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PROLOGUE
MORTALITY
Thirty Years Ago
Michalis held his sister tightly as he ran through the streets. Buildings burned in the distance; screams of terror filled the night sky. Why was this happening? They were supposed to be safe. But he knew. He’d known all along.
They were never safe from the Humans.
Michalis shook red hair from his face before ducking down an alleyway, leading the small girl with him. He had to keep Magiran safe. She was only four years old and had no business being anywhere near this carnage.
The clan leader had always told everyone that the Humans would not bother them so long as they did nothing to provoke hostility. Michalis and his sister had been orphaned when the last clan leader had advocated for war.
They had not been treated well. Magiran was a very subdued child. She didn’t talk much since their parents died. Much of the clan believed that the event had left her unresponsive. The only person who she opened up to was Michalis.
Michalis wasn’t good around people. He had the blood of a warrior, and so these times of peace did not sit well with him. Most of the clan’s warriors died before the treaty had been signed and the survivors avoided their true calling.
And look what that got them, Michalis thought to himself. Looking around, he saw all the carnage the night had wrought. Something swirled inside him, a feeling that he had always been forced to push down. The urge to fight.
No...get Magiran to safety, Michalis thought, shaking his head. He knew all about the brutality of Humans. He didn’t care about the rest of the clan; they had all but abandoned the two of them.  But his sister...he couldn’t let her get hurt.
A Demon man stepped into the alley, falling to the ground. He had been the baker in the village. He was a bit of a jerk, so it didn’t bother Michalis. However, he immediately felt great shame. This man was still one of the Demon clans. His father had always instilled in him the importance of looking out for their people.
It was the reason why he hadn’t left the village with Magiran. Who would take them,? His father and mother had been great warriors. But they had joined a reckless fight and now the clan was suffering.
Michalis knelt down to inspect the man, but the amount of blood already informed him that the man was dead. Fury welled within Michalis. He heard footsteps behind him, realizing that he had let his senses lapse. A careless move, one he would not repeat. He whirled around to face the newcomer.
It was one of the women from the clan. Michalis didn’t bother remembering the names and faces of most of the villagers anyways. She saw them, and ran towards the pair. The two were pulled close as the woman started guiding them away. Why was she being nice to them now? It didn’t matter, he was miles away mentally. The battle was calling him.
A thought occurred to Michalis. If this woman takes Magiran, I can join the fighting. Though he entertained it for a moment, he realized that he was trying to make excuses. And he couldn’t do that. Magiran was his responsibility. Get her out of here first.
The woman began leading him and Magiran. He let her, mostly because he had no idea where everyone had gone. Eventually, they came to a clearing. Instincts kicked in and his Demon eyes began to flash signs of danger. He pulled himself and his sister aside just as a hail of gunfire erupted, ending the life of their guide. Michalis cursed his inability to prevent her death.
Michalis moved behind a crate and forced Magiran to sit against it. “Stay here!” He commanded, and the girl looked up at him with vacant eyes and smiled. She would listen to him. She always did.
He stepped out into the open, eyes on the Human soldiers who had weapons raised and pointed towards him. He wanted them to make the first move, to see the fear in their eyes for what happened next.
“Perhaps I really am as crazy as they say,” Michalis muttered to himself. His blood was pumping, his body eager. But the Humans weren’t engaging him. They were pointing and talking amongst themselves. What was the hold up? Were they apprehensive about killing someone so young? They didn’t seem to have had that problem earlier.
His eyes saw their movements, and he knew they were about to open fire. Michalis smiled, and he let himself ignite. Flames began to form as his skin caught fire, his clothes burning away as the inferno engulfed him.
When the soldiers fired, Michalis waved a hand in the air and a wave of flames incinerated the bullets as they neared him. He smiled and began to walk forward. The look on the face of the soldiers was priceless.
This power was his to control. He had known for years that he was descended from a Greater Demon. But the power only ever surfaced rarely through their bloodline. It had surfaced within Michalis, too late to save his parents. But it was not too late to save Magiran.
“You idiots had a treaty to protect yourselves before. Know that you were the ones who brought this upon yourselves,” Michalis said. The clan leader had forbidden him from fighting, but the leader had been the first to die. There was nothing to hold him back anymore.
A few of the soldiers at the front dropped their weapons and turned to flee at the sight of Michalis coated in flames. One of the braver soldiers waved to the others, and they began to move forward, spreading out to flank him.
They had swords in their hands and they attacked him head on. Michalis saw the attacks coming and evaded backwards, though not before flinging a jet of flames at the two soldiers unfortunate enough to be closest.
The sight of fire always pleased Michalis. Being around flames always made him feel safer. To the soldiers, it was a death sentence. They screamed, and then flailed about. This caused a few of their companions to flee as well.
Michalis sighed. If he wanted, he could push himself to burn hotter. The swords the Humans held weren’t very impressive. He could melt them easily if he could get a hold of them. But he needed a challenge.
“Is that the best you can do, Humans?” Michalis asked, spreading his hands in a taunting manner. The Humans didn’t react by charging at him. They were cowards. They just stood and pointed. What were they…
He looked around and saw that Magiran had wandered out from her hiding spot, watching the flames with a vacant look. She started walking towards him, recognizing him even though he was engulfed in the fire.
“Magiran, no! Get away!” Michalis roared, and he was forced to put out his flames as the girl got closer, lest he burn her. She rushed up to him and Michalis threw himself in front to shield the girl. This was not good.
The soldiers had been watching the whole thing, reacting slowly as they realized that luck had just turned in their favor. Grinning, one of the soldiers sheathed his sword and pulled free his rifle.
Michalis was trapped. If he used his power to protect himself, his little sister would be caught in the flames and perish. If he did nothing, the two of them would die in a hail of gunfire. No matter what option he chose, he would lose the one closest to him. And yet, could he live in a world where he lived by sacrificing Magiran.
Instead, he chose another option, one that curdled his warrior’s pride. He tried to reason with them. “Why? Why are you doing this?” Michalis screamed as the rest of the soldiers followed suit and began to aim at him. The village burned all around him. The fires would normally calm him down. Today, they marked the end of everything he ever knew.
The lead soldier stepped forward. “Isn’t it obvious? To rid this world of abominations like you. How can normal, decent folk live in peace when monsters like you run around with the power to destroy us all.”
The power to destroy them all. Was that what he had? Could he have stopped this all? “I hate you Humans. But it is because of what you do to us. I never wanted to destroy any of you!” Michalis said. It was true, in a sense. He wanted to fight, but he had no desire to do so in malice. Why could the Humans not see this? That the warrior’s spirit flowed in the veins of the Demon people.
This provoked a laugh from the man. “As if anyone would believe that from you savages. No, better to just be rid of you all here. For a pure world, free of Demons.” And with a gesture, all the soldiers raised their weapons at Michalis and his sister.
He turned his back to them, looking down at his sister. She was smiling, looking at him with bright eyes. How he envied her. She was such a simple soul, she did not even realize that they were about to be sent to the great abyss of death. Well, at least they would die together.
And then the cries of pain began. Not Michalis, not even Magiran. It was the Humans who had yelled. Michalis whirled around and saw the Humans on the ground, wincing in pain. And standing between all of them was a man, who turned and looked his way.
He was a giant, more than a head taller then the largest Human amongst them. This newcomer possessed a face of sharp features, with short black hair. His body was a mass of well toned muscles, the type a warrior would possess. And yet, those eyes had a regal look to them.
Their eyes remained locked only for a moment, before he turned away and looked to the soldiers on the ground. “What is going on here? Xalphora has been neglecting her duty. This brutality cannot continue. You...Human,” he said, reaching down and lifting one of the soldiers by his uniform, “Who ordered this attack.”
The soldier was clearly too spooked to speak properly, and Michalis saw that he had a gash across his chest, fresh blood staining his clothes. Sighing, the giant put the man down and walked to another, who was trying to shuffle away in fear.
“You won’t have any more trouble from me if you tell me what you know and then get out of here. I’ve no wish to spill blood. But I will not allow you to harm any more innocents. Now speak. Who ordered this attack?” He demanded.
The Human muttered something, too quietly at first. When the giant man growled, the soldier was quick to respond. “Sorry...General Gadson...he sent us here to deal with the clan of Demons he viewed a threat.”
“General Gadson...I don’t know that one. I must have slept for too long this time. I will have to pay this man a visit. Go, tell him I will be there to have a word shortly,” the man said, and the soldier nodded fearfully and got to his feet. “Oh and Human? I have committed your face to memory. Give up your warmongering ways and do something productive with your life. If I find you causing harm again, I will end your life.” The soldier’s eyes went wide and he ran off in a panic.
There was a loud bang and a bullet hit the newcomer. Then another and another. One of the Humans had used the distraction to get to his feet and recover his weapon. Though he was bloodied too (in the exact same spot, Michalis noted), he had managed to stand and attack while his assailant was occupied.
Michalis was shocked when the giant walked towards the soldier, rubbing his chest. There were several holes in his clothing where the bullets had struck, but nothing else. “Human, are you insane? Your crude weapons cannot puncture my scales!” He roared, and ran forward with speed Michalis had not expected for a man of his bulk. He swiped at the Human and blood sprayed into the air.
It was only then that Michalis noticed this man had claws, like that of a beast. The Human fell to the ground in a heap. This man sighed and turned on the rest of the soldiers. “There will be no further warnings. If you continue down this path, I will have no choice but to destroy you. Leave now.”
The remaining soldiers cast one glance at their fallen comrade and ran off immediately, not even bothering to retrieve their weapons, as if fearful that such an act might incur this stranger’s wrath. He waited until they were out of sight before turning to walk towards Michalis and Magiran.
He tossed something at Michalis, who caught it in surprise. It was some sort of cloak. Michalis looked at it, then back up at the stranger, who grunted. “Cover yourself up boy,” he said.
Michalis blushed. Every time he lit himself on fire, his clothes burned away, leaving him completely exposed. As he quickly wrapped the cloth around himself, the man said, “I do so hate when I am forced to bloody my hands. But men like that will seldom change, even when you offer them mercy. They must learn the hard way. Still, I should not have reacted so harshly. I often forget how fragile mortals are.”
Michalis lifted his head. What was this man talking about mortals for? “They deserved it,” he said.
The clawed man eyed him carefully. “Be careful with that line of thinking. That is how hate begins to build. And once you give into it, you will stop at nothing to destroy that which you hate.”
Michalis’ jaw dropped. What was this person talking about? “I just saw you kill that man in cold blood. How can you stand there and lecture me about hate?” He demanded.
The stranger moved forward quickly, and Michalis flinched as the man stood towering before him, finally noticing Magiran. “You are just a child? I did not realize that. That one is not dead. He will recover, in time. I do not enjoy killing. Neither will I let others kill as they please. Something is not right. The world was supposed to be under the watch of Xalphora. That is why I slept. Was this a mistake?”
Michalis dared to ask a question. “Who are you?”
“Xehemoth. I believe I had a title. Yes, Xehemoth the Eternal.”
Michalis looked Xehemoth up and down. “Are you a Demon?”
A grunt was the reply. Xehemoth looked around and saw the state of the village. “It’s not safe here. It is unfortunate, but we can do nothing to save this place from destruction. Where are the rest of your people?”
Michalis had heard screaming before, when he and his sister had been running. Now there was nothing, save for the crackling sounds coming from the flames. He knew what that meant. There was a chance they could have gotten away, but the way those soldiers had hit the village, it was unlikely.
Xehemoth had read his expression and guessed the answer. He nodded grimly and reached down unexpectedly, picking up the wounded Human. He had retracted his claws in the aftermath. Xehemoth then extended his hand to Michalis. “Come, you should not be here. I will take you from this place.”
Michalis hesitated, but Magiran shuddered beside him. The flames were his to command and control, but to his sister, it would mean death. He needed to get her out of here. He took Xehemoth’s hand and the man led him and his sister away.
A few minutes later, Xehemoth let them stop to rest. They had made it to the fields out past the village, and Michalis watched the flames take his home. It was mesmerizing. But it reminded him that because of the Humans, his old life was over.
Michalis looked over at Xehemoth. He was watching Magiran play with some plants on the ground. The Human soldier lay nearby, still unconscious. “Xehemoth, what are you? Those soldiers shot you and you didn’t get hurt. You took down all those soldiers by yourself. How is that possible?”
Xehemoth grunted again. “Why do you want to know? It would be easier for you if you just forget that you saw me and get on with your life.”
Though it was the dead of night, Michalis could see this man clearly. His Demon eyes let him see in the darkest of all conditions. He studied this man, who wore clothing he had never seen before. Some sort of loose red robes that hung off his body, unlike the leather hides of the Demon clans or the wools and linens of the Humans.
There was something off about Xehemoth. “It’s too late for me to try and forget...that,” Michalis said, pointing towards the pyre engulfing the village. “But you took care of those soldiers pretty handedly. I want to know why.”
Xehemoth looked away from Magiran, turning to Michalis. “Why do you look like this? Your face? You are a child, and yet you have the face of one who is a warrior. If you answer my question, I will answer yours.”
Michalis regarded the older person, and nodded. He moved away from his sister and tossed aside the cloak he was using for modesty. He didn’t want to waste it. He let the flames ignite and consume him once more. He held it for but a moment, before letting it die down, simply meant as a display for Xehemoth. He retrieved the clothes he used to cover himself.
Xehemoth rubbed his chin, deep in thought. “So, you are one of Xalphora’s champions then. Curious. In that case, it would be best if you accompanied me for the time being. That girl, she belongs to you?”
“Belongs to...she’s my sister, if that’s what you mean,” Michalis said. This conversation was quite odd.
Xehemoth nodded. “Indeed. Bring her along, but we must consider finding her a nice place to stay before long,” Xehemoth got to his feet and began walking, motioning for the two to follow.
“What? What do you mean? Why would we need to leave her?” Michalis demanded.
Xehemoth stopped, and turned to him, fixing Michalis with a look of confusion. “So she will be safe, of course. You will need to begin your training as one of Xalphora’s champions. I am one of the heralds of the goddess. This world has become distorted. We must correct this.”
Xalphora? Distorted world? Just what was happening? Until recently, his life had been mundane. Now all of this was happening. It was too much.
This man Xehemoth knew more about his abilities than anyone in the village ever had. If this man was a herald of a god as he claimed, then what did that make Michalis? And what about the other part? Was he to be a champion, as Xehemoth claimed?
Looking at Magiran, he knew that he needed to take that chance. The Humans needed to be stopped. And if he needed to be the one to do so, so be it.
Xehemoth looked thoughtful, rubbing his chin. “We are going to need to find you some different type of clothes, however. It will be very inconvenient to have to run around naked after every battle.”
Michalis blushed again, despite himself. Xehemoth had knelt down to speak softly to Magiran. The girl was taking everything in stride. Overwhelmed, he looked back in the direction of the village. A feeling of calm came over Michalis as he watched the raging inferno engulf his former home.
“Inferno...” Michalis muttered to himself.




PART I

THE LAND OF PEACE




1

Keta stopped walking, and lifted his leg to pull a rock from the bottom of his foot. He had been trained in the harshest conditions by the old Master and so he had grown accustomed to not wearing any footwear, enjoying the feeling of bare earth under his feet. But it still was annoying from time to time.
Regardless, he welcomed the distraction. He had been thinking about what had transpired a few days ago. Back when he had encountered the Brotherhood of Shadows once again. And this time, he had been defeated.
Keta was no slouch in the ways of the sword. He had been trained by Master Xehemoth, who was one of the greatest warriors of his time. It had not been enough. He had failed. And yet, he still lived.
“Hey Night! Hurry up, or we’ll leave you behind.”
Pent Telim had stopped and turned to him, an impatient look on his face. The young Demon had been his travelling companion since he had first engaged the Brotherhood. They had attacked the boy’s village and killed his father, accosting his sister.
Pent had joined Keta’s quest for vengeance, much to his chagrin. The boy was only twelve years old, but he was easily an equal with the sword, if not greater. As much as their personalities clashed, he needed Pent’s strength if he was going to continue his mission to stop the Brotherhood.
Just up ahead was his other comrade, another Demon named Max Revia. He had only been with Keta and Pent for a few days, as prior to that, he had been a part of the Brotherhood of Shadows and an enemy.
Max had been directly responsible for their defeat at Darkrune Mountain, taking down Keta in a fight. He was the nephew of his former Master Inferno, one of the most powerful Demons in the world. He had grown disillusioned with the Brotherhood’s ideals and when he discovered that they were going to sacrifice Luna, his beloved, he had turned against them. But he had been ambushed and discarded. Wishing to atone and rescue the girl he loved, who was pregnant with his child, he joined forces with Keta and Pent.
“Lay off the guy, kid. Keta’s a twig, he can’t keep up with us Demons,” Max said, friendly mocking in his voice.
Keta smiled. He was used to Demons showing off. Their kind were known for their boasting of strength after all, and he had grown up with one of the biggest offenders. “I bet I can travel further and faster than you,” Keta challenged.
Max grinned, his Demonic eyes flashing. “Well of course you move faster, look at you. You’ve hardly got any muscle on you. Just imagine having to carry this around all day?” He said, flexing to show off his brawny frame.
Keta was a bit jealous of his new friend’s physique. He had never been very strong, preferring to hone his speed. He was a sword fighter after all, it just made sense.
“You are both idiots,” Pent piped up, and when the two of them turned his way, he added, “Too much muscle makes you slow. And you, Keta, need to train your body more in case you ever get disarmed.”
Max looked confused at what the boy was saying, but Keta knew better. Everything Pent said was serious. Keta inadvertently felt pity for the boy. When he was younger, his mother had been killed. All his life had been focused into becoming a warrior so he could protect those important to him.
Keta had become a sword fighter with the same goal; to protect. It was the reason he had agreed to partner with Pent. But that was where their similarities ended. Pent was willing to make the cruel decisions in battle. The incident in Frostclaw Village had proven that.
Pent coughed to get their attention. “It’s about time we start to set up camp.”
Max let out a groan. But he understood. The sun was starting to set. The path they were on was a rugged one. It lacked the amenities of civilization, including any sorts of light. He and Pent were Demons, their crimson eyes allowed them to see in the shadows.
Keta could not.
If they were to encounter an enemy in the darkness of night, especially with the Brotherhood of Shadows being exclusively made up of Demons, Keta would be put at a significant disadvantage. And so, to maximize their combat potential, they travelled by day.
It was not long later that Pent returned from hunting, a freshly slaughtered boar in tow. Max waved a hand over some dirt and a flame was produced. Keta watched in awe, appreciating the subtle but immense power that radiated from the young man.
Max was a Greater Demon, a rare breed of the Demon clans that possessed powers that rivaled the gods. In his case, he had complete mastery over fire. His true potential was unknown to Keta, but he had seen enough back on Darkrune Mountain to be impressed.
Keta moved to join the others around the fire. “How much longer until we reach Teforia?”
Max had already started eating (he had torn a chunk of meat off and had seared it with his flames in seconds), so Keta had to wait for him to finish what was in his mouth. “We should be only a few hours from the nation’s border. I still can’t believe you have never been there before. The land of peace seems right up your alley.”
Keta let a sad smile reach his lips. “It would be nice, wouldn’t it? If one day the entire world could know peace. But that’s not where Sanction was needed. Well, until now I suppose. If the brotherhood is targeting that country, they will throw it into chaos.”
“And how are we supposed to find them in a country that big? They could be anywhere?” Max asked.
Pent narrowed his eyes. “They can’t hide from me. We just need to find a lead and I’ll be able to track them.”
It was not long before the true bickering started. This had been the norm lately. The two were opposites despite both being Demons.
As per his usual, he got up and went for a walk to spare himself their argument. Before he could get very far, he saw a familiar sight. He walked over to go speak with his other companion, who was quite different to the other two.
Susanoo was a young Demon woman by all appearances. However, she was also a spirit, who spent much of her time as Pent’s weapon. Or rather, she had been Pent’s father’s weapon. Pent had inherited it after his father had been killed. The whole thing was quite complicated. She had been the target of powerful Demonic magic that had sacrificed souls to forge a powerful spirit weapon.
Her magic allowed her to absorb the blood of her wielder and those they kill. Doing so would grant the one who held the blade greater power. Despite this, she was the nicest person Keta had met in a long time. While not a weapon, she could walk around as a spirit form of her body that she had once possessed. It allowed her to live somewhat normally, though Pent was fiercely protective of her.
But today, she was looking distracted. “Is everything all right?” Keta asked, walking up to her.
The woman looked up at him as he approached. “Hello, Keta. Everything is okay. I just need a moment away from the whole macho atmosphere between Pent and Max,” Susanoo said, and the two shared a laugh. “What’s on your mind?”
Keta had always thought the woman perceptive. “Sorry, I think I’m in the same boat as you. Those two...they are quite taxing.”
“They do mean well,” Susanoo pointed out, “even Pent. He wants to stop the Brotherhood of Shadows just like you.”
That was the source of his concern. The boy was extremely skilled as a warrior. He had been trained by his friend Xuan after all, who had risen to a legend in the mercenary field. But Pent was very much unlike Keta. He would kill if he needed to, and even at his young age had ended the lives of many already. If he faced the Brotherhood, he would have no qualms with killing them all. His defeat at Darkrune Mountain had left him even more volatile, though he refused to speak of it.
Susanoo was the only person in his current party that he felt he could open up to about this, so he relayed these thoughts to her. She listened patiently through the whole story, keeping her calm gaze on him the whole time. When he was finished, she crossed her arms and took a moment to respond.
“Pent reminds me a lot of his father. I’d spent 20 years with him and he told me much about the time before he rescued me. Their backgrounds are pretty much identical. Both were warriors who were obsessed with perfecting their craft.”
In Keta’s brief time with the Frostclaw clan chief Peter Telim, he had come to admire the Demon. He had fallen into despair in the clutches of the Brotherhood of Shadows, but in the end, he gave his life to protect his people.
“Peter Telim was a great man. I never could have imagined him like...that,” Keta said, nodding towards Pent, who was arguing loudly with Max over by the fire.
Susanoo laughed. “You are quite odd for a man, Keta. Most go through this kind of phase. Well, Demons at least. I have no idea if Humans possess that same drive. Regardless, it is a rite of passage, and they become the men they will be the rest of their life when they find a worthy goal or love, something meaningful like that.”
“When Peter saved me at the cost of his arm, something changed in him. He settled down with his family and accepted his role to lead the clan. Pent...he can’t accept the way things are right now. He needs guidance.”
Keta fixed her with a stare. “Is that where you come in?” He asked.
The spirit woman waved a hand dismissively. “Me? You are a funny one, Keta. I’m a woman, I don’t understand you boys and what makes you tick. I am loyal to him because he is the son of the man who saved me, but beyond protecting him as his weapon, I am at a loss.”
The fact that this woman was a spirit weapon still boggled Keta’s mind. His own weapon Abyss was a Demonic sword, but it had no ability to manifest as a physical being...at least that he knew of. But as of late, the weapon had been speaking to him more and more. The dark voice in the back of his head, urging him to…
Keta’s eyes snapped open, and he shook his head. He hadn’t realized it, but his vision had started to blur. It was the same as when he held Abyss in battle, and he had to struggle to stay in control. But, the sword was sheathed in the strap across his back. Why was it affecting him now?
“Are you okay?” Keta jerked his head around, and saw that Susanoo was looking at him with wide eyes. “You just started spacing out and staring at me.”
“Yeah, sorry about that. I guess I’m just tired. I suppose I should sleep if the others will take watch,” Keta said, passing the whole thing off casually. The last thing he wanted was to worry anyone else. The woman nodded and after the two said their goodbyes, Keta went to a spot not far from the others.
As he yawned, he tried to forget about all the horrible events that had happened lately. Max was a Demon with the same type of powers that Master Inferno possessed. And Pent’s abilities as a sword fighter were more than a match for the other members of the Brotherhood. Perhaps, he thought as he fell into slumber, they actually stood a chance.
***
Pent Telim had suffered defeat.
In the past two weeks, he’d been in a great deal of fights, and he’d lost more than he would like to admit. His injuries were signs of his failure. Master Xuan would never had allowed himself to be so clumsy. And yet, he had shamed his master several days ago, when he had been defeated by a girl he had trusted. It was an embarrassment.
“Hey kid, what’s the matter? Out of comebacks?” Max taunted. The Demon had been part of the Brotherhood of Shadows until just recently. In the end, he had turned his back on them and had suffered defeat just as Pent had. An enemy until Keta had decided to team up with him.
That damn fool Keta was always making rash decisions. Pent understood the idea of course. He had seen firsthand what Max could do. He was a powerful warrior, descendant of one of the Demon lords of legend. And he just so happened to be the nephew of Inferno, the current leader of the Brotherhood of Shadows. But to welcome an enemy who had just opposed them to join their ranks...madness.
And to make it worse, Max descended from one of the greater Demons. To a Demon, he was equivalent to being of nobility. That fool, a noble? Utterly ridiculous.
“You wish,” Pent said, keeping his gaze forward. There was something on his mind that he needed to address however. He had refrained from speaking on it earlier, but now that they were alone... “Max, I need to ask you something.” Pent said, turning to face him.
“Eh? What is it?” Max asked, with a sheepish grin. “You’re always so serious. Don’t you ever feel like acting like a kid every once in a while?”
Pent let the comment go, even though he felt it was an insult to his character. “Do the others know?” He said simply. If being a Greater Demon was akin to being nobility, then his discovery was all the more aggravating.
Max looked at him curiously. “Know what? We’ve only been together for a few days haven’t we? I’m sure we’ve still got lots to learn about each other. For instance, I don’t even know your favorite food,” Max said.
Pent didn’t fall for the small talk though. “Most people can’t tell of course. Humans and Demons are indistinguishable from one another aside from the eyes, after all. Whatever the hell Keta is doesn’t count. But I am from the Frostclaw Clan. I can smell the difference between Humans and Demons.”
“Oh? That’s a...neat trick? Why are you telling me this?”
The ignorance of this man infuriated Pent. “Because you fool, Humans and Demons have a different scent. And back on the mountain, I could detect both scents from you,” Pent said.
Max’s face betrayed him for a moment before he masked the surprise. “Huh? What are you talking about, kid?”
“Don’t play dumb with me, Max! You can’t fool me. Now tell me, does anybody else know that you are a half breed?” Pent snapped at the Demon, who flinched.
“Calm down, small fry!” Max said, putting his hands up in exasperation. He took a look behind him, before turning back to face Pent. “Nobody knows. Why the devil would I advertise something like that? I’m from the clans as well. I know damn well what it’s like to be a half breed in our world.”
A half breed was not looked upon well in either society. The Humans viewed it as consorting with the enemy. And many clans believed that Human genetics were inferior. Pent had always believed that anyways...until he had seen what Max was capable of.
He relayed this thought to Max, who listened intently and chuckled at the end. “Yeah, well...pretty sure that’s due to the fact that my uncle is a greater Demon. It’s in my blood to be powerful, yeah? Just imagine if I was a pure blooded Demon like you.”
The thought amused Pent. “You know, I just realized something. You and I never fought up on that mountain.”
While they had been reluctant allies with some of the Brotherhood during their travels through Darkrune Mountain, their alliance had come to an end. Max had defeated Keta, but Pent himself had been defeated by Formetis.
The warrior inside him was raging at the prospect of a chance to best this opponent. What better way to prove his abilities than to defeat a greater Demon, someone who possesses such power simply from his bloodline.
“Oh hey, now that you mention it, we never did. That’s right, you got taken out by that Human, didn’t you?”
Pent gasped and leapt to his feet. He had come to terms with the fact that he had been beaten by a girl. Formetis was formidable with her magic. But he hadn’t realized that by losing to her, he had lost to a Human.
“Whoa! I’m sorry kid, I was just teasing ya. I didn’t mean anything by it.” Max said, stepping up to him. He reached out a hand.
Pent narrowed his eyes and growled until Max pulled away. “I don’t need your pity, Max. What I need is more focus.”
“Eh? What are you talking about?” Max was looking at him with curious eyes now. When Pent didn’t elaborate, a devilish smile crept to his lips. “Come on, we’re all friends here. You can tell me.”
Suddenly Max reminded him very much of his old teacher. Master Xuan always did like to tease him. It pissed him off.
“We’re not friends. But if you must know, that girl we met up there. I met her before. I let my guard down around her and she betrayed me. And back on Darkrune Mountain, I underestimated her. I won’t let it happen again.”
Max nodded. He turned to look over at Keta, who was sleeping in the distance. “Quite noble a goal that one has, aye? I’ve made some bad choices in my life. The Brotherhood was supposed to be my shot at redemption. But I just ended up making things worse.”
“Yeah, you did. But I can understand where you are coming from. I never really thought much of the Brotherhood of Shadows, but I can see how they might appeal to our people,” Pent relented.
Max laid onto his back and stared up at the sky. “I remember my mother used to tell me stories of my uncle and how he fought against the corrupt Empire for his people. I wanted to be like him.”
“What, you wanted to be a genocidal maniac?”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it. Whatever. You really are his opposite aren’t you. Are you really so shallow that you wouldn’t change the world if you could?”
That line infuriated Pent. “You two are idiots, you know. You can’t change the world by yourselves. I fight to protect my family. There is no goal more noble.”
Max got up. “You know what. Talking to you is like talking to a rock. I’m going for a walk. I’ll take first watch, so why don’t you sleep?” Before Pent could respond, Max was gone.
“Madness, the both of them,” Pent muttered to himself. It didn't matter. He would have to ensure he did not lose again to Formetis. He had underestimated magic and it had nearly cost him his life. He would not do so again.
Pent had learned much in his time with Master Xuan. He had been able to cross blades with the swordsman effectively and even perfect his own fighting style by adapting all styles he had witnessed. Keta and Max were his allies despite all their foolishness, because the Brotherhood of Shadows were formidable foes.
Pent settled down to sleep. He was the son of a clan leader. He knew the difference between pride and stupidity. His allies were fools, but they were powerful ones. If he had to suffer their nonsense in order to succeed, then so be it.
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Tianna felt relieved to finally return to Zelrega. The Xegin capital was the height of all technological advancement. After her visit to the small Demon village, she was reminded of how different the two races lived. Their way of life was quaint, peaceful even. But she could never adopt such a lifestyle. After all, she was a Xegin. Her very existence was attributed to technology.
Zelrega had originally been a military outpost used by the Xegin after they had defected from the Empire. It was expanded into the first city of Teforia following their war.
As she moved through the city, she felt rejuvenated passing one of the aether posts. She smiled and deactivated her suit’s battery. She would need to recharge it when she got home, but the city’s reactors distributed aether all through Zelrega.
Aether was the lifeblood of the Xegin people. Most of her kind only needed small amounts to power their new bodies. It was the soldiers who needed the most aether, to enhance their combat suits to peak efficiency. But none required more than the Imperial Generals, who possessed specialized armor.
Before the war, Humans were welcomed in Zelrega and the other two Xegin settlements, Breg Arcmire and Echo Port. Some had, for a time, resided there. But it always ended the same. The Xegin were technically Human, but they were a new type of Human. One that the originals could never hope to surpass. And so they had returned to their own colonies.
As she passed by one of the residential areas, the sounds of life warmed her soul after the weeks of travel she had just endured. While she was blind, she had a rare power that let her see things with her mind. As long as she concentrated, she could envision all around her within a certain radius. Though it was tedious, it offered her potentially better sight than those who could use their own eyes. And so she sent out a mental scan to take in her city.
It was evening now and the children were out playing in the streets, the parents off working or preparing their meals. A few soldiers in uniform were patrolling the streets. There was a young couple taking a stroll hand in hand, talking softly to each other. Beside her, a middle aged Xegin was inspecting a broken aether post, a toolbox at his feet. The war had not yet disturbed the peace here. And it never would, so long as she continued to fight.
After the incident in Frostclaw Village, she had taken upon herself the task of restoring stability to the small Demon village.  She did not need to, of course. But she wanted to. With the death of their leader, the eldest son was next in line to succeed. Had she and Sephiel not arrived in time, things could have been much worse.
The Demon clans had been living mostly in isolation from one another. They regarded each other as kin, but they respected the might of each individual tribe. Arrogance built out of their pride, but it was tradition. They knew peace only as long as the Empire feared them. A peace built on fear.
So she had aided them in what little way she could. She had realized that in her extended exodus from the homeland, she was growing dangerously low on aether. Had she been attacked on her way back, her functions would have been severely dampened. Still, she would have helped again if given the choice.
But it was nice to be home.
She had been informed when she had checked in at the gates that she was expected for a meeting. No doubt to debrief her about her findings in the message she had sent ahead. It was never a good idea to keep her superiors waiting, so she had decided to head straight to headquarters. As she approached, a familiar face greeted her.
“Ah, Sephiel! I’m glad to see you again. I trust everything went well?” Tianna said, moving towards her comrade. She was the young warrior’s commanding officer and guardian. She had looked after Sephiel ever since the infant had been found on the outskirts of the city years ago. Sephiel had shown exceptional combat ability and, out of loyalty to Tianna, joined the military to be of assistance. As a team, most of the other soldiers considered them second only to the Imperial Generals.
“Tianna, it’s good to see you well,” Sephiel said, saluting. The small soldier was official as ever, but only Tianna could detect the hidden warmth in an otherwise standard greeting. That was the type of person Sephiel was. “I arrived a few days before you and handed over the prisoner to our superiors. I told them you would be arriving soon after to be able to give a more detailed report.”
The journey home had been tedious. She had been forced to move through the Shadowlands to return to Teforia from the sea, since the mountain borders were on the opposing side of the Imperial Gate. The Xegin still held the fortification, but those forces were isolated. She had debated going through the mountains to reinforce those soldiers, but it was too important to return to give her report.
So much had happened in the past few weeks. The vision that Tianna had seen in her dreams had been dire. In spite of the war, her commanding officer had trusted her judgement and allowed her to act on it. General Gamma had always valued her combat prowess, so to allow her to leave the front lines was a grand show of respect.
In her visions, she had seen dark clouds that fell over a Demon village. They had engulfed the village and floated into Teforia. When the clouds had parted, the nation had been destroyed. Tianna was no seer, but something about those dreams had affected her. And sure enough, she had seen that the Brotherhood of Shadows had been targeting Frostclaw Village. She had dealt with that issue, but now she needed to focus on the homeland. She could not let her nation be annihilated.
And then there was the issue of Keta Night. That young man was the last remaining member of Sanction. It was terrible the fate that befell them. Tianna had felt a certain kinship with him and she had hoped that the swordsman would have come with her. They were after the same thing in the end, to stop the fighting. But Keta had his own path to walk, and so did she.
“Tianna? Are you okay?” Sephiel’s words brought her back to reality. Tianna realized that she had gone traipsing into her own thoughts. It was a bad habit and she needed to work on it. It was not befitting a Xegin soldier.
“I’m fine. I’m just glad we’re together again,” Tianna said, smiling at her young ward. “But we can catch up later. Let’s go and deliver my report.” Sephiel nodded and the two entered headquarters. After checking in, she was given the order to report to the briefing room. Why she wouldn’t just report to Gamma’s office was beyond her. But when she opened the door, it all made sense.
Her commanding officer Gamma sat at the table in the room. But she was surprised to see that the other Imperial Generals were present as well. Flustered, she quickly saluted and Sephiel did the same.
She looked around the room to get a better look at everyone, heroes of the Xegin. Gamma, the youngest of the Imperial Generals was only eighteen years old. She had not been one of the original Xegin who had revolted and formed Teforia. Gamma had been part of the Xegin program the Empire had kept hidden, even from their leader Tyrannes. Years after the forming of the land of peace, they had sent these Xegin to destroy the betrayers of the Empire. In the end, only Tyrannes had managed to save them.
Tyrannes had not killed them, as they had been puppets of the Empire, their minds warped. Instead, he worked hard to find a way to help them regain their humanity. Some had been too far gone, and they lived in the nation, a husk of their former shells. But many had become normal citizens of Teforia. Gamma had been an especially difficult case, but Tyrannes had never given up on her, and when she recovered, she had joined the army, advancing to Imperial General with her impressive sword skills in no time.
Then there was Alpha, the first Imperial General. She had been with Tyrannes since the beginning. She was his most stalwart ally. Beta sat next to her, a giant of a man and the muscle behind the Xegin rebellion back in the day. He was easily the most approachable of the Imperial Generals, always smiling and speaking with the soldiers.
Delta was at the head of the table, the eldest of the generals, even older than Tyrannes himself. Tyrannes may have been the most powerful Xegin, but Delta had been a military commander within the Empire. He had been forced to become a Xegin, with the Grand Commander wanting military strategists as well as soldiers to become technological instruments of death. When Tyrannes had revolted, Delta joined on instantly, having lost faith in humanity. With the new power and functions of a Xegin body, his capabilities were increased immensely. It was due to his strategies that the Xegin rebellion had been able to outwit the Empire’s vastly superior numbers.
Tyrannes himself was missing, as were two other generals. General Epsilon had been killed at the onset of the civil war with the Humans in Teforia, a shock that sent tremors of sadness through the Xegin ranks. The last of the generals, Zeta, was also not present.
These were the cornerstones of the Xegin world, the most elite of soldiers. The Imperial Generals who upheld order in all of Teforia. In their presence, Tianna felt small.
“Forgive me, everyone. I was not aware that you would all be here. I have just returned and have not even had a chance to return home,” Tianna said. Her armor was unkempt and her hair was a mess. She didn’t care too much about appearance, due to being blind, but it was probably not proper etiquette to meet with one’s superiors in such a state.
Gamma stood up. “Don’t let it worry you, I must apologize for asking you into a meeting so soon after your return. Please, come join us.” She turned to Sephiel and added, “I am sorry Sephiel, but this meeting is to be only with Tianna.”
Tianna was a little shocked, but Sephiel merely saluted and turned to walk out. The young soldier was not one for conversation and took orders very well. In fact, the Xegin helmet seldom left Sephiel’s head, revealing no emotion. Tianna sighed, as Sephiel had not even said goodbye.
Beta was the first to respond. “Sephiel is always an enigma to me…” he said with a humorous smile. Alpha and Gamma laughed, but Delta remained silent. “Anyways, I’m sorry about that, but we have some things that are for your ears only. We’ve already received Sephiel’s report. You can add what you’d like later, but we brought you here for a different reason.”
Tianna had thought for sure that she had been brought here for a report. Now, she was curious. “Of course. Whatever you need of me, I shall try my best.”
Gamma laughed. “Well, for starters, you could join us. Come take a seat,” she said, gesturing to the empty chair at the table and everyone else nodded.
Tianna only now realized that they were all seated around the table and there was one vacant seat. To be asked to share a table with the other Imperial Generals was a great honor. She quickly took a seat.
“That’s better. Now, where to begin? I suppose it’s best to get right to it. But you must understand this is a matter of utmost security. This knowledge does not leave the room, understand?” Gamma said, and Tianna acknowledged with a nod. The young general seemed satisfied. “Very well then, you’re up, General Delta.”
At this, Delta got to his feet. “As General Gamma mentioned, right to the point. The death of General Epsilon, our comrade of old, weighs heavily on us. And it also leaves a hole within our hierarchy. The Epsilon platoon is left without a commander and the south western region lacks a protector. That is why we’ve called you here today. We would like you to take his place as Imperial General.”
The thought had occurred to Tianna. It was actually the most logical one. However, it was one she was not prepared for. “What do you mean? Why would you ask me to become an Imperial General? To become one of you?”
“Don’t play coy, Tianna. Everyone in this room knows how skilled you are. General Gamma frequently reports on your progress. We also know that your name was offered to be put up for the position of General Zeta, years ago, but you declined,” Beta remarked.
“Everybody knows why you declined that offer, and we’re not here to judge you for it.” It was Alpha’s turn to speak now. “But...things are different now. We are in a state of war, and more than ever we’ll need capable soldiers and commanders. This is...an unprecedented event within Teforia.” At this, all the others nodded. Tianna didn’t know what to say yet.
“Tianna, I know you are hesitant to accept this position and you rejected my offer to put your name forward years ago. With the type of trauma you experienced, it’s only natural But...I am not the only one who knows that you are every bit the equal of an Imperial General,” Gamma pointed out and the others all focused on Tianna.
Tianna sighed. She had always been fine as a soldier. She had no ambitions to be part of the upper chains of command. Her skills were best put to use by those who were used to leading. After all, the time she had been in charge had ended in disaster. She never wanted to experience something like that again.
When she didn’t speak, it was Delta who broke the silence. “Tianna, you are highly regarded for your abilities and dedication to the Xegin. That is why we can trust you with this. In truth, the situation is much more dire than we’ve led on. You see, Commander Tyrannes is...dead.”
Tianna let out a gasp, her mouth hanging open. The ruler of Teforia...Tyrannes…why had there had been no announcement? It didn’t take her long to come to a conclusion. The generals were manipulating information.
She needed to confront them about this. When she found her voice, she tried to keep the anger out of it. “Why have you not released this information to the public? Our leader is dead and we have no knowledge of it? The people have a right to know.”
Alpha and Beta looked to the side. Gamma said nothing. But Delta was not so meek. “Hmph, spoken like a true novice. You may have skill, but you know nothing of tact. Think, what would happen if you found out that, at the onset of a civil war, one of the nation’s most powerful generals was killed in action, as was their leader? There would be mass panic amongst the populace. Morale would plummet, and the people would become scattered. We’d have lost before we had even begun.”
Tianna’s mind began to struggle with the information presented to her. The Xegin logic, augmented by their enhanced capacity of thought due to their mechanical bodies, aided their decisions.  The words made sense to Tianna to an extent. “But still…”
“There is no room for debate, Tianna. General Epsilon’s death was released to the public to fire up the people. But we cannot allow word that Commander Tyrannes, the strongest of our people, the Xegin savior, has fallen in combat. We are on our own. We will uphold his ideals and keep the nation safe in his absence. That is what it means to be an Imperial General,” Delta said, with such authority in his voice that Tianna recoiled.
“Do try to not frighten her, General Delta,” Alpha said, shaking her head. “But he is correct. There is a certain...finesse to leadership. Every action, every word can have a ripple effect amongst the soldiers. There is a delicate balance between dedication and desperation. General Delta has taken emergency command as he has the most experience running an army. We are not invincible. We need our army running at maximum efficiency in order to prevail. You would do well to remember that.”
Tianna did her best to repress the emotions she felt. She understood what they were saying. She really did. But she resented being lied to all the same. Instead, she began to think about what else they had just explained. And it frightened her. It meant that somewhere out there, amongst the Humans, there was someone powerful enough to take on not only Epsilon, but Tyrannes himself.
“Forgive my rashness,” Tianna said finally, bowing her head. “However, may I ask that I have time to think this over? This is all very sudden for me, and I have not had a chance to rest since my return.” Tianna was tired all of a sudden, and she wished for Sephiel’s company.
Gamma was the one who responded. “But of course. As we mentioned, we are sorry for forcing you into a meeting so soon. Please, think on it, and let me know in the morning. You are dismissed.”
Tianna left headquarters soon after and as she was walking, she realized that everything felt a little different. She was still seeing the same sights, the same smells, the same signs of life. But now she knew that it was peace based on a lie. A necessary lie, to be sure, but a lie all the same. As a Xegin, she knew that she had to think about the greater good. She had to trust in the wisdom of the Imperial Generals.
The war with the Humans had caused all this. Tyrannes was dead because of this, as well as Epsilon. She had known Epsilon back when he had been known as Victor. She had trained at the academy with him, and they had been fast friends. She had been overjoyed when he had been promoted to Imperial General.
The Humans had taken her friend from her. She needed to make them pay for their crimes and restore peace to Teforia. The question was, would she better serve that purpose where she was now, or if she accepted the offer?
The Xegin always prided themselves on carefully calculating the odds and making decisions based on logic. So why was it that Tianna always felt she fell short on that matter?
It’s because of my power, Tianna concluded to herself. The others were more calculated because their augments allowed them to be. She had always been reliant on her abilities. It was somehow dampening her ability to think like a Xegin.
That upset her. She had been one of the elites to be chosen as a Xegin candidate. Granted, she had been little more than a child at the time, and it was at the behest of a tyrannical madman. But still, she had become more than Human.
The world was changing, and it would be the Xegin who would usher in a new age. And yet, Keta’s words still nagged at her. The last remaining member of Sanction. He had the same goals as the Xegin. Why was he being so stubborn?
A thought occurred to her. The Brotherhood of Shadows must be thinking this exact same thing.
When she reached her housing, she found Sephiel waiting for her. Though Tianna was Sephiel’s guardian, many assumed that the young Xegin was her ward who took care of her due to her blindness. It was as convenient a cover as any for her abilities, so she did nothing to quell such rumors.
She relayed everything to her comrade, for there were no secrets between the two, and when she was done, Sephiel was silent. “Well, what do you think?” Tianna asked finally.
“I think that you should have accepted long ago and been done with it.”
Tianna laughed. Sephiel was always good for making things sound easy. “Oh, I don’t know. General Gamma has been good to us, has she not? In any case, I’m not making any decisions until I’ve had a good night’s rest. Come, let us eat.” The small Xegin nodded, and headed for the kitchen. Tianna did not follow right away. The information regarding Tyrannes still bothered her. She didn’t want Sephiel to worry too much so she decided to drop it for the time. She’d just enjoy the rest of the day and worry about everything else tomorrow.
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“What is this?”
Keta was hoping that his first visit to Teforia, the land of peace, would be a nice one. Things rarely worked out nicely for him.
The trio had gotten an early start. Pent had explained that they were mere hours from the border to Teforia. They could be in the nation before midday. It was such a great start to the day.
Instead, the three of them were greeted by smoke on the horizon. Alarmed, they had quickened their pace, and arrived to see the border gate in tatters, set aflame.
There were bodies scattered around, as if a battle had taken place. They wore the same type of armor that Keta had seen on Tianna and Sephiel back in Frostclaw Village, distinguishing them as Xegin soldiers . Oddly, there was no blood on the ground, typical of a skirmish. The corpses were darkened and smoking, from what he could tell.
“What happened here? It’s a massacre!” Max said, stepping forward. But he was stopped by Pent. “What is it?”
“There’s a Demon up ahead there,” Pent nodded in the direction ahead. There was a hooded person sitting on a rock amongst the wreckage. “Well? Why don’t you come over here and say hello?” Pent added, raising his voice.
Keta saw the person rise from the rock they were sitting on. It was a woman, based on her figure, garbed in the Brotherhood of Shadows robes that Forsythe and the others all wore to show their allegiance. Her hood was up, but he could make out demonic eyes that flashed underneath.
“Hello boys,” she said as she lowered her hood, blonde hair peeking out. She started to walk towards them, but stopped once Pent put a hand to his blade, drawing it to show defiance. “Aww, no warm welcome for me?”
Pent let out a curse. “This isn’t good. I think that woman is a Nor Telos.”
“Huh? What’s a Nor Telos?” Keta asked. The old Master had taught him how to read and write, but Keta had never learned much of the history of the world. In this, he was as ignorant as a child.
“How little you know of the world, Night. Nor Telos are a Demon clan. I’ve seen those markings before. However, this does not make any sense. That clan was wiped out by the Humans years ago...”
The woman was slowly moving forward again. “Not all of us. Some of us were left alive to be experimented on. You know how the Humans are,” she said, shrugging her shoulders.
“What do you want? If you are with the Brotherhood of Shadows, then you must know that we are your enemy,” Pent said bluntly.
“Indeed. Which is why I have business with you. The Master has asked that I make sure you interfere no longer,” the woman said, as if not a care in the world.
Keta figured it’d be best to engage in conversation first. “Look, I don’t know who you are, but I’ve never seen you with the Brotherhood before. Are you aware of exactly what the Brotherhood is doing?”
The woman stopped abruptly. “Well, of course I am. The Master is going to remake this world for us all. I would die for him. Which of course stands to reason, that I would kill for him. So I have a favor to ask of you all. Would you please die for me?”
It was Max who broke the silence, with laughter. A great big thunderous sound. “I didn’t think I would get a laugh such as this today. Are you two seeing this?” Max said, turning to Keta and Pent, thumbing over his shoulder. “That woman over there wants to fight us...and by the looks of it, she’s alone.”
Keta didn’t want to be as disrespectful as Max, but he noticed the audacity of it all as well. He and Pent were quite capable swordsmen, and Max was a greater Demon. What chance did she have against them?
Pent was oddly silent, and when Keta turned to look at him, he could see that the boy showed concern on his face.
“You’d best be on your guard, you two. Do not let the fact that she’s a woman distract you,” Pent said. When he saw the confused looks that had come upon Keta and Max’s faces, he added, “Nor Telos are an unimpressive clan, save for their women. They are notoriously called weather witches.”
“Weather witches? Why are they called that?” Keta asked, already dreading the answer.
Pent gave him a look of incredulity. “To put it bluntly, they possess the ability to call forth lightning, I believe. Quite an interesting power.”
“Are you kidding me? Like ‘shock you to death’ lightning?” Keta cried out in disbelief. Master Inferno could combust and manipulate fire, and now this? Demons were quite the formidable opponents, it seemed.
The boy nodded his head. “Indeed. I’m not sure but I think their entire clan, or at least their women were Greater Demons, like Max and this Inferno guy. You recall the clan hunts back in the day, yes?”
As if anybody could not, Keta thought sadly. Years before the second Great War, the Empire had begun to antagonize the Demons by hunting some of their clans to extinction. It turned out that it had been calculated and they were targeting clans that housed Greater Demons. It was awful. The old Master had told him this was one of the reasons Sanction had been formed.
“Regardless, look out for that one. I know that they can generate electricity through touch and generate lightning around themselves. However, I’m unsure what else they can do. If that was all, they would not have been so widely feared. Don’t let your guard down,” Pent said.
Keta immediately backed up and took up a position near the boy, fixing the woman with an uneasy stare. If Pent and his Demonic eyes were having trouble thinking of a way to deal with her, it was bad.
Pent shook his head. “We’re dead if we fight her out in the open like this. However, if they can only control the elements centred around themselves, we might stand a chance. Even so...you’d be hit with a nasty shock if she can get a hold of you.”
“What are you cowards doing? It’s just one woman.” Keta realized that Max was still standing out in the open, staring at the woman with crossed arms.
Keta was mortified, but Pent reacted with a look of intense fury. “What is that idiot doing? Is he trying to get himself killed?”
“Drop your weapons now, or your friend ends up reduced to ashes,” the Demon woman said, halting her advance and turning to Max. She held up a hand and it began to crackle with energy. As lightning danced around the woman, he knew that things had gone from bad to worse.
This complicates things, Keta thought to himself. Due to Max being stubborn, she had the upper hand at the moment.
“If we drop our weapons, we’re dead either way. I hate to say it, but we might need to cut our losses and stick it out,” Pent whispered to him.
The comment hit Keta like a slap in the face. “By cut our losses, do you mean let Max die?”
Pent was unaffected by Keta’s outburst, glaring at him. “We drop our weapons, we all die. If we keep them, it’s possible we can pull back and think up a strategy to combat her. Don’t be a fool and kill us all off for your morality.”
Keta opened his mouth to retort, but nothing came out. What he was saying made sense. But how could he do something like that? Max was a comrade, not a pawn. How could he allow his friend to face this alone. Had he failed Max so soon after the Demon had joined Sanction?
“He’s right, Keta. Don’t worry about me,” Max said with the same reckless grin that the Demon always had on his face. “You two might need those silly weapons, but a real Demon fights with his own power. I mean, lightning is just another type of fire, right?”
The woman was clearly as agitated by Max’s defiance as Keta was baffled by that logic. “Right...that’s enough of that. Okay boys, what’s it going to be? I’ll give you to the count of three. One...” the woman said, her eyes on their weapons. Keta knew Pent would never discard his weapons. Likewise, she was far enough away that they could not reach her before she engaged Max. “Two…” Pent began to back off, his eyes darting to the terrain around him. He had abandoned Max, but Keta wasn’t about to leave a comrade behind. He started to run towards the woman.
“Three.”
It was not the woman who spoke. Rather, it was a man who had appeared behind the woman, his hands held behind his back. How he had gotten there was a mystery. The woman turned around and their eyes met.
This person, a Human nonetheless, was a soldier, as noted by his uniform, though it was not Empire red, marking him as one of the Teforian colony members. Unlike the Xegin, they didn’t wear heavy armor, dressing in free flowing outfits that made it easy to move around in. It was a battle style Keta preferred; to be unhindered. Though he did notice that the man wore a metal sleeve on his left forearm. It seemed an odd ornament.
In the presence of Demons, he was unassuming. His blue clothing matched his eyes, but his clean cut blonde hair contrasted the terribly unkempt attire. He wore a sword at his waist, but he lacked the large gun that most Humans toted around.
Why would a Human carry only a sword? Keta mused. From his experience, most of the Humans were terribly inept at sword fighting. It was why they continued to work on technology such as guns and Xegin. Curious, he waited to see what would happen next.
“Hello, Milaryna,” the stranger said simply.
He expected the woman to become furious. What he was not expecting was for her to step backwards so fiercely that she nearly stumbled to the ground. She looked up at the newcomer and Keta noticed something he had not seen from her yet. Fear.
“You could attack me, but we both know that after a while, I would emerge the victor. Out of respect for you, I will allow you to leave right now. If I find you in these lands again, you know what will happen.”
The woman looked at the stranger, and for a few moments, the two were engaged in a staring contest, lightning crackling. “I did not expect to see you here. This complicates things,” the woman said. She held his gaze for a little longer, neither blinking, before she dropped her hands to her side, the lightning around her vanishing. “You always did have a knack for throwing a wrench into my plans,” she added, with a mischievous smile.
The man matched her smile. “Well? What will you do?”
The smile faded. “Since you were kind enough not to turn me into sliced meat, I will take advantage of this courtesy. I offer you this advice though. Leave this place. Nothing good will come of staying. The time of reckoning is at hand.”
And with that, she turned on her heel. As she began walking away, fog began to form at her feet, starting to envelop her. The last thing they saw before she disappeared into it was the woman putting her hood up once more. Pent was right, there was more to this woman than they knew currently.
She will be a problem later, Keta thought.
Both Keta and Pent watched the scene, neither able to make sense of what had just occurred. While they were still stunned at this revelation, the strange blonde haired Human came up to the two of them.
“Gentlemen.”
***
Erisda Walker wasn’t used to all of this chaos. He had enjoyed the peace of Teforia for years. And now it was engulfed in a war. And from what he had just witnessed, it was an assault from both within the nation and without. Milaryna...that was a face he had not seen in quite some time. And it did not bode well. A fight with her would have been costly. It was very fortunate that she had left without incident.
But he had no time to dwell on that. Not when he had some strangers at the very border of his nation. And of the three of them, another face was familiar. “I hope you understand that I have some questions for the lot of you. But first, you have my thanks,” Erisda said, looking directly at the youngest of them. “I know you were aware of my presence. If you had not distracted that woman, I wouldn’t have been able to make my approach.”
The young Demon nodded, and his companion spoke up. “What? You knew this man would save us?”
“Not really. But I did know that someone else had arrived and was observing the situation. The fact that he didn’t rush out and try to do something like you and Max was a good sign that he was no fool.”
“Is...is that why you weren’t attempting to help Max? To lure her into a false sense of security?”
The young boy had sheathed his weapons and ran his hand through his blonde hair. “Come now, you make me seem like some kind of monster. I’m not so afraid of a weather witch that I wouldn’t attempt to fight her. I just made the smarter tactical choice by allowing that guy to flank her,” the boy said, nodding at Erisda.
Erisda chuckled as the exchange between the two continued. The other stranger had come to his senses and had walked over to them. But still, what to do with these three? His thoughts were interrupted when the silver haired youth had come up to him with an extended hand.
“Thank you for helping us. My name is Keta Night.”
Erisda took the hand and shook it. So Keta Night was still the same as always, Erisda thought to himself. He didn’t seem to recognize Erisda, so he saw no reason to reveal his knowledge of the young man.
The second one revealed himself as Max Revia, and the youngest introduced himself as Pent Telim. “It’s nice to meet you all. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Erisda Walker, general of the Teforian Human military. Now, please explain why you have arrived at our border.”
It was Pent who spoke up first. “Hang on a second, how does a Human from Teforia know someone from the Brotherhood of Shadows?” He asked accusingly. The kid seemed the most level headed of the trio, which was quite odd, but nonetheless he was perceptive.
Erisda was in no mood for such perception however. “I believe I asked you a question first. Regardless of what your intent is, you are at the scene of a grave violation of my nation’s laws. I will have answers,” Erisda explained.
“Watch your tone, Human!” Pent said, fixing him with a glare. “I used you for my own purposes, but I don’t answer to your kind.”
“Pent, let’s try not to antagonize the authorities,” Keta said, trying to calm the Demon boy.
Max stepped forward and brushed Keta to the side in response to this. “No, the kid is right. I’m grateful that he helped us, but I will not bow down to a Human making demands of me. You are not a Demon, you wouldn’t understand. We have done nothing wrong yet.”
Erisda chuckled inwardly. It looked like the silver haired youth could sway his comrades no longer. Indeed, how could one such as Keta Night hope to control Demons, Erisda thought. So then what were his options? Would he fight them all here? The thought had crossed his mind, but he decided against it. “Very well. I don’t want any trouble. I won’t fight you. But you will be coming with me. I am a general after all. I must act in the best interest of my country.”
“If you think Pent Telim, son of Peter Telim, will be bested by Humans, you are gravely mistaken.” The boy had already drawn his weapons and was ready for battle.
But it was the larger Demon who intervened, placing a hand on Pent’s shoulder. “No...this ain’t a fight we should be picking anyways. What matters is that we get into Teforia. We can explain everything.”
Erisda laughed. “I didn’t expect you would be the voice of reason. But yes, I will hear all you have to say.”
That seemed to have diffused the situation at least. It was Keta who spoke up next. “You’ll have to forgive my friends. They are...difficult to understand sometimes.”
Erisda shrugged his shoulders. “Just because I am Human doesn’t mean I don’t have Demon friends. I know exactly what they are like. That woman there was an acquaintance in my youth. And there is your answer as to why I have knowledge of the Brotherhood of Shadows. Those of us in Teforia choose to live there so we’re free from the hatred of the Empire. I’ve answered your question, now I hope you will reciprocate,” Erisda said.
And so Erisda listened to them recap their story. He didn’t interrupt at all, waiting until the tale had concluded. “So you are saying the Brotherhood of Shadows is here now?” Erisda asked at last. Keta nodded. “And you need to get to Zelrega to see your friend?” The younger Demon nodded. “And you hope to accomplish all of this without any help from my people or the Xegin?” The other Demon nodded. Erisda shook his head. “You are all damn fools then…”
Pent flared up. “What did you say?”
Erisda held up a finger and pointed towards the remains of their border gate. “The entire country is in a state of war. The border should have been sealed up tightly. With this recent attack, every city in the nation will be on high alert. Any intruders would be detained. Did you plan on fighting your way out of every encounter?”
The three of them looked dumbfounded at this revelation. They are all idiots, Erisda thought to himself. But then, he remembered how he had been at that age and realized it was simply how youth were.
“But I met a Xegin soldier in the Frostclaw Village. She could have taken me but she let me continue on. So I just thought…” Keta was saying, but he trailed off.
Erisda let out a laugh. “Oh really? Is that what she told you? You do realize you weren’t actually on Teforian soil at the time. She holds no jurisdiction until the moment you step through the border. I guarantee you any loyal soldier that spots you three on their lands unannounced will attempt to bring you into custody.”
“Like I’d be afraid of Xegin or Humans,” the younger Demon said, but even he sounded skeptical, like he was beginning to comprehend their situation.
Erisda was growing tired of all this nonsense. “Look, I’m not here to make enemies. Neither will I allow you to simply traipse through my country as you please. But, if you come with me, I can at least vouch for you and hopefully escort you to where you need to go.” He needed their cooperation right now, and he’d prefer to not have to fight them all. Information on this had to get back to the Administrator.
“It does seem like a better plan than running around with no direction,” the larger Demon pointed out, turning to his comrades. They began to discuss it amongst themselves, and Erisda turned and made his way back to the wreckage.
There was something about all this that didn’t make any sense. If Milaryna had been waiting for Keta and his companions, there would have been no need to attack the Xegin. Something was going on. What could they be up to? He was missing the big picture here.
A voice got his attention. He turned around to see Keta, flanked by his Demon friends. “General Walker, we talked it over and we think it’s best to accompany you for a time.”
Erisda was actually quite pleased for once. First he had avoided a fight with Milaryna and now he wouldn’t have to throw down with Keta and his team. It’s too bad the massacre here would be blamed on him and his army, he thought with a sigh.
Still, he had to find the good as he could. Keta and his friends could prove useful somehow. “Fabulous. I’m glad we’ve got that all sorted out. All right then, let’s be on our way. Oh and...welcome to Teforia.”
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Tianna was the newest Imperial General of the Xegin military.
It was still fresh in her mind. Sephiel’s encouragement had been enough to persuade her to accept the position. After all, the void in the army had to be filled, and it was her duty to her country.
“Tianna?”
The voice dragged her out of her own thoughts and she looked up. She was being given a check up at Zelrega’s hospital at the request of Delta, due to her extended time away from Teforia. She felt fine, but she knew the importance of making sure.
“Sorry, doctor. Just have my head in the clouds,” Tianna apologized, sitting up.
The doctor smiled. “Don’t worry about it, we are almost done here, anyways. But I have to ask you something. The guard on duty reported that you were quite low on aether when you returned.”
Tianna nodded. “It’s no big deal. I still kept my emergency aether pack with me. I managed to conserve my energy supply while I was out. There was only one skirmish that required engagement.”
The doctor looked at the clipboard in her hand and frowned. “And you were authorized on this mission?”
“General Gamma granted me permission.”
The doctor shook her head. “That one is quite young...to have the title of Imperial General. I fear she does not fully grasp the severity of certain things. You are aware of what will happen should you be depleted of aether, yes?”
As if any Xegin could not be aware. It was one of their crippling weaknesses. But Tianna wasn’t about to let herself be caught off guard. “I appreciate your concern, doctor. I will be more careful in the future.”
This satisfied the doctor, and she concluded her assessment, giving her the go ahead to return to the field. She thanked the doctor, and gathered her things, heading for headquarters. The other Imperial Generals were waiting for her.
Tianna had reached out to Delta early in the morning, informing him of her decision. He had been happy (or as happy as she had ever seen him in a time. The man rarely smiled these days) and had invited her to the scheduled meeting with the other Imperial Generals.
When she arrived, the others had congratulated her, and then the meeting had promptly begun. Tianna was a little shocked, as she took her seat. She didn’t realize it before, but she had been expecting something more grand. Like the moment she accepted her duty, her armor would transform into gold.
Oh my god, don’t ever let any of the other generals know you had been thinking that, Tianna thought to herself, embarrassed. She had refocused and had made it through the rest of the meeting, absorbing all the information. And so, when the meeting concluded, she had a general idea of the strategy going forward.
Yet even now, as she looked over the battle plans, she had doubts. “You’re going to attack Imperial Gate?” Tianna asked.
The gate had been lost in the early part of the war. Apparently it was there that Epsilon was killed. It was the only reason the Humans had not already been defeated. That gate blocked all entry to their colonies. Taking it back was going to be no easy feat, especially considering Tianna had just heard Alpha suffered defeat there not long ago.
“We will not fail again. I want you to lead the advance forces,” Delta responded. Tianna opened her mouth to speak, but Delta interrupted her. “Stop. I do not want to hear any more protests from you. I’ve done the calculations. The chances of victory with you at the lead are higher than any other scenario. Every battle plan is precise.”
Tianna knew better than to try and argue with the man any longer. After all, he was known for his stratagems. And besides, she was a loyal soldier of the Xegin. She was duty bound to assist her people to the best of her ability. Even if that meant returning to a position of leadership.
“I appreciate your decision to join us, Tianna. The others were worried that your previous incident would make you wary to accept, but I knew that you were a true Xegin,” Delta said, as if reading her mind. He walked forward with an extended hand.
Tianna beamed with pride and shook the man’s hand. “Of course. I will do my best to not let you down. But if you must thank someone, thank Sephiel for convincing me of my duty.”
Delta gave her an odd look. Gamma was the next to speak though. “I am sure you will wish for Sephiel to join your squad. As hard as it is to lose the both of you, I have agreed to the transfer. You two work too well together.” Tianna nodded in gratitude to the younger woman.
Tianna moved to look over the maps on the table once more. A route by water had been charted out, circling past the gate and attacking their flank. But that would not work at all. Their limited naval vessels were ill suited for transporting enough soldiers for battle, even as a surprise attack. That is assuming the Human army didn’t sink their ships from land of course.
The only viable option was for them to attack the gate head on. She frowned. They would have the gate well fortified. A siege could take days, maybe even weeks to break through. It would leave many casualties on their side.
Delta moved over to her. “You don’t approve of the plan?” He asked simply.
Tianna considered her words carefully. This man was for all intents and purposes the most influential soldier in the Xegin army. She wasn’t sure if the best thing for her career as an Imperial General was to criticize their leader.
But on the other hand, this was an opportunity to be heard, to make a difference. She remembered the day when she had commanded her own squad. And the disaster that occurred. No, she couldn’t dwell on that right now. Rather, this was her chance to prevent further atrocity.
Tianna tapped on the map with her finger. “If you send forces here, they will be slaughtered. This isn’t like fighting enemies with martial weapons. They have guns like us, crude as their models may be,” Tianna explained.
“Erisda Walker, the general of the Human army is quite powerful. I read the report, he bested General Alpha with ease. Imagine what would happen if we were to come up against him in a scenario he controls.” Most of the Imperial Generals knew Erisda from his visits to the capital. Tianna knew the man more personally. He would be a thorn in their side.
Delta didn’t look fazed by this at all. “Don’t be troubled. I have secured the appropriate measures to ensure our success. And as for that Human swordsman, I suppose we should introduce you to our secret weapon before we head out. We have accounted for everything.”
“But…” Tianna started to say before Gamma placed a hand on her shoulder.
“Tianna, your caution is appreciated as always. Rest assured, General Delta has never let us down before. He was Commander Tyrannes’ most trusted ally, so he was forced to run the country in his absence. Now that he is joining the fray, this war is as good as over.”
Tianna rarely saw emotion from the young woman who had been her commanding officer until this morning. But she could hear the confidence in Gamma’s voice. Perhaps it was due to the time as her subordinate, but Tianna was content to trust her.
They talked strategy for a little longer, before Delta dismissed them. He motioned for Tianna to remain when she started for the door. “Yes?” She asked.
He began to walk, nodding for Tianna to follow. She joined him and they walked through the halls in silence, eventually exiting the building to the training grounds outside. Many of the soldiers were doing drills, last minute practice before the new operation began. She would need to visit at some point, as she’d been away for some time. The only combat she’d seen in that time had been the engagement in the Frostclaw Village. And that had been over fairly quickly on her part.
Delta continued to lead her in silence, and she was about to ask where they were going when she noticed something odd. In the clearing ahead, several soldiers were gathered around. Two people were sparring. One was a Xegin soldier, but the other was a Demon.
He was armed with a greatsword, a weapon that not many used. A simple longsword was the most common of weapons, and though the greatsword had more power, the spear possessed a longer reach without the extra weight. So it was odd to see one being used. Much more so in that the man using it was wielding it with one hand.
She took a good look with her mind’s eye at this Demon. Most Demons lived rugged lives, so they were built quite powerfully and this man was no exception. Most Demon swordsmen kept their hair long, but he kept his black hair short. And what a handsome face. Most soldiers did not have the luxury of keeping their face pretty.
The Xegin soldier was trying to get strikes in with quick lunges, but the Demon was moving that giant blade with such speed and grace. It was as if he was whirling about a dagger. Tianna noticed that the Xegin was suited up in full armor, but his opponent was in civilian clothing. What was going on?
As the fight continued, Tianna was more and more impressed. To the trained eye, it was quite obvious that the Xegin soldier was outmatched. The Demon was merely toying with him. The way he held his sword, the stances he held and quickly swapped to. The idle pose he kept his left hand in, as if at the ready for anything. This was a true warrior.
The Xegin began gasping for breath as the Demon finally began pressing him. And then, he was disarmed. It wasn’t a fancy disarm like they had been taught at the academy either. No, this man simply struck his enemy’s weapon so hard, he could not hold on to it. The Xegin stumbled to one knee, cradling his hand.
The Demon bowed to his opponent, showing him a wide grin and offered a hand to help his opponent up. At least he was friendly, Tianna noted. As the crowd began to disperse, he seemed to notice her and Delta, and began walking towards them, resting the flat of his blade on his right shoulder.
“Your soldiers lack the ability to fight against true swordsmen, General. If you really want to be effective, you should offer them up to me for training. Though of course, the fee for such a thing would be enormous.” The Demon’s eyes danced wickedly to match his grin. It had been a while since she had last seen the red glow of a Demon’s eyes.
Delta crossed his arms. “The might of the Xegin army comes from our mastery of small arms and assault weaponry. Every soldier, however, undergoes basic training with both melee weapons and hand to hand for close quarters combat. We cannot be defenseless in an up close fight after all,” Delta said.
The Demon chuckled at this. “As official an answer as ever. But then, why do I expect anything else out of you, General? You are basically a walking rulebook,” the Demon said. His attention shifted to Tianna. He placed his sword into the ground and leaned on the hilt, letting out a sharp whistle. “And who is your pretty friend you’ve brought to see me?”
Pretty friend? Tianna closed her eyes and shook her head. So this young man was one of those types. The ones who would flirt with every new person they ever met if they were easy on the eyes. Just like Jessica, she thought inwardly.
Delta grunted, his voice muffled by his helmet. “This is Tianna. She is the newest of the Imperial Generals. I’d suggest you not try anything coy with her. She might be too much to handle.”
“Ah, damn it all. All the pretty ones are either above my station or royalty or something like that. Seems I’m an unlucky one indeed,” the Demon said, running his hands through his hair absentmindedly. He kept his eyes on her however. “Well then, General Tianna. My name is Xuan. What is it I can do for you?”
Tianna winced at this. “Just Tianna or General will do. I have not yet received my Imperial name.”
Xuan stared blankly at her. “What do you mean Imperial name?”
Tianna gasped. Then she remembered that he was both a Demon and not of Teforia. There was no way he would know that when a person ascended to the Imperial Generals, they relinquished their name and were born anew. It was a great honor, but it was also quite a change. Admittedly, she found that at least privately between the two of them, she would always refer to her friend as Jessica. They were too close not to. No appointment to the Imperial Generals would change that.
When she had explained this to Xuan, he took it in stride. “I see, I see. So you metal men-sorry, metal men and women- will just surrender yourselves to the persona? Interesting,” Xuan said.
Tianna responded with outrage. “Metal men and women? It sounds to me like you are showing disrespect to the Xegin people. If that’s the case, then honor demands that I…”
Delta threw a hand in front of her, preventing her from advancing. Tianna realized that her hand had been on the hilt of the sword at her belt. She had been about to challenge the man to a duel. But of course, she knew the folly of that idea. Based on what she just witnessed with the previous sparring session, she would not stand a chance.
“Xuan likes to...what’s the proper term for his actions? Hmm. Tease others. Even those that are paying him,” Delta added, emphasizing the last part. “But he is the most powerful sword for hire in the world. That is why I have enlisted his services. If anyone can help us handle our problem with Erisda Walker, it is him.”
I’ll have to keep an eye on him and study his fighting style, Tianna thought to herself. If she could upload his combat data to her armor, it would make her much more powerful a soldier.
“Your praise flatters me, General. If I could, I would accept that as payment. But unfortunately, I do need money to live as well,” Xuan said. He looked over at Tianna. “You’ll have to pardon my words if I offended you. I’ve no wish to bring sadness to such a lovely face.”
He was doing it again. Possibly to get a rise out of her. But then, this is how people who weren’t Xegin acted. She would never understand it. Or maybe she would one day, if she studied them long enough. But with the protocols in her mind, she focused on more substantial things. Like winning this war.
“Tianna will be leading the advance forces in the next battle. I want you to accompany her,” Delta explained, going over the plan. “You are to engage only if Erisda Walker enters the fray.”
Xuan nodded. “A sound strategy, and one I can get behind. I don’t like wars to be honest. But a one on one fight with a fellow swordsman? Well, that’s more my style. So when do we leave?”
Tianna looked over at Delta, who nodded at her in approval. He had a mission elsewhere, so that meant that the operation was completely under her command. She could do this. There was no more time to hesitate.
Taking a deep breath, she said, “We leave at noon tomorrow. It’s high time we put an end to this war.”
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Pent sat in the back of a convoy truck the Human general Erisda Walker had commandeered at one of the bases close to the border. He had to admit, it was much faster than walking and saved energy. Of all Human creations, their vehicles were the most efficient, even if he didn’t understand exactly how they worked.
To his left, Max had fallen asleep and was snoring softly. Keta was up ahead, speaking with Erisda, who was sitting with the soldier that was driving. The silver haired youth was always being friendly with everyone he came into contact with.
Pent didn’t really see the point. The people here were temporary to him. The fact that they were technically prisoners right now had flown over the head of the other two. But the way Pent saw it, as long as they did nothing to antagonize them, they would be released. At least, if this Human kept his word.
Pent was wary enough to know there was something different about Erisda. The way that Demon had deferred to him was not natural for a Human. He would have to keep his eyes on that one. Still, he was proving useful. This truck would save them much travel time. Perhaps I should steal it when we are leaving, he thought to himself with a grin.
That wouldn’t be a very good idea, Susanoo’s thoughts reached out to his mind. Though she was in weapon form at his side, the two were connected, bonded as sword and wielder. It had given him power, more power than he was used to. But it was not enough, not yet.
Just a thought. Pent knew it would be ridiculous to try and escape with such a large and clunky thing anyways. How did such a thing even work? Did it need to stop and rest every few hours like people?
He let his eyes drift to Erisda. What do you make of that one?
Susanoo took a moment to respond. He seems like a good man. I would trust him.
And that’s why you aren’t in charge of these things. I don’t trust him. Just be ready at any time. Pent didn’t hear anything else, so he took that as her acceptance. The truck slowed to a halt and the jolt knocked Max awake.
“All right, friends. We are here,” Erisda announced, leaping out. Pent and the others followed and were greeted by a new sight. “I hope you enjoy your stay in Aurora.”
The other two were looking around amazed, and Pent had to admit it was a pretty city. If Pent recalled, Aurora was the main settlement for the Humans. It was modest, reflecting the nature of the Humans who lived outside the Empire’s reach.
He had never been past the borders to the Empire, his father had always warned him that Demons who cross those lines never return.
But Teforia had been a different story. They had welcomed all races, even if none of the Demon clans had accepted the offer. Mistrust was too high for Demons to ever live with Humans.
Keta claimed they would be able to one day. His little mission as Sanction was flawed. But Pent needed to join because he needed Keta’s strength. An alliance of convenience. Just like I am going to use this Erisda, he noted as he followed the Human.
Human cities usually were quite different from the Demon villages. Their advancements in civilization was quite impressive, Pent realized begrudgingly. Their paved streets were proof of this, buildings of stone scattered throughout. Could his people ever create such a city?
Erisda led them to an impressive-looking building that bore the same symbols emblazoned on his uniform. It was guarded by two soldiers. As soon as the man approached, they saluted him and opened the door. The Human turned to Pent and the others. “Come on in.”
“General!”
Before they could enter, another soldier came rushing towards him. Erisda looked up at the newcomer and a smile crossed his face. “Hello, Giselle. I have returned from my border scouting. Come, I am about to deliver my report to the Administrator.” And the man turned and continued on his way.
Pent wondered if Erisda was completely oblivious of the fact that this soldier, a young woman with brown hair and sharp green eyes, clearly wanted to ask about his entourage. But instead, she merely fell in line, eyeing them with suspicion.
Erisda led them through a long hallway until they finally came to a door at the end. There were words engraved on it, but Pent could not read so they did him no good. He would just have to wait and see what was behind this door.
And he was disappointed with what he saw. Inside were a few men, talking to another who was sitting behind a desk. When Erisda burst through (Pent felt that the man had done so with overly dramatic flair), they had all turned to him and his party.
“Clear the room, gentlemen. I must have an audience with the Administrator,” Erisda said, a smile on his face. Pent had no idea what to think of this man. He was clearly respected, but he also acted a fool. But then, he knew plenty who played that role to disguise their true intent.
Which one was Erisda? Pent wondered to himself.
The men who had been speaking to the person at the desk frowned, displaying annoyance on their faces. Nonetheless, they left the room, muttering to themselves as they did. In a Demon militia, the leader would have disciplined the soldiers for such a display, but it seemed the Humans did things differently here.
The man at the desk rose after the door closed behind them. “Well, it seems there have been some unexpected developments. Who have you brought with you? I’m afraid I don’t recognize their footsteps.”
“Footsteps?” Pent asked. Humans always confused him with their odd rituals.
The girl standing with them cleared her throat. “The Administrator is blind. He can tell who is with him or approaching through some unconventional methods. Recognizing one’s footsteps is one of those methods.”
Another blind soldier? What was going on in this place? Pent held his thoughts back as the man began speaking. “I am Raphael Mcpherson. I am the Administrator of the Human cities here in Teforia.”
Pent let the others introduce themselves first. When it came his turn, he said with pride, “I am Pent Telim, son of Peter Telim of the Frostclaw Clan.” He needed to make sure the Humans knew of his clan.
The young woman pushed forward. “I am sorry, Administrator. As usual, General Walker has failed to confide in me any of his findings. He just rode into the city with three strangers in tow.”
The man named Raphael laughed. “Isn’t that always his way? At the very least, be at ease knowing that Erisda is the most capable soldier I have ever met. He wouldn’t have brought strangers here without a good reason. At least, I hope so.” With a smiling face, he turned to Erisda to hear the man out.
Pent frowned. The Human leader had not opened his eyes the entire time since they had arrived. He didn’t look at them at all. He was blind, sure, but that woman from the Xegin clan was blind as well. She had kept her eyes open. What was he missing here?
In the Demon clans, blindness was a crippling disability. Without the use of their Demon eyes, they were not of much use to the clan. The clan would still care for the individual, but the most prideful Demons would never last long as a dredge on society.
“Forgive me, friends. This is my lieutenant, Giselle Leclair. As for why they are here, it has to do with the border. I had hoped to convince the Xegin stationed there to surrender, since they were behind enemy lines after we’d captured the Imperial Gate and had no chance for reinforcements. I never had a chance to. They were dead by the time I arrived.” Erisda explained.
The Human general waved his hand to Pent and his companions. “And that’s when I met these three and things got real complicated.” And he began to recap the story in its entirety. The girl and the Administrator listened until the end.
“And now we have a bunch of dead Xegin that we are going to get blamed for and the only excuse we can throw at them is ‘it was a Demon!’ Not much of a defense,” Erisda said, wearily.
The Administrator tapped his fingers on the table. Sitting there, he looked very young. Why was such a young man the leader of this place? “What can be done?” Raphael asked before Pent could dwell on it any longer.
“I need to try and talk to the Xegin.” All three Humans turned to look at Keta, who had just spoken. Pent already knew that the Kitaan would suggest something like that.
Keta stepped up to the desk. “I have been pursuing the Brotherhood of Shadows. I heard a rumor that they were headed south. Meeting one of them at your borders has all but confirmed it. The Brotherhood has infiltrated Teforia.”
Giselle and Erisda exchanged looks. The blind man sat back down and folded his hands on his desk. “I see. And tell me, Keta Night, what should we do about this?”
Keta placed both hands on the man’s desk. “It is dangerous to continue as you are while the Brotherhood are hidden in your country. It’d be in the best interest if you and the Xegin ceased fighting.”
Pent barely suppressed a snort. This man was crazy, breaking into a nation and asking two warring sides to stop fighting. He had to give Keta credit for his bravery at the very least.
“Oh is that all?” Giselle said, thick with sarcasm. “We can just end all the fighting. Go and speak with the Xegin and overcome our differences.”
“No, he’s right,” Erisda said. He moved up beside the Kitaan in support. “I saw what had happened at the border. At the very least, we should open communications with the Xegin. If something sinister is happening in our nation, we should be concerned.”
“They won’t agree to it,” Giselle said. “They’ll refuse to the talks. Especially when they hear news of the latest attack.”
“Precisely why we need to get a jump on this, so they hear it from us,” Erisda explained. “Tensions are running high. We need to stem the tide of aggression.”
Giselle cleared her throat. “Sir, what I’ve been trying to tell you is that we have heard reports from our scouts. The Xegin are on the move and we believe they are finally moving against the Imperial Gate to reclaim it.”
Pent had remembered passing through the Imperial Gate when he had first come to Teforia. During peace times, it merely separated the Xegin and Human parts of the nation. But it was a massive fortification that had once held off the Empire. He had to wonder how the Humans had managed to capture it from the Xegin.
“Kae has his squad holding it, we should begin preparations for a siege battle,” Giselle pointed out. “What are your orders?”
Erisda was silent, lost in thought. Then he raised a hand. “I will go to Zelrega. I will travel unarmed.” Pent understood: it was customary to allow an unarmed man into enemy territory to speak in good faith.
The woman was hesitant. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, sir. With the way things are now, they might very well decide to not honor those old customs.”
Pent would normally have thought it folly to travel through enemy territory without a weapon. But he could understand their code of honor. No Demon would attack an envoy. They would settle their differences on the field of battle.
Erisda gave the young woman a smile. “Don’t worry, Giselle. We must have faith that we are still civil enough to not kill each on sight.”
Giselle’s brow furrowed. “That does not inspire much confidence.”
“Regardless, it must be done. The Imperial Generals and I have a history together. Though they have refused negotiations thus far, perhaps my gesture of good faith will help us remember that we are at our core a nation of peace. With your permission, of course, Administrator,” Erisda said, nodding at Raphael.
“I won’t lie; I don’t much care for the idea of sending my best soldier away, when their army could attack at any time. However, I do agree that we must at least try to end this peacefully. If word gets out about the border assault, that chance may die,” Raphael said.
“And so?”
Raphael waved a hand. “Bah, go and do what you must, old friend. If anyone can do this, it is you.”
“Thank you sir. I have other things to report, but they must be done in private. Giselle?” Pent saw that the young woman snapped to attention at the sound of her name. “Would you please escort our friends here to some guest rooms. I am terribly sorry, but until I return, I will be unable to aid you. Pray my peace talks go well and you can simply travel there yourself, yes?”
Keta and Max followed the lieutenant, who had led them out and Pent followed suit. “Have you heard from Ivaldi and Bakuya?” was the last thing he heard before the door closed.
Giselle was a model soldier, curt and direct. She found some empty rooms and assigned them to Pent and his companions. She also said that they were free to roam the training grounds, but were otherwise prohibited to leave the headquarters. In short, they were basically prisoners until Erisda returned.
 The soldier cleared her throat. “Is there anything else I can get you?”
“Yeah, can I get some food? We’ve been living off the land for the last few days. I’m quite curious what you Humans eat here,” Max said.
The girl glared at him. “First of all, you’d best not address us as ‘you Humans’ while you are a guest in our city. It is quite rude. And secondly, the mess hall is down the hall and to the right. There are signs if you get lost.” And she turned on her heel and walked away.
Max blinked in surprise. “Hey wait. Wait! I didn’t mean nothing by it!. Oh, damn it all. These Humans are such a sensitive bunch.”
Keta smiled. “I’m pretty sure that kind of talk is what upset her in the first place.”
Max laughed, returning Keta’s smile. “Well then, shall we go find this mess hall? What’s the point of telling us about signs if we can’t read anyways?”
“Wait, you can’t read?” Keta asked.
“Of course not. Only the scholars in the village learned to read. The rest of us trained to have productive professions or became warriors,” Max pointed out.
“I never knew that. I must have taken Master Xehemoth’s studies for granted,” Keta said, sounding thoughtful. He turned to Pent. “Can you not read either?”
Pent shook his head. “As the son of the clan leader, I was encouraged to learn. But I was never one for studies. I took to the sword from an early age and I had left home by the time I was ten to hone my skills.”
“I see. Is this common amongst Demons?” Keta asked.
“It is the norm,” Pent said. Demons had few scholars and so they did not share the technological advancements of Humans. It was one of the reasons that the Humans called them savages, and seemed to be able to get the best of the clans, despite their inferior abilities. Pent growled at the thought.
He didn’t want to fight against the Empire like the Brotherhood did. He just wanted to protect his family and his clan. He glanced at Keta, who was talking about something else with Max. Fighting battles that weren’t your own would only end in tragedy.
But it was useless thinking about it. The only thing he could do was make sure his skills were sharpened. And with that in mind, he took off to look for the training grounds. Time to look for some fodder to practice against, Pent thought with a grin.
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It was early morning when Erisda ordered the Imperial Gates to be opened, allowing him to step out into the Xegin territory. Occupying the gate had given his army the ability to deny the mechanoid soldiers advancement on their military headquarters.
But Erisda would have to be crazy if they thought that meant he could make a move on the Xegin lands. The Xegin army was just too powerful.
So Erisda left without weapons, carrying neither sword nor side arm. He carried no rifle or knife. He was completely unarmed. It was a gamble, but it was the best chance he had at achieving his task of speaking with the Xegin.
It occurred to him that it was not the brightest idea in the world. Erisda wasn’t a braggart, but Raphael had not been wrong. He was the best soldier in the army. If any of those Xegin generals wanted to increase their odds of victory in this war, it’d be to take him out of the picture.
But Erisda had faith in the ideals that Teforia was built on. And so he would believe his insane mission could succeed.
Kae, one of the unattached lieutenants, had been watching the movements of the enemy. A large force under the command of General Delta had been spotted headed north, towards the waterfront. Erisda figured that would be his best chance.
Why would they be headed that way? Are they honestly trying to launch an assault by sea? Erisda wondered to himself. It would be the height of folly. The sentries from the gates could easily spot the transport and they would set up an anti warship unit  to prevent it.
“No, that’s not it. They are too smart for that,” Erisda said aloud to himself. He was known for talking to himself. It helped him think.
But he had run out of things to think about, so he decided to just walk in silence. He did so for about three hours until he started to come across signs of activity. The Imperial Plains were mostly flat, save for a spot overlooking Aurora. He could see the Xegin army off in the distance.
But if he saw them, that meant that they saw him. And sure enough, a squad rushed out to meet him, with someone at the head.
This person was garbed in the Imperial General armor, dyed an odd orange color. Who the hell uses orange as their squad colors? Erisda thought judgmentally, before catching himself. He wasn’t here to criticize.
“Hold and identify yourself, Human,” the person at the front said. Erisda raised an eyebrow. He had spent enough time with the Xegin to know the voice and figure of one of their women soldiers.
“I am General Erisda Walker of the Teforian Human military. Who am I speaking to?” Erisda asked.
The woman reacted slightly to his name. “I am General Zeta. We all know your name. Why have you come here alone? You are aware that we are still at war, correct?”
Erisda put up his hands to show that he had nothing. “I came unarmed, hoping to speak. That is our custom, is it not?”
Zeta looked at him, face hidden behind her faceplate. Blast those helmets, I can’t get a gauge on what they are thinking if I can’t even see their face, Erisda thought bitterly. But then, they were professional soldiers. How could normal Humans hope to compete against that?
Zeta called over one of the soldiers that had come with her and whispered something. When she was finished, the soldier rushed back towards the main body of the army. “If you’ve come to speak, speak,” Zeta said, turning back to him.
“Are you in command here?” Erisda asked.
The Xegin shifted in her stance. “All Xegin Imperial Generals are of equal standing. General Delta is in command of this operation, but we all command the same authority,” Zeta said.
A touchy subject...and yet it still meant that General Delta was in command either way, Erisda thought, noting the Xegin woman’s irate mood. Regardless, it would be best to attempt to speak to this one at the moment.
“I need to speak to General Delta regarding information that is pertinent to this war. It is of the highest importance that we share this information,” Erisda said, hoping this woman would not be offended that he was trying to sidestep his way up the command chain.
The soldier regarded him carefully. “You are quite brave to come all this way alone. I respect that. I have sent for General Delta, but why don’t you explain exactly what this information you need to say to us.”
Finally, a lucky break, Erisda thought to himself. And so he found himself relaying everything he knew so far, including what Keta had told him. Zeta interrupted him a few times, she was very inquisitive. How odd for an Imperial General. I kind of like her.
When he was finished, Zeta tapped her fingers on her arm a few times. “That is quite the story you’ve told me. We’d received reports about the assault on the border. Many good soldiers died that day.”
“I am aware. I was there,” Erisda pointed out.
“Why would Demons attack us? We are a neutral nation and their protection against the Empire.”
Erisda suspected that the whole thing was a smokescreen. But it didn’t matter if he could not convince them of that. “I think something is happening here that we’re not supposed to see. That is why I’ve come to ask for a ceasefire.”
Zeta was silent, lost in thought. She came to her senses when the soldier she had sent off returned to her side. The Xegin general walked away so that they could talk, leaving Erisda under the watchful eyes of the other soldiers.
I’m putting a lot of stock in faith that they won’t just start firing on me and call it a day, Erisda thought to himself. Here he was, standing like an idiot in front of a hostile army. His only consolation was that if he did get killed and reincarnation was a thing, then he could be revived as someone less a fool.
“What? What are you talking about?” The noise brought him out of his pity party. Zeta had just raised her voice in response to whatever the soldier had just told him.
Erisda sighed. He had been trying to be a good person and give them their privacy. But he had certain skills that he had honed in his years abroad. And so he stopped internally humming in his brain and focused, so that even at the distance he was at, he would be able to eavesdrop on their conversation.
“General Delta has commanded that we cease all communication with the Human known as General Erisda Walker and insist he return to his camp,” the soldier was saying.
“If you would just allow me to explain what the man has been saying to me, we can…” Zeta started to say, but the soldier cut him off.
“No need. General Delta is able to tap into the systems of other Imperial General armor and listen in on conversations. He has heard it all and the decision stands.”
Zeta stumbled slightly backwards. “What the...when did he...how? And why? Why is he listening in on conversations from other generals. This is very unnerving.”
“This conversation is taking an excess amount of time. General Delta is assuming direct control.”
Erisda pointedly made sure he was facing the other soldiers, but he caught a glimpse of Zeta and the other out of the corner of his eye.
What in the hell… Erisda had to stop himself from reacting to the violently shaking Xegin soldier. The episode lasted for a few seconds before stopping, and the soldier looked up and spoke.
Only a different voice came out.
“General Zeta, why do you delay my orders? This unit was quite clear on what you were supposed to do.”
“General Delta? What did you to this soldier?” Zeta asked.
The soldier waved his arm. “This unit is one of the XSM that I have modified. I have performed upgrades to allow me to directly control them when the situation calls for it. However, we are still wasting time.”
“I just don’t understand why…”
“General Zeta, you will follow orders. The mission is underway. We must…” the voice stopped, and the soldier turned to Erisda, who was staring off at the ocean. “The Human is more astute than I gave him credit for. Be rid of him before we speak further.”
The soldier marched off, leaving the Xegin woman alone once more. Erisda feigned ignorance of the situation, though he wondered how much this Zeta understood. It was clear to him however. Someone at the head of the army was not looking to negotiate.
Erisda was still trying to piece together everything that had just happened. There was no other chance for this to end peacefully. He steadied his resolve as Zeta approached him.
“I am sorry, General Erisda. But I am unable to assist you any further. The fighting will continue unless you surrender. There will be no truce otherwise,” Zeta explained, her voice steady as opposed to when she was speaking with the other soldier.
She composed herself, Erisda noticed. This was bad. It meant that she had accepted the orders. He didn’t have the authority to offer a surrender, not without returning to Aurora to speak with the Administrator and the rest of the officers.
So he could do nothing but nod, and turn to leave. This had been a colossal waste of time. “My advice to you, general? Hasten your return home. It would be in your best interest not to delay,” Erisda heard Zeta say before she returned to her forces.
Erisda frowned. Something about the way she said that did not sit well with him. Hoping he was just being superstitious, he quickened his pace. But he knew that more often than not, his intuition proved correct.
***
Tianna made sure her armor was set right as she made her way to the fields outside Zelrega where the standing army was to meet before deployment. She needed to look the part and could not afford to be anything but perfect.
She had been placed in charge of the remnants of Epsilon’s forces. In time, she would be named as the newest Imperial General, General Eta, and they would become the Eta squad.
But there was no time for the ascension ceremony in the midst of a war. So for now, she was still Tianna and she would do her best to live up to the expectations of the Imperial Generals.
Sephiel was beside her, always nearby to put her at ease. Tianna had been grateful that General Gamma had allowed the young soldier to transfer to her command. Sephiel was a powerful asset to any squad.
The soldiers were gathered together, each by their own unit. She remembered her conversation with Delta the day before, and so it was now more noticeable. Mingled amidst the regular Xegin soldiers were more and more mechanical soldiers. The XSM, Xegin Soldier Models.
Xegin Soldier Models had been created by Delta to limit the fighting force of the Xegin. Many of their people were augmented but wanted nothing more than to live a normal life. So to maintain their military strength, they had created these to fill in.
It made sense, to have soldiers that were able to do the tasks normal soldiers could not. But she wondered how they would perform in the field. She could not directly control them, only the Imperial Generals had those functions built into their armor. She would eventually receive customized Imperial General armor, but for now, she assumed they were programmed to follow orders from higher level Xegin.
She strolled forward as the soldiers parted to allow her to pass. They had been briefed in the morning memos about Tianna’s promotion and her acquisition of the Epsilon squad. Many of them knew her and her achievements in the army, so they had not protested.
Gamma was at the head of the army, along with Alpha. Delta, Beta and Zeta were elsewhere, to mislead the scouts of the Humans into believing the Xegin army was mobilizing. They would join the assault later on, but these soldiers were to be the advance force, with Tianna at the lead.
“Greetings, general,” Gamma said, as Tianna approached and saluted. She returned the salute, and smiled. “It sure will take some getting used to saying that.”
Tianna realized that it had been quite different to get used to calling this woman general. Gamma had been very young when she was promoted to an Imperial General. Tianna was eight years her senior after all. She didn’t doubt her skill now but it had been a challenge.
“Well met, general,” Alpha said, joining in. She walked up closer and looked from Gamma to Tianna. “Look at this, three women of the Imperial Generals, working together on this mission. How marvelous.”
Tianna nodded. “It will be an honor to work alongside you both. It’s a shame that Jessica can’t join us on this mission, but it makes sense that we split the generals amongst the army. Oh! I’m sorry, I forget my place. I mean, General Zeta,” Tianna said, quickly correcting her mistake. She would need to work on that if she was to be a leader of the Xegin.
Alpha crossed her arms and studied Tianna, who tried not to shy away from the intense gaze. “Peace, general. I know you and General Zeta are quite close. Just be mindful of protocol in the future. Regardless, it shall be an honor to work alongside you as well. Squads hardly ever sortie in tandem, so we’ve never had the chance to fight together. But General Gamma here has had nothing but the highest of praise for you. And your little friend, of course.”
Tianna looked around. She hadn’t realized that when she had moved up to join the others, Sephiel had joined the ranks of the other soldiers and was standing at attention. Diligent as always. It would have been a breach of protocol to have approached the generals with Tianna.
“All right, let’s get this show on the road. I just received the signal from General Delta’s team. They have successfully diverted the attention of the enemy army. We can now proceed as planned,” Gamma spoke up.
“As you will be leading this assault, it is customary to address the soldiers beforehand,” Alpha said, moving aside to let Tianna take the lead. Gamma nodded and followed suit.
Tianna stepped forward, and looked out at all the faces. She frowned, noticing that many more were mechanical soldiers as opposed to real Xegin. When had this begun happening? Delta’s words from earlier echoed in her head.
“I am Tianna and I will be replacing General Epsilon, who has fallen in combat in this terrible war. Though I have not yet received my general title, I will be leading our advance forces in his stead. We will honor his sacrifice and continue working for stability in our nation of peace,” Tianna said.
“This war has gone on long enough. We have combined all squads for a focused assault on the Imperial Gate. The gate is the key to the rebel defenses. While they control it, Zelrega is in danger,” Tianna explained, pacing back and forth. “But, if we can capture it, then the war will be over within days.”
Tianna stopped and looked out over the army. “A siege is never easy, but we of the Xegin army are the most efficient and effective soldiers in the entire world. The Empire fears us. Let us show these rebels exactly why and end this quickly. For General Epsilon and all those fallen in combat!”
As the soldiers shouted a war cry, Tianna turned around. And for Commander Tyrannes, she thought to herself privately. That piece of information was still being hidden from the public. The man who had formed the great nation of Teforia, their leader, was dead. They would have to explain to the people after the war, and elect a new leader.
But for now, they needed to focus. And so, Tianna began the march. She set the pace, going at a sprint. They needed the element of surprise. They had calculated the amount of time and energy they would need. While the other force acted as a decoy, her soldiers would storm the gate and set up their assault before they could get their defenses in place.
“Aether reactors, set to 90 percent. The details have been uploaded to the Xegin database.  Do not let up and do not expend excess energy. You will need it all for the second part of the plan. To victory!” And the Xegin army ran, aether fueled armor pushing them forward.
It was a bold move, to overcome their enemy before they could react by using their aether to accelerate the march. General Delta’s data had proven this was a sure path to victory. So long as Tianna did not mess up, that is.
Please let me not screw this one up, Tianna prayed silently to herself, though to whom she had no clue. The gods were dead. It wasn’t very Xegin-like, but she was nervous. But with Alpha and Gamma with her, she felt her resolve return. She would make this fight the one that would decide everything.
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Keta had retired early to their guest room, leaving Max in the mess hall. Pent had gone off to check the training grounds, and no doubt frighten some Humans into a duel. That suited Keta though. He needed some time to think.
It was their second day in the Human city, and they were still being treated as guests, awaiting Erisda’s return. But what it really meant was they were prisoners in all but name.
Erisda was an interesting person. He was unlike any other military person he had met. He had successfully managed to talk down both Pent and Max from a fight. And he had taken their warning about the Brotherhood seriously and was trying to stop all the fighting.
Keta had felt like he could trust the man, which was becoming increasingly rare the older he got.
Things had been spiralling out of control for him as of late. From the first encounter with Master Inferno all those weeks ago, Keta had been in some form of conflict. It had begun to tax him, both physically and mentally.
Keta looked down at his hand, turning it over. Something wasn’t right. He had been in plenty of fights lately, and many of them he had lost. And yet, his body was in relative good condition. He should not have been able to function so soon after all those injuries.
Could this be the power of the Kitaan? Keta wondered, moving his fingers in an intricate pattern. That was the only explanation he could come up with. There was still so much about his heritage that he didn’t understand.
And yet, was it truly his heritage? He was a false Kitaan, created through DNA of a deceased one. That Human scientist had called him a chance at creating the gods. Was he an abomination just like that creature back at the lab?
The thought had been nagging at him lately. Keta wasn’t like Pent or Max. Those two were born Demons. They wouldn’t understand. Had the old Master known? He must have. He had been the one who rescued him and Sarel.
Why didn’t he tell me then? Keta thought sadly. Was he hoping he would never find out, because he knew the knowledge would hurt him? Perhaps, but he would never know now that his great mentor was dead. But Master Inferno still lived…
Keta quickly shook his head. The last thing he would receive from that man right now was a nice conversation. They were at odds, and the only way this would end was when they came to blows.
And to do that, I’ll need the help of the Demons, Keta thought grimly. In terms of raw power, Max and Pent and even Xuan were out of Keta’s league. He only hoped they would be willing to listen.
The sound of a horn snapped him out of his thoughts. He whipped his head around, as the horn began to sound over and over. Outside his room, he could hear the sound of increased activity. Curious, he made his way and opened the door.
He was met by the sight of soldiers running through the halls. This alarm must have caught them unawares, as some were still in the process of putting on their uniform. They all seemed to be headed outside.
Keta knew he was supposed to be restricted to the building, but concern won out over his other instincts and he followed them. In all the panic, nobody seemed to have noticed that he was with them. He moved with the crowd until they joined the soldiers gathered at the city’s gates.
He felt a tap on his shoulder, and he turned around, expecting to see a disapproving glare that would lead into a lecture. Instead, he was met by a pair of red eyes. Max smiled and pointed his thumb over to where Pent was standing. A few soldiers were nearby and were staring apprehensively at the young Demon.
Up ahead, he could see what the soldiers had gathered for. Giselle was speaking. “...have launched an attack against the Imperial Gate. The other force was a decoy, to distract us from their true target.”
The soldiers began to murmur, turning to look at their fellow soldiers in panic. Giselle silenced them quickly with a gesture. “General Walker and General Ivaldi are both unavailable. I shall assume command in their absence and lead from headquarters. Lieutenant Kae will coordinate the defenses at the gate. Squads 4 through 9 are to join squad 3 there. Squads 1 and 2 will remain here on standby. This is not a drill. Dismissed.”
The Humans began to move. They were quite organized, forming into lines of what he assumed were their squad, led by their captains. They were issuing orders to check equipment as Keta pushed by, with Pent and Max in tow. They were all too busy to give the three any spare thought. That is, except Giselle, who looked annoyed when she spotted them. “Didn’t I tell you to remain inside the base?”
Keta ignored the question. “What’s going on? I thought Erisda was going to initiate peace talks between the Xegin. Why are you still fighting?”
Giselle fixed him with a glare. “General Walker has already left on his goodwill mission. Whether or not he will be stopped by the advancing army is up to chance. Regardless, we can’t sit around worrying about peace when a battle looms in front of us.”
Keta cursed inwardly. Erisda had been the best hope to end hostility. If the war continued, who knew how many more could die while Keta and his allies were detained? If the Brotherhood was already moving through Teforia, they couldn’t afford any delays.
“I don’t have time to babysit you three. I must ask you to return to your quarters. General Walker has asked that you be treated as guests, but if you will not follow our orders, I will treat you as criminals,” Giselle said.
Pent frowned. “Since when are guests prisoners in Teforia?”
Giselle folded her arms. “We are at war. There are certain laws in place that function during wartimes. Be grateful that you were permitted entry to Aurora, and to Teforia in general. We could have turned you away.”
Pent opened his mouth to retort, but the girl held up a hand to stop him. “Enough. I have no more time to entertain your questions. If you have nothing else to contribute, leave me be and return to your quarters.”
She tried to leave, but Keta stepped in front of her. Fury welled up in the girl’s eyes and her hand went to her waist, resting it on her holster. Keta held up his hands. “Peace, Giselle. I only wished to ask if I could help.”
Both Pent and Max looked at him with surprise. The girl stared apprehensively, hands on her hips. “What do you mean by help? What could you do?”
Thoughts had been swirling through his mind the entire time he had been speaking to Giselle. Keta knew that he needed to act. If he let things continue, there was no telling what horrors the Brotherhood of Shadows would unleash left unchecked.
“One of the Xegin soldiers was at Frostclaw Village when the Brotherhood of Shadows attacked. She saw firsthand that they are operating nearby. If I can get to her, I might be able to explain about the attack on the border. With her testimony, perhaps I can get the Xegin to agree to a temporary ceasefire.”
The girl was silent for a moment, playing with her hands. “That is actually not a bad plan. It could work. You do realize that would mean you going to a battlefield, however. You would do that for us?”
Keta nodded. He did not like to involve himself in situations like this if he could help it, but if he stood by and did nothing, he would never be able to forgive himself.
Giselle regarded him with cautious eyes. When she spoke, it was composed. “Forgive my earlier rudeness. These are stressful times. Very well, if you wish to help us, show this to the acting commander Lieutenant Kae, and he will allow you entry.” She lifted a hand and pulled one of the ornaments hanging from her uniform, handing it to Keta. When she saw his confusion, she added “Proof of my rank. They’ll know a lieutenant authorized your presence.”
She waved over to a soldier, a portly man with sharp eyes, who rushed over. “This is Sergeant Mitchell. He is the leader of Squad 5. Sergeant, Keta Night and his friends will join you. They need to get to the gate. Tell the others I authorize his request, if pressed.”
The man nodded and walked over to Keta, extending his hand. Keta shook it. “Can’t say I understand what you stand to gain by joining us. Still, judging by your weapons, you seem capable fighters. We’ll take all the help we can get.”
“Thank you,” Keta said, and the soldier gestured for him to join the lines. But before he could, Pent made a noise.
“Are you truly going to involve yourself in this war? We don’t have a stake in this,” Pent said, stepping forward. “Are you forgetting that we have a task at hand?”
Keta sighed. “Pent, you have to think further ahead. Ending this fighting is the swiftest way to get to Zelrega. We need to get Xuan. Then we can worry about the Brotherhood.” This seemed to placate the boy, who said nothing more. Max just had a playful grin on his face.
Giselle walked right up to Keta. She was shorter than him, but she could see the intense look in her eyes. “Thank you for your help, all of you. I wish you the best of luck.” She saluted them and strode away, as another soldier rushed over to her side to begin conversing with her.
The squad leader, Mitchell, noticed as they approached the line. “Squad 5 is going on ahead in the trucks to reinforce the gate. As we only have limited vehicles, the others will join us on foot. It’s not much, but the Xegin will assuredly get there before the main army can reach them.”
“Is one squad going to be enough to defend the gate against their entire army?” Max asked.
“It’s going to have to. The Xegin outplayed us here. Still, there isn’t much they can do to the Imperial Gate in the first place,” Mitchell explained, and then pointed at the truck. “If the lieutenant says you can help us, it’s good enough for me to let you join the advance team. Come on, hop aboard.”
Pent was first to climb into the back of the armored truck. Max followed suit, smiling at one of the Human soldiers. Mitchell nodded and went off to join another truck. Keta leapt in to join his friends.
“Keta, I just want you to know you never cease to amaze me with these crazy ideas of yours,” Pent said, as he lounged back in his seat, eyes closed. “How do you manage to say you are a man of peace, and yet, at the first chance you get, you jump into a war. And on the side of Humans, nonetheless.”
There was an uncomfortable silence, and several of the soldiers began to fidget. They obviously wanted to say something else, but Max was sitting nearby. They clearly did not want to pick a fight with the two Demons that had just entered their unit.
Despite everything, Keta knew this was the best option. “We are not here as soldiers of the Humans. We are here as peacekeepers. It’s my duty to prevent as much bloodshed as I can.”
Pent still looked unconvinced. Max leaned forward. “Keta, do you really expect this to end without any fighting?” Even he looked skeptical.
Keta looked at his two comrades sadly. He was suddenly very aware that though the two Demons had chosen to aid him, they did not know (or perhaps in Pent’s case cared little for) the things that Sanction stood for. They were Demons, a warrior race after all.
“Max, Pent, don’t forget what our goal is in all this. We can’t become involved in any of these disputes on any side. But we also can’t let them destroy each other. Even if our mission is to stop the Brotherhood, we should not ignore a war such as this,” Keta said calmly.
“And what gives you that right?” The outburst came from one of the soldiers who had gotten to his feet. He was like the other soldiers in the truck, a young man, barely older than Keta. Around him, some of the others began to murmur in agreement.
Still, Keta would not allow his wish to avoid fighting to be interpreted as meekness. Xuan had taught him that lesson very well when they were younger. He stood up and met the soldier’s gaze, standing almost a head taller.
“The right? What gives you the right to do any of this? When you take a man’s life on the battlefield, do you cling to the belief that you are justified because you are at war? That it is not considered killing because you do it in the name of your army?” Keta asked, his unnatural golden eyes glaring at the young man.
He’d heard it all before. From soldiers, mercenaries, even the Brotherhood members he had clashed with in the past. They never stopped to think about exactly what they were doing.
He rounded on the rest of the soldiers. “I’m here to try and prevent you from having to go out and kill the Xegin or be killed by the Xegin. Because nothing will be gained by such brutal methods. You’ll just enter an endless cycle of hatred and vengeance.”
Several of the soldiers looked away to hide their embarrassment. The soldier who had gotten up took a step back, gritting his teeth. Max looked amused, the smile on his face widened. But Pent had opened his eyes, and Keta once again saw that look. The look that said he and Keta would never see eye to eye on this particular subject.
So be it, Keta thought to himself. But he would convince these people. “I’m going to try and talk to the Xegin. Something is not right with all this. Whatever happens afterwards, at least I will have tried.” And with that, Keta took his seat beside Max, who clapped him on the back.
“Keta, you’ve got quite a way with words. You’d make quite a good clan leader, I reckon,” Max said. Keta was grateful to have the Demon with him. It’d been a while since he’d felt what it was like to have a true friend around.
Pent leaned in. “Not bad, not bad. But remember, if things get hairy out there, we’ll need to either defend ourselves or flee,” Pent said. He looked at Keta for a second to let it sink in. “Just so you are aware, of course.” And he returned to his position.
The truck’s occupants went silent. Pent had that effect around others. He just had that sort of aura. So they spent the remainder of the trip not speaking. Keta had to calm his nerves, so he sat back and closed his eyes for a moment, knowing that things were about to get heated and he’d not get the chance to rest anytime soon.
END OF PART I




















INTERLUDE
INFERNO
To the east, the Empire and its cities rested peacefully. There was nothing in the world that could ever hope to oppose its armies. Not the Xegin nor the Demon clans. They were just too powerful.
The Demon clans were spread out thin in the Shadowlands, no organization, no leaders. The Xegin could have at least managed to defend Teforia, but they were embroiled in war. It wouldn’t be long before the Empire’s spies caught wind of it.
And when that happened, an invasion would occur. The Empire had been waiting for an opportunity to destroy the Xegin for betraying them for years. And they would seize the moment.
“How terrible to force them into this position,” Inferno muttered softly, looking out over the ledge. Several Human soldiers lay dead beside him, heads separated clean from each body. He could not afford a commotion. As much as he detested their kind, he disliked brutality.
And yet, he was forced to do increasingly barbaric acts. Inferno sighed. He had infiltrated the farthest end of the Imperial Gate, away from the fighting, so that he could keep an eye on the events unfolding with the Xegin.
The Xegin were more impressive than he had given them credit for. They had sent a decoy for the Humans. And their general, Erisda Walker, had encountered them. What he would have given to be privy to that conversation.
“Ah, Erisda...what I would give to have things not ended the way they did with us,” Inferno muttered sadly. Once, he had called the young man a friend. But that was history and he could do nothing but move forward.
He had allowed the Humans to send a runner to alert their forces, before slaughtering the remainder. He needed them to be able to fight back. There needed to be more chaos.
The Brotherhood of Shadows...they had been once been his family. Just as Sanction had once been. Until they had been taken from him.
The day Xehemoth died. The man who had raised him and given him a purpose in life. Taught him how to control his powers and help the common people. And even though they hadn’t seen eye to eye on most things, Inferno still respected his former mentor.
The Humans had killed him. Inferno had warned Xehemoth that in the end they would end up dead by their hands. And so it had come to pass. That was the moment he had decided that he would end the Empire.
A flash of light behind showed Inferno was no longer alone. After turning around, he saw that Formetis had just appeared from her gate of darkness. Inferno had been through it before. Normal people could only stomach it briefly. But she thrived in the energy.
Formetis was a Human, only fourteen years old. The short girl with long black hair was small even for her age. Inferno knew better the extent of her powers, so in a way, the unassuming look suited her. Let their enemies fall into a false sense of security.
Inferno braced himself as Formetis threw herself into his arms. Inferno inwardly sighed, but he patted the girl on the head. She always had been the affectionate type. They had been together since she was young after all.
Inferno and Xehemoth had taken the girl in and become her guardians. Xehemoth was too focused on Keta and the others, so he had looked after Formetis most of her life. He had come to regard her fondly, even if she was Human.
“It’s good to see you, little one,” Inferno said softly. The girl pulled back, and then began to glance around warily, her eyes widening at the sight of the corpses. “Forgive me, I forgot to clean up before you arrived.”
“No, it’s fine...I just wasn’t expecting it,” Formetis said, though the shakiness in her voice told Inferno that she was still having a tough time dealing with all the death lately. He was doing his best to keep her out of the bloodier missions.
“You are a terrible liar, kid. But no matter. I’ll do my best to keep you out of the thick of it. Eh, come closer,” Inferno said, reaching to the girl’s face. She flinched as he touched the slight discoloration of a bruise on her cheek,.
The girl pulled away, turning her back to him. She folded her arms across her chest. “It doesn’t hurt. I’m fine.”
“You can’t keep letting the others do this to you,” Inferno said. That bruise was probably Milaryna, he thought with a scowl. The woman was beautiful but she was very vindictive.
“It’s fine. It’s fine. It’s almost all over, anyways, right?”
Inferno nodded. The Xegin would attack the gate and the ensuing siege would undoubtedly generate more chaos. It would be enough in a few days. They only had one more job. “Have you found the last girl?”
“Yes...and no. I have located the general area the source is coming from. It’s...it’s in Aurora,” Formetis said.
Aurora? How fortuitous indeed, Inferno thought to himself. Fate had finally dealt him a winning hand. He already had a way into the city without raising suspicion. All that was left to do was find this girl and wait for the chaos to envelop the land. Soon it would all be over.
Inferno turned to Formetis. “Find the girl and retrieve her. Milaryna will stand by and monitor the situation. I’ll need you to check back with me every night as usual for an update. Can you do this for me, child?”
The girl beamed at this and nodded. “You can count on me. I won’t let you down. I’ll find her as quickly as possible.”
Inferno had faith in his Brotherhood. Dranon had been killed by Keta’s meddling and Celran had been captured. But Forsythe had proven surprisingly competent, despite his limited combat capabilities. And Milaryna was a Greater Demon like himself. How could they lose?
Tempting fate there, you fool, Inferno chastised himself. He could not allow himself to be arrogant. “Then you have your orders, little one. Go out and make me proud. Let’s finish this once and for all.”
The girl gave him one more hug, and he allowed it because she needed the encouragement. She opened the tear in the air with her dark magic and vanished from sight after stepping through it.
Inferno stepped forward, curious, but the magical veil evaporated not long after Formetis disappeared. “Good luck, little Formetis. Do your duty for the good of the Demon clans,” he muttered to nothing in particular.
It was nearing midday, and by now the Xegin would be close to engaging the Humans at the gate. Still, for a moment, Inferno wanted nothing more than to lie down. He was tired of watching, of planning. He wanted for just a few minutes to be without thought. He closed his eyes, but the peace never came.
He would only know peace when this was all over.




PART II

MACHINATIONS OF WAR
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“Keta!”
The sound of his name forced Keta awake. He blinked wearily, then shook his head. When had he fallen asleep? Glancing around, he saw that there was no one else in the truck, save for Max standing beside him.
“How can you sleep before a battle, Keta? Such a thing makes the blood boil,” Max said, and Keta could feel his anxiety. That was unusual for a Demon.
Keta couldn’t blame him though. They were trying to step in between a war of the two major powers of a nation. It was foolhardy even as an idea, but now they were attempting it.
“We’re not here for a battle. We are here to try and prevent one,” Keta reminded him. He made his way off the truck and saw that the soldiers were all headed towards a massive wall. “I take it that is the Imperial Gate?”
Max nodded. Keta had to stop to take in the majesty of the structure. He had spent time travelling the world over as a part of Sanction with the old Master. The only thing that could be compared were the fortress cities of the Empire.
Well, this used to be Empire territory, Keta reminded himself. It stood to reason that it was one of the few bastions that could repel them.
Master Xehemoth had always told him that the Empire would never attack even the colonies on the other side of the gate, because of how efficient the Xegin were. And an assault on the gate was an exercise in futility.
“What do you think the Xegin’s goal is here? Even with a surprise attack, they can’t possibly think attacking this thing is a good idea,” Max spoke up from in front of Keta. He was admiring the fortress as well, it seemed.
“I have no idea. But from what I’ve heard of the Xegin, they don’t make moves unless they are assured of the outcome. Unless we find a way to stop the fighting, I’ve got a bad feeling about all this,” Keta said.
There was a loud noise and the gates began to open, exposing the inside of the fortification. A soldier stepped out and began to address the newcomers. Their guide, Mitchell, had disappeared amidst the chaos. Not wishing to fall behind, Keta made his way forward, Max following close behind. He gripped Giselle’s ornament. He needed to…
A hand grabbed him. Instinctively he reached up and caught it, twisting around and trapping his assailant in an arm hold.
“What the hell?”
The newcomer was one of the Human soldiers. Keta quickly released the man, stepping backwards. Beside him, Max was laughing. “I’m so sorry. I reacted without thinking,” Keta said.
He became acutely aware that he was surrounded. Other soldiers had drawn weapons. Max frowned and dropped into a fighting stance, hands curled into fists. The one who had approached him rubbed his shoulder. “Who the hell are you, and why are you here?”
“Peace, Max,” Keta said, trying to soothe his friend. The last thing he needed was to start a conflict before he could speak with the Xegin. He held out his hand to show Giselle’s medal. “My name is Keta Night. I was sent here to help. One of your own, Giselle, gave me this to show that she approves my mission.”
The soldier took a good look at the ornament. Keta only now realized something. Where was Pent in all of this? He hadn’t been with Max when he had awoken. He hoped the boy wasn’t planning something crazy.
“That is Lieutenant Leclair’s, no doubt about it. What could that girl be thinking sending an outsider out here when we are at the onset of a siege battle,” the man said, waving a hand in exasperation.
“I offered to speak with the Xegin. I know one of them, and I think she might listen to me. If so, I may be able to get all the fighting to stop,” Keta said. He had to believe that this was the best path. Tianna would listen to him.
The dark haired man met Keta’s golden eyes. He seemed to be sizing him up. “I’ll never understand what it is the people up at HQ do. But if you are here to help us out, I won’t complain. Name’s Henry. I’ve been put in charge of new arrivals by Lieutenant Kae.”
The man extended a hand, and Keta shook it. After Max had exchanged the same pleasantries, Keta said, “She told me I was to report to this Lieutenant Kae. Can you take me to him?”
The man grunted, waving a hand at the influx of soldiers. “I’m a little busy at the moment, as you can see. But hang on. You there!” He bellowed at another soldier, younger and blonder than he was. The youth rushed up in a panic. “Disregard your orders for now. I need you to take this man to see the Lieutenant.”
The soldier nodded briskly, and he became their guide as they stepped inside the Imperial Gate. Keta was astounded at just how large it was. The inside looked like the city they had just left. Soldiers were posted at the walls where a similar gate remained closed opposite.
That must be the gate leading to the Xegin territory, Keta thought to himself. They were so close to being able to get to Xuan, only this one obstacle prevented them. That, and the Xegin army that lay beyond.
Keta was led to stairs that climbed until they reached the very ceiling of the structure, passing through a door that took them outside. They were atop the mighty gate now. The Humans were ducked behind small barricades, sneaking glances from their vantage spots. And in the midst of all this, there was a man wearing a uniform similar to Giselle’s.
“Someone mind telling me what in the hell is going on?” the man asked on their approach, glaring at Keta and Max.
The soldier with them rushed forward and whispered something to the man. After a moment, he nodded. He walked forward until he was close to Keta and Max. “Well, let’s see it? You have something to show me as proof that you are on our side?”
When Keta held up Giselle’s item, the soldier took a good look. “Lieutenant Leclair would have to be dead for you to have this otherwise. And that young woman is the toughest thing I’ve seen for her age. Lieutenant Kae Oliver,” the soldier said, extending a hand.
Keta shook the man’s hand first, followed by Max. After they had introduced themselves, a loud bang rang out. Kae looked briefly, then returned his attention to them. “Well then, what brings you here?”
Keta quickly brought the man up to speed. “You are a fool,” Kae said after the tale had concluded. Keta had been hearing that a lot lately.
Max came up to his side. “He’s trying to do something good with his life. Don’t insult him,” the Demon said.
Kae snorted loudly. “I only say what is true. These Xegin will stop at nothing to destroy us. They’ve refused all communications, and have sent their Imperial Generals to the field. They are their most elite soldiers. They won’t rest until they’ve ground us beneath their heel.”
Max stepped toward the soldier. “Look…” he began, but Kae raised a hand to stop him.
“I never said I wouldn’t let him attempt his little mission. If anything else, it will buy us some time until we can get a real plan set up. Do what you will.”
And Keta watched as the ornery lieutenant walked off to speak to one of his soldiers. “He’s unpleasant,” Max said beside him.
“No, that is simply how soldiers are. They need to assume that fighting will happen when the enemy is in sight. We are the odd ones in this situation,” Keta said sadly.
Looking around at the haggard soldiers, Keta noticed that they all looked terrified. Some of them held weapons in shaking hands. Erisda had mentioned that they were a military in name only, as most of the soldiers were volunteers.
Keta wanted to protect these people, but he also wanted to protect others from them. The only way he could stop this fighting was to reach out to Tianna. It was his one chance.
“Fancy seeing you two here,” a voice called to him, and Keta saw Erisda strolling towards him.
“Erisda? I thought you were going to try and talk to the Xegin?” Keta asked.
The man let out a sad laugh. “Tried and failed. They would not agree to any negotiations. Now I can see why. They were planning this. I arrived right before the Xegin army did, and only because one of them warned me. ”
Keta didn’t understand this at all. The Xegin he had heard of had always seemed like peaceful folk. If the opportunity to end the fighting arrived, shouldn’t they have taken it willingly?
Unless the Brotherhood is somehow behind it, Keta came to the conclusion. And if that was true, it was all the more imperative that he try to diffuse the situation.
When he explained this to Erisda, the man regarded him with tired eyes. “Keta, I have very little faith in that plan, but I can see no greater alternative. You do what you must. I have to return to Aurora and report back. Between the reinforcements and the gate’s fortifications, the Xegin will have a hell of a time trying to break through here before I return anyways. Good luck.”
Erisda bade the two farewell, and made his way down the stairs. Max was staring out into the distance, leaving Keta to his thoughts. Pent was still missing so he could not even ask the boy his opinion.
It really didn’t matter. It was up to him. He had to try and reach Tianna. The two had come to an understanding back in Frostclaw Village. She would help him. He was sure of it. “Can you take me to the front gates?” Keta said to their guide.
“Yes, of course,” the young man said, and he led them back down the stairs back into the main area of the gate. Before long, he brought them before the closed gate. Other soldiers had begun to take notice of Keta and Max, watching the pair carefully.
“Max, I need you to stay here,” Keta said.
For a moment, the Demon didn’t react. He just turned and looked at Keta. But after seeing his grim expression, he frowned. “Huh? You can’t be serious. You don’t expect me to just let you walk out into a warzone by yourself, do you?”
“Yeah, I do. I appreciate the concern, Max, but if I’m going to go out there to try and speak in good faith, I need to do so alone,” Keta said. Time was of the essence, from what Erisda had told him.
Max glared at him, before looking down at his fist. “Where is Pent to talk you out of madness like this,” he growled.
Keta smiled, though the thought of not knowing where that boy was disturbed him. “When you find Pent, tell him to stand by until I get back, all right?” Max didn’t respond, so he said a little louder, “All right?”
Max sighed and raised his hands in defeat. “Fine fine, I’ll let you go do this. But at least do me a favor. If it looks like all hell is about to break loose, take off. I don’t need you to be on the opposing side of those Xegin weapons.”
Keta placed his hand on the Demon’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, you have my word,” Keta said. He wasn’t technically lying. If all went as planned, he wouldn’t need to do anything else after all. But…
Keta shook his head. He couldn’t think like that. The old Master had always thought positive, even when things look the darkest. Keta would try and emulate the same. And so he made his way forward, to speak with the guards to let him pass.
So that he could face the Xegin army alone.
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Tianna took a drink of warm water from her canteen. The Xegin army had been camped outside the Imperial Gate for the last hour. They had not been able to get close without snipers taking shots at them.
The Humans have set up their defenses well, Tianna noted. Enough of their soldiers were perched at vantage spots, making it difficult to approach without being fired upon. At the same time, their elevation would prevent them from being targeted so easily.
How would they even get through the gate? Concentrated fire from their weapons would be particularly slow. They could try ramming the gate, though they would take heavy casualties doing so.
But it seemed like this was the only way to continue. The way the gate was built, there was nothing but walls even into the water surrounding it. Whoever had created this place had been master builders.
And yet, because of this marvel of a fortification, they couldn’t even starve them out. They could simply receive supplies from their cities, and the Xegin would have no way to stop them.
No, the only way they were going to win this was to knock the Imperial Gate down.
Something was bothering Tianna. They had spent nearly all their aether supply arriving here to surprise the enemy. And yet, their enemy had managed to not only be alerted to their presence, but had time to set up an appropriate response. Had their plan been leaked somehow? she wondered.
She had sent some of her soldiers to scout the area. When the soldier in charge finally returned, he made his way over to her. “Report.”
The soldier saluted. “Ma’am. The Humans have likely received reinforcements. Their numbers are greater than our last count.”
Tianna folded her arms across her chest, deep in thought. “Keep an eye on their movements and let the army rest. We’ll wait until General Delta and the remainder of the army arrives and begin to coordinate our attack plan.”
Tianna dismissed the soldier, but he remained back. She nodded to him and he gave another report, one that made Tianna flinch.
“What do you mean a man with a sword is blocking our way forward? A man with silver hair?” Tianna said, repeating what she had just heard. The soldier would not understand the implication of such a report, but she knew all too well what was happening.
“Yes ma'am. He was no Human so we attempted to ignore him, but he was adamant he come to speak to you. He would not allow us to pass otherwise. We did not wish to act before we had orders.”
Tianna sighed. So this was what she got for letting Keta Night run free. General Delta had admonished her for that after she had given her report. In theory, Keta and the Xegin should be on the same side. But Delta believed that the Kitaan was too chaotic a variable.
Regardless, as she dismissed the soldier a second time, Tianna noticed that Sephiel was nearby. Her companion had a helmet on, so there was no way to tell for sure, but Tianna knew that there was a scowl underneath.
“You understand what you have done by letting that one go free, yes? At this rate, the operation will be in jeopardy, ma’am,” Sephiel said bluntly, still as official as ever.
“I know. But there is a chance that he is not here to hinder us,” Tianna said, though she herself didn’t believe it. If Keta, a member of Sanction, was present on a battlefield, there could be only one reason.
“If you are having doubts, then you should not engage him. Permission to sortie to deal with this,” Sephiel asked.
Tianna pondered for a moment. Sephiel had nothing but contempt for Keta. It would be a mistake to allow those two to come to blows, at least for now. No, the best course of action was for her to meet with the Kitaan and try to come to an accord.
“The army will stand at the ready. I will meet with Keta to ascertain his intentions,” Tianna said as she placed her helmet on, walking away before Sephiel could argue against it. She made her way out of the small encampment and headed in the direction of the gate. Several of the mechanoid soldiers followed her at a distance, apparently set on a guard protocol. She would have to figure that out later. She had not programmed such a thing.
Tianna cast out with her mind and could clearly see the figure waiting for her. She hoped that Keta would be in a compliant mood, but things were never that easy. He stood nearby, holding the strap of the sheath he carried at his side.
“Keta Night. When I’d heard a swordsman was restricting our advance, it never occurred to me that it could be you,” Tianna spoke first, still closing the gap between them. She stopped at a good distance away from him.
“Tianna! I’d hoped you would be a part of the soldiers with the advance force,” Keta said, and he began to drop his guard to walk towards her. Tianna raised her hand to stop him.
“Indeed?” Tianna said, her arms folded. “Then tell me, what did you hope to accomplish by angering my army? Because I’m fairly certain that makes you an enemy of the nation.”
Keta stopped, a look of hurt in his eyes at the words. But his eyes became determined once again when he spoke. “I’ve no wish to anger anyone. I’d rather no one would have to fight at all.”
“Your idealism is admirable. However, the battlefield ill suits such things,” Tianna pointed out.
“Please, Tianna. If you were to call off your forces, the Humans would do the same.”
Tianna scoffed. “Well of course they would be on board with a plan like that. They are the ones losing this war. Any cease in hostilities is to their advantage. They are just using you, my friend.”
This did not deter the Kitaan. “Tianna, there are too many things that aren’t right with this. The Brotherhood of Shadows are up to something. It’d be best if we were to…”
Tianna was certain that the young man would continue trying to convince her. And she would continue to try and tell him that it was futile to defy the Xegin military.
One way or another, Keta would be defeated. It wasn’t a matter of skill, it was of numbers. They had an army, and he was just one man. And if he continued to antagonize them, he would end up in a world of hurt. Or worse, with General Delta in command.
Instead, she thought of a way to try and win the Kitaan over. It wasn’t like she had to hide her powers any more, and Keta was trustworthy enough. Even considering the fact that he was jeopardizing her first mission as a general.
“Keta, I think it’s time I revealed one of my abilities to you,” Tianna said, interrupting the young man. She began stepping forward, holding out her hand. She continued to close the distance between the two of them. “If you will allow me.”
Keta’s face reacted with shock at her advance, but he did not flinch or step back. “What are you doing?” he asked simply.
Tianna kept her pace. “Will you trust me?” she asked. It was a tough question, and though the two had only known each other for a short while, she felt a sort of bond with Keta, borne of the events in the Frostclaw Village.
Keta looked surprised hearing this. After just a moment’s hesitation, he nodded. “Yes.” With his permission, Tianna moved forward until she reached the young man and she took his hand in hers and. Focusing, she was immediately flooded with images.
Her psychic abilities allowed her to reach inside another person’s mind and pull memories or thoughts from it. It was a harrowing process, as she saw all the events from the eyes of the person she was telekinetically linked to, with all the emotions that accompanied them.
And Keta’s memories were scattered about everywhere. She had to focus on one of his recent memories, as she waded through his mind. She saw him fighting an older man in dark clothes (for a lack of a better word, as the whole thing had been pretty one sided).
She saw him meeting a young Demon girl, and his feelings of sadness and compassion. She saw a fight between him and the son of Peter Telim. She knew the rest of what happened during his stay thanks to him telling her the story, so she delved further.
And then the more recent memories. An Empire lab, fighting against a Human and a monster. The discovery of his birth, which she could relate to as a Xegin. She was shocked when she realized that Keta had cooperated with members of the Brotherhood of Shadows, but was defeated when their alliance came to an end.
The Brotherhood of Shadows...they had captured another young girl with otherworldly powers. And then...an encounter with another of their number. The northern border had been completely destroyed. There was no doubt about it. The Brotherhood of Shadows were operating in Teforia.
She withdrew her hand from Keta and stepped back, her head spinning. The process was...taxing as always. But at least she had a better idea of what was going on. The Brotherhood of Shadows were indeed up to something, and Keta was telling her the truth. Or at least, a truth he believed himself. It was difficult to ascertain fact from fiction when one could blindly follow their own beliefs.
“It seems you are not lying to me.”
Keta, who had been waiting patiently while Tianna explored his mind, finally showed some signs of confusion. “I...what exactly did you just do?”
“Do you recall I told you back in Frostclaw Village that I was able to fight regardless of my blindness. Well, the reason for that is that my mind works differently than yours. You see, I am a psychic,” Tianna explained.
Keta’s reaction was immediate, as he grasped the hand Tianna had held with his other. “What? Are you serious? I had heard that those were just a myth, a fairy tale told to children to discourage them from lying to adults.”
Tianna let out a small laugh. “Of course they would say that. The Empire was desperate to keep their existence a secret, to be used as a weapon. As far as I know, I am the only one. And how eager they were to turn me into one of their all powerful Xegin.”
Tianna could still remember the day her parents had brought her to the doctor, concerned by her erratic behavior. She had been born blind, but her powers had begun to manifest when she was young, and she had begun claiming that she could see. It didn’t take them long for them to understand just what they had stumbled upon. And in true Empire fashion, they had begun to exploit this.
Tianna shook her head. This was no time to be reminiscing the past. “But I digress. I know you are not lying to me about the Brotherhood of Shadows. I can trust your information,” she said.
This news seemed to calm the Kitaan, who breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Tianna.”
Tianna smiled at her friend. “Of course. I will use all of my new power as Imperial General to assist you in revealing the Brotherhood’s machinations. Just as soon as I have finished subjugating the Human army.”
She waved over another soldier from the distance, intending to get her men in position to set up for the siege of Imperial Gate, when Keta said, “Wait, what?”
The words confused Tianna. She thought that their conversation had come to a conclusion. “What is it?”
“You believed me about the Brotherhood of Shadows, right? All signs point to their involvement in this war. The Xegin and Humans should not be fighting,” came his reply.
Oh, was that all? “Keta, I believe your story. But I am a Xegin. Duty comes before all else. I cannot rescind my orders. Fear not, this war shall end shortly, you have my word. The Humans cannot resist us any longer.”
She had seen Delta’s projected data. Within the day, the gate would fall, and within three days, the Human colonies would be taken and the war would be over. The end of it all was in sight. She began to walk past Keta to get closer to the gate.
To her surprise, she heard Keta run in front of her. Her mind’s eye told her that he had spread his hands out to halt her advance. “Tianna, stop!”
She felt a twitch of irritation. “Keta...I already explained everything. And now I am warning you. I am in command of these soldiers and this mission. As a Xegin soldier...no, as a Xegin general, if you get in the way of my orders...I will be forced to remove you.”
There was quiet, and Tianna scanned the area to see that Keta had stopped moving, and his eyes were closed, a hand to his forehead. He seemed to be thinking, and Tianna was hoping that the young warrior would realize the gravity of the situation.
But she was a Xegin, and she dealt in probability and numbers. Keta did not. And the numbers running through her interface were telling her that the chances that Keta would comply with such a request were abysmally low, and with each passing second, the algorithm was adapting and lowering that percent more.
And sure enough, she heard the sound of steel being drawn. “I am sorry, Tianna. But I made a vow to my Master to not stand idly by while an unjust war goes on. I am a member of Sanction, and I will fight for the peace of this world. I will not allow the Xegin or the Humans to continue this senseless war. If any of you want to continue this bloodshed, you must go through me.”
Ah, so there it was. The fabled selfless heroism of Keta, the warrior who tried to save lives. It was a noble thought. It was ultimately futile, however. There was a time when Sanction was feared amongst all the warring powers. But that was before the team had been decimated and ultimately disbanded, save for one person clinging to the ideals.
Tianna felt pity for the young man. His goals were not unlike those of the Xegin. However, after everything she had been told that had led up to the start of the war, Tianna could not excuse the Humans. They needed to be brought to justice.
Keta might understand if she told him this. However, it was military secrets she could not share with an outsider. And even then, the probability was low. No, there was only one course of action. She would have to take him down.
“Forgive me, Keta. You have forced my hand.” With a thought, her armor systems were brought up to combat mode, and she drew her pistol, firing at the Kitaan. Keta deflected the energy shots with the flat of his blade, sending them into the dirt behind him. Just as the simulation predicted he would.
“Then I must ask that you forgive me too,” Keta exclaimed. He started towards her, but was forced to retreat when he was pelted by a barrage of energy weapons from the soldiers behind Tianna. With a shock, she realized that the soldiers behind her were still under command to protect her.
“Cease fire! I will handle this!” Tianna cried out, holding a hand up to stop the others. They complied immediately, but it was too late. Keta had been hit, once in the shoulder, and again in the left arm. He had stopped and ducked behind a rock, but she had already seen him clutching at his wounds in pain.
Tianna cursed inwardly. If Keta had not been quicker, her soldiers would have killed him. All she wanted to do was disable him. He was an obstacle, that much was certain, but he was a decent person. She did not want to see him dead.
Perhaps the injuries would make him easier to reason with. “Keta! I already told you this. You cannot defeat an army. Come, end this nonsense and let me get those wounds looked at for you.”
She felt the wind, and heard the movement, but it was so fast, she barely had time to register it. She pulled her own sword at her waist and managed to block the sword strike from Keta. He was close enough that she could acknowledge his surprise. He swung again, and Tianna reacted in time, managing to meet each attack before it hit the mark.
“You shouldn’t underestimate me, Keta Night. I am a Xegin soldier after all,” Tianna boasted. She had just defended an attack from the famed swordmaster of Sanction.
“A soldier maybe, not a swordsman,” came the reply. Two more moves came, in quick fashion, and she was disarmed with a sword was at her neck. She was arrogant to think that she could defeat Keta Night in a swordfight. “You are defeated. Surrender and retreat.”
A simple movement of the hand and a thought, her sword lifted off the ground and flew at Keta. The young man saw it coming out of the corner of his eye and leapt backwards to avoid being hit. The sword stopped and flew back to Tianna, who was concentrating on the best course of action.
“I think that perhaps it is I who should not be underestimating you. It’s time to show you exactly what I can do.” And with that, she raised her other hand to the soldiers around her. How many could she control? It was Keta Night she was up against, after all. She decided it would be best to simply attempt four. And with her mind, she reached out and used her power to pull three swords. The mechanical soldiers stared blankly and watched as they flew over to her, still under her command to stand down.
Psychokinesis. That was the term Delta and the other researchers had taken to calling her ability to control objects with her mind. It was limited to her own strength, but she had been training with the powers for years.
The scientists of the Empire (monsters, all of them) had described it as a power left over from the time of the gods, who possessed otherworldly abilities. They had done everything to try and replicate what was in her body. Only Commander Tyrannes had tried to help her.
Commander Tyrannes...Tianna thought sadly. And just like that, her resolve was strengthened. Somebody had been responsible for his death. He would avenge him.
Controlling all these and using her mind to see was quite taxing, but she could see that Keta had begun to slowly step backwards, his sword in front to protect himself.
“What the...? What manner of sorcery is this?”
Tianna didn’t answer. She was through telling Keta exactly how her powers worked. Mostly because the more time she wasted, the more exertion this put on her body. Psychokinesis was not an easy thing to maintain.
At best, she had a minute to keep this up. A minute to defeat Keta Night. She decided to attack and end it all quickly.
Controlling the four swords with her mind, she used them to swipe and stab at Keta. He did his best to block the attacks, and dodge the ones that he couldn’t. The young man was quite impressive to be able to do so, Tianna thought as sweat dripped down her face inside her helmet.
Tianna mounted a focused assault, and Keta was forced to block an incoming sword abruptly. Seizing the opportunity, she brought the remaining swords around him and caught him across the chest, along his left hamstring and a cut along his wrist. The silver haired youth cried out in pain.
Keta whipped his head around and tried to attack her head on, but Tianna managed to bait him with an opening. She brought two more swords to bear, but the young swordsman was too quick and managed to evade.
Even so, her first attack had secured a sizeable advantage. She had spent time studying the known details on the Silver Flash, Keta Night. They called him that because of his speed and dexterity. By inflicting those wounds on him, she had slowed him down.
Maybe enough so that someone like myself could keep up with him, Tianna thought to herself.
Tianna grinned, and realized that she could win as long as she could keep this up. But, she realized with panic that she was very quickly reaching her limit. She had to end this now.
An alarm went off in her helmet, informing Tianna that she was getting dangerously low on aether. She had been using the substance to augment her abilities to try and match Keta, and had unknowingly depleted her supply.
This moment of distraction cost her. Keta let out a snarl, one that sounded nothing like him and hit one of the swords so hard that Tianna’s head snapped backwards from her mental connection to it, and she lost control of the swords, which fell to the ground. Free from assault, the Kitaan ran at her, raising the terrible glowing sword.
Tianna quickly picked up one of the fallen swords and raised her guard to defend herself, but there was no way she could defeat the young man in a straight fight. Sword fighting had always been her weakest area, according to her instructors at the academy.
And so she fell for a feint, and her sword was put at an awkward angle. She had to quickly react to block the next attack, but it was a clumsy one and Keta was able to easily reach out and disarm her from the contact. She fell backwards onto the ground, panicking as Keta raised his glowing sword, ready to strike.
“No!”
It wasn’t Tianna who said this, but Keta. For some reason, he had stopped. His eyes, they looked like he had just snapped out of some sort of delirium. Either way, it was an opportunity.
Tianna quickly reached down to her hip where she kept her weapon holstered, and raised it to fire at Keta in the chest, close to his previous wounds. She had lowered her weapon’s aether setting before her battle against him. She did not wish to kill the young man, only subdue him. Tianna never kept her weapon on lethal output.
But due to the proximity, Keta was blasted backwards and landed on his back. He did not get back up. It was a cowardly tactic she had used. However, she was both Xegin and a soldier. There was no honor or practicality in death.
Tianna let herself get her breathing back in rhythm. She didn’t want to admit it, but she had been frightened. Keta could have ended the fight with that attack. He could have killed her. That look in his eye...in the heat of the moment, she hadn’t noticed that Keta had Demon eyes, flashing red. He may have underestimated her, but she had underestimated him as well.
“General, are you okay?” one of the soldiers said from where they had been watching the fight.
“I’m fine. Everyone stand back,” Tianna said. She was unharmed by the fight, miraculously. She got to her feet, leaving her weapon on the ground. All she had to do was restrain Keta. She had to...he would continue to be a thorn in her side otherwise. “I’m sorry, Keta. But you will spend the rest of this war in chains. I cannot afford any miscalculations.”
Before she could do anything else, she sensed a figure moving from a hiding spot. “You’ve already made one,” the newcomer said, stopping in front of Keta’s unmoving body. Had this person been watching the entire time?
Another mental scan revealed her intruder. “You were from the Frostclaw Village. Peter Telim’s son. Right, of course. I saw you in Keta’s memories. You are working with him, aren’t you?” Tianna muttered, half to herself.
“Indeed. Night and I share a common enemy in the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
“That makes sense. Are you here to fight as well?” Tianna asked. She was getting tired of fighting people who weren’t of the Human army.
To her surprise, the Demon laughed. “Hardly. I’ve no alignment with the Humans, nor do I have any interest in your war. But you see, I can’t let you take him,” he said, pointing at Keta. “As foolish as he is, I still require his assistance.”
Patience was wearing thin for Tianna. “I can’t allow you to take him. He’s interfered with my mission. I cannot allow him to jeopardize that.”
“Then I will take him from this battle. You can do what you must.”
The harshness in his tone surprised Tianna. “You are different from him,” she observed.
The boy smiled, a grim smile. “Aye. He is a fool, and I am pragmatic. He can prove useful in my fight against the Brotherhood with his knowledge of them.”
“And if I refuse?”
“Then you’ll fight me.”
Tianna did her best not to let her emotions show. The boy (his name was Pent, if she recalled correctly) was quite skilled as a swordsman. She didn’t want to acknowledge it, but after hearing the story of how he defeated one of the Brotherhood warriors on his own, she believed that he was a greater swordsman than even Keta.
She decided it would be best to make a bold statement. “How intriguing. But you do realize that I have an army, correct?”
The Demon crossed his arms. “Indeed. However, look at your options. If you fight me, there would be casualties, perhaps even you. If you indulge me, Keta is already unconscious. The conflict is done, no strings attached.”
Tianna was already calculating the numbers and the possible outcomes. It was obvious that the most logical answer was to end hostilities here. She didn’t even need to finish her diagnostics.
“If I see either of you here again before this war has ended, neither of you will walk away free men,” Tianna warned.
“Duly noted,” the boy said, and he picked up Keta. Without any further delay, he ran off towards the gate. It was over. The young Demon was a risk to her in terms of fighting capability, but he seemed to have no interest in their war. She realized that her mission was back on schedule.
But she unexpectedly flopped to the ground. Tianna realized that she had not only exhausted the last of her aether, but her stamina. Her guard rushed to aid her, but she waved them away. She was tired and just needed a moment.
“Well done, General Tianna!” A voice from behind startled her. General Delta had strode up behind her. She had not realized that in all the commotion, the remainder of the army had arrived.
“That was Keta Night, was it not? I’d heard the rumors of his ability. But to think you defeated him. That was not a matchup in your favor at all.” The soldier let out a chuckle.
Tianna was weary from her confrontation, so she was very happy to see the older soldier.  She quickly jumped to her feet. “General Delta! It’s good to see you,” Tianna said, saluting the older Xegin.
“General, do not forget that you now possess the same rank as I. You do not need to salute me any longer if you do not wish. We are equals,” Delta pointed out.
Equals. The word crept up on her. Was she really equal to those legendary Imperial Generals? Especially after her dismal display. “Forgive me, Delta. I was forced to reveal my abilities.”
But the Xegin waved her off. “Nonsense. You are an Imperial General now. I believe it’s time we reveal your power to the world. Show them that the Xegin army is not to be trifled with.”
An awfully militant attitude for someone living in the land of peace, she noted. “I see...regardless, now that your forces have joined us we should take up positions to begin the siege,” Tianna said to her comrade, who had gone past her.
“Unnecessary. Tell the troops to clear out of the way.”
As he said this, four Xegin soldiers, each suited with exquisite armor, moved toward Tianna to join him, pulling a giant metal case behind them. She made room for them to pass. There was something off about these soldiers. “What is going on?” She asked.
Delta turned to her, his face hidden behind his helmet. “A new technological advancement I’ve been working on. Behold...the next line of Xegin warfare. The Xegin Command Model Destroy.” He pressed a button on the case. It opened, revealing a sort of mechanical...she wasn’t sure what exactly.
“What is that?” Tianna asked.
“It is a new weapon. It is the key to our victory. Come with me.” With a gesture, his soldiers removed the metal object from the casing. It looked like a giant cannon, upon closer inspection. Tiana fell in line behind Delta. She glanced over at the machine that had begun to hum loudly. It was powering itself up.
“Beautiful, isn’t it? My engineers have been working on this for quite some time. It is the ultimate weapon, a long range energy cannon. It has the power to take out even the strongest fortifications,” Delta said, pointed at it.
Tianna frowned. None of this was in the briefings. None of this was even listed in the archives. “General...what have you done?” Tianna asked carefully.
“Commander Tyrannes has always had a blind side when it came to Humans. It is my job as his military advisor to be ready for threats from all sources. But I ended up failing him. I did not fulfill my duty, and the Humans killed him. I will always carry that guilt with me,” Delta said, not turning around. He was watching the machine intently.
Tianna watched the man with interest. She had been taken from her family for testing from an early age, and had been training as a Xegin soldier since she was ten years old. Delta had taught her much at the academy. She admired the man. But hearing him talk like this was unnerving.
“It’s not your fault, general. No one could have known that the Humans would attack us like this,” Tianna said.
Delta turned to her and though she could not see his face, she could feel the sadness from the man. “That’s just the thing. I did know. I knew that one day this would happen. I ran all the scenarios through my programming, and they all came out the same. One day the Humans would destroy us.”
“Tyrannes passed it off as an error in my software, a virus. He believed in the Humans. And I wanted to believe that people could change. So you see, it was my own humanity that failed Tyrannes. It was that day that I acquired the will to act. I will lead the Xegin into the future.”
Those words bore great importance to her. She knew all too well the burden of command and the weight of failure. She had run from it for far too long.
She could hear the rhythmic humming in the background. Delta turned to her. “Tell me something, general. If you came across a pack of pests, would you not exterminate them before they ruined your crops?” he asked.
Tianna fixed the man with a stare. What kind of question was that? She was no farmer. “Well, obviously. You can’t afford to let your property go to ruin,” she said simply.
Delta folded his hands behind him. “Indeed. But let’s say that these pests had been run from their home by another invading species. Their only chance for survival was to co-exist on your land.”
“Well, I mean, if they had been waylaid, then perhaps I would try and work something out.” Tianna did not like where this was going.
Delta raised a pointed finger. “However, what if in doing so, doomed both of you? There is simply no way to co-exist together. There are not enough resources to go around. If one thrives, the other will wane. To put it simply, one must live and one must die.”
The finality in his voice was overpowering. And it scared Tianna. “Why are you asking me this?”
A loud sound, like a blaring siren, erupted from the machine, interrupting the two of them. “Because that is what it means to be in command. One must be willing to make the hard choices. Even if they are horrible to think about. And just like that, it is ready. Come, and witness the dawn of a new era, general.”
Tianna followed the old soldier to the cannon, where his staff had been setting up. They moved aside at a wave of his hand. Tianna noticed that they were not normal Xegin military, but the Xegin autonomous unit. She realized now that most of the soldiers the man had arrived with were mechanical soldiers.
He lifted his hand and placed it onto the machine’s console. It began to scan him, and it made a noise in acknowledgement. Delta tilted his head to Tianna and said, “This weapon will only react to my command. A little safeguard I added. But that’s not the best part. I can now remotely operate it. Everyone, stand aside. It’s time we show these Humans the might of the Xegin military.”
He raised his metal arm and the cannon’s shaft followed suit, under his control. He began to move it so that it began to angle towards the Imperial Gate in the distance. He waited until everyone had cleared out, then raised his hand high in the air.
“Glory to the Xegin,” Delta said softly.
And when he brought his hand down, a terrible energy shook the ground. The cannon emitted a powerful glow for a few seconds, before light erupted from the weapon.
And it fired straight at the Imperial Gate. Time seemed to slow down as Tianna realized what was going on. She could do nothing but witness the destruction in the distance. The beam collided with the gate and an earth shattering explosion had occurred.
The sound of falling rubble and screams jostled together, and when the smoke cleared, there was a gaping hole in the Imperial Gate. The terrified sounds of panicked soldiers rang out. With her cybernetic enhancements, she could pick up the voices even from here.
Her ears were assaulted with hundreds of voices, all crying out in terror and confusion. Most of them had no cohesion, simply cries of pain. And many of them ended abruptly, nothing more than those in their death throes.
Disgusted at the bombardment of anguished sorrow, Tianna turned off her amplifiers. But it was too late, for the gate had turned eerily silent. She knew what that entailed. Enraged, she turned to her fellow general.
“General Delta! What is the meaning of this? You didn’t even issue a chance to surrender!” Tianna demanded. She had to fight to stop herself from reaching out to strike the man. What she had witnessed was horrendous.
Delta turned to face her, his helmet hiding the expression. When he spoke, the voice was devoid of any emotion. “The fact that they haven’t surrendered yet had earned my ire. We are their sovereign after all. This is treason of the highest sort.”
Tianna noticed how cold the words were. “But…”
Delta placed an armored hand on her shoulder, and she nearly flinched. “This is what it takes to be in command. The Humans are a threat to us and we of the Imperial army must deal with them. The Xegin empire must live on.”
Tianna didn’t have any retort. She knew what he was saying, and she believed in her people. But to not be fazed at all by such carnage... it seemed she was not at that level yet.
Delta had effectively ended a battle that would normally take days or even weeks in mere seconds. It was the Xegin goal to be the most efficient you could be. She knew that, and she expected no less from one of the Imperial Generals.
Still, she could not help but feel the suffering of those that had just been caught in the explosion. Was she less of a Xegin? Was there an error in her software? She didn’t understand it all. What was she supposed to do?
In the end, she could not find any words. She just stood there and nodded. Delta returned the gesture.
“I am glad you understand. Gather your forces and secure the territory. There may be some soldiers who yet live. I will remain back and perform maintenance on the Destroy cannon. After all, we will be needing it again very shortly.”
As he walked towards his new weapon, Tianna came to the horrifying realization that her comrade was being indifferent to the annihilation of Humans. And that frightened her.
***
Pent struggled to try and get his feet, pain erupting in his legs. He looked over and saw that debris had pinned him down. His ears were ringing from what had just happened.
Pent had brought an unconscious Keta back to the Imperial Gate to meet up with Max. He had convinced the older Demon that it would be in their best interest to take Keta and get away from the fighting. Something about what had been going on had given him a bad feeling.
And now, he was glad he had listened to his intuition.
An explosion had ripped the Imperial Gate asunder, tearing a hole through it. Pent had heard it. No, he had felt it. The earth had trembled from the event. He had whirled around and had seen broken pieces of the gate flying towards them.
Pent had drawn his weapons and rushed in front of Max, who had been carrying their unconscious comrade. He had not thought it out, moving instinctively. It was possible he had managed to cut some of the debris before he had been knocked over.
But now, buried amidst the rubble, he could not see either of his comrades. He was alone.
“Max! Keta! Where are you?” Pent shouted. There was no need to not call out at this point. The battle was over, he concluded as he looked at the giant hole in the fortress. There was no way anyone who had been inside could have survived that.
There was a chance that he would be noticed by the Xegin and picked up. But Pent didn’t care at this moment. With the situation he was in, he needed help. And he still had no idea if his partners were okay or not.
Pent tried to move the rubble, but it would not budge. His leg was hurting him terribly and his weapons had landed out of his reach. He could attempt to free Susanoo from her sword form, but the woman was much weaker in her spirit form. She would be no help to him.
Blood trickled down his face into his eyes. He had been hit in the head somewhere. Was that why he was feeling so drowsy? “Help! Somebody help me!” Pent cried out, panic rising in his voice. He was trapped and there was nothing he could do. Was he going to die here? Was this the end of his mission?
I can’t let it end here, Pent thought, fighting back tears. Ophelia is counting on me. I can’t fail her. He tried once more to lift the debris, his muscles straining from the effort. He managed to lift it briefly, before his strength was exhausted.
Someone was talking to him, but he couldn’t hear. The ringing in his head was disrupting him. It was probably Susanoo. Pent sighed, unable to shake the feeling that he had failed her. He wanted to tell her that he was sorry for bringing her into all this. His father had rarely used her, opting to allow her to live a peaceful life.
This realization was like a weight being lifted off him. Then he realized that a weight was literally being lifted off him. He looked over and saw that Max had picked up the rubble in one hand and he casually tossed it aside, holding Keta in the other.
“Damned Greater Demon…” Pent muttered, though he gave the Demon a pained smile, and Max returned it.
“Kid, you are the bravest idiot I’ve ever seen!” Max said, extending a hand, to which Pent gratefully accepted. On his feet, he stumbled and had to start favoring his injured leg.
Pent used his arm to clean up as much blood from his face as he could. “You were protecting our fearless comrade there. I couldn’t let you take the hit,” he said. He limped over to collect his swords.
Max looked unsure what to do. “Even so, you could have died from that. I’m able to take a bit of a beating. You shouldn’t have done that.”
Pent laughed as he set his swords at his waist. “Didn’t matter if you could take it. Keta couldn’t. I had to…” That was as far as he got, before the world began to spin and the ground rushed to meet him.
The last thing Pent remembered was being hoisted into the air, and the sound of Max’s pleading voice.
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Keta awoke with a scream, his arms flailing as he sat up with his eyes wide in terror. The last thing he remembered was swinging his sword at Tianna, full force.
“Good, you are awake.”
Keta’s eyes opened to see Susanoo sitting beside him, a smile on her face. He tilted his head and saw that he was in a bed, in what looked to be an infirmary. This waking up in a medical facility is starting to get old, he thought to himself. After making sure he was in one piece, he looked over at the woman. “What happened?”
“You are back at the Human army headquarters. Pent asked me to look after you until you came to,” the young woman said. “How are you feeling?”
Keta lifted his arms, and found that he was sore on his right side, but otherwise he was all right. “I’ll live. How long have I been out?”
“Almost a day.”
And then it came back to him. Tianna had taken advantage of his hesitation and shot him. Point blank. He should be dead right now. Pent would be telling him he told him so the next time they met.
“You seem distraught,” Susanoo’s voice broke his thoughts. He returned to reality to see her looking at him with a concerned expression. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“I don’t think he is the type to ask for help.” Keta looked over to see that Erisda had entered the room, and was standing in the doorway.
“Ah, welcome back, Mr Walker,” Susanoo said, moving towards the general. “Though I suspect you may be right about Keta, I’m just glad to have him back to us in one piece.”
“Be that as it may, the day may come that he will return in pieces,” Erisda said, casually flopping onto the side of Keta’s bed. “What exactly were you thinking? Giselle told me you went up against the Xegin soldier Tianna. You are lucky to not be a prisoner. Or worse.”
He wasn’t wrong, Keta thought. “I was...just trying to help. This never would have happened if you had managed to persuade the Xegin to halt their attack.”
Erisda’s face hardened, but when he spoke, there was a gentle teasing in his voice. “You set out to do the same thing and failed, if you recall. At least I didn’t end up in the medical ward. Don’t try and lecture me, anyways. What were you thinking, challenging Tianna like that? She is a force to be reckoned with. And even if you had bested her, how were you planning on defeating the rest of the army?”
Keta really had no answer for that. He realized that he had rushed into that conflict without any sort of strategy and had put himself in danger. All because he had moved without thinking.
“I guess I didn’t think they would fight me,” was all Keta could say.
Erisda raised an eyebrow. “You know, Keta Night, I am envious of your naivete. To think that an army wouldn’t follow its orders because a young man runs around and says it’s wrong.”
Keta had nothing to say to this, so he just stayed silent. “Not much for jokes, are you?” Erisda said, clapping him on the back and laughing. It seemed like the Human had been trying to cheer him up.
Keta tried to smile, but he just couldn’t get it to appear on his face. “I’m sorry. I’m in no mood for humor right now. But still, I must know. How goes the fighting at the gate?” Erisda instantly regarded him with wide eyes. “What is it? Is their siege proving effective?”
“Very. The gate fell immediately,” Erisda remarked bluntly.
The gate...fell? What? He had been there. The defensive fortification was immense. How could that be possible? When he asked just that, Erisda said, “The report...from the survivors was that they brought in some super weapon. They saw it charge up and then it blasted a hole in the damn thing.”
Keta had never been in a war, but he had been educated in war tactics. “There’s no way that’s possible. A siege should have slowed them down greatly. How could they have taken out a gate that large in one shot? It defies logic.”
Erisda waved a hand. “Yeah, well they have a weapon that defies that logic. And right now, that weapon is most likely moving towards our position here. The standing army is moving to intercept. If they get close enough with that thing, I can only imagine what kind of damage they could do to our settlements.”
Keta was still processing what he’d just been told. Everything he’d been trying to prevent had ended up happening anyways. Why was he failing so spectacularly lately?
“What will you do, Keta?”
The sound of his name snapped him out of his thoughts. Erisda was looking at him intently. “Pardon?” He asked the man.
Erisda scratched his chin. “You are neither Human, Xegin or a resident of Teforia. You have no stake in this. If you wish to leave, you’d best do so before the fighting starts,” Erisda said, getting to his feet and moving to the door. Before he made his exit, he looked over his shoulder. “I have to gather my troops. Make your decision quickly, for soon this place will become a battlefield.” And he was gone.
Keta was only left with his thoughts for a few minutes, for pretty soon Pent and Max joined him and Susanoo. “Finally awake, Night?” Pent said, a hint of teasing in his voice while Max just gave him a huge grin. Pent’s head and legs were bandaged though.
Keta was relieved to see the two of them. After what Erisda had told him, he realized he hadn’t even asked what had happened to his friends. Luckily, it seemed they were not the type to go down without a fight.
“Yeah. I’m all right now. But it doesn’t change the fact that I lost. I’m not even sure how I escaped the gate at all,” Keta pondered.
“The kid rescued you,” Max pointed out. “It was really quite touching. He even jumped in to save you from some wreckage from the destruction of the Imperial Gate.
Keta glanced over at the young Demon, who had been staring at him. He promptly turned and looked away at something on the wall. It almost seemed like...Pent was showing concern for him. Was that where the boy had acquired his injuries?
When he did speak, it was back to his normal condescending attitude. “You are quite the fool, you know. You could have died. If I hadn’t followed you out of concern, you wouldn’t be here right now.”
This was completely true, Keta realized. Pent had warned him that something like that might happen. Even so, he had been correct in his assumption; that something horrible would happen if he had allowed the war to continue.
Keta stared down at his hands. “You let them use that weapon…” he whispered.
He expected the Demon boy to get mad, but he was acting calmer than usual. “Let them? Why would I stop them? It is none of my affair. You, as ridiculous as you are, are a member of my rescue party. That is why I saved you. It is not my place to interfere in a war.”
“Do you have any idea how many people must have died in that attack?” Keta said, his temper rising. Did Pent really have no regard for other people’s lives?
But his own temper was matched by Pent, who slanted his eyes. “If I hadn’t come to rescue you, you could have been one of them. And no offense, but I think we’ve wasted enough time here. If we don’t get out of here, we might end up getting killed by that weapon. The Xegin don’t make mistakes.”
Susanoo was looking from Keta to Pent, unsure of what to say. Max was simply listening with his arms crossed, a frown on his face. Keta was unused to seeing his friend without a smile. But still, if they were to be joined forces, they needed to be united.
No, Keta’s mind was made up. “I’m not leaving.”
Pent’s eyes went wide. “What?”
Keta had been having his own doubts about everything lately, from the way that Tianna and the Xegin were acting earlier at the Imperial Gate, to their use of this supposed siege weapon that could cause mass destruction. There was something not right going on with the Xegin. This wasn’t a war anymore, it was brutality.
When he relayed this to his friends, Pent was the first to speak. “Max, I grow weary of speaking with this fool. Can you talk some sense to him?” He asked, turning to the older Demon.
“No...I agree.” Both Keta and Pent looked shocked at Max’s revelation. When he met their stare, he added, “These Xegin have already won this war. There was no honor in that last attack they made. With such a weapon looming over them, it would have been foolish for the Humans to keep fighting. And yet, no attempt was made to suggest surrender.”
Pent growled and looked away, his hands balled into fists. But Max was not finished speaking. “The way that they operated, it reminded me of how the Empire dealt with the clans. And the genocide of my village. And because of that, I just can’t look the other way. I told Keta before, I joined you two because I wanted to help others. I won’t stand by and do nothing.”
“Max…” Pent started to say, but he trailed off. Keta realized that the younger Demon held Max in high regard. When had that happened?
“The Brotherhood of Shadows has Luna. I have to rescue her, I do. But how could I ever face her if I did nothing here. How would I be able to raise our child in a world where atrocities like this are allowed to exist? This has to end,” Max said sternly.
There was something different about Max lately. He seemed more focused, more...noble. The Demon had confided in Keta about his feelings of guilt over Luna’s capture, which had occurred so soon after he had discovered that she was pregnant. That must be what was driving him.
Keta turned his gaze to Pent, who refused to meet his eyes, staring at the floor. “You wanted to join forces with me, Pent. This is the type of work that Sanction does,” he murmured.
The boy was silent, and Keta could only ponder what type of inner turmoil he was in. The two of them very rarely saw eye to eye, but this was something that they couldn’t be divided on. He had hoped that even in the short time together, the events they had experienced together would be enough.
And sure enough, Pent threw up his hands. “Damn it all! Fine, we’ll do it your way. Now tell me, what’s your plan then? Because if you have none, I will be very cross,” Pent said finally, and Keta let out a sigh of relief. If he was going to continue on this path, he realized that he would need to rely on the boy’s strength. And Max as well. The three of them together, it reminded him of the old days taking on missions with Xuan and the others.
Keta cleared the thoughts from his mind. This was no time to be whimsical. It was time to act. And he had an idea how. “Thanks Pent. All right, I think I have a plan.”
***
Erisda took the steps briskly in no man’s land, his army far behind him now. As customary of generals, he was to meet the enemy and exchange words. For what little good it would do.
It seemed like the Xegin army were not honoring this tradition at all. Up ahead were no less than 50 Xegin soldiers, headed by one of the Imperial Generals by the look of his armor. The soldiers lifted their weapons and pointed them at Erisda.
Erisda did not flinch, or even remove his hands from his pockets. If he was attacked, he would die anyways with so many enemies around. So he was grateful when the leader made a motion with his left hand and the soldiers lowered their arms.
“I am General Erisda Walker. Who commands these forces?” Erisda asked, projecting his voice as loud as he could.
The leader walked forward. “Greetings. I am Imperial General Delta, and I command these soldiers.”
Damn it, Erisda thought to himself. He had heard all about General Delta’s madness back when he had tried to negotiate. The general was known for his hardened outlook and harsh policies. This would prove more difficult if he was forced to speak with this man.
Nonetheless, he had to try. Finding his courage, he said, “We have already sent numerous envoys requesting an audience. Why have you ignored them?”
There was a chuckle from the giant Xegin, an obnoxious sound. He spread his hands wide and said, “We have come seeking retribution. You have violated the sacred laws of the great nation of Teforia and turned against your benevolent protectors. The hour of judgement is upon you.”
Erisda arched an eyebrow. “Hour of judgement? Do you realize what you are saying. You sound like you’ve come to destroy us.”
The Xegin commander crossed his arms. “That is precisely what we’ve come to do. Humanity is a plague on all life. And, just like a righteous fire, we shall cleanse this land of the infestation.”
Erisda had to take a moment to realize exactly what the Xegin had said to him. What exactly was going through this man’s head? He searched Delta for any sign of sarcasm, or foolishness. Even humanity...but he could sense none.
No, instead all Erisda could sense was darkness. And then he could not hold back any longer. “What the hell are you talking about with all that crap? You are Human as well! How can you say nonsense like cleansing the plague?”
If his words had affected the man, it did not show. “Don’t make me laugh. No, we are Xegin. We have evolved. And you...you are now obsolete. Prepare to meet your end. As one general to another, you may have one hour before we launch our attack. Use that time to say farewell to your loved ones.”
The Xegin and his soldiers turned and started to make their way back to their camp. “Stop this madness,” was all he could shout at their backs, but there was no response. This was bad. They would not halt their attack, and their general was issuing orders of total annihilation. Where was Commander Tyrannes in all this?
Erisda sighed. He could not rely on a miracle now, only his sword. He turned and ran. He would need to get to Giselle and organize the army. He found himself hoping Ivaldi had returned with Bakuya.
Erisda relayed what he had just witnessed to Giselle when he returned.  When she mentioned how insane it all sounded, he simply said, “Oh, I know. I was there. Not a shred of remorse in that man’s voice. He intends to wipe us out today.”
“What will we do?”
Erisda’s eyes had narrowed to slits. “We take the fight to them. If we are going to be destroyed, I won’t let it end sitting on my hands. Gather everyone who can fight. And I do mean everyone. This is our last stand.”
Fifteen minutes later (that was all the time he could allot for it) Erisda had gathered his army before him. Part of him wanted to take Delta’s words to heart and go to see Silvia. But the way he saw it, if he failed here then she would share his fate regardless.
His hair blew in the wind as he lead the charge, moving at such a speed that he left most of his soldiers behind. He was a swordsman, his life revolved around battle. If he was ever to pull a phenomenal victory out of thin air, this was the time.
And if he were to die today, then he would die on the battlefield. That was the fate of all who picked up the sword after all. His soldiers would have wanted him to hang back with the rest of them, so that they could protect him. But he needed to be able to draw attention to himself, to protect them.
He drowned out all the protests from behind and it was not long before the enemy noticed his approach. They seemed to be confused as to his tactics. But that was just it. He had no plan. He was making it up as he went. And from the knowledge of the Xegin he possessed, that was the correct move.
Erisda raised his shield and hid behind it, as the Xegin energy weapons reflected harmlessly off it. He identified his enemy ahead, and charged. Xegin weaponry was superior due to the fact that it technically did not run out of ammunition, drawing power off the soldier’s armor. But it did take time to recharge for a second shot. That was when they were vulnerable.
Erisda slammed his shield into one of the Xegin and while he was off balance, stabbed forward with his sword. He pierced the armor with his thrust, then pulled the blade out and watched the soldier fall. Erisda was a trained swordsman. One vital strike was all he needed.
He rushed at the soldier’s nearby allies, who had drawn their swords they carried to fight in close quarters. His instructors had always cautioned fighting more than one opponent at a time, because it was too easy to get overwhelmed and get flanked. Erisda smirked. He welcomed the challenge of fighting more than one at a time.
He parried the lead striker and spun, bringing his sword over his shoulder and striking with a downwards cut. He split the Xegin in two, leaving a bloody shower. Their armor may protect them from gunfire, but good steel could still cleave through with enough strength. And Erisda was deceptively strong.
Erisda sniffed at the mess. He normally liked to keep his desecration of his opponent’s body to a minimum. However, he had no such luxury today. He was fighting for his life here. If he fell here, the Xegin would destroy everything. He circled around to avoid the slash of another soldier and thrust, piercing the man’s heart.
In his mind, he had been counting down the recharge time of the Xegin weapons. Twenty seconds had passed. He leapt backwards, readying his shield and sure enough, he blocked the incoming blasts. They were predictable if anything. But they would slow him down. He needed to get to the leader. It was now or never.
He was relatively sure he could not be defeated in a one on one duel. But there was no way he could take on an entire army alone.
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Keta was still with Max and Pent when he heard the announcement at the base. The battle was about to begin. The plan had already been talked about, but he hadn’t expected the fighting to start so quickly.
Keta was even more concerned when he found that the army, and General Erisda himself had already launched an attack on the Xegin army. He and the others had rushed after in pursuit.
The city was in a panic, civilians rushing about, being ushered towards shelters by some of the soldiers that had been left behind. It was not a lot. They must have mobilized the entire army. It made sense, considering the devastation the Xegin weapon was capable of.
Their only chance of survival was to strike first and strike hard.
“These Humans look pretty confused to see us,” Max said, as they ran past them in the fields. Indeed, the soldiers were so jumpy they had almost fired at the three not wearing their colors. That would not have been fun if they had provoked Pent.
But Keta paid it no mind, as the trio rushed forward. What he was paying attention to was that Erisda Walker had basically broken away from his entire army and was charging the enemy single handedly. Was this man a fool?
Erisda was moving ahead, using his shield to deflect the rain of energy fire from the Xegin soldiers. With masterful strokes, he took down the soldiers in front. Erisda quickly created a hole in the front lines, allowing his forces to advance.
A few of Erisda’s elite guards had caught up, and they began to cover their general. With a new foothold into the enemy, they began to hunker down and place their shields in a bulwark.
“The man’s not bad at this, eh?” Max said, the three of them still running to catch up to the overextended general.
“No, he’s not,” Pent admitted begrudgingly. “Even so, the Humans don’t really stand a chance against the Xegin, right?”
The three of them were close enough that they could hear the shouting going on. Giselle was issuing orders to the other soldiers to advance to back up the general. They were well organized.
But Keta knew that they would be overwhelmed. The Xegin were extremely dangerous. And the longer they continued to fight, the more people would die. He had already failed trying to end the whole thing without fighting. The least he could do was end it as fast as possible.
Keta put on a burst of speed, leaving Max and Pent behind. He needed to speak to Erisda. His plan was to subdue the leaders of the army, and that would be much easier if he had the man’s cooperation.
As the man made his way through the Xegin ranks, Keta felt awe for the Human. He really is something else, Keta thought to himself as he closed in.
“Erisda!” Keta rushed up behind the Human general. The battlefield had erupted into chaos, and both sides were engulfed in a grand melee. Erisda had just finished cutting down an enemy soldier, when he craned his neck in the direction of his name.
Keta could clearly see the look of shock on Erisda’s face. “Keta? Why are you still here?” He asked, raising his shield to deflect one of the Xegin energy weapons. He quickly made his way over and took down the assailant.
“We’ve come to help put an end to this battle,” Keta said simply, taking up a position beside Erisda. He nodded back at his comrades, who had just arrived. “All of us.”
Pent scowled, but his eyes were committed. Max had that same insane grin he’d had on his face the first time Keta had ever seen him fight. The three warriors of Sanction, ready for their mission. Master Xehemoth would have been proud.
Erisda smiled. “I know not your reasons, but at this point I don’t care. Don’t let them get to the residential areas. My lieutenant Giselle is guarding that area. I’m going to get their commander and put an end to this!”
It was Pent who spoke first. “I’ll take care of them. Protecting helpless Humans seems like a noble enough goal for me,” the Demon volunteered. He took off in the direction that Erisda had indicated. Pent was still injured, so Keta had suggested that he take it easy.
Keta turned to say something to Max, but his friend had already taken off. Their strategy was to contain as many skirmishes as possible and force a ceasefire. For that, they needed Max’s flames. Pent was on civilian duty, something he knew the boy would appreciate. The young warrior hated to involve innocents.
That just left him. He’d given himself the toughest job. He would have to defeat the enemy commanders. If he recalled correctly, military protocol was to sound a retreat after the commander was beaten. So he began to follow Erisda, who was cutting a swath through the enemy army.
“If you continue to mercilessly kill your foes, I may have to turn my blade on you, General Erisda,” Keta said, catching up to the Human soldier, who turned to look at him. “I am here to stop all the fighting, including your army.” The man stared at him quizzically.
However, if he had something to say, it was cut off by what happened next. A booming voice erupted through the plains. “General Erisda Walker! I’ve finally found you.” The sound of running boots hitting the ground alerted them to the presence of another, who was charging directly at Erisda, with a giant sword Keta knew all too well.
“What the…is that a Demon?” Erisda exclaimed in shock, before realizing that the newcomer was charging right at him, aiming an overhead slash with his sword. Erisda did not try to block the attack. He probably knew better than to try against such a heavy sword. He quickly dodged to the left as the blade crashed into the earth, holding his sword at the ready. “Who are you? What business do you have with me?” he demanded.
Erisda’s assailant lifted the sword and let it plunge into the ground in front of him, leaning forward on it. His red eyes were dancing with delight, brown hair messy from the attack. Keta knew this man of course, even years later. “I am Xuan Barakan, mercenary extraordinaire. I shall be your opponent. Oh...hey Keta.”
That last part came out casually as the Demon turned his gaze to Keta. He flashed him a smile. The two of them were almost like brothers, having grown up in the Master’s care and trained together. Keta could not believe it. His best friend was here at this moment.
And then it hit him. His best friend was here...at this moment. Recovering from the shock, Keta found his words. “Xuan? Wh...why are you here?”
Xuan was a year older than him, but he was much bigger. Back in the day, he had worn the dragon clan’s outfit as well, a gift from the old Master. Now, he wore the same style of tunic and pants that many of the Demon clans wore, dyed all red. He did notice that he had engraved the insignia of the Master on both shoulders, but it still seemed odd to simply throw away the Master’s gift to him. Those clothes were masterworks.
Xuan tapped his chest, revealing another insignia. “Mercenary, remember? The Xegin hired me to take out this guy.”
This got a chuckle out of Erisda. “So, that is how afraid of me they are, huh?” He asked, shaking his head.
“Indeed. You should feel honored. You warranted enough cause to hire Xuan Barakan, the mercenary of legend,” Xuan said, and then turned to Keta. “Don’t worry, buddy. As soon as I finish killing this guy, you and me can catch up. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
Keta stood still, unsure of what he was hearing. Xuan was...he was going to kill Erisda? And he had said it so casually, like he was going to the market to buy bread. This both was and wasn’t the Xuan he remembered. What had happened to him in those few years apart?
He was so distracted that he didn’t even realize that Erisda had called his name. The second time, a little louder, snapped him back to reality. “Keta, I hate to ask this of you, but if you really want to put an end to this battle, go stop their enemy commander in my stead. General Delta must be defeated before he uses that weapon and kills us all.”
That had been the plan initially, to force both leaders into retreat. But now that Xuan had appeared, his plan was falling apart. “That’s not a good idea. His name is Xuan. He’s pretty skilled. If he’s really here to stop you, I don’t think you should fight him alone,” Keta pointed out, placing his hand on the hilt of Abyss.
Erisda raised a hand to stop Keta. “I’m well aware of who he is. But if nobody stops General Delta, my people will die. That weapon he used back at the gate is being transported up that hill.” He pointed in the distance, and Keta looked in that direction to see some kind of caravan.
“That madman is planning to use it before giving the standing army a chance to surrender. If he gets it in place, it will even have a clear shot at Aurora. I can’t let that happen. And if my opponent is to be the Demon mercenary Xuan Barakan, even I might be delayed. That’s why I have no choice but to count on you.”
Xuan smirked. “Delayed? My my, you really have a high opinion of yourself, don’t you? But then, you’ve only intrigued me further. Run along, little Keta. I’ve a mission to complete, and I’m itching to get started.”
Keta clenched his fist, his heart racing. Xuan had no intention of stopping him going after the others. He could stay and try to convince his friend against fighting Erisda, but he was not confident in his ability to do so. No, his best course of action was to leave this to Erisda and end the battle.
“Right. I won’t let you down!”
He ran off in the direction of the enemy camp. A few of the Xegin soldiers noticed this and moved to intervene.
“Go, I’ll deal with these guys,” Max had appeared at this side, and ran at the incoming Xegin before Keta could stop him. The lead soldier aimed at the large Demon and fired at him, hitting him in the chest with the blast.
“Max!” Keta yelled as his friend stumbled backwards. But Max threw up a hand to stop Keta from advancing.
“Idiot! If you don’t stop that guy, this will all be for nothing. I can handle a little pain, you know that. Now go, get out of here,” Max roared and he began to ignite, flames surrounding him. He charged at the Xegin who had opened fire on him.
Keta knew that his friend had some sort of ability to heal from wounds. But he had no idea how far it would go. Max was right, however. Keta decided to leave this to the Demon and continue forward. The Xegin had already reached the hill and had begun climbing. He could still reach them.
“You shall go no further, Keta Night!”
He knew the voice, he had first heard it in Frostclaw village back then. And so, when he turned back, he saw Sephiel, who had been with Tianna. What a stroke of luck.
“Sephiel, I need to…” that was as far as Keta got. He barely reacted in time to avoid the small warrior trying to hit him with a palm strike. Before he could say anything else, Sephiel spun around and kicked at him. He blocked the strike with his arm and leapt backwards to gain some distance. “Sephiel?”
“I’m through listening to your drivel!” came the reply. The anger in the voice was so overwhelming that Keta stepped backwards. “I won’t forgive you for what you’ve done to Tianna. And I’m not as lenient as she is. I won’t let you leave this place.”
Keta was shocked by the whole display. He could almost feel the hatred coming off of Sephiel. But why?
“You are curious as to my animosity towards you, yes?” Sephiel asked, as if peering into Keta’s mind.
The same thing happened when they were in the Frostclaw Village. Even before fate had placed them on opposite sides, Sephiel had seemed hostile towards him. Tianna was a Xegin as well, but she had been amicable.
Time was of the essence, but Keta knew he’d have to go through this person. So if anything, now was the best time to ask. “Yes, please. I wish to know. What is it I have done wrong to you?” Keta asked genuinely.
Sephiel stopped moving, stance returning to neutral. “Hmm, well. I suppose it must come to this. Perhaps this might clarify things,” the small soldier said and lifted a hand. There was a small sound and the Xegin helmet fell to the ground.
“Well? Now do you understand?” came the voice, now unhindered from the helmet.
Keta’s eyes went wide. Standing before him was the face of a young girl, even younger than Pent. Her long flowing hair fell freely past her shoulders when her helmet dropped, and she brushed a few strands out of her face, piercing eyes locking into Keta’s own.
“You...Sephiel, you are a girl?” Keta managed to stammer.
He had only met Sephiel a few weeks ago with Tianna. But the entire time the young soldier had never once removed the helm. The way it muffled the voice, Keta had always assumed that Sephiel was a boy.
But here she stood. Sephiel’s eyes slanted furiously. “Idiot! Is that what you take away from this? Look again, you fool” And to emphasize this, she pointed at her face.
And indeed, Keta had known it, though his first reaction was to the fact that this girl was fighting alongside one of the fiercest armies in the world. However, this revelation was confusing. “A Kitaan? But how?” Her eyes and hair color mimicked his own, like looking in a mirror.
Keta was awed by what he was witnessing. After the death of his brother, he had been the last of the Kitaan. And even then, their little mission to the lab back in the Darkrune Mountains had ousted him as nothing but a fake.
Was this girl the same, a product of the Empire?
The girl’s cruel eyes focused on Keta. “You understand, right? No, of course you wouldn’t. I have no idea what you are, but allow me to educate you. We Kitaan are servants of the Goddess of Light. When one of us pass from this realm, another is born to take their place. This is an absolute, an edict of the gods.”
“What are you talking about?” Keta asked.
“It means I was born eight years, two hundred and thirty seven days ago. Don’t know the date? You wouldn’t, since you seem to exist in some twisted version of our reality,” Sephiel explained. “You see, that was the day that the previous Kitaan guardian died. Now you understand? I am the heir to Kataro Tiansia, the true Kitaan.”
Keta gasped, and stepped back. All this had been thrust upon him so suddenly, and he didn’t want to accept it. But even as he heard the words, something in his body had reacted to them, knowing that it was true. Even though he was a fake, his genes were real.
“So how is it that you are here standing before me, when I should be the only Kitaan?” Sephiel asked, stepping forward menacingly.
Keta didn’t flinch, and all he could do was muster a sad smile. “I...just found out less than a week ago. The Humans created me,” Keta said, and he explained everything that he had discovered in the mountains, the origins of his creation.
Sephiel remained silent throughout the story, her lip curling in disgust from time to time. When he had finished, there was a slight change to her demeanor. “I see. Damn those Humans. This is an outrage.”
The girl’s hardened glare had softened slightly. Perhaps this was the push he needed to speak amicably with Sephiel. But the look was quickly discarded and she moved into a battle stance.
“What are you doing, Sephiel? You and I are both Kitaan. We shouldn’t be fighting,” Keta exclaimed.
“You have my pity, Keta. However, duty demands that I slay you here.” Without waiting for his reaction, she charged at him, and aimed a strike at his torso.
Keta quickly caught the blow, holding the girl’s wrist. “Slay me? What are you talking about?” He asked, but he was answered with Sephiel spinning, aiming a kick meant for his face. He was forced to let go of his hold and step backwards to avoid the nimble warrior. “Sephiel, you aren’t making any sense.”
The girl looked confused for a moment, and Keta wondered if she would attack once more. But at last, she relaxed and looked at him with those same pitying eyes.
“Very well, Keta, I will tell you. You see, you are an abomination to the gods,” she accused, pointing her index finger at him. “Your very existence serves to embolden the enemy, who would abuse that power.”
Keta opened his mouth to retaliate, but Sephiel cut him off. “Be silent. You said you were created in a lab? Have you ever considered that when you die, they will use your body to recreate their experiments? And the way you rush about recklessly, your death could come at any time.” She smiled cruelly and added, “Better you meet your end here.”
This girl was even more blunt about her actions than Pent. “So I’m just expected to lay down and die?” Keta muttered sarcastically.
If the girl had noticed the mocking tone, she did not show it. “Ideally. However, I know you would never do it yourself. In that case, allow me to oblige,” Sephiel said.
This girl, she was nothing like the heroic Kitaan she had heard about in legends from the old Master. And then it hit him. She was very young. She might not have heard of the legends. Perhaps he could appeal to her with that?
But when he mentioned it to Sephiel, she waved a hand. “The Kitaan code should be honored, to be sure. But it is outdated thinking. The Xegin philosophies are much more practical.”
Was that it? The girl had been disillusioned by the Xegin. Keta had seen the same fanatical attitude from Tianna. But they were in the wrong here. “In case you hadn’t noticed, the plan your soldiers are following involves wiping out all the people here.”
“A calculated endeavor. Had they been left to their own devices, it would not be long before they sought to overthrow us.”
Keta looked past the Xegin-Kitaan girl, to the others in the distance. The soldiers were fighting, both Human and Xegin, but he could make out in the distance the heavily decorated soldier - perhaps one of the Imperial Generals - making his way up the hill, with a transport following behind. That must be the weapon that Erisda had warned him about. Which meant that the person with it must be General Delta.
Keta took a look at Sephiel. This girl was like him. He had spent so long thinking he was the last of his people, following the death of his brother. And yet, circumstances had placed them on opposite sides. And if he didn’t do anything, thousands of innocent Humans would lose their lives.
Keta knew what must be done.
“I’m sorry, Sephiel. But there are things I must do. I won’t let the world be divided into two camps forever. Even if I have to fight,” Keta exclaimed, reaching past his shoulder and removing his sheath. “I won’t hesitate any longer. I’m going to stop all this fighting. So move aside or I will move you.”
Sephiel stared at him and he could see shock in her eyes. But they quickly hardened. “Very well then. But the end result is absolute. After all, how can I be beaten by a fake?”
And she ran at him. Keta quickly analyzed her frame, trying to figure how she would attack. She did not carry any weapons from the look of it, and judging by her fight in the Frostclaw Village, she practiced hand to hand combat. He recalled the fact that Celran’s limbs had stopped working once Sephiel had made contact. He would have to be wary.
But still, he was fighting an unarmed girl with a weapon. He held the advantage. He gauged the strength of her armor, and estimated how hard he would have to strike with Abyss to slice through. He didn’t want to hurt Sephiel, but he needed to get her out of this battle. Focused, he drew the blade from the sheath and swung horizontally at her chest, aiming to debilitate.
But he was astonished when the girl reached up with her left hand and blocked the sword empty handed. Pushing it aside, she didn’t break speed and leapt off the ground to gain momentum, striking Keta with her palm to his chest, aimed right at his heart.
There came an explosive burst from her hand, and Keta was lifted off his feet from the sheer force of it. He was flung backwards, his sword spinning out of his hand. Just before his entire body came crashing down, he managed to twist in midair to roll and try and mitigate some of the damage of the fall. But he was hurting from that attack, no mistaking it.
Sephiel had landed with grace, following her jump. She raised an eyebrow at his recovery. “Hmph. I won’t lie, I did not expect you to survive that,” she said casually, walking forward.
Struggling to his feet, Keta knew that the girl wasn’t lying. She had just now tried to kill him. When Sephiel had blocked his sword with her hand, something nobody should be able to do, he had seen it. It had been brief, but to a trained warrior’s eye, an instant was all that was needed.
The light that emanated from her hand had been spirit magic. Of course, he realized. It was a power of the Kitaan, the same strange and powerful energy he could control. But she had used it to shield her body from physical attack, specifically a sword. Keta had never dreamed it could be used for such a thing. The strength of her magic must have been impressive.
Her second attack was just like the attack he used, the Dragon Fang that was taught to him by the old Master. No, that wasn’t right at all. Her attack had been far more potent than his could hope to be. Had he not realized she was using spirit magic and guarded himself against it with his own magic, his heart would have been torn asunder.
Even guarding against it with his own powers, the result had been in her favor. There was no competing with her. This young Xegin soldier had more mastery of spirit magic than he did. Was this a result of being an artificial Kitaan? Would he never be able to match up to a natural Kitaan?
“I’m impressed that a fake like you can harness spirit magic at all. It just goes to show how dangerous the Human’s technology is. All the more reason I can’t let you run around free. And now that you don’t have your sword, you are useless,” Sephiel said, walking up to where Abyss lay and reaching down to pick it up.
But as she touched it, her hand recoiled. She looked up, and glared at Keta. “You...you call yourself a Kitaan and dare to use such a sword? This weapon is teeming with evil. If nothing else, it should share your fate. It must be destroyed.”
Something inside Keta snapped when he heard this. That weapon had been the last gift he’d received from Master Inferno. Keta got to his feet and raced towards the girl. If Sephiel had shown off her Kitaan power, then he felt he must answer in kind.
He hit her straight on with his signature technique; the Dragon Fang. The high speed palm strike that channeled the power of the Kitaan - spirit magic - into his enemies to disable them. His hit was clean.
But something was wrong. Sephiel did not even try to dodge.
Rather, she had that smile on her face again, golden eyes dancing with darkness. “That’s the difference between you and me, faker. My own power won’t work against me. You, on the other hand…”
And Keta felt the double handed blow, simultaneously to his chest. He had not been able to guard properly this time and the magic pierced through his body and attacked his insides. Keta gasped for air as he was knocked away once more.
This time he hit the ground harder, though he managed to avoid landing on his head. Sephiel’s smile had faded as he got to a knee. “What? When did you retrieve the sword?” She asked, as he leaned on Abyss for support to get to his feet.
Keta was breathing heavily now. This was bad. He was wasting time and energy fighting Sephiel. But at least he had retrieved his sword. His plan had been to distract her with the attack and grab it. But because of the fact that his attack did no damage to her, he had ended up taking a hit. And it was going to cost him.
If he didn’t finish this quickly, he would be unable to stop the Xegin from using that weapon. The casualties would be catastrophic.
He closed his eyes, and slowed his breathing in a meditative way. He had to focus. And he had to end this here. There were other techniques taught to him by the old Master. Ones that he did not make use of due to their capacity for harm. But if he was to win...
“I don’t understand you, Keta. If you were a real Kitaan, you would realize that I only do what I must,” Sephiel said, walking forward slowly at first, then at a run. “But if you can’t see that, then it even makes more sense that I end you here and now. You can’t keep this up.”
Keta breathed, and opened his eyes. Sephiel was completely assured of her victory against him based on her mastery of spirit magic over his own. But he was not merely a Kitaan. He was also a swordsman. He would end it in one strike. He held his weapon’s sheath in his left hand, placing Abyss in it.
Placing his right foot forward, he took a defensive stance. “I may not be a natural Kitaan like you, but I have trained myself in the way of the sword. Allow me to show you what I have learned in my life. Behold, Sephiel, the Sacred Dragon Style, taught to me by Master Xehemoth, Lord of Dragons.”
“Shut up!” Sephiel yelled, and went for a heart strike. But Keta had already focused all his attention on the goal. He could see everything, and he was ready for it. And he drew Abyss from its sheath at blinding speed at an upward arc.
Sephiel’s eyes went wide as blood spurted into the air. Her armor shattered at the impact, and a giant slash across her body had appeared from hip to shoulder. Her hand that she had been attacking with had went limp from the cut. Her face blank, she fell to her knees in shock.
Keta let out a sigh of relief. The greatest defensive technique, the Zero Point Counter. The only one of the members of Sanction to master it had been himself. It relied on using the teachings of the Dragon Style to hone in on one’s surroundings to make time slow to a crawl, and unleash a counter to intercept an enemy’s projected attack.
However, only Keta was able to pull it off properly, thanks to his incredible speed. It would never work on an opponent twice, once they knew it was coming. Master Inferno had always remarked that if done properly, the first time was the last time an opponent would ever see it.
However, as Keta looked upon Sephiel’s crumpled body, blood staining her armor, he knew that wasn’t the case for her. Keta never aimed to kill and he wasn’t about to start. Despite his aversion to fighting, he was still a master of the sword.
“You won’t be able to continue fighting, those wounds are too intense to do so. Still, you’d best seek out your medics after the battle,” Keta said, sheathing his blade and slinging it over his shoulder, “I’ve no doubt that Xegin have excellent first aid.”
As he started to walk away, he heard the voice, barely a squeak compared to earlier. “I don’t understand...I am the true Kitaan. This is impossible.”
Keta’s step faltered. The chaotic sound of battle was all around him. He really didn’t have time for this. And yet, he turned around. “You are right...and wrong at the same time. What I am doesn’t automatically define me, just as it doesn’t define you. I’ll keep moving forward, despite my past. Do I not deserve a future I can work towards as well?”
The truth was, after the events at the Genesis lab, he had been questioning himself a lot. And in the end, he had come to a conclusion. “Regardless of the circumstances of my birth, I choose my own path. I will fight for those who cannot. It shouldn’t matter if I’m Kitaan or not. That’s what I think, anyways.”
Sephiel’s head slumped, and she didn’t say anything. It was as if her spirit had been sapped out of her. Keta felt pity for her. Even though she had said some terrible things, it was clear that she believed it all with her entire being. His eyes darted to the side, realizing that the fighting was picking up. He had to keep moving.
“You know, amongst all the hate and sadness of today, I do feel some happiness. Until now, I believed I was the only Kitaan. Now I know you exist. It may take a long time, but I hope that one day we can speak as friends.”
He thought he saw her head rise slightly when he said that. He quickly added, “Well, there’s no point dwelling on that right now. Farewell, Sephiel. Until we meet again.” And he made his way towards the ominous figures in the distance, completely aware of Sephiel muttering “Fool!”
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Tianna had been given specific instructions for this battle. She was to protect the Destroy Cannon. The soldiers would attack the army head on to distract them, but the Imperial Generals were to prevent the enemy from disrupting setting up Destroy.
And so, she had seen the Human general Erisda Walker head straight for it. She knew the man. They had been friends. She also knew she stood no chance against him. That was why they had brought their secret weapon, that Demon mercenary.
Keta had appeared on the battlefield as well. Sephiel had asked for the chance to take him out, so Tianna had deferred to her on that. Tianna was in no hurry to ever face Keta Night in battle again.
And so she had seen her ally fall to Keta, much to her surprise. Sephiel was one of the most gifted soldiers she had ever known. She had no choice now. She needed to come to Delta’s aid.
Before she could move to intercept, she became acutely aware of a new presence. “State your business.”
A calm and pleasant voice spoke. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that I must be your opponent.”
The image of a Human soldier standing before her appeared in Tianna’s mind. He looked young, or at least younger than her. And yet, she noticed that he wore the same uniform that Erisda wore.
Tianna didn’t have a moment to lose. “Out of my way, Human. I don’t have time to waste dealing with you.”
If the person in front of her was intimidated, he certainly didn’t show it. “Oh, but I feel I must insist.”
This Human had gall, Tianna gave him that. “You seek to challenge a Xegin to combat alone? Have you lost your wits, soldier, or is your army simply not proficient in tactical analysis?”
And then she heard a chuckle from the young man, who walked forward closer. “Oh, but we are tactical. You see, that young man over there is doing great work for us.” And he pointed to where Keta was now climbing the hill.
Delta had already set up the weapon, and it looked to be charging. But she needed to buy him time. As much as she hated Keta right now, he was playing right into their hands.
She whirled around in outrage, pulling her gun from it’s holster and aiming it at her assailant. “Damn you! You Humans are taking advantage of Keta!”
The soldier folded his arms, unfazed by the weapon. How brazen was this man? “Perhaps. But is that not how you win in war. You use every advantage.”
Tianna was in no mood for a lecture. “Enough of this. I am Tianna of the Imperial Generals. As you have failed to heed my warning, I have no choice but to use force.”
“Ah, how fitting. My name is General Ivaldi. Come, let us begin. I warn you though, you won’t be able to hit me with that weapon of yours.”
Tianna reached out with her senses. Keta was getting closer to Delta. If he was able to reach her comrade, she had no doubt that the swordsman would defeat him. She had to deal with this interloper immediately.
***
Erisda surveyed the battlefield. The Xegin had outplayed him by hiring a mercenary to occupy him. With a stroke of luck, Keta and his companions had come to his aid. And Ivaldi had just arrived, with his old lieutenant Bakuya moving to reinforce Giselle. Things were looking up.
That was assuming he survived his current battle, of course. His opponent was Xuan Barakan, who was lauded as the mercenary famous for never failing a mission. He was also a master of the sword.
Luckily, Erisda was not afraid of Demons. His own sword training had pitted him against many such opponents. Even so, this enemy was something else entirely.
Erisda raised his shield to deflect Xuan’s thrust, but before he could counter with his own, the Demon swung the blade sideways, pushing him off balance. Clever kid, Erisda thought to himself.
Erisda dropped the shield, and gripped his sword in both hands. He wasn’t going to win this by playing defensively. Xuan smiled when he saw this. “Good, I was worried I’d be facing a rank amateur.”
Erisda did not return the gesture. He was not fighting for fun. “Looks like you still need to learn how to take things seriously. The folly of youth.”
The Demon was unfazed by this. “Come on, lighten up. At the very least, you should appreciate a good battle when it comes along,” Xuan said, running at Erisda.
Erisda rolled his eyes, but he was determined to not let this upstart get the better of him. And so the two began testing each other, trying to break the other’s defenses. This only went on for less than a minute before the two broke away, stunned looks on their faces.
“Well, this is awkward,” Xuan spoke first. Erisda had to suppress the urge to laugh at the situation himself. It hadn’t taken the two long to realize that they possessed the same sword style.
The Demon was clearly baffled by this, but Erisda knew better. Of course, it made sense. After all, Xuan had once been a member of Sanction. It was only natural that he would fight using the Sacred Dragon sword style.
Memories flooded Erisda. His own master had utilized the style, and had passed it down to him. A part of him welcomed the thoughts of the past. But the sting of what came later was still bitter, and he shook the thoughts from his head.
“Hey Human, how do you know how to fight like that?” Xuan asked, as he began to walk in a circle, keeping an eye on Erisda.
Erisda responded with an arcing cut. The Demon blocked it with his own sword, and smiled. I’ve got to end this quickly and get to that weapon. I need to save Silvia. Keta, please...hold them off a little longer...
***
Keta made it up the hill to see the monstrosity that was looming over the entire battle. According to Erisda, that was the thing that had blown a hole in the Imperial Gate. If it could do that to the fort, he could not let it be used against the city.
There was a man waiting for him. He wore the gleaming armor that identified him as one of the Imperial Generals. Four soldiers stood at the ready near the doomsday device. Keta could pay them no heed. This man’s intense presence was demanding his attention.
“Keta Night. I expected that you would be here. But I did not anticipate that you would best the others. Tianna or Sephiel should have defeated you, according to my calculations,” the Xegin said.
Keta could not see the man’s eyes through the helmet, but he stared into it nonetheless. “It looks like you thought wrong,” he said defiantly.
Curiously, the Xegin chuckled. “Thought? I do not think. I calculate. The data I extracted for this operation was deemed to have no chance of failure. The Demon mercenary for General Erisda Walker, the advance force arriving with the Destroy cannon. All of it.”
The Xegin pointed at him. “Even you. When Tianna spoke of you in her report, I ran all the simulations. Even should you have defeated Tianna, which was highly improbable, Sephiel was by far your superior. The numbers all added up to victory for my forces.”
“And yet, here you are.”
Keta frowned. The Xegin were ultimately a people ruled by logic. But some things just couldn’t be accounted for. “You can’t predict everything,” he pointed out.
The soldier was silent for a moment. “Or perhaps...I had not properly estimated your threat level. Allow me to retract that conclusion. And deal with this threat with the appropriate force required.”
The soldier raised his hand, and it was only Keta’s instincts and a sense of impending danger that he managed to jump aside to avoid as a bolt of energy whizzed past him. He rolled and returned to his feet.
Something wasn’t right here. The Xegin had no weapon in his hand, standing unarmed. Where had that shot come from? “Who are you? Why are you doing this?” Keta shouted, keeping his wits about him in the case of another attack.
The mechanical soldier pointed at him.  “Everyone seems to know you, Keta. But you never seem to know anyone. Allow me to introduce myself. I am General Delta, one of the Imperial Generals of the Xegin army.”
So this was the General Delta he had been told about, the calculated military leader of the Xegin army. His armor showed his regal bearing, and he stood with an air of superiority.
This was the cold hearted warrior that had destroyed the gate and with it, the Human soldiers within. And now...he had the weapon aimed directly to wipe out every human in range.
“Have you gone mad? You have that weapon aimed at a city,” Keta shouted, walking towards Delta in a rage. The Xegin soldier calmly lifted his arm as if to stop him. And then the hand began to glow. A bolt of energy erupted from the glow.
If Keta had not reacted in time and leapt aside, he would have been decimated by that attack. What the hell? This man did not need a gun at all, Keta thought. Was the armor a weapon itself? Confused, he darted for cover, as more energy blasts erupted in the spaces he had been. There was only a few boulders, leaving his options limited.
“Tyrannes was weak. He allowed Humans to come to this, our grand new world. Teforia, the land of peace. It was to be glorious. And he allowed Humans, the ones who screwed up the old world, to taint it.”
Delta was speaking like a warlord.
“Everyone deserves a second chance. You can’t blame all Humans for the actions of some. Otherwise, you are no better than the Brotherhood of Shadows,” Keta yelled from behind cover.
The Xegin fired at him again. “They have the right idea. Sometimes there cannot be peace without a little sacrifice. These Humans made their choice when they attacked those who granted them amnesty.”
The machine was humming loudly, as it continued to charge itself. Delta would not let Keta approach easily. Everyone else was busy fighting somewhere else. If he was going to stop the general and save the people of the city, he would have to do so on his own.
“You are always sticking your head in things that don’t concern you, Night. You are neither Human nor Xegin. Just...disappear!” More explosions. It was now or never. He heard the sound. The weapon was charged. If he didn’t do something, they would all die.
If you don’t let me out, we can’t stop him, a voice said to him. Keta was hesitating, leaping to avoid Delta’s assault. The voice was getting louder and louder. He stopped behind a rock to try and gather his bearings.
Why was this happening again? He needed to fight clear headed. Why was he doubting himself? He was faster than the Xegin, and his Master had taught him how to fight against people who used guns.
And so, he leapt from cover and made a dash for the machine.
“Give it up. You cannot stop me any longer. What can one man do against an army?” Delta shouted, taking aim.
And there, he saw his chance. Delta wasn’t aiming at him, he was aiming where he would be. Tianna had mentioned that the Xegin were highly advanced. Perhaps they had some sort of target system.
But it didn’t matter. Keta knew he could win. “Right now, I don’t see an army. It’s just you against me. And you can’t beat me alone,” Keta pointed out. The Xegin took aim, and fired an energy blast from his arm weapon. Keta preemptively lifted his weapon, holding the flat of the blade outwards to divert it’s path.
The Xegin and their energy weapons were able to be reflected by metal weapons. It was a useful tool he had learned years ago. Keta had guessed correctly that the soldier was aiming at his vitals and was able to guard them properly. Taking giant strides, he reached the Xegin general, whose face now turned to terror.
One attack and it would all be over. Keta’s mastery of the sword was second to none. Abyss quivered in his hand, aching to deliver the killing blow, pleading to him. But Keta was no killer.
Keta stopped his blade inches from the Xegin’s neck. He held it there, and stared into Delta’s blank helmet. “The fight has been decided. I don’t want to kill you. Call off your soldiers and retreat,” Keta said, his eyes never breaking their gaze.
“You’d ruin everything, Keta Night? This was the swiftest path to peace!” Delta said, his voice still as composed as ever. “My calculations were perfect. This all could have been over now.”
“Then your calculations weren’t perfect, were they?” Keta quipped. He knew that would goad the Xegin. He had already disabled the soldier, so he was in no hurry to do anything. Well, perhaps stopping Xuan from trying to kill Erisda.
“You think you are so self righteous, that you can just stick your nose in anybody’s war? What gives you that authority, that only you can decide what is right and wrong?” Delta asked, oddly calm.
“If that war involves destruction like that weapon you were attempting to use, then yes, I will intervene,” Keta said. Something was bothering him. He needed to end this quickly. “It’s over. Deactivate that weapon and fall back.”
A laugh. “Not very bright, are you, Night? You think I didn’t have a backup plan? You see, the thing about us Xegin is that we are weapons of mass destruction on our own. That weapon is bound to me. So long as I live and breathe, it will remain operational. And this whole banter you and I have been having…”
Keta realized immediately that he had been played. He turned and managed to guard a sword strike. Panic rising, he saw that he was being attacked by a Xegin soldier, though this one was outfitted more like Tianna than normal soldiers. Elites, perhaps?
And to top it all off, he saw that the three others were approaching close behind. “Should have killed me when you had the chance, boy,” Delta said, and he reached back to punch with an armored fist. Keta pushed his attacker off him and tried to defend himself, but the strike came too quick.
Keta felt his left arm go numb from the impact, and he had to grit his teeth and leap away to get clear of the melee. The elite soldiers began to charge with him, and he was very aware that he was in control of only his right side.
Keta whirled around to see that the weapon was still humming. He should not have underestimated the soldier. Perhaps he should have destroyed the weapon first.
“When Tianna brought news of you to us, I realized that the only way to assure victory was to take matters into my own hands. After all, the stories always said that you refuse to kill. So what if I took the victory condition for you completely out of the equation,” Delta said smugly.
Keta cursed inwardly. The Xegin had maneuvered him into a corner. Delta knew that Keta would not seek to kill the man outright, and was staging a last stand. He was calling Keta’s bluff.
“You cannot defeat me, Keta Night. You are but a single man, what hope do you have to defeat the collective will of the Xegin. You’ve accomplished nothing!” Delta said. The weapon was now glowing with excess power. “After all, we Xegin were created to be weapons by Humans. It’s only fitting that we be their demise.”
Keta was failing everything lately. It was Tianna and Sephiel who had stopped Celran. Pent had defeated Dranon and Warren. Max and Luna had stopped that warped Demon beast. Keta had done nothing. And now the Humans were about to be destroyed.
He started to panic. He could make a rush for the weapon and try to destroy it. But that would expose his back to Delta, who could destroy him from behind with his weapon arm.
Are you an idiot? There’s an easy out to this, came a voice from his head. What was that noise? Who was talking to him. It was distracting. He had to think.
If he ran for the weapon, maybe there was a chance that he could make Delta fire his arm weapon at him, and he could dodge it and cause him to blow it up. No, that wouldn’t work. I’m too close, there’s no chance I could evade from this distance.
The others were busy down below. Pent and Max were engaged with what he assumed to be Imperial Generals. Erisda was being pressured by Xuan. In desperation, he sought out Giselle, but she was pinned down under cover.
Why do you resist?
Keta shook his head. Tianna was over there, and she was fighting against some other Human with a mask that he’d never met before. Keta’s face exploded in pain.
Delta had hit him in the face with an armored gauntlet, splitting skin on contact. Keta had been so focused on the cannon that he hadn’t registered the movements Delta’s other hand. And now his world was spinning. He had fallen at some point, and he tried to push himself off the ground.
He was failing again. Keta grunted in pain as he was kicked in the stomach, flipping him over on his side. He tried to rise, but an armored boot crashed down on his chest, pinning him to the ground.
“You should have stayed out of this, Keta Night. Had you not interfered, I may have let you live,” Delta said, leaning down. “But no, that is false. The forecast for the future was clear. At some point you would have had to been eliminated. You see, our ideals fundamentally differ.”
Keta tried to struggle, but Delta held firm. “But I shall spare you the dialogue. With this move, I shall claim victory.” And the Xegin lifted his cannon arm and pointed it at Keta’s head.
Time slowed down for Keta, as a wave of realization washed over him. He could not beat this man. Delta was a soldier, and an augmented one at that, outfitted in a technological marvel of armor. His body was designed for battle, and he had the assistance of his mechanical mind.
And he was a seventeen year old cloned copy of a Kitaan. An abomination, Sephiel had called him. He couldn’t do this all alone.
I need more power, Keta thought. He couldn’t do it himself. There was only one other option. He had denied it ever since the strange voice had begun calling to him, coaxing him with a soothing voice. But...Keta no longer had any choice.
Keta heard soft laughter. At last you realize. Come, let me show you true power.
An explosion of purple light erupted around Keta, pushing Delta backwards. The Xegin general’s reaction was too slow and when he fired his arm weapon, Keta lifted Abyss...and the now glowing sword absorbed the blast.
“What manner is…augh!” Delta started to say, but cried out in pain. Keta had rushed forward before the Xegin could do anything else, and severed the general’s weapon from his arm.
What unremarkable power! Keta said. Except the words did not come from his mouth. Then he realized that he was not able to speak. But it didn’t matter. Keta had tasted the power during his fight against Tianna. Delta couldn’t defeat him now that he had the upper hand. Perhaps now the Xegin would listen to reason.
But his hand moved without his input.
“I...didn’t think you had it in you, Night…” Delta said slowly, as if in pain. Keta looked at the Xegin confused, until he realized what had happened. His sword had been plunged into the general, piercing his chest armor.
Keta blinked, and he was once more in control of his words. “What...but...how?” Keta stuttered.
Delta began to fall forward and Keta caught him, horrified. He pulled his blade from the Xegin, grimacing as blood poured from the open wound. Without thinking, Keta laid the general down and pulled his vest off. He needed to stop the bleeding.
The other soldiers that had been with him had stuttered, and then powered down. It seemed they were linked to Delta. But if that was the case...
“Haha...what are you doing, Night? This is a fatal wound..my armor’s internal mechanisms are screaming at me right now. It’s over. You have won.”
“Delta. I didn’t mean for this to happen…” Keta said, holding his vest down on the wound, desperately trying to apply more pressure. He needed to stop all the bleeding. Why was there so much blood?
“What are you talking about? This is what happens...when you fight in a war. You are a swordsman...the very nature of that weapon you carry...is to kill. But regardless, the Humans will come for you. And they will destroy...everything you hold dear. One day...you’ll have to make a decision.”
And the Xegin general took his last breath. Keta continued to push down on the man’s chest for a few seconds before that fact came to him, and he saw that the man was no longer in the realm of the living.
Keta broke down into sobs. He had never killed anyone in his life. And now, he was responsible for this man’s death. “Oh god…” Keta whispered, dropping his vest and backing up. “Oh no...please no…”
His eyes were wide, and he looked down and saw that his hands were red. His hands were stained with blood. And his breathing became fast, and ragged. Why was this happening.
Why do you fret? We have won. And now his blood is ours.
And he knew it now. The voice in his head, the loss of control he had experienced...it had been Abyss.
“Why?” Keta asked simply, looking down at the weapon.
What do you mean? You needed to stop that man. For some reason, you would not kill him, when it would be so easy with your abilities. The voice was so alluring, so intimate. It was as if they were his own thoughts.
His own...thoughts? “You...you controlled me...you used my body?” Keta exclaimed in shock.
There was a noise. Laughter? But of course. You and I have been together for so long. That is why I knew that you were holding back. You never use your full power. So I came to your aid.
And now, you have come to my aid. It has been so long since I tasted death, tasted blood. But now that I have, we will become stronger. You have claimed your first kill. And now you and I, we will be unstoppable. The world shall fear us.
And those were the last words Keta heard from Abyss, as he hurled the weapon off the cliff and out of sight. With the last of his strength sapped from him, Keta collapsed to the ground.
“Forgive me...Master…”
***
“The general has been defeated. Retreat.”
Erisda parried a blow from Xuan, and was in mid swing when the call went out. Xuan looked up, confused as well. Keta had really done it! Erisda thought ecstatically.
He returned his focus to the Demon in front of him, narrowing his eyes. Now all he had to do was finish this one off. But to his surprise, Xuan’s battle stance faded and he stood up, putting his weapon aside.
Not sure whether it was an enemy ploy, he stood with his guard up. “What are you playing at, mercenary?” Erisda asked.
The Demon gave a solemn shake of his head. “General Delta was my employer. If he’s been defeated, then my contract is void. I have no further business with you.” And he turned and started to walk away in the direction of the fleeing Xegin army.
Erisda was stunned. It was over, just like that? “What do you mean by that? Aren’t you loyal to the Xegin?” He asked, trying to wrap his head around everything that was going on.
Xuan didn’t stop walking, but he did raise his voice to be heard. “It’s not about loyalty, Erisda Walker. It’s a mercenary matter. I follow my orders to the T and do not deviate. I am not a part of the Xegin army. I was only hired to take care of you.”
Xuan turned his head to look at him one more time. “It does me no good to fulfil dead men’s wishes. For now, our business is concluded. But who knows, I may end up in the Xegin’s employ once again. Best keep your sword arm ready.”
And with a wink, he was gone. Erisda wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that guy, but he had to respect his skill with a sword. But there was no time to worry about that. The battle was won. He had to make sure that Keta was all right.
He owed the kid that much.
***
“The general has been defeated. Retreat.”
Tianna heard the call and saw the other Xegin begin to pull back. Keta had defeated Delta then, his communications having gone offline. Beta had been leading the soldiers from the rear, and he had reluctantly sent up a signal flare.
Zeta had been pushed back by another that had come with Keta, a Demon. He was engulfed in flames and was holding back her forces. Alpha was being attacked by a young Human swordsman, barely keeping up. Further ahead, Gamma had advanced through the enemy lines, but was being held back by Keta’s ally, the one that had rescued him. Everything was going terribly.
It was customary to retreat after the general of the operation had been defeated. As an Imperial General, she knew this. And yet, as the Xegin forces began to pull away, she found herself moving towards the hill where she had last seen Delta.
The last place she had seen Keta Night headed.
Even now, the reports from all communication lines confirmed that Delta had been killed in battle. His dream of a free Teforia would never be realized.
Keta Night...it was hard to believe that not long ago, she had counted the young man as a friend. But, he had humiliated her in combat and thwarted her army. He had murdered her commanding officer. Now, she hated him.
She would not hold back this time.
“Pardon me, ma’am, but I’m afraid I must intervene.”
Tianna had been so focused on revenge that she had forgotten the Human soldier that had prevented her from engaging Keta in the first place. The soldier had proven quite competent, avoiding anything she had thrown at him.
“Out of my way, Human.” Tianna said brusquely. She didn’t want to fight anyone else right now. Only Keta.
“Terribly sorry, but I cannot do that. The battle is over and your soldiers are retreating. It would be in your best interest to do the same.”
Tianna whirled around in fury. This soldier was different, he did not experience any hesitation in facing a Xegin general. How odd, she realized, though they had been engaged in combat for a time now. He was wearing a mask over his face. Most Humans did not employ headgear like the Xegin. She was curious why this one decided to don a disguise. But she was in a hurry.
Tianna lifted her sword and held it pointed at the newcomer. “I’m only going to say this one more time. Leave now or I will not hesitate to kill you.”
There was a small chuckle from behind the mask. “A Xegin attempting to fight with a sword? I thought you were all used to using those guns of yours.”
Tianna smirked. “I find it wise to be proficient in all forms of combat. You’d best not take me lightly.”
“Then come, let us cross blades as one general to another.” And the Human soldier rushed at her. She could tell that his mastery of the sword was impressive.
Fortunately she had upgraded her sword fighting protocols with the advanced data she had collected from Keta in their last encounter. It was one of the perks of being a Xegin. Every move the enemy made was recorded.
And now, her armor was assisting her in matching those movements. Although not precise, she was athletic enough to pull off the basic moves. And strangely enough, Keta’s fighting style was oddly similar to this Human’s.
Tianna smiled. This Human had no idea that she had spent the entire night going over combat simulations against Keta. She now had an advanced strategy against him. So it was safe to assume that it would work against a mere Human.
And so she lunged with her sword. As predicted, the man met it with a parry and she let herself fall into it. As he aimed to riposte, she quickly drew her gun and fired point blank. She had devised a way to combine two combat systems. To her surprise, he had dodged at the last second.
But even this was according to her plan. Utilizing the surprise advantage, she cut at the man with her sword, and he barely managed to block the attack. It was a clumsy block and he lost his footing. Tianna had started keeping a second sword at her waist following her battle with Keta. Using her mind, she lifted it from its resting place and stabbed forward in the air.
A clean hit, straight through the shoulder. The man cried out in pain, impaled by the weapon and his sword arm fell. Her new fighting style she had developed had tested eighty percent success rate against Keta. She had done it. She gripped the sword in her hand and moved in for the killing strike.
“Enough!”
The voice boomed through the battlefield, and her sword stopped in mid air. The Human had reached up and caught it with his left hand. The blade dug into his skin, but he held it tight as blood seeped down his arm. With a mighty thrust, he shoved Tianna back and fell to one knee.
What a pitiful sight, she thought, looking at this man. He had a sword lodged in him and his left hand was bleeding profusely, hanging at his side. Tianna had no love of killing people, but this man was an enemy of the nation. With a general of their own dead, perhaps she needed to respond in kind, to ensure a balance of power.
As she walked forward, sword at the ready, the man slumped his head. “It appears...I have underestimated those of the Xegin. I had heard they were skilled, but to have someone as magnificent as you amongst them. How very interesting.”
Tianna did not slow her approach. “You fought well, General Ivaldi. However, one of our own has been killed. I will answer in kind. Forgive me.” But there was an eerie calmness surrounding the defeated man. Had he accepted his death?
“It seems that I cannot hope to best you as I am now. I didn’t expect it to come to this before everything was prepared, but...well, you are a magnificent specimen. Very well, out of respect for you, I will show you what I am truly capable of.”
The man reached up and pulled off his mask. And he looked up at her and Tianna let out a gasp. There was no way that what was in front of her could be happening. But it all made sense now. But the revelation had come too late.
“Well then,” a different voice came from the man now, icy and threatening, “Let us begin.” And that was when Tianna stepped into a new nightmare.
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It had been two days since the Xegin had launched their attack. Erisda and his army had somehow come out of the fighting unscathed. This had been in no small part thanks to Keta, Pent and Max, who had assisted them in keeping their enemy at bay.
Keta had been the one who had defeated the Xegin commander. General Delta had outmaneuvered Erisda, hiring a swordsman skilled enough to give him pause. If it had not been for the trio, Erisda and everyone in Aurora would be dead.
He had been the first to reach Keta, who had passed out from his injuries. And he saw what had happened. It was during the battle that Keta must have killed General Delta.
Poor kid. That must have been tough for him, Erisda had thought to himself. The young man spoke so highly of peace, hoping to avoid violence. And yet he had done what he did to save his people.
Erisda had carried Keta back to the city personally, and made sure that he received the best medical treatment. It was his fault that the kid had been forced into that position. It was the least he could do.
It was my fault. I let that mercenary distract me. Why didn’t I take care of him sooner? There was no turning back time however. All Erisda could do was move forward.
As evening fell, Erisda was sitting at Keta’s bedside when he finally woke. The young man was covered in bandages and he sat up, looking confused. And then a look of dawning comprehension crept onto his face.
Keta turned and vomited.
“I take it that was your first time taking another man’s life?” Erisda asked nonchalantly.
When Keta was finished, he wiped his mouth with his arm. He looked at Erisda, suddenly angry. “How can you say it like it’s nothing at all?” He demanded.
Erisda smiled sadly. “I am a soldier. Killing people comes with the territory. Even so, when I killed my first enemy, I took it a little better.”
Keta turned away. “I...swore I would never kill anyone. I wanted to make a world where everyone could live in peace, even people who were once enemies. I have now broken that vow,” Keta said in a choked voice.
Erisda nodded his head. “That is a beautiful sentiment, Keta. However, you must realize that it is completely unattainable in the age we live in, yes? We are in constant battles against others.”
Keta turned back to him, wiping away tears. “That was why Sanction existed. We were to stand as a deterrent for all that.”
Erisda stood abruptly. “And that is why things ended the way they did with Sanction.”
Keta let out a gasp, stunned that the man would say such a thing. He must not have expected the soldier he had come to know to say such hurtful things.
Erisda caught the look and said, “Peace, Keta. I do not say such things to be cruel. However, I believe it is now time to share some information with you. About our shared history, which is why I know so much about you and Abyss.”
Keta frowned. “Shared history with you? Why do I have no recollection of any of this,” he asked.
Erisda let out a grim laugh at this. “It was quite some time ago, when you were still young and new to Sanction. You see, I was once a member of the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
“I can already see your head buzzing, but please don’t interrupt me for a time, I need to get this out there,” Erisda said, seeing the look of genuine surprise on Keta’s face. He had probably never heard of Humans being part of the Brotherhood. But he needed to get things out in the open.
“I was part of Inferno’s Brotherhood following his split from Xehemoth. Yes, I know about the Dragon Lord. I had grown disillusioned with the way the Empire had become and their treatment of the Demon clans.”
“So I left and sought out those who wished to help the clans. You should have seen Inferno’s face when I came to him. But I quickly won him over. In many ways, I was a lot like you, wanting to help others.”
Erisda tilted his head up at the ceiling, a wistful look upon his face as his tale continued. “When my skills with the sword became apparent, he offered to train me. And so I learned a few new tricks. It was the reason why I could go toe to toe with Xuan. We were both trained in the same style of sword fighting.”
Erisda’s gaze darkened. “Eventually, ‘Master’ Inferno gifted me with a special blade. Abyss. With it, I was able to fight past my limits. But you already know it’s corrupting nature.”
Erisda stopped speaking, as if in a trance, staring at his hands that were balled up into fists. “But how did you end up parted with Abyss? Tell me, what transpired? I must know,” Keta asked.
Erisda looked up, aware that he was crying. “I left the Brotherhood and Abyss behind the day I murdered the woman I loved while under the spirit’s influence.”
It was years ago, but he remembered it like it was yesterday. It haunted him. “I still remember regaining control and seeing her lifeless corpse on the floor. There was blood everywhere. I don’t even know what triggered it. Abyss just had a hold on me by then.”
Erisda wiped his eyes dry. “I am no Demon, Keta. I wanted to aid Inferno and the Brotherhood as best I could. I took any path I could to gain power. I begged him to teach me anything. Eventually, I did gain power.”
Keta was staring intently, and Erisda looked down at his palms. “But that power changed me. I had become something more. I was messing with things no Human should attempt. I became a monster.”
Erisda was silent for a few minutes afterwards. When he had finally regained his composure, he turned to Keta. “I left with my daughter, determined to get her far away from the fighting. I had robbed the girl of her mother. I had to try and atone for my evils.”
“The least I could do was fight for a nation that sought peace amongst all races. That is how I ended up here. This was supposed to be my penance.”
Erisda walked up to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Abyss is a Demon blade. It has no right being with a Human. I thought that you, being a Kitaan, could handle it. Forgive me.”
Keta shook his head. “No, it was my fault. I wielded Abyss because I thought I needed more power. The power to change the world. I was greedy...and careless. And now General Delta is dead.”
Erisda frowned. “Keta, this is a war. People die, especially those who lead the soldiers in battle. I did not come down to see you to tell you otherwise. I came to explain myself. You and I may have never crossed paths while I was in the Brotherhood, but know this: I am done being a revolutionary. My only allegiance is to my country, to keep my daughter safe.”
Erisda grasped his hands together. “If you had not killed General Delta, I would have. That madman would have disintegrated my daughter in a cataclysmic explosion. I cannot forgive people like that as you would,” Erisda said bluntly. “I am not like you, Keta. I appreciate what you represent, but I cannot accept it. You see, Humans are fragile creatures. For all his words, General Delta was once Human. What caused him to hate us so eludes me, but I must end this war. To that end, I will have to kill again.”
There was an awkward silence between them. “Why are you telling me this, Erisda?” Keta asked at last.
“On the battlefield, you told me that if I continued to kill Xegin soldiers, you would end up my enemy. The Xegin were threatening my daughter, and the home I had come to love. If I had to slaughter everyone to prevent that, I would have.”
Erisda turned hollow eyes to Keta, realizing with a sharp jolt the conviction behind those words. “Do you understand? I will end this war. Things like justice mean nothing to me any longer, only survival. For my country, my people and most importantly, my daughter. And if you get in my way, I will not hesitate in taking you down.”
With those final words, Erisda got up and left the room, leaving Keta to his thoughts. The kid will have to figure out the rest on his own. For now, I need to figure out how to end all this before the nation is bathed in flame.
***
Keta stared at the door Erisda had just stepped through. Had the man come to console him...or threaten him? He couldn’t tell. But he now knew a little more about the weapon Abyss, and the mysterious man himself.
All at once, Keta realized that his way of thinking was alien to the people of the world. Pent had told him something similar back in Frostclaw Village . Keta wished that people didn’t have to fight, but could he go on his whole life like this?
Still, it did nothing to appease him over the death of Delta, just informed him that it had happened in the past. He didn’t have time to ponder it because at that moment, someone else walked through the door, a person who must have been waiting for Erisda to leave.
“So this is where you’ve come to wallow,” came the sneering voice.
Keta turned away, suddenly tired. “Leave me alone, Pent,” was all he could say. The Demon child was finally free of his bandages, looking refreshed. He had come out of that last battle unscathed, it seemed.
The boy would not be ignored as it turned out. He made his way to the other side of the bed, forcing Keta to lock eyes with him.
“You had to fight, and in battle, people die.”
“Stop it…”
“No, this has to end. So you had to kill someone, get over it,” Pent said harshly, thrusting himself forward so he was in Keta’s face. “You are a swordsman. The sword you carry into battle is not a toy, nor a symbol of peace. It is an instrument of death! You need to accept that.”
Keta glared at the Demon. “I can’t!” he yelled at last, the fury escaping him. He stopped and let himself breathe, and then added, “I can’t. I’m not like you.”
Pent’s eyes slanted, and he pulled back and crossed his arms. “No...you’re not. And that’s why I’ve come to say goodbye.”
“Goodbye?”
The boy nodded. “You insist on involving yourself in every little conflict.”
Keta felt a twinge of annoyance. “That is how Sanction operates, Pent. I have told you that from the very beginning.”
“Precisely. I allied myself with you for convenience, but I cannot operate like that any longer. Nor can I watch you almost kill yourself every other day.”
Keta could hear the strain on the boy’s voice. It almost seemed like the boy was worried about him. Still, he had to ask. “What do you mean by that, Pent?”
Pent turned gleaming eyes on him. “One of these days, be it your constant goodwill or an enemy you spared, you are going to get yourself killed. I cannot dissuade you from this path, nor can I watch you do it to yourself.”
He was right, he did hear concern in Pent’s voice. This was rare for him. “I see,” was all he could say in response.
“However, before I go, we have some business to attend to, you and I.” He walked forward, and revealed something he had been concealing. And Keta’s heart raced. He was holding the sheath of Abyss.
Staring at the weapon, he could remember exactly what it had felt like when he had killed Dranon. The Demon spirit within had nearly overpowered him before he had discarded the weapon. How could he hope to control it?
Even now, he could hear it calling to him. They had been together so long that the spirit’s whispers carried to him even when he was not holding it. Because just as it was in his mind, he could peer into the mind of Abyss.
Pent noticed the reaction. “I heard what happened. It is...unfortunate. But it is understandable. You are not a Demon. You cannot hope to harness it’s true potential.”
Keta realized what the boy was getting at. “Pent, you cannot use it. You are too young. Abyss will claim your soul!”
Another smirk crossed the boy’s face. “Ha, don’t lump me in with a novice like you. My will is not weak enough to submit to possession. I need more powerful weapons. To that end, I challenge you for Abyss. Here, after that display the other day, I doubt you have the courage to wield Abyss against me.”
And he tossed a sword of ordinary make, most likely from the armory. Instinctively, his hand reached out to catch it, lifting it and moving it. It felt alien to him. He had spent the last few years used to the weight and feel of Abyss.
“A nameless blade for a coward.”
Keta looked up, and he could see the smirk on Pent’s face. But he wasn’t mad at the boy. Rather, he felt nothing at all.
“Take it. I’ve no wish to fight,” Keta said, suddenly realizing just how tired he really was. Despite the power the blade held, he had no desire to ever see Abyss again.
Pent didn’t say anything at first, just looked at him with eyes of disdain. Then, he hoisted the strap over his shoulder, the way that Keta always did, and started towards the door.
But before he left, Pent turned back to him. “My advice to you? Leave all this behind and let Sanction die. You are not worthy to lead anything, Night. A warrior who does not fight is worthless. Farewell.” And Keta watched as Pent Telim walked out of his room and out of his life.
***
Pent followed the figure in silence, for a few minutes. He had acquired Abyss from Keta. Or rather, the fool had abandoned it. He just couldn’t handle the power of the sword. After all, it was a Demon blade.
Keta was soft, and he had become a liability to Pent. There was no need to partner with him any longer. Max was useful, but the older Demon had bonded with Keta. He wouldn’t leave his new friend behind.
Surrounded by idiots, Pent thought to himself. None of them had the conviction to make the harsh choices. In the end, it would be up to him.
“You’ve been following me for some time now. Why not come out and say hello.”
The person he had been following had stopped, and though he had not turned around, Pent knew that they were addressing him. This person was skilled, which made more sense that he needed to confront him.
“I’ve been meaning to speak with you for a while,” Pent explained, abandoning the shadows and walking forward to meet his prey. The figure lowered his hood, revealing himself. The Human general Ivaldi.
Ivaldi looked around. “You seem to have picked an interesting time to speak with me. It’s late, you shouldn’t be out. Come, I should escort you home.”
Pent crossed his arms. “Don’t belittle me. I am a Demon, not some weak Human child that must be coddled. But then, you understand Demon culture well, don’t you?”
Ivaldi raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean by that?”
Impatiently, Pent pointed at the older man with a finger. “What I mean is that I am a Demon of the Frostclaw clan, known for our hunting abilities. You see, our sense of smell is quite potent. It allows me to track most creatures in this world, due to their unique scent.”
That got a slight reaction out of the man, who tried to cover it up but it was too late. This man was a great actor it seemed. Pent was almost impressed.
“When I first found out that a Demon was masquerading about as a Human, and a general in their army nonetheless, I was amused. However, it occurred to me just recently. If the Brotherhood of Shadows were to have an inside man in Teforia, this would be the perfect cover.”
Ivaldi had been stroking his chin with his hand, listening to Pent’s words. As he wore a mask, his face would betray no emotion, though he did seem as if he was deep in thought. It was rare that Pent could not read someone, but he was at a loss here.
When the man finally did speak, he was calm. “Ah yes, the Frostclaw clan. I had failed to calculate for that possibility. I applaud your deductive skills, child. Very impressive.”
“So you don’t deny it?” Pent said simply.
Ivaldi smiled and spread his hands. “What good would that do? It would do nothing but insult your intelligence and I would not do that to you. I respect your abilities and your instincts.”
Pent didn’t know how he felt about this man speaking so friendly towards him. He had not been anticipating it. He was not one for words after all. Words were just tools that those who couldn’t fight used to control others in his experience.
He wouldn’t let that happen here. “If you are of the Brotherhood, then you must know that we are enemies.”
Ivaldi waved a hand dismissively. “We are only enemies because you choose to be. You say that I am your enemy, yet we have only spoken today. Perhaps you and I are more alike than you know.”
Pent was irritated now. The man was trying to coax him with fancy speaking. He had no interest in words. He was interested in actions. “Enough. I did not come here to debate with you. I have come to find out what you know.”
Ivaldi nodded in acknowledgement. “Very well. What would you like to know?”
“I need to find my sister.” Pent said. His mission was far more simple than Keta’s. He had killed Dranon and avenged his father. All that was left was to rescue Ophelia.
Ivaldi sighed. “I am sorry, but the girl is necessary to the goals of the Brotherhood of Shadows. Though it pains me to involve one of my Demon sisters, I must act for the greater good of the clans.”
Pent went for his weapons and they were quickly in his hands. He had decided that he would use swords he was most proficient with, leaving Abyss resting in its sheath. “If you won’t bring me my sister, then I won’t hesitate to cut you down,” Pent said.
Ivaldi looked sad when he spoke next. “The pain you must be feeling...I understand it. I have a sister as well. I would do anything in my power to keep her from harm. And I have. The bond between siblings is a beautiful thing.”
The man looked up at the sky, the moonlight illuminating his mask. For a moment, Pent’s anger vanished. This man did not seem like a bad person. Even so, he was an enemy.
“If you understand, then help me. I only want to keep my family safe.”
The man turned back to him. “Forgive me, but I cannot. The Brotherhood of Shadows must think of the future of all the clans. If necessary, were my sister needed as a sacrifice...I would have no choice. All for the prosperity of the Demon clans.”
This was going nowhere. Another damned zealot. It seemed that when it came to the Brotherhood, this could only ever end one way. Luckily for Pent, it was a way that he was quite proficient in.
“Very well then, it seems this is inevitable. However, if I am to fight against you, I’ll wait until you shed that Human disguise so that you may fight as an honorable Demon,” Pent said, holding his weapons at the ready.
The man looked at Pent for a moment, as if peering into his soul. Then at last he spoke. “Yes...I suppose that we must. This magic...it was not crafted by me. It was created by one of ours, a young lady named Formetis who controls...interesting magic.”
Pent flinched upon hearing the name Formetis. She had been his friend...or so he thought. But she had betrayed him. He spent his waking days concocting ways to defeat her in their next inevitable fight.
“However, I agree that we should do battle as Demons,” Ivaldi said, interrupting Pent’s thoughts. He pulled something from his pocket. It had the same glow that Formetis emitted when she channeled her dark magic. He held it tenderly, turning it over a few times before throwing it to the side. Then he began to distort, and slowly began to morph. “Let me introduce myself to you.” The voice had changed, no longer youthful, but deeper and coaxing.
The man was becoming larger, his clothes starting to constrict to compensate this new bulk. His hair began to change, growing longer. He tossed aside his mask, revealing a pair of glowing red eyes. Pent watched the crazy transformation as it unfolded, and stared at the end result with a shock.
“Greetings. My name is Inferno. I am the one you call the master of the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
Pent smiled. So this was it? He had reached the end of his goal. This man was the one who had trained Keta, the uncle that Max spoke so highly of, the Demon who carried the hopes of his people.
And yet, circumstances might lead to Pent having to kill him. So he did the best thing he could come up with. He didn’t think. He just attacked.
But something was wrong. One move and he was on the defensive somehow. He had not even seen the man remove his sword. Pent was forced to pull back and retreat, but Inferno was relentless. An inferior opponent would have been overwhelmed.
Pent was fortunately not inferior. But at the same time, he was unable to gain any momentum. The Demon was lazily deflecting attacks, and with each one, got closer towards him.
What’s happening? Pent thought to himself, panic rising. I’ve been training my entire life for situations like this. How is he casually stopping me? Something about the way Inferno held himself pissed Pent off.
With a grand flourish, Pent attempted to regain ground. Instead, the red haired man broke through his attack and kicked out with his right leg, catching Pent in the ribs. His side exploded in agony and he stumbled backwards, eyes wide in surprise by the events unfolding.
Formetis had defeated him because she had accursed magic. But sword fighting was his specialty. He couldn’t lose here. Ignoring the pain, he recalled his training with Xuan and went on the offensive again.
Pent was swiftly disarmed of Mileda, which hit the ground and left him exposed, Inferno’s weapon tip pointed at his neck. “What the hell?” Pent growled. He had begun to attempt one of Xuan’s maneuvers, but had been stopped instantly.
Inferno gave him a grin. “You have the gall to try a technique that I myself taught to my students?”
Damn! I forgot. Keta and Xuan must have trained together as kids, Pent realized. If Inferno was Keta’s master, it was only logical that Xuan was his student as well.
Inferno lowered his weapon, and stepped back. “I’ve heard of your exploits. Quite impressive for a boy. I’d expect nothing less from the child of Peter Telim. However, you know nothing of this world.”
“I know enough to stop you,” Pent said defiantly, though he could not shake the uneasy feeling he was having. Perhaps such a rash battle plan was not recommended. He decided to forego two weapon fighting for the moment and adopt a one weapon stance.
Be very careful, Pent. Something about this man is different. Don’t underestimate him, Susanoo warned, vibrating as a sword in his hand.
“Don’t worry, I won’t make any more mistakes. I’ll find the flaw in his defense,” Pent whispered. This was a battle between two warriors, both committed to the duel. He just had to focus.
But the longer the two crossed blades, a realization began to form in Pent’s head. He tried to shake it off, his pride unable to allow him to accept it. But he couldn’t ignore it any longer.
He was outmatched.
“How? How are you beating me?” Pent finally asked, stepping away, breathing heavily.
Inferno raised an eyebrow, and dropped his guard. He was not even winded. “Ah, the arrogance of youth. I remember a time when I too was young and believed that I was better than my elders.”
“Don’t insult me. I have trained for years to master my sword skills, without rest. So why can I not defeat you!”
At this, Inferno let out a great laugh. “Don’t be a fool. The difference in our abilities is much too grand. You are nothing more than a child. You need years before you can even stand before me.”
Pent could hold back no longer. “Die!” He yelled, gripping Susanoo and moving forward. He swapped from Xuan’s stance, opting for his father’s stance instead. More speed and greater mobility when compared to the brutal power of the former.
He was too slow. Inferno had evaded his strike, and Pent very narrowly avoided the counter. He was put on the defensive, leaping backwards to avoid the attacks. Inferno had adopted a new stance as well, specifically to counter him.
“You chase us because we hold your sister? She is the key to salvation for our people. And yet, you’d rather we die in the shadows?” Inferno bellowed, moving faster than Pent. He was hit in the stomach by the man’s free hand.
“Urgh…” Pent muttered, barely managing to stay upright. He was forced to raise a sword to stop Inferno’s blade from cutting him in two.
“My entire village was burned to the ground when I was younger than you. Only my sister survived,” Inferno growled, pushing on the sword, trying to break Pent’s guard. “The man who raised me died before my very eyes. My life has seen more atrocities than you can possibly imagine.”
Pent let out a snarl and commanded Susanoo to empower him. He felt the sword draw blood from him (his hands had begun to bleed from the exertion of the battle) and he felt new strength. Enough to repel the large Demon.
Pent could see the surprise in Inferno’s eyes. He had probably not been expecting such power. That was the hidden potential of his weapon. With it, Pent could surpass even Demon limitations.
Ice coursed through his veins as Pent felt the power of the storm within. Now, like this at least, he could understand the true power of magic. And it opened up a whole new array of battle tactics.
I can do this. I can defeat this man!
With a quick step, Pent closed the distance between him and his foe. He thrust forward, and Inferno anticipated the move. With a well timed parry, he knocked aside the strike and aimed to counter. Before he could, the Demon let out a gasp.
Pent smiled as ice encased Inferno’s weapon. Susanoo worked in tandem with him, as the Frostblade. His smile quickly turned to a grimace. His blood was being drained to power her. He had to end this quickly.
Pent shook his head, and aimed a cut at the man’s neck. Sword useless, Inferno retreated backwards. He frowned, looking from Pent to the frozen weapon in his hand. And then he erupted into flames.
Pent stepped backwards from the burning man, heat threatening him. The Demon’s flame quickly melted the ice from his weapon. In the heat of the battle, he had forgotten why this man was named as he was.
And as quickly as it started, it was over. The Demon let the flames die, his hair returning to normal. He lifted the sword and gave it a few swings as Pent stared in disbelief.
“Why?” was all Pent could mutter.
Inferno let his sword drop to his side, and gave Pent a curious look. “Why? Because I do not need anything else to defeat you. It is as I told you. You are nothing to me right now.”
The comment washed over Pent, and despite himself, he let his emotions flare. This man had displayed a grand show of power, and casually mentioned that it was beneath him.
Careful Pent. You musn’t let him goad you so, Susanoo warned. She could sense his deteriorating state of mind.
“I won’t let him humiliate me any further,” Pent roared. He was through playing games at this point. He still had one ace up his sleeve. Reaching up, he removed the strap from his shoulder. He grabbed the hilt and let the sheath slide off.
This caught Inferno’s attention. He was eyeing the weapon with interest. “How very curious…”
Pent held Abyss in his left hand, and Susanoo in his right. He had the power of the storms within him, and now he had to tap into the power of the Demonic blade of shadows.
The power that Keta refused to employ.
With renewed vigor, he met his opponent head on. His swords swirling like a metallic tornado, he pressed the giant Demon, forcing him to give up ground. Inferno was smart, avoiding trading hits with Susanoo. But he could not keep the defense up forever.
A new power was enveloping Pent’s body. Every step was a little faster, every swing a little stronger. His mind was anticipating every attack, every move, every thought that Inferno had.
So why does Inferno not look concerned at all? Pent thought to himself.
Pent saw the opening, many moves ahead, and he went for it. Inferno did as he anticipated, and after he completed a series of events, Pent struck at the Demon’s unprotected neck. Blood splashed to the ground.
Unfortunately, it was Pent’s.
Pent stumbled, his hands frozen at his side, as Inferno pulled the sword from where he had stabbed the boy in the abdomen. Falling to one knee, he let Susanoo’s ice seal the wound to try and prevent the dispersal of any more blood.
Pain wracked at him, and he tried very hard to rise. But Pent realized that the wound had secured his defeat. He raised his head to accept death. But it didn’t come. Inferno merely regarded him with a cold gaze.
He was feeling defiant again. “I don’t understand. The sword, it granted me the power to see every move you make. How did you deceive me?”
The large Demon let out a chuckle. “I already told you. You are years too early to face me. That sword grants you many boons. That sight is and is not one of them.”
The man was toying with him, gifting him riddles. “Don’t speak in that roundabout manner. Tell me straight what you mean!” Pent demanded.
With a smirk, Inferno knelt down so that he was level with Pent. “It means that a child can never hope to defeat an adult...at least not amongst the Demon clans.”
“Why?
“When a Demon reaches their fifteenth year, their Demonic eyes evolve, granting them the final true power of the Demon clans. It is the reason our clans are feared throughout the world.”
Pent was having trouble understanding something. “How come I have never heard about this?” He had lived much of his life outside the village, sure, but it should have come up. Why had no one ever told him of this?
“It is one of our closest guarded secrets. We never speak of it, to avoid it falling to the Empire’s knowledge. When a Demon comes of age, they are told to hide it from all. You see, our eyes grant us the power of insight. Abyss is just...lending you that sight. How can you defeat one who has used this power longer than you have even existed?”
And at once, Pent was reliving the sensation he had felt during the battle.
“This pain you are feeling is not nearly a fraction of the pain our clans have felt. Don’t come here with your childish notions of vengeance,” Inferno roared, and he struck Pent’s face with a right hook.
The force of the blow sent Pent crashing to the ground. The side of his face burned with agony and he tasted blood. He was defeated, he could not fight back against this man. You coward. Stand and fight! A part of him raged inwardly.
Inferno showed no compassion. He grabbed him by the hair and yanked him to his feet. “Stand! Stand and show me this justice that causes you to forsake your people!”
Pent cried out as a powerful kick hit him in the back, sending him tumbling across the grass. He was removed from his weapons, and he could no longer hear Susanoo’s words in his head. All he could feel was the growing sense of dread. This was where he died.
Inferno walked over to Pent, kicking him over onto his back. Reaching down, the large Demon wrapped a powerful hand around his neck. Pent was raised into the air, his legs kicking out as he gasped for breath.
“You are a skilled warrior. You could do much for the clans,” Inferno said. And then he rammed a fist into Pent’s wounded side. “However, I was taught mercy once. The man who taught me that is dead, along with every friend I’ve ever known. Now...mercy is nothing but a liability to me.”
Pent groaned as the the ice shattered and the wound reopened. Inferno raised a hand that burst into flames and pressed it to Pent’s side. He howled in pain, as searing fire began to cauterize the wound.
The smell of smoking skin, his skin, made Pent nauseous. In all his life, Pent had always remained proud and defiant. But here, he could do nothing. His injuries were too much and he could sense his body was shutting down, his consciousness fading as he dropped at Inferno’s feet.
As his vision began to fade, he heard Inferno’s voice. “Your sister is necessary to bring forth a new era. Any who attempt to impede this mission will die.” And then Pent entered the darkness.
END OF PART II
















INTERLUDE
PURGATORY
Those with power must use that strength for the good of all.
Those had been the words that Xehemoth had instilled upon Inferno. The Dragon had been around since the age of the gods, and he believed that it was the sacred duty of those blessed with might to protect those who could not protect themselves.
Inferno still believed in those words. He had taken it upon himself to rise up and save the Demon clans. He could not fight the Empire alone, so he had to surround himself with other like-minded individuals who possessed talents that could aid his cause.
Dranon had been one of his most stalwart supporters. When he had found the warrior dying, it was Formetis’ magic that had brought him back from the brink. Ever since, he had served brilliantly.
But then he had screwed up and killed Peter Telim. He in turn was killed by the youngest son. The loss of Dranon had dealt the Brotherhood quite the blow.
Dranon’s partner Celran had escaped death, but had been captured by the Xegin. She was quite skilled in infiltration and assassination, so the loss of her skillset was annoying. But the Brotherhood had other ways of getting around undetected.
Forsythe and Milaryna were enough for now. So long as he and Formetis controlled the field, they would be fine. They were getting close to their victory. But even so, he would not mind a little extra help.
Help like the boy who was being carried over his shoulder, unconscious. This boy was the same one that had killed Dranon. He had successfully uncovered his hidden identity within the Human camp as well.
He’s something special, Inferno thought to himself. The lad was no Greater Demon, but he was highly skilled for one so young. He could not match up to Inferno, but few in the world could attempt to fight him in a one on one duel.
Inferno arrived at last at a small cottage, far from Aurora and close to the coast. It had been their hideout for the last few weeks. A few souls had stumbled upon the shack that he was forced to dispatch to avoid detection, but it was otherwise hidden.
Formetis must have noticed his approach. He had taught her to always be on the lookout. Bless that girl, she was becoming quite the competent one. She opened the door to meet him, and let out a gasp.
Inferno shifted the boy into his arms and held them out towards Formetis. “Make sure this kid doesn’t die,” he said simply.
Fifteen minutes later, Inferno sat at the table of the small building, grateful to be able to take a short rest. As Ivaldi, he had been forced to issue orders to the officers, file reports and the like. He had finally put his lieutenant Bakuya Telreya in charge, and managed to sneak off to go meet with Formetis.
He certainly hadn’t been expecting a run in with this boy, the son of his old friend Peter Telim.
Inferno was getting older. Even accounting for being a Demon, he still had entered his fortieth year recently. His body wasn’t as it once was when he had been a young man. Constant fighting left him weary.
The duel with Pent had been simple enough. For all his courage and ability, he lacked the years of experience that Inferno possessed. But that Xegin woman had been a different story.
She had forced him to shed his Human disguise and had found a way to get into his mind. Inferno had nearly been overpowered by this strange power, before he had been able to deal a debilitating blow. But in the end, she had escaped and
he had been unable to pursue, lest his cover being blown.
Formetis returned to him shortly after. “It is a good thing you got him to me when you did. He would have died if he had not received treatment soon,” she muttered crossly.
Do I detect a hint of anger from her? Inferno thought to himself. He had very rarely seen this emotion from Formetis, who took most in stride with him. Why is she so upset about this?
“I won’t lie; he was difficult to put down. Each time he got knocked down, he would get back up. It wasn’t until I disabled his ability to do so did he give in,” Inferno answered truthfully.
The girl still looked upset. “He’ll live, but only because of my power. That was reckless what you did to him.”
Inferno smiled. “And since when do you chastise me for my decisions? What is so special about this boy?”
“That’s the boy who saved my life. He rescued me when the Humans were going to take me away after I ran off. If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t still be with you,” Formetis said.
So that was it. The boy had saved Formetis back then and she was feeling protective of him, Inferno mused to himself. Part of him was amazed. She had never really bonded with anyone aside from him, and mostly hid in the shadows.
This was personal growth. But it also meant that she was being torn in two separate directions. This was not good for his plan. He needed Formetis to be at her best. If this young warrior was distracting in any way, then perhaps…
Inferno sighed. When did you grow into such a monster, entertaining thoughts about killing Demon children? he thought to himself. But then he knew the answer. That day three years ago had changed him forever.
Still, it would be best if he could contain this. That boy was skilled, there was no doubt there. And if he had an affinity for Formetis, perhaps that could be the key to securing his loyalty.
No, that wouldn’t work. Based on what he said, he would never willingly do anything that would cause harm to his sister. He would never…
“Master, please stop ignoring me!”
The voice snapped him out of his thoughts. With a pang of realization, he noticed that he had just been standing there for a while with the girl, not saying a word.
“Forgive me, little one. I did not mean any offense. I was just thinking about our guest, is all,” Inferno said truthfully.
Formetis began to fidget with her fingers. Inferno knew that was a habit of hers when she was worried. “What is going to happen to Pent?”
Ah yes, that was the lad’s name. “Ideally I’d wish for him to join our crew. We are nearing the finale, but it wouldn’t hurt to have security forces. What do you think of that?”
Formetis shook her head. “We have his sister. He would never abandon her. When I…” she stuttered, and had to regain her composure before continuing. “When I told him it was for the good of the clans, he became angry. I think he almost killed me there and then.”
“What? I thought you two were friendly?”
The girl tilted her head to the side. “It’s complicated.”
Inferno frowned. He got to his feet and began to pace. He barely remembered a time when he was happy. Fleeting memories would come to him. And yet, for the life of him, he could not remember what it was like to have friends.
Formetis was his ward. The Brotherhood of Shadows were his subordinates. Keta and Xuan...they had become enemies. Had Xehemoth really been the only friend he had?
He stepped outside. He didn’t care if anyone saw him right now, it would just be one more person that he would have to kill. Formetis came scrambling after him, but she had the foresight to keep quiet.
The darkness of night was calming for him. He had lived in the Shadowlands much of his life. Even when he had been working with Xehemoth, he had stayed in the land of his people. To remind him of their suffering and strengthen his resolve to do what he did.
Being a Greater Demon granted him grand power. But it did little in the grand scheme of things. The Empire would still destroy him with their numbers. They needed an edge.
Inferno stopped abruptly and turned to Formetis, who was tailing him at a respectable distance. “Formetis, you’ve followed me this far. Your resolve abandoned you once. Tell me, can you continue the mission?”
Formetis faltered, shrinking back. Then she looked at him with her chin held up. “It is my honor to help you fulfill the mission of the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
Inferno eyed the young woman carefully. He had taken care of this girl since she was a baby. She was like a daughter to him. And so it filled Inferno with contempt for himself at what he was forcing her to do.
“Then please forgive me for what must come next.” He had already sent Milaryna back to the Shadowlands to rouse his Demonic brethren. The eternal night would soon end for his people. He would burn this corrupted world to ash. And at long last, Inferno would rest.
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Come to me. My voice can finally reach you. You must find me.
Night had fallen over Aurora as Keta made his way swiftly through the streets. The recent battles had enforced a curfew, and the threat level had led to the Administrator not rescinding it yet. This was good, as he didn’t want anyone following or detaining him.
Keta made his way through the military base, avoiding what he could and dispatching the patrols that he couldn’t. He felt bad, they were only doing their job, but he had to leave. The voice was calling him.
You must come to me. We haven’t much time. We must stop her.
He had been hearing the voice in his head not long after he had thrown Abyss away. It was as if the sword had been blocking it out, the sound of the Demon spirit’s voice too loud. Enticing him with promises of power.
He had gotten rid of the sword, but it had been too late. In his last battle, he had faced opponents one after the other, and on the verge of defeat, he had finally given in to the spirit’s honeyed words. The sword had granted him use of it’s demonic power, but had taken control of his body after Keta’s prolonged use of it.
Keta remembered it all. Keta had been forced to do something he had never done before.
He had killed Delta.
The Xegin general had been twisted in his hatred for the Humans. When Keta had been forced to make a decision, the sword had made the decision for him.
Erisda had said to him that it was not his fault, that Delta had gone crazy, that he had saved thousands of lives with his actions. But he had still taken a life. And it was all because he had been forced into that position by allowing himself to become possessed. It was his weakness that led to Delta’s death.
Pent had left him, disgusted by his lack of resolve. Keta couldn’t blame him. He had surrendered Abyss to the boy and refused to fight. He had given up, lost in despair.
Until this voice had reached him. It was not like Abyss, alluring but with a menacing air. This one had a sense of purpose, of tranquility, of familiarity. It was a feeling he had never felt before. No, that was not true. He remembered those feelings from when he was younger with his elder brother. It was faint, but he had felt it with Sephiel as well.
There was no doubt in his mind. The voice was that of a Kitaan. And if anyone out there could help him understand what he was feeling and what his purpose was, it would be this person.
Keta felt bad, for he had excused himself from the military base without asking permission. He could not risk being denied, and he was wary. That after the last conversation he had with Erisda, they would hold him to limit his unpredictable movements, as the Xegin had tried.
He could only rely on himself right now. He had to figure things out on his own. And so, he stood crouched by the building’s shadow, waiting until the patrols made their rounds. He was so focused on their movements that he almost didn’t hear the steps from behind.
Max walked up to him, wearing a particularly somber look. It seemed that the young Demon had been tailing him since the base. Has he been keeping an eye on me after the battle?
“So...have you gone crazy?” Max asked simply with a look of concern covering his face.
A valid question, considering his hasty exodus. Instead, Keta watched as the patrols moved away and nodded for the Demon to follow as he began to run. Very soon Keta’s actions would be discovered and he had no desire to be around when that happened.
And so they ran for several minutes, without stopping, until the base could not be seen in the darkness, and they would not be seen by any scouts. Only then, did he stop, with Max doubled over, trying to catch his breath.
“Okay, mind explaining what the hell is going on?” Max asked after a moment.
“Yes, I’d like to know as well.”
Max whirled around, his hands clenched into fists at the sound of the voice directly behind them. But not Keta. He knew that voice.
“Xuan?”
The direction of the voice came from the trees, and the figure of Xuan slipped out from behind them. The young Demon walked closer, until he was face to face with him. “Hi Keta.”
Xuan had always been the most unpredictable person Keta knew. The old Master had been whimsical and Master Inferno had been stoic. His brother had been practical and Velgauder had been loyal. Ansemaru had been...well, Keta wasn’t really sure what that girl was.
But Xuan simply lived as chaotic as one could. Perhaps it was because of his power, or the confidence he held in himself. Either way, it had always been a trait Keta had been jealous of.
Max looked confused. “Ain't that the guy from the other day? The one that was fighting for the Xegin army? Why’s he here?”
“He’s a mercenary. He fights for whoever pays him.” Keta explained. He looked Xuan in the eyes. “Is that why you are here? The Xegin pay you to take me out for killing their general?”
To his surprise, Xuan shook his head. “Come now, Keta, you know me better than that. Even if I got an offer like that, I would never kill you. Maybe rough you up a little and all,” he added with a smirk.
Keta must have still looked skeptical, because the Demon threw his hands up in the air. “You know how it is, work is work. I could end up on any side of battle, fighting anyone. But here, right now, we are friends. And as your friend, I came to see you.”
Xuan may have been a pain most of the time, but he was pretty honest about things. “Fine, I believe you.” Keta said with a sigh. He had forgotten how aggravating his old friend could be.
Xuan laughed and jabbed a thumb back in the direction of the base. “I was outside surveying the city when I saw you sneaking around. I’ve been following you and your buddy here since. You two are not very observant, are you?”
Max shrugged and ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah...I guess that was Pent’s thing, wasn’t it?”
Keta winced at hearing Pent’s name. He was still not at peace with the way things had gone down between them. He had hoped that the boy would see his way of thinking, but they were just too different.
Xuan picked up on this as well. “I saw him at the battle. I didn’t know he was working alongside you. Pent was my student for a little while, though I’m sure you must have picked up on that by his sword style. Where is my little protege anyways?”
Keta reluctantly retold the events that had unfolded in the Frostclaw village and their partnership resulting, his decision to try and diffuse the situation in Teforia, Pent’s stance on his actions, and the end result that had followed.
Xuan was silent during the whole thing, but he did laugh when Keta mentioned certain things with Pent. After he was done, Xuan shook his head. “Yeah, Pent was always so focused on one thing at a time. It made him a little tough to teach.”
Keta had a hard time believing that it was only ‘a little tough’ teaching that stubborn child. “Anyways, that brings us to the here and now. Pent is off pursuing the Brotherhood on his own.”
“Sounds about right. Are you okay leaving him on his own?” Xuan asked.
This was a valid point. “I can’t really say I am. However, I cannot control how he feels. And right now, his path is different from my own,” Keta concluded, and Xuan nodded in agreement.
“So what are we doing anyways?” Max broke the silence. Keta began to tell them everything that had been happening to him lately and his decision to follow this otherworldly voice. Max was scratching his head after hearing this. “So what you are saying is...we’re following a voice that could be anything? Maybe even a trap?”
When said out loud, it sounded kind of crazy. And yet, Keta knew better. “Trust me, this is a Kitaan thing. I can feel it.”
Xuan leapt to his side and clapped him on the back. “I don’t get it at all, but I’ll trust you on this. What else can I do as your best friend?” he said with a mischievous glint in his eyes.
Max had his arms crossed with his eyes closed, like he was thinking. After a moment, he just shrugged. “I’ve followed you around on your crazy antics so far, might as well go all in. Lead the way!”
***
Tianna opened her eyes, and at once she regretted it. Her body was sore, but she would live. Her suit would inject medical boosters into her body, but it would still take some time to take effect. Xegin weren’t quite machines just yet. The Human parts were still fragile.
She was laying on the bank of a river, her lower half still submerged in the water. Groaning, she slowly pulled herself up and out and collapsed. Where was she?
She struggled to sit up, and took a glance around her. She scanned her surroundings, and began to search through her armor’s database. The schematics matched the environments of the Teforian Human colonies.
Oh great...I’m somewhere behind enemy lines, Tianna thought to herself miserably. How has this come about? She had to remember...how had she been defeated?
And the memory returned to her vividly. The reason she had been bested by the Humans was because one of the generals, the man named Ivaldi, was a Demon.
He had revealed himself to her when she had pressed him, with her strategic approach. On the verge of defeat, he had shed his disguise and revealed himself. And the man matched a description she had heard from Keta.
Her opponent had been the Greater Demon Inferno, the leader of the Brotherhood of Shadows.
She had been unable to do anything to the man. With his mastery of the flames, even her psychokinetic powers were barely a nuisance to Inferno. She had received quite a bit of damage. Only her training as a soldier had prevented her from falling to the man’s blade.
Inferno had shown him her face. Tianna was certain that the man would not want anyone to possess that knowledge and live. She would have certainly been killed if she had not hurled herself into the river.
The waters must have carried her off, and in doing so, saved her life. But she had expended much of her aether in that battle. She would need some time to recharge from her spare aether supply.
Tianna closed her eyes and sat still. It would be a while before she could travel, yet she realized that she had vital information that needed to be brought to both the Xegin and the Humans. It was agonizing.
But not more agonizing than the realization that Keta had been right. And she had betrayed the Kitaan and pushed him away. Tianna’s mind was in chaos. I’m sorry Keta...what would you do right now?
No answer came, and Tianna closed her mind, knowing full well that she was on her own now. She needed to get back to her people and stop this all. The war was exactly what the Brotherhood wanted for some reason. But why? What purpose did a bunch of Demons have to instigate a war in a neutral nation?
It was no use, she could not come up with a logical answer. With no other option to pass the time, she began to meditate, counting down the 222 minutes until her aether was restored and her medical systems would finish their operations.
221, 59. 221, 58, 221, 57. 221, 56...
***
Keta had been following the voice for some time now. It had led him through the forest of trees, coaxing him on. He was transfixed by the sound of it, soothing in contrast to the gruffness he was used to hearing with Abyss.
Max and Xuan had followed behind him obediently. At first, they had tried to question him, but when he zoned out they had become silent.
They had been headed in the opposite direction of the Imperial Gate towards the coast. Unlike the wastelands of the Imperial Plains, these lands were lush and vibrant. It really hammered in the harsh reality of the impact war had on the world.
If the world continues on this path of conflict, will even this be ruined? Keta wondered. So much sadness came from fighting. If the Empire was free to it’s devices, would these lands become desolate as well?
The Brotherhood of Shadows wanted the same as well, a world free from Humans to persecute the Demon clans. And the Xegin had jumped on board the ‘kill all Humans’ bandwagon as well. Everyone was out for someone’s blood these days.
Keta’s thoughts were interrupted when Xuan came up beside him. “Hey Keta, how’s it going?”
“I’m fine. Just trying to figure this all out. There is something here, I can feel it,” Keta muttered, focusing. He continued to follow the sound, but he noticed that Xuan was staying with him, trying to meet his gaze. “What is it?”
Xuan hesitated. When he spoke, he was frowning. “We never really did get a chance to talk back then. I being in the state I was, and you...being you. We never did get to discuss that you and I were the only survivors save for Master Inferno.”
Keta winced. That had been a topic that he had been avoiding for a long time. He had already made peace with the fact that he had survived, and he had mourned his comrades already. But he never spoke of it to anyone else.
When Keta had expressed his decision to continue the work of Sanction, Xuan hadn’t been on board. He was determined to put that life behind him and forge his own path. His friend had tried very hard to convince Keta to leave it as well, but when that failed, he had left.
It had been the last time the two had been together.
Keta tried to shrug it off. “It was a long time ago, Xuan. I try to forget.”
“You were never good at lying, Keta. Don’t start now,” Xuan pointed out. When Keta turned to look at his friend, he saw concerned eyes. “Not when these were people you grew up with. I know you and Ansemaru were close. And your brother…”
“Stop!” Keta said suddenly, and the strength of his emotions surprised both of them. “I’m sorry, but it’s not a topic I like to think about, especially not right now. Not with everything that’s happened recently.”
Xuan looked thoughtful, and he nodded in acceptance. “I’m sorry, buddy. I just thought that, with everything that’s happened lately, you could use a friendly ear.” And with that, he fell back, letting Keta take the lead once again.
Damn it! Keta cursed inwardly. He knew that Xuan was only trying to help. Any other time, he would have been happy to reminisce with his friend about the good old days.
But the death of Delta still loomed over him. And his mission to combat the Brotherhood of Shadows was faring poorly, especially now that Pent had left. The best he could do now was focus on what was ahead.
After travelling further through the forest (Xuan assured them the fastest way was straight through) the trio had come to a clearing. Keta could feel a new presence, even stronger than before. This place was radiating with spirit energy. There was no doubt that he was in the right area.
“This is it, I can feel it. Whoever is calling to me is here,” Keta said.
“Are you kidding me?” Xuan exclaimed loudly, annoyance in his voice. Keta turned to him, confused. “Everyone knows about this place, Keta. It’s nothing special. This is the place where the immovable sword rests.”
And he pointed to something. In the distance, laying on the ground was a sword. But it was unlike any sword he had ever seen. Keta felt drawn to it, his legs moving on their own. It was glowing, purple like Abyss, but different. Abyss had a darker shade of the color, while this weapon had the lighter.
In the end, he stopped just above it, looking down at the sword. This must have been what the voice was leading him to. “It’s a nice looking sword, I’ll give it that. But why is it just laying here? If everyone knows about it, why has no one ever come to claim it?” Keta asked Xuan. Someone like Pent would have salivated at the chance to acquire such a weapon.
His friend pushed him aside as he walked forward. “This is why.” And the giant Demon bent down and grabbed the hilt of the sword. Keta’s first reaction was indignation and he suppressed the urge to reach out and shove Xuan aside. Why did he feel this way about the sword, yearning to wield it?
But Keta held himself back and allowed Xuan to pick up the sword. Or he would have allowed it. But Xuan just stood there grunting and tugging violently at it. He gripped it with both hands and pulled, but it remained in place.
Max let out a great big laugh. “And here I was thinking you looked strong. But I guess it’s all for show.”
Xuan released his grip and stood back up. He moved to the side and gestured to Max. “Oh, by all means, be my guest.”
Max grinned. “All right, but be warned. I am a Greater Demon. There is no competing with my strength.” And he reached down and pulled. And the same end result occurred. Max seemed like he tried with all his might, but he could not get it to budge.
“How’s that coming along, Mr. Greater Demon?” Xuan asked with a sinister smile.
Max straightened up and dusted his hands off. “Whatever...not like I use swords anyways,” he said dismissively. Keta moved forward until he was hovering over the weapon beside Max.
“Anyways, now do you see, Keta? It’s a neat sword and all, but everyone knows all about it. If it was able to be wielded, it would have been a long time ago. As it is right now, it’s just a decoration in the forest,” Xuan concluded.
And Keta reached down and touched the hilt. It felt warm to him. He gripped it and it rose in his hand, as he held it close to his face to get a better look at it.
“Unbelievable!” Xuan roared, and proceeded to recite curse after curse that the old Master would have definitely scolded him for. Max was simply standing there with a dumbfounded look on his face, apparently at a loss for words.
But Keta could not pay attention to anything afterwards, for his mind faded from the world. Not black, so he was fairly sure he was still conscious. But he was in an area of infinite white, as far as his eye could see and standing before him was a stranger.
Standing over six feet tall, he wore clothes of gold and silver that matched his eye and hair color. This man was a Kitaan, there was no doubt about it. The man was far older than Keta, a look of aged wisdom on his face as he strode towards him.
“Hello, Keta Night. I’ve been anticipating this meeting for some time. It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Kataro Tiansia.”
Keta’s eyes widened. He was in the presence of Kataro Tiansia, one of the greatest heroes known to mankind. The Kitaan hero that both Master Xehemoth and Master Inferno spoke so highly of. A living legend. Wait, living…
Keta found his voice. “Excuse me, but how can you be Kataro Tiansia? He is supposed to be dead.” He remembered Sephiel telling him that a Kitaan - a true Kitaan - can only be born following the death of the current Kitaan.
“Hmm, you are correct. I did die eight years ago. I should have died much earlier, as I spent much of my powers to protect my goddess from death. Regardless, I underestimated my opponent and it led to my demise.”
The Kitaan gestured to himself. “I am nothing more than a spirit. The moment you touched the sword, you became attuned to me, for I reside in this form within the sacred Kitaan blade Reikon.”
Reikon. So that was the name of the weapon he had just found. Kataro Tiansia, the ancient Kitaan. There was too much information for him to take in right now.
He decided to start asking questions so he could make sense of it. “Where are we?” He asked, taking a look around. There was nothing in the distance seemingly.
Kataro smiled. “This is all in your head. Your body is still out there and no doubt garnering looks of concern from your friends, but it cannot be helped. I needed to speak to you urgently, and I figured you would be most willing to trust me if I appeared to you like this.”
“I did feel a strange connection to you when I first heard your voice calling me. Why did you not just tell me what you needed from that?”
“Because I was merely sending the call. You had not been able to hear it due to circumstances beyond my control. No, I needed you here so that I could speak to you face to face. You need to understand how much danger this world is in.”
Keta frowned. “Yes, I’ve been doing what I can to stop the fighting as is,” Keta pointed out.
The spectral Kitaan sighed. “You are missing what is actually going on, Keta. The Brotherhood of Shadows are trying to bring about a new world order. They are planning to open the gates to the Realm of the Heavens and restore the Goddess of Shadows to this world.”
Keta frowned. “I don’t understand. The absence of the gods have been detrimental to the world. If we can return them to the realm, is that not a good thing?”
The Kitaan stared into his eyes. “There are many things you mortals are not aware of, and much I need to inform you of. However, there is something that requires your attention. You have a visitor.”
And just like that, the white vanished and he was back in the forest.
“...and he gets a damn magical sword that nobody else can lift up and waves it in the air like it’s nothing!”
“I told you already. Using weapons is for chumps.”
Xuan and Max were arguing loudly in front of him. He didn’t have time for this. He needed more information from Kataro. He looked down at the sword in his hand, and could feel the power coursing through him. The power of a true Kitaan.
“Hey guys, cut it out,” he said, stepping between them.
“Well, well. Look who snapped out of his trance. I told you not to go picking up any strange things found on the ground. Magic is dangerous, you know,” Xuan said in a warning tone.
“We have to get out of here. Something is…” and then he stopped. His heart sank. Someone had joined them. The Brotherhood of Shadows leader, former master of Keta and Xuan and Max’s uncle.
The Demon known as Inferno.
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Master Inferno walked through the field, his heavy boots crunching the grass under him. It had been weeks since Keta had last seen the man, not since their duel in the snow outside of Teforia. And it had been no contest. He had been hopelessly outmatched by his mentor.
Xuan had turned around and even he showed fear on his face. Max stared into his uncle’s eyes, his expression unreadable.
The Demon shook his head. “When Milaryna told me about you being alive, I was overjoyed. However, when she told me you had sided with those who oppose us, my heart was torn asunder. To be betrayed by my own flesh and blood.”
Max turned away, unable to face the man. Keta stepped in front of his allies. “Master, please. You can’t…”
“No!” Inferno interrupted him, his voice booming. “No more words. No more sentiment. I have come too far and the end is so close at hand.”
The Demon continued walking closer, drawing steel in his right hand. “There can be no loose ends, no last minute effort, no miniscule miscalculation. This place will become your grave.”
And he stopped, and his body began to ignite into flame. His eyes full of malice, he raised his left hand.
“Move!”
Keta heard the command, though he was unsure if it had been Max or Xuan who had said it. He had not been expecting his former master to be so aggressive. And so, he very narrowly avoided a jet of flame from engulfing him.
Xuan attacked. The two Demons began a deadly dance of steel as Keta reeled from the revelation of the attack. He turned and saw that the reckless flame had struck the surrounding trees and the fire that was spreading. Had his former master gone insane? He was going to burn the entire forest to the ground.
Max rushed over to help Keta up. “This is bad...I didn’t think he would attack us without even hearing me out,” Max said.
Keta turned to see Xuan and Inferno, both former comrades, engaged in a deadly duel. “He almost killed me the last time I stood against him. It was bound to end like this.”
Xuan was flung backwards, his sword flying from his hand. He hit one of the trees hard and grunted in pain.
“Did you really expect to defeat me with such poor form, Xuan?” Inferno asked, a gleam in his eye.
Xuan lifted his head, a defiant grin on his face. “Come now, Master. I don’t think you can go comparing my form to yours. That’s not really fair, is it?”
Inferno was not amused by this display. “Indeed,” he said simply, and he ran at his former apprentice, sword in hand. Keta stepped to intervene. His sword slashed at the air where the Demon had been, but had leapt back to avoid the strike.
Inferno’s entire body was on fire, the flames lapping in the wind. He stared at Keta with cruel eyes. But they turned to a look of utter surprise a moment later. Keta followed his Master’s gaze to the sword he carried in his hand.
“This cannot be...that was Kataro’s sword…” Inferno managed to sputter. He was silent for a moment, his brow furrowing. “How did you come into possession of Reikon?” He asked at last.
Keta flourished the weapon in front of him. “I had to find a new weapon after the sword you gifted me started corrupting my mind,” he said. It still felt odd to be without Abyss. He had been with the blade for nearly three years. It had felt like an extension of his body ,but he could not ignore the sword’s cravings.
Reikon felt calming in his hand, as if he had been meant to wield it. It must be due to his Kitaan heritage, but he almost felt that with it, he could even take on Inferno.
Inferno had not taken his eyes off the sword. “Kataro Tiansia...he died because he did not take the threat of Humanity seriously. And in the end, he failed his goddess.”
Within the weapon, he could feel Kataro’s emotions, both sadness and regret. The Kitaan spirit agreed with Inferno.
“Regardless, I will not make that mistake. I will kill all the Humans who seek to destroy my people. And I will restore the goddess. And that path begins with your deaths.”
Inferno was fast. Keta was faster. He dodged to the side to avoid the cut of his master’s blade. He evaded the follow up lunge and made distance. Alone, he could not defeat the Demon. But together, perhaps they stood a chance.
“Max! Xuan! We have to work together.” Keta called out to his allies. Max had been oddly silent since the start of the conflict, looking unsure of what to do. The sound of Keta’s command snapped him out of it.
“I’m sorry, uncle. But I can’t have all those deaths on my conscience,” Max said, and he moved to join Keta.
Xuan had retrieved his weapon and had joined Keta by his side. “Just like old times, eh?” he remarked, holding his weapon at the ready.
“That it is, old friend,” Keta said with a grim smile. He could not relax. His opponent was the man who had taught most of them how to fight after all. Even though their odds were better together, he was wary.
But if the three of them together had made Inferno uneasy, the Demon did not show it. His eyes darted from Max to his two students. “Am I supposed to be frightened of children?”
“We aren’t children anymore!” Xuan said, and he charged at Inferno. He ran to the right, pulling the sword behind him. And Keta remembered; that was the signal for their special maneuver they had used back in the day.
Keta nodded, and advanced. It was a simple but effective tactic. One went right and high, and the other went left and low. Both Master Inferno and Master Xehemoth had never let he or the others work without a partner.
“Fools! I can see everything!” With a giant bound, he crossed the distance to Xuan and raised a hand, catching the sword arm with a rising block. He used the opportunity to hit him in the stomach with a closed fist.
“Not everything!” Xuan exclaimed, and Keta saw a look of genuine surprise on Inferno’s face. Xuan had absorbed the blow and dropped his weapon. He grabbed onto his opponent's hand with both of his. Xuan had trapped the man. “Now!”
Max went first. He had followed their lead and made his way to the melee. Closing his hand into a fist, he caught his uncle across the face with a powerful punch that drew blood and snapped the man’s head back.
He wasn’t done either, as he brought his left up and hit Inferno in the gut. The impact was so powerful that Keta could almost feel it. Max proceeded to hit the older Demon, blow after blow.
“What are you waiting for, Keta?” Xuan asked, his voice ragged as he struggled to keep hold of Inferno. “Hurry up and finish this while we have the chance!”
Finish it...is that my only option? he wondered as his hand tightened around Reikon’s hilt. Was this the only way? To stain his hands with blood again? The blood of the man who had raised him?
The sword you carry into battle is not a toy, a symbol of peace. It is an instrument of death!
Pent’s words still resonated with him. But how could he claim to save people when he would kill them? Would he need to kill so that others could be protected? Perhaps...but not this man. Not his Master.
“You always were too soft for this, Keta.”
Inferno had recovered from the ambush. With his free hand, he reached out with a fist and hit Max in retaliation for his previous assault. The young Demon crumpled from the force. With his captured hand, he swung Xuan into Max like a stick, sending the two tumbling in a heap.
In an instant, the Demon was upon him, but there was something that neither of them had accounted for. Keta was as skilled a swordsman as there could be. And with Reikon in his possession, the knowledge of the Kitaan sword fighting style (that of Kataro Tiansia) were now his to bear.
As the two clashed, Keta had not even noticed this revelation. But Inferno had been quick to pick up on it. “Those movements...it has been many, many years but I recognize them. Those were Kataro’s preferred techniques. What sort of sorcery is this?”
Keta ignored this. “Master, please. I don’t want to fight anymore. I don’t want to have to try and kill you.”
Inferno laughed loudly. “Kill me? You think you can kill me? Don’t underestimate me because you caught me unaware once.” And with a terrible blow that would have cut him in two had he not reacted, Keta’s guard was broken and his sword flung away helplessly.
Had he not been using Reikon, his sword would have been shattered on impact, Keta concluded. Max and Xuan had begun to stir from their collision, slowly getting to their feet and seeing Keta disarmed with a blade pointed at his chest.
Keta realized now that the greater Demon had been toying with them. Reluctance to kill them after all? Regardless, it was over now. Max and Xuan were yelling and running, but they would not make it in time.
Keta  saw it clearly now, looking into Inferno’s eyes. His master was crying. Keta was glad. He had not been wrong. Master Inferno was not a monster, not completely. “How I wish you could be around to see the new world. Goodbye, my young apprentice.”
“It’s time to stop, Michalis.” Keta heard the voice, so near. Too near. It was right beside them. He had not noticed another presence. But then, he had been engaged in a battle to the death.
Inferno had clearly not noticed it either. It seemed that the words had enraged him. A hand had appeared on his. “Who...who dares to…” he began, his head whirling to the side with fury. But he stopped, and his mouth hung open. When he found his voice, he could only stutter, “You…”
“It’s been quite some time, elder brother.”
Keta followed his master’s gaze. The newcomer was a woman, a head smaller than Inferno and slender, with hair the color of fire. Just like Inferno and Max. But in contrast, she had a gentle face and a calming smile. She had an aura of peace around her, accentuated by the simple blue dress she wore.
And she had called him brother.
“M-mother…” Max sputtered, who had come to a stop as soon as the woman had appeared.
The woman turned to them, her magma colored hair tumbling over shoulders. “Hello Max. It’s time you and your friends left,” she said, and she walked wistfully over to Keta and put herself in between him and Inferno.
“But…”
The woman looked back, past Keta to Max. Her face still held the smile as she said, “Sorry, but this is not a request. Leave now. I must have a few words with my brother.”
It was only then that Keta realized that the gods must be looking out for them after all. “We have to escape!” Keta agreed.
The words seemed to have snapped Inferno out of his trance. “You will not be going anywhere! Huh?” His outburst had been diffused when the woman placed a hand on his shoulder.
She was still smiling. “As I said, Michalis. We must speak.” She turned to Keta, her red eyes urging him on.
And so Keta turned and picked up Reikon. And ran. He didn’t wait for the others, but he made sure that they were at least able to follow his trail. He kept running until he could not run anymore.
Somehow, against all odds, he was not dead.
“We’re alive!” Xuan cheered, echoing his own excitement as he caught up to Keta, who had collapsed onto the ground. Max joined them shortly after, flopping on his stomach beside Keta.
Keta stared up at the sky. “I’m not entirely sure how,” Keta said truthfully. There was an elephant in the room.  “That woman is the only reason we got out of there.”
Max sat up at this. “She is his sister, my mother.”
Keta had heard their exchange and noticed the similar appearance. Even so, it was a revelation to him. Master Inferno had never spoken of Max during their time together, and he had especially never mentioned a sister. He wondered why.
Xuan was incredulous. “What the...but she’s so young. And so pretty. How can she be related to you?”
“Hey! Don’t talk about my mother’s looks. And what do you mean ‘how can she be related to you?’ I’m better looking than you,” Max growled at the other Demon.
“Better looking than me? That’s a good one!” Xuan said, laughing.
There was a flash and a pillar of light descended from the sky next to them, and the three of them jumped to their feet. When the light dissipated, the woman was standing before them.
“Hello, boys,” she said with a smile.
“Mother!” Max rushed forward to embrace the woman. And then he pulled away. “How did you do that? That’s not normal! Even for us!”
The woman laughed softly. “I don’t think that is what we should be discussing right now.” Max frowned, but he didn’t retort.
Keta stepped forward, possibly the only one aware of the fact that this newcomer had displayed some highly potent spirit magic just now. He had to mind his manners. “Thank you. I don’t know why, but you saved us.”
The woman turned and let her crimson eyes rest on him. “It is because my goddess willed it.”
Xuan scratched his head. Keta too was confused. “Goddess? Are you talking about the Goddess of Shadows?” He was wary of the situation now. If she and Master Inferno were both trying to revive the goddess, to what end was she helping them?
“The Goddess of Shadows? No, she’s been sealed for a long time,” the woman said matter of factly. She held the edge of her blue dress and made a curtsey. “But allow me to properly introduce myself. My name is Magiran. I serve the goddess Lachesis.”
“What? Another goddess?” Keta asked. He had always heard the tales from the old Master, but he had never given the gods their names, merely their titles. Was it a sign of respect, or…
“Mother, what are you on about? Why are you...I mean, the way you are dressed and this whole business about a goddess. I haven’t seen you in years and this is the first I hear?” Max said, a hint of bitterness in his voice.
The woman glided over to Max, who looked apprehensive. She took his head in her hands, despite being smaller than the young Demon. Max’s fury seemed to melt away.
“My dear, sweet child. Forgive me. I was unable to return to you for some time. You see, I have been called to a higher power.”
And Keta noticed it now, something he had missed from their early interaction. It was subtle, but he saw it in her eyes. The look of utter fanaticism.
She was staring at him now. “I came to confront my brother and ascertain his goals. The goddess willed it to me, as her avatar. If those goals were to deviate from the path of fate, I was to put a stop to it.”
Right, because that is an easy task, Keta thought to himself, rolling his eyes. “So will you help us?”
Keta’s heart sank when the woman shook her head. “No. My brother explained he plans to revive the Goddess of Shadows. He plans to right one of the mortal’s wrongs when they murdered her. This is destiny.”
She said this very calmly, despite the implication. But Keta knew better. What she was saying was that they were to reap what they sow. And if they met their end because of it, so be it.
Keta was so deep in thought that he must have missed Magiran walking up to him. When he looked up, she was an arm’s length from him, a look of sadness on her face. She was staring directly at Reikon.
“I heard stories of Kataro’s bravery. He was the one who defeated the Goddess of Shadows during the war of shadow and light. We were very sad to hear of his passing,” Magiran said.
Xuan frowned. “Hang on a second. If there was another goddess around, then that means she’s been sitting around this whole time watching all this unfold.”
“Xuan, I don’t think…” Keta began, but his friend silenced him with a thrust of his hand.
“No, I need to hear this. The Goddess of Shadows was keeping tabs on the Humans, that was why they killed her. And yet, this new goddess has sat back and done nothing. She has watched as my people were almost destroyed,” Xuan said, his hands curled into fists.
Magiran regarded Xuan with a look, their gazes locked. “Your goddess is one of actions and fire. My goddess is one who respects the flow of time and nature. She remained neutral during the war of shadow and light. As such, she had not been sealed into the Realm of the Heavens.”
Reikon was speaking to him, Kataro’s knowledge being transferred to him. “Lachesis, the Goddess of Destiny,” Keta whispered.
Magiran nodded. “She is an observer. She watches over the races of the Mortal Realm. She must make sure that the world does not deviate from that destiny.”
Destiny. The old Master had always used words like that. Keta had never understood it. What person was there to stay your hand when someone was suffering in front of you, because of some unforeseen will.
“Hang on, are you telling me that all of what has happened is destiny? And that's why your goddess never intervened? If that is true, then she has forsaken us all,” Xuan bellowed, turning to face the others. “Say what you will, at least Inferno attempts to aid our people.”
Keta glanced at the Demon swordsman, suddenly tense. Xuan seemed to be getting more and more on edge. He rarely saw his friend emotional. He knew better than most that his cheerful smile hid much sadness.
But this did not deter Magiran, who strode over to Xuan. She reached towards the Demon with those delicate hands and took his own hands, gently. Xuan’s eyes widened with surprise, but he did not pull away.
“My dear boy, I understand your sorrow and pain all too well. I felt it too, in my youth. I was shattered and broken, until I was saved by my goddess. She made me her champion and shared with me the world’s destiny. And suddenly, everything became clear to me. I was reborn,” Magiran said, her voice whimsical.
Keta took a good look at the woman. There was something off about her. But it was more upsetting to know that she was this way because of the influence of a divine being. The old Master had always taught him to revere the goddesses, but what were mortals to gods anyways?
Magiran noticed Keta staring and smiled at him. She was quite lovely, almost radiant. He wondered if that was because of her connection to this goddess Lachesis. She released Xuan’s hands and made her way to Keta.
“You and I are not so different, Keta. Granted, I may not have your divine features,” Magiran said, moving her gaze from his eyes to his hair. “But we both seek the greater good. You are a Kitaan, after all.”
“Um, mother?” Everyone turned at the sound of Max’s voice. He had been eerily quiet. Even now, the look on his face was different from what he normally portrayed. “You saved us from uncle’s wrath. Does that mean you will aid us in fighting against him?”
Keta groaned. Had his friend really not been listening to anything they had been talking about?
“I am sorry, Max. But I cannot interfere. I am...unable to make moves on my own. My goddess guides me. Even when I…” she trailed off. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Even when I wish it otherwise. For your sake and my own, please do not fight your uncle.”
Max seemed disheartened by the answer, but he said nothing. He was too simple minded to realize that the woman was hiding something from him. Did she know what fate had in store for them?
Magiran began to glow, rounding on Keta. “Regardless, Goddess Lachesis will respect the dispute between you and the Brotherhood of Shadows. She has seen the outcomes and has deemed them both appropriate for the world’s future, whether you choose to pursue them or not. Our involvement has come to an end. Until we meet again.”
And with a brilliant flash, she was gone.
There was an awkward silence as the three of them stood around, each waiting for someone to break the uneasy tension. So much had just transpired. Keta was more concerned with what this meant for the world.
Lachesis was the Goddess of Destiny. If she was taking an interest in the affair, it meant that perhaps they stood a chance. Or at the very least, there was an outcome that ended in their favour.
Right. It’s time to bring all this to an end, Keta thought, turning back towards the Human city in the distance. He had Reikon now, and he would be able to fight back.
“Keta? What’s the plan?” Max asked from his side.
“Master Inferno confirmed that whatever he is planning is coming to a close. This is the final stretch. We’ve got to get this information to both the Xegin and the Humans,” Keta said.
“Eh? Why are you trying that again?” Xuan asked, “You saw what happened the last time you attempted that? They will kill you for what you did to their general.”
Keta had to acknowledge the truth behind those words. It was very likely that the Xegin would be hostile towards him for his part in the previous battle. Keta had done what he did because General Delta was trying to annihilate the Humans.
And Erisda had pretty much confirmed that if Keta were to interfere against him, he would not hold back any longer. He was running out of friendly faces.
But Keta had to try. If he didn’t, then they would continue fighting until one side destroys the other. And under the veil, the Brotherhood of Shadows would succeed in summoning the Goddess of Shadows.
“If we don’t, then they are going to continue fighting until one side destroys the other. And while they are killing each other, the Brotherhood of Shadows succeeds in summoning the Goddess of Shadows,” Keta concluded.
Nobody spoke, the implication falling upon them. They would potentially have to fight against three separate factions.
“Sorry Keta, but our partnership in this has come to an end.”
Xuan was standing a few feet away, his arms crossed. Keta only now noticed the injuries that his friend had sustained in his battle against Inferno. “What do you mean, Xuan?”
Xuan gestured behind him. “You saw what happened back there. He was able to stop the three of us all at once. If that woman hadn’t come to save us, we would all be dead. I rather like being alive, myself.”
His friend’s words made sense. “I know that, but what else can we do?” Keta asked.
Max moved to join them, looking from one to the other. The small sound of a bird in the distance was all that could be heard in the uncomfortable silence that followed.
“Have you ever stopped to think that maybe he is right?”
The words hit Keta like a slap in the face. Xuan, his oldest friend in the world, and one of the original members of Sanction, was defending the Brotherhood of Shadows and their plan of mass genocide.
When Keta didn’t answer (how could he?), Xuan continued. “The Humans have shown nothing but contempt for the Demon clans since the dawn of time. They repeatedly try to exterminate us, and use us in their twisted experiments.”
Keta looked down at the ground. “Not all Humans are like that…”
“Oh, so we should go up to every Human and ask if they are evil, before passing judgement on them?” Xuan asked scornfully.
Keta had never heard his friend speak with such venom in his voice. No, that wasn’t right. There was another time he had heard Xuan speak like this. It was the day that Master Xehemoth had died.
As Keta stood staring at his old comrade, he realized just how much the death of the old Master had meant to the young Demon. And how it must have shaped his perceptions.
Could this be the true feelings that Xuan held?
Keta let out a nervous chuckle. “Xuan...we are warriors of Sanction,” Keta started, but he lost his words and had to focus. When he was ready, he added, “We defend this world against injustice. The Brotherhood aims to wipe out all of Humanity. We have to…”
Xuan moved forward, cutting him off. When he was face to face with Keta, he said, “What gives you the right to do anything, Keta. You are neither Demon nor Human. You have no stake in this.”
Max must have gotten worried, as he got between the two of them. “Cut it out, Xuan. Keta is just trying to help.”
Xuan narrowed his eyes at the interruption, but he made no move against the other Demon. “And how exactly can he help when he is so weak? You had a chance to attack Master Inferno, and you hesitated. Regardless of whether you could have won, you lost when you stayed your blade.”
Keta could do nothing to contest the insinuation. He was unable to fight like the others.
Xuan’s eyes softened. “I can’t always be there to save you, Keta. The way you continue, you will die with a dagger in the back.”
Keta’s eyes widened. Those were the same words that Pent had told him. Was he just a burden to everyone?
Xuan turned, and waved over his shoulder. “Stay away from Master Inferno, Keta. I’d hate to see you die. But if you ask me, the new world order sounds much better than this one to me. Later.”
And he was gone, walking off into the distance. He had disappeared from Keta’s life as suddenly as he had returned to it. Keta’s plan had failed. Pent had left him. Xuan had left him. How could he fight against the Brotherhood if he had no team left.
“It might be wise to listen to him,” Max said, interrupting Keta’s thoughts. “If he was willing to end it all here, there is no doubt that we will die the next time we face him.”
Keta sighed and stared up at the sky. Inferno was desperate. That meant that the end was near. Keta needed to put an end to it all. He reached down and let his hand rest on Reikon. He could feel the power of the ancient Kitaan and he knew what he needed to do.
***
When Pent opened his eyes, he was met by the sight of an angel. Was he dead? Had Inferno killed him during their confrontation? That was the only answer, right? He reached up to the angel’s face, suddenly enthralled.
“My my, I had no idea you were so affectionate, Pent.”
That voice. It was so familiar. He blinked. And now he could see clearly. Susanoo was looking at him warmly, though he could detect concern in her eyes. When had he summoned her?
You didn’t. I did.
The words had not been spoken by Susanoo. Rather, it was a deep, echoing voice. And it was coming from his head. What the hell was going on?
This woman...she is very useful. Who else could have a person to tend to your wounds at one time, and become one’s greatest weapon at another. Well, second greatest weapon.
Pent’s eyes opened wide. He began to realize what was going on. And he remembered what had occurred in his fight with Inferno. In his rage fueled state, he had bonded Abyss to him. He had let the sword’s spirit empower him.
And now he was feeling the consequences.
Susanoo placed a hand on his arm. “It was a little jarring at first, but he has been helping you. I think. I’m not exactly sure. He’s a spirit like me, but different,” she said.
How is this possible? I’m not even holding Abyss? Pent thought to himself, the panic rising within him. He had never been in a position like this. His body had always been his own. And now, it seemed as if it was being used as a puppet. Keta had been warning him about this.
You have bonded me to you, something my old wielder had never done. But rest easy, for with my power, and your body, we will be unstoppable.
And then something ignited in him, something that he had thought might have been destroyed after being bested by Inferno: the spark of defiance. “No!” he said loudly, his voice commanding. His sudden outburst made Susanoo flinch.
“Pent? What is going on?” Susanoo asked. She looked quite confused. But he needed to set things straight before he gave the spirit some answers. He would not be a tool.
“You sought a body you could control. But I am not weak like Keta,” Pent said, though he realized he looked crazy. But he needed to talk to Abyss. “I am a proud Demon warrior. You will aid me, Abyss. Together, we shall be unstoppable.”
Susanoo looked at Pent, and then over to the sword on the table. “Pent, I’m not sure what you are doing, but why are you shouting at Abyss”
“He’s in my head right now, just as you are when you are a sword. He’s trying to take over. But I won’t allow it. I am the master here. He should serve me,” Pent said with his usual air of confidence.
Abyss hummed quietly. It continued for a bit, until Pent realized that it was more laughter. Serve? I do not serve, came the voice.
“Well then, let’s not call it that. Since we both want to rule but we both need each other’s help, why not just cancel the struggle and call it a mutually beneficial partnership,” Pent said quickly.
He felt a flash of emotion from the spirit. Why was it so strongly in his head? Had he been wrong? No, he couldn’t second guess himself. You poor boy. You realize that I am a Demon sword, yes? It is in my nature to corrupt my host. Your body will eventually fall to me.
Pent hated the assurance in the spirit’s voice. It was almost as arrogant as...well him. However, he still had a point to prove. “I am not so weak. But if you believe you can take me over, feel free to try,” Pent said.
Abyss grumbled softly. What is your goal here, child?
Pent smiled. “Power. I require your power. And you require my body. So we will use each other to fulfill our own desires. And we will do this forever, until one of us ends up victorious. And the struggle? It shall be glorious.”
Abyss laughed, echoing in Pent’s head. You are an odd one. But it could be fun. You will lose to me in the end. But rest assured, I shall keep you safe. After all, our fates are now intertwined.
And the echoing presence faded. Abyss, for the moment, had withdrawn from his mind. Pent let out the breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. He had at least exerted his will to the Demon spirit. That was the best thing he could do. He had underestimated Keta. Resisting the weapon’s influence was taking more of his concentration than he had originally thought.
“Pent, is everything okay?” Susanoo had noticed the lull in the outbursts and figured it was over.
“Yes. Yeah, everything is fine. Just a little talk with a Demonic spirit,” Pent said, wiping sweat from his forehead.
The door burst open and Formetis walked inside. He had been confused by the fact that he was alive, after having his body broken in his battle with Inferno. But then, of course, that girl had healed him. She savoured the opportunity to humiliate him.
Pent had not seen her since their last battle on the mountain. The raven haired Human who had bested him. Her face was not something he wanted to see right now. He hated her. But if that was true, why did he find himself staring at her face. He shook his head fiercely, and tried to recall the events that had occurred. For the moment at least, he was fairly sure Formetis wouldn’t harm him.
“It’s good to see you, Pent.”
He ignored her. He was still thinking back to that fight. He could not fight Inferno at all. The Demon warrior had anticipated every single attack he had done, and had moved faster than him even as an older man. His strength was insane. He stood no chance.
“...have a death wish, challenging the Master alone,” Formetis was saying, walking over to the side of his bed. She reached out a hand, but he slapped it away.
“Don’t act so casual with me, Formetis. You realize that we became enemies the moment you betrayed me back in Frostclaw Village,” Pent spat at her venomously. Inwardly, he felt conflicted. Why was he so angry when he was also happy to see her? It didn’t make sense.
The girl stepped back, the hurt in her eyes apparent. “Pent, you were the first person besides the Master to show me any kindness. I just want to repay that kindness.”
Pent leapt out of bed and onto his feet, painfully aware that his swords were not on his person, Susanoo standing in the corner with a disapproving look on her face A few days ago, he would have attacked her even unarmed. But he knew that though she looked like a normal Human girl, it betrayed her true power.
Formetis looked at him, and she was suddenly painfully aware how sunken her eyes were, as if she hadn’t slept in days.
“I don’t want to fight, Pent. Not against you…”
Pent growled again, but realized that he would never win. So he slid back onto the edge of the bed. Susanoo moved to his side, standing beside him in a protective manner.
“So what happens now?”
“That is entirely up to you.”
He knew that voice. It belonged to the man who had dealt him the most crushing defeat since his time training with Master Xuan. Inferno walked into the room.
“Master! What…”
“Out...the both of you,” Inferno commanded. Formetis stopped, and Susanoo realized he was talking to her as well. When she hesitated, his eyes flashed, and the two girls quickly scrambled out of the room. Inferno slammed the door after the two of them had left.
Pent was left alone with what could potentially be the most powerful warrior he had ever known. He decided not to mince words. “Why am I alive?”
Inferno would know what he was talking about. Unlike Keta, this man was a true swordsman. Between these warriors, and enemies at that, there should only ever be one outcome for the loss of a duel. Pent had been overpowered by the man’s abilities.
Inferno’s face betrayed no emotion. “Do I strike you as one who would spill needless Demonic blood?” When Pent said nothing, he continued, “I respect your drive. And for such a young man, you possess tremendous skill. I’ve no wish to destroy such a promising youth of the clans.”
Again, Pent did not respond.
“You have been travelling with Keta. There was a time when he and I shared the same vision. But time has taught me how that vision is a fairy tale.”
Pent found his words. This man was just as sentimental as Keta. “I don’t care about any of that.”
At this, Inferno tilted his head. “And that is why, despite all your skill, you are weak. You care only about yourself.”
Pent got up at this assault on his prowess. “What? I’ve been fighting you and your damned cult this whole time to rescue my sister!”
Inferno smiled, and Pent growled, angry that he had let the older Demon get a rise out of him. “Indeed. But she is part of you; family. My power comes from the desire to save my people, all of the Demon people.”
Pent clenched his hands into fists. “And yet you commit acts of atrocity to even them.”
And for the first time since meeting this man, the Brotherhood of Shadows leader, and a greater Demon, Pent saw sadness. He turned away, and clasped his hands behind his back, looking out one of the windows. Masking his emotions, Pent noted.
“I did wish to avoid such,” Inferno said after some time, and he turned back to Pent. His eyes were different now. “I truly lament the death of your father. In his youth, before his accident, he was a great warrior and a friend. What cruel fate indeed that his daughter be one of the fated maidens destined to revive the goddess.”
The emotion in the man’s voice made Pent want to believe him. However, it was a fleeting moment, and the leader of the Brotherhood of Shadows once more had hardened eyes. “Regardless, I will commit every atrocity for a future where those of the Demon clans may return to the light. If someone needs to shoulder the evils of revolution, then the Brotherhood and I shall bear it. And when freedom is attained for our people, I shall gladly pay the price for my crimes.”
The weight of those words hung in the air, and at once he recalled how dangerous of a man Inferno was. But Pent was not a coward like others. “What will you do with me?” he asked.
The man looked at him in approving manner,  as if seeming to respect the courage to ask. “As I mentioned, I admire your resolve. The final hours are upon us, and I would ask your help. Keta and his allies will likely move to stop us.”
Pent nodded in agreement. “It is what he does.”
It was faint, but the Demon laughed. “Indeed. I am leaving this place now. If you will not aid us, then flee and hide away until our people are free. The paradise for our people will be bathed in the blood of Humanity. I gave Keta this chance before. If you choose to ignore my warning and oppose me, I will not hesitate to end your life.”
And he said no more, did not wait for a word, or an answer or anything. He simply turned and walked out of the room, leaving Pent on his own.
And so Pent sat there for a few fleeting moments, having nothing to do but think until Formetis returned to him, Susanoo close behind.
“That man is something else,” Pent said softly.
“Master Inferno is the only one willing to make the hard choices. He’s left to finish this once and for all. He told me you are free to leave. But know this, everyone here in the Brotherhood will follow him to the ends of the Earth,” Formetis declared. He noticed that she always beamed when she was talking about Inferno. She was utterly devoted to him.
And now Pent was stuck. He had met his enemy face on. And his enemy had told him that he was no more than a pest, a fly in the room. He had been nothing to Inferno. The man didn’t even bother to keep him hostage, just left without any notice. His resolve was so shaken that he wasn’t even shocked when he said, “Formetis, am I wrong here?”
He realized that, in his weakness, he had said that to her hoping that the Human girl would comfort him. It disgusted him. But being here again with her, he almost didn't care. Had Inferno beaten him so badly that he suffered brain damage? Why was he showing a vulnerable side?
And to his surprise, the girl did not shove her cultist agenda at him. She just looked at him curiously, before speaking. “Pent, we are enemies. You shouldn’t ask me something like that.”
But Pent didn’t care about anything else right now. “What if we weren’t enemies?” The words had shocked him, but they must have gotten to Formetis more. Her mouth hung open for a moment and Pent, uncomfortable with the silence, added, “I’m tired of all this. Causes and wars. I fight only to become strong for those I care about. And when I found you, for once I was happy. Just for a little.”
He had no more words so he stopped talking and looked away. Pent was blushing, there was no denying it, and he felt indignant at his inability to control such base emotions. Was this some kind of magic she was using on him?
His anger faded slightly when he felt Formetis slide onto the bed beside him to lean her head on his shoulder. Pent almost pulled away, but in the end he allowed her. Susanoo had a smug look on her face. That insufferable woman...
“I was too, Pent. You were the first person who decided to help me for no other reason than to help me. I was...glad. When I found out that what I had to do would hurt you, it was too much for me to bear.” Even though Pent could not see the girl’s face, he knew she was crying.
And the two just sat there, content to be in each other’s company. Pent’s anger over the girl’s power was steadily dropping. “Pent, when this is all over, the world will be a better place. I swear it.”
Pent wanted to believe her. However, he had to know. “And my sister?” he asked.
Formetis lifted her head and got to her feet. She started to walk away, and stopped at a distance. “The ritual will most likely result in the end of all the sacrifices. They will die, as will I. I never told you this, but I am one of the maidens destined to be sacrificed in the ritual. ”
Pent tried to let the words pass by harmlessly. But it could not last forever, and his brain forced him to acknowledge them. “What!?” Pent demanded, leaping to his feet.
He had always known that his sister was being carted off most likely to die. It was why he had been fighting to rescue her. But why was Formetis helping when it would end in her death? None of it made any sense. Formetis smiled, and Pent noticed she was crying again.
“I believe in the world the Master wants to build. Where no one hates people because of their race and the Demons can live freely. So I will fight for that future, even if I don't get to live in it. I healed your wounds, a last gift from me. It will all end tomorrow. So please, live your life the best you can, Pent Telim. Goodbye.”
And because Pent had been so disoriented, he had forgotten who this girl was. And so with a simple gesture of her hand, a purple tear opened up in the air and she stepped through it before he could reach her. It flickered, and was gone and he simply ran through nothing, his fingers grasping air. Magic, the greatest perpetrator of misery in the entire world.
Pent fell to his knees and slammed his fists helplessly on the ground. He could not save his sister. His enemy was hopelessly more powerful than him. Formetis was his enemy, but she was also someone he cared about. And he could do nothing to help her.
Pent was suddenly well aware that since leaving Keta and Max, he had never felt so alone. And that frightened him. What was happening to him? Was he...crying? Susanoo had made her way to his side and embraced him. For the first time in a long time, he was at a loss.
What do I do?
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Keta and Max had travelled during the night, intending to return to Aurora to warn Erisda and his army of what was coming. Instead, they found that they were denied entry to the city. When asked why, the soldier had explained that the army had already moved out.
“What do you mean? It has only been a few days since they defeated the Xegin army at Imperial Plains. Why would they sortie so soon?” Keta understood the basics of war, his masters had made sure he studied them so he knew of fundamental tactics. This wasn’t a smart move.
The soldier’s eyes narrowed. “You seem to know a lot about our military for outsiders. I think you’d best accompany me to headquarters to answer a few questions.” The soldier stepped forward, his rifle in hand.
Keta sighed. These Humans were on high alert after that recent fight. He couldn’t blame them either. A giant battle had occurred just outside their largest city, with a doomsday weapon looming over them.
Still, Keta couldn’t allow himself be dissuaded. He didn’t have time to play games with the local authorities. Before he could speak he was shoved aside by Max, who stepped up to the soldier.
Max’s bulky frame towered in front of the Human. “Look, we don’t have time to stay here and play nice with you. If you don’t want us in the city, that’s fine, we’ll leave. If you are trying to detain us, then we will have a problem. We don’t want a problem, do we?”
The soldier was trying to be brave, but Keta could see fear in his eyes. Keta quickly scanned the area, and saw that a few more soldiers had begun to make their way towards their location.
This is getting ridiculous. What is happening? Everyone is so full of fear that they are overreacting to everything, Keta thought to himself. What was his play here? Did he play nice and go in for questioning? Or did he pursue the army and stop them from engaging the Xegin?
“What’s the plan, Keta? You’re better at doing this kind of thing. I’ll follow your lead,” Max said, tilting his head to Keta and giving him a nod.
Keta didn’t get the chance to do or say anything, for a man came rushing towards them. “Stand down, you idiots. What are you doing? Those two were the ones that fought for us alongside the general. Are you seriously going to fight our allies now?”
Keta let out a sigh of relief. The soldier gestured with his hands for the others to move away and saluted the two of them. Keta felt a little odd at this show of respect. The man was clearly their elder, a neatly trimmed beard on his grizzled face. Max merely nodded at the newcomer, enjoying the deference.
“Dunno where you guys ran off to, but it’s a damn shame. Administrator Mcpherson has ordered the army to rout the Xegin army before they return to Zelrega. We could really use your help with that,” the man explained.
Keta raised an eyebrow. Did this man think he was some sort of mercenary? He glanced around at the surrounding soldiers. After their commanding officer had educated them, they had begun to look at him and Max differently. Fear? Reverence? Either way, he didn’t like it.
He couldn’t fault them for it though, not entirely. They were saved from certain annihilation by these strangers. But he did not want to be known as some kind of warmonger. Delta’s death already weighed heavily on his mind.
Keta and his comrades had intervened in the last battle because the Xegin had instigated the fight with the intention of wiping out the Humans. Now, the Humans were instigating battle against the Xegin, who were weakened in no small part due to his efforts. He had to right this wrong.
Keta turned to this man, who was looking at him expectedly. “Which way will take me to the battle quickest?” He would join the battle, but with the same objective as always. To take down the enemy leaders and bring an end to the fighting. But of course, there was no need to tell this soldier that.
The bearded soldier grinned. “Well, it’s a bit of poetic justice, really. You see, the Xegin had retreated to the Imperial Gate, or what’s left of it to recoup and care for their injured. Our orders were to leave them alone at first and let them return to Zelrega, having defeated them in the plains. But new orders came early this morning. We’re to take them out and reclaim the plains.”
Reclaim the plains? What the...what nonsense was this? The Humans had up until now been fighting to defend themselves. What was with these new orders? Had this been what Erisda had been warning him about? If this was true, then the fight was pretty close at hand, if not already underway.
“Thanks for the help,” Keta said, and he started to walk away. Max hesitated, looking at the soldiers for a moment longer before following him. He had to stop the fighting if everything Kataro was saying was true.
“Yeah, go kill those Xegin!”
Keta heard the voice come from one of the soldiers, which was met by cheers. Keta whirled around furiously, rage overwhelming him. He strode over to the soldier who had said the words and he stopped in front of the man, who was suddenly looking frightened by Keta’s golden gaze.
Max stood by, unmoving. He was waiting to see what would happen. Keta simply sighed. “You cry for blood, when it was you who were being slaughtered mere days ago. How can you ever have peace, if you continue this endless cycle of death and destruction?”
The silence hung in the air as nobody dared speak after that. Keta turned on his heel and returned to Max and the two of them retreated from the city. Keta had killed Delta, he would have to live with that. He could only try and make sure nobody else made the same mistakes he did.
“Let’s go, Max. We’ve got a job to do.”


***


Sometimes, Erisda really didn’t understand anything. War. Politics. Parenting (he had been attempting that one as best he could). But this current situation was beyond him. The Xegin had been routed, with two of their Imperial Generals killed. There was chaos amongst their ranks.
Erisda had received a message from the Xegin, sent by the acting commander General Beta. He had expressed their desire to return to Zelrega, but they needed to care for their wounded. He had asked for a reprieve so they could do so at Imperial Gate.
Erisda had thought this would be the perfect chance to open up dialogue. He would finally be able to put this whole war to rest. But the Administrator had vetoed that idea. He, and the rest of the officers, had agreed that they would pursue the Xegin army and end them once and for all.
“I know what you are going to say, old friend,” Raphael said, when Erisda had burst into his office. He had been furious. The Xegin were his enemy, and yet they had been friends once upon a time. They had been beaten. That should have been the end of all this.
“If you know what I’m going to say, then why did you give the order, knowing full well my thoughts on the matter?” Erisda said with a frown.
Raphael sighed and he stood up. He walked around his desk to put a hand on Erisda’s shoulder. “Erisda, sometimes I forget how little you know of the world. But I would expect you to know a little more about military strategy.”
Erisda bit back a retort to this. Instead, he stayed calm and thought his next words through. “Why are we engaging the Xegin? They’ve been defeated. They are no threat to us any longer.”
Raphael sniffed. “And how exactly are you going to defeat them when Keta Night and his friends aren’t here to save us next time?”
Erisda grew angry at this insinuation before he realized that it wasn’t too far off the mark. The Xegin had outplayed him, hiring that Demon mercenary to keep him at bay. The Imperial Generals were enough to win the battle alone. If those three boys had not been there, everyone would be dead.
“Well, we can’t afford to make any more mistakes. They outmaneuvered us. We have to win here. We will force their surrender. And we will earn our freedom.” Raphael had opened his mouth to say more, but faltered.
“Speak, old friend. You’ve made your stance clear enough. What else do you have to dampen my soul with?” Erisda muttered, irritably.
“I need you at your best. Not the front you always put up for the others. I know you are capable of great things. Impossible things. What I’m saying is, don’t let any more of my people die. Finish this so we can know peace once more.”
Erisda’s thoughts returned to reality. And it was a damn good thing too, because he very narrowly avoided being hit by a stray shot from a Xegin soldier. As usual, he was leading the charge, though a few of his braver and more loyal soldiers had moved ahead with him.
They ducked behind their metal shields, moving from cover to cover. Erisda hated using shields, but to attack such a large fortification without defense would be the height of folly. And he had been finding them quite useful against the Xegin as of late.
“What’s the plan here, general?” Ivaldi asked, appearing at his side. Bakuya was with him. When Erisda met the boy’s gaze, he lowered his eyes. He must have still been embarrassed by his actions from earlier. He was highly skilled, but he was still green.
“Cover me, I’m going to try and breach their line and ask them for a surrender. If we can end this without any more fighting, it would be for the best,” Erisda concluded.
“I don’t like it. I think that might get you isolated. They’ll be looking for any opportunity to even the odds and take out one of our generals after that last battle,” Bakuya said.
“While this is true, it also means that they are at a disadvantage. It is in their best interest to limit their casualties. For the first time this whole war, we have the upper hand against the Xegin. We’d best press this edge.”
Ivaldi nodded. “My forces will cover you then. Good luck.”
Erisda yelled out an order to push, and they moved in unison. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ivaldi making a move as well with Bakuya at his side. He felt a pang of sadness. It had not been long since he and Bakuya had parted ways. He was different now, the way he moved and talked.
A hail of weapon-fire from the Xegin snapped him out of his reminiscing. He couldn’t afford to keep this up. He ran up to the gate and lowered his shield. “General Beta! I need to speak with you! We can end this right here and now!”
It was a show of faith, a soldier appearing before the army and asking to speak with an enemy general. To attack one while speaking to another was one of the greatest war crimes any could commit. He just hoped this man was not as much of a tyrant as General Delta.
The fighting ceased, and all eyes turned to him. There was silence. A few moments later, the imposing figure of General Beta stepped out, flanked by several of his elite guard.
The large Xegin stopped at a distance from him. He reached up and removed his helmet, meeting Erisda with eyes fueled by rage. “General Walker. You have quite the gall to stand before me, after you broke our promise. We asked to retreat in good faith and this is what you do? I could shoot you where you stand and the gods of war would not find me in contempt.”
The soldier was entitled to his anger. “As I said, we have the ability to end this here. Surrender now and there need be no more fighting.” Erisda explained, though there was no way that Beta would be persuaded.
“You would say that to us after you’ve slaughtered us all! The Imperial Generals are almost extinct. And now you demand that we surrender to you, we who brought you this peace? This is what I think of your offer of peace!” And with that, the Xegin made an obscene gesture. Beta was always the most vulgar of the Imperial Generals. “I challenge you to single combat, you traitor. As one general to another. I’ll have vengeance for my fallen comrades!”
Erisda knew all about Beta’s combat capabilities. And because of this, he also knew that the Xegin soldier stood no chance against him. Not many knew of his training with the Demons of the Brotherhood of Shadows, so it was understandable. “I wish you wouldn’t,” Erisda said, regardless. He was still remembering the time that Alpha did the same thing, and it did not end in her favor at all.
But the large man would not be not be swayed. He held up his sword and tapped it to his chestplate, in the sign of a challenge.
Sighing, Erisda lifted his blade in the air in response. Beta roared and began to charge at him, sword in hand. He could not sulley the man’s honor. Perhaps his best chance was to defeat the man and force their surrender. If he could do that, there would be no longer be a need to continue this senseless fighting.
But before the two could engage, something came running at high speed. It looked like some sort of blur...a silver blur! It came to a halt between Beta and Erisda. Keta Night straightened up, and looked from one to the other.
“You need to stop! This pointless fighting is just going to get everyone killed. We need to focus on what is really going on,” Keta said with a stoic face.
The reaction from the Xegin was immediate. “Murderer!” Beta screamed, and he rushed at Keta. The Kitaan turned his attention to the soldier and he danced around a powerful cut of the Xegin’s sword. With a graceful gesture, he slammed his hand into Beta’s armored torso and an explosion of light sent the Xegin careening.
Keta straightened up. “I already told you, this fighting is meaningless. The Brotherhood of Shadows has been manipulating you all. Everyone calm down and we can work this out.”
This kid is insane, Erisda thought to himself, keeping an eye on the young man. Why did he keep putting himself in the way of the war? Did he really have such an ego?
Beta had risen to his feet after being knocked down, shoving away the soldiers that had come to help him. “You claim to have come to ask for peace? But did you think that we would just forget that you fought against us alongside the Humans in the last battle? Or that you killed one of the Imperial Generals?”
Keta stepped back, the accusation hitting home by the look of his face. “I did not fight for the Humans. My goal was to cease the fighting between both sides. It was never my intention to kill General Delta.”
“Never your intention? Are you saying that one of our comrades died because of a mistake? If so, that makes you a fool,” Beta growled, though he did not advance. It seemed that even he was wary of Keta after that first exchange.
Erisda felt his patience wearing thin. He was wasting time and he was through hiding his true abilities. If the Xegin would not listen to reason, he would crush them. And as for Keta…
The young Kitaan was not prepared when Erisda took a running start and lunged at him.


***
Keta had flung himself into the fray hoping to put an end to all the fighting. He had not expected that Erisda would attack him so readily. The two of them began their deadly dance of blades, each giving the other no quarter. There was no time to even talk.
There was a time when he would have backed down from Erisda, but today he needed to stop the two armies from destroying one another. Kataro’s knowledge of the ritual that the Brotherhood was initiating was enough. They intended to summon the goddess back to this realm.
If Master Inferno managed to ensnare a goddess, Keta did not want to think of the calamity that would follow.
“Listen to me, Erisda. You have to end this now. Just take your army and leave,” Keta grunted, holding his sword in deadlock with the Human general. He needed to use the time to try and hold a dialogue with the man.
“Shut up, Keta. I am sick and tired of hearing you talk about peace when there is nothing but chaos.” Erisda shoved Keta backwards. He gestured with his hand to the battlefield. “Look around you, you are surrounded by fighting. This ends only one way. When one side wins.”
Keta heard steps behind him and barely managed to sidestep an attack from behind. He had no time to gather his bearings, for the Xegin continued the assault on him. As Keta fended off furious slashes, he saw that his opponent was a Xegin woman.
“Keta Night! I will have vengeance for General Delta!” The woman shouted and she stabbed at him, silver sword gleaming. Keta moved aside, letting his own weapon deflect the blade, and he spun the weapon to disarm the girl.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Erisda leap at him, sword raised, and he had to abandon his attack. “You’ll not be rid of me so easily, Night.” He shouted as Keta pushed the woman aside and blocked the attack with Reikon.
“I do not need your help, General Walker. This one is mine. He killed my ally. I am honorbound to avenge his death!”
Erisda glared at the woman. “I am not offering it, either. However, we are going to get nowhere if this man continues to interfere. Once we’ve dealt with this interruption, we can continue our battle.” The Xegin hesitated, but nodded in agreement.
Oh great...now they are teaming up against me, Keta thought with a groan. How did Master Xehemoth manage this without pissing off so many people? He had no time to think on it any longer, as the Xegin and Erisda attacked from both sides.
“Keta!” he heard Max yell from the distance. Keta had rushed ahead when he had seen the fighting, and his ally must have just caught up. But when he located his friend, he saw that he was being attacked by the other Xegin general, the one he had fended off. This one was even larger than Max, Keta noticed.
Keta parried a blow from the Xegin swordswoman, but had to step back from Erisda, bringing his sword forward. Despite Keta’s superior speed, they were able to keep up with his movements as a result of him having to fight two at once. Beyond his own battle, the two armies clashed violently.
He wanted everything to stop. It was too much for him. Everyone had told him that he was a fool for vying for peace in an era of turbulence. Well, if he was a fool for wanting a better world, then so be it. He would wear the mantle of fool proudly.
And for everyone who clamored for war, he would be their bane. Gripping Reikon, he could feel the divine strength of the blade. He was a Kitaan. He could do this. And so, he let the radiant energy empower him.
The Xegin attacked him, and he dodged to the left. But he was surprised at the ease that he did. There was so much time left that he rammed his shoulder into the woman, not remembering that she was armored until he had already made contact.
But to his surprise, she was knocked back by the impact, and Keta felt very little in terms of pain. She recovered too slowly and was thrown to the ground. Keta had no time to revel in this, as Erisda was in his face right away. He could tell by the look on the man’s face that he too was surprised by this.
Don’t be astounded by this, Keta. Now that you are in possession of Reikon, you are able to tap into the true powers of a Kitaan, Kataro’s voice rang out from the sword as Keta avoided Erisda’s assault with ease.
Keta lifted his hand to form a fist and struck. Erisda raised an armored arm to block. Normally, this would have resulted in a broken hand for Keta and Erisda none the worse for wear. But Keta had become far from normal. The metal on Erisda’s arm became cracked and he stumbled from the impact.
Keta’s hand still hurt like hell, but he was otherwise okay. He lifted his sword and pointed it at his opponent’s chest. “Yield, please. Erisda, I don’t wish for any of this to continue.”
When the man looked up at him, his face was full of fury. “Damn it, Keta. What gives you the right to do this?” Erisda demanded. He began to raise his sword, but Keta was too fast, and he kicked with the force of the wind, disarming the Human.
As Keta stared into those hateful eyes, he wondered what had happened to that cheerful man he had met when he had first come to this country. Had the war with the Xegin broken him, or was this his true face?
He whirled around to face the Xegin general, and noticed that she was hanging back, watching him. Was she too wary to engage him? What is this power I have acquired...
Keta was about to leave so he could continue his task, but Erisda lunged at him again. This man was too persistent. Why was he so angry right now? Keta didn’t relish the thought, but he was going to have to disable the man.
But when he swung the sword, aiming to debilitate Erisda, the soldier held up his arm. The sword hit his armored vambrace, and rather than cut through, it smashed it, destroying the part it struck. But it didn’t matter. The attack had been deflected.
Keta felt the sting of a fist striking his face and the world began to spin. The Human was so strong that the hit had thrown him off his feet backwards before falling to the ground painfully.
Erisda was panting, and he walked forward, stumbling at first, but he recovered before he hit the ground. “I always keep that plated armguard on, just for swordsmen like you. It lets me block your attacks when you think I’m otherwise unable and turn the tides. As you can clearly see.”
Keta lifted his head and flipped over, using his hands to try and push himself upwards. He didn’t get very far before he was kicked in the stomach, the impact of which sent him tumbling across the ground. He almost felt a rib crack. Keta hated that feeling.
Gathering his second wind, he flipped himself to his feet. Erisda was advancing on him. Why was this man so damn resilient? He had never met a Human that showed this type of skill and determination.
“I can’t let this continue, Keta. I have a duty to protect my people and these lands. And above all else, I have to ensure that something like this never happens again. For the sake of a future where my daughter can live without fear.”
Keta was about to make another run at the man when he said this, stopping him in his tracks. Erisda was talking about his daughter, the one he had mentioned back when he had threatened Keta to not interfere.
“Those monsters threatened my only daughter. I fought only to survive and to make peace between our people. They wanted us to be extinct. I won’t let them take her from me.”
Keta could understand the man’s pain, seeing anguished eyes. “Erisda, things are not what they seem. Let’s end this fighting and I will help you.”
If Keta had thought that this would placate the man, he was sorely mistaken. He could see the fire return to Erisda’s eyes. “Not what they seem? Like when they tried to destroy my entire city with a death cannon? Never again, Keta.”
And the two continued their little dance, both without their swords. Keta was quick, but Erisda matched his speed. Every time he thought he was out of range, the Human surprised him. Separated from Reikon, he could feel some of his former radiance faded.
Erisda stopped to catch his breath, giving Keta a slight reprieve. The two of them stood, battered and bruised. The other soldiers had left them alone, as if some unspoken voice was forbidding them from interrupting the duel.
No, this wasn’t a duel anymore. This was a savage fight. Erisda wouldn’t back down. Keta needed Reikon. He needed to end this. He made his move. Erisda made his.
But neither managed to finish what they started.
***
Tianna ran as fast as she could.
During her battle with Inferno, her communications had been damaged. Tianna had been cut off from her allies. So when she discovered that the Xegin army and the Human army were engaging each other at the ruins of Imperial Gate, she had to make haste.
Only she knew that the war was being manipulated by the Demons of the Brotherhood of Shadows.
Tianna used aether to fuel her sprint as she ran through the Humans, who were shocked to see a Xegin rushing through their flank. She was unable to avoid taking hits from the Human’s weapons, and though her Xegin armor protected her, she had to bear the pain with a grimace.
Tianna scanned the battlefield, looking for one person in particular. She managed to find Sephiel, engaging one of the Human officers. When Tianna leapt in front of the two of them, Sephiel straightened up.
“Tianna!?”
“It’s good to see you, little one,” Tianna said. “I am sure you have questions for me, but they will have to wait until later. We need to get word to…”
Tianna’s senses barely registered that she was under attack, and she dodged to the left to avoid the soldier’s sword. Right...I’m on the battlefield, Tianna cursed inwardly, letting her psionic sight focus on the Human before her. Am I really getting as bad as Keta?
“Hold, Human. I have no wish to fight.”
The Human scoffed. “Of course you don’t. We have finally got you Xegin cornered. You’ll regret ever trying to destroy us.”
Tianna had no sword, she dropped it when she had fallen into the river during her escape. And even if she did, she was unprepared for the speed this Human moved at, appearing at her side.
Sephiel had come to her aid, blocking the sword with her bare hands. The girl had a special type of mystical magic that allowed her to do crazy things like that. “Be careful, this Human is unlike any other Human I’ve come across.”
The blonde soldier made an agile leap backwards, brandishing his sword. “Don’t look down on me just because I am Human. I’ll not lose to you.”
“I’ll handle this one, Tianna. Go and reinforce General Beta. He’s being attacked by Keta Night,” Sephiel said.
Keta! This was the break that she needed. “Sephiel...we need to stop the fighting. We…” The battle between the three was disrupted as Tianna was cut off by a blinding light.
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“What the hell!”
Erisda Walker had ceased fighting as he stared in awe at what was unfolding in front of him.  A brilliant translucent light had appeared off in the distance, blinding him. It was covering a wave of fog that seemed to be growing. He couldn’t look away, unaware of what exactly he was looking at. The great pillar of swirling color was captivating.
The soldiers from each side had ceased their hostility, their will to fight sapped away at the sight of this unknown spectacle. They were eyeing everyone around them, unsure of what was going on. Erisda didn’t blame them.
“And at last, the gods shall return to us and pass judgement!”
The voice beside him was Ivaldi, who had moved towards him and was staring at the rainbow veil. His helmet was off and his eyes held an almost fanatical look to them. The eyes of a Demon, a closely guarded secret of the enigmatic young soldier.
“General, your helmet! Are you…” Erisda began, but Ivaldi held up a finger and put it to his lips.
“Shhh...none of that matters any longer, general,” Ivaldi said, and he began to run. And he was fast. Nothing like the way he had been when the two had crossed blades back then when they had first met. “The time has come for change. Rejoice, for the gods shall save us from ourselves!”
Erisda’s mind was processing everything slowly. And then things started to click. What Keta had been warning about: Ivaldi’s erratic actions over the past few days. And he had been privy to it all. Ivaldi had left the battle and was headed towards the light. Could Ivaldi...be connected to the Brotherhood of Shadows?
Erisda shouted out to his comrade, but Ivaldi was ignoring everything else. Erisda could not erase the image of Ivaldi’s face, the serenity, the clarity...it was as if he were waiting for this to happen. And if that was the case…
“Ivaldi!” He sprinted after his ally, leaving Keta looking bewildered. He scooped up his sword as he ran by. He needed answers. Everyone had ceased fighting, enthralled by the chaotic light. The battle was over as far as they could tell. This seemed like the kind of thing that would occur at the end of the world. The old world at least. Ivaldi had said something about gods. Was this their doing?
With a burst of speed, he caught up to Ivaldi and got in front of him. The young man intended to go past him, but Erisda spread his arms to the side, preventing this. Ivaldi looked confused. “Erisda, it’s all over. There will be no more fighting. We can finally rest.”
Erisda frowned. “Ivaldi, what in the hell are you talking about? You aren’t making any sense. What is that thing?”
Ivaldi was still looking up at the lights surrounding the fog. “That, my friend, is the future.”
Erisda narrowed his eyes and stepped forward, grasping at the soldier’s collar and pulling him close to his face. “Enough games, Ivaldi! What are you playing at? Answer me or so help me, I shall strike you down here and now.”
Ivaldi began to chuckle. Erisda hated him for his nonchalant attitude. He wanted to punch him. But the young man smiled and said, “Perhaps it will all make sense if I show you.” He lifted a hand and dropped something he had removed from his pockets. “You might want to step back.”
Erisda held his grip firm, until the man began to glow. Uncertain, he let go and stepped back as the figure before him began to morph in front of his eyes. After a few moments, his throat became dry when the glow stopped and he was staring at somebody he knew all too well.
“Hello, old friend,” Inferno, the Demon warrior, master of the Brotherhood of Shadows, and his old mentor said.
In a flash, Erisda’s sword moved through the air as he struck. Inferno drew his own weapon deftly and stopped the blade. The Demon wasn’t grinning any more.
The last thing he ever wanted to do was see this man again. And so he attacked. And the Demon repelled the attack. Erisda came from another angle, but it was no use. He was sure that his opponent was using those eyes of his to track his every move, anticipate every strategy.
Demons would always be superior to Humans. It was why they would never see eye to eye. But even then, he knew he would never beat this man. He could never hope to best the man who taught him how to master his sword.
Panting, he stopped his assault. Inferno stood still, his face blank. His Ivaldi persona had been a cover, but he was still having trouble knowing that the affable young man he had served with had been this Demon the entire time.
“Forgive my deception, but it was necessary. Soon, I will bring freedom to all my Demon brethren,” Inferno said, walking away with slow, powerful steps. “Do not get in my way.”
Erisda mumbled, and the Demon turned to him. Erisda realized his voice had been too low to hear. He opened his mouth again. “What are you planning? Keta told me what you’ve been doing.” When Inferno didn’t speak, he continued. “These girls you have been abducting have special abilities. And something about a ritual. So I must ask. You already know what became of my daughter after Ilia’s death. I’m not a fool. I’ve pieced together what has been happening from what Keta told me.”
“You’ve been gathering the girls that had acquired the wayward powers of the Goddess of Shadows. After Ilia died, that power was passed on. I need the truth.”
Erisda wanted to believe that the Demon was not so far gone, that his insinuation was baseless.. But the next words Inferno uttered were the ones he was dreading. “I am sorry. While you were out, my associate collected her. She is necessary for the greater good. Silvia’s sacrifice will not be in vain.”
Erisda stared blankly. He had heard tales of soldiers who had gone mad before. But in this exact moment, he felt the world dissipate around him. And all he could feel was the darkness that welled up in him. The darkness he repressed for years.
The same darkness that had caused him to kill his wife. A horrifying yet somewhat comforting realization came over him. He would become the devil himself...as long as it gave him the power to kill this man.
Erisda was too fast, and he felt the blade penetrate the Demon’s flesh, who howled and reached up. Too slow. Erisda raised his free hand and slammed his fist into Inferno’s chest.
When the giant Demon stumbled backwards, Erisda pulled free his blade and spun it in his hand, aiming for the neck.
Inferno roared and caught the blade, barehanded. Blood burst from the hand, but it didn’t seem to bother the man. No, he was not the type to let pain and injury stop him.
Erisda felt the bloodlust boiling in him and he was more alert than he had ever been in his entire life. He let out a feral scream and let go of the weapon, kicking out at the Demon warrior’s legs. Inferno went crashing to the ground.
Inferno raised his weapon, but Erisda kicked at him with his boots, disarming his opponent. Reaching down, he pulled free his combat knife and went for the throat. He could end this now.
Erisda’s hope was vanquished pretty quickly as the Demon moved to swat the hand aside, getting to his feet. This man was a trained warrior, it wouldn’t be so easy. But still, under the influence of this adrenaline, there was a chance.
Tossing the knife aside, he retrieved his sword and charged at Inferno, who had rearmed himself. Erisda didn’t try to use any more finesse, hammering away with his weapon at the Demon, who was forced to retreat under the relentless assault while attempting to block.
“She’s just a child! The only thing I have left of Ilia in this world! Will you stop at nothing to destroy my happiness?” Erisda demanded, striking fiercely at Inferno.
“I tried to make you strong, to become one of us,” Inferno grunted. “But I failed.”
Fury welled up inside Erisda. He stopped his assault and held his sword accusingly at Inferno. “You failed when you made me murder Ilia!”
Inferno diverted his eyes, but Erisda saw the look before the Demon could hide it. Was that shame? “Yes, you are right. You were my pupil, and I failed you. We were going to make the world a better place, and in my eagerness, I taught you things you could not...should not use. It enveloped you, threatened to destroy you. And in the end, it did. When you took the life of the one you loved most.”
“DON’T YOU DARE BLAME THIS ON ME!” Erisda shouted. He began to attack, a formation of well executed strikes.
Inferno blocked each one of them. As the two locked swords, Erisda met the Demon’s eyes, seeing sadness in them. “No, the one I blame for this is myself. I wish I could find a way to free you from this pain. But I cannot. As the master of the Brotherhood of Shadows, I must bring about the new age. I cannot falter any longer, not even for you.”
Erisda pushed away and raised his sword over his head, gripping it with two hands. He came down with a powerful strike that would have ended the fight with most other opponents. But Inferno was not an ordinary foe, swinging his own sword upwards for the two weapons to meet.
Erisda’s breathing slowed and he winced with pain. His sword had been shattered by the impact, and the broken remains dropped to the ground, his own hands incapable of holding them any longer.
With a defeated look, Erisda stared up at the Demon before him. “I wish that you would stand aside and let me continue this. The new world is coming, and I wanted you to see it with me. We shared the same vision, back then. But I know that you cannot forgive me for the death of Ilia, nor my part in Silvia’s fate.”
Erisda reached down and picked up the broken hilt, hand screaming in agony. He brought the jagged edge up, intending to stab Inferno in the chest. Instead, his broken weapon was wrenched from his hand and in the same moment, a flash of steel entered his body.
“I failed you. I...am sorry,” Inferno said, his hand resting on the blade, as if preparing to drive it in further. But he hesitated and finally withdrew the weapon. He needn’t have bothered anyways. Erisda had been a soldier long enough to know how to spot a mortal wound. This was the end for him. He dropped to the ground.
“I must sacrifice everything for my people. I cannot falter. Anyone who tries to deny our new age will be dealt with by my own hand. Only then can we know true peace.”
His vision was blurry, but Erisda could see Inferno kneel down beside him. He could remember the days when he had been the Demon’s student. He had looked up to his mentor. Had it all been a ruse? No, Erisda thought with a sad smile. The Demon had tears in his eyes.
As Erisda took his last breath, he cursed his weakness. He had not been able to protect Silvia. He took solace in the fact that he would see Ilia once again. There was only one option he had left. In the distance, he could see something. His last hope. I leave the rest to you, Keta. And Erisda closed his eyes.
***
“No!”
Keta had finally caught up to the two. After Erisda had run off to chase the other Human, he had seen the opportunity to retrieve his sword. But those two were fast. His first sight was something he had been dreading.
Inferno had been a part of the entire thing here in Teforia. He had infiltrated the Human army, as a damned general no less, judging by the uniform his former master was wearing. He had outmaneuvered them all. And Keta had arrived just in time to see Erisda stabbed by Inferno.
Inferno’s mouth moved, though Keta could not make out the words whispered. The Demon pulled his sword from Erisda, who dropped to the ground, and knelt beside him. Doubling his efforts, Inferno turned to see Keta approaching in the distance and took off towards the fog.
Keta watched as his former mentor escaped, a sense of dread rising. However, he could not go after him just yet. Erisda needed his help. He ran over to where the man lay, as the bleeding seeped from an open wound. He knelt to help, but with a desperate glance, he could already see the man was dead.
Max caught up to him, having disengaged from the Xegin. He looked down at the corpse on the ground. “Damn it...why did he have to die?”
“He didn’t,” Keta said grimly. There was no reason for all this to happen. It was all because he had been too weak to stop the Brotherhood. With Reikon, he now had the power to end all this. And he wouldn’t hesitate this time.
“Get away from him!”
Keta snapped out of his thoughts, and turned to see a Human running at him, sword in hand. The look on his face was so intense that Keta had no choice but to draw his weapon to defend against the strike.
“What did you do to General Walker!” the young man bellowed, and he struck again.
Keta ducked and moved forward, kicking the legs out from the blonde soldier. He fell to the ground as Keta leapt backwards. The Human flipped up and was back on his feet swiftly.
“Wait, this isn’t what you think,” Keta said, holding up a hand. “I know you must be one of his soldiers, but we did not kill him.”
“Then who did?”
Keta did his best to explain to the hotheaded youth about Master Inferno and the Brotherhood of Shadows. “Wait...did you say that this Inferno guy was posing as a general?” Keta nodded. “But that would mean...no...no! How can this be happening?”
Max had been watching from the side. “What are you going on about?”
The soldier moved over to Erisda’s body and knelt beside him. “My name is Bakuya Telreya. I was General Erisda’s lieutenant, but most recently lieutenant to General Ivaldi. There are only two generals in our militia. If this Inferno was wearing another general outfit, then I and General Erisda and everyone else were being deceived.”
Keta placed a hand to his forehead. What did it all mean? His former master hated deception.
“I’m going to kill him!” Bakuya had marched up to Keta and Max. “Where is he? You must know. Show me!” he demanded.
“You are out of your league, Human. You can’t fight against a Demon like him,” Max responded. The Human looked to the side and growled, but he did not refute the claim.
Having placated Bakuya, Keta turned his attention to Max. “What’s happening back there with the fighting?” Keta asked. He had left the battlefield after Erisda had begun to chase after the other man.
“Everyone is panicking, and both army’s have called a retreat. Most of them think it must be an enemy ploy. After that whole thing with the Xegin cannon, most are on edge. They probably think another attack like that might be coming,” Max said.
“Makes sense. At least that means they won’t be trying to kill each other for a while. Well, we need to get to the source of that light,” Keta said, looking in that direction. He didn’t like the feeling he was getting from it.
“And what exactly is that light?” The three of them turned around to see Tianna come up to them, with Sephiel behind her.
Keta raised an eyebrow at the two of them. “What are you doing here? Your army has begun it’s retreat. They won’t fight any longer,” he said. He didn’t have time for any more distractions. They needed to put an end to Master Inferno’s plans.
The Xegin woman nodded and lifted her helmet. “I know. I was the one who gave the orders to retreat. I left the other generals in charge to get our people to safety. My instinct told me that you were going to be running straight into that mess. And I figured you’d want some help.”
Keta hadn’t expected that. He was sure that in all the confusion of what was going on, it would be up to Max and himself. And yet, it must be his lucky day, because both a Xegin Imperial General and a Kitaan warrior had just flopped in his lap, offering help.
Still, he had to be sure. “I cannot agree until you know exactly what we are up against. The man behind all this is my former master, Inferno. He is a greater Demon of no small skill. His Brotherhood of Shadows are all immensely powerful warriors loyal to him. They seek to restore the Goddess of Shadows to do his bidding,” he said bluntly. He would not allow them to throw their lives away without understanding what odds they were playing with.
Erisda had died because he had opposed Master Inferno. Nobody was safe from his wrath. Keta had no other choice. He could not let the crazed Demon go on like this. This could only end one way: with Keta and Inferno crossing blades.
“Right. So you need to shut up and accept our aid. If what you are doing is so dangerous, then two extra hands would make all the difference,” Tianna said, walking forward. “Honestly, you men are always trying to do everything by yourself to try and show off. Well, enough with the damn chest pounding.” And she poked him in the chest with an armored finger.
Keta blinked, speechless. But then he let a smile show, despite the cataclysmic events that were unfolding. “Right, how foolish of me. I’d be happy to have your help.” Bakuya was silently watching. “What about you?”
The Human turned blue eyes to Keta. He had hardened eyes as well. “I…” he started, but he trailed off. His gaze returned to Erisda’s lifeless body, and his shoulders slumped.
He’s young...younger than me it seems, Keta thought to himself. Why was such a young man a soldier? It was a product of the times, it seemed. Still, to involve a Human…
“Go back and tell your people to get to safety. This isn’t your fight,” Keta said.
Bakuya turned back to Keta, eyes narrowed. “Don’t patronize me, Night. Just because I am Human does not mean I am weak! I can fight as well as anyone else. General Ivaldi...whoever he was, he taught me things…”
Bakuya glanced at Erisda. Keta, in a moment of clarity, realized that the three of them had all been trained in some way by Master Inferno. But Keta had been taught before the Demon’s dark descent. Who knew what he had taught the two Humans.
“It’s not about any of that, my friend. It’s about keeping everyone safe,” Keta pointed out. He gestured to Tianna and Sephiel. “The Xegin have already been alerted to the Brotherhood’s involvement. You are one of the Human soldiers. It is vital that you get that information to them.”
Bakuya clenched his fists. “Damn it! The general needs to be avenged!”
Max stepped forward until he was directly towering over the soldier. “No, he needs to be remembered first. He was a good man, and a leader of your people. His first thought would be to defend the soldiers and citizens under his protection.”
Bakuya held a defiant look. “You…”
“We’re not trying to start a fight, Bakuya,” Keta said. He gestured towards the light. “We have no idea what that is. We need to inform the people and take the necessary precautions. Please...I don’t want any more innocents to get caught up in this fight.”
The pleading in Keta’s voice must have finally got to the Human, who let out a sigh. “All right. I will do what I can. But please...for the general’s...for his sake, end this before anyone else has to die.”
Keta nodded, hearing the hollow desperation in the soldier’s voice. With one final glance at his fallen comrade, Bakuya took off in the direction of the army. That’s both armies out of the way. Now the only thing that remains is Master Inferno and the Brotherhood...
Sephiel shuffled forward and removed her helmet. Her silver hair and golden eyes looked so regal on her. Was this what everyone saw when they looked at him?
“Orders?”
Keta realized that the girl was talking to him. “What do you mean, orders?”
“I assumed that you were the leader in all this. That means you give the orders. Is that not how it works?” Sephiel asked, crossing her arms.
The leader? Keta looked over at his comrades. He had always viewed Max as a partner. But as they met eyes, he realized that his friend didn’t fight him on it. Max had always been loyal to him. In hindsight, Keta noted that the Demon had been following his lead all along.
Pent had never seen things the same way, and that was probably why he had left the group in the first place. Had Keta failed as the leader by letting things go the way they had? He only hoped that the boy was safe.
“I don’t want to fight, but if I don’t, people will be killed. But just because I fight, does not mean I have to kill. That is how I choose to live my life,” Keta confided.
He focused his gaze on Tianna and Sephiel. “If you want to follow me, then do as you will,” Keta said, having made the decision to take command. The Brotherhood of Shadows was his responsibility after all. With Max and now Tianna and Sephiel at his side, Keta took a deep breath. And he rushed headfirst into the light.
***
Pent had watched as Keta, Max and the two Xegin soldiers disappeared into the fog several minutes ago. He had been trailing Keta for a while, since they had returned to the Human city. As expected, they had gone straight to the battlefield.
He had pursued them in secret, witnessing their intrusion of the war between the Xegin and the Humans yet again. Pent had no idea what he was going to do or say, so he simply watched. But even he was surprised when the lights appeared, obscured by the fog.
This must be the final play of Inferno and his Brotherhood, Pent thought to himself. Whatever their endgame was, it would take place within that fog.
Pent had to make a decision now. Did he do nothing? Or would he try and stop one of them; Keta or Inferno? Without much thought, he made his decision. He would be true to his own morals.
With his newfound clarity, Pent rushed forward and became consumed by the fog.
END OF PART III








INTERLUDE
PARADISE
Destiny. It was what his sister had said to him.
His time with Xehemoth and Sanction, his decision to split and forge the Brotherhood of Shadows, his battle with Keta. All of it.
And that made Inferno all the more angry.
A goddess was still living amongst them and she had done nothing to stop the atrocities. The persecution of his people, the death of Xehemoth, the loss of his comrades...they were all considered acceptable.
I cannot accept any of that, Inferno thought, clenching fists. But he would not have to. He was finally ready. Today, he would finally make good on his promise. He would bring his people back into the light.
If the goddess of this world would not intervene, he would just bring back one that would.
Formetis appeared beside him. The girl was radiating with power now, after being exposed to the other maidens. Despite this, she was wearing her normal sullen look. “They are here,” she said simply.
Inferno frowned. It was already too late for Keta and his allies to stop them. They would need to face their nightmares. And besides, he had all the maidens ready for the ritual. Soon it would all be over…
But then his frown faded as he looked down at Formetis. She was standing at attention, eyes full of determination. Inferno knew that she was his biggest supporter, despite the fact that she was Human.
This will be my last moments with her, Inferno realized sadly. He had done some terrible things to achieve this, but this would be the most difficult thing he had to do.
“It is done. I have bonded myself with their power. We can begin any time you wish,” Formetis said. The girl was determined.
Just as he was. He had done terrible things to get to this point. He had left a trail of corpses, torn daughters from their families, and dealt the killing blow to a man who had once been his protege.
And yet, if he had to, he would do it all again. Sacrifice was necessary in order to bring about the new world order. Inferno had strength, but even he could not change the world on his own.
For that, he would require the assistance of the gods. And they would bring about a new utopia for his people.
Inferno smiled. It was a genuine smile, one he had not been able to do for years. Sure, he had pretended, to put up a facade for his people. But today, it was true. At long last, he had achieved victory.
“Formetis, before I do this, there is something I must tell you,” Inferno said, suddenly feeling wistful.
The girl’s head moved to the side. “What is it, Master?”
“My life, it hasn’t been an easy one. I saw my village burned to the ground when I was ten years old. My sister and I were the only survivors of our clan. They killed us because the blood of the fire Greater Demons ran through our people.”
Formetis gasped. “You never told me that before. Why?”
“Because I never wanted you to know the terror I did. I was a young man when you were brought to me as a baby. My own master was busy with training the others, so I became your guardian.”
Formetis lifted her hand. “Even though I was Human?”
Inferno shook his head. “No. There was another reason. The one who brought you told us you were special. I saw a Human, but I also saw an opportunity. I could use one of their own to destroy them.”
Formetis looked confused, momentarily. Then, she nodded sadly. “I...guess I understand. How could you ever hope to not hate Humans after what they did to your people?”
Inferno narrowed his eyes. “I did hate you. At first, my only goal was to make use of your power for my own benefit. But caring for you as a child changed everything.”
“I did not know love, not well. Master Xehemoth was the only person I cared for, before I started teaching Keta and the others. They...helped me.”
Inferno took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. Gods above, I never thought that this would be so hard. Nothing had hindered him thus far, not his nephew, not his former students. Why this?
“I wanted to despise you for what you were. But somewhere along the way, I grew fond of you.”
Formetis blinked. “Why tell me this? You have always treated me with nothing but kindness.”
“Because you deserve the truth. It was stupid of me to condemn a child. But I was filled with so much hate. With everything that had happened, I was sure that the only way to end this all was the destruction of the Humans.”
“Master Xehemoth and I disagreed, and when the Humans finally played their hand, we could no longer work together. He hoped to change them. But I had seen their darkness. There would be no peace so long as they lived.
Formetis shrunk down. She always did that when she wanted to disappear. “I...I’m sorry. I always knew of your hatred of Humans. And yet...I always forced myself at your side. The sight of me must cause you so much pain.”
Inferno walked forward, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Quite the contrary, Formetis. The sight of you is one of the few joys in my life. Do you understand? Because despite the darkness, you have shown me what it’s like to be a father.”
Tears streamed down his face. I have become sentimental in my old age, Inferno noted to himself. He used to hate such weakness. But, this being the last time he would be with the girl, he let himself be weak.
The girl closed her arms around him. Hesitantly, Inferno wrapped his own arms around Formetis. Inferno, the Greater Demon, held the embrace, until he could cry no more.
Inferno released the girl and pulled back. Formetis stepped backwards as well, her black dress ruffled. She looked less sullen now, a sad smile on her face. She had accepted her fate.
“Formetis, I want you to know that you have always been my most loyal follower. Without your contribution, the Brotherhood’s revolution would never have come to fruition. I, and all the Demon clans, thank you,” Inferno said, drawing his sword.
Formetis closed her eyes. “You gave me a place to call home and cared for me my entire life. It is my honor to be of use to you.”
Inferno raised his sword higher.
And so comes the end of oppression. With this ritual, my people will finally be free. There would be no further stalling. “Forgive me for this, Formetis. I am sorry that it had to be this way.”
Inferno thrust with his sword, and blood burst forth. The ritual was complete. And very soon, a new world would be created.
Paradise.




PART FOUR
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Keta’s vision had faded the moment he entered the light. He felt the sensation of falling, but with a gentle wind guiding him down. It was an exhilarating experience, even though he could see nothing.
And then he could.
Keta was in the plains with Max, Tianna and Sephiel, surrounded by fog. The small clearing they were in was the only spot unaffected. Everyone looked like they had come out of a trance, eyes blinking slowly.
Max was the first to speak. “What just happened? What is this place?” He asked, his eyes narrowing.
“A good question. This is still the land known as Teforia. But the area is covered in the fog of chaos.”
Everyone turned in the direction of the voice, for it was not of one of their own. They were all warriors so they naturally went defensive at the sound of the unknown person. But they needed not, for they soon found the source of the voice.
It was a small girl, wearing a simple white dress. Her long hair matched the color of her clothing, but her eyes glowed with an unnatural light. They were the same as Keta’s. This girl was not of this world.
She stood before them, with her hands clasped in front of her and seemed to be regarding them all with a thoughtful look.
“Who are you?” Keta asked.
The girl’s eyes seemed to stare into his very being. “My name is not important right now. I am the curator of this area. What is important is why you are here.”
Sephiel grunted. “That is not an answer at all. Why can’t you give us a name?”
The girl turned to her and Sephiel held the gaze. “Ah yes, the Kitaan. I have been watching you,” the stranger said, and that elicited a look of shock from the young Kitaan. “Regardless, there is no time for such things, not if you wish to find the ones you seek.” She turned and spread her arms to the surrounding fog. “This place is and is not of your realm. It is a medium between the Mortal Realm and the Realm of the Heavens. Those who came before you have already gone ahead. Be warned, if you continue, this place does not follow the normal rules of reality.”
Tianna raised an eyebrow at that. “Normal rules of reality? Realm of the Heavens...what does all that mean? I have never heard of any of this before.”
The girl ignored this, however. “This is a place of chaos. Your kind have seldom traversed these lands. It will feed off the turmoil of your own hearts. If you can handle the unknown of what is to come, then continue. I wish you good fortune.”
And with that, the girl in white vanished in a flash of light.
“Well, that wasn’t very helpful at all,” Max muttered.
But Tianna shook her head. “No, we learned a few things. The first is confirmation that we are dealing with celestial powers now. And the second is that our enemy is within. We can’t falter now,” Tianna said. She was looking towards the fog. It seemed that the only way forward was to enter it.
“True, but she said this place is affected by the fog of chaos. I imagine it’s called that for a reason. But Tianna is right. We need to hurry. That girl said that people are up ahead. It must be Master Inferno. We need to put an end to all this,” Keta said, and the others nodded in agreement.
Keta decided to go first. He needed to be in the lead. Sephiel was also a celestial being like him, but he was the elder Kitaan. She would no doubt be enraged at his way of thinking, but he didn't’ care. He would protect her. No, he planned to protect them all.
But Keta had no idea as he walked through the fog that chaos had a way of thwarting plans.
***
Keta had been separated from his friends the moment he had entered the fog. But he had been reunited with another friend.
Xuan stood opposite of him. If Keta seemed confused, it was nothing to the look of surprise on the Demon’s face.
“What the...Keta, why are you here?” Xuan asked, after spotting him. He walked forward excitedly, a great smile upon his face.
Keta walked forward, matching the man’s smile. He had been expecting the worst when he had heard that mysterious girl’s words and his allies had vanished. “Xuan, I should be asking you the same thing. I’m glad that you came around, regardless.”
Xuan stopped, a confused look on his face. “Eh? I mean, it took me a little bit to think about it, but in the end, I realized it was the right thing to do. I’m just surprised you are on board with the Master’s plan.”
And then dread began to seep into Keta’s body. He stepped backwards, realizing what was happening. “Xuan, have you...allied yourself with Master Inferno?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.
Xuan raised an eyebrow. “Well, yeah. Why else would I be here? Isn’t that why you are here?” Xuan asked, but then he began to put the pieces together as well. He gasped. “Keta, don’t tell me you are still opposing him after the thrashing that he gave us in a three on one fight?”
“I’ll never condone the things he’s done, Xuan. Even if I have to put my life on the line, I’d oppose him. We are Sanction, that is our purpose. You are one of us!” Keta said, frustration bursting out at last. Why was this happening?
“That was a long time ago, Keta. Those were different times. You are clinging to a dead ideal. Besides, I happen to think that the Master is right.”
Keta didn’t respond.
Xuan looked around at the fog, chuckling to himself. “But of course this place would pull us together. Destined battle and all that,” he said, eyes full of whimsy.
“You realize that he intends to wipe out all the Humans with his plan, yes?” Keta said.
Xuan turned his gaze to Keta, his red eyes dancing with malice. “Perhaps if someone had years ago, the old Master would still be with us.”
Keta bit back a retort. The darkness he could sense in his old friend was frightening. This was a person who never seemed to have a care in the world. It was the day that everyone in Sanction died that the Demon’s feelings had been laid bare.
They had split apart after that. Keta had taken upon himself to continue the old Master’s work. Xuan had chosen to remove himself from the conflicts. It must have been a way to forge a new life. But Keta could tell, his friend had never truly forgotten.
Xuan had been carrying his sword the whole time, and only now he raised it. “Master Inferno has the conviction to act. It seems all you ever do is make empty promises. However, let’s make things interesting,” Xuan said.
“What do you mean?” Keta asked nervously. Knowing Xuan, interesting was rarely a good thing for the others involved.
Xuan’s face split into a wide grin. “I am a Demon. Strength is very important to us. So here is the plan. If you can defeat me, here and now, the path will be clear,” he said simply.
“I don’t want to…” Keta began to say, but he was cut off.
“Yes, yes. How about we skip all the pacifism crap you seem to love to spout. In this instance, might makes right,” Xuan said. “So show it to me. If you want to stop me and the Master, then show me the strength of your resolve.”
Xuan rushed at him to attack. It had to be this way. There was no changing a Demon’s mind, especially Xuan’s. But if he had become enthralled in Master Inferno’s plans, then Keta had no choice.
The first exchange was as they always were. Xuan making a grand attack, Keta moving to avoid the blade. Keta sliding in for a counter attack, but the speed in which Xuan wielded the greatsword always surprised him and he deflected the strike.
The two traded blows for a little. Keta could see the look of shock on his friend’s face when he went sword to sword against him. Keta had never been very strong, so the idea of facing Xuan in a contest of strength had seemed absurd. But Reikon had given him more power than he had ever known.
It felt a bit like cheating his friend, Keta realized.
“This isn’t fair at all,” Xuan said, panting. Keta noticed that they had been fighting for some time now. He was not even winded. “You were supposed to be the fast one, and I was supposed to be the strong one. Now, you have power as well. Damn you!”
Xuan raised his sword and came overhead, a powerful attack meant to break guards and end the fight permanently. However, it was a reckless move and Keta moved forward before he could initiate and swung his blade upwards. The weapon connected.
It could have been a killing blow, if Keta had wanted it to be. He didn’t.
Xuan stumbled and fell forward as Keta moved passed him. He moved a hand down, to feel the blood dripping from his chest. Or rather, the lack of blood. “What sorcery is this, Keta? Now you use swords that don’t even cut people? You coward!” Xuan yelled.
“Xuan, be reasonable,” Keta said, fending off the rapid sword swings from the Demon. “Reikon attacks the spirit. It will sap your energy from you the more hits I land. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
Xuan’s red eyes flared. “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Brave and noble Keta, never once conflicted. Except you bloodied your hands with Delta!” Xuan said viciously.
That comment stung. The Demon saw this had jarred him, and used the distraction to attack. Keta was forced to fall to the defensive.
The two had both been taught by the same masters. They had trained together since they were kids. They had different styles, and yet they understood the other’s patterns. They were equals. But Keta had an advantage.
Keta ducked a slash aimed at his head. “You and I will never see eye to eye in this situation, Keta. You are not a Demon,” Xuan said.
“That’s why I need to intervene,” Keta said. It had always been the driving force Master Xehemoth had for Sanction. If both sides of a conflict were consumed by hatred, they would end up destroying each other.
“If you really wanted justice, you would stand aside and let the Humans be destroyed. They’ve destroyed too many of the clans over the years. Our number is dwindling. I won’t let that happen without a fight,” Xuan said.
Keta stared into Xuan’s eyes, realizing now just how hardened they had become. Was it his fault? Had he not done enough for his friend?
It was pointless to dwell on that now. Keta had made a vow to always oppose those who would promote destruction. And today, that just happened to be Xuan. He needed to steel his resolve and take him down before something terrible happened.
Xuan made a careless move, and Keta capitalized. He swung Reikon sideways and caught his friend across the arm, forcing him to drop his weapon. A crippling strike. The fight was over.
Keta felt something heavy strike him in the stomach and his vision blurred as he was tossed aside like a rag doll. He hit the ground hard, but his instincts kicked in and he got to his feet.
Xuan was walking forward, and he picked up his weapon in his left hand. “Don’t get too confident, Keta. Sometimes you have to take a hit to land a hit. If you are going to run around with all that speed, so be it.”
Keta fell to one knee. Xuan had always been the strongest of his comrades in Sanction. And that last hit had proven it. He staggered slightly, hoping he hadn’t severely damaged anything.
“If you are going to stay down after one hit, you probably shouldn’t be fighting at all, Keta,” Xuan said as he advanced.
Xuan was not going to make this easy on him. But then, with only one hand and his own speed, there was no way Keta could lose. He needed to end this quickly so he could stop Inferno.
Keta ran to the side, moving towards the fog that surrounded them in their little dueling circle. “Are you trying to escape, you coward?” Xuan challenged, running towards him to cut him off.
“No. But I am going to make things difficult for you,” Keta replied, turning suddenly and rushing towards the Demon. Xuan blinked in surprise, then smiled as the two attacked each other.
“Don’t be an idiot, Keta. Humans are not worth dying for. Inferno will kill you if you try to stop him.”
Xuan’s logic was sound. They would both live in the new world. But it was also a betrayal of everything they had ever been taught. I understand that, Keta thought to himself. Why can’t Xuan?
But the reality was, Xuan had already given in to despair years ago, when the Humans had torn from him the last of his family. In his own way, this was Xuan protecting the last of his loved ones from each other,
“Xuan, I am sorry that it has come to this,” Keta said quietly, after the two separated and began to circle, waiting for an opening.
Xuan stood up straight, and gave Keta a nod. There was approval in his eyes. “As am I, my friend. It seems that in the time we have spent apart, you have become a warrior I am proud to do battle with.”
Then the look vanished, and he was ready to fight once more. “But if I have to slice off a few limbs to stop you, so that we may enjoy the new world to come, then so be it.”
And Xuan held his sword in front of him, and gripped it with both hands. He had somehow regained use of his other arm. He settled into a crouch, holding the blade at an angle above his shoulder. And Keta knew that his friend was now serious about ending things.
Xuan’s face was uncharacteristically grim. “You know this technique, Keta. And you know that if I execute it, you will lose. This is your last chance to back down. Otherwise...I’m going to have to hurt you.”
Keta closed his eyes. For all his training with the old Master, Xuan had just as much. And where Keta focused on speed and spiritual magic, Xuan had always focused on the power of Demons.
The technique of the ancient dragons combined with the gifts of a Demon, there was very little that could stand up to that. Dragon Fang would prove useless to Demon eyes, and Zero Point Counter would not work against someone who had knowledge of the technique.
Keta sighed. It seems the only way to fight against this is with my own sword technique, Keta thought to himself. But then, did he really have the nerve to stand up against a Demon’s sword?
Unfortunately, circumstances had left him with little choice. As he crouched down into a familiar stance, he came to a conclusion. He would just have to pray that the last few years had been kind to him.
For he had never bested his friend in a duel prior.
Xuan raised an eyebrow. And then he smiled. “That’s the attitude I like to see, Keta. I applaud you. Come then, let’s decide who has the conviction to make one’s hopes a reality.”
And Xuan’s eyes flashed, and he began to mutter to himself. And then, he launched himself at Keta, sword gripped in a two handed fashion. The eyes were tracking his every movement, and he was going to put all his Demonic strength into this attack.
Xuan’s most formidable technique learned from the old Master. The Sacred Art: Red Dragon’s Chaos Blade.
Keta had only seconds to react before the rampage would begin. Focusing, he began to channel the Kitaan magic within him. Gripping his sword, he charged at Xuan to intervene with his own sword technique.
“Sacred Art: Blue Dragon’s Blade Dance,” he recited under his breath, the mantra activating the magic within. Energy coursed through him and he began to speed up to even greater speeds; his secret magic Gale Step. Almost immediately, he had to duck Xuan’s strike.
The force of the wind almost knocked him over. The downside to his ability was that to increase his speed, he had to weaken the rest of his body. So when he slashed Xuan with his weapon, it was barely enough to leave a cut.
Xuan gave him no quarter. His Demon eyes were working at full clarity right now, allowing him to practically keep up with all of Keta’s movements. Keta continued to dodge, and take tiny swipes at Xuan, who was always inches from impaling Keta with his sword.
Xuan’s sword came crashing down, and Keta narrowly avoided it and stabbed forward with Reikon. The sword plunged partially into Xuan’s chest, but not deep enough to cause the Demon any real distress. Or prevent him from releasing his grip on the sword with one hand and countering with a punch square on Keta’s chest.
Due to the magic, Keta had been utterly defenseless. The blow shattered his sternum at once, and he howled in pain even as he was knocked backwards through the air. His concentration on his technique faded, and the world began to speed up once again as he hit the ground with a heavy thud.
Gasping for air, Keta moved his head to the side, finding Reikon nearby. He placed a hand on it, hoping that Kitaan magic had a way to heal the pain he was feeling. The technique had weakened him greatly.
Xuan was walking forward. His clothes were ripped from where Keta had sliced away at him in the few seconds their little exchange had taken. Other than that, he did not seem any worse for wear.
Xuan stopped when he was standing over Keta, shaking his head. “Just because you can move really fast doesn’t mean you can defeat me, old friend. That ‘blade dance’ of yours does little more than tickle a warrior like me. We knew this years ago.”
Keta breathed heavily, blinking back the pain. He very slowly rolled onto his side and pushed himself up. Xuan was watching him carefully the entire time, until he was on his feet, holding his chest.
Keta eyed his opponent. Xuan Barakan was undoubtedly one of the most powerful Demons in the world. What could one such as him ever hope to achieve in his shadow.
And yet…
Keta smiled. “You’ve forgotten one thing, old friend. When we last fought, I did not possess Reikon.”
Xuan frowned. And soon realization dawned on his face. Ever so slowly, that frown turned into a smile. “Clever, Keta.”
Xuan was covered with a multitude of small cuts to his clothing on his arms and legs. Normally, this would not be enough to stop the Demon. However, Reikon did not attack the body. It attacked the spirit. Keta hadn’t been aiming to kill Xuan. Keta had been aiming to rob him of the use of his body.
Xuan’s smile was even broader now. “Well done, Keta. I would clap for you, but I can’t seem to move my arms or my legs,” he added sheepishly. “While I don’t really approve of such...underhanded techniques, it takes courage and guile for a smaller creature to defeat the larger. The victory is yours.”
The victory felt hollow to Keta. He wished that the two of them could have seen eye to eye. To fight again alongside his best friend would have been his ideal outcome. But, at the very least, Xuan still lived.
“I’d urge you to give up now. Little tricks like this probably won’t work as well on Master Inferno. However, you’ve earned your right to challenge him, as we agreed. We Demons are bound by our oaths.”
Keta nodded, and then added. “I’m sorry Xuan.” The Demon, still with that idiotic grin on his face, nodded back towards him. He had wasted too much time. He had to find the others, and he could only pray that none of them happened up Master Inferno before he did.
“So yeah, I’ll just be here standing around like a jackass for a while, I guess…” was the last thing Keta heard before he stepped into the fog again, and his vision turned dark.
***
Tianna
had been talking to Sephiel as they moved through the fog with the others. And now she was alone, separated from the pack. She wasn’t afraid. She had been expecting magic from the start. After that run in with Inferno and that Demon witch, she knew things would just get crazier.
That girl had said this was the tether between this realm and the Realm of the Heavens. The place where the gods dwelled. She had believed that they had all died and that was why the world was as messed up as it was.
“Damn it all, the Xegin are the best chance this world has in restoring order. And we’ve just lost most of our leaders,” Tianna muttered to herself sadly. Delta, for all his faults, had been looking at the big picture. She had seen the data. It was the most practical, but the resolve to act on such a tyrannical level was immense. She wondered what Tyrannes would have done in this situation.
She knew that the correct path in this situation was to assist Keta. If anything, it would allow her to atone for her part in allowing Delta to almost complete his plans. She had been led to believe by the general that there was no changing the Humans. But Keta’s optimism for a better future sounded appealing.
Besides, somebody needed to make sure that the others were on the right track. Keta and Max were skilled warriors, but they were also young, prone to acting without thinking. They needed to learn the ability to think like Xegin.
But right now, the Xegin couldn’t help. They had been all but splintered thanks to the interference of the Brotherhood of Shadows. Tianna’s decision to help fight against them was a moral one, but it was also personal.
After what seemed like an eternity of walking, she noticed somebody up ahead. She had been anticipating running into a hostile, especially considering the cryptic words of their guide, but she wasn’t prepared for what actually awaited her.
Standing before her, with helmet in her left hand, right hand on her waist, was her comrade and friend, General Zeta.
Zeta looked equally stunned, regarding her with an odd look. For a long while, neither of them spoke. They both knew the implications of what was happening. One of them had entered with one party...which meant the other had gone in with another.
Tianna broke the silence first. “Why are you here?”
This elicited a smile from the Xegin soldier. She chuckled. “Direct as always, huh? It’s good to see you alive Tianna, by the way,” Zeta said, walking closer to her.
Tianna blinked. She realized that from her people’s perspective, she was probably reported MIA after the last battle and considered dead. “I’m sorry, I misspoke. It is good to see you. But I must insist you answer my question. Why are you here?”
Tianna’s breathing slowed as Zeta continued towards her, stopping at an arm’s length. Zeta raised her right hand, and Tianna flinched until she reached out and placed it on her shoulder. “I’m here because of you, Tianna.”
Tianna frowned. She needed answers now and her helmet was stifling her so she removed it and held it at her side. She stared at Zeta with unseeing eyes, though everyone close to her knew that she could see better than others. And the woman in front of her knew that wasn’t all she could see if she wanted.
But she wanted to hear it from her, instead of going through her mind. “I don’t want to steal your memories, Jessica. I want you to explain to me what you are doing here. Because from what it looks like to me, you are aiding the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
Tianna wanted her thought process to be wrong. She wanted her friend to have wandered into the light, totally by coincidence and somehow before Keta and his entourage, despite having no knowledge of it.
But, she was a Xegin. The ability to calculate odds was second nature to them. And the odds of that being true were abysmally low.
Zeta laughed. “My, my. You wish to be like the rest of us, huh? Very well, then. Let’s talk. After you were defeated in that last battle and we couldn’t find you, I heard from the soldiers. They told me you had been defeated by a Human general.”
General Ivaldi. The man had been nothing but a cover for the master of the Brotherhood of Shadows, Inferno. He had been pulling everyone’s strings, masterminding the whole war to cover his actions and provide enough turmoil to allow the chaos to cover the land. Keta had explained it all to her. And it made her furious.
“You know what he is, don’t you? What he did to us?” Tianna demanded.
Zeta waved a hand. “Of course. Because after I heard this, I left the war camps. I rushed to find this man who had killed my friend.”
Despite her normally composed self, Tianna gasped. For a general to leave the army during war time to pursue personal issues was treasonous. To Xegin, this was unthinkable. What her friend had just said didn’t sound like she was Xegin at all.
“Hold on, it gets better,” Zeta said. “When I found him, I challenged him to a duel to avenge you. I’ve never been more soundly thrashed in my life. But he said he had no interest in killing a fellow Demon. He revealed himself, his true self, to me. He told me that you still lived and that he was sorry to have been forced to involve the Xegin.”
Tianna did not remember much of her battle against the Demon. It had been over quickly after the man had shed his Human disguise. She had listened to his rants about a better world and had come to the conclusion that he was insane. He wanted to fix the world through destruction just like General Delta had.
Tianna shook her head. “You can’t listen to him, Jessica. He is a madman who intends to wipe out all Humans. That includes us.”
Zeta gave her a curious look. “You know, Tianna. I’ve never been like the rest of you. But I have always strived to give it my all for the Xegin. I wear my title with pride. I am Zeta, general of the Xegin army. And though I may not be the most calculated, I care deeply for my people.”
“Which is why it has occurred to me that I might need to take steps to prevent you from destroying yourselves. Particularly in a situation such as this. You see, you seem to take it upon yourself to save the Xegin here. I have already done so,” Zeta said, shoving an armored thumb to her chest.
“What do you mean by that?” Tianna asked.
“I have already asked the Master for clemency for the Xegin. He promised to spare me, being a Demon, and offered me a chance to fight for him. I agreed, on the condition that he spare the Xegin as well. Though Human, they embody the highest values of the people of this world. He accepted.”
Zeta stood there, beaming. She looked like a dog who had just caught a rabbit outside and had brought it back to show its owner. So she was surprised when Tianna ran forward and grabbed her by the shoulders.
“Are you an idiot!?” Tianna yelled, her helmet falling to the ground. Zeta stared at her with wide eyes, taken aback. “We already had one Xegin general threaten to commit genocide! We don’t need another taking his place!”
Tianna was shoved backwards quickly, a move she did not anticipate. When she recovered her footing, she could tell that her friend had not responded well to her words. “I’m doing what is necessary to ensure our survival. That is the Xegin way!” Zeta said, angrily.
Tianna could not keep her emotions back any longer. Everyone around her was going crazy it seemed. “It is absolutely not the Xegin way. When Tyrannes protected the Demons and formed Teforia, he sought to bring the clans and the Humans together. What would he say if he saw what we were doing to his country?”
Her words must have hit home with Zeta, because she was quiet for a few seconds. “I don’t know,” she said at last, walking backwards. She knelt down and picked up her helmet that had been dropped in the short scuffle.
Tianna watched the scene play out in her mind’s eye. Zeta was standing with her head down, both hands on her helmet. She seemed to be in deep contemplation. Tianna used the time to recover her own helmet. Had her words changed her friend’s mind? Xegin dealt in probability. And the odds of success in her current endeavour were pretty even.
Perhaps she needed something to balance the odds in her favor. “What he’s doing is wrong. Sanction had been destroyed years ago, and yet Keta had been continuing their work all on his own. He’s reformed the order and his allies are doing their best to stop all this. Sanction...they are the closest resemblance to what Tyrannes hoped to accomplish all those years ago,” Tianna said, speaking with conviction.
She had fallen from grace herself, in both following General Delta’s plans and fighting for revenge instead of for her country. She had to both redeem herself and reclaim the Xegin ways. And she needed to guide her friend, before the woman made a mistake she could never come back from.
There was a long silence between the two of them. Tianna stepped forward at last. “Jessica?”
Zeta, general of the Xegin army, and her closest living friend, raised her helmet and placed it on her head, securing it. “You and I have both faced that man, and are lucky to have survived. You are always telling me to act like a true Xegin and calculate my moves.”
“It is time I make a correct one, worthy of the Xegin. We are hopelessly outmatched against the Master. But I can save our people by joining him. And I won’t let you get yourself killed by fighting against him. If I have to beat you unconscious here and now to prevent your death, then I do so gladly,” Zeta said, her glowing red eyes illuminating through the helmet’s visor.
Tianna sighed, hearing the resolve in her friend’s voice. “Is that Xegin enough for you, Tianna? I can save our people and they don’t have to do a thing. So, if you insist on this folly, then you’ll have to go through me. Because I will not let you throw away your life,” Zeta said.
Tianna faltered for a moment, hoping to hear something else from her friend. But there was nothing else. She knew what was happening could not be avoided. Zeta’s logic was sound. In order to protect her people, she would join the winning side.
Tianna wanted to avoid this fight and continue on. She needed to help Keta take down Inferno. But it seemed like there was no way around this. So she lifted her helmet to her head and it snapped into place. She lowered her faceplate, looking into the eyes of her friend turned enemy.
I hope you will be okay on your own for a bit, Keta. There is something I need to take care of, Tianna said silently to Keta, though the Kitaan would never hear it. Drawing her sword, she said solemnly, “Well then, come.”
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“Keta? Xegin ladies?”
The moment Max walked through that fog had he been taken away from his allies. Keta and the others were nowhere to be found. For the first time since joining with the Kitaan, he was all alone. But he was a Demon confident in his own strength. Nothing would deter him from his mission.
When he had first met Keta, he had been a simple pawn of the Brotherhood of Shadows. He had always looked up to his uncle Inferno so it had made sense. They had not told him what they really intended to do, or that they would take Luna in the process.
Even when he had joined with Keta, he had more or less been a pawn, following the Kitaan’s lead. No, a pawn was the wrong word for it. More like the muscle for the man. Regardless, he was not used to being on his own lately.
That little girl had mentioned that this place was fueled by chaos. He wondered what that would entail. It didn’t matter either way. Nobody could defeat him; he was a greater Demon after all. He was the only one who could stand up to his uncle. That was why Keta had brought him along. He couldn’t fail him.
Max walked for a few minutes, following the translucent lights in the mist. They were quite beautiful, for a place named from chaos. He didn’t know what he had been expecting, but it hadn’t been this. He entered an area with stone slabs strewn about. Upon closer inspection, he could see figures upon them. And one of them was Luna!
“Luna!” Max exclaimed, running forward to the stone she was laying on. But she didn’t respond to his voice, eyes remaining closed. Max frowned, and shook the girl. Still nothing. “Luna? Wake up. It’s me, Max.”
“She won’t wake.”
The voice caught Max off guard, and he nearly jumped. In his excitement at seeing Luna, he had not realized that there was someone else other than the figures on the stone slabs. Lurking close by was Forsythe, garbed in his Brotherhood robes. He was staring at him with glowing eyes, his face looking even more pale than before.
Max stood up straight, looking his old friend dead in the eye. This was the first time the two of them had met since that fateful day in the Darkrune Mountains. Back then, he had been an initiate of the Brotherhood of Shadows. He had turned his back on them when they tried to kidnap Luna.
And his friend had stabbed him in the back.
Max didn’t know how to begin. He was sure a scowl appeared on his face by now, but he had more important matters to attend to. “What do you mean she won’t wake?” Max asked.
The young man lifted himself off the wall and sauntered over to the stone to Luna’s side, ignoring Max’s angry gaze. “I mean that the ritual has already been completed. The Master has succeeded. You are too late.”
Forsythe looked down at the girl, and placed a hand on her head, running it through her hair. He seemed more somber than he had before. But then, he had been friends with Luna as well. They all had been friends.
And so, Max had decided he would try to at least approach this diplomatically, despite his own feelings. “The Master, what did he do to Luna? To all these girls?” Max asked.
Forsythe looked up and stared at Max briefly, before returning to gazing at the girl. “Luna and the others, they were catalysts for the return of the goddess. They all had some of her divine power sealed into them. As you may have guessed, that was where her monstrous strength stemmed from.”
Forsythe looked down at her, and Max thought he saw a look of longing on his face. Did his old friend really value strength that much? “He took it back from them. They most likely won’t survive.”
Max moved forward and reached for the Demon, grabbing him by the neck of his robe. “Damn it, Forsythe! How could you do this? She was your friend too!” Max shouted, and he realized that he was crying. It had been a long time since he had last cried. The day his mother had left, perhaps?
Max’s hand snapped back as Forsythe swatted it aside angrily. “You think I don’t know that, Max? Do you honestly believe I am such a monster that I would feel nothing for sacrificing Luna?” Forsythe said, his eyes narrowed but his voice full of emotion.
This gave Max pause. Forsythe was the same as his uncle was. Willing to go to the depths of darkness to accomplish their goal.
Instead, he let out a long sigh. He moved to Luna, and Forsythe didn’t try to stop him. He reached down with a hand and felt her cheek. It felt cold. Max never felt cold. He pulled his hand back and he made a fist, slamming it into the stone in frustration.
The stone cracked, and Max let the pain wash over him, needing to feel something right now, something to distract him from the fact that he had failed. Luna was gone. The one person who had ever understood him completely, who had been his equal. No, she had been better than him. And that made him want to be better as well.
Max collapsed to his knees. “Luna...why did it have to end up this way? I promised I would rescue you. And in the end…”
Max had always known. Even before he could realize it, he had loved her. Even when they were beating the crap out of each other, he had felt connected to her. The nights they sat around under the stars, thinking about the future.
And he had failed her when it mattered most.
But he knew that now was not the time to fall to pieces. If he did, she would surely have scolded him. He had come with Keta to save her, but that was not the only reason. He had to stop his uncle from committing genocide.
And that would mean he would need to recover the body and grieve later. Right now, he had a mission to complete. He turned to Forsythe, who had slumped against one of the other slabs. The figures on those ones must have been the other victims, the ones Keta had told him about.
Those poor girls, Max thought to himself. But he had to focus. “Forsythe, where is my uncle?”
His friend didn’t look up. “Luna is already dead, Max. It’s over…” Forsythe said, voice devoid of all emotion. Max could see it in the man’s eyes. His friend was broken. Had the death of a friend affected him that much?
Regardless, there was nothing he could do. “It’s not over. This won’t be over until I face my uncle in combat. I have to be the one to bring him down. We are both greater Demons,” Max said.
Forsythe scoffed. It was a bitter sound. “Ah yes, the great Max. Nobody can do anything but you.”
Max frowned. Forsythe had said something similar back on Darkrune Mountains. But Max had no time for a pity party. With heavy steps, he made his way forward.
Max fell forward as something crashed into him from behind. He hadn’t been expecting it, so he fell to the ground clumsily. He angrily pushed himself to his feet, whirling around. Forsythe had followed him. “You arrogant bastard! Did you think I would allow you to go without fighting me?”
Max could not contain his rage. Flames erupted from his body in reaction, his eyes flashing red. “Don’t be an idiot, Forsythe. You can’t hope to even try to fight me. Be glad I didn’t pummel you for stabbing me in the back!” Max roared.
But instead of backing down, Forsythe matched his anger. “I have always despised you, Max. I loved you as well, like a brother, but my hatred was always greater. Always so much stronger than me. An outsider, and yet...Luna chose you.”
And Max now understood his friend. The somber look, the sadness despite his people’s victory. With a pang of guilt, he was ashamed to know that he had never understood it. Forsythe had always been jealous of him. But it seemed he had been jealous of more than just his strength.
There was an awkward silence between the two of them, animosity in the air. Max chose to break it. He tried to choose his words carefully. This was his friend, no matter what had happened between them. “Forsythe, I am sorry. I didn’t…” Max started to say, but he trailed off, unable to find the words. “I never realized.”
Max was ignorant of most things like emotions. He was much like Pent in that regard. Luna had been his moral compass.
Forsythe eyed him, processing the situation in his head. That had always been his forte, using his mind. “Tell me, Max. When my family left, what did you think, truly? Are you aware? I am the last of my clan. We were all sacrificed for the research of the Empire,” Forsythe said.
“Forsythe…”
“The Master saved me, but not before they finished their experiments. You see, the oddest part was that they were testing for their Terror Demon projects. Remember that one we saw at that facility? Well, it seems that the prerequisite to surviving the transformation is not strength of body, but strength of mind,” Forsythe said, pacing back and forth.
Max frowned, keeping his eye on the man in front of him. “What are you talking about?” He asked, an ominous feeling in the air.
Forsythe chuckled. “It means that I acquired a means of strength. The cost is myself. I wanted to see the new world for myself. But if I must become a monster and lose my mind to see the Master’s vision come to fruition, then it is a price I am willing to pay.”
A gut wrenching scream came from Forsythe. Max backed away in horror as the man before him began to vibrate violently, his shape pulsing and rising. Blood fell to the ground around him as skin opened and reformed, twisting into a gross nightmare of flesh. The creature sank to the floor.
Max couldn’t bring himself to do anything as the Demon named Forsythe, a man he had called a friend, became lost to the world, enveloped in this writhing monstrosity.
The being before him was no longer recognizable as his friend. Like the thing back in the lab, it was a mass of muscle, teeth and claws. A primal form of a Demon. It was as if he was staring into the abyss. The creature turned glowing red eyes to Max. A Terror Demon. It opened its mouth to speak.
And it was Forsythe’s voice that came out, distorted. “Well then, let’s end this.”
“Forsythe...you…” Max began, but he was given no time to finish his sentiment. The creature, what had become of his friend, ran at him on all fours. He raised his hands to block, and he was raked across his arms with claws for his trouble.
Max cried out in pain, but he dropped his defenses and wound up for a counter punch. It was a clean hit to the monster’s right shoulder. The beast was knocked away from him, but it was not the outcome Max had been hoping for.
Definitely not worth the trade, Max thought to himself, looking down at his bleeding arms. I’ll have to keep an eye out for attacks like that.
“Tell me something, Max. Did you ever stop and think about what a gift you’d been given with those wondrous powers?” Forsythe asked, his voice new and unnerving to Max’s ears.
Max lit his arms on fire to seal the wounds. He gave them a swing to see if they felt all right. “Forsythe, you have to stop this foolishness...what have you done to yourself?”
The creature opened its mouth, letting out a bellowing laugh. “What have I done? I’ve evened the playing field. No longer must I be a weakling in your shadow. Now I have strength. I can feel it in my bones.”
“You are a fool. You still can’t defeat me. Stop this now,” Max declared, extinguishing his arms. He wasn’t quite sure why his friend had been driven to madness. But if he could just coax him down.
It had taken both himself and Luna to defeat that Terror Demon back on Darkrune Mountain. And even then, it had been she that dealt the killing blow. Can I do this alone? And against Forsythe, no less.
“I am no fool, Max. I was always the smarter of us. And I know exactly what you are capable of. I was there in the lab, remember. Besides, that one was unrefined. They’ve been trying to reproduce their results ever since the Master rescued me.”
Forsythe ran at him, and Max lit himself on fire. The creature stopped, twisting his head to the side. Then he leapt backwards, keeping the distance between the two of them.
He’s right. He’s not like the other one. That one was all instinct. Forsythe still has his mind, Max thought, frowning. I’m not going to be able to outthink him. And now he’s got that power as well. He won’t make this easy.
No, his best bet was to bluff. “Be reasonable, Forsythe. I don’t want to fight a friend. We can talk this out.”
More laughter. “Come now, Max. You and Luna always were too simple minded to lie effectively. That was my specialty.” Forsythe charged at him, faster than Max could keep up with. He took a swing, too slow. The creature stayed out of range of his fists and flames and slashed at his side.
It was a deep cut. Max winced with pain. The flames would seal the wound, but he couldn’t afford to keep taking damage like that. No matter how resilient he was, too much pain and he would pass out from shock.
Max let out a stream of flames, but Forsythe danced away. “You may be very strong, but you aren’t fast enough to keep up with me. Or smart enough!” Forsythe taunted.
Max cursed, and he ran at the Demon. He wildly swung, hoping to connect, hoping his flames could reach his foe. But Forsythe was not taking the bait. Another missed strike, and he felt claws rake at his legs.
Max dropped to one knee. The Terror Demon was standing in front of him, claws raised to strike. His ability to seal wounds would mean nothing if he lost his head. He flared his flames and felt a shred of satisfaction when it warded Forsythe off.
“You are getting tired, old friend. Did you really think you could stand against your uncle? Pathetic. You always thought you were better than me because you were strong. That was why Luna chose you. But it seems my brains were the superior weapon.”
Max groaned, getting to his feet. He wouldn’t last much longer the way things were going. Forsythe was right. He had him beat. How could he hope to win if he couldn’t even hit his enemy?
“I can see everything you are going to do before you do it. And soon I…” Forsythe had trailed off, and was staring absent minded at nothing in particular. After seconds of doing nothing, he shook his head. “What...was I saying?”
“Something about superiority or whatever,” Max said defiantly, his breathing heavy. He would be ready for the next attack. Except...there was something wrong with Forsythe.
“Superior...why can’t I…” Forsythe stumbled to the side, holding his head. “What’s happening to me? Why does my head hurt?”
Max frowned. This had to be some kind of ploy. But wait, that doesn’t make any sense. He has the upper hand. Why would he throw it away for a ploy?
“Max, what are you doing to me? Is this another one of your accursed powers as a Greater Demon. Stop messing with my head!” Forsythe howled.
Max stared blankly. “Um…” He thought about taking credit for it, but he’d already been called out on his prowess in lying, “I have no idea what you are talking about.”
The Demon rounded on him. “Then why can I not think properly?”
Max was silent. And then, he came to a conclusion even he could arrive at. And he began to laugh. Slowly at first, but then it became faster and louder. Forsythe growled. “What? Why are you laughing at me?”
Max smirked. “Because, you idiot, you are becoming an idiot. That Demon we fought in the lab, the Terror Demon? It was mindless, right? Did you ever stop and think that the price for becoming one involved losing one’s mind?”
Forsythe did not respond. But then, the look of horror that spawned on the Terror Demon’s face became apparent. “Then I will end up like that...thing?”
“Looks that way.”
“No...I don’t believe it. I am smarter than that. I’m more good at thinking than everyone. I think good.”
Max looked at his friend. Already he was starting to babble, his face becoming more simple. With a pang of sadness, he realized that before long, his friend would be lost to the beast within.
“You did this to yourself, my friend,” Max pointed out.
Lucidity returned to Forsythe. “And I would do it all over again, if it meant I could help the Master and the Brotherhood. And kill you!” And he lunged at Max, jaws wide. Max flared his flames around him again.
And screamed in pain as Forsythe ignored the fire and clamped razor sharp teeth into his shoulder. It was in tandem with Forsythe, who screeched after releasing Max, his muzzle catching flame as he struggled to put it out.
Max dropped to the ground, the pain forcing his flames to dissipate. Max lifted an exerted hand to his shoulder, feeling the mangled mess that was bleeding heavily. With a weary but focused will, he reignited his flames and the skin began to forge in fire, sealing the wound. But he could not fix the damage.
Max couldn’t rise. He couldn’t beat this man, who had thrown away everything for more power. Forsythe would do everything to kill him. Even if his old friend himself died in the process. He couldn’t win any longer.
Forsythe had put out the fire, his face blackened for the affair. “If I must lose my mind in service of the Brotherhood of Shadows, so be it. But not before I kill you myself. I want to be sure I am in control when I wipe the thing that caused me the most misery in life off the face of the earth.”
Max lowered his head. So this is the end for me, huh? Sorry Keta, looks like I didn’t get to be that much help, after all.
The sad truth was that Forsythe had been right. He had always hidden behind his strength and his flames. He had never tried to help anyone, at least not on his own. It was Keta who had pushed him forward.
“Heh, look at the sorry state I’m in. Keta and Pent would have dealt with this, no problem,” Max muttered quietly, as Forsythe started walking towards him. At least they would never have to see his pitiful performance.
“Leave him alone!” The voice was enough of a surprise to snap him out of his thoughts.
Luna was running at Forsythe. Max blinked back tears at the revelation. She was...alive? He really hoped that the girl wasn’t an illusion. Some weird crap was happening today in this fog.
Luna launched herself into Forsythe, shoulder first. Now you are in for it, buddy, Max thought weakly. Luna’s going to do to you what she did to that other one.
Max’s smile turned to a frown when the girl stumbled back, unable to push the Demon back at all. She grabbed at her shoulder with a pained expression. Something was wrong. Was Forsythe even stronger than the one they had faced back on Darkrune Mountain?
Forsythe turned to her, unaffected by her attack. “You live? How? We all thought that…” he trailed off, and he stepped backwards, lifting a hand. It seemed like he was going to attack, but he kept a hand in front of him.
He’s hiding his face! Max realized. The beast might be consuming his friend, but he was still in control for now. Not that either option boded well for him. He was spent. It was up to Luna now.
Luna’s eyes went wide after hearing Forsythe speak. She stepped forward, trying to meet his eyes. “Forsythe? Is that you? What happened to you?” Luna asked.
“No! Don’t look at me,” Forsythe growled, and he stumbled backwards. His movements were growing more and more erratic.
Max couldn’t help himself any longer. This was dangerous. “Luna! Get out of here. Get away from him.”
Luna held her shoulder. “Max, stop being an idiot. This is Forsythe. We’re friends. This has gone on long enough.”
Max grunted as he got to his feet. “Don’t be naive, Luna. That fool turned himself into that same type of thing that we fought in the lab back home.”
Whatever feelings Max had for his friend, even one who had betrayed him and tried to kill him many times over, he could not hold back anymore. This was a dangerous creature that was roaming free. He had to…
Max startled himself with a thought. What would Keta think hearing that? The Kitaan was one of the finest people Max had ever met. It was the reason he had agreed to join him and Pent in the first place.
Keta tried to see the best in everyone. He had welcomed him, a former enemy, to join his cause. And if Max couldn’t do the same, and to an old friend nonetheless, what kind of a man was he?
“Forsythe. Listen to me,” Max said, and he walked forward, taking a deep breath. When he was ready, he continued. “I’m sorry, my friend, about the way everything went down between us lately. And for not realizing earlier how you felt.”
The large Demon stopped, and turned his neck to glance at Max with a curious expression. Good, I have his attention here rather than on Luna. Something is up with her, he noted. It was best to keep her out of this right now.
“You trying talk down again, friend?” Forsythe growled, emphasizing the last part. He was walking towards Max on all fours, slowly.
Max put on a grin. “No, I’m just remembering the good old days. You remember them? Before all of this blood and violence became our norm?” He started to walk towards Forsythe, his hands spread in a welcoming manner.
Forsythe had been watching him, down on all fours again. It was a feral look, completely contrasting his old friend’s previous demeanor. He had to take a gamble.
“We were all friends back then. We can still be. Luna is fine. There’s no reason for us to fight any longer,” Max said, trying to soothe his friend. He was inching closer. But the hardness in Forsythe’s eyes warned him, and he jumped back to avoid piercing claws.
“Friends? Don’t make laugh. Always despised you! If only you hadn’t come to village, then perhaps Luna may have been mine!” Forsythe roared.
The beast flinched as Luna attacked with a right hook to the face, disorienting him. “Don’t you dare talk about me like I’m some trophy to be won!” Luna said, her anger matching the tone. “I loved you as well, Forsythe, but my heart belonged to Max. Especially now that you show your true colors…”
Forsythe’s mouth split into a wide grin. “Your fist lacking power, Luna. I barely felt that.” He opened his mouth and began to laugh hysterically. “Well, isn’t this interesting. It seems that I possess most power!”
Luna’s eyes narrowed and she struck. Her blow bounced off Forsythe’s skin, and she stared in horror. Luna...she’s lost her power! Whatever they did to her must have done it! Max realized. This was bad. In his deranged state, Forsythe was likely to do anything.
The creature got onto his hind legs and lifted a hand. “If that’s true, then perhaps it’s time to say goodbye to my old self. After all, what’s that old saying? If I can’t have you, no one can.” He took a step towards the Demon girl.
Max moved without thinking. He ran at the Demon, who casually turned and struck at him with his claws. Max bellowed in pain, as they pierced into him. “Oh come now, Max. Even for you that dumb move. Just give up. You can’t beat me.”
Max coughed up blood, the claws tearing through his body. And then he placed his hands on Forsythe’s arms and clamped down. “I might not be able to beat you, but at the very least I can take you with me.”
Forsythe’s eyes widened as he began to realize what was going on. It was too late. He may have been faster, but Max was stronger. There was no way out of his grasp. There was only one way left. “Witness it now, old friend. My dying flames of rage!”
And Max ignited himself, letting his fires grow and burn hotter than he ever had in his life. He let every emotion that he was experiencing stoke the pyre. Love. Hate. Sadness. He would use it all for his power.
He was screaming, but so was Forsythe. The same strange, guttural scream that had signified his old friend’s descent into a monster. At the very least, Max would be the one to put him out of his misery.
Finally, the screaming stopped, when there was nothing left of Forsythe but ash. Max let his flames die, and a smile crept to his lips as he fell backwards into the ground.
“Max!” Luna’s voice was still like music to his ears, despite the pain. She was soon beside him, and she placed a hand on his mangled shoulder. Max felt nothing, but that was to be expected. He had seared the flesh together.
But he could do nothing to combat the damage the battle had down to his insides. “Ah...Luna. You...I’m glad you’re okay…” Max panted.
“Max! Hold on, we have to get you to a doctor or something,” Luna said, trying to lift him. But with the supposed loss of her power, there was no way that she’d have been able to.
Max turned his head towards her. “I’m sorry, Luna. But it looks like this is as far as I go.” He choked out the words, knowing that he was already on borrowed time.
“Don’t talk like that,” Luna said, between sobs, “Don’t talk, Max. Save your strength. I’ll get us out here. I promise. It’ll be okay, we’re together again at last!”
Together at last. Max had saved her. He had accomplished what he had set out to do. He lifted a hand to touch her cheek. She was so beautiful. “Yes...together at the end...I’m glad…”
The girl took his hand in both of her’s. Tears ran down as he tried to study her fading face. “No Max, it’s not the end. Stay with me. We’re going to get you some help. We’ll find your friends! They can save you. It’s going to be okay!” She began pleading.
Max smiled at her, a genuine smile. The ones he used to flash her back in the village when they were younger. “Luna...make sure our kid...grows up strong like us. I’m sorry...I love you…”
As Max fell back, he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer and his body had stopped responding. “Max? Max! Open your eyes! MAX!” Her voice was the last thing Max heard, as for the first time, the world around him grew cold.
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Sephiel never thought much of being a Kitaan. Without a goddess to watch over, she resigned herself to aiding the Xegin. Their goals seemed to be the most inclined towards peace in the world.
And Sephiel would be the angel of retribution.
She did not share Keta’s goal of pacifism. She knew that ushering in a new age would require power. If anyone was able to stand up to a greater Demon who had descended into madness, it would be Sephiel.
But first she had to take care of a certain problem. Standing in front of her was a Human that did not belong here.
“Administrator Raphael Mcpherson,” she announced. She had heard the stories of the great man who escaped the tyranny of the Empire to lead those who would follow to the great nation of Teforia.
But seeing him here in front of her, she was disappointed. He was small even for a Human. She shook her head. “I never expected you to be involved in all this,” Sephiel said.
The man smiled. His eyes remained closed, but he had shifted to be looking at her despite his blindness. “Indeed. I am quite the actor, aren’t I?” Raphael said. Sephiel felt slightly dizzy at the sound of those words.
Sephiel raised an eyebrow. Just what was going on here? “Why?” She asked. “You understand what the Brotherhood intends to do, right?”
Raphael chuckled. It was a chilling sound. “Indeed. And why not? Humans don’t deserve anything. Didn’t that kid Keta tell you anything? Don’t you understand. Humans killed our goddess.”
Sephiel narrowed her eyes. She hadn’t heard any of the details from Keta or the others. She had returned intending to fight Keta and avenge Tianna. After she had discovered her friend had joined Keta’s party, she had as well. If Tianna was on board, she would be too.
But this intrigued her. “Start talking,” she said, crossing her arms. And so she listened to the Human tell her about the death of the goddess at the hands of the Empire. She didn’t interrupt the entire way through. When it was done, she wasn't surprised. “So this is all because of one Human?”
“One Human? Oh no, we as a society are a plague on this world. Humans persecute the Demon clans. We’ve hunted them, experimented on them, nearly drove them to extinction. It is not right,” Raphael said.
“Have you done any of these things?” Sephiel asked.
Sephiel was often blunt in her words. Raphael opened his mouth to speak, but closed it. He lifted a hand to his chin, and looked thoughtful. After a moment, he said, “Well, my people are responsible for many things in this…”
“Spare me your sophistry. Are you responsible for any of these things personally?” Sephiel demanded.
“No, not personally. But…”
“Then our business is concluded. I’m not here to do dirty my hands with some whiny Human who feels bad. Get out of my way and go back home.”
She didn’t get far when a figure appeared seemingly out of nowhere. It attacked from the fog, and Sephiel deftly avoided a knife being plunged into her heart. There was an assassin in the midst.
“So, can’t afford to face me on your own, Human? I suspected as much,” Sephiel said, and she got started tracking the assailant. She became aware that the fog had become much denser, obscuring her vision.
“Have you ever heard of Grand Commander Thomas Durail, my little friend?”
The Human was still talking to her. Sephiel’s first instinct was to ignore it, but then...she could not seem to pinpoint the location of her mystery attacker. So she decided to indulge the man. “Everyone knows the mad emperor.”
“The man who successfully murdered a goddess, but there was more to his crimes. You see, even after the Xegin and the Demon clans banded together with Sanction to push back his forces, he had been seeking ways to rectify his defeat.”
Sephiel avoided a knife strike, and thrust with her palm in the direction. Her attack hit empty air. I missed?
“He had somehow found more Xegin, but Tyrannes had managed to turn those to his side as well. So he gave up on Xegin technology...and began focusing on Demons. Genetics, to be specific.”
Sephiel frowned. Why was this man telling him all this? “What’s your point, Human?”
“My point is that the Grand Commander has a weakness. Or rather, a fondness. You see, his son was stricken by blindness at a young age. Medicine, Xegin technology, nothing could help him. And then the madman turned to something else, something he had spent years despising.”
“And that was the first time he began experimenting on Demons.”
Sephiel folded her arms. “Why are you giving me a history lesson, Human?” She realized, panicking a little, that she could not see the blind Human any longer.
“It will make sense. You see, Durail spent years studying Demons for a way to return sight to his son’s eyes. And yet, he wanted that son to aid him in his conquest. So he gave the boy a special set of eyes, from a Greater Demon. Then, he slaughtered the rest of the clan so that his son would be the sole possessor of these special eyes.”
“That seems about right. The man is insane after all. He only wanted to strengthen his army,” Sephiel said. It was a fairly simple tactic. Limit what your opponent can do while maximizing your own power.
There was a light bit of laughter. “Ah, but see the thing is, the father really did love the son. He thought that in doing this, by giving the boy power, it would show how much the man cared.”
Sephiel blinked. Was she going crazy? She could she see glowing figures in the fog? A man and a child, and the child turning away and running off. “What are you doing to me?”
Raphael ignored her question. “But the boy was a gentle creature, and he wanted nothing to do with wars and bloodshed. This act caused the boy to leave, and the man never saw his son again. What he did not know was that it was this act that caused him to join the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
Sephiel blinked, and the Human was in front of him once more. But now, the man’s eyes were open and Sephiel could see that he possessed the trademark red eyes of a Demon.
“You are Thomas Durail’s son?” Sephiel exclaimed, dropping into a defensive crouch.
Raphael nodded. “Erisda thought that Ivaldi was the one. He was simply utilizing a disguise. With the power of these eyes, I changed my body. I changed my name. And I fled. I sought out the Brotherhood of Shadows. I wanted to atone for my father’s crimes.”
“And what about the other Humans that you would condemn when your new tyrant of a leader enacts his plan? They will all die,” Sephiel said, frowning. Why was this man saying all this? There was some kind of trick, some angle she was missing. Perhaps she needed to appeal to him.”What about your mother?”
Raphael tilted his head back and let out a bitter laugh. “You’d have to ask my father about that.”
The son of a madman… “What do you mean by that?” Sephiel asked.
But the Human shook his head. “I’ve no time to waste explaining exactly why my father should be removed from his throne, nor the atrocities he’s committed. I know what you are, Kitaan. You have nothing to fear from the events to come. We need not be enemies.”
Sephiel studied this man. By all outward appearances, he did not seem to be a bad person. Nor did he seem particularly malicious. He’s not even afraid. He knows what I am, and that we stand as enemies. There is no fear, Sephiel noticed.
And yet… “If you know what I am, then you must realize that I would never stand idly by and let this happen,” Sephiel said, though with a twinge of guilt. Had she not so long ago endorsed General Delta’s plan to wipe out the Humans of Teforia?
Sephiel clenched her fists. What had changed? Was it because of Tianna? Was it because of Keta? She didn’t know any longer. She would follow Tianna…but did that make her a puppet? Tianna herself had expressed regret for her actions.
Why am I questioning myself now? Inferno is attempting to summon a goddess. I am the only one who can understand what it means to face a deity. Well, perhaps that fake Keta...Sephiel thought, but she wondered...they were allies now, she should treat him better.
Still, she knew what she would do. “Get out of my way, Human. I have bigger things to deal with than you.” And with that, she pushed passed the Human.
It’s up to me to defeat Inferno. I am the true Kitaan, Sephiel thought to herself. She entered the fog. And immediately found herself in a new location. Except she was surrounded by even more fog.
“How unfortunate that you did not accept my clemency. But, I will not fail the Master. Forgive me, but you will not leave this place. At least, not until this is done,” Raphael’s voice echoed in the fog.
Sephiel frowned, keeping her senses keen in case something attacked him from a blind side. How was that man able to do this? There had to be a secret, but she would need time to figure it out.
“I cannot fight, my body is frail. However...these eyes, given to me by my father, allow me a way to protect myself. You and I are trapped in this illusion. Even if I cannot fight, I will not allow you to become a hindrance to Master Inferno,” Raphael said, his voice coming from all directions.
So that was his plan. He was going to keep her here until it was too late. How annoying. Even if he can’t fight, I can do nothing while I am being misled by illusions. It was a clever strategy, she admitted begrudgingly.
“Very well, Human. I did not wish to do so, but I must now treat you as an enemy, Sephiel exclaimed, breaking into a sprint. But no matter where she went, it was just more fog. She knew it was just illusions, she just needed to uncover the truth behind the fiction.
And she would need to hurry in doing so. There was no telling what sort of nonsense the others would get up to in her absence. She only hoped they were making better progress than she was right now.
***
Pent walked towards the sobbing Formetis, who was draped over the body of Inferno that laid on the floor. And judging by the fact that the man wasn’t moving and the amount of blood surrounding them, he was no longer amongst the living.
How could this have happened? When he had first set out, Pent had always imagined that this would all end with Inferno and Pent in a final clash. It had been madness to think of course. The first time he had fought the older Demon, he had nearly been killed.
Still, it seemed the only way for it to end would have been a sword fight between Pent and Inferno. Keta and Inferno had history, sure. But the Kitaan would never have had the nerve to face his former master.
Or the resolve to strike him down for the greater good.
Seeing the man lying dead here, Pent felt a pang of sadness. It was his warrior’s blood. For all his hatred of this man whose ambitions had gotten his father killed, he hated to see such a regal warrior die.
Pent’s thoughts were interrupted. He had run out of space between him and his enemy.  “What happened?” he asked. There was nothing from her. She just kept her head down, a quiet sound emanating from her. Pent tried again. “What happened?” he said, a little louder.
“Are you here to kill me?”
It was a quick and simple question. And yet it was one Pent could not answer. He didn’t know what he was going to do about her. He had been intending to fight Inferno.
“Are you here to kill me?” the young girl asked again. She rose from her position and turned to face him, her hood falling. Pent stepped backwards in shock, his mouth open. The person in front of him was Formetis, but her hair had become silver and her eyes golden, just like Keta and that other Kitaan kid.
“What are you?” came the question from his lips. Pent was trembling from anxiety.
Formetis stared at him hard, eyes piercing him. “I asked you a question, mortal!” She screamed and raised a hand. Dark energy began to form into a ball, which she threw at Pent.
It was a clumsy throw, but Pent had still been caught off guard by the revelations that he only barely evaded it. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw it fly off into the distance.
Another distraction. Pent growled and focused, for the girl had started flying towards him. She was becoming more accustomed to her powers. He tried to draw his weapon, but he was too slow and she slammed into him. Normally, a frail little girl like Formetis tackling him would have been easy for him to absorb. This time, it felt like he was being hit by a horse.
He was thrown off balance, wincing from the pain as he fell backwards and hit the ground hard. Ignoring the pain, he threw a hand out from underneath him and jumped to his feet. Breathing heavily, he returned his attention to Formetis, who stood before him with hands on her hips. She wore a cold expression on her face.
“That was a warning, mortal. Now I will ask you once more. Do you intend to strike me down?” Formetis asked, her hands glowing with that dark purple energy.
“I’m not here to kill you, Formetis. I came to stop you and the others,” Pent said. Formetis was acting differently. It’s like she was being possessed by something else.
“You lie!” The girl spread her arms wide and several arcs of dark energy lashed out from her at Pent. His eyes caught the movement and he leapt backwards out of their range, as they crashed into the ground violently.
“I’m not lying. I’m trying to end this without any more bloodshed. But you all keep pressing me,” Pent growled. The girl came flying at him again. He narrowed his eyes. She was slow. He sidestepped, her eyes wide as he did. He didn’t draw his sword. Instead, he swung with a fist, striking her in the stomach.
He regretted it immediately. It was like punching a wall. The girl’s body was incredible tough. If he hadn’t thrown a weaker punch in a fleeting moment of pity, he could have broken his hand. But at least he had succeeded in knocking her out of the air.
The girl hit the ground in a heap. She was so lacking in fighting prowess that Pent almost felt bad for her. He was about to walk over to help her when she scrambled to her feet.
“Don’t lie to me, mortal! I have all the memories of you in my head. You and your penchant for indiscriminate killing,” Formetis said, her eyes full of hatred. She clutched her head. “All of you mortals are murderers…”
Pent flexed his fingers, still feeling numb. “If you’ve got memories of me in your head, the least you could do is start calling me by my real name. I know you can recall me, Formetis.”
Formetis stopped clutching her head and looked up at him. Her face was less angry now, eyes wide. Her eyes moved to her own hands, as if discovering them for the first time. It seemed like she had finally calmed down.
But the moment he took a step towards her, she shrieked in panic and threw another mass of energy at him. Pent leapt to avoid it, but he didn’t stop walking towards her. Again, she attacked and again he evaded. He was beginning to understand now.
He had gotten within striking distance of the girl. Her eyes became furious, and she lifted a hand. Pent was faster. But he didn’t draw his blade. Rather, he wrapped his arms around the girl in an embrace.
It was a gamble on his part. Pent very rarely enjoyed such a thing himself. However, when he was young and angry, his mother would do the same thing to him. When she was gone, his sister had done the same thing to console him. Still, he braced himself for the worst.
Instead, he felt her arms around him. He didn't get zapped or punched this time. All he could hear was the girl sobbing again. Stupid crybaby. But Pent had enough sense to let this girl be a crybaby.
And it was just like when he had been recovering from his duel with Inferno. The two of them alone. I can save this girl, can’t I?
“Pent, you have to escape from me.”
Pent was suddenly pushed away and he stumbled backwards. Formetis had begun to back away from him, her hands wrapped around her body. The light had begun to envelop her again.
“Formetis, what are you doing?” Pent asked. He had felt like he was getting through to her. Why did she pull back?
The girl locked eyes with him, those new golden eyes piercing through him. Pent shuddered. He could physically feel the power radiating within. It wasn’t like Keta’s quiet strength either. This was raw.
“I remember you, Pent. But I remember everything. The memories of the goddess...my old memories. But I remember you. I remember my life, this life, as Formetis the Human.”
Pent was in awe. He was in the presence of one of the old gods. And yet it possessed the body of a girl he was acquainted with. That made it hard to differentiate. And it made it harder to think of what to do.
He settled on figuring out the situation. “What happened to Inferno?” Pent asked, nodding at the corpse.
Formetis wrapped her arms around herself. “I had always assumed that I would be the final sacrifice. Master always kept me in the dark about the specifics of the rituals. Now that I have regained my memories, I understand why. The final piece of the ritual to restore the powers of a goddess is the lifeblood of a Greater Demon.”
Pent frowned, his gaze still resting on the body of Inferno. If someone needs to shoulder the evils of revolution, then the Brotherhood and I shall bear it. And when freedom is attained for our people, I shall gladly pay the price for my crimes. The words of Inferno still resonated with him.
So Inferno had been meaning to die this whole time. He had been attempting to bring peace for the Demon clans, ready to become a martyr for the cause. The man was dedicated to his goal. How sad that fate put us on opposing sides, Pent pondered to himself. But he needed to focus on what was happening now.
He walked forward, but the girl thrust a hand out. “Stop! Don’t come any closer!”
Pent halted his advance, worried by the panic in the girl’s voice. “Why?” He asked calmly. This girl had amazing power, but she was no fighter. He could win.
“Because the old me is screaming at me to kill you and end this all!”
Pent stopped moving. Formetis slumped to the ground, holding her arms. She was shaking violently, muttering to herself. It was just like he had been when Abyss had threatened to overtake him. The girl was suffering from an internal battle for control.
But why? Why would the goddess be trying to kill him? Did she think he was a threat to her? Was he? He thought to himself. He didn’t actually know what he would do now. It was too late to prevent the goddess from reawakening. But he did not know her intentions.
He wanted to know. He boldly stepped forward, until he was right in front of the glowing girl. He knelt down, and looked her in the eye. “Formetis, what is it you are planning?”
Pent wondered if such an approach would work. The girl was clearly unstable. His warrior’s instincts would protect him if such a gambit went sour. Still, he had to try. If there was any of the girl he had met back in the plains, he owed it to her.
“I can use my power to bring peace and tranquility to the entire world. Alone, I was the Goddess of Shadows. But when Elthea gave her powers to me, I was giving the powers of light. It took me many years to understand my power,” Formetis said, looking at her glowing hands.
Elthea? What is she talking about? Pent wondered to himself. Pent was seeing a new side of her. Was this the effect of her regaining her divinity?
“I had seen the fighting continue for years between the Humans and Demons. I watched, unsure of what to do. I had sworn to Elthea that I would protect her children, and yet I had to watch over my own as well. Eventually, I came up with a solution, one that could only be obtained with both the light and the darkness. I would create a dream world for everyone.”
Formetis had stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. He could feel the energy within her, calming him. When Pent was forced to meet her eyes, he was amazed at how different her face looked. And yet, it was the same girl.
She smiled, and closed her eyes. “Doesn’t that sound wonderful, Pent?”
A dream world. Pent was a warrior, and he had a sense for danger. And something about this was triggering that sense. “It would, but what does a dream world even mean?” He asked.
She removed her hand and began to float in the air, gliding around him. “My powers offer me mastery of nightmares. But after experimenting with my powers obtained from the Goddess of Light, I can manipulate those nightmares. They can be pleasant, peaceful...serene. Everyone will exist in an eternal dream.”
There it was. The catch to it all. “You mean to put us into eternal slumber, then.”
Formetis nodded. “14 years ago, I saw the world engulfed in darkness. Humans and Demons locked in eternal strife. There would never be peace, unless I brought it. I would see that everyone slept, and in their dreams they would see paradise.”
Pent sniffed. “You would rob us of our freedom?”
Formetis turned to him, the radiant glow illuminating her face. “You have done that to yourselves. Every life you take with your incessant fighting robs them of their freedom. Why? All creatures should live equal. In this dream world, everyone will be happy.”
A world where everyone was happy? Pent tried to imagine what that would be like. What would his be? Would he be locked in endless combat for eternity, seeking glory? Or would be surrounded by friends and loved ones?
It was too much for Pent to think about right now. Not while he was in this strange place, staring down a goddess.
Formetis turned away from him, hands clasped behind her back. “I tried to enact this plan all those years ago and they called me a monster. My own ally turned against me. In my anger, I almost killed him. My only friend in the world. Tell me, what would you do if half the world was evil and half the world was innocent?”
Pent walked up to join her. “The same thing I’ve been doing up until now. I will protect those important to me.”
“And if those important to you are the ones considered evil?”
Pent started suddenly. That question had caught him off guard. “I don’t know.”
Formetis sighed. “And that is why mortals are flawed. They fight for what they believe is right, even if it can be considered evil.”
“I see. You want to leave all the thinking to the gods then?”
“Precisely.”
“You realize what that will mean, yes?” Pent said. He knew firsthand the drive for freedom. “People will fight against you.”
Formetis let out a laugh. Pent shivered, for he did not recognize this sound. It was different from the girl he had first met in Frostclaw village. It reminded him that this person was a divine being.
“If they fight, they will lose. But what will you do, Pent?”
“I’d rather not fight. But I’d rather not sleep for eternity,” Pent said simply.
Formetis began walking towards him slowly, and Pent tensed up, placing his hand on his weapon. But he couldn’t bring himself to draw. She saw this, and asked, “Would it not be better for you to be able to feel no strife, no suffering...merely happiness?”
“The cost of freedom is a high one these days, but we all fight for it nonetheless.”
But Formetis shook her head. “This is not true. Years ago, I recall seeing that the people just want to live in peace. They did not care who or what was in charge as long as they were safe.The trouble arose when those with ambitions began to vie for power. They took it upon themselves to disrupt the world, all for their own glory. Such things would never occur in the Eternal Slumber.”
The Eternal Slumber. Hearing it said out loud by her, it did seem peaceful. Living a simulated life. But Pent knew better. “You don’t actually believe that, do you?”
The girl was silent for a moment. “I did. I truly did. And yet, it was the beginning of my end. When I told this to Kataro, he disagreed with me. He called my plan madness. I...struck out at him. Perhaps I had descended into madness in my many years…”
Pent paled. This revelation came as a shock to him. This girl, she was immortal. She had existed since the beginning of time, and she would continue on long after he was dead. What could a mortal like him ever hope to be to her?
“What happened afterwards?” Pent asked, curious.
“I nearly killed Kataro, but he managed to evade me. When he returned, he had brought the greatest of the mortal champions. Xehemoth the Eternal, Master Inferno and Thomas Durail to fight alongside him to stop me.”
Pent stepped backwards. “Thomas Durail? The Mad Emperor?”
Formetis smiled. “When enemies are threatened by an even greater enemy, they often become allies. It seems I was the greatest threat to the world, according to them. They defeated me. Kataro spared me the killing blow, only to be betrayed by Durail, who ended my life. You know the rest.”
An alliance of convenience...was that what Max and Keta had been to Pent? That was certainly how it had been, he realized. He wondered where the pair of them had ended up after they had entered the fog.
Pent didn’t have time to worry about them right now though. He needed to find out something. “Do you still intend to put us all into this Eternal Slumber?”
Formetis shook her head. “No. Perhaps it was my time amongst Master Inferno and the others. Perhaps it was because I lived as a mortal. But I do not believe my former solution was a good one. It was borne of good intentions, but ignorant of mortal logic. Kataro...was right to oppose me.”
There was such sadness in her voice that Pent wanted to move forward to console her. But… “So what happens now?” Pent asked. The two of them locked eyes, and he could see a hard edge in them. He was certain he would not like the answer. But before he could get one, the two of them were interrupted.
“Well, isn’t this interesting.”
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The strange new voice startled Pent, and he whirled around to find it’s source. How had someone managed to sneak up on him? Did this place dull his senses somehow? Regardless, he peered through the infinite white and got a visual of someone.
Someone was walking towards them. It was a woman, draped in an ivory dress. Like everyone Pent seemed to meet these days, she had the same silver hair and gold eyes that Keta had. Could she have been a Kitaan like Keta?
She smiled at him, a lovely smile. Unfortunately, he could see in her eyes the truth hidden behind it. Maliciousness. She was beautiful, but not in a good way. Like a predator in the moonlight, poised to strike.
Pent was frozen in place as she approached. She wasn’t a girl like Formetis, but a grown woman. The way she carried herself, those long legs moving gracefully through the mist. Pent was enthralled. Or ensorcelled. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind.
“Who are you?” he asked, finding his voice.
The woman had been walking towards Formetis, he realized. When he spoke, her eyes widened and she raised a gloved hand to her mouth. “Huh? What is this? Has this mortal deigned to speak before being spoken to? How brazen they have become in the years I have been locked away.”
Pent should have held his tongue, but he wanted to hear her say it anyways. “Are you like Formetis?” Pent asked.
The woman stared at him with a blank look. Finally, she raised a hand. There was a shimmer in the air, and a sword materialized. She grabbed it and pointed it towards Pent. “The mortal will kneel when addressing me,” she said, with a grin.
Pent growled and drew Abyss and pointed it in a familiar challenge. “I don’t take condescension very well, lady. Now I will ask you again, and this time I expect a real answer,” Pent said.
The woman held his gaze for a while. Her grin split into laughter. She waved her hand and the sword vanished into thin air. She turned to Formetis. “Where did you find this one? I like him. He has fire. And for that reason alone, I will allow this one instance of insolence. Very well, my name is Kalezstros. To you uncultured mortals, I am the Goddess of War.”
And she left him, striding towards Formetis. Pent’s sword arm lowered. His eyes were on this woman, but he couldn’t find the resolve to move. Keta had said that they would be up against a goddess. He never said anything about there being two of them.
“That mortal called you Formetis. Why do you look different, dear sister?” The divine being called Kalezstros kneeled and held out a hand to Formetis. The girl hesitated briefly, but accepted.
Pent’s mind was racing. This was bad, wasn’t it? This feeling, this tension that he felt around Kalezstros was different than the one he felt with Formetis. She was dangerous. That ability to summon weapons from nothing was troubling, but the way she held the blade more so. She was versed in the way of battle.
This was a true goddess of war.
“I remember you,” Formetis said, her voice hollow. Pent could see the fear in her eyes. “I...sealed you away.”
“I know you did, dear. I have no idea why you chose to side with Elthea when we were on the verge of victory. You cost me my conquest, Xalphora. A conquest you started alongside me,” Kalezstros said.
“Xalphora…” Formetis said, sounding it out as a child would. She was staring at the ground now. “That was my name, wasn’t it?”
Kalezstros frowned. She raised a hand to her chin, and took another good look at Formetis. “Whatever happened to you, sister? You are not the same as you were back then. Your essence is weaker. You no longer look as radiant. In fact...you look like one of the Children of Light.”
“It’s because she was reincarnated,” Pent found himself saying. Kalezstros turned to him, eyebrows narrowed by the interruption. Pent was annoyed at being ignored. “She was this world’s protector for a long time, if the stories are true. And then she was betrayed.”
And the entire story came out, the one he had heard from Formetis herself. How she had been killed by the Humans and revived as one by her Kitaan, and had spent the last 14 years as Formetis. The goddess listened intently through the whole thing.
When he was done, Kalezstros shook her head. “I always did warn that the mortals would one day seek to destroy us. It was the reason why I carried forth the mortal purifications,” Kalezstros said. She cracked a smile, a glint in her eye. “Well, one of them anyways.”
The way she phrased that pressed Pent to ask, “And the other?”
The woman turned to him, her eyes dancing. “Why, for the thrill of battle, of course. I am the goddess of war after all. I exist to bring conflict and fighting to the realms. What other purpose would I serve?”
Pent did not know how to respond to that. His family had been religious, believing in the higher powers. Pent had always denounced them. What divine being could allow his people to be mistreated so?
But he had been proven wrong. Now he was standing in the presence of two of the divine creatures. If she was the goddess of war and that was her purpose, who was he to deny her?
She must have sensed the doubt in him, for she glided towards him. Pent flinched as she reached out a hand and touched his cheek, holding it in a tender embrace. “I can sense a warrior’s resolve in you. You crave battle as I do. You would make an excellent champion for me.”
Pent could do nothing in reaction. He realized that he was feeling a mixture of awe and fear. Kalezstros seemed to peer into his very soul. She laughed, and removed her hand. “Well, perhaps when you have a few more years on you. You are still just a child.”And she left him, returning to Formetis.
“I have waited too long. You sealed me away, leaving me with nothing but emptiness in the Realm of the Heavens. The mortals have been free to exist without regulation. They must be dealt with, and I am the best way to oblige,” Kalezstros said.
“What will you do?” Formetis said in a low whisper.
“What indeed. Hmm. Well, what purpose would it serve to think so far ahead? Why not just head out and begin the slaughter? I always think best after a good battle.”
“I’m afraid I cannot allow that,” Pent said. The words had come out before he had thought it through. Damn it all, he was starting to sound like Keta.
The goddess sighed and whirled around. “You sound like a Kitaan. I always did hate Kataro. He never let me fulfill my true purpose. I was his deity and he defied me. What insolence,” Kalezstros said, her voice full of irritation.
Pent was still trying to understand everything that was going on. This woman was the goddess to whom he was most attuned. He knew the thrill of battle and she knew his worth. This was a true goddess of the Demon clans. But what would a future ruled by such a person be?
“Tell me, mortal. What will you do?”
Pent was broken out of his thoughts when Kalezstros addressed him. “What?”
The goddess moved towards him with graceful steps. “I’m going to raze this world and bring in a new era. Are you interested in being my herald of war?”
Pent shook his head. “You are correct about one thing. I am like you, in that I crave battle. But I feel nothing for war.”
“How droll. Then you’ll end up dead like the others.” Kalezstros raised her hand. She summoned a sword again, and ran at him.
Pent lifted his sword to block, and realized he had underestimated Kalezstros. He was flung off the ground with one swing through the air, though he managed to stay upright, landing awkwardly. This woman’s appearance was deceptive. She seemed to possess monstrous strength.
“Was that it, dear? I expected more out of you,” came the mocking voice, followed by a laugh. Pent grunted, pulling himself up and readying his weapons. Damn it all, that hurt. But he couldn’t show weakness now.
“Oh? I was wondering if you’d be too frightened to fight back. Good, ”
Pent rushed at Kalezstros, but before he could do anything, Formetis called out. “Stop it! Please don’t hurt him!”
Formetis had gotten to her feet and was staring at the fight, her eyes wide with concern. Pent leapt aside to avoid a slashing sword, and he looked up at his attacker, only now noticing it. Kalezstros had a look of madness upon her face.
“I haven’t been in a fight since you trapped me, sister. My appetite must be sated.”
Pent realized that he was outmatched the moment their swords collided. The two had crossed swords for mere seconds. He wasn’t exactly sure when he noticed, but the revelation was disheartening. Abyss was torn from his grip, sent flying away from him. He stumbled, his arm stinging from the impact.
Pent held Susanoo in front of him to protect him from the next attack. It was useless. His guard was broken, and the weapon dropped from his hand as his arm went numb, forcing him to one knee.
Pent stared up at the woman attacking him. The woman wasn’t even trying very hard. Those last two attacks had been merely a simple flick of her wrist. He leapt backwards quickly to gain distance. But he hadn’t expected the woman to keep up with him, as she towered over him. This is bad.
“Poor thing, you’ve no idea what you’ve come up against, have you?” Kalezstros said, her weapon vanishing as she put her hands on her hips. “Tell me something, did you really expect to win against a goddess?”
Despite the situation, Pent allowed himself some defiance. “Maybe. To be blunt, I didn’t believe in the gods until a while ago. I sort of figured I could take one on,” Pent said truthfully.
Kalezstros fixed him with a stare, and then laughed. “Xalphora, this mortal is delightful. I almost don’t want to kill him. But I can see it in his eyes. He’ll keep resisting me until his dying breath.”
She reached out with great speed and her hand clamped around his throat. Pent was lifted in the air, gasping as his legs dangled underneath him. He grabbed at the arm, but he could not force the woman to release her grip. “Might as well remedy that here and now.”
“No please! Don’t kill him!” Pent could hear Formetis yelling, and it sounded closer. But Kalezstros held tight. Pent’s vision began to blur. Was this how he was going to die?
Ha. What a way to die. Being killed by the Goddess of War. There was no greater honor to a warrior. And so, Pent accepted his death as a flash of white consumed him and he dropped to the floor.
But why did death seem like he was simply in pain? Was he to be tortured for all eternity due to his questionable actions in life?
No, he was alive. And he heard the sound of a voice that made him angry. Of all the people to be saved by, this was the most embarrassing.
***
Keta stood in front of Pent, who was doubled over coughing. Beside him was Formetis, who had different hair and eyes. They were opposite the woman in white, who had the same features Formetis now displayed. And at the altar in the midst in a puddle of blood lay Master Inferno.
Focus now, grieve later, Keta thought to himself, fighting back his emotions. He had wanted things to end differently between him and his former master. But now, he was facing down the enemy and he needed to concentrate.
The first thing he had seen when he arrived in the chamber was the woman in white, strangling Pent. He reacted as quickly as he could, moving to intervene. The woman had dropped the boy and escaped his blade, then merely regarded him with a curious look.
“Are you okay, Pent?” Keta asked simply, keeping his eye on the woman in front of him, who was looking at him distastefully.
“If I said yes, I’d be lying,” the boy said, massaging his neck. Keta was glad to see the boy, but surprised to hear the fear in Pent’s voice. What had happened here? What could any of them do? There was only one way this would work. But, as he looked over at Formetis, he wasn’t sure how well that would go over.
No, this was to be his battle.
“That sword you carry,” Kalezstros said, nodding at it. She had been silent since he had made his appearance. “That is Kataro’s weapon, is it not? So the Kitaan has passed and made you his replacement?”
Let me talk to her, Kataro’s voice rumbled inside his head. It may avail to nothing, but I was acquainted with her back when I was still Elthea’s guardian. I will try to appeal to her.
Keta was reluctant at first, but he knew it was the best option. He was still wary about giving control of his body to another, after what had happened with Abyss. To be locked into the back of your mind while another rules. But he knew Kataro was different. And so he allowed the transfer.
“Kalezstros, it has been some time,” Kataro said in Keta’s voice. When the goddess raised an eyebrow, he added, “My soul has been sealed into Reikon. Keta carries my blade now, and can allow me to use his body. I wish to talk.”
Kalezstros seemed to accept this. “You’ve quite the gall to speak to me after all the trouble you have caused me, Kitaan. Xalphora’s betrayal, my eventual defeat and imprisonment, it was all due to your actions.”
“My apologies, my lady. But mistress Elthea gave me very specific instructions before her demise. I was to guard the lives of all mortal creatures. She didn’t think it right to lord over them like they were puppets,” Kataro said.
Kalezstros frowned at hearing this. “Kataro, I never sought to treat them as puppets. I am far too busy to pull their strings. I am the goddess of war, and they are my prey. That is all there is to it.”
Keta could sense Kataro’s frustration. “Lady Xalphora had changed. She became the goddess of shadows and light. It is not unthinkable that you could become something new. Has your time in solitude taught you nothing?”
Kalezstros broke into a wide grin. “Oh, it has taught me something all right. It has taught me how much I despise tranquility. For millennia, I have sat alone with nothing. Without connection to the Mortal realm or the other goddesses who ruled it, the Realm of the Heavens fell into decay. I have seen nothing but void since that day you imprisoned me. That is what you had condemned me to.”
Keta felt a flash of guilt from Kataro, even as he himself felt pity for the goddess. To be alone and isolated for so long must have been painful. It would have driven a lesser man insane. So how was it this woman was still lucid? Was this the willpower of the gods themselves?
“Do you want to know what kept me going, even after all these years?” Kalezstros asked sweetly. Keta could hear the malice hidden behind the words, but Kataro nodded anyways. “I replayed every battle I had ever been in, over and over in my mind. And I relished the thought that, someday, somebody would free me and I would be able to fight once more.”
She turned on her heel and crossed her arms across her chest as she looked at Formetis. “I never thought that it would be you who freed me, dear sister. And for that, you have my thanks. And as for you, I think it’s time we settled the score.”
Kataro sighed. “I had hoped that it would not come to this, though I would be lying if I said I did not expect it. However, my time has passed. I am no longer the Kitaan who protects this world. If you must fight a champion, then Keta will be your opponent.”
Keta was suddenly thrust back into control of his body. I am sorry, I was unable to persuade her. But I thought that I needed to at least try. Forgive me.
“No,” Keta said out loud, “You did what you thought was best. And I appreciate it. Kitaan are not monsters. We try to save everyone. But if necessary, we must fight to protect. Goddess Kalezstros, I am sorry for what has happened to you. But you don’t need to repeat the past.”
“I don’t need to, Kitaan. I want to,” Kalezstros said.
Keta gripped Reikon. “Then forgive me for what I must do.”
The woman raised her hand and a sword dropped into it. Keta moved quickly, closing the distance between the two of them and drew his blade in a quick slashing motion. The goddess stopped the attack with a simple motion and pushed his guard away before making a counter attack.
Keta ducked the blow and aimed a slashing cut upwards. Kalezstros raised her other arm and a shield appeared in it, blocking the attack. Surprised, Keta barely was able to avoid being cleaved in two by jumping backwards.
Look out!
Kataro’s voice warned Keta just in time. He had moved out of the woman’s reach, but suddenly she was back in front of him. He sidestepped being skewered by the sword and leapt backwards to gain distance again. The woman turned to look at him with a smile. “Impressive,” she said.
Don’t forget that she is the Goddess of War. She is stronger than she looks, and can move much faster than you would imagine. Keep your wits about you, Kataro said.
“Thanks for the heads up. I’ll try and keep that in mind,” Keta said, though he was sweating a little from the anxiety. Was she using Gale Step? It had to be, right? But how was she doing it without becoming weightless? Her attack should have done nothing.
The shield in her hand dissolved and she snapped her fingers, a glowing light pulsing from it. Keta tensed, and he heard Kataro’s voice. Above!
Keta’s eyes darted up and he saw a rift appear in the sky twenty feet above him. From it, swords rained down on his position. Keta dashed out of the way to avoid being impaled by the downpour of steel.
This is ridiculous, Keta thought, panting. If I’m going to make any progress here, I can’t just be on the defensive. I’m going to need to attack. And so the moment he dodged, he made his way to the woman, ducking under the wide swing she employed against him and slicing upwards.
It was a clean hit, but it bounced off her. Just as the attack landed, Kalezstros had armor materialize around her, a brilliant white tint on it. His attack had been rendered useless.
“That was a good move there,” Kalezstros said, as Keta retreated. She stepped forward, and her entire body became encased in the glowing white metal. “However, did you think a goddess of war wouldn’t have her own set of divine armor. You can’t win.” She raised her hand and a helm formed in it, which she placed on her head.
“Keta!” Pent had risen and was running forward. He grabbed his fallen weapons from the ground and started towards Kalezstros. “I’ll rush her head on and you flank her.” Keta nodded. It was a good plan. Well, as good as any considering the circumstances.
“Oh? You still think you can win?” Kalezstros asked. She raised her left hand and a second sword appeared. “When will you realize that you are but mortals amongst a god?”
Keta brought his sword up to block Kalezstros, who had struck out at him. The power of the goddess pushed him to one knee, and he gripped the sword with both hands to avoid being crushed into the dirt. She raised her second sword, but before she could swing, Pent came to his aid, driving her off.
As the two of them clashed, Keta struggled to his feet. His body hurt like hell, realizing that he and Pent would never be able to defeat the goddess alone.
No, I can’t think like that. Not after we’ve come so far, Keta thought to himself. He looked around, letting Pent deal with Kalezstros for now. There has to be some way to gain an advantage.
She’s in the Mortal Realm, her power isn’t as great as she would think. Keta stopped, hearing Kataro’s voice. Of course, he once lived alongside the gods. He would know how to best handle this.
“Tell me, is there any way we can defeat her?” Keta asked desperately, watching Pent fight. He missed a strike and was forced to evade, Kalezstros swinging wide with those weapons of hers.
Keta felt Kataro’s conflicted mind. He was struggling with something. This knowledge must remain between us, as Kitaan. The power of the gods comes from their connection to the Mortal Realm. Thus, this should have weakened Kalezstros greatly when Lady Xalphora sealed the realms.
Finally, some good news. “So we can beat her?” Keta asked.
Hardly. Even weakened, she is the Goddess of War. You and that boy wouldn’t stand a chance.
Keta groaned. “That’s just great. So why even tell me any of this?”
Because Kalezstros is weakened. And despite her circumstances, that one is a goddess.
Keta turned his attention to Formetis, who was sitting on the ground. She was staring at the fight between Pent and Kalezstros with a blank look on her face.
Keta crossed the distance to the girl and extended a hand to her. Gods, she was different with that hair and eyes. “Formetis...you need to snap out of it. If you don’t help us, we’ll die.”
There was no change in her demeanor. “We’re all going to die anyways. She is the Goddess of War.”
Pent grunted in the distance, and Kalezstros let out a sound of glee. “You are a goddess too. Can’t you deal with her?” Keta asked.
The girl shook her head. “Even considering the fact that I just regained my divinity, she was the most powerful of my sisters. It took Kataro, Elthea and myself to even hold her back long enough to seal the realms.”
“Hey Keta! I could use a hand here!” Pent shouted, ducking under a sword stroke and using both blades to block the other. Even with both hands, he was having trouble holding his ground.
“Yes! Come, Kitaan. The more the merrier,” Kalezstros said, nearly singing the words.
Keta turned back to Formetis quickly. “There’s three of us and one of her. At the very least, we could try to fight,” he said. He gripped his weapon tightly and joined the fray.
Kalezstros spun around and met his blade effortlessly. As Pent tried to strike from the distraction, she stepped away from the two and gained distance. She tossed aside one of her swords and raised a glowing hand.
“Move!” Pent roared, and pushed Keta aside roughly. He was lucky, for not long after, spears erupted from the ground that would have skewered him.
“Yes, give me more! More!” Kalezstros screamed. The armored goddess attacked again, a spear appearing in her empty hand. Keta attempted to match her movements, but it was pointless. This was an ancient being whose sole purpose was on the battlefield.
Keta avoided being stabbed in the foot with the spear, but he fell for a feint and was subsequently disarmed. The goddess then came at him swinging with her sword at his neck, aiming to take his head. There was nothing he could do to stop this one.
But he didn’t have to. Kalezstros let out a roar of pain, her sword stopping in mid air. Pent had used the moment to strike, using Abyss to impale through the armor. He pushed it deeper before the goddess turned on him, lashing out.
“I am...impressed. I never imagined that a mortal weapon could penetrate my armor. Or that a mortal would be the one to do so,” Kalezstros said calmly, though she was quiet. She placed a hand where the blade had penetrated, then gasped.
“My blood? Do you know how many years it has been since I have seen my own blood? Are you...the one who might finally show me glorious battle?” Kalezstros said, eyes wide as she glanced at the blood on her hands, then turned her gaze to Pent.
She was completely ignoring Keta right now. Was this his chance to strike? But when Keta moved, she turned her head to him swiftly. “Forgive me, little Kitaan, but playing with you has grown tiresome. I have my eyes on new prey.” With this, she discarded her spear and Keta leapt back to avoid swords rising from the ground between him and Kalezstros.
He began to run back, but Pent waved him off. “Don’t worry about me, I think the goddess wants a duel. You’ve more pressing matters at hand,” the boy shouted, nodding at Formetis. The girl was on the ground with hands on her head, shaking violently.
Keta looked from Formetis to Pent. “I can’t just…”
Pent interrupted him. “You can and you will. I don’t really see another way out of this.”
Keta’s hand tightened around Reikon, but even he had to realize the wisdom behind Pent’s words. Turning, he made his way towards the girl. He only hoped that doing so wouldn’t doom Pent.
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“You’ve given me cause to respect you, boy. I don’t know many that would oppose a goddess. And as a child, nonetheless. Simply fascinating,” Kalezstros said, striking low at Pent’s legs.
Pent focused his will, and called on Abyss for power. The sword growled in his head, but it was more than willing to lend power to him. He brought up his sword to stop the attack from the goddess, struggling from both her power and the pull of Abyss trying to control him. But he was able to hold his ground.
The goddess lifted her free hand and a battle axe appeared. Pent let some of the blood from his open wounds be absorbed by Susanoo to empower the sword. When Kalezstros brought the axe down on his head, he deflected the attack. He used the opening to stab forward, aiming for the heart. But Kalezstros danced away from him.
“I am growing more and more fascinated by you, mortal. You show great courage, despite your age. Those weapons you wield, they are no ordinary swords. And yet you have mastery over them. Marvelous.” Kalezstros said, her weapons vanishing into mist again, holding her arms across her chest. Her helmet had vanished, revealing the face of the deity who eyed Pent with interest.
Pent’s eyes blurred and he stumbled, but righted himself. Perhaps using the power of both swords so frequently was not the best idea. What other choice do I have than against the damn Goddess of War?
“You seem tired. Why do you persist with this useless endeavor?” Kalezstros asked. “For all that effort you expended, you’ve managed to hit me once. And you must realize that my body is much tougher than yours. How long can you keep this up?”
She still hadn’t resummoned her weapons. Pent meanwhile was panting, holding his weapons at the ready. He was scared, but he was also thrilled. This woman was the strongest being in the world. And he had landed a strike against her. But no, he had landed that hit while she was distracted. He wouldn’t be satisfied until he had landed a clean blow on his own merit.
Don’t get too over eager, Pent. We can’t win if you aren’t focused, Susanoo cautioned, though Abyss and his bloodthirst threatened to drown her out.
“Yeah, I know. Keep calm, watch my stance. Master Xuan taught me all this,” Pent muttered, and then he raised his weapons again towards the goddess. “Draw your weapons. Let us continue.”
“As you wish.” Kalezstros spread her hands and an array of weapons plopped into the ground beside her. She leaned over, inspecting them with her hand on her chin. She stole a glance at Pent, and then lifted one. “Let’s see how well you fare against this.”
Pent subconsciously smiled. He was well versed in handling an opponent wielding the greatsword she had just chosen. He stepped forward, knowing that against a weapon with greater reach, he needed to get in first to set the pace of the fight. Kalezstros grinned, before her helmet covered her face.
Pent tried swinging in with his left first, but the goddess held her sword in a guard stance and took the blow easily. Ducking to the left, he swung at her unprotected side. Kalezstros merely shifted her stance and lifted her weapon to take the brunt of the attack and sliced upwards. Pent was forced back.
Look out! Abyss shouted a warning, and Pent heard the whistling of metal. He swung backwards with the purple sword to knock a sword that had come flying from behind out of the sky. With his eyes, he saw a halberd coming towards him and he sidestepped, slicing the wooden shaft clean in two.
Pent let out a loud curse. He didn’t like the fact that he needed a weapon to call out warnings for him. It felt like cheating. Abyss rumbled in his head loudly. I suppose her having access to magical weapons that she can send to attack me with her mind makes us even, Pent thought to himself.
“Why do you oppose me, mortal? My sisters created you, but I can sense a familiar spark in you. You are a warrior. You could become so much more at my side. I do not offer such a thing carelessly,” Kalezstros said.
“I fight so that the people I care about don’t have to. I am not a weapon,” Pent muttered defiantly.
“Aren’t you, though?” Kalezstros asked, holding the sword to the side and pointing her freehand at him. “A weapon can be employed to defend people. There is no shame in it. But don’t delude yourself into thinking a weapon can exist in a world wrapped in peace.”
When Pent didn’t respond, she continued. “Embrace your own power. Ideals only bind you, they limit your potential. Raw talent like yours can be cultivated. You can free yourself from these shackles if you join me.”
Pent shook his head. “Keta was right. Damn him, he was right. I agree with you for the most part. But you see, I just can’t turn my back on everyone else. I am a Demon after all. We are nothing without our pride.”
The goddess didn’t move at first. Pent expected another speech. Instead, Kalezstros placed both hands on her weapon and raised it. “I don’t know why you would pass the chance to aid your goddess, but I respect it. You wish to make your own way in the world with your own strength. I respect that. And because I respect you, I shall cut you down here and now.”
Kalezstros came in with an overhead slash that Pent avoided, the blade crashing into the ground with such force that it erupted around the impact. The goddess lifted it quickly and spun, cleaving at his waist. Pent jumped over the strike, charging her to keep the pressure. He swung at her with Susanoo, hitting the armor.
“Take my blood, Susanoo!” Pent commanded, and the weapon began to drain him again. And he commanded the dark magics the frost blade imbued its user to flash freeze the armor, encasing her entire left side in ice.
Kalezstros stumbled, and retreated, in an awkward fashion. Her greatsword vanished, for she couldn’t change the way she held it with her frozen hand. She stared down at it, gold glow barely visible from the helm. Pent breathed, thinking that he had dealt a critical blow. He could win.
All his hope died when she shattered the ice with ease.
Pent fell to his knees. He was spent. He’d given too much of his blood, and expended too much energy with all his other fights. He was at the end of the line. He said nothing as the goddess walked forward, her diving armor emitting a radiant glow.
Stand up and fight, Abyss commanded.
“Sorry, sword. It seems this is how far I get,” Pent whispered.
“You fought well, child of shadows. I will grant you the glorious death you have always sought as a warrior. For what greater honor is there than to be killed by the Goddess of War?”
The greatsword vanished into the air and another sword fell into her hand. This one was golden, with lines of white alongside it. It was in stark contrast to the weapons of ordinary make that she had been summoning earlier. And then it hit him. This was her true weapon. And he realized that the goddess had simply been toying with him.
Haha. What else should I have expected? That I could defeat a goddess? Pent thought to himself. That was the height of stupidity. He was still just a 12 year old Demon after all. Regardless, he would face his death with pride. He lifted his head, ready to stare death in the face.
It didn’t come for him.
“Xalphora?”
Formetis had thrust herself in between Pent and Kalezstros, who had to stop mid swing from cleaving her in two. “I can’t let this boy come to harm."
“Get out of the way, Formetis. You can’t fight her,” Pent warned, his voice haggard. He had been trying his best to fight Kalezstros. He tried to get up, but struggled to keep himself from falling. He had no energy left.
She turned back to look at him, and gave him a smile. “If I can’t fight her, what makes you think you could have fought her?” she asked. Pent’s mouth hung open, hearing such snark from Formetis, but also because he knew she was right.
“Sister, why do you protect this one? He is a mortal. And a warrior at that. Let him die in combat.”
“I can’t!” Formetis said loudly, her voice thick with emotion. Blasted girl, why was she protecting him? That was his job. He tried to rise, but his body had already given out on him. Damn it all, why was he so weak? “I can’t...Master Inferno is gone, and Pent is the last good memory I have left.”
For what seemed like an eternity, nobody spoke. Keta appeared beside Pent, leaning down. “I convinced her to act, if nothing else than to protect you.”
Pent grimaced. “Oh great, now she can die with the rest of us mortals…” he said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. He was glad, at least partially. It meant that the girl cared about him. Unfortunately, it also meant she would die when this crazed goddess chose to attack.
Instead, the goddess dropped her arms to her side, and her armor vanished, along with her sword. She crossed her arms  as she moved towards Formetis. Kalezstros was nearly two heads taller than Formetis, so she looked down with narrowed eyes. “Sister, what is this mortal to you?” she asked.
The question took both Pent and Formetis by surprise. She turned slightly, stealing a glance at him, before speaking. “I’m not entirely sure. But I know that he’s saved me more times than I deserve. I don’t want him to come to harm.”
Kalezstros sighed deeply. “Sister, how I wish you would speak so fondly of me. Your betrayal of me was the most intimate dagger in the back I have ever received.”
“I had to, Kalezstros. We had gone too far. Kataro spared my life, but, more importantly, he showed me another path. You can change. We can change this world together. We can become better for them.”
Kalezstros had been wearing a smile up until now. But it faded as she pulled her hand away. “I am sorry, my dear, but that is the difference between you and I. To me, these mortals live to serve us.”
Formetis sighed. “Then we are at odds?”
Kalezstros took a step forward, and Pent felt the need to step forward to protect Formetis. His body disagreed, and he could do nothing but watch as the two goddesses shared a look. Keta placed a hand on his shoulder, concern in his eyes.
“I do not wish to be. But these mortals have poisoned your mind. The mere fact that they have successfully killed a god requires that they be reinitialized. Surely you must realize this?” Kalezstros asked.
Pent saw what looked like concern on the woman’s face, and that took him by surprise. She had a point. Could they really claim to be innocent in all this? Humanity had grown bold in recent years. Maybe they did need to be dealt with.
“If you think that, then help them.” Pent was shocked as the words came out of his mouth. Both Formetis and Kalezstros turned to look at him. The former looked perturbed, while the latter frowned. With blinding speed, she pushed aside Formetis and charged at him. Keta tried to defend him, but he was knocked aside with a backhand. Pent could do nothing as the woman grabbed Pent by his shirt.
“What was that, mortal?”
As Pent hung limp, unable to fight back, he muttered, “If you are the great gods who created us all, then help us.”
Kalezstros slammed him into the ground. Pent tasted blood and felt his bones rattle. “Miserable creature. You dare to speak when you are not spoken to, and to chastise us as well?” she said maliciously. She turned to Formetis suddenly and gestured to him. “Is this what you seek to protect? These blasphemous creatures?”
“Pent!” Formetis was at his side quickly, kneeling. She placed a hand on his back, but he could hardly feel it.
“It breaks my heart to see you like this, dear sister. Let us not fight any longer. The realms are no longer sealed. We can return to the Realm of the Heavens.”
“And the mortals?” Formetis asked, not looking up.
“And what of them?” Kalezstros said, waving a hand in annoyance. She craned her long neck down at Formetis. “Why do you insist on trying to protect them?”
Pent saw Formetis close her eyes, and she was silent for a moment. She lifted her hand and stood to face the goddess. “Because they are my responsibility. I promised Elthea. I must stand by them.”
Kalezstros sighed and shook her head. Keta stepped up to stand with Formetis, sword at the ready. “I understand. You have made your choice, and I must make mine,” Kalezstros said sadly, and she began to walk away. She raised a hand and a rift appeared in the air, not unlike the ones that Formetis conjured to warp around.
“What are you doing, sister?
The woman stopped, and turned back to Formetis. “I’ve no wish to remain here. My power is not what it once was. I must understand why. I cannot afford an extended campaign against you and the Kitaan.”
“So what happens next?” Keta called out to her, stepping forward boldly.
The goddess turned, golden eyes regarding Keta. “Whatever ill will I bare to your kind, I do not despise you. Rather, you have impressed me. I always considered Kitaan to be nothing but the sword and shield of Elthea. You...are an independant Kitaan. Fascinating.”
She raised a finger and pointed at them. “You and that boy have caught my attention. You possess power I would not expect. I should kill you all, lest you attempt to resist me.”
The threat loomed in the air, and despite himself, Pent’s mouth went dry. He was in a completely debilitated state. If she decided to act now, all three of them would surely die.
Get up. I will not let you die in the dirt, Abyss was whispering in his head.
But Kalezstros winked at them, a look of glee on her face. “But where would the fun be in that? Why eliminate all the sport at once. So how about it? My body may not be ready yet, but when my powers have fully returned, we shall clash once more. As dear Lachesis is so fond of stating, this is destiny,” Kalezstros stated and she walked through the rift and vanished as it closed around her.
“No! We can’t let her go! We have to follow her,” Pent shouted, getting to his feet. His body rebelled, and he crashed down to the ground.
“And do what?” Keta asked, helping him up off the ground. “We’re hardly in any shape to fight right now, and we haven’t even heard from the others. To seek a fight now would be nothing short of suicide.”
Pent knew what the Kitaan was saying was correct, but he had not seen the power the goddess held. They were nothing but playthings. “So we do nothing?”
Keta was staring at the empty space where Kalezstros had been. “We do nothing. The die has been cast. The gods have returned. In a way, a wrong has been righted.”
Pent growled. The Kitaan was speaking so peacefully, so mystical. He was even more calm now for some reason in their short time apart. Even though Pent had chosen to aid Keta’s insane quest, he still hated that attitude.
“So what will you do when she returns?” Formetis had gotten to her feet. She definitely looked the part of divinity now.
But if Keta was intimidated, he did not show it. “The same thing I’ve always done,” he replied.
The way Keta was standing there with sword in hand, a look of clarity on his face… he looked so regal. Stupid Kitaan...he’s always got to be so damn heroic, Pent thought.
Formetis nodded her approval, and she began to glow. “I must honor Master Inferno’s dying wish. I will lead the Brotherhood in his place. I will seek a balance between my people and Elthea’s if I can. But if I cannot, then I must ensure my people’s survival. We have worked together this day, so we shall depart in peace. Consider this a warning, should our goals ever clash.”
It was a threat, one that he would not have expected from the girl he had rescued back in the plains. But then, he realized that Formetis was no longer just that person. She was the Goddess of Shadows.
The girl moved over to him and placed a hand on his back. And at once, he regained feeling in his body. The girl...she had healed him again. Pent caught a glimpse of her smiling face.
And with a brilliant flash, everything turned white.
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Keta blinked and the fog was gone. Formetis was gone. Inferno’s body was also gone. Pent was still with him, clinging to his shoulder. Now, he was standing in the plains, and he was surrounded by a few others.
Tianna was helmless, holding a sword in her hand. Her armor was damaged and she was breathing heavily. Confusion clouded her face, and when she caught sight of Keta, she stepped back. “Keta? What happened to the fog?” Sephiel moved over to her.
“The gods...they have returned. What happened to you?” Keta asked.
Tianna shook her head, as if she was in a trance. “I was fighting against Jessica...General Zeta. She was working for the Brotherhood of Shadows. But then, all of a sudden, she was gone. And you all appeared.”
“You missed all the fun,” Pent muttered weakly. The boy had impressed Keta. His prowess in combat was much greater than Keta had possessed at that age.
Keta was about to say something to Pent, but he saw other figures close by. One of them was Ophelia, Pent’s sister. The other was Luna, the girl from the Darkrune Mountains, and Max, who was laying on the ground. The last one was a young girl, couldn’t have been older than six, with blond hair.
Keta nudged Pent, who pushed him aside as soon as he saw his sister to run towards her. Keta smiled, and he made his way over. Despite everything that happened, they had somehow stopped Kalezstros. Formetis, for the moment, was not their enemy. This was a victory.
So why was Luna crying?
Dread rising, Keta moved forward, kneeling down beside Max. No...not you, Max, Keta thought, reaching down to touch his friend’s face. It was cold. Unsure, he felt for a pulse. And he felt tears escape his eyes.
Max Revia was dead.
“Ophelia! Your healing magic...maybe it can save him!” Keta exclaimed, turning to the blonde priestess.
Ophelia, whose face was already stained from crying, shook her head. “I am sorry, Keta. My powers...they have left me. And even had they not...I am unable to return life to one who is without…”
Keta withdrew his hand, and sat in silence, unable to form words. Pent had made his way over, and upon seeing the body of his fellow Demon, moved to help. After coming to the same conclusion he had, the boy slammed a fist into the ground.
Tianna had made her way over. She held a hand to her mouth at the sight, and then bowed her head. She kept her distance, out of respect.
“It was my fault. I tried to help him, but my strength had left me. I was powerless. He died saving me,” Luna said between sobs, still holding Max’s hands.
Keta shook his head. “No, he was a part of my team. He was trying to make the world a better place for us all. I was his leader, and I failed him.”
Keta had never felt this burden before. Even after the old Master had died, he had been on his own. Nobody except himself was in danger. But now, he had led Max to his doom.
“You idiots!”
Everyone jumped and turned to Pent, who had just raised his voice. He had gotten to his feet, his face contorted in fury. His hands were clenched into fists and he was shaking.
“When a Demon gives his life for a noble cause, it is the highest honor one can attain,” Pent said, walking closer to Max. He lifted his right hand and thumped it to his own chest. “Show this man the respect he deserves!”
Keta was dumbfounded by the boy’s display of reverence for the Demon warrior. A different kind of pride welled up inside him. Pent was right. He would grieve for Max, of course, but he would never let the man’s achievements be forgotten. Keta stood beside Pent and mimicked the warrior’s salute.
Luna, though she kept holding Max’s hand, made the same gesture. Tianna solemnly followed suit. Ophelia was not a warrior, so she merely bowed her head in deference, as did the young girl.
And so they said their farewells to Max Revia, the Greater Demon outcast...and member of Sanction.
Tianna broke the silence. “I know you wish to prepare your friend for the rituals you Demons practice to honor the dead, but we must leave this place. There was still a battle that had taken place not long ago, and tensions must be running high.”
Keta nodded, and he looked around at the plains, unable to see anything in the distance. “After everything that has happened, they must realize that they had been deceived into fighting one another.”
Tianna’s shoulders slumped. She seemed more tired than any of them. “I will report back to my people. They cannot dismiss what I have seen. The Xegin people will withdraw. I will do what I can to open dialogue between us and the Humans.”
It was a simple promise. But after all the hardships of the last few weeks, it was more than he could hope for.
“I will go to see the Humans, and hopefully they can be persuaded to sue for peace.” Keta volunteered.
“That might be a little more difficult than you think,” Sephiel said, stepping forward. “When I was within that fog, I saw the Administrator of the Humans, Raphael Mcpherson. He was aiding the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
Pent cursed loudly. “They were playing us all like damn fools!”
Keta massaged his temple with his hands. “So the Administrator and one of the highest ranking generals were traitors. And the other highest ranking general is dead…there will be chaos for sure…”
***
Keta stared out at the ocean, grateful for the rest. He had spent the greater part of the morning sparring with Pent. The breeze was cool on his face. Beside him, the boy was lost in thought. Keta could understand how Pent felt, if only just a little.
It had been nearly six weeks since the last battle between the Humans and Xegin; since Master Inferno had accomplished his goal and unsealed the realms. The world was not the same any longer.
Now the gods dwelled amongst them once more.
Keta wondered how Pent had felt about it. The Goddess of Shadows, Formetis, had until then been a Human girl. Pent had bonded with her, but they had been enemies early on. It was tragic really.
It’s a miracle the boy didn’t run off with Formetis to join her Brotherhood, Keta realized. Beyond that gruff exterior was a good person it seemed.
Keta had stayed in Teforia to assist with restoration. Pent had returned home with Ophelia to look after his family and his clan. He had returned less then a week ago, reporting that his brother had assumed the mantle of leader for the Frostclaw clan.
But the more surprising news was that the boy had come specifically to join him.
“Why?” Keta had asked.
The boy’s expression was solemn when he answered. “Because you try to do the right thing. And sometimes, to do so, you’ll need someone who can do what you cannot.”
Keta had spent a lot of time thinking about those words. He didn’t know what the future would bring, but he did know that he could not do anything alone anymore.
“Keta!”
Pent reacted first, whirling around with Keta following suit. Two figures were approaching. He smiled as he recognized Tianna and Sephiel. He was surprised to see that Sephiel was not wearing her armor. She was wearing normal clothing.
“Hello, Tianna. Sephiel,” Keta nodded at both of them in greeting.
“Hello, boys. It’s good to see you,” Tianna said. She wore full Xegin uniform, metal sparkling in the sun. “I bring news from the homeland.”
Tianna and Sephiel had stayed with the other Xegin to help restore stability to the region before returning home to Zelrega. Keta had been asked to wait until the two of them returned until he departed.
But is this move the right one? Keta wondered to himself. After the old Master had perished and Sanction fell, Keta had moved with no direction. He had simply wandered around and did what he could wherever he ended up.
Now that the gods had returned, and one of them was now leading the Brotherhood of Shadows, he could no longer afford to act with such misguided focus.
Sanction needed to evolve.
“General Alpha has taken on the position of Imperial Commander to replace Commander Tyrannes. She has been in talks with the Humans and they have agreed to dissolve the current administrations and form a united government,” Tianna reported.
Pent raised an eyebrow. “Just like that? You’d think there’d be more...animosity, considering the recent hostilities.”
“We were easily turned against one another because we were divided. That was not the true purpose of Teforia. It was to be a land of peace. Unfortunately, we allowed ourselves to become segregated. And because of this, we were easily misled by the Brotherhood of Shadows.”
“Commander Alpha will lead the nation. She was Tyrannes’ first ally, she will uphold his values.”
“What about the Humans?” Keta asked. Their former Administrator had been aiding Master Inferno apparently, who had in turn been impersonating one of their own military generals.
Tianna was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, it was a delicate thing. “The council will be dissolved. They were woefully ignorant of the activities their own leader and general were up to. They must be held accountable.”
Keta folded his arms. “Hold on, that doesn’t make sense. The Xegin were responsible for almost wiping out the Humans by following General Delta. Should they not also face some consequences?”
“The Xegin are more advanced than Humans. They are the most qualified to lead,” Sephiel muttered, walking forward. Keta then realized that the girl was imposing, even in civilian clothes.
Tianna put a hand on her ally’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t have put it so bluntly, but yes, it seems that the Xegin believe they would be best in charge.”
Keta sighed, but Pent laughed. “It seems they are less than willing to give up their power after all that.”
“Perhaps. But they are the most capable of leading the nation and protecting it’s people. I support this decision. They have decided that it would be in their best interest, however, to have one of the soldiers from the previous government serve as one of the Imperial Generals,” Tianna added.
An interesting way to ensure that Humans still have a say in things, Keta thought to himself. “Who have they taken into the Imperial Generals?”
“You might know her. Her name is Giselle Leclair. She was a lieutenant for the late Erisda Walker. She has been indispensable in keeping order in the colonies.”
Keta nodded. Giselle had been tough from the first time he had met her, but the death of her leader Erisda Walker had hardened her. The last few weeks, she had thrown herself into her work to try and distract herself, but it had taken its toll on her.
“Also, it seems that she has taken in the orphan of Erisda Walker, Silvia Walker. She was the girl we rescued back in the plains with Ophelia and Luna. Giselle and the general were quite close. It seems she wants to make sure that girl has a good life,” Tianna added.
Perhaps this was the best way for the girl to move on. She could do some real good as one of the leaders of Teforia. And helping Erisda’s daughter would be a good way to both honor her fallen mentor’s memory and help keep the two from despair.
Of course, there was the topic nobody wanted to address. “Any news of the Empire?” Keta asked finally.
The Empire had been strangely quiet the last few weeks. The man from the Genesis lab, Albert Warren, had claimed he was an Empire scientist. Shouldn’t his death have caused an international incident?
“They’ve been completely silent. No envoys, no scouts...nothing. We Xegin feared that the civil war would have attracted an attack from them, to strike while we were weak. But there has been nothing,” Tianna said.
Keta nodded, unsure if no news was good or not. But it solidified his decision. “Right then, that’s where Pent and I will head first. We need to discover exactly what their intentions are.”
“Hold on,” Tianna said, stepping forward and raising a hand to interject. “Are you telling me you plan to just go traipsing through the Empire territories? Are you mad?”
“Why not? The old Master used to do so with Sanction back in the day,” Keta pointed out.
“Yes, but wasn’t he some kind of Dragon time lord or something?” Tianna countered.
“This is true. But I am a Kitaan. It should be fine.”
“Besides, he’ll have me to look after him if he gets in trouble,” Pent chimed in.
Keta cast a grateful glance at the boy. Though he was merely a Demon, and a young one at that, Pent had become remarkably skilled in the art of war and used resources to augment his already impressive arsenal.
A pang of sadness rang through Keta, remembering his last confrontation with Xuan. He had defeated his friend, but he had not turned him to his side. He was gone by the time everyone had returned to the plains.
Where have you gone, old friend? Keta thought wistfully.
“You’ll have more than the Demon to look after you, Keta Night. You’ll have us.”
Keta was snapped back to his senses by Sephiel’s voice. When he turned to her, she was staring at him with those golden eyes. They were different from when she had stood against him. They still held the same determination, but there was something else.
A glimmer of warmth.
“What do you mean I’ll have you?” Keta asked, dumbfounded. He searched her face for any sign of jest. But then, the Kitaan girl was not much for lighthearted humor. He turned to Tianna. “You can’t leave, you are part of the Xegin Imperial Generals, aren’t you?”
Tianna raised a finger. “Almost an Imperial General. I was never formally inducted into the order. And considering the circumstances and the way things went regarding General Delta, I’m not sure I could ever really atone. So...this will be my penance.”
“And where Tianna goes, I go,” Sephiel replied simply.
Keta paused, and started pondering the situation. These were two of the finest soldiers Keta had ever seen in his lifetime. One possessed a rare gift, and the other was a Kitaan like him.
However… “I’m sorry, but if your reasons for joining are simple penance and loyalty to another, then I must refuse. My Master always taught me that it was the duty of those with power to protect those without. If I have power, then I should put it to good use.”
Keta pointed out over the water, towards the Empire that would be in the distance. “The path I walk is a dangerous one. I do it for the people. I chose to assist Master Xehemoth, knowing full well the peril. Because I believe in a better world.”
Master Xehemoth had always felt that Keta was too gentle. And yet, he had given Keta the tools necessary to seek the truth for himself. His own justice. He had taken it upon himself to fight for the people. Because one day, he had hoped that Teforia would not be a land of peace. The whole world would be.
Keta believe that with all his heart. Pent was cynical, but he wanted to believe in a better world. The question was, what did these two believe?
Sephiel was silent, but Tianna spoke up after a moment. “I believe you asked me a similar question back when I joined you to fight against the Brotherhood. I told you that you needed help and you should just accept my aid.”
Tianna placed a hand on her chest. “I am a proud Xegin, and I uphold their ideals. The greatest ideal for the Xegin is to one day have a world where we everyone lives in peace. By that logic, the greatest chance for peace lies with Sanction.”
“I could have touched Delta’s mind and ascertained his intentions. But I was afraid. And it cost many their lives. But you...I’ve seen your thoughts. You are...different from the others. There is an innocence to you, a genuine desire to help everyone. It is naive...but perhaps we need more who share that naivety if we are to change the world.”
The Xegin woman reached up and pulled her helmet from her head, long hair tumbling down. She knelt down on one knee, holding it in her arms. Tianna looked at him with unseeing eyes.
“I am a soldier, but I will do my best to aid you. Someone needs to make sure that you do not overextend yourself. Someone needs to protect you while you uphold your ideals. This is my pledge to you. Let me join you and together we can work towards a better future,” Tianna said, her voice full of sincerity.
Keta was silent, at a loss for words. Many have called him a fool (Pent seemed to call him this daily). But nobody had ever expressed such a heartfelt desire to want to help change the world. Nobody except Max…
Keta’s fist clenched. Even weeks later, his friend’s death weighed on him. The Demon had been selfless in his goals. While he had wanted to rescue Luna, the woman he loved, he had also believed in making a better world. Even when he had been part of the Brotherhood of Shadows.
Stop it, Keta told himself. Remember what Pent had said. Honor his sacrifice and remember him as a warrior. The Demon clans were a very proud people. In the end, he had saved Luna and his unborn child. He was a good man and Keta would always count Max Revia as one of Sanction.
Keta extended his hand to Tianna. “I would be honored to have you by my side, Tianna.” The Xegin woman flashed him a brilliant smile and took his hand. Keta then turned to Sephiel. “And how do you feel about all this? Why do you want to join us? Simply because Tianna wishes to won’t cut it for me.”
The Xegin girl...no, he would need to start recognizing her as a Kitaan...moved forward, to meet his gaze. “I will always show deference to Tianna, she is the closest thing to family I have.  But I am also this world’s Kitaan. Is it not my duty to protect it?”
Keta frowned at hearing this. It had not been that long since he had discovered the truth of his birth. He was still having difficulty processing this at times. Even more so the fact that this young girl was the true heir to the Kitaan.
“Oh, um...I did not mean it as you think,” Sephiel said quickly, turning to the side slightly. Keta could almost see the slight flush of her cheeks, but it was gone quickly and she had composed herself. “I simply meant that I must do what I can as well. I am Kataro’s successor after all.”
Keta nodded. For Sephiel, a girl that had despised him for so long, that was quite a bit of growth in their relationship. He smiled, and extended his hand to her. “A Kitaan’s work is never done, huh? Welcome to the team.”
After the two had shaken hands, Keta knew what he had to do, though he did not like it. He had gotten used to the weapon, to the guidance of the elder Kitaan spirit. But he knew that it was not his by birthright. And so, he held out his hands, Reikon lay across them in it’s sheath.
Sephiel’s eyes narrowed. “What is this?”
Keta struggled to keep his emotions in check, and keep his voice calm. “Reikon is the sacred blade of the Kitaan warriors, an ancient heirloom. As you are the heir to Kataro Tiansia, and the last natural Kitaan, it is only fitting that the blade be returned to you.”
The girl stared at him, and Keta could not see what lay behind. Sephiel was still vastly unknown to him. Whatever she was thinking was a mystery. Still, he needed to do this. It was only right.
“Last natural Kitaan, you say? And you would hand this blade over to me, despite being my senior in age?” Sephiel asked.
Keta nodded. “It is only just. I would not rob you of your birthright.”
“Hmph...keep your sword, Keta. I am no swordsman, I have no use for such a weapon,” Sephiel said, pushing the weapon back towards him.
Keta had expected this. But he would not back down. “Sephiel, you don’t understand. This sword...it contains the power of our ancestors, hidden abilities of the Kitaan people. You are the true Kitaan...for a fake like myself to wield it over the true Kitaan...it would be blasphemous.”
Keta had reluctantly accepted his creation. But he would not allow his existence to interfere with the world’s natural order.
Sephiel fixed him with a hard glare. “Do you remember when we fought back in the Imperial Plains during the war? I had just suffered a humiliating defeat against you. Do you recall what you said to me?”
Keta shook his head. The adrenaline and danger of that day had been too much for him to remember anything aside from fight after fight.
“Then allow me to enlighten you. You said this to me. Regardless of the circumstances of my birth, I choose my own path. If so, does that not apply to we who were born naturally as well?”
Keta was surprised by the way she had taken his words, but he nodded. The girl smiled. “Good. So take the damn sword and let that be the last I hear of it.”
Keta was sure his mouth was hanging open. Sephiel was...smiling? That was quite a rare sight. “But…”
The girl cut him off. “Besides, if it really does grant you more power, then you’ll need it. I’ve no idea if being a false Kitaan reduces your power or not, but you still need work if you are going to keep up with me. I can show you a thing or two, now that we’ll be working together.”
Keta couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes...quite. Well, I have no objections then. How about you, Pent?”
The Demon boy regarded them all with his red eyes. “If you can fight, then you’ll make a good ally. And hopefully you’re not as foolhardy as Keta here. I’m here to make sure he doesn’t make any stupid moves.”
The other two nodded, and Pent laughed with them. Keta sighed, but he knew that regardless, he had a new team to work with. Master Xehemoth...Master Inferno. Watch me, I will create a future both of you can be proud of.
“All right then,” Keta said, looking to each of them. His new comrades. The start of a new Sanction. He then turned to take one more glance at the water. The Empire that lay beyond was their next destination. “Let’s go.”










EPILOGUE
DIVINITY
Pandora had been watching for countless generations. She had refused to take sides during the war, simply remaining neutral. She had resigned herself to an observer while Xalphora created her society.
However, unlike Lachesis, she was not concerned with anyone’s destiny. Why would she? She was the Goddess of Chaos after all.
Pandora lounged amongst the flowers, her white dress becoming green. She could clean it of course, but why bother? She liked the way it looked on her at the moment. Life was better with a little unpredictability.
She was admiring a flower when she heard someone approaching. Casting a glance to the side, she saw a familiar face. Pandora smiled.
“Still acting like a child, I see?” Kalezstros said, standing over her with arms folded. The Goddess of War was as impressive as always.
“Hello, sister,” Pandora said, spinning onto her stomach to look up at Kalezstros, holding her head in her hands.
“You are a tough one to find, Pandora. It has taken me years,” Kalezstros said with an annoyed voice. She then plopped down beside her sister, laying down in the grass. “I still don’t know what you see in this type of mundane activity.”
“And yet you still join me each time,” Pandora giggled. She was the youngest of the gods, and though Kalezstros was not the eldest, she was the most serious. When the sour faced goddess grunted, she added, “You know me. I like to watch from the sidelines in silence.”
“Indeed. Though you realize that with all the conflicts that you witness, your power grows even greater,” Kalezstros pointed out.
Power. That was all Kalezstros ever seemed to get excited about, Pandora mused to herself. This was one of the most regal beings in all the realms, and yet her concern was always about what battle came next.
It made her wonder. Did the mortals fear Kalezstros? It was something that they could never hope to prevail against. Or so she thought. She had interacted with them briefly back when the Realms were unsealed. They had piqued her curiosity.
She waved a hand flippantly. “Hasn’t been much in terms of conflict lately. After that tussle back in that nation, the mortals have gotten along pretty well, at least for mortals.”
“Yes, this is true,” Kalezstros muttered, but her face betrayed her emotions. She must have been thinking the same thing as Pandora.
“This is mostly due to the actions of Sanction, yes?” Pandora asked.
Another grunt. “Don’t play dumb. You probably see more than I do these days.”
Pandora laughed, and she got to her feet. It was time to address her sister’s intentions. “I assume you have spoken to the others?”
Kalezstros frowned. She was not a complex woman, so it was easy to read her. She was a creature of action and instinct. But she rarely had the mind for philosophical conversation. Not the way that Elthea had been.
Pandora grimaced. She did not blame either of them for the way things had turned out between them. It made sense, as she was a creature of chaos. However, she did feel sadness that their feud had ended in Elthea’s death.
Elthea had understood that Pandora was as necessary as light and darkness. In fact, it was her power that bound the realms together. It was her power that the Demon Inferno had used to perform the ritual to unseal the realms. Something she had never understood. But she embraced it.
But Kalezstros was different. She didn’t rise. “Formetis is part of her little freedom fighter brigade. She still fights for her people. Lachesis is as she always is.”
It was only then that Pandora realized it. Kalezstros was frightened. So she was aware of what was going on after all, she
concluded. But she figured she would press the matter anyways. “And the Arbiters?”
This got a reaction out of Kalezstros. The normally composed woman was looking distressed. “They...have not made any moves since the opening. Do you think that they are gone?” she asked.
Pandora stifled a laugh. “Do I think they are gone? Come now, dear sister. Even you can’t think such a convenience would exist. They are as ancient as we are. Now that the seal is broken, conflict is inevitable.”
Kalezstros’ face darkened. “I just have no idea what Xalphora was thinking, releasing that seal so haphazardly.”
Pandora knelt to take a closer look at the flowers. “If you recall, it was that same haphazard thinking that returned you to this realm.” Kalezstros grunted. It didn’t seem like Pandora would get much from her elder sister. “I assume you’ve come to ask me for something?”
The Goddess of War shifted slightly. “I came to see where you stand in all this. You know what is coming, yes?”
“Actually, I don’t,” Pandora said, not looking up. The flowers here were exceptionally pretty. She would have to remember this spot. “But then, you know that is the way I prefer to live.”
Pandora heard rustling and she saw that Kalezstros had finally risen. Though she could not see, she could guess that her sister did not look happy. “You know, little sister, there are times when I could never understand you. And this is one of them. You are a higher power, and yet you waste your time like this.”
And with a brilliant flash, the fields caught fire. Pandora watched as it began to spread quickly, engulfing the flowers she had just been admiring. She couldn’t help but feel a tinge of sadness. And yet, the chaotic flames dancing and destroying everything they touched...it was just as beautiful as the flowers.
That was the true nature of chaos. It was also the reason she could do nothing right now. The others had their purpose. She had hers. “This wildfire was caused by a small change.”
“What?”
“Had you not arrived, these flowers may have existed for years to come. And yet, because you have, this has been the result. Cause and effect,” Pandora said.
“You are quite infuriating, you know that? Regardless, the Arbiters do not concern me for now, so long as I uphold my duty. For now, I must continue with my mission. The time of reckoning for the mortals is nearing. I look forward to seeing how they have grown. Perhaps one day you will return to the Realm of the Heavens.”
Pandora was alone again and she glanced at the dancing fire around her. Her little garden was ruined. She let out a sigh. Kalezstros was always ruining everything. She could never see the beauty in the mundane things. But then, the chaos she brought to the world was a work of art in itself.
She sighed and sat back down. The flames...would they kill her? Who knew. She laid down on her back. Kalezstros and Formetis were one thing she had to think about, but there was something else on her mind.
Those of Sanction...what part will they play in the chaos to come?
END OF BOOK TWO
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