

Terras signaled Zarina to undo her barrier in tandem with him doing the same. With a swift move of hands, he conjured small streams of water to cover Oziria’s wrists, legs, and neck, taking the shape of small runic symbols on her skin. “Connia, your assistance would be appreciated.”

Given how Terras had received no support from the broken sorceress, Giteh took it upon himself to replace her. By adding blood over the watery symbols, he had managed to coagulate them, clotting their form and stabilizing their effect. With the runes powered in place, Oziria’s wild outbursts turned congest, analogous to blood vessels being disconnected from the flow pumped by the heart.

After a few moments, the Unseen Drawn, as well as many of her colleagues, exhaled in relief. Now disconnected from her powers, and with a progressively pacifying mind as well—courtesy of one of the runes placed on her—Oziria was slowly coming back to her senses as a wave of shame pinned her gaze into looking downward. Slightly to her right, a shadow loomed over her field of vision, followed by a gentle touch on the shoulders that took its last form as a hug from Zarina.

“Goddammit, Oz… You’ve scared me to death…”

Oziria’s voice trembled still, yet with each word it regained stability. “I… if it makes you feel a… any better, I feel awful ...” A follow-up brush across her long hair came all the more comforting, as well as tearing her in guilt.

“No. No, it doesn’t. I feel the same…”

With the air settling down, Giteh hung for a few moments before giving voice to the collective thought that was silently pressing on everyone. “So, what now?”

“We compose ourselves, evaluate our losses, and develop a strategy to assist the congregation,” answered Terras, his words stirring an angry and swift response from Connia.

“Compose ourselves? Evaluate our losses?!” she shouted with as the marbled ground and chamber altogether trembled. Unlike Oziria, and even though she was still managing to control herself better, the earth itself shook as testament of her turmoil. “How can you sound so impassive?! We’ve lost not one but two of our own. Status be damned, I speak of people we’ve held dear, all while barely managing to escape with our lives ourselves. Oziria is traumatized, many of us not being that far behind either. We’ve no means to even fathom how to come close to fight a devil the likes of Ki—her… let alone actually accomplishing it. There’s no ‘strategy’ to develop, Terras. What exactly do you think we’d be able to do? Amuse her to death?!”

Terras exhaled, not taking Connia’s words to heart. If anything, he was sympathetic towards her frustration all too well and far too much so as to even admit it to himself. “We have a duty to preserve and protect the survival and wellbeing of mankind. Even if the latter may have fallen short—or is bound to—we can’t just sit idly by as the demons expand to usurp our world.”

“Sheer force was never an option,” added Giteh. “But suppose we find a way to nullify or resist her… influence, or whatever charm she cast on us… I believe there’s little, if anything, that we can achieve.” Yet, thinking back, Vinral and Atolis seemed to resist her to some mild extent. What could’ve made them different?

Terras’s reply followed belatedly. “Well, Vinral and Atolis proved her ability may not be obsolete. Moreover, I suspect she dispatched them specifically because she noticed it as well. I’m confident her being scared, or having felt threatened, would be an overstatement, but her actions indicated cautiousness nonetheless.”

“She dispatched them…,” whispered Oziria as a tear ran down her cheek. “I killed Atolis…”

“Oziria…,” murmured Zarina before the Unseen Drawn took the word back.

“When this nightmare is over, I’ll relinquish my position as a High Element. I want to be put on trial for Atolis’s murder. Whatever Kina did to me, I’m still the one to blame for his fate, and I deserve punishment for it.” She sighed, avoiding making eye contact with any of the other members, her closing line entangled in a tone on the verge of breaking. “Besides, I was never meant to fit the role anyway…”

Having heard that, Terras approached her, placing his hands on her shoulders to compel her to look at him. “It’s no secret you’ve been called a ‘brat’ ever since you were chosen to become one of the leading figures of the council. Those responsible with seeding the appellative did so unjustifiably, acting on shallow, false reasoning such as misplaced hatred, envy, or anything in and between. Oziria… you were never not meant to fit the role. Furthermore, you’ve earned it and proved your mettle time and time again a long time ago.” He paused briefly, gathering his thoughts, then continued. “What you said earlier about Atolis… That is a crude, unfortunate fact you indeed can’t change. However, ‘punishment,’ as you’ve called it, will not be yours to endure. It was Kina’s twisted power and will that stands responsible, not you. As much of in a disagreement as I may be, blame yourself for the result if that’s how you feel about it. But don’t make the mistake of weaving it with the guilt of it having been your intention. You were no more past the unfortunate soul among us all whom, at the time, the Aspect of Heresy chose to scar. Judgment is something that should be passed on her.”

Oziria’s previous rebellious tear had paved its way for one of the now two streams that dribbled from each of her eyes as her weeping could no longer be held at bay. “But… but it was me…” Her voice broke. “Me, the outcast who wasn’t even in the War of the Spider with the rest of you. Me, who ended up chosen because of my extremely rare affinity towards gravity and my parents. Me, who’s always been impertinent to all of you, rarely-to-never ever bothering to even try and bond with any of you.”

“Don’t say such things,” intervened the Abyss Walker.

Terras took the word in continuation. “Agreed. We’ve never taken your attitude to heart. Whatever impression anyone might have on you, I can say, crossing my heart, that there is no one here, save for yourself, who blames you for Atolis’s demise. You will not be subjected to a trial. Neither of us will permit it, for it wouldn’t serve as a display of justice as it would be, in truth, a misplaced sentence. Your very heart, now aching in self-loathing, is enough of an unjust chastisement as is.”

With a reassured Oziria, as well as a partly reestablished sense of balance within their ranks, the council members delved into silent ponder. Save for the War of the Spider, human history offered no previous records of any force capable of undergoing a potential global invasion. On top of that, against one of demonic origin, the odds posed already dire on that very fact, let alone when factoring one of the most powerful beings of Hell being directly involved. As far as military response and alliances, the Congregation of Paladins had already deployed not one, but two legions of well-trained warriors of The Light, only to end up doing little-to-nothing of significance to impede the enemy.

“There’s no denying that decades of peace and prosperity for humanity dulled us as a species,” stated Zarina. “On a more specific manner, our own fighting prowess being rendered unnecessary, safe for extreme cases, turned many, including ourselves, into diplomats rather than heralds of primordial powers. Power tends to attract challenges of equal or greater response, and the absence of the latter compels an imminent diluting of strength. That excluding the fact that even throughout history, we’ve never struck much as a powerful species among the beings of existence to begin with.”

“Well, we’re in no shortage of challenge anymore…”

“Isn’t there a means for us to banish Kina from our world?” asked Havara.

“The congregation bears more competence on such topics,” replied Terras. “But I’d say seeing them seemingly not having attempted it thus far speaks for itself in our detriment.”

“Besides, assuming there was an accessible way to send her back to the pits of Hell, it’d stir her wrath all the more so when she’d inevitably return,” continued Giteh. “Unless we can make it permanent, which I highly doubt to be possible, I can’t think of anything of significance that we can do to her.”

Among the circling debate, Oziria found herself unable to reflect on the matter properly. After everything that transpired, it was simply too soon for her. “I… I’m going to head to my chamber,” she whispered. “I’m too… tired… to think of anything right now. I’m sorry.” She was well aware she couldn’t sleep off her memories, yet Oziria was hopeful that a deep rest would still serve as a means to time-jump, so that both her mental and physical state would be given a chance to mend—be it however mild. Aside from the pretexted motive, the gravity sorceress wished to isolate herself from the other members’ sight as well. I’ve had enough looks of pity and anger on me for one day…

“Before you go, Oziria,” said Terras, “let us remove the runic seals.”

“It’d be wiser if they remain a while longer,” she replied in a soft, saddened tone. “I don’t feel… stable enough to have them removed just yet.”

As Oziria was about to leave into the hallway, Zarina attempted to reach out to her before a gentle touch of hand landed on her shoulder to prevent the Abyss Walker from continuing.

“Give her space for a while,” whispered Havara. “She needs time alone with her thoughts.”

“And what after that? What should we do about her?” asked Giteh in a concerned tone. “I’ve seen enough people in my lifetime on the verge of breaking irreparably. If anything, in a best-case scenario, she looks not far from it.”

“Can you blame her?” added Terras. “There is nothing we ‘should be doing about her.’ I’ve already made myself clear that she will receive no punishment for her actions while under Kina’s influence. As for whether she truly decides to renounce her position as one of the High Elements, there’s nothing we can do to prevent it. In the meantime, we’ve more pressing matters at hand, like making certain there’ll still be a future ahead of us to begin with.” He paused for a brief moment, lost in thought. “We can start with a report on all of our casualties, cross-referenced with our most elite mages both in terms of power and counseling. Given her past otherworldly travels, Wizera’s insight might prove invaluable. We ought to summon her at once.”

Safe for Oziria and Zarina, nobody else knew of Thaidren’s visit, as well as the context behind it.

“About that…,” murmured Zarina with grounded eyes. “There’s something you should know about Wizera.”

All the while, Oziria had reached her chamber, closing the curtains of her windows before turning toward the bed. It was a solid, elegant piece of wood furniture, over which lay high quality sheets and pillows. The canopy bed was adorned in patterns from top to bottom with well-crafted, luxurious models and carvings that reflected Oziria’s status, as well as the importance she gave to a comfortable sleeping place. The Unseen Drawn stared at it briefly, a sentiment of partial relief and familiarity coming over her before slowly lying down. Closing her eyes, Oziria tried to silence her mind from the orchestra of recent happenings, yet her fatigue sank her into a hasty, deep slumber. During that time, her body sweated with feverish waves of heat as images of nightmares started to take shape within the depths of her mind.

All of a sudden, Oziria found herself back on the outskirts of Ramdin, under a sky engulfed in a raging storm, concealing the nearby shores as well as the distant rift. Across the land, piles of bodies spread in the battlefield’s aftermath, mutilated and drenched in blood, all while an eerie, dense fog settled down and covered part of the macabre view in which the gravity sorceress saw the outline of a single silhouette standing and ambling toward her. At first glance, it seemed to be humanoid up to the point where a pair of wings emerged from its back and stirred a shocking realization in Oziria. Having been given enough time to only gasp, the Unseen Drawn recognized the shade bloomed as it reached a hand over her mouth, lifting her in the air. Oziria felt no pain from being hung up by the jaw, but Kina’s touch bore reminiscence to that of frostbite. A glow of gold in the Aspect of Heresy’s pupils locked upon Oziria, a flash of lightning bursting in the background as Oziria—still hanged in her clutch—desperately struggled in an attempt to escape. Alas, with her best of efforts, she found herself lacking still both the physical strength and otherwise in terms of available means.

A subtle smile curved the ruler of Hell’s mouth. It was a predatory smile, her eyes harboring both a sense of mild bloodlust and playfulness as the vertically split pupils stood unmoving, having locked on the prey. She then shushed Oziria, her words waiting and coming out soft as spider fur after the Unseen Drawn abandoned her pointless squirms. “There’s no need to be scared, darling. If anything, you should be proud of yourself.” Leisurely, she let go of Oziria, allowing her feet to touch the ground once more, after which she turned her head to the right. “After all, I believe you did what was right. Don’t you?”

The sorceress’s gaze met the image of her fellow council members standing ripped apart and mutilated, with Vinral’s head staring back at her while impaled on a crimson spike of crystalized blood.

“They were suffering, my dear,” declared the Aspect of Heresy with the same delighted tone. “Yet that is no longer the case, for you’ve freed them. This plane of existence, that of the living, is not for everyone to endure. You’ve unshackled them from a corporeal cage that embroiled their spirit, purging them of the agony of flesh altogether…” Her choice of words indicated that she might’ve wished to add something more to it, but instead of doing that, her grip on Oziria’s chin tightened once more. In wake of her speech, droplets of scarlet rain washed over the field, painting a scenery of silent end; so abundant a torrent of life, serving none as it fell and sank into the earth. “And, as such, I believe that a reward for your kindness in their name is in order,” uttered Kina before leaning, her lips reaching out to hers as Oziria saw for but a split second how her tongue was morphing, sharp and long.

Gasping for air, the gravity sorceress screamed as she halfway bolted from the bed. Overly aware of her heart’s intense pounding, Oziria placed one hand over it, then the other, in an attempt to quench the waves of fright rippling through her entire being. For a moment, she thought it had already been too much, and that it’d burst out of her chest, yet she felt a steady—albeit mild—decline. Letting go, she inspected her chin, rubbing it while steadying her heavy breath, her other hand tightly holding the sheets. Droplets of sweat ran from her forehead down to her face. Looking around, Oziria gazed at her trembling hands and the magical seals still etched on her wrists. Had her powers been unrestrained then, a nightmare the likes of that would’ve most probably caused a violent, unconscious display. The realization made the Unseen Drawn exhale with a half-thought of relief that she didn’t have them removed when Terras asked.

Stupid nightmare…




Chapter IV
Hand of Conflict


A prodigious spatial rift looming in proximity on the offshores of a once-prosperous city, now reduced to a dilapidated memory of otherworldly assault. Dark clouds merging from the rift into invading the skies, veiling it like an ominous blanket casting shadows on the sights below. Entire fields laying desecrated and drenched with the blood of once-valiant warriors that perished in an attempt to repel the forces who invaded Earth. With thunder screaming from the heavens and smoke rising from the choking fires within the city, it was that dreadful sight that welcomed Thaidren’s companions as they arrived once again at the site of the cult of Kasm’s ambition bearing fruit. While cautiously heading towards Ramdin, the grave-like silence stirred eeriness and dread within the group’s members.

“I don’ like dis,” whispered Thraik while tightening his grip on his axe. “All these dead bodies lying around… I’ve seen such horrors before. Brings back bad memories.”

“You’ve witnessed such massacres in the past?” asked Elarin with an arm over her face, trying to better deal with the stench.

“Sadly, a couple o’ times, aye,” he replied. “Which is more than both me and me nose would’ve wanted ta…”

Walking in front of them, Aramant stood silent, seemingly unfazed by the dead’s malodor. Yet his eyes betrayed grieving shock at the sight of so many empty husks, belonging to his once-brothers-and-sisters in arms. No body stood intact, having all been mutilated as if an unfathomable beast had sharpened its claws and teeth on them, like a blade on a grindstone. In a sense, the assumption wasn’t all that far off from the truth, but Aramant’s concerned thoughts were chasing another trail. None of them have any burn marks. Serathra’s minions only threw fireballs last time we arrived. These wounds… they seem of a different sort than what the imps are ordinarily capable of. Whatever ended them, it must’ve been something else entirely. As he delved into speculation, Aramant’s eyes caught yet another horrendous sight: a headless, bulky corpse crucified in a multitude of bone-looking spikes drenched in blood, facing the entrance of the ruined settlement. Its armor was undoubtedly that of a blood crusader’s, with its decorations pointing towards a higher-ranking individual. Perhaps it belonged to one of Robnethen’s generals, he briefly thought before slowing down to take a closer look. Or perhaps… no. It can’t be him ... Can it?

“Would ye stop starin’ at it like dat, lad, and move on with da rest of us?” asked Thraik. “Besides, t’isn’t respectful towards whatever poor soul dat ended up like dat.”

“Yeah…,” he replied belatedly. “I’ve simply lost myself in thoughts for a bit, that’s all.” After taking back the lead, they continued their pursuit into the city as Aramant found himself unable still to move on from the impaled soldier’s image. He felt haunted by an unshaken sentiment of familiarity that wouldn’t let go of him, yet after distancing himself further, he managed to gradually cast the feeling into an afterthought.

After entering through the city gates and having followed the open pathway that led to its inner streets, aside from the sound of their own footsteps, the group started to hear screams in the distance—undoubtably so, they belonged to anything but humans—getting louder and louder as they pressed on. The most worrying aspect of it was that they sounded somewhat rather cheerful. It didn’t take long for Aramant and the rest to think of the reason behind it. Thaidren must’ve already begun his fight with the demoness.

“What if they take us hostage once we’re spotted?” the young paladin thought out loud.

“They won’t,” answered Haara with confidence. “Lesser demons don’t take initiative, only obey. With Kina having struck an accord with Thaidren, they’re to respect its terms on behalf, out of fear of, or both, of their master. As twisted as it may sound, said terms exclude us of danger.” For now…

Aramant nodded, but there were subtle traces of shaking doubt in it. Obedience through fear among demons I can affirm, but based on given words and “accords,” that I doubt.

Akin to their previous visit, Elarin decided to make use of the rooftops of the still-standing buildings in the ruined city, providing her with vantage points for scouting while, at the same time, helping her remain undetected. That second time, she made a small turn from the others’ path in favor of reaching a taller structure. Namely, a bell tower belonging to a church near the central plaza that had managed to survive surprisingly well when compared to its surroundings. Moments after she climbed up the belfry, leaning over its decorating statues while holding them with both hands, a bone spike darted and struck close to the elf’s right hand, between her index and middle finger. Elarin’s gaze immediately turned at the throne on which the Aspect of Heresy was sitting, having realized that her look was set on her. Is she the one who threw the spike? Was her aim on purpose to serve as a warning shot? Before she had a chance to contemplate, a small, winged creature presented itself near her. It bore a singular, giant eye that comprised more than three-quarters of its entire body and a pair of bat-like wings that helped it reach the place. Once she saw it reach a safe distance from her, Elarin heard Kina’s voice coming from the creature’s small mouth.

“Don’t bother answering back, darling. My lovely pet serves solely as a thoughtless messenger. After all, I believe it would be rude on my part to resort to yelling at you from a distance. At any rate, I’m hoping you weren’t planning something that could potentially perturb the duel. If such were the case, I believe it would force my hand into intervening, and that would be in bad taste on both ends…”

Hearing Kina’s message left no room for further interpretation on Elarin’s side. In the following moment, the winged creature had drawn some distance, yet it kept its eye on her still. She is keeping view on me… Meaning the only thing I can do for now is but observe as well. Her gaze turned back to the others right before she pointed in the direction of the plaza and signaled them to proceed there. From above, their pace seemed gradually decreasing, as a hesitancy to proceed to an arena of demonic entertainment was understandable.

All around the central plaza, hundreds, if not thousands of demonic beasts, accompanied by seemingly other types of lesser demons that were absent during the initial attack, cheered in delight at the ongoing battle before their eyes. The group had initially thought that their enjoyment would come from the sight of Thaidren losing ground to his opponent, but instead, they found themselves attending a scenario in which the opposite was true. Serathra, the demoness who led the initial assault on Ramdin—whom the entire group had barely managed to face by tiring her up as a collective effort—was the one forcefully driven on the losing side. They could see the Dark Prince’s constant flurry of attacks that forced her to take a defensive approach, all while noticing other factors that seemed to further grant Thaidren favors in battle. The demoness bore wings no longer, while her enemy seemed to be more agile and, for a lack of a better term, more “perfected in prowess” than any of his companions had ever seen him.

Aramant froze in locked stare, knowing all too well how much strain a sword the size of Urostmarn would put on someone’s movements, especially so when factoring heavy plating as well. “It’s as if he’s wearing none… moving almost as fast as Elarin…”

Haara would’ve approved, yet her lock was on the infamous blade instead, gripped in Thaidren’s hands. “You’re not mistaken. Urostmarn… I’ve seen what it can do in the past. It’s an artifact of unfathomable power, surpassing by far that of your own. But be warned, any mortal or immortal being alike, but him, who’s to ever dare attempt to wield it… There’s a fate far worse than death lying in wait for them. In his hands, however, it weights no more than but a feather, all while amplifying every aspect of his being, be they physical or otherwise, passing him onto a greater league in terms of power than when we last saw him.”

“Indeed, he is,” came the familiar voice of Nez’rin from behind them as it seemed to have startled Aramant.

Recomposing himself, the young paladin kept on to his frowning displease. It wouldn’t have been a good time to provoke further disarray between himself and the lich, of that much he was well aware. And yet, in contrast to his creed, a subtle smile had been sliced back into dread as he turned back to face the ambience of duel.

“I was wondering where you’d be, Nez,” said Haara. “All of us felt the beaconing waves of the blade being reforged, and for better or worse, now I can only hope that it was the right thing to do.”

“In our current stage, we can surely observe what it has done to him already,” replied the lich. “I reckon it will not take long until the Daughter of Heresy falters against master Thaidren.”

In tandem with Haara and Nez’rin’s debating conversation, Elarin and Aramant paid no mind to their observations in favor of their own on Thaidren. Everything they seemed to have known about him in terms of combat prowess had sharpened into a superior version of itself. For the young paladin, in particular, such an abrupt improvement had never felt more prominent, given the years spent with one another combined with the occasional occurrences when they did fight side by side, and disputing against one another.

From the same structure on which Kina’s throne rested, granting higher ground and vision, the Silver Sorceress was bearing witness on her son’s newly-gained combat capabilities as well. As rare-to-never as she had seen him fight in the past, Wizera was troubled by partly based suspicions of her son having difficulties in mastering his powers. However, on that battlefield, as he dominated by not granting Serathra the slightest of chances to turn the tide in her favor had positively—as positively as the circumstances at hand permitted—surprised the Silver Sorceress. There was still lingering discontent and worry in her heart, seeing her son fight for his freedom, for everyone else’s freedom, hers included, but given his performance thus far managed to add a sense of relief as to arguably counterweight the negatives.

Within the arena, the Dark Prince swung his blade with unrelenting tempo at the demoness, his movements precise and steady. In spite of having been more accustomed to using two shorter swords, the increased range of a claymore proved beneficial in many ways, forcing his enemy to have to rely on nothing more than her sharp claws as a physical weapon.

Seeing her opponent execute a lateral swing, Serathra vaulted behind to distance herself, her palms bursting in fiery counterattack as she threw several fireballs towards Thaidren. After evading the attack with little to no effort, the demoness saw Thaidren prepare a response of his own, in the form of several ice lances, ready to be aimed and shot towards her.

From Thaidren’s standpoint, the sheer effortlessness of him conjuring such a technique allowed for a wave of confidence to wash him over to a state of temporary power-drunkenness, moments after which he became aware of it and cut the carousing sentiment short. The young warrior pointed at the demoness with his weapon, and his projectiles obeyed as they traveled to strike their designated target. Before reaching her, the Dark Prince saw Serathra burst into flames, her body engulfed in spiraling heat as she launched several small flame swirls to nullify his attack. She quickly closed in on him and burrowed her claws into his armor, trying to reach for his skin right before a poorly shaped goo-like, dark substance formed to reach where her claws made contact. Despite still unknowing how to properly trigger and manifest the element, the event marked the first attempt—of many more to come—of Thaidren using powers not of his own, but those granted by Urostmarn. He had yet to figure out how to maintain its shape and harden its state, but for the time being, it acted similarly to a water barrier. If nothing else, it proved effective in startling his opponent and compelling her to retreat. And yet, his volatile attempt seemed to have further effect as Serathra screamed when pulling her arm back from the gooey mass, both her and Thaidren realizing that the small reptilian scales on it, along with the first layer of skin under them stood partly corroded.
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