
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    The Oathsworn 
 
    c. Liandra Jake 2019 
 
      
 
    In the capital city Sareville there are many Syndicates. These Syndicates protect the cities throughout the country of Karakas. As well as fulfilling everyday jobs for the citizens. Some make all their revenue through providing safe travel between cities or venturing into the large, mostly unknown world. Thanks to a magical energy known as Orenth, a gigantic array of jobs can be preformed. Korvan, the crystallization of this energy through different kinds of materials, is the driving force for all of the world's technological advances. 
 
      
 
    These crystals can be fitted to a housing called a Matrix, which bring forth the Orenth sealed within. When exposed to large amounts of Orenth, a person can go through a physiologic change, but their minds remain intact. Their forms can become like that of animals, or the various Monsters that inhabit the world. These Monsters, unlike animals and humans, can directly control the flow of Orenth in their bodies. Due to this, it is believed that Orenth originally gave birth to the Monsters of the world. 
 
      
 
    However, a darker form of Orenth can twist the minds and bodies of animals and the like, even machines have no protection from the transformation. Very little of this type of Orenth exists normally, but a badly managed Matrix can gather and hold it the more it is used. Even with the dangers and complications of Monsters, Changed humans, and the ones Possessed by the dark Orenth, the world's population continues to rise at a steady pace, with Korvan and Orenth a significant part of its culture. 
 
      
 
    With businesses depending on these technologies, it's only natural for repairs to be needed occasionally and lead to steady income for those skilled in managing Matrixes and Korvan. With this in mind, a young man sets out to start his own repair shop in the capital city. Across from a large park, and set up on the long main street of the city, business was promised to be a sure thing. Sadly however, twenty five years in its existence, a recent depression pushes the shop to the edge. 
 
      
 
    Run down and empty, the now middle aged man sets a help wanted sign in his window, with the hopes of finding someone who he thinks can handle the shop better than he could. As he steps behind the counter, a young child knocks at the door. Surprised, the man goes to answer it. He looks down at the young boy. He had a dirty head of grey hair and a deep sadness in his eyes. He speaks a few words and hands the man an envelope. The man reads the letter inside and a look of great sadness arises on his face. He moves aside to let the boy in. The limp help wanted sign falls from the window and onto the dusty floor. 
 
      
 
    Eleven years past then, a recent economic boom sends the shop back into great business. The days were hot and long for the now grown up grey-haired boy as the expert Kruxsetter of the shop. 
 
      
 
    "Arend! Where's the heating pad?!" The grey-haired shop owner known as Mr. Prickett called to the back room. 
 
      
 
    A nineteen year old man walked out of the back room with a large, thick, folded blanket in his arms. A cord dangled over the floor. He had a blue headband on his sweaty forehead and had a thin grey tank top that barely covered his shoulders. The edge of a scar could be seen on the left side of his chest. With a pair of navy blue shorts, with a red stripe down the right side, and a pair of multicolored sneakers, he looked ridiculous. 
 
      
 
    "This is your best repair man?" A man in a clean cut suit asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend set the blanket down on the counter. He pulled out a small cube from a grey satchel hanging from his side. 
 
      
 
    "You'll need this to get it to work." Arend said as dropped in into the man's hand. 
 
      
 
    "This is a new Matrix." The man said as he looked it over. 
 
      
 
    "No shit." Arend replied with a snort. "The other one is irreparable." 
 
      
 
    Mr. Prickett smacked Arend on the back of his head. "Be polite." He said angrily. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going to pay for this." The man said as he dropped the cube on the blanket. 
 
      
 
    Arend leaned across the counter on one arm. "That one won't break when you try to put a vibrating Korvan in it." Arend said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    The man quickly snatched up the blanket and cube, dropping the money on the counter and scurried out the door. 
 
      
 
    "Tell your friends!" Arend called as he gathered the money. He pulled out a few bills and handed the rest to Mr. Prickett. 
 
      
 
    "I thought it only had a heating Korvan when it came in?" Mr. Prickett asked curiously. 
 
      
 
    Arend gave him a sly smile before strutting into the back room. Mr. Prickett looked down at the money and grumbled to himself. He pulled the amount for the parts out and put it in the safe under the counter. The rest he slid into his wallet. Grabbing a brown coat off a rack by the door, he walked out. 
 
      
 
    "Watch the store Arend! I'm going out early today!" Mr. Prickett called back into the store. 
 
      
 
    "Aye!" Arend cried in reply. 
 
      
 
    A screeching sound of metal on stone filled the store as Arend dragged a metal chair to the front room. He set his grey bag on the counter and went back to gather his work for the day. He set down a few odds and ends; a small handheld game, a ten inch T.V, a hair dryer, and a radio from a train. Arend immediately began working on the T.V. Separating the 'meat' from its plastic shell; he ran his fingers through the chaotic wiring. 
 
      
 
    "These people really need to buy new stuff after a while." Arend grumbled as he began cutting wires with an L-shaped knife. 
 
      
 
    After cutting the wires, he pulled a metal square about an inch thick and the size of the monitor from the bag. From the remaining tangle of wire, Arend pulled a metal cube about the size of his fist. He then pulled out a screwdriver and dismantled the cube. Inside was an iridescent stone set in a shaped frame and surrounded by small circuit boards. 
 
      
 
    Arend popped the stone out with the tip of his L-tool and while he eyed the stone and circuit boards, pulled a small monitor attached to a three inch metal ring by eight differently colored wires. Arend placed the stone in the ring and detached several of the wires. He turned it on and scanned the stone. 
 
      
 
    "Point O' three impurity, two percent variance in decrystallization… Hmmm…" Arend said, tapping the monitor."Not bad for ten years old." Arend continued with a pleased look. "Must be in the wiring." 
 
      
 
    Upon further investigation in the jumble of cut wires, Arend found the problem. A section of wires were fused together and what looked like soda stains on the corresponding spot on the shell. 
 
      
 
    "Of course." Arend grumbled to himself as he clipped he wires and cut out the fried circuits. 
 
      
 
    There was a quiet jingle at the door as someone opened it. Arend didn't look up. 
 
      
 
    "Repair forms are next to the register on the counter. Feel free to look around. Any questions will have to wait." Arend said as he cut the cube apart and laid it out on the metal square. 
 
      
 
    He soldered the pieces in place and set to work rewiring what he needed to. Arend could hear footsteps going down the counter and back again. Detaching the T.V screen from its tubes, Arend set to work turning it into a casual scratch of pen on paper could be heard as Arend set an array of smaller cubes and stones around in the empty spaces of the flat square of metal. 
 
      
 
    Arend soldered the wires in a neat spiral from the newly set objects and the center stone. Grafting the monitor to the plate of metal, Arend plugged it into an outlet under the counter. The screen flickered to life and all that could be heard and seen was static. Turning the stones on the plate, Arend managed to get the fuzzy outline of a news reporter. 
 
      
 
    "Ah!" Arend exclaimed quietly. "I almost forgot the antenna." 
 
      
 
    Peering into the empty shell, Arend located a black metal bar about six inches long and attached it to the top of the Franken T.V. Instantly, the image cleared up. Bundling up the excess wire, Arend tossed it into a red bin by the doorway to the back room. He tossed anything else he could use into a large trash can next to the red bin. 
 
      
 
    Everything else was thrown in a long bin at Arend' feet. He set the Franken T.V on a desk behind the register. Arend was about to start on the radio when he remembered he had a customer. Looking across the counter, Arend found a man about his age digging through a giant crate of Korvan they had in the middle of the store. He was rather short, somewhere around five feet based on the crate. From what Arend could see, he didn't have much muscle mass, but he didn't seem weak as he dug furiously into the crate. 
 
      
 
    His black hair covered most of his face as he leaned over the crate. Level with his chin, it grew in an odd crossing pattern at the back. A pair of colorful headphones was hung on his neck. He had a pair of dark blue, almost black jeans with rectangular strips cut out and hemmed across the length of both legs. His boots ranged from blue at the toe, to a charcoal black at the heel. His jacket was a black that matched his hair with a red lightning bolt spiraling around his right sleeve. 
 
      
 
    The back of the jacket was three inches longer than the front. A short chain of metal rings hung from his left pocket. 
 
      
 
    "What cha' lookin' for?" Arend asked as he slid over the counter. 
 
      
 
    He glanced over at Arend. He was wearing a pair of blue sunglasses. He pulled off his head phones and held them out as he walked forward. 
 
      
 
    "I need these repaired." He spoke clearly and with a voice that Arend found pleasing to hear. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong with it?" Arend asked as he looked it over. 
 
      
 
    "They were tampered with and no longer work properly." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's a little vague." Arend said as he turned back to the counter. No cords were attached to the sides, but one side was heavier than the other. 
 
      
 
    "I've got some other things I've got to finish first, I'll call you when I've finished." Arend said as he set the headphones next to the other things on the counter. 
 
      
 
    "I need them now." He said as he held out the folded form he filled out earlier. Opening it, Arend' jaw dropped. 
 
      
 
    "Three hundred!?" Arend exclaimed. The only thing filled out was the price, five times the normal. 
 
      
 
    The man pulled out a wad of cash. "It's important." He said as he held out the money. 
 
      
 
    Arend held up a hand. "Not until I'm done. Store policy." Arend said as he vaulted over the counter and set to work fixing the headphones. "So who are you anyway? Your voice sounds familiar." Arend asked as he quickly took the case apart with a screw driver. 
 
      
 
    "Hunter Wasteland." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, thought so. The name's Arend, Arend Myshcell." Arend replied as he pulled a small metal disk from the headphones. 
 
      
 
    Three stones sat in an equilateral triangle, with a fourth crudely welded in the center. "The fuck!?" Arend exclaimed. "Who the hell did this?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    "Vladd. He likes to 'fix' peoples things for them." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend grabbed his L-tool. "You'll have to introduce me to this Vladd. We'll have some things to discuss." Arend said with a devilish grin. He popped the center stone out and placed it on the counter. 
 
      
 
    "As long as you don't have trouble with Changed, I will." Hunter replied with a small smile. 
 
      
 
    Arend stopped, before switching tools and changing to a passive face. Hunter noticed this change and went silent. Grinding the plate smooth, Arend put it back in the headphones. 
 
      
 
    "Can I tell you something?" Arend asked as he slowly screwed the headphones back together. 
 
      
 
    "What, may I ask?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend looked up. "First of all, don't let Vladd touch these again. Second, I am utterly terrified of the Changed." 
 
      
 
    Hunter nodded. "I see." 
 
      
 
    "The thing is, I lost my parents due to a monster attack, I was eight at the time and I watched in terror as my parents were viciously mauled and turned into possessed. My fear of Possessed stems from this as well. Shortly afterwards I was stabbed through the heart. Some passerby from a Guild rescued me and I ended up with an artificial heart." Arend said, stabbing his chest with his thumb. "From then on I've been terrified of it becoming Possessed and bursting from my chest, or Changing and it becoming defunct. Ha!" Arend laughed suddenly. "I only met you a few minutes ago and I've told you my life story." Arend as he finished screwing the headphones back together. 
 
      
 
    He handed them back to Hunter. "Let me know if they work." Arend said as Hunter slipped them on. 
 
      
 
    He turned them on and stood with his eyes closed as he listened. He nodded at Arend. 
 
      
 
    "You're better than I thought." Hunter said as he paid Arend. 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't that hard really." Arend tossed the Korvan he removed to Hunter. He caught it and looked at it in his palm. 
 
      
 
    Barely a centimeter wide and a dark yellow, it wiggled slightly as Hunter shifted his weight. "That little bugger is an equalizer. It increases the volume of the quiet parts and decreased the volume of the loud parts. Especially turns your music into a crappy monotone." Arend explained as he put the cash in his bag and went back to work. 
 
      
 
    "You're really just going to sit here and work?" Hunter asked, still listening to his music. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, why not?" Arend asked, tool in hand. 
 
      
 
    "A Battle Tournament will be starting this afternoon. The Battle Bar down the street from here is having an event with all food and drinks half off." Hunter explained. 
 
      
 
    "I lost interest in those tournaments a long time ago." Arend replied as he returned to his work. "Besides, my uncle doesn't want me betting on anything." 
 
      
 
    "Why is that?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because I would clean the place out." Arend replied with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    "Prove it." Hunter said, returning the smile. 
 
      
 
    Arend set down what he was working on. "You're not going to let this drop are you?" Arend asked, standing up. "I guess I'll have to take a day off sooner or later. Could you wait outside? I need to lock up." Arend said as he organized what was still on the counter. 
 
      
 
    Hunter nodded and stepped out the door. Hunter leaned against the store window, his foot up on the lip of the frame. His hands in his pockets, he waited until Arend came out. No longer wearing his headband; Arend had his bag at his waist. Locking the door, he slid the key into his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go then." Arend said as he started down the street. 
 
      
 
    As they walked, Hunter attracted people's gaze, and Arend made them frown. "What's with these people?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Have you ever considered buying different clothes?" Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "I rarely leave the shop; after a bad run in with a fire breathing vacuum, I don't wear what I don't have to." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Hunter raised an eyebrow. "Fire breathing vacuum?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "You'll be surprised what people bring in and try to get fixed. What we deal with is property not covered by a warranty, or refurbishment." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "But a fire breathing vacuum?" Hunter asked, hung up on the idea. 
 
      
 
    "That one was from the police. Some pyromaniac of a kid combined a propane tank, a vacuum, a few fire Korvan, and a few feet of piping into a makeshift flamethrower. Oddly enough, he was able to suck up and store the fire. That was until it exploded as I was working on it." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend patted the bag at his side. "I got a pair of inferno Korvan, and the credit for the discovery that Korvan can absorb their element directly, out of it. Firefighters use that idea to help save people." 
 
      
 
    "Inferno Korvan? I thought you said Fire?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "I did, the four Fire Korvan fused in the explosion to the two I have now. They're too unstable to sell to anyone so I've been keeping them for an emergency." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Shouldn't a blast like that kill you?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend tapped his chest. "My heart had a built in emergency force field. A relic from the Great Wars." 
 
      
 
    "Ah. Axis right?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. My clothes weren't as lucky though. They were still burning when the field went down." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The corner of the street could be seen. Across the road a large blue brick building was quaking as the roar of a large crowd erupted from it. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go then. Don't want to keep my friends waiting." Hunter said as he hurried across the empty street. 
 
      
 
    Arend followed close behind. Pushing the door open, they entered the bar. Chairs and tables rocked on raised floors to either side. The bar was straight ahead from the door. The bartender was leaning against the counter with a bored look. A third floor was built above it and went to the unseen back wall. A sign read "Guild members only" across the top. 
 
      
 
    Hunter walked past the bar and went to a staircase that leads to the third floor. "Are you sure it's okay for me to come up here?"Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry. I know the owner and I'm sure they'll let you in." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    A large man in dark jeans and a black tee shirt blocked the way onto the floor. A similar man blocked the other staircase. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Hunter, who do you think will win the cup?" he asked as he stepped out of Hunter's way. 
 
      
 
    "Fisher for sure; I can't argue with stats like that!" Hunter replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Arend cautiously slipped by. A heavy hand on his shoulder made him jump. "Sorry, I'll need to see an I.D." The bouncer said, holding out his hand. 
 
      
 
    "It's okay Francis, he's with me." Hunter said as he turned back around. 
 
      
 
    The bouncer sighed. "Friend or not any new visitors need to prove they're in a Guild." Francis said as he pulled Arend back past the gate. 
 
      
 
    A large shower of sparks burst suddenly from the large plasma at the far wall. There were cries of outrage as it was the only T.V on the floor. "Damn it!" A young man yelled as he stormed up the stairs. A waiter walked up and said a few quick words. The young man sighed and announced to the floor. "I'm sorry, but there's no way we can get it fixed before the tournament." 
 
      
 
    "Things will get violent if we don't get it working." Francis said, uncertain if he should start crowd control. 
 
      
 
    Arend gave Hunter a wide grin. Hunter was confused at first, but then grinned back. "What's with you two?" Francis asked. 
 
      
 
    With a twirl, Arend pulled his L-tool from his bag, along with a screwdriver. "I'll make that T.V work better than when it came out of the box in less than three minutes." Arend said as he walked past Francis. 
 
      
 
    Francis looked at Hunter as Arend passed him. "It's unlike you to make a new friend." He commented. 
 
      
 
    Arend pushed through a group almost ready to hit each other on his way to the T.V. Arend grabbed a chair as he passed and hopped up to reach the back of the giant plasma T.V. In a matter of seconds, he had the back off and was messing with the wires. The floor looked at him with confused looks. As he replaced the final wire, the T.V burst into life, the image clear and sharp. Arend was drowned in cheers as he worked his way back to Hunter. 
 
      
 
    "It was a pleasure, I'll be going now!" Arend said with a bow as he turned to the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Francis' large arm grabbed him and brought him in for a noogie. "You're not going anywhere!" He exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I take it I can stay?" Arend asked from under his arm. 
 
      
 
    Francis pushed him forward. "Just don't start anything you can't handle!" Francis called as Hunter and Arend walked to their table. It was at the far right and a group of four people were already sitting there. 
 
      
 
    A good looking young man with short blonde hair that faded to a longer white; He was wearing a dark blue track suit. A woman that seemed older than she looked with a great rack and long red hair pushed behind her shoulders. She was wearing a doctor's coat of all things. A younger woman who was sat closer to Arend was wearing a short blue skirt and a light blue tank top. Her aqua blue hair flowed well past her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    A blue cat-face bag was at her waist. Arend noticed she had a large number of rings hung on a necklace dangling half hidden in her shirt. The final member of the group was a young man what was younger than the one in the track suit. His orange hair casually floated around in an untamed mess. He had an odd pair of shorts that had a longer front and a skintight back below his knee, creating little flaps. A hole was cut at the back of the knee. 
 
      
 
    His jacket was a light blue that darkened to a jet black at the sleeves. Four belts were at the end of each arm muscle. What made him seem even stranger was that his right eye was the same orange as his hair, but his left was a darkish blue that matched the shoulders of his jacket. Hunter introduced them. In order they were; Nate, Janese, Kronth, and Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    "Guys, this is Arend." Hunter said, patting Arend on the back. 
 
      
 
    "Ahoy hoy!" Kyrel exclaimed, raising a welcoming hand. 
 
      
 
    'And like that, any hope he'll be a normal person flies out the window.' Arend thought, trying to fake a smile. 
 
      
 
    "So Hunter, you still going for Fisher?" Nate asked. Hunter nodded. 
 
      
 
    Kronth reached around Arend and poked Hunter's headphones. "I see you got them fixed." She said when he glanced at her. He nodded, pointing to Arend. She raised her eyebrows in his direction. 
 
      
 
    "You fixed them?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    There was something about her purple eyes Arend found enchanting. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "You know, he's never seen without them. If he was willing to let you fix them, you must be good." Kyrel said as he pushed between Kronth and Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend scooted away from him a little. "Not really. He probably just noticed it on his way here." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    A waitress walked up. "Would any of you care to make some bets?" She asked, holding up a tablet. 
 
      
 
    "Twenty five on the first person with the letter N in their name!" Kyrel exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Kronth leaned behind him and whispered to Arend. "He's gone through the entire alphabet at least three times, and tried the total number of letters in their name. He's never won." Kronth said with a half smile. 
 
      
 
    The waitress took his money and tapped a few things into the tablet. A piece of paper printed out the bottom. She handed it to him. "Twenty five on Zanmeter Xter. Anyone else?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Ten on Fisher." Hunter said as he handed her a single bill. 
 
      
 
    "Thirty five on Lucifer." Jenifer said as the waitress handed Hunter another slip of paper. 
 
      
 
    Kronth glanced over to Arend as Jenifer got hers. "Can I see their stats?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Okay…" The waitress said as she handed him the tablet. 
 
      
 
    Arend did a quick search and a short list of contestants popped up. Arend scrolled, no one popping up who's worth a second glance. He stopped when he recognized one of their faces. The last one on the list, Alexander Soum. Arend knew it had to have been him. He looked at a more detailed summary. A smile popped up on his face when he looked at the minute details of his Korvan and Exo-Suits. 
 
      
 
    "Six hundred and fifty on Alexander Soum." Arend said as he passed the money and tablet back to the waitress. 
 
      
 
    "S-six hundred and fifty?" She stammered. 
 
      
 
    "Fifty from me as well." Kronth said, with a smile in Arend' direction. 
 
      
 
    "So seven hundred on Alexander Soum." The waitress said as she passed the slips back to Arend and Kronth. The waitress shook her head as she left to store the money. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you should be betting so high?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "That man once saved my life, besides, he's capable of a level three overheat." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Only three?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "Only three?!" Arend snapped. "The explosion that leveled my old shop was considered a level one!" 
 
      
 
    "Calm down!" Jenifer exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "What Scale are you using?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "Larson's." Arend replied grumpily. 
 
      
 
    "WHAT?!" They cried in unison. 
 
      
 
    "Larson's is meant for people Ranked past G!" Kronth exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "You're telling us you survived a Level one explosion on Larson's scale?" Hunter demanded. 
 
      
 
    "What's with you people?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Let me put it this way," Nate began. "Heartson's scale is based off the amount of energy used up or released. A level one is like a sharp punch from a professional boxer. With Larson's however, it's measured in the amount of weight it can push. A ton to level ratio, so a level three is equal to three tons of weight that can be moved. At least you aren't using Exson's; a level is the square mileage of area affected. A level one on that scale would destroy over half the city." Nate explained. 
 
      
 
    He frowned. "Why would someone G ranked be after you anyway?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "It was an explosion involving Korvan fusion. A complete accident and I survived thanks to my artificial Axis heart. Any other one and I would be dead." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Jenifer asked as she pulled out a pair of glasses. 
 
      
 
    She put them on and stared hard at Arend for over a minute, her finder on one of the arms. 
 
      
 
    "Um…" Arend said. 
 
      
 
    She pulled them off and put them back into her pocket. "I've never seen an artificial heart do what it has to him, but it's defiantly Axis." Jenifer said. 
 
      
 
    Even knowing that, she didn't seem to treat him any differently. Arend smiled at that fact. There was a loud crash. A tall man with a large coat draped on his shoulders and no shirt was standing up, a spilt drink on his lap. 
 
      
 
    "Watch it bitch!" He yelled at the waitress. 
 
      
 
    Hunter and the others glared silently over at him. A waiter scurried over. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry sir; we'll have this cleaned up soon!" He said nervously. 
 
      
 
    The man stepped on the glass on the floor and lifted the waiter by the collar. "That's not going to be enough." He growled as he brought his fist back. 
 
      
 
    "Drop him." Arend said as he walked forward. The waiter glanced at Arend with a terrified look. 
 
      
 
    The man looked over to him. He dropped the waiter and walked to meet Arend. His boots stepped with heavy thuds as he walked over. The waitress ran up to the waiter. 
 
      
 
    "Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    "As long as I'm here, I'm not going to let you hurt anybody. But it doesn't matter does it? You still obeyed." Arend replied with a snarky grin. 
 
      
 
    The man brought down a heavy fist on Arend' face in reply, knocking him to the floor. "Chh. He didn't even use his powers." He said as he turned back to the waiter. 
 
      
 
    Arend spoke. "Powers?" Arend asked as he struggled to his feet. He raised his bleeding head and looked the man straight in the eye. "My only power is my fists." Arend said as he raised his fists. 
 
      
 
    "Eh?" The man asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "So why not come over here and get a feel for true 'power'?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    The man cracked his knuckles, sparks flashing around his shoulders. "I'll just have to show you a bit of divine punishment." He said as he ran forward. 
 
      
 
    Taking a tight right hook, the man aimed for Arend' head. Arend dropped down, driving a fist as hard as he could into the man's stomach. The man flew back a good six feet. Arend got a sharp shock in reply. 
 
      
 
    "That's some impressive strength for a civilian." Kyrel commented. 
 
      
 
    The man quickly got back to his feet. "Too bad without a proper Exo-suit he won't last long." Nate said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    The man charged at Arend again, this time fully cloaked in electricity. "You're not going to survive this one!" He yelled. 
 
      
 
    Arend ran at him. He grabbed a chair as he passed a table and used it to pin the man to the ground as he vaulted over him. Arend brought his leg down on the chair and shattered it into the man. 
 
      
 
    "Rubber soles." Arend said smugly as he tapped his shoes. 
 
      
 
    "They aren't made of anything else." Nate said, unamused. 
 
      
 
    The man was now crackling with energy. The T.V flickered as he interfered with the signal. "I'm not pulling any more punches." The man said as he pulled off his coat. 
 
      
 
    A pair of circular pads were attached to either shoulder. They distributed the electricity through a network of cables that ran across his chest and arms. Dashing forward with incredible speed, he prepared to punch Arend. With speed that far surpassed the man's, Hunter caught his punch with a single hand. He was unfazed by the electricity that was flowing into his body. 
 
      
 
    The man backed up with a look of surprise. "It's Hunter Wasteland!" people in the crowd whispered. 
 
      
 
    "Why is he helping?" Another asked. 
 
      
 
    "You should know that using that level of power on a civilian is against the rules." Hunter said as he tightened his grip. 
 
      
 
    The man fell to his knees. "Stop! You're going to break my hand!" He screamed with tears in his eyes. Hunter tightened it further. 
 
      
 
    It came to the point when his bones began snapping when Nate stepped it. "Enough Hunter." Nate growled. 
 
      
 
    Hunter released the man's hand. He ran out of the bar, holding his hand and leaving his coat behind. The two walked silently back to their table. Arend followed a good distance back. 
 
      
 
    Jenifer began treating Arend' wounds. "Ow! Watch it will ya?!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't the one who charged into something they can't handle." Jenifer replied. 
 
      
 
    "I have my reasons." Arend grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Reasons or not, you shouldn't confront people like that." Kyrel chided as he drunk something dark red. 
 
      
 
    "Look who's talking." Kronth muttered. 
 
      
 
    The tension between Nate and Hunter was palpable. 
 
      
 
    The waitress from before came running up, She was very excited. "I take it you weren't watching the tournament?" She asked Arend. 
 
      
 
    "That would be a no." Arend said as Jenifer wrapped his head. 
 
      
 
    "Well…" She said slowly. "Alexander was given a technical victory while you were busy." She handed a silver and gold card to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "What's this?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "How much exactly did he win?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "The judges decided that in order to protect people, they gave Alexander the trophy, but not any of the extra prizes, and due to how our betting is run, it is worth as if he won every fight he would have participated in. You have over three hundred thousand in credits." The waitress said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Arend was gaping, mouth wide open. Kyrel was frozen mid drink, Jenifer was half tying Arend' bandages. Slowly, a smile crept onto Arend' face. Growing ever larger, he began to laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Hehehe...Hahahaha…Gwahahahahahaha! What did I tell you Hunter!?" Arend exclaimed, smacking Hunter on the back. "I told you I would clean you out!" 
 
      
 
    Still laughing, he turned to the waitress. "Do you think I could use it for a few more bets?" Arend asked, holding up the card. 
 
      
 
    The look on her face was only surpassed by the other's reactions. 
 
      
 
    "Enough!" Nate cried with a horrified look. "There comes a point when you're practically cheating and they won't pay any of your rewards!" 
 
      
 
    "Fine then! I'll just us it to buy my own place." Arend replied grumpily. 
 
      
 
    "I said Credits, not Ere." The waitress said with a frown. 
 
      
 
    "Oh…" Nate said. Instantly, the group calmed down, except for Arend. 
 
      
 
    "What's the difference?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "You have 3,900 Ere worth of credits." The waitress replied before turning to Kronth and handing her a black card. 
 
      
 
    "Oh…" Arend said, disheartened. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it that much!" Kyrel said cheerfully. "You won thirty times what she did" 
 
      
 
    "That's because I bet thirty times what she did." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Did the money really mean that much to you?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Let me put it this way; I'm nineteen years old, living in the back of my uncle's shop with nowhere else to go. That money would have gone to getting my own place and setting up my own kind of shop. House hold repairs get really boring really quickly." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The group glanced around at each other. 
 
      
 
    "That money I bet was from the last six months. In a single job, Hunter doubled the amount I had previously." He continued. 
 
      
 
    "The answer to your problems is simple." The waitress said. 
 
      
 
    Arend blinked. "If Hunter is the one with the money, then why not do what he does?" She suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" Kyrel exclaimed. "You should join our Guild!" 
 
      
 
    "You can't really argue with that can you…" Nate said. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure Rucher has a few extra Exo-suits lying around, and Jacob can make anything Arend needs." Jenifer said. 
 
      
 
    "So what do you think Hunter?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend could see Hunter's eyes over the top of his sunglasses. "I don't see why not." Hunter said after a long pause. 
 
      
 
    "Well then Arend, how about it? Care to party, fight, and live with us?" Kyrel asked excitedly. 
 
      
 
    Arend gave him a reassuring smile. "Alrighty then, I'll need a few hours to pack and finish my work though." Arend replied as he chugged the remaining liquid in Kyrel's glass. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go now!" Kyrel said, dragging Arend by the arm behind him. 
 
      
 
    "See you there!" Kyrel called back as they left. 
 
      
 
    "That guy has a hell of a challenge ahead of him." Nate said as he ordered more drinks. 
 
      
 
    "Something about him doesn't sit well with me." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    "You were the one who brought him." Kronth retorted. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't notice it till he started to fight, I don't care who you are; you just don't shrug off a punch like that and stand up." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "What I learned shortly afterwards will make this easier to understand." Jenifer began. "Not only is his artificial heart 100% Adamtinium, his head was healing as I put on those bandages." 
 
      
 
    "WHAT?" Nate said, jaw dropping. 
 
      
 
    "There's no doubt about it, Arend might be the guinea pig of a new age Axis experiment. Old habits like that die hard." Jenifer said. 
 
      
 
    "Then we have to ask ourselves, is it worth the risk of possible Guild war to protect him?" Kronth asked. "I don't know about what you guys think, but I think he's been though too much hell already to deal with what Axis might put him through." 
 
      
 
    "I don't care what the cost is. He said it was a Great War remnant, but I didn't think it would be a possible cause of one of them. An army of people who can take that kind of abuse untrained would be almost unstoppable. We have to protect him." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you to decide such things?" Kronth demanded. 
 
      
 
    Francis, the bouncer, sat down where Arend was. "It's my break, what are you discussing?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Fighting Axis to prevent possible war and further experiments on Arend." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "Jesus Christ that's dark." Francis exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    A man draped in shadow appeared from behind Hunter. Only their table seemed to notice him. "Nem!" Nate exclaimed with a horrified look. 
 
      
 
    "Make sure he uses this somehow." He said as he set a stone into Hunter's hands and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Hunter looked down at it. It was a grey that matched Arend' hair. Around where Hunter made contact with it, orange webbing appeared in the stone. 
 
      
 
    "Let's keep this to ourselves okay? I'll tell Kyrel later." Hunter said as he slipped the stone into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    The five of them each held out consecutive fingers in a circle, with Kronth placing her whole hand on top of the circle to make five. They broke the circle and scattered. Nate stayed for his drinks with Jenifer, Kronth left, and Francis returned to work. Hunter walked out of the bar to get to his own business. 
 
      
 
    -Drive!- 
 
      
 
    "You really live here?" Kyrel asked, looking around the back room of Mr. Prickett's shop. 
 
      
 
    "More or less." Arend replied as he packed his belongings into his bag. "We turn on the crystallizer and grind up trash we collect from our work to heat up the place in winter." 
 
      
 
    "That explains the boxes of trash and the logic of a crate of Korvan." Kyrel as he began playing with a rolling chair. 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed his filled bag at Kyrel along with a military grade duffel bag as he rolled by. "I don't have much else, but we'll have to wait for my uncle." Arend said as he retrieved a second rolling chair. 
 
      
 
    "Have you tried the surfing position?" Kyrel asked as he placed one foot on the top of the back of the chair, pushing it down and bending it backwards. A gentle breeze pushed him around the room. Leaning in as he took a corner, two of the wheels of raised into the air. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, but I can't do that." Arend said as he pushed off of the wall. As he rolled across the room, he spun a few times. 
 
      
 
    "That's too bad; then again, it's hard to control it this way." Kyrel say as he and the breeze passed Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend turned to the doorway when the bell on the door ringed. "Uncle?" Arend called to the front room. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Prickett was hanging his coat by the door. "Arend? Why was the door locked?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I was out for a bit." Arend replied as he hopped over the counter. 
 
      
 
    "Okay then." He said, glancing at Arend' bandaged head. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel, with Arend' stuff in hand, rolled through the doorway at a quick speed. The wheels caught on the lip of the uneven floors between the two rooms and Kyrel was sent flying. Colliding with Arend, the pair was sent sprawling onto the shop floor. 
 
      
 
    "Are you leaving?" Mr. Prickett asked when he saw Arend' bags. 
 
      
 
    "Yup!" Kyrel exclaimed as he jumped up. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Prickett raised an eyebrow. "BluZeph?" He said. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel quickly pulled out a pair of large orange sunglasses that looked like a pair of two obtuse triangles joined at a single point. His eyes both turned to dark orange as the sunglasses tinted. 
 
      
 
    "Ow!" Arend exclaimed as he stood up. "Next time watch where you're going Kyrel!" Arend exclaimed as he picked up his stuff. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, where did you meet a BluZeph?" Mr. Prickett asked. 
 
      
 
    "BluZeph?" Arend asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    "It's my family name." Kyrel replied before Mr. Prickett could open his mouth. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. I met him down the street at the Battle Bar." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "I take it you're in a Guild?" Mr. Prickett asked. Kyrel didn't reply. "It doesn't matter." He said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "Arend, I have something for you before you leave." Mr. Prickett said as he walked up a staircase at the end of the store. 
 
      
 
    "What's with those?" Arend asked, pointing at Kyrel's sunglasses. 
 
      
 
    "Something you wouldn't understand." Kyrel replied. Arend frowned. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Prickett came back down the stairs before he could ask about it again. He was holding a brown leather satchel filled to about the size of Arend' fist. "Throughout my time in this city, I managed to obtain a large amount of rare items. I think you could use them better than I could." He said as he gave it to Arend. "Good luck Arend. You're going to need it to handle whatever Guild could interest a BluZeph." 
 
      
 
    Arend placed the bulging satchel into his already stuffed bag. 
 
      
 
    "I suggest you get going before I make more work for you." Mr. Prickett said with a crooked smile. 
 
      
 
    "Aye!" Arend exclaimed as they hurried out the door. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel had Arend' bag slung over his shoulder. "I take it you have a problem with your eyes?" Arend asked as they walked back towards the Battle Bar. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel didn't reply. 
 
      
 
    Arend confronted Kyrel. "We're not going anywhere until you tell me." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, I'd rather not talk about it." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend snatched Kyrel's sunglasses off his face. The sunlight blinded him briefly. "Give those back!" Kyrel yelled angrily. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me why your eyes and family name make you so upset!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Because they shun me!" Kyrel exclaimed angrily. "Because of this orange eye, I don't have the eyesight the rest of my family does. They cast me out as weak and don't include me in the family business unless they have to. I got tired of people recognizing my odd eyes so I hid them with those sunglasses." Kyrel grabbed the sunglasses back and put them on his face. 
 
      
 
    "If your orange eye is a mutation, then how did my uncle recognize you?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel paused. "That's a good point. This mutation is a closely guarded secret. How did he know?" Kyrel said aloud to himself. 
 
      
 
    "He didn't care who you were anyway. I don't see how you should worry about how people treat you for your oddity. It's not like it changes how you think or behave." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "How would you know that?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "The way you behave and look. Even now, you attract people's attention with how you look. It would be easier to get a contact then wear those sunglasses." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Look who's talking." Kyrel snorted as he brushed past Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Do you know what my family name is?" Arend asked. Kyrel stopped and looked back. "Myshcell. I personally don't know much about them. I looked them up, but not much was listed. You're lucky enough to know your family. All I have is my memories and a list of family member names." Arend said. Kyrel blinked. 
 
      
 
    "Myshcell? I haven't heard anything about them myself. But I don't see your point." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    "My point is: get over it. You have a family who has a history; I have literally nothing to tell me about who I come from. I might a high risk to a disease or like your family, a genetic trait that gives me an advantage, or enemies who do know my family and might come after me. I have no idea. If your family can't get over a difference of eye color, then they aren't your true family. Accept that they're a bunch of shallow assholes and don't let them make you worry about your image." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel shook his head. "Let's drop this and move on. If it makes you leave me alone, I'll talk to my younger sister to get an update on the family matters." He said as he walked down the street. 
 
      
 
    "So what is your Guild called anyway?" Arend asked after a short silence. 
 
      
 
    "Dragon's Den. It's not that big and isn't very well known. We might get a mention somewhere, but it's usually brushed aside for more interesting news." Kyrel replied. "Our ride should be here shortly." He said as they crossed the street to the Battle Bar. 
 
      
 
    "Ride?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    The loud squealing of tires could be heard as a car flew around the corner. As the driver accelerated out of the turn, yellow smoke billowed from the tires. After a brief shredding of the pavement, the car came within a hundred feet of Arend and Kyrel. The driver wiggled the car and slid to a halt by the side walk. It was very sharp in design with numerous flat edges. 
 
      
 
    The car body was slivery white, with a blue line that cut across the length of the car, bursting towards the back. A pair of acute angles created an arrow towards the front. It was a two door built like a rally car. The mud flaps swung back and forth from the fast driving and sudden stop. It appeared to have 'hips' as the frame bent around the doubled up tires in the front and back. The door popped open. A man about Arend' age and a little taller than him stepped out. He had short brown hair and reddish brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    "So this is the new recruit eh?" He asked, glancing at Kyrel as he looked at Arend. 
 
      
 
    He was dressed head to toe in blue. A dark blue jacket with a grey shield set on a red dragon with its wings spread to either side was stitched across his chest. And one his right shoulder. Arend noticed the same symbol on different parts of the car as he walked around it. He also had a pair of matching gloves and a pair of blue jeans ripped at the knees. His neon, electric blue sneakers stuck out from the rest of his outfit. A pair of blue, faceted goggles were on his forehead. 
 
      
 
    "The name's Rusty Johnson." He said as Arend rounded the car. He held out his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Arend Myshcell." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure this one can handle the pressure you put on it?" Kyrel asked, looking at the car. 
 
      
 
    "Unlike the last four, this one operates solely on Korvan. I got a gas back up if that ever fails." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Is it electric?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Of course not! This baby's built with a modified Drive." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Drive?" Arend asked, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "Let me show you." Rusty said as he raised the hood. 
 
      
 
    A large octagonal box frame was anchored to the middle of the engine housing. A small gasoline engine was tucked in the corner. Set in the metal box were five Korvan, four set in a metal ring that rotated freely and a fifth in the middle. The mechanics to the device were hidden behind a thin layer of metal. 
 
      
 
    "The four in the outer ring is what controls all the attributes of the wheels; speed and brake intensity among other things. The one in the center acts like computer that delivers my input from the buttons on the steering wheel and dashboard to each outer Korvan individually. This allows me to control every aspect of my vehicle. The design of it uses the natural flow of Orenth from the Korvan to make its power, which is delivered straight to each wheel which has even smaller Drives to make them spin. The torque I get from it is amazing." Rusty explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend reached down and touched one of the Korvan. It spun in its socket along with the ring it was set in. "I see… So the loose socket allows the Korvan to shift polarity as it wants. This reacts with the field generated by the spinning ring passing over an alloy of Uxium coating a Fluxitite crystal's field. The contradiction of these fields makes them push each other away, and then as they pass, an admantinium plate negates the field's affects, letting the next Korvan pass over it before the fields collide again. The central Korvan controls when the plate covers the alloy coated crystal, preventing the fields from twisting too much and binding up the engine. It's kind of like a turbine." Arend said with little pause for breath. 
 
      
 
    Rusty was speechless. Kyrel was looking at him like he was crazy. "It took me a week to figure that out! And another to get the assembly right! In less than thirty seconds you figured that out and act like its child's experiment! That technology is state of the art, you have no idea the hell I went through to get the blueprints needed to make it!" Rusty exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "And I can make it work better." Arend replied, tapping the Korvan. Rusty was shocked again. 
 
      
 
    "Who the fuck are you!?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    "A shut in Master Kruxsetter. And I'm not bragging about that title. Give me five minutes and not only will you get maximum output, you would be able push it to its limit to your heart's desire." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead; just tell me how you know you can do that!" Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "As you know, a large number of variables attribute to a Korvan's unique Orenth field. Purity, Size, shape, and so one. " Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah yeah." Rusty said. 
 
      
 
    "But did you know that your computing Enhancement Korvan has a different set of variables? Purity and the like are the basic set of variables. Rules that all Korvan follow. Enhancement Korvan however, are different. They have unique variables unseen in others. These variables are what give the user abilities. Like Kyrel's sunglasses, and your goggles. Enhancement Korvan is what increases your vision, or automatically tint when you put them on. They can interact with the Orenth flowing in your body. 
 
      
 
    "Users of these Korvan don't realize that these Enhancement Korvan can be affected by your Orenth flow as well. Certain feelings or visions of colors can affect the Korvan. Even flavors or certain rhythms can trigger a change in the Korvan. And reversely as well. They can make you taste or hear things that aren't there or you normally can't." Arend explained as he scanned each Korvan in the Drive. "If I can make your Enhancement Korvan tune to the color blue, whenever you wear those goggles and all that blue clothing, the strength of the fields of both the crystals and Korvan will triple." 
 
      
 
    "Good lord Arend. I don't think anyone can retain that kind of information." Kyrel said from the backseat of the car. 
 
      
 
    "Well you should at least remember the important part. Dressing according to a theme or color that matches the Korvan you use will make it even stronger than before. Alexander knew this. I could tell from his clothes and the minute details the tournament people get from his Korvan. That's how I knew he could do such a powerful overheat while being Ranked so low." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    In exactly four minutes and forty five seconds, Arend had finished his work. "You ready to unleash this beast?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "As ready as I'll ever be!" Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend climbed into the back seat, sitting on the left side. The car could seat a total of four. One up front for Rusty set in the middle of the car; three could sit in the backseat. 
 
      
 
    Rusty climbed up front. "You ready for this Zeph?" Rusty asked Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    "Get on with it already!" Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    Pulling down his goggles, Rusty turned on the radio to hard rock and started the engine. All that could be heard of the engine was the spinning ring sliding against the metal it rested on. The car frame however, was shivering from the rapidly rotating Drive. "It seems a little unbalanced. I'll fix that when I get it back to the shop." Rusty said as he pushed down on the accelerator. From zero to sixty in the blink of an eye, the car shot forward like a rocket. 
 
      
 
    "HOLY SHIT!" Kyrel exclaimed as they rounded a corner at seventy miles an hour. 
 
      
 
    Rusty twisted a knob a dozen times to up the resistance of the accelerator. After rounding a few corners, they reached an on ramp to the gigantic highway system that ran over most of the city. Rusty immediately changed to a road meant only for high speed vehicles. Arend could see other cars on the lower roadways. 
 
      
 
    "Let's see how fast we can go." Rusty said as he pushed down on the accelerator. A bright orange rally car flashed by them as it sped on its way. 
 
      
 
    "Why is it so empty?" Arend asked as Rusty drove faster. 
 
      
 
    "This is meant for Guild vehicles that can drive at insane speeds. Races are held every so often, most of them illegal but no cops would be able to do anything about it." Rusty explained as he pulled slowly past the orange rally car. 
 
      
 
    About five people were crammed inside. A yellow fox was painted in flames on the side of the car. "Thermal Ignition. A Guild that races cars for a living." Kyrel explained. 
 
      
 
    The driver glanced over at Rusty. He gave him a look of disgust and pushed something on his dashboard. The grill of the car slid open slightly to let in more air. They quickly pulled past Rusty. 
 
      
 
    "Rusty, I think now would be the time to cut loose." Arend said as he watched the car drive past. 
 
      
 
    Rusty grinned. "Alrighty, hold onto your stomachs!" Rusty exclaimed as he turned the accelerator's resistance all the way down and put the pedal to the floor board. 
 
      
 
    All eight wheels let out a screech as they started to spin out. Rusty twisted something on his steering wheel and they shot forward so quickly they ignited the trail of rubber they left behind them. The driver of the orange rally car watched with a loose jaw as Rusty shot past them. 
 
      
 
    "Two hundred and sixty!" Rusty called out as he started to turn. 
 
      
 
    "If the Drive was balanced and we had higher quality Korvan, it would be even faster." Arend added. 
 
      
 
    "What about a larger Drive?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Or adding weight and drag reducing Korvan." Arend said with an evil smile. 
 
      
 
    Rusty shivered. "Don't do that! It's hard enough controlling it now at this speed!" Rusty exclaimed as he glanced up at the mirror on the windshield. 
 
      
 
    "RUSTY! Look out!" Kyrel yelled suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Glancing back at the road, a dog had somehow made its way onto the road. Rusty turned as hard as he could to the right, since he wouldn't be able to brake at the speed he was at. Kyrel kicked open his door and held it open with the power of the wind he could control. The car turned a full ninety degrees. The people in the orange rally car could see the car shoot over the railing as if it was a ramp and out over the city. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel was shot back into Arend during the sharp right turn. As the three flew over a large skate park, the people managed to take videos of the second part of the car's arc through the sky. The hair on Kyrel's head shimmered as he placed his hands on the floor of the car. A different sector of the highway was directly in front of them. The last few feet seemed to be impossible, but they landed on the other side. The car rolled a few times and skidded to a halt in the middle of the lane. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel was passed out on the floor and Rusty and Arend were breathing heavy from the massive amount of adrenaline pumping through their system. It took five minutes for them to regain their breath. "You guys okay back there?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's yet to be determined." Arend replied as he pushed the unconscious Kyrel off of him. Somehow, no one managed to break any bones during the rough landing. 
 
      
 
    Rusty started driving again. "I take it he was the reason we made it across?" Arend asked, glancing over at Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. It's a thing about the BluZeph's to be able to control the wind. Kyrel over there was born with a certain mutation as you probably know. His eyesight isn't as good as his families as well as their wind control. He may not be able to control it as accurately, but he still can give it enormous power. Holding a car like this in the air is no easy feat." Rusty replied as he turned down the radio. 
 
      
 
    Another car passed them. "So what's this Dragon's Den like?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's nothing fancy. We're stationed towards the south end of the city in an old high-rise. We've got a few well known members, but nothing widespread." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "You act like it's nothing special." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "True enough. Most of us don't actively try to become famous. Most Syndicates have a larger amount of members and a wider range of jobs. Even though most of our members have a high Rank, we still get the small jobs. Most of us get jobs outside requests since they don't give that much money as a reward." Rusty explained. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we just jumped the equivalent of three blocks. Maybe this Drive technology is what your Guild needs to get more members." Arend suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Heh. I can only imagine you using a Drive in a weapon." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    The idea intrigued Arend. "The only problem with that is the design. At a smaller scale, weaker Korvan would have to be used, but a tweaking of the design would let me use even stronger Korvan…" Arend muttered. 
 
      
 
    Rusty turned onto an off ramp. Arend was absorbed in a notebook he had pulled from his bag. He was busy scribbling in it when Kyrel let out a low moan. 
 
      
 
    "I see you're up." Rusty said as Kyrel sat up slowly. 
 
      
 
    "What's with him?" Kyrel asked with a thumb towards Arend. 
 
      
 
    "He's working on a theory for his weapon I guess." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "We're almost there." Kyrel commented as he glanced out the window. After a brief silence Rusty turned the radio back up. A voice interrupted the music. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to interrupt folks, but a recent stunt by those crazy S.O.B's from Dragon's Den has become a hit on the Nexus. According to the videos, they launched a car across the gap between the sector one highway and sector five. That's three city blocks folks! I've got the best video attached to the studio's page, and if you crazy bastards are listening, here's a song just for you." 
 
      
 
    The voice cut out and a loud heavy metal song started. Rusty turned it down a little. "It seems like we got a story on our hands." Rusty said as he rounded the final corner. 
 
      
 
    "There it is Arend." Kyrel said as a crumbling high-rise came into view. The top floors were ripped off, leaving only the bottom half of the building intact. Ropes were hung down from one side and people were struggling to climb up them. 
 
      
 
    "There's enough empty rooms for everyone, but the elevator can only reach the first five floors, past the first three that collapsed." Rusty explained as he pulled up next to the crowd below the ropes. 
 
      
 
    All of them recognized the car and started to swarm towards them before some people pushed them back into the crowd. "They must be here because of the video." Kyrel said. A man with a black Mohawk and various piercings throughout his face walked around the car. 
 
      
 
    He was dressed completely in black leather coated in metal studs. His eyes were a very dark grey. "You got a special mention on the radio today." He remarked as Rusty got out. 
 
      
 
    "Chh, it's not like we tried to make that jump." Rusty replied as Kyrel threw Arend' stuffed duffel bag out at him. Kyrel came out shortly afterwards. Rusty tossed him Arend' bag. Arend crawled out shortly afterwards, his face still in his notebook. 
 
      
 
    "Who's that?" The man asked, pointing at Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Arend Myshcell." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Arend." Kyrel said as he poked Arend. Arend twitched. 
 
      
 
    "Busy." Arend said as he busily scribbled something in his notebook. 
 
      
 
    "What's he doing?" The man asked as he glanced over Arend' shoulder. He couldn't make out the writing, but he did recognize the formulas. "So he's a Korvan specialist?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Rusty laughed. "He's more than a specialist. From what I've seen, he's the best." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hey newbie! You plan on standing there forever?" A large man asked as he and a large group of teens smelling of alcohol and cigarettes walked over. He was a good head taller than Arend. 
 
      
 
    "The boss asked you a question." One of the teens said as he flipped open a pocket knife. Arend whipped around, elbowing the man with the knife in the face and locking eyes with the large man. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck off before I beat you to a bloody pulp." Arend growled. 
 
      
 
    The man blinked. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Kronth called out as she ran from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Hunter followed, giving the tall man a harsh look. The tall man slinked off with the rest of his crew. 
 
      
 
    "Before anything else, we need to get you a room." Kronth said as he grabbed his arm. Arend slipped his notebook back into his bag. Kronth led him to where the ends of the ropes were. "Once you reach the room you want, place this on the wall. The higher floors offer larger rooms." Kronth said as she put a large metal plate with his name engraved on it. "You won't need this." She said as she took his bag and pushed him forward. "Good luck!" She called out as Arend stared up at the wall. 
 
      
 
    Numerous windows and ledges stuck out from the wall, offering footholds. Arend bent down to the dry soil. He collected a few chunks of broken concrete and grinded them in his hands, coating them in white powder. Clenching the metal plate in his teeth, Arend began climbing up the wall using the windows and ledges. Arend was climbing faster than the people using the ropes. "He's like a freaking spider." Nate commented as he popped out of the crowd beside Kronth. 
 
      
 
    They watched as Hunter and the others joined them. Arend flowed from handhold to handhold, not stopping for a break. "I'm surprised no one has tried that yet. He should be able to reach some of the top floors like that." Hunter commented. 
 
      
 
    Arend soon passed the windows which the ropes were hung from. "From there up are the completely vacant floors." Kyrel said as Arend climbed further. 
 
      
 
    Arend was soon stopped by a problem. The top floors were solid concrete; he wouldn't be able to climb up them. Arend crept to the north side of the building and peeked around. Like the rest of the building, the top floors were still smooth. However, an antenna hung from a wire close to where Arend was. He reached around to grab it. His hand that was resting between his chest and the corner crunched a thin metal in the corner. 
 
      
 
    It was the rain gutter that would have drained the water from the roof. Snagging the antenna, Arend pulled off the largest two prongs. Stuffing the metal plate into the back of his pants, Arend used the metal prongs to climb up the rest of the floors. 'Good thing I'm so light. Otherwise it would have collapsed.' Arend thought as he pulled himself onto the roof of the building. 
 
      
 
    He looked back down at Kronth and the others and waved. "That's it then." Rusty said as Arend disappeared down the roof. "Arend has passed the unknown." 
 
      
 
    "Let's go check it out." Kyrel said as he ran towards the building with the others. Arend looked around the roof. The other side of the roof had the remainder of the next floor, creating a small shelter. He walked in and waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. 
 
      
 
    The floor was filled with a few rocks and the walls were bare. "That's odd. Kyrel said that there was an elevator. There should be a shaft somewhere." Arend said as he kicked at the rocks. The rocks clinked on something beneath the layer of metal. Sifting through it, Arend found a black metal trapdoor. There was a rusted metal ring at one side. Arend pulled it open. A ladder led down into a dark shaft. 
 
      
 
    Arend hopped onto it and slid down. He guessed it was about five floors long when his feet touched on the bottom. The floor was bare concrete. Arend noticed a slight glow around a switch on the wall. He flipped it on. The room was suddenly lit by four tube-like Korvan that sat in pairs at either side of the ladder. A door stood to his left. Arend walked up to it and pushed it open. 
 
      
 
    Arend walked into a humongous loft. Everything was bright and clean. A large living space with an equally large T.V was to Arend' right. An oak path led to a kitchen area past the living room. A large stairway was to his left that led to an upper floor. Arend estimated it at about three stories tall. He could hear a *whump!* coming from the second floor. Arend crept up the stairway as quietly as he could. 
 
      
 
    Arend slowly raised his head over the floor of the second floor. Unlike the first, this one was only two stories tall. It was separated into three parts, a bedroom, a gym and a bathroom. The sound was coming from a man striking a punching bag with his palms. A black cloak was hanged on the wall past him. He was shirtless, with sweat beading down his back. His gym shorts billowed with every strike. 
 
      
 
    Arend tapped the metal railing of the stairway. He jerked to a stop. The shockwave continued and collided with the punching bag with a quiet *whump.* He slowly turned to Arend. "How did you make it up here?" He asked, his lips barely moving. 
 
      
 
    "Stabbed holes into the gutter with prongs of an antenna." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    He dropped from his stance. "Someone as crazy as you belongs in this Guild." He said, waving Arend up. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" Arend asked as he slowly walked up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    "Nem Fifer." He replied, collecting his cloak from the wall. Hidden behind the cloak was a sword as long as Nem was tall. It curved in a long crescent that thickened to the barbed tip. A pattern of symbols repeated twice along the blade. Three black disks scattered to both ends and the center with moonstone disks cut to resemble the phases of the moon set between them. The blade was like white glass, unbroken and without a seam; it was sharper than a razor. 
 
      
 
    As Nem pulled on his cloak, Arend stared at the sword. "Moon's Sonata…" Arend said slowly. Nem turned to face Arend. Three long scars ran across his face. Where they crossed his eyes, they created a streak of bright blue inside his white colored eyes. His white hair was also streaked with blue in a similar fashion. 
 
      
 
    "That's right." Nem replied as he reached for the blade. The crescent shaped guard shimmered as he pointed the sword at Arend. "I'm sure you know just how important it is not to mention this sword to anyone." Nem said as he brought it over his head and slid it into a sheath hidden in his cloak. He silently stepped up to Arend. "I may be a member of Dragon's Den, but don't mention my sword to anyone. If a time comes when you need to tell someone about me, avoid mentioning it." He stepped around Arend. "I hope the place serves you well. It's my only safe house that truly feels like home. 
 
      
 
    "Dream on and rock the world." Nem said as he held up a hand. His pointer, middle and thumb were held loosely open. Arend bumped his wrist against Nem's as he held out held fingers in the same fashion. 
 
      
 
    "You've still got to tell me about my father." Arend replied with a sly smile. A half smile crept onto Nem's covered face. 
 
      
 
    "I knew you still remembered it." Nem said before rapidly spinning around clockwise. 
 
      
 
    Arend spun counter clockwise and caught Nem's hand after the 360. "I don't want you dying on me now!" Arend exclaimed with a wide grin. 
 
      
 
    Nem had a similar grin on his face as the blue in his eyes swirled like a whirlpool. The air around the two shimmered briefly before they lowered their hands. Nem gave Arend a short salute before heading down the stairs with his hood covering his face. Arend turned back to the wall that Nem had hung his cloak on. He pulled the metal plate from his pants and hung it on the hook. It hung slightly tilted. 
 
      
 
    Arend looked around his new home. Suddenly a huge explosion rocked the building. Arend bolted down the stairs. Nem couldn't be seen, but a trapdoor in the kitchen floor was left open. A slip of paper was left with the combination to the safe door that locked the outside from entering from the lower floor. Arend slipped it into his pocket and jumped down to an exposed wood beam that was all that consisted of the floor below his new home. 
 
      
 
    The beam was covered in numerous scorch marks. Arend assumed they were old since the room didn't smell of gunpowder or fire. He dropped down into the next floor that still had a fully intact floor. He hurried down the hallway and into a room with a window. Pushing his face against it, he looked down at the ground. A large plume of smoke was rising from where the crowd used to be standing. 
 
      
 
    Due to the smoke, Arend couldn't get a clear view of the activity, but he saw Jenifer tending to numerous seriously injured people. Arend could hear someone shuffle into the room behind him. Turning around, Kyrel was leaning against the door frame clutching a clear strip of plastic against his bleeding side. He had Arend's bag at his side. 
 
      
 
    "Kyrel!" Arend exclaimed as he ran to help. 
 
      
 
    "Be careful, you don't want anyone hearing us up here." Kyrel said between forced breaths. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled off his shirt. "What are you-" Kyrel started before clenching his teeth and pushing the plastic closer to his side. Arend helped him to the floor, taking a look at his injury. A large piece of metal was embedded in his side. It looked like a piece of shrapnel from whatever exploded. Arend gently pulled it out and ripped his shirt into a long string of material. 
 
      
 
    He used it to tie the plastic patch to Kyrel. "I'm going to need your gloves." Arend said as she secured the makeshift bandage. 
 
      
 
    "What…? Why…?" Kyrel asked weakly. He tried to focus on Arend' bare, scarred chest. It was hideous and took up most of his chest. 
 
      
 
    "You're barely conscious and I need to get you help." Arend replied as he pulled Kyrel's gloves off. 
 
      
 
    "Wait." He said as Arend stood up. "Take these, Nate and Hunter have probably set up a radio channel by now. Use these to talk to them." Kyrel said as he held out his sunglasses. 
 
      
 
    Arend grabbed them as Kyrel began to pass out. Arend put them on and pulled on Kyrel's gloves. Nate's voice came on. "Kyrel, have you found Arend yet?" 
 
      
 
    "Kyrel's down and needs medical attention. He's right below the room with the safe door." Arend replied. Arend kicked the window from its rotting frame. 
 
      
 
    "Arend?!" Nate exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, I'll be joining you shortly!" Arend exclaimed as he climbed into the window sill. He climbed onto the long ledge that sat in front of it. 
 
      
 
    Sticking his pinkies into his mouth, he whistled loudly. As the sound echoed across the field, people glanced up. "You mother fuckers are in for the fight of a lifetime!" Arend shouted before jumping from the ledge. 
 
      
 
    "What the fuck!?" Some of them shouted in surprise. As he fell, Arend prepared to grab one of the ropes still hanging from the building. Inches before he could reach it, a giant mecha burst from the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Woo-Hoo!" Nate yelled from inside the mecha. "Here I come you sons of bitches!" 
 
      
 
    Arend landed on his feet on the top of the mecha. The mecha landed on the ground on one knee. The sudden impact sent Arend flying and flipping off. Arend landed on his feet and slid until his back bumped into Hunter's. Most of the battlefield was in shock. Nate had his jaw dropped inside the mecha. 
 
      
 
    A man in a bright green neon uniform was standing nearby Arend. A complex tattoo was on the side of his face. He was raising an eyebrow at Arend. A quick glance around confirmed that the green uniformed people were the enemy. Arend sent him flying across the field with a swift punch and a violent blast of wind. "That was for Kyrel." Arend said as he rolled his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "It was nice for you to join us." Hunter said from behind him. 
 
      
 
    "You really belong in this Guild you crazy bastard." Nate said over the radio. 
 
      
 
    "I was planning on using the ropes, but I guess that was better." Arend replied. A large eruption of flame sent the field back into chaos. "Time to have a little fun!" Arend said as he started shadow boxing. 
 
      
 
    Arend ducked down as Hunter whipped around and kicked a man sneaking up on Arend. Hunter gave him a thumbs up before calmly walking towards an upcoming mob of green uniformed people. "Nate, think you could give me a hand?" Arend asked as he hopped into the mecha's open palm. 
 
      
 
    "Why of course!" Nate replied as he catapulted Arend into an upcoming platoon of green uniformed men. 
 
      
 
    Arend leveled half of them with a sharp kick. He cleaned up the rest with a quick flurry of punches. "So who are they?" Arend asked 
 
      
 
    . "Neon Shadow. They're a Guild that steals technology from others. They heard about Rusty's Drive and tried to steal it. Right now he's out running their helicopters in his car, headed for backup." Nate explained. 
 
      
 
    "Arend! Look out!" Kronth exclaimed. A large spiked hammer was coming down over Arend's head. 
 
      
 
    Something incredibly large and fast flashed by, picking up Arend. Kronth grabbed the man around the neck with her whip and sent the man spinning into the ground. A large wolf was holding Arend in its mouth. Its ears were covered in a thick, hard substance, along with the front of its fore and back legs. With three tails and V shaped pupils, it was obviously one of the monsters that roamed the land. 
 
      
 
    Its thick tongue and sharp teeth felt odd on Arend's back. "Drop him." Kronth ordered from in front of the beast. On command, the wolf opened its mouth and dropped Arend on the ground. "Thank you!" Kronth said with a smile, petting its muzzle. 
 
      
 
    "Twas a pleasure my dear." The wolf replied. "What?" Arend said from the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm?" The wolf and Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "He can talk?" Arend asked with a surprised look. 
 
      
 
    "No!" I have a special earring that lets me understand the monsters I bonded with." Kronth explained. 
 
      
 
    The wolf bent down to Arend and sniffed. "You surely are not a Beastmaster." The wolf said. 
 
      
 
    "Then how can he hear you?" Kronth asked. Arend got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "I think his eyes will answer that question." The wolf replied. 
 
      
 
    "What does that mean?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth tilted his face towards her. She took a step back. "Arend…Your eyes… They're golden." Kronth said with a shocked look. 
 
      
 
    The wolf turned to Kronth. "It seems the Orenth inside my body has an effect on his eye color." The wolf said. 
 
      
 
    A man came running up with a large hand gun. The wolf flashed forward and sent him flying with his tails. "My name is Oragè. I'm one of Kronth's friends." The wolf said, introducing himself. He then proceeded to romp around and wreak havoc on Neon Shadow. 
 
      
 
    "How long are you just going to sit there?" Kronth asked as she took out a man with her whip. 
 
      
 
    "Huh?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Get going!" She exclaimed, pointing to the crowd of reinforcements across the field. Reluctantly, Arend ran towards them. Hunter showed up beside him. 
 
      
 
    "Nate, enemy reinforcements are moving in." Hunter said through a mike on his headphones. "Rodger that. I've got my own worries about the ones coming from the west." Nate replied. 
 
      
 
    "Shit. Any news about Rusty?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, but Vladd's group should be arriving soon." Nate replied. 
 
      
 
    There was a deafening explosion. Arend cringed and covered his ears. "All this for just a Drive?" Arend asked once the ringing stopped. 
 
      
 
    "It's also a show of power." Hunter replied. Something exploded next to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "I suggest we take them down as soon as possible." Hunter said as he charged through right before a carpet bomb of explosions went off. 
 
      
 
    "Fuck that shit!" Arend exclaimed as he picked up a large rock. He threw it as hard as he could at the line of Neon Shadow members. It bounced off the skulls of two men before colliding with someone's chest. Arend threw a never-ending flurry of rocks at the advancing Neon Shadow. Soon they began hiding behind large chunks of concrete to avoid Arend' rocks. 
 
      
 
    Hunter glanced around to check on him and when he spotted him, said "So lame." With a disappointed started to walk in his direction when someone knocked him unconscious from behind. 
 
      
 
    "This is so boring." Arend said as he waited for his foes to look out from behind their cover. 
 
      
 
    "Let me fix that for you." A man said from behind him. A large boot clipped Arend across the chin and sent him flying back. Rubbing the red mark on his face, Arend sat up to face his opponent. Standing six foot six with wide shoulders and heavy limbs was what looked like a man with a boar's head. 
 
      
 
    He snorted. "Dragon's Den must be desperate if they were willing to take you in." He said with a laugh. Arend didn't reply; he was busy fighting the urge to piss himself. "What's with you? No snide remark?" He asked, tapping Arend's leg with a boot. Arend flinched and started to crawl away frantically. "You're a bloody coward!" He exclaimed when he saw the fear in Arend' eyes. As he lifted a foot to follow, Arend scrambled to his feet and sprinted in the other direction. 
 
      
 
    "Chh… Waste of time." He grumbled as he turned away from Arend' shameful display. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Nate called through the radio. "Arend what's wrong!?" Nate repeated as Arend continued to the Guild's building. 
 
      
 
    In his haste, he ran into Rusty, who was running in the opposite direction. "Hold it turbo!" He exclaimed as he grabbed Arend around the shoulders. "What's wrong?" He asked. When Arend didn't reply, Rusty handed him off to the man with the Mohawk. 
 
      
 
    Rusty pulled out a hand radio. "Nate, what the hell is going on? Arend isn't saying anything." Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know! The last thing I heard was Hunter and him charging off." Nate replied. 
 
      
 
    There was a long string of curses and something bumped a microphone. "I have a guess." Hunter said as he got to his feet. "Arend said he is mortally terrified of Changed and Possessed." 
 
      
 
    "He must have met one in the field." Nate suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Watch him Cris. I gotta go take care of something." Rusty said to the man with the Mohawk. Cris nodded. 
 
      
 
    Rusty ran back to his car. Cris pulled Arend aside to the wall next to the doorway of the building. "Can you talk yet?" Cris asked. Arend brought his knees up to his chest and hugged them. "I guess that would be a no." Cris said. After a few moments of awkward silence, Cris spoke again. 
 
      
 
    "You do know that you're not the only one afraid of Changing right? I was scared myself for most of my life, until Axis came up with a serum that can prevent it."Cris said as he looked towards Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced over at Cris. "And what about Possesion?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "That only applies to things with a Matrix. It's the only way the corrupted Orenth can build up. " Cris replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced down at his chest, placing a hand over his heart. "But I do." Arend whispered. 
 
      
 
    "That's a common misconception. Artificial organs and the like aren't built with Matrices."Cris said. 
 
      
 
    "Mine's a special case. It was from the time of the last Great War. The Matrix built around it is what causes the discoloration of my eyes and my hair; it constantly drains my body's Orenth to fuel itself. " Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "Then you should be fine. The serum will protect you from changing, and because of your heart, you can never be Possessed. The constant drain would suck out the stagnant Orenth before it can do any damage." Cris explained. 
 
      
 
    Cris handed Arend a set of five vials full of a thick orange substance. "They're orange flavored. A vial will last you about 40 hours." Cris stood up. "I better go help them. Come join me when you're ready." Cris said as Arend downed one of the vials. 
 
      
 
    A loud siren blasted across the field. A heavily armored helicopter passed over their heads. A ring of heavily armored vans and a few riot tanks created a tight net around the field. 
 
      
 
    "Are any of you seriously injured?" A man in full riot gear with the letters SNSD stitched onto his chest asked. They shook their heads. "Alright then, stand back." He said as he continued forward to help round up the Neon Shadow members. 
 
      
 
    "Who are they?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Sareville's guardian force. Their Guild is known as Silver Napalm. This would be the entire Sentential Division. Hence the initials, SNSD." Cris explained. 
 
      
 
    "I would never expect such a kind description from you." A man said as he walked up. Unlike the others, his face wasn't covered by a mask. The letters SNSD were stitched in silver instead of the yellow that all the others were. 
 
      
 
    "That's right, Scevin, I forgot you got that promotion. I guess it wasn't important enough for me to remember." Cris replied. 
 
      
 
    Scevin twitched. "I guess you're too ignorant to read the paper often enough." 
 
      
 
    "Watch it private, you wouldn't want your stuff to go missing while you're busy up on that horse." Cris replied snicker. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be going now before you two children begin to slap each other." Arend said as he ran off to find Hunter. 
 
      
 
    "The new guy is going to get himself in trouble." Scevin said. Cris nodded with crossed arms. 
 
      
 
    Arend turned the radio on. "Yo Hunter! Where are you!?" Arend asked. He got static as the only reply. 
 
      
 
    Nate came running up in his mecha. "The radio was shut off. Hunter said he had to take care of some business and ran off once SNSD showed up. You know who they are right?" Nate asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "Yeah, Cris told me." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "I've got to help clean up this mess. Kronth said she'll take care of your tour when she's ready." Nate said quickly. 
 
      
 
    "How will I know when that is?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Arend." Oragè said from behind him. As Arend turned, Nate went running to help clear some rubble. 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Arend said when he saw the wolf. Oragè bent low to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "The Mistress is waiting for us." He said as Arend climbed on. Oragè spun around and ran towards the front of the Den building. 
 
      
 
    -Hero?- 
 
      
 
    "How did you and Oragè meet?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth had just told him who he was going to see the most often in the Guild, twenty out a measly total of thirty eight. "I met him a few years ago while I was wandering in the Great Stone Plains." Kronth replied. "That was before I became a desk girl and one of the member managers." Kronth lifted a part of the round counter at the center of the first floor of the Den building. 
 
      
 
    "Where are we going now?" Arend asked as he followed Kronth. 
 
      
 
    She opened a door in the large pillar the counter was built around. "Where you're going to spend the first four months of your time here." Kronth replied as she started down a large spiral staircase. The staircase curved sharply before opening into a massive underground complex. It was a large dome that was centered around the large pillar that the staircase spiraled around. 
 
      
 
    Gigantic Light Korvan were attached to the ceiling of the dome. Their intensity was matched to the sun's location so people below could tell what time it was. A small city was built around the pillar. The street was a continuous spiral outward from the bottom of the pillar. Seven main streets cut through the spiraling street to seven sets of holes around the edges of the dome. Numerous street lamps were set up with weak Light Korvan. Thick wires stretched out into the city from the very top of the dome and a few feet down from where Arend and Kronth were standing. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome to the Nest; carved from an old subway station and with new railroads added, it contains everything a Guild member would need. This is what Dragon's Den is really known for. All the Syndicates in the city use this as a main hub for supplies and transport. It is also the only reason our Guild can still function with as few members as we have. Here we will find you a weapon and some new clothes." Kronth explained. 
 
      
 
    An artificial wind blew and shifted her hair. She glanced over at Arend, who was still looking at the city. "Why do you carry that bag everywhere? Most men usually go with a backpack or lots of pockets hidden in their jackets." Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "I like to keep my stuff close at hand. A backpack is harder to organize and a jacket would get in the way of my work." Arend replied as he tugged at a wire that ran over his head. 
 
      
 
    "Careful, those used to supply electricity before we could set up generators throughout the city. It took a lot of time and workers before we finished the dome and made the new railways." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "Do they go where we're going?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. You are not sliding down these wires, ever." Kronth replied sharply, recognizing the look in Arend' eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Fine fine!" Arend said as he raised his hands defensively. 
 
      
 
    "Let's get going." Kronth said as she walked down the stairs. Arend followed close by. A soft, cute voice filled the air. 
 
      
 
    "Blue Blue!" It called out. A white, fluffy dragon floated around the corner. Its wings twitched occasionally, keeping it in flight. Unlike normal dragons, it had a coat of fluffy, white fur covering almost all its body, the exception being the grey webbing of it wings. 
 
      
 
    Its wing span was about twice its height, with a few long, fingerlike ribs supporting the webbing. They too were covered in the white fur, ending a few centimeters after the webbing. It had a tail with a line of grey fur that looked like a Mohawk running up from the tip and up the spine, disappearing under the red mail cap it had on its head. It had a pair of fox-like fur covered ears were perked up around the sides of the hat. 
 
      
 
    It was around three feet tall, with foot long stubby arms with four fingered hands. Its torso was about a foot long, a grey spiral of fur was on its belly. It had large, three toed feet that connected to its body by two massive thighs. They were by far the most muscular out of any of his other body parts. When it saw Arend and Kronth, it hurried over. Its tail waved back and forth as it floated over to Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "Blue Blue!" It cried triumphantly. 
 
      
 
    "It's nice to see you Corenden." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "You have some mail!" It said cheerfully as it pulled a bundle of envelopes from its bag. 
 
      
 
    "So can he talk?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Corenden tilted his head. "Yeah, it's not just us." Kronth replied as she looked through her mail. 
 
      
 
    Corenden floated sideways over to Arend, his head still tilted. 
 
      
 
    "It's mostly letters about yesterday's member influx as well as resignation from all of them because of the attack from Neon Shadow." Kronth said as she shuffled through each one, reading the first few lines of the letters. 
 
      
 
    Corenden scratched his head and stared hard at Arend. After a few seconds of thinking it over, he tackled Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Ack! What the hell!?" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Corenden was perched on Arend' shoulders with his legs resting around Arend' head. Corenden's tail thumped gently on Arend' back and he whistled cheerfully. Kronth was laughing. 
 
      
 
    "Care to explain this?" Arend asked grumpily. 
 
      
 
    Corenden bent over Arend' head to face him. "We need to get you a hat!" He exclaimed cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    "I think he likes how you look." Kronth said as Corenden dropped his hat onto Arend' head. Arend couldn't see it, but Corenden's hair matched Arend' in both color and style. Kronth stifled a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, yeah, yeah, let's get going." Arend said grumpily as he brushed past Kronth. Kronth laughed under her breath as they walked down the staircase. From there, Kronth led Arend to a dilapidated shed in an empty dirt field at the edge of the city. 
 
      
 
    "So what is this place?" Arend asked. A clash of metal on metal reverberated in the air. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell was that!?" Arend exclaimed as he ran towards the shed. 
 
      
 
    Arend lost contact with the ground as Corenden lifted him into the air. "You're rather light." Corenden said as they passed over the shed. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, do I look like I would be heavy?" Arend grumbled. 
 
      
 
    On the other side of the shed a group of about five people were watching two sparring with large swords. Corenden set Arend gently on the ground and hovered at his side. As the two clashed once more, their blades shattered and sent chunks of metal flying in all directions. The last two feet of one of the blades was headed straight for Corenden and Arend. Acting on instinct, Arend pushed Corenden down and kicked the flat of the blade as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    It embedded itself in a rock a few feet to their right. "That was a little too close for comfort." Arend said as he released the pressure on Corenden's head. 
 
      
 
    "You okay over there?" One of the men who were sparring called. 
 
      
 
    "Aye!" Arend called back with a wave. As they walked over, Kronth rounded the corner. Arend walked over to the sword embedded into the rock. He tapped it with his knuckle. "Stainless steel? No wonder it exploded." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "What?" The one who called out asked. He turned to the other man he had sparred with. "You made those out of stainless steel?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." The man replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "Stainless steel is good for kitchen utensils and knives, but a high impact weapon like a sword is not a good idea. The blade will explode violently once it wears down enough." Arend explained. "InpaktSteel would work well if it's for practicing and standard or Korvan infused steel if you want a functional blade." He added. 
 
      
 
    "Everything okay over here Jacob?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, just a poor choice of metal from Svevek." The man who called out replied. 
 
      
 
    "I take it this is the new guy?" Kronth nodded, stealing Corenden's hat from Arend' head. Jacob stifled a laugh when he saw Corenden and Arend side by side. Corenden snatched his hat back from Kronth with a grumpy look and replaced it onto Arend' head. 
 
      
 
    "So what kind of weapon do you want?" Jacob asked after the other people left. "Long range, close combat, or something in between?" 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled out his notebook and turned to the page he was working on previously. He held it out to Jacob. 
 
      
 
    "What's this?" Jacob asked as he bent down to look at it. 
 
      
 
    The longer Jacob stared, the more intense the look on his face became. Finally, he looked up at Arend. "Are these calculations correct?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "And I've got the materials for the Korvan." 
 
      
 
    "Kronth, I need you and Mr. Fluff to wait out here while we work." Jacob said as he and Arend disappeared into the shed 
 
      
 
    . "Are you sure you can hang out like this?" Kronth asked Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "I don't have any more deliveries to make today." Corenden replied as he sat on Kronth's shoulders like he did with Arend. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Kronth sat down. "It's been a long day." Kronth said with a yawn. 
 
      
 
    Corenden crawled down into her lap and curled up. "I'm taking a nap." Corenden said as he shut his eyes. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Kronth was shaken awake by Hunter. 
 
      
 
    "Mmmph." Kronth said as she sat up from the ground. Her head was resting on Corenden's chest, his tail and wings wrapped around her. "Hunter? Is Arend still in there?" Kronth asked as she rubbed her eyes in the faint light. 
 
      
 
    A small lantern was at Hunter feet. The only other source of light was from the various cracks in the shed's walls and a blue-white Korvan wrapped around the support pillar at the center of the dome. 
 
      
 
    "It would seem so. Finding him a weapon shouldn't take so long." Hunter said as he helped Kronth to her feet. 
 
      
 
    "I think they're making a weapon." Corenden said as he sat up. 
 
      
 
    Hunter walked over to the shed's crooked door. He knocked twice. "Arend! I need to talk to you!" He called out. 
 
      
 
    The door creaked open and a sweat soaked Arend popped his head out. "We're almost done. The final piece is in the works." Arend said before shutting the door. 
 
      
 
    "Arend! It's important!" Hunter yelled as he banged on the door. A garbled shout came from within. 
 
      
 
    "Code Red! It's gonna blow!" Jacob shouted. 
 
      
 
    Hunter backed from the door and raised an eyebrow. Arend kicked the door down with his foot and ran out carrying a large metal box that was hissing extremely hot steam. 
 
      
 
    "Get down!" Arend shouted as he threw the metal box as far as he could and sprinted back. 
 
      
 
    Jacob jumped onto Kronth and Corenden, shielding them with his body. Seconds before an explosion, Arend dived to the ground and covered his head. The explosion shook the ground like an earthquake, sending bits of metal and dirt through the air. 
 
      
 
    The hot shrapnel rained down on Arend' naked back. "Ow-ow-ow-ow-ow-ow!" Arend exclaimed as he scraped the bits of metal from his back. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell was that?!" Kronth exclaimed as she raised her head. 
 
      
 
    "The condenser exploded." Jacob said as he got to his feet and shook off the dirt that covered his body. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to go check out the blast site." Arend said as he ran to the charred crater in the bedrock. 
 
      
 
    A series of cracks laced around the edge of the crater. Bits of metal were melted to the ground and a pile of white ash was all that was at the center of the explosion. 
 
      
 
    'White ash? Those materials were extremely low in calcium…' Arend thought as he crouched next to the pile of ash. The other thing Arend found odd was the ashes lack of heat. He poked the pile cautiously, and immediately pulled it out. "That's fucking freezing!" Arend exclaimed as he put his finger under his arm. 
 
      
 
    Hunter walked up beside him. "I need to talk to you." He said in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on." Arend replied without looking up as he dug in the ashes with his L-tool. 
 
      
 
    "Now." Hunter growled. Arend was taken aback, standing to face Hunter. "You may have skills as a Kruxsetter and Craftsman, as well as being more gutsy and strong minded then most people, but I don't think this Guild is the right place for you. I can help you find a more relaxed and Changed free workers Guild if you want." 
 
      
 
    "Hunter-" Kronth started. 
 
      
 
    "No Kronth." Hunter snapped. Kronth blinked. "I saw him during the fight, flashy entrance aside, he didn't do much. Borrowing power from Kyrel and wimping out when a more capable opponent showed up who wasn't scared of him throwing rocks. I don't care if you ride into battle on the wings of a jet fighter, Arend. We don't need cowards to ruin our already tarnished reputation." 
 
      
 
    "Do you really believe that?" Arend asked quietly, locking eyes with Hunter. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Hunter replied with a harsh look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Fine. I'll gather my stuff and try to find a ride." Arend said as he turned to the pillar and started to walk. " 
 
      
 
    You're not going anywhere Grey Heart." Corenden said with a tone of authority as he waddled into Arend' path. 
 
      
 
    "Grey Heart?" Jacob said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Corenden placed a hand over Arend' heart. "As a monster, I can sense the flow of Orenth in a person's body. I noticed right away that his heart was artificial. What wasn't as obvious was what it was made of. I knew as soon as Arend burst from the shed with the condenser. That Orenth filled steam should have left horrible burn marks on his skin as well as interfere with his Orenth flow. 
 
      
 
    "However, none of that occurred. He absorbed the Orenth in the steam and his body used it to shield his arms. In the hundredths of a second before explosion, all the Orenth was drained into the ground. So when the pieces were shot outward, Arend had nothing with which to protect himself. My only conclusion could be that his heart was made of Grey Adamtinium that had bonded to the Orenth that flowed inside his body." Corenden explained. 
 
      
 
    Jacob was shocked, but Kronth and Hunter remained silent. "I know. There's no point arguing it, I have a lot of work to start tomorrow." Arend replied as he walked around Corenden, tossing his hat to him. "Unyielding heart or not, there's no point staying where you're not wanted." 
 
      
 
    "Arend, wait." Kyrel said as he walked out from the shadows with Nate and a large group of people Arend didn't know. 
 
      
 
    "Kyrel, as your superior, you have no power to repeal my decision." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    "Shut it Hunter." Nate snapped. 
 
      
 
    "Ranks don't mean jack shit right now." 
 
      
 
    "Arend, don't go." Kyrel said. 
 
      
 
    "Why should I stay?!" Arend exclaimed. "He says I'm not 'Dragon's Den material!'" Arend' finger pointed in Hunter's direction. 
 
      
 
    "Dude, you jumped from a fifty story building with a rope that only goes to the twentieth as a survival plan! Hunter can go screw himself if he thinks you're not good enough." A man said from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" Many people yelled in reply. 
 
      
 
    "This Guild isn't about being 'material' or not." Jenifer said as she walked out from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, you are the spark we need to get this Guild going again." Cris said, his hair glowing in the light. 
 
      
 
    "Enough!" Hunter yelled, silencing the crowd. "Right now it's between me and him. He's not a hero here to save us!" Arend stopped breathing at the mention of 'hero'. 
 
      
 
    A little girl's voice flashed in his head. 'A hero? In that case, if I'm ever in big trouble and need to be rescued, you come and rescue me okay? And don't forget to put all your heart and courage into saving me!' 
 
      
 
    Hunter continued. "He may have a heart that gives him an advantage, but he doesn't have the courage to use that power and put himself on the line!" Arend tightened his fist and clenched his teeth in anger "He couldn't begin to protect himself, let alone this Guild!" 
 
      
 
    Arend snapped. Something deep inside his chest roared into a mighty flame and filled his limbs with its fiery passion. Arend spun around, dropping his bag. Before his bag even the ground, Arend' fist was flying past Hunter's cheek. Hunter was too fast for Arend to hit, so he was dodging each of Arend' fury filled punches. Hunter jumped back, watching Arend taking massive breaths. 
 
      
 
    "Hmph, so a few words can get you going more than an injury to a friend." Hunter said with a glance to Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    "It's not the words that piss me off; it's that you talk like you know everything about me. I didn't tell you everything back at the shop." Arend replied. Hunter just stared back through his sunglasses. "The day I lost my heart I lost more than just my parents. I lost my little sister." 
 
      
 
    The field was filled with only the sound of Arend' heavy breathing. "When we were attacked by the monster, my parents tried to protect us. When they failed, I tried to protect my little sister. The beast split my chest open with a single blow, but I still stood steady for the sake of my sister. A spike from its mouth pierced my heart and continued into my sister." Arend explained quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Somehow, I was still conscious. I was able to watch the corpse of my dead sister turn into a Possessed along with my parents. The monster watched as they tried to kill me. I can't remember what happened afterwards very clearly, but Alexander found me with my hand deep in my sister's chest, her still beating heart in my hands. I was barely eight. You can mock my fears all you want, but don't you fucking dare call me anything but a hero. I literally fought with all my heart to protect her." 
 
      
 
    A faint, unnatural wind brushed though Arend' hair. Everyone was stunned. While most didn't hear Arend' original story, this one held great weight. Corenden waddled over to the crying Arend and placed his hat onto Arend' head. Arend pulled it down and gave Corenden a grateful look. Hunter turned away, throwing Nem's Korvan to Arend and walking into the darkness. Arend returned to digging through the ashes while Kronth and Jacob explained what the explosion was from. 
 
      
 
    Many people left. Corenden sat next to Arend and watched him work. "What are you looking for?" Corenden asked, his usually cheerful tone mellowed. 
 
      
 
    "You said the ground absorbed the Orenth, but I think there might be a Korvan that sucked up all the extra Orenth." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Does that theory explain why it's cold?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. After digging through the first layer, a second layer of grey, congealed ash was underneath. Arend grabbed it. It had the consistency of putty. Deep inside it was a circular Korvan with an indent in the center. When he warmed it in his hands, a rainbow spider webbed inside became visible, along with a lace-like swirl of gold and silver. 
 
      
 
    "Pretty." Corenden commented as Arend slid it into his bag, next to Nem's. Arend scooped the white ash and the ashen putty into two separate bags and placed them in his bag. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to get some sleep." Arend said as he walked towards the pillar in the distance. 
 
      
 
    "I'll fly you home." Corenden said as he lifted Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Arend replied, suddenly realizing how tired he really was. They floated towards the pillar with the hopes of a fresh and brand new day. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend woke up with a sharp snort. He was lying in Nem's old bedroom, sprawled out on Nem's old extra large king sized bed. Whenever he was exhausted, Arend would snore loudly in his sleep. Rolling out of bed in only his boxers, Arend wandered into the bathroom. Climbing into the shower, Arend started his daily routine. He let out a long sigh as the hot water ran over his stiff muscles. 
 
      
 
    Once he ran out of hot water, Arend climbed out and dried himself. He began looking for his bag of clothes. 'That's right. I left it by the door.' Arend thought as he walked down the stairs only wearing a towel. Corenden was out cold on the couch. Carrying Arend everywhere had exhausted him. Arend looked over at the door. 'Where the hell is it?!' Arend thought as he looked around. 
 
      
 
    He noticed a pile of clothes neatly folded on the coffee table. Corenden's bag and hat were nearby. A hat that looked just like Clouds, only a grey that matched Arend' hair was on top of the pile. Arend picked it up. A note was folded inside it. 
 
      
 
    'Arend, I'm sorry for what I said last night. I had other things on my mind at the time and I took out my frustration on you. I know a letter doesn't serve an apology very well, but I cannot apologize in person at the moment. I got the hat and the gloves that are at the bottom of the pile specially made. The hat isn't anything too special, but the gloves will protect you from anything, as well as insure your grip when climbing; they're also water proofed. 
 
      
 
    I put your old clothes in the dresser under your bed. It took me a while to find it. I mean seriously! Who puts a dresser under a bed? The clothes here are from Kronth. I also managed to gather us some old stuff that I thought you would like. I suggest wearing anything but your old stuff. Kronth will be waiting downstairs with your first assignment. Good luck. 
 
      
 
    Signed, Hunter Wasteland 
 
      
 
    Arend grabbed the gloves from the bottom, a pair of blue jean shorts and a black tee-shirt. Retrieving a pair of his underwear, Arend got dressed. Upon dressing, Arend noticed two things that were off. The first was that the shorts were cut at an odd angle, making the inner thigh shorter than the outside. The second was the shirt had an odd circle with a spiral he didn't notice before. 
 
      
 
    Sliding down the stairs, Arend woke up Corenden. "It's time to get up. Want anything for breakfast?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Egg and cheese sandwich with a pinch of paprika and pepper, the eggs slightly runny and cooked with something salty." Corenden replied groggily. 
 
      
 
    "I'll make myself some pecan and blueberry waffles and pour us some…Moonfruit juice it seems." Arend said as he opened the fridge. 
 
      
 
    As Arend worked on breakfast, Corenden floated drunkenly up the stairs to the bathroom. Corenden's sandwich was hot and ready when he came back down the stairs. Plopping down at the counter, Corenden dug in with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm. This is good." Corenden said as he chewed. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks; odd as your request was, it was rather easy to cook." Arend replied as he started on his waffle, sitting next to Corenden. Arend poured him and Corenden a glass of Moonfruit juice as he chewed his first bite. 
 
      
 
    "So who was living here before you?" Corenden asked after he chugged half his juice. 
 
      
 
    "Can't tell you. He asked me not to." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Corenden nodded. "I hope my wife isn't angry at me for staying out late." Corenden said as he continued to devour his sandwich. 
 
      
 
    "You're married?" Arend asked with a surprised look. 
 
      
 
    "Not in the same sense, but it's essentially the same." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Does the rest of your kind talk like you do? And do they have a name they call themselves?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Some can talk, but we usually stick to our own language. Your second question is harder, but the common term is Pog." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Heh, Pog. Sounds a little silly." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Oh really, Human?" Corenden countered. 
 
      
 
    Arend finished his food and placed the dirty dishes in the automatic dishwasher. "Kronth has some work for me, hang out for as long as you like." Arend said as he got his bag from beside the door and walked out. 
 
      
 
    Corenden finished his juice when Arend stepped back it. "Wrong door." He said when he opened the trapdoor. 
 
      
 
    Corenden finished his food and placed the dishes in the dishwasher. He closed the trap door with his foot. Arend jumped down into the hall way he had been in before. He walked into the room he had jumped from. Kyrel's blood still stained the carpet. 
 
      
 
    Arend poked his head out the window. The sun was rising out over the skyscrapers. Down below, workers in bright yellow hard hats were working on building a lip out of the wall Nate had burst through. A floor board behind Arend squeaked. Looking back, a dark figure shrouded in a cloak filled the doorway. 
 
      
 
    "Where's Nem?" The man asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend turned to face him. "Who are you?" Arend demanded. 
 
      
 
    A large dark blue scythe flashed out from the cloak. Four notches were in the last 2/3 of the blade. A fin topped the shaft and a large hole was in the spine halfway down the blade. 
 
      
 
    "Aquaporus…"Arend said under his breath. 
 
      
 
    The man brought the tip of the fin to Arend' chest. "Yes, now where is Nem?!" He asked again. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know who you're talking about." Arend lied. 
 
      
 
    The man brought the scythe back and cut through the walls of the room. "Don't bother lying, I'll find out where he is even without your help. Too bad you still have to die." The man said as he swung the scythe around at Arend. 
 
      
 
    Even at a full swing, the blade would have never reached Arend. Arend' good luck would be brought to an end when a massive blast of water from the hole on the scythe knocked him backwards mid swing. The force of the water sent Arend flying through the window, knocking the entire wall off the building. Arend dropped like a stone. 
 
      
 
    Stunned and unable to breath, Arend watched the ground quickly fly towards him. The workers in yellow hats quickly looked down the edge when Arend past, they looked away in unison when Arend hit the ground with a sickening crackle. 
 
      
 
    On the ground in the Guild, they flinched in unison when Arend hit the ground. The rushed outside to find the cause of the noise. "Over here!" Someone called out when they found Arend. 
 
      
 
    He landed in a depression in the ground, soaked to the bone in water. "What happened?" Kronth asked as she pushed through the crowd. When she saw Arend, her heart skipped a beat. Before she could utter a word, Arend slowly sat up. 
 
      
 
    "Fuckin' hell…" Arend grumbled as he struggled to his feet. 
 
      
 
    His hat slowly drifted down from the sky, landing next to him. He bent down and put it back on his head. 
 
      
 
    "His safeguard must have kicked in." Cris said from beside Kronth. Kronth quickly wiped a tear from her cheek. Knowing this, Cris continued. "But why is he wet?" 
 
      
 
    "Kronth, we need to talk." Arend said as the crowd dispersed. 
 
      
 
    "What about?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Someone attacked me up there." Arend replied. Cris raised an eyebrow. "With Aquaporus." 
 
      
 
    Kronth's jaw dropped. Cris simply tilted his head. "This isn't good." Kronth said as she began to pace. "Cris, I need you to get the guys together." 
 
      
 
    "Nate's still busy fixing stuff and Kyrel's having his patch replaced-" 
 
      
 
    "Not them." Kronth cut in. "We need to get the S Ranked members together. Possibly even the Master." 
 
      
 
    Cris gulped. "A-are you sure?" He stuttered. 
 
      
 
    "Cris, if things get bad, we may need to get Faulken involved." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    Cris turned white. "I'll get on it." Cris said before sprinting back to into the building, shoving Rusty aside. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Celestial Rim is on the move." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    A dark look shrouded Rusty's face. "They asked about Nem right?" Kronth asked, turning to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Arend replied with a surprised look. 
 
      
 
    "Damn it." Kronth cursed as she pulled a gold ring from her necklace. 
 
      
 
    She slid it on and turned three times. The air crackled. Oragè shot out of a portal created by the ring. 
 
      
 
    "What's the matter? You usually don't Rush me here." Oragè asked. 
 
      
 
    "Someone attacked Arend. I need you to track him down." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    Oragè turned to Arend and sniffed. "This scent is… unusual." Oragè said with a snort. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think you can track him." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Kronth glanced over. "Why not?" She demanded. 
 
      
 
    "I met Nem in what is now my room. The man had the same cloak that Nem did. If you didn't notice Nem leaving, I don't think you will be able to track my attacker with just his scent." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "Damn it!" Kronth exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I can at least try milady." Oragè said assuredly. 
 
      
 
    "Go ahead. Report to me when you're done." Kronth è disappeared in a sharp gust of wind. "It'll take a few days to get everybody together. Until then we'll continue as normal." 
 
      
 
    "Sooo, Hunter said I had work?" Arend asked, hoping to clear the awkward air. 
 
      
 
    "Jacob has your weapon done. He worked the rest of the night on it and wants to talk to you. He's in the lobby right now. Afterwards I want you and Rusty going on a request with someone else. Let me know what you choose." Kronth said with a glance towards the stone faced Rusty. 
 
      
 
    He nodded without a word or a second glance. "I'll get going then." Arend said as he ran back to the building. 
 
      
 
    Rusty walked after him. "Good luck." Kronth said to Rusty as he passed. 
 
      
 
    He only raised his hand in reply. Arend scanned the lobby. He saw Jacob sitting at a bar towards the left of the lobby. He was sitting next to a man with spiked red hair and a thick leather jacket with metal spikes and studs covering the shoulders. Something about four and a half feet long rested on the counter, wrapped in brown paper. 
 
      
 
    Arend quickly walked up. When Jacob saw him, he tapped the shoulder of the man next to him and pointed towards Arend. The man turned around to face Arend. He had a long, narrow chin and pointed ears. He glared at Arend with a pair of golden eyes. Arend choked on his breath. The man spat at Arend' feet and walked away. 
 
      
 
    "That's Vladd. He doesn't like other Kruxsetters or those with poor feelings towards Changed, so he doesn't hold much respect for you." Jacob explained. "Anyway, out little project is done." Jacob said as he lifted the brown wrapped object. 
 
      
 
    Arend took it from Jacob and pulled off the paper with a single stroke of his hand. It was a large sword with two blades set parallel, with a two inch gap in between them. Rectangular strips of metal held the two together on either side. The second blade was sharpened only at where it rested above the lower blade. 
 
      
 
    They were set in a cubic base; a right triangular sleeve covered the sides of the first few inches of the blades. An octagonal indent was set in one side of the base. A silver Drive was built inside; with four square Korvan set inside. Each was a different color: crimson red, deep ocean blue, forest green, and electric yellow. A large circular slot was waiting to be filled in the middle. 
 
      
 
    Arend held it up with two hands. He brought it down with a quick stroke. He then took multiple defensive and offensive stances with the blade; he even held it in his teeth. Arend was satisfied with the craftsmanship of the sword. 
 
      
 
    "It's only missing one thing." Arend said as he set the blade down and pulled out his scanner and the two Korvan he received last night. 
 
      
 
    "You still haven't scanned them yet?"Jacob asked. 
 
      
 
    "Are you kidding?! I barely made it into my bed last night!" Arend exclaimed as he set up Nem's Korvan in the scanner. He smiled at the results. "It's an Amplifier; A little power infuser coupled with something called ID23." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "That's for a Safeguard…" Jacob said, intrigued. "Oh! And Orenth absorption it seems!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Moving onto the next one, Arend had to scan it multiple times before he put all the wires onto the metal ring and actually got some data. Leaning in, Jacob check the monitor along with Arend. At first he was shocked, and then he smiled. 
 
      
 
    "It's your lucky day!" Jacob exclaimed. "A True Safeguard! Axis will pay a fortune to get their hand on one of these!" 
 
      
 
    "Are you crazy!?" Arend shouted. 
 
      
 
    "With a True Safeguard I never have to worry about Changing or Possession at all! I could turn this into more than just a fortune!" Arend exclaimed excitedly. 
 
      
 
    "So you're going to replace that condenser?" Jacob asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled the gold card he got at the battle bar out of his bag and gave it to Jacob. "3,900 Ere. Consider it a down payment to hold you over till I can get you a Maxim Vulcanus."Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Jacob was taken aback. "A Maxim Vulcanus? Those are multi-million Ere machines capable of performing all the necessary steps of Korvan creation, it can even make Korvan with the shape and abilities of your choosing!" Jacob exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I plan on starting a company. How else would I do it? That is, if you're up for it."Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Jacob snatched Arend' hand and gave him a hefty handshake. "You're on! This will at least cover the replacement." Jacob replied. 
 
      
 
    With great confidence, Arend placed Nem's Korvan into the True Safeguard. They fit together perfectly. Putting it into the Drive proved difficult, but it snapped in with a satisfying click. Rusty watched from a nearby table as Arend stood up with his new weapon. Grabbing the small cap at the end, Arend pulled it out and revved it like a chainsaw. Slowly, the ring in the Drive began to turn. 
 
      
 
    As the Drive revved into a higher gear, Arend and the sword gained a white aura. From somewhere in the room, a metal folding chair flew at Arend. As Arend turned to face it, his eyes left streaks of white light like that of a long exposure photo. With the twitch of his hand, the RPM of the Drive spiked and Arend brought blade of the sword straight up, cutting the chair directly in half. 
 
      
 
    The pieces of the chair bounced off the white aura bubble that surrounded Arend. As the pieces slid across the stone floor, Kyrel slowly clapped his hands. 
 
      
 
    "That's one hell of a weapon for a newbie. What cha' gonna call it?"Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed it up and as it made a single flip, he caught it and held it up. "I'm going to call it the Dragon Drive." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    -Request- 
 
      
 
    "So what do you suggest?" Arend asked as he and Rusty stared at a large cork board plastered in pieces of paper. 
 
      
 
    "Something between two and eight. Remember, the higher numbers are harder requests." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend began looking through the layers of requests. The board was located at the main subway station in the Nest. Other boards stretched down the wall to the ticket station at the far end. Each consecutive board had fewer and fewer requests; the last one only had a single request. 
 
      
 
    "Delivery, delivery, ditch digging, weeding, digging for worms, acting, babysitting… Wow you really do have everything." Arend said as he pulled up the requests layer by layer on the board. 
 
      
 
    "Yep, we have almost all the low Ranked requests. Some people even bring their new members here for their first few requests. They don't get a Ere of the reward however." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    'Hmm… What's that?' Arend thought as he reached for the corner of an old piece of paper that was under a mass of requests. Arend tried pulling at it. Half the board shifted slightly. Pulling with all his might, Arend tore the request off the board, along with half of the others. A women in a flamboyant orange skirt marched up. 
 
      
 
    "Watch what you're doing!" She yelled at Arend. Arend laughed nervously. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, it didn't want to budge." He replied. 
 
      
 
    She snatched the paper from Arend' hands. "This is ancient! The client may not even be alive!" She exclaimed with an angry look at Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Well if you insist, I can choose another one."Arend said as he half turned to the board. 
 
      
 
    "Hmph!" She replied, stamping the paper and shoving it into Arend' hands. "I don't want to see you back here till you have dealt with this." She leaned in close to Arend' face. "Understand?" Arend nodded rapidly and backed away. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Dave!" She shouted at a red-haired man scrubbing the walls. "Clean this up!" 
 
      
 
    "Y-yes." He stuttered as he scurried to gather the requests. 
 
      
 
    "And I want it organized!" Arend heard her yell as he and Rusty walked away. 
 
      
 
    "That would be Panzer. She's a little rough around the edges." Rusty said. Arend glanced down at the paper as they walked down the station. 
 
      
 
    Difficulty []8 
 
      
 
    Requesting four exterminators, pay and details to be discussed upon arrival with Mr. Dickerson. 
 
      
 
    Part of the page was torn off the top. "Where we headed kid?" Rusty asked as he pulled out his cell phone. 
 
      
 
    "Youkaki mountains, It says we need four people." Arend replied after turning over the paper. 
 
      
 
    He walked headfirst into a passerby, both of them falling on their ass. "Ow! Sorry!" Arend exclaimed as he looked over at who he knocked back. He was a good deal taller than Arend, and built heavier. 
 
      
 
    He had a light shade of brown for his hair and a darkened tone to his skin. His eyes were a peculiar shade of light lavender. A large buster was strapped to his back. It had a large spike to the front and numerous battle scars littered the blade. He was wearing a hybrid of chain mail and leather, with matching pairs of scaled gloves and boots. 
 
      
 
    "No worries! The name's Wake Landcaster!" He replied cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    A slender hand snatched the request Arend dropped. "I see you still need two more members for your little troop." A man with wild black hair said. 
 
      
 
    His hair seemed to shift like a flame. His skin was extremely pale, almost transparent. He had a dark mantle covering most of his long, slender body. Next to even the tall Wake, he stood well over three heads taller. As he turned to Rusty, Arend could see a six foot long double bladed katana at his waist. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you!?" Arend exclaimed, dwarfed by his massive height. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Nojeski, but who are you with such light hair?" He asked, bending down to Arend' level. 
 
      
 
    "Arend Myshcell, I'm Dragon's Den's new Kruxsetter." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "As it should be with the Myshcells." Nojeski replied. 
 
      
 
    "What!?" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Would you accept out assistance?" Nojeski asked. 
 
      
 
    Rusty nodded. "I'm fine with it, but what Guild are you two in?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "We hail from The Hallows of Nojorn Woods. Or put simply, The Hallows." Nojeski replied. 
 
      
 
    "K, I just need to make a few calls. Platform Nine, Track Four." Rusty said as he pointed across the rails. 
 
      
 
    "I'll meet you there." Nojeski said as he stepped across each set of tracks till he reached the far end. 
 
      
 
    "Does he do that often?" Arend asked, raising an eyebrow. Wake nodded with crossed arms. 
 
      
 
    "An Eight extermination. With two others from The Hallows of Nojorn woods. Yeah, I don't get it myself. Should be quick and simple anyway." Rusty said into his phone. Arend assumed it was Kronth. There was a short pause. "Send the Cold Steam to Platform Nine, Track Four." Rusty hung up. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go you two; our train will be here shortly." Rusty said as he walked down the station to a bridge that would bring them over the rails and platforms all the way to where Nojeski was waiting. 
 
      
 
    "What Rank are you?" Wake asked Arend as they walked on the bridge. I've almost gotten past E." 
 
      
 
    "He's fresher than an unpicked cucumber. This is his first job." Rusty replied for Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Oh really? I guess that makes me your superior." Wake said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not afraid of fighting you right now if you try to make me call you sir!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Fair enough!" Wake said, holding up his hands defensively. "Dragon's Den really does have the crazies." 
 
      
 
    "People only say that because we don't restrict most behaviors, as long as you don't kill or maim anyone. That and how we thrive mostly on trust. If someone's in trouble, we show up with guns blazing." Rusty explained. 
 
      
 
    "So you guys don't have to have tattoos?" Wake asked. 
 
      
 
    "Only the S Ranked members get tattoos. It's been a while since someone last got one." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "What tattoo do you have?" Arend asked Wake. 
 
      
 
    Wake lifted up his armor on his left arm. A green holographic tattoo of three trees was on his shoulder. A black ribbon wrapped itself around each tree and hung lose at either end. 
 
      
 
    "Huh. I think I might have seen it before." Arend said as they three of them walked onto Platform Nine. 
 
      
 
    Nojeski was waiting at Track Four. "They're coming." Nojeski said as Rusty and the others walked up. 
 
      
 
    He was staring down a long black tunnel that Track Four was connected to. "It should be here soon." Rusty said with a nod. A high pitched squeal came out from the tunnel. A loud bell sounded, and the track coming from the tunnel tilted horizontally. A hidden mechanism under the ground could be heard. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds later, a rugged train engine shot out of the tunnel. It rode the sideways track and was soon grinded to a halt. A short buzzer went off and the track returned to normal, the train fixed in place. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell was that?!" Wake exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "All aboard the Cold Steam!" A man in goggles and thick gloves called out as he popped out of a hatch at the top of the train engine. 
 
      
 
    The engine used to be powered by steam before being modified. It looked like it went to hell and back. Its right light was missing and the left one was cracked. Numerous cracks and stress marks were evident throughout it. A passenger car was grafted to the rear of the engine. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Tawny! What have I told you about doing that at those speeds? Youkaki Mountains is where we're headed." Rusty called to the man. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry! I just thought you were in a hurry!" He called back. 
 
      
 
    "Another one of your projects?" Arend asked Rusty. 
 
      
 
    Rusty nodded. "A hybrid of a prototype Drive and a normal Matrix. It led to the current Drive in Guang Blau." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Guang Blau? That's quite a mouthful." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    One of the doors in the rear opened. The four of them quickly climbed in. The passenger car was mostly empty, with metal loops on the walls and looped cotton straps hanging from the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Nojeski crawled through the door like a spider and sat on the empty floor. "Now listen you three." Rusty started. "Platform Nine Track Four is a set of the straightest tracks you will ever encounter. They were built for this train only and are built separately from the rest of the tracks. It's the only line above ground within twenty miles and the only one built six feet off the ground." Rusty explained. 
 
      
 
    "Why is this important?" Wake asked. 
 
      
 
    "Is it anything like your car?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Faster than what you made it." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Dear God." Arend said as he hastily strapped himself to the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, we won't go full power." Rusty said. 
 
      
 
    "Full power?" Tawny called back. "Okay here we go!" Rusty's eyes bulged when he heard Tawny's words. Nojeski and Wake were thrown to the back of the car as it blasted forward. 
 
      
 
    Rusty was clinging to the floor with the magnets hidden in his gloves. As he began to crawl up to the engine, Tawny let out a cheer as the train picked up speed. Light flooded the train through portholes as it surfaced over the plains to the West of Sareville. 
 
      
 
    "Tawny!" Rusty called ahead. "Slow down!" Immediately, the painful tug on Arend' body lessened to a tolerable level. 
 
      
 
    "What did I tell you!?" Rusty yelled as he got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Full power only on double confirmation…" Tawny replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yes! Now take us to the mountains in one piece!" Rusty ordered. 
 
      
 
    "We'll be there in four minutes…" Tawny said, disheartened. 
 
      
 
    "You people really are insane." Wake said as Nojeski helped him from the tangle of straps he had gotten into. 
 
      
 
    Arend unstrapped himself from the wall. "Crazy motherfucking speed demon! I can only imagine what this could do if I tuned it!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Tawny," Rusty called ahead. "Just turn it off. We'll run just on the inertial energy." 
 
      
 
    "Yes sir!" Tawny called back. 
 
      
 
    "So what's your Guild like?" Arend asked Wake once he calmed down. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. I was recruited by Nojeski after it was destroyed." Wake replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. What happened?" Arend asked Nojeski. 
 
      
 
    "I'd rather not talk about it." Nojeski said solemnly. Arend glanced over at Wake. He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, could you come over here?" Rusty called from the front of the train. Arend walked over. 
 
      
 
    "What's up?" He asked. Rusty gave him a sharp smack on the back of the head. "Ow!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "You don't watch the news do you?" Rusty asked. Arend shook his head as he rubbed the back of it. Rusty lowered his voice. "If you did, you would know that the entire Nojorn Woods was burned to a cinder. Their Guild was wiped off the face of the planet; all that's left are Sol Weedfruit plants. It's just a field of one after another." 
 
      
 
    "How?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know how! As far as I know, those two are the only survivors that actually still say they're in the Guild." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "The sad part is they're not the only ones to suffer like this. Hidden Cove; washed into the ocean and turned into a reef. The Mechanical Artisans of the Fire Plains; pulverized into dust by a massive earthquake. Hawken's Plateau; melted by the massive volcano that popped up where the actual plateau was. The important part comes up next; rumors have spread that an underground Guild demanded a large sum of their profits and resources, and they refused to accept." Rusty explained quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Let's find out if that's true." Arend said with a dark look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Rusty was puzzled by it; so he didn't stop Arend. Arend walked up to Nojeski and pulled out an ancient, leather bound book. "Did someone have this?" Arend asked, turning to a page in the middle of the book and holding it up to Nojeski. He glanced at it half heartedly, and then he caught his breath. Nojeski's hair quivered as he stared at the faded page of the book. He nodded slowly and Arend shut the book. Arend turned back to Rusty. 
 
      
 
    "Does this Celestial Rim have more than just Aquaporus?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Rusty twitched. "We only know of the wielder of that weapon, as far as we know, Celestial Rim could be a made up name." Rusty replied with a dark tone. 
 
      
 
    "We're almost at Youkaki station! I'll be braking pretty hard, prepare yourselves!" Tawny called out. 
 
      
 
    As the train lurched to a halt, Rusty opened a side door. "Let's go." He said as he jumped out onto a broken stone platform. 
 
      
 
    Arend followed along with Wake and Nojeski. Tawny appeared at the door. 
 
      
 
    "I've got to go turn around. I'll be a few minutes." He said before shutting the door and disappearing down the tracks in a storm of sparks. 
 
      
 
    The platform was carved into the side of the mountain, with a small path leading around a large stone spire in the distance. The train tracks cut straight into the mountain, curving up slightly as it passed over the mountain. The platform was carved at the base of the mountain, right before the tracks started to head upwards. 
 
      
 
    "Tercka Village should be just over this first mountain. The request says to look for a house of 'great color.'" Nojeski said, looking at the paper. 
 
      
 
    "Well, let's get trekkin'!" Arend exclaimed as he started down the path. 
 
      
 
    "He's right, we don't have all day." Wake said as he followed Arend. 
 
      
 
    "They really are energetic aren't they?" Nojeski asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Rusty nodded, his mind on other things. 
 
      
 
    The walk to an around the spire was relatively quiet. A light mist was in the air as the four of them walked around the large spire. Arms behind his back, Arend walked ahead of the rest with half closed eyes. Wake hung back with Rusty and Nojeski. 
 
      
 
    "So why where you two wandering about in the Nest?" Rusty asked, finally breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
    "We were looking for work. Dragon's Den is best known for its low Ranked requests." Wake replied. 
 
      
 
    Rusty seemed a little disappointed. "Yeah, but it's not like we try to be." Rusty said. 
 
      
 
    A full ten minutes passed before Arend asked a question. "Have any of you heard of the seven legendary weapons?" Arend asked, stopping in the middle of the path. The mist thickened to a thick fog around them. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, my parents used to tell me stories about them. Made of the purist Korvan and the cause of the first Great War. Let's see; there was: Fire, Water, Earth, Air, Sun, Moon, and Death if I'm remembering it correctly." Wake replied. 
 
      
 
    Rusty cast a dark look over at Arend. Nojeski noticed it, but said nothing. "Aye, my dad told me that, but he had told the full story and not the fairy tale it turned into. They forgot about the eighth, one capable of countering even the Death weapon. It also protected the wielder from any and all kinds of harmful Orenth. He believed the first step in its creation was a True Safeguard." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "A True Safeguard hasn't existed since the fifth and final Great war." Wake commented. 
 
      
 
    "Which is why my father was so interested in it. 'How could such a powerful technology not be rediscovered in such a long time?' He would ask himself often. He dug around for many decades, before discovering the first part needed for its creation. He never kept any notes, but I believe the day he died, he made a breakthrough." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Why do you bring us such a dark subject?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend drew the Dragon Drive from a leather sheathe on his back. "Because I successfully made one." Arend said, holding up the Matrix so they could see. 
 
      
 
    "So you're worried about a sixth Great War?" Nojeski asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "I don't think the fifth ever ended." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "But it was such a long time ago, it's impossible to believe such a thing!" Rusty exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend sheathed his blade. "We should go." He said as he turned. 
 
      
 
    Nojeski reached out and grabbed Arend' shoulder. "Arend, you may not be the cause of another Great War, but something else is building up around you. The more I learn about you the stronger the felling gets." Nojeski said. 
 
      
 
    "Things were building up before I stepped out of my shop it seems." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "The destruction of Nojorn Woods, the loss of The Mechanical Artisans, Hawken's Plateau and Hidden Cove were all from one of the legendary weapons. All of them probably have a specific type of fruit growing abundantly there am I right?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Rusty paused as he opened his mouth. 
 
      
 
    "The massive amount of pure Orenth in those weapons and their ability to call it out of ordinary objects leaves a very obvious trail. You were about to say Sol Weedfruit, Rock Watermelon, Inferno Plum, and Misty Orange weren't you?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "How did you know that?" Rusty asked, clearly shaken up. 
 
      
 
    "Inferno Plum, Misty Orange, Rock Watermelon, Heaven's Ambrosia, Sol Weedfruit, Moonfruit, and The Elderberry of Ending. Seven fruit rich in the Orenth of each type. They were originally how the legendary weapons were made, so it's only fitting they thrive where the weapons powers are unleashed." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "If there are only seven on those kinds of fruit, then how can you believe that there could be an eighth weapon?" Wake asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because the elements can exist without Orenth in them. Orenth is something unique to the earth itself. It's life energy. We don't have fire burning in our bodies, or wind in our lungs that sustains us. And what is created by Orenth when it is absorbed in large amounts?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Korvan." Nojeski said. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. We just have no way of processing Orenth in that fashion." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Let's get going already. I have no idea how you think people can retain that much information at once Arend." Rusty said as he walked into the fog. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes passed and the fog only got thicker. "How are we supposed to find it in this fog?" Wake asked as he stumbled into a rock. 
 
      
 
    "We're getting close." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "How can you tell?" Wake asked. 
 
      
 
    "Feel the path. It's getting smoother." Nojeski said. A swift wind began to blow. The fog slowly cleared to reveal a narrow passage between two tall rocks. 
 
      
 
    Two separate watch towers were built around the sides of each of the tall rocks. 
 
      
 
    "Ey-o!" Wake called up. "Is anyone up there!?" 
 
      
 
    The wind whistled between the rocks, but no one called back. 
 
      
 
    "There should be Rangers up there Arend. If they're not there, things may not be safe. Go check it out." Rusty ordered. 
 
      
 
    With a quick nod, Arend ran to the craggy side of one of the rocks. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think he can get up there." Wake said. 
 
      
 
    "Just watch." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend rubbed his hands together. Reaching up, he grabbed one of the ledges on the rocks. In a short few seconds, Arend climbed up the rock. 
 
      
 
    "It's almost disturbing how well he can climb." Nojeski said. Arend disappeared from view around the rock, before popping up over the top. He waved down to Rusty and gave a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    "Alrighty, let's go." Rusty said as he continued down the path. 
 
      
 
    Arend joined them on them on the other side. The village was within sight from the watch towers. It was surrounded by large pillars of stone tightly wedged together. The large wooden gate at the front was half hanging off of its hinges. Arend and the others hurried down the path till they reached the gate. 
 
      
 
    Once at the gate, the true damage to the gate could be realized. Deep claw marks ran across almost every inch of the wood. Inch thick holes were pierced across the center of each door, making the wooden beam that would have held the gate shut weak enough to break through. Rusty ran his hands across the claw marks. Bits of the gate broke off at the lightest touch. 
 
      
 
    "It's rotting. These marks must be at least ten years old for the wood to get like this." Rusty said. 
 
      
 
    "I take it this is Tercka Village?" Arend asked as he kicked a rock down the empty streets. 
 
      
 
    Like the gate, the houses were scarred by an unknown battle. Even being made of stone and hardened mud, the claw marks were just as deep as in the gate. A fairly straight street ran across the village, headed to a cliff with a castle-like building carved from it. It loomed over the tiny village houses. 
 
      
 
    Tattered and faded flags were hung from almost every window of the castle. A second, smaller wall was built around the castle's courtyard. 
 
      
 
    "I take it that's the 'House of Great Color.'" Rusty said as he gazed up at it. 
 
      
 
    They started walking down the street. As they passed a half broken house, something scraped against the sandy ground. 
 
      
 
    The front wall was half broken, with the left completely missing. A hole stretched from the top left corner to what used to be the wooden frame of a window. Wake peeked around the frame of the missing wall. A group of children were hiding in the shadow of the remains of the house. When they saw Wake's face, they scrambled to jump over the ledge to the front of the house. 
 
      
 
    The first boy over bumped into Nojeski, falling backwards. At first he was shocked, and then confused as he had to bend all the way back to see Nojeski's face. 
 
      
 
    "Billy!" The tallest kid yelled as he lunged over the ledge. Billy spun around and hid behind the taller kid. "Who are you?" He demanded. He stared back defiantly, but he was just as scared as Billy behind him. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Nojeski sat down on the ground. "We're here because of this." Nojeski replied as he held out the request. 
 
      
 
    Rusty and Wake stood back, looking curiously at the children pouring out of the old house. Arend was uninterested in them and looked around. The tall boy snatched it, reading it quickly. He paused and his eyes widened. 
 
      
 
    "Drae?" One of the little girls asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    "This is my father's handwriting." Drae said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Arend continued to look around, the hairs on his neck rising. He could swear that something was lurking nearby. A slight shift in the dirt, the air hotter than it should be. Something would move in the corner of his eye, but when he turned to look, nothing would be there. He found himself staring at the shadow of a house. Nojeski and the other's voices faded as he concentrated on the shadow. A small puff of dirt flew into the air by the shadow. It was slowly creeping closer, leaving a very slight trail. 
 
      
 
    "Rusty…" Arend said quietly, not looking away. More of the puffs and trails became obvious, since Arend knew what to look for. 
 
      
 
    "Can we trust them?" Billy asked, looking up at Drae. He barely acknowledged his question as he continued to interrogate Rusty and the others. 
 
      
 
    "RUSTY!" Arend hissed. 
 
      
 
    Drae and his troop of children glanced over at Arend. He was starting to breathe faster; sweat began to drip down his face. When Drae noticed the puffs of dirt, he snapped to attention. 
 
      
 
    "We need to go now!" Drae whispered to his group of kids. Nojeski and the others were too focused on Arend to notice them leaving. 
 
      
 
    "What!?" Rusty snapped. 
 
      
 
    As if waiting for that word, one of the puffs moved quickly before disappearing. Arend barely had the time to start the Dragon Drive when something collided with his aura shield. A snarling, lizard-like face flashed before quickly disappearing again. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell was that!?" Rusty exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend took a wide swing at the ground in front of his feet, sending a spray of hot blood across the street. A pool of the blood soon formed, along with the body of a dead green lizard. The size of a large dog, it had razor sharp teeth and coated in thin, shimmering green scales. Its feet were wide and flat, with pads like that of a gecko. A long tail covered in sharp spines stretched out of the pool of blood. Something jumped on top of it and began ripping off chunks of its flesh. 
 
      
 
    As the lizards cannibalized their dead comrade, Arend and the others ran the other way. They soon caught up to the children. Nojeski and Wake scooped up all of the smaller children, letting the others run at full speed without leaving anyone behind. Drae ran alongside Rusty. Arend sheathed the still running Drive and brought up the rear. 
 
      
 
    "Are those things what we need to exterminate?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Now is not the time!" Drae yelled back. 
 
      
 
    "That castle is the only safe place; the damp stone makes it impossible for them to climb it." Drae pointed to the castle at the far end of the street. 
 
      
 
    "You pretty sharp for a kid." Rusty said. 
 
      
 
    "And you four are pretty dull for Guild members!" Drae snapped back. 
 
      
 
    "But he was the first to notice them." Billy said, pointing at Arend from Wake's shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "Then tell me why he let its blood on his skin?" Drae retorted. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong with that?" Nojeski asked. 
 
      
 
    "Their blood makes even grown men cry out from its horrific pain." Drae replied darkly. He glanced back at Arend. "How he isn't affected I haven't the slightest idea." 
 
      
 
    "Trust me." Arend said with heavy breath. "It's affecting me." 
 
      
 
    "You're suffering from such a pain and you don't even flinch?" Nojeski said with an impressed look. 
 
      
 
    "I had my heart ripped out. This is nothing compared to that level of pain." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Drae turned forward. "We're almost there!" Rusty called out. 
 
      
 
    A rope ladder was hung from the wall, invisible from far away. Drae jumped onto the ladder without pause and hurried up it with speed that rivaled Arend'. Nojeski and Wake followed, the children clinging close to them as they went over the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Rusty yelled. 
 
      
 
    "You first Rusty, I'll be right behind you." Arend replied as he drew the Dragon Drive. 
 
      
 
    "You better be right behind me!" Rusty yelled as he started up the ladder. 
 
      
 
    A loud whistle pierced the air. Two thick armed men pushed through Wake and Nojeski, pulling up the ladder with Rusty still on it. "What about Arend?" Wake asked the men. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry about your friend, but we can risk one of those things getting past the wall." One of them replied with a sad look. 
 
      
 
    "Damn it Arend!" Rusty yelled before Nojeski helped him over the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Shut it!" Arend snapped back, now surrounded. Arend swung at waist level and cleaved three of the lizards in two. Arend was now coated in their burning blood. "You know I'm very hard to kill!" Arend yelled as the white shell around him was pounded by the lizards. 
 
      
 
    "Can either of you use long ranged attacks?" Rusty asked Nojeski and Wake. They shook their heads. "This is not a difficulty eight request." Rusty said as he watched Arend fight. 
 
      
 
    His shield was losing its integrity very quickly. 'I won't be able to keep this up' Arend thought. 'C'mon… I need it to work.' Arend tried to break out of the circle he was trapped in. 
 
      
 
    The lizards were getting more and more aggressive as the scent of blood from their brethren filled the air. Arend' shield fizzled out as he forced his way from the circle of lizards. His back to the wall, Arend had no way out. Just as one of the lizards readied to pounce on Arend, the aura surrounding him changed to a deep purple. Arend leaped over the lizard, driving the tip of his sword deep into the ground. 
 
      
 
    He gripped the hilt with only his right hand. "Overheat Release Level One!" He called out, pulling back his left hand. As he dug his palm into the center of the spinning Korvan, he called out again. "OVERCLOCK!" A metallic click echoed and the Drive quickly increased speed, as well as sinking to a deeper level into the base. Arend' dark purple aura shifted to a dark blue. Arend kicked the blade from the ground, sending a chunk of the stony street into one of the lizards. 
 
      
 
    The sword cart wheeled high into the air. Arend caught it in his left hand; spinning counter-clockwise, Arend grabbed it mid swing with his right hand and continued on, cutting through seven lizards mid-air. Sliding his foot out, Arend stopped, facing the mass of lizards. Without a second thought, Arend charged into it. As Arend danced in the rain of blood he created, he left an electric blue trail of light from his eyes. 
 
      
 
    With each strike of his sword, blue electricity sparked from the blade, through the Drive, and into Arend. Arend spun to a stop. He was surrounded by a pool of blood. No trace of the lizard's flesh was left. A small number of the lizards stalked Arend from outside the red pool he stood in. In his chest, Arend' heart was pumping incredibly fast, and felt extremely heavy to him. 
 
      
 
    The lizards hesitated, sniffing the air with their tongues. A strange whispering filled the air, heard only by Arend. As the whispering got louder, the lizards slowly began to back up, retreating into the shadows. Arend was paralyzed, his heart now felt like a lead weight in his chest. Just as he passed over the edge of passing out, a voice called his name in his head. 'Arend…' 
 
      
 
    Arend smiled. 'I can't believe it worked.' He thought as his consciousness was shrouded in darkness. 
 
      
 
    -King- 
 
      
 
    Arend woke up in a large poster bed. His head and most of exposed skin was wrapped in white bandages. Rusty and Nojeski were talking quietly on the corner. Arend sat up, the back of his head throbbing. 
 
      
 
    "You're awake!" Rusty said with a surprised look. Arend held his head in his hands. 
 
      
 
    "What happened?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "When you passed out, you hit your head pretty hard. You've only been here about an hour." Nojeski explained. 
 
      
 
    "I called Kronth and she said those lizards are slightly outside a Rank eight, but you didn't have any problems clearing most of them out. She says we can finish up here if you wanted to." Rusty said, walking over the Dragon Drive, which was set against the wall. 
 
      
 
    He picked it up. "This thing has an incredible amount of power, but what exactly is Overclock? I've never heard of that kind of Overheat." Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's not quite a normal type of Overheat. It's based off a mechanical design, so it's technically not an Overheat. I had to install limiters since the power created by both the Drive and what it can absorb is beyond insane. There are four; Overclock lets the Dive spin at full speed, the change in my aura's color is just to show that the second limiter has engaged. 
 
      
 
    "Five Pillar is the second. Four Mithril rods pop out from each corner of the Drive, each blessed by a single element; Fire, Water, Earth, and Air. A fifth rod tipped with grey Adamtinium sets itself into the bottom of the Drive. These rods stabilize the Korvan inside the spinning ring. The Adamtinium rod changes the gear ratio, allowing the blade to absorb more Orenth. 
 
      
 
    "Next is Supercavitation. It coats the blade in high density Orenth, with each swing the air is filled with it, eventually allowing you to send a powerful shockwave through it by swinging at lightning speed." Arend explained as he inched off the bed. 
 
      
 
    Nojeski caught him as he stumbled. "And the fourth?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Limit Break. It disengages each one of the limits put on the Drive. With how Overclock preformed, Limit Break will be utterly devastating." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "I can see why you and Jacob spent so much time on it." Rusty said as he casually spun the metal ring of the Drive. 
 
      
 
    He suddenly collapsed onto one knee. "What the hell was that!?" He exclaimed as he breathed heavily. 
 
      
 
    "You said it can absorb Orenth right? Nojeski asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but it shouldn't-" Arend stopped. "If you switch the polarity of the Korvan, then it could drain the user's Orenth. But that's only if you spin the Drive the wrong way." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "I take it counter-clockwise is the 'wrong way'."Rusty said as he got back to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "We need to go now. The king is waiting for us." Nojeski said as Arend stood up on his own. He took his sword and followed Rusty out the door 
 
      
 
    . A woman in an elegant dress was waiting outside the door. "Great Knight Arend, our King wishes to speak with you." She said. 
 
      
 
    "Show me the way!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you are well enough?" She asked, looking at the bandages covering most of his body. 
 
      
 
    "This is nothing to losing a heart. Now let's get going. We don't have time to waste." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    She led them down the hall and a spiral staircase into a large, dome shaped room. Wake was in the corner, playing with the kids they met before. The walls and ceiling of the room were covered in a colorful mosaic, depicting each part of the known world differently. An old man was sitting in a wooden throne at the other side of a large circular table. 
 
      
 
    "King Phille the fourth, I present you Arend, the man who fought off the lizards." The woman said, kneeling in front of him. 
 
      
 
    "It was more like liquefying than fighting off." Arend commented. 
 
      
 
    The woman glanced back at Arend, a surprised look on her face. "So help has finally arrived." The king said as he looked over Arend and the others. 
 
      
 
    "What can you tell us about those lizards?"Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    The king shook his head. "The lizards are unimportant. Our people have dealt with them for years. They aren't why you were called here." He replied. Arend glanced back at Rusty. He shrugged. Wake stopped playing with the children and focused his attention to the king. "It's something bigger, something that destroyed our village eleven years ago. It devoured our village's treasure and disappeared into the mountains." The king explained. 
 
      
 
    "Bigger? We can't handle something bigger." Nojeski said. 
 
      
 
    "Please, we need your help." Drae said from a nearby doorway. 
 
      
 
    "Drae…" The king started. 
 
      
 
    Drae held up the request. "They think it's just difficulty eight, part of the paper was ripped." Drae said as he brought a second piece of paper up to Rusty. 
 
      
 
    Rusty took the two and looked at them side by side. He only took a second before dropping them on the table and pulling out his phone. 
 
      
 
    "Thirty eight…" Nojeski said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Rusty repeatedly held down the third speed dial. "C'mon..." He said as he only got static. "God damn it! No signal!" Rusty growled as he moved the phone back and forth. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong? Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "This request is meant for high C or low B, both me and Rusty are mid D and Wake still hasn't past E. You're still a zero F!" Nojeski replied. 
 
      
 
    "What can you tell us about it?" Rusty asked as he tried to make a call again. 
 
      
 
    "We don't know. No one -" The king replied. 
 
      
 
    "I do." Drae cut in. 
 
      
 
    "Shit…" Rusty said as he put away his phone. "I need to get somewhere out of this place. Drae, come with us and tell us what you know." Rusty said as he disappeared into the staircase. 
 
      
 
    Arend and the others quickly followed him. Drae began describing it. "It's about seventeen feet tall at the shoulder. It has thick white fur and a face like a wolf. It has two sets of serrated teeth and a flat tongue. Its claws can cut through rock and its large ears curl backwards." 
 
      
 
    "So it's like a wolf." Wake said. 
 
      
 
    "Except it can fly." Drae replied. 
 
      
 
    They stepped out into the hallway they were in previously. "How did the gate get such narrow holes in them? With its large size, it shouldn't be able to do that with its claws." Nojeski asked. 
 
      
 
    "Oh! That's right! I forgot that it can shoot spikes from its mouth." Drae exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend stopped. "Let me guess," Arend started. "Its voice is that of nightmares." 
 
      
 
    Drae blinked. "How did you know that?" Drae asked. 
 
      
 
    "Arend?" Rusty said, turning back. 
 
      
 
    A dark chuckle filled the hallway. Drae's eyes bulged; Arend was already drawing the Dragon Drive. "KING!" Arend shouted out at the top of his lungs. A white wolf burst through the roof at the far end of the hallway. Its red eyes pierced through the dust it created. 
 
      
 
    "It's nice to see you again Arend." Its voice enticed the darkest fears of one's mind, beckoning them into a world of terror. 
 
      
 
    Wake and Rusty were surprised, taking their fighting stances. Drae retreated down the stairs. Nojeski stared blankly at the monster. 
 
      
 
    "You've got some friends it seems." King said as his gazed passed over Wake and Rusty. He paused on Nojeski. 
 
      
 
    "Now you are a rare sight. One of the last of the Shadow Clan?" 
 
      
 
    "You're one to talk, Pendragon." Nojeski replied as he drew his double bladed katana. 
 
      
 
    "Pendragon!?" Rusty exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry, I won't fight you here, there's a coliseum on the other side of this castle. It's perfect for a fight like this." King said. Two blood red wings sprouted from King's back, made of pure Orenth. Arend ran down the hall. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Rusty yelled, chasing after him. King disappeared out the hole in the roof. 
 
      
 
    "Wake, protect the people here and prepare to fight those lizards." Nojeski said to Wake before running after Arend and Hunter. 
 
      
 
    Arend had swung out onto the other walls of the castle and was making his way up them. "Arend! What the hell are you doing?!" Rusty yelled as he leaned out the broken wall. Nojeski climbed out beside Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Nojeski." Rusty said, surprised. 
 
      
 
    "Rusty, this is important. If Arend knows this Pendragon, he has to fight alongside me and only me." Nojeski said as he tried to follow Arend up the wall. 
 
      
 
    "Shit… I guess I'll just have to call Kronth and join you on the other side." Rusty said as he disappeared into the castle. 
 
      
 
    Arend helped Nojeski up onto the castle roof. "Thanks." Nojeski said as Arend pulled him up. The two quickly turned to the short mountain top that separated them from the other side. 
 
      
 
    "How do you know the Pendragon?" Nojeski asked as they ran down the roof. 
 
      
 
    "He's the one who killed my parents and my little sister." Arend replied. "Why does it matter?" 
 
      
 
    "Because Pendragons have a unique ability that prevents death from anyone except those who share a strong connection to it." Nojeski replied. "The connections strength depends on how heavily the event affects their lives." 
 
      
 
    "How do you know so much about Pendragons?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I used to be a Beastmaster." Nojeski replied solemnly. 
 
      
 
    "You don't have to tell me if you don't want to." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "No, I need to get this out. I was foolish in my early years and tried to tame a Pendragon. It went wild and destroyed half my village before I could kill it. What I didn't know was that Pendragons have to be near death by your hand before they would respect your orders." Nojeski replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm…" Arend said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "I know what you're thinking and no, it wasn't the cause of the disappearance of the Shadow Clan." 
 
      
 
    Nojeski said. "Then what was?" King asked from behind them. The two whipped around, weapons in hand. "Relax, I said I'll fight you in the coliseum. I only want to talk before we end this." King said, walking in the direction of the coliseum. 
 
      
 
    Nojeski lowered his weapon. He placed a hand on Arend' shoulder. Arend slowly lowered the Dragon Drive. "What do you want?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "There is a connection to the disappearances of the Shadow Clan and the Pendragons." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Nojeski said. 
 
      
 
    "This involves you as well Arend, and I'm sorry about what happened that day. I only wanted to take you and leave the rest of your family alone." King said, looking to Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend twitched but didn't reply. "As you know, Axis has had numerous controversies throughout its existence; scandals, deaths, and mysterious disappearances. Eleven years ago I learned something horrid. Axis had been experimenting in combining humans and monsters in twisted experiments. Arend, your father was working on a way to mix the two without death or Changing." King explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend stopped. "I don't care if what you say is true or not, but I want you to say it all right now, and never mention my parents again." Arend said darkly. 
 
      
 
    King stopped and sat down. "Very well then, get comfortable." King replied. Nojeski sat down. Arend continued to stand. "You were born very sick, and died shortly after birth. Your father had just joined Axis on the project and when you died, he lost control. He placed you in stasis and worked tirelessly for the next three days, before the stasis chamber failed. 
 
      
 
    "As a last ditch effort, he mixed all the Orenth of a Pendragon with your own. Lo and behold, you came back healthy as ever. Eight years later I learned of this. I wouldn't have acted so rashly if it wasn't my brother your father sacrificed to save you. I decided to spirit you away and become your guardian. 
 
      
 
    "The idea was possible as long as I could erase your memory before your ninth birthday. It wasn't that simple however. Your parents never wanted to lose you again so they trained to fight off anything that might cause you harm. After that I tried to knock you out with my attack, but you stood steadfast. Celestial Rim, who I know you know, were the hunters of Pendragons under Axis' control. So when they detected me, I had only a short time to act before they would reach me. 
 
      
 
    "A panicked and tried to end it quickly, in my haste I almost killed you, and made a grave mistake by killing your parents and little sister. Around then, Nem showed up. He was a young and promising newbie hoping to find the right Guild. I tried to explain things before he would act, but he would have nothing of it. We were both surprised when his attacks almost killed me. 
 
      
 
    "I managed to scar his face before your sister awakened as a Possessed along with your parents. My Orenth would be unable to do such a thing in my weakened state, so it had to have been yours. Nem and I defeated your parents, and then watched as a heartless child fought and killed his sister. I told Nem to look into Celestial Rim before Alexander showed up and attacked me. 
 
      
 
    "Now that I think about it, it's funny how two unrelated people could hurt me so much. I then escaped into these mountains. I stole and devoured the Korvan they had in their treasury and hid in the many valleys surrounding this place to recuperate and avoid Celestial Rim." King explained. 
 
      
 
    "You expect me to believe that? It sounds like something from a soap opera, a bad soap opera. Next you'll be telling me it was my evil twin brother who killed my sister, or that your sister is somehow pregnant with my child." Arend said 
 
      
 
    "I don't think-" King started. 
 
      
 
    "No! I will have no more of your bullshit!" Arend exclaimed as he continued walking to the coliseum. 
 
      
 
    "It'll prove itself soon enough." King said as he watched Arend leave. 
 
      
 
    "I may not fully believe your story, but Arend may find truths do lie in what you say. They may prove too sharp if he doesn't accept the possibility when they sink their teeth into him." Nojeski said as he followed Arend. 
 
      
 
    'A soap opera? That's such a weird way to describe it. I was half expecting him to demand we fight right here.' King thought to himself as he took to the skies. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to King's long winded discussion, Rusty had reached the coliseum first and was calling Kronth from the stands. "Kronth!" Rusty exclaimed when the call went through. 
 
      
 
    "What!?"Kronth yelled back. 
 
      
 
    "I need you to listen carefully." Rusty hastily described all what had happened so far. "We are going to need back up." Rusty said finally. 
 
      
 
    Kronth groaned. It was hard enough bringing all the S Ranked members together without this sudden development. "I can't spare anyone right now. I guess you'll have to deal with what you've got." As Kronth said this, a man walked through the lobby's doors. 
 
      
 
    He had a pair of charcoal black sneakers with metal plates surrounding the soles. A pair of black Kevlar socks would prevent damage to his feet if anything could pierce the sneakers. His black shorts were decorated by numerous chains that hung down and fed through metal loops in the shorts and small straps on the outer sides of his shorts. 
 
      
 
    A black tee shirt was under a puffy navy blue vest was all that was on his torso. Dragon's Den's symbol was stitched into the back of the vest in black. His hands were half tucked into his vest, the left having the same Guild symbol tattooed in dark blue. He had light brown eyes. His brown hair was cut short, covered by a red baseball cap twisted backwards on his head. A goatee made of light brown stubble covered his face. DUKE was spelt down the side of his right arm in bright red letters. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on, I think I do have someone to spare." Kronth said when she noticed the man walking up to her. 
 
      
 
    She quickly hung up of Rusty. "What can The Duke do for you today?" He asked Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "Rusty needs help in the Youkaki Mountains. A Pendragon has shown up and has a history with Arend." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Who's Arend?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    "The new guy, now get going." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Blue Blue!" Corenden called out as he flew through the doors. 
 
      
 
    "More mail?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep, something from Isaac believe it or not." Corenden said as he pulled out a large tan package from his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Isaac? Are you sure?" Kronth asked as she took it. She quickly tore the paper off and opened the box. A light blue dress was surrounded by dark green tissue paper. 
 
      
 
    The dress was made from a very fine mesh of scales. Underneath it was a chestnut box with a cat carved into it and with Semi-fine jewels embedded around the edge of the bottom. Corenden lifted it out so Kronth could place the dress back into the box. Kronth took the box and opened it. A dark blue felt lined the inside of the box. The bottom had places where you could place an enormous amount of rings. In the center were a light grey ring and a letter. 
 
      
 
    'Dear Kronth, I'm sorry that I couldn't see you on your birthdays for the last few years. I've been working on these for a while. I hope you like them. The dress cannot be cut by any normal means and it can reduce the amount of Orenth you use when you call your monster friends. 
 
      
 
    That ring box should provide a safe place for you your rings for however long you choose to be an active member of this Guild. Now onto that grey ring; it's made from pure Grey Admantinium. It was the hardest to get and make out of the three. It isn't bonded to anything, so use it as you choose. 
 
      
 
    Hope to see you soon, 
 
      
 
    Isaac' 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head. "He still doesn't get it." Kronth said as she placed the ring box next to the package on the table. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be going now." Duke said as he turned back to the doorway. " 
 
      
 
    Corenden, go with Duke. Arend could use some help." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "I can't, I'm on duty." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Kronth rolled her eyes. Grabbing the grey ring from the box, she gave it to Corenden. "Take this then. First class priority." Kronth said grumpily. 
 
      
 
    "Alight, I'll bill you later." Corenden said as he placed the ring in his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Go, go go, go!" Kronth said as she pushed Corenden towards the door. 
 
      
 
    "Alright!" Corenden exclaimed as he quickly flew out the door. 
 
      
 
    Kronth turned to her gifts. "At least he's improved." Kronth said as she ran her hand over the box. 
 
      
 
    [x] 
 
      
 
    Arend dropped down onto the coliseum floor. "Arend!" Rusty called down. Arend waved to him. "Kronth is sending backup, they'll be here in a few minutes!" Rusty yelled. 
 
      
 
    "Aye!" Arend called back. 
 
      
 
    Nojeski and King dropped in shortly afterwards. "If you two are ready, we can begin." King said. 
 
      
 
    Arend and Nojeski drew their swords. They remained silent as they strafed around either side of King. Nojeski's footsteps were completely silent as he moved around King. Arend on the other hand made a racket as his untrained feet stumbled as he moved around. His Drive filled the coliseum with noise as it picked up speed. It topped out and purred like a sports car. Arend' aura was a light shade of violet. King flashed forward, diving at Arend with his jaws open wide. 
 
      
 
    Arend rolled to the left, cutting up with his sword, aiming for King's side. With the quick flap of his wing, King forced Arend to the ground and hopped away. He spun around to face them again. Nojeski ran forward. In a flurry of strokes that Arend couldn't follow, Nojeski forced King to the wall. King opened his mouth and a spike an inch in diameter shot out from the back of his throat. Nojeski pulled his katana up as he stepped to the left, cutting it down the side. 
 
      
 
    Before the pieces could hit the ground, King leaped away from the wall and charged. Once he picked up speed, white flames coated his limbs and his feet lost all traction. Drifting around the arena, King used his wings to control where he was going. As he drifted around Arend and Nojeski, he released a volley of spikes from his mouth. Arend' shield knocked them aside as he charged at King. 
 
      
 
    King's fire disappeared and he ran to face Arend. As King brought his head down to bite Arend, Arend tried to jump over him, but ended up running into King's back. A thunderous crash filled the coliseum as Arend' shield collided with King's wing. The shape of the wing collapsed as the Orenth it was made of swirled around Arend' shield. Arend tried to bring his sword down on King's back, but a massive discharge of Orenth knocked him across the coliseum. 
 
      
 
    Arend hit the wall with a loud crack. His shield created a crater in the wall before collapsing under the pressure. Arend' back struck the wall shortly after. Bruised but not broken, Arend got to his feet. King's red Orenth still surrounded Arend, but was sucked up by the Dragon Drive before it could do any harm to him. It created a small whirlpool as the Drive pulled it all in. 
 
      
 
    King's wing was crippled. A large chuck was missing out of it. They both phased in and out as King tried to hold their shape. 'Damn it. The shield will take a while to recharge. Guess I have no choice' Arend thought as he drove his sword into the ground. "Overheat Release Level One." Arend said as he brought his hand over the Drive. "Overclock!" Like before, Arend drove his palm into the spinning Drive. 
 
      
 
    The Drive began to spin faster, soon after Arend' aura changed to a dark blue. A hazy blue aura also coated the blades. King started for Arend, but Nojeski seemed to pop out of nowhere as he drove his katana deep between King's ribs. The path he took across the ground had a faint shadow clinging to it. King let out a roar that cracked the earth around him. Nojeski released his grip on his katana as King whipped around to counter attack. 
 
      
 
    Arend shot across the coliseum at King. His sword left a line of blue as he dragged it across the ground in one hand. King glanced at his wounds. A steady stream of blood oozed from the holes in his side. Arend let out a roar of his own as he swung his sword back handed at King's left forearm. It struck bone and reverberated as it bounced off. Arend turned around, his back passing in front of King's face. 
 
      
 
    He stepped around King and grabbed Nojeski's katana with his free hand. He dragged it along King's side as he ran. He was about to drive both weapons into King's side when a massive flare of Orenth pushed him back. Nojeski gathered his weapon from Arend. The red Orenth surrounded King as a fiery aura. As King struggled to his feet, the Dragon Drive began to sputter. Arend glared down at his misbehaving Drive. 
 
      
 
    King's fur suddenly turned a blood red and bristled outwards. It sharpened and grew a deeper hue of red with each wave of Orenth that passed across his body. 
 
      
 
    "This is bad Arend; I was hoping to finish him before he reached this stage." Nojeski said as King let out a roar. 
 
      
 
    "You ready for this?" Arend asked as he brought up his sword. A wide smile ran across Arend' face as King turned to them, his eyes blazing. 
 
      
 
    King dashed at them, pounding the earth with his feet. In the corner of Arend' eye, something flew by at an insane speed. King was sent like a rocket to the other side of the coliseum, cracking the wall all the way past the stands. A man was standing where King was, wearing a dark blue vest and his feet coated in a mud-like aura. 
 
      
 
    "The Duke as arrived." He said when he glanced in Arend' direction. 
 
      
 
    "Duke!?" Rusty exclaimed from the stands. 
 
      
 
    King coughed, his blood spattering the ground. "Even with a weak connection that kick hurt like hell." King said. An imprint of Dragon's Den's symbol was embedded where Duke kicked King. Duke walked over to Arend and Nojeski. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "The name's Duke, It's nice to meet you Arend." Duke said as he held out his hand to Nojeski. 
 
      
 
    Nojeski pointed in Arend' direction and shook his head. "That's Arend." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Duke said, tilting his head, looking Arend over. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised his malfunctioning blade. "I don't have time to waste like this; I have a fight to finish." Arend said as he turned to King. 
 
      
 
    Duke stepped into Arend' path. "Can't let you do that. You may not know this, but a Pendragon is a G ranked monster. I'm S Rank So I can handle it. I can't let you fight him." Duke said. 
 
      
 
    Arend threw a punch at Duke. He easily stepped around it, but he didn't notice Arend' leg. When he stumbled briefly, Arend knocked him on his back and held his sword up to his neck. "Trust me; I'm at least Double S at this point." Arend said as he glared down at Duke. 
 
      
 
    "Only double? I guess you won't be able to handle me then." A voice that embodied a darkness that devoured all light echoed across the coliseum, as if it came from the corners of one's mind. King had a terrified look on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Ace." He said quietly. A black Pendragon was standing at the center of the arena. 
 
      
 
    Its fur burned a pitch black that put Nojeski's to shame. A pair of electric blue eyes flashed as it glanced around. The earth trembled under its feet as it slowly stalked across the coliseum. Rusty, Nojeski, and Duke stared at the black Pendragon with complete terror in their eyes. Arend slowly walked forward. It stopped and tilted its head. 
 
      
 
    "You're a strange one." It whispered as Arend circled around till no one was directly behind it. 
 
      
 
    "I take it your name is Ace?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes; and too many others that have been stuck to my image." Ace replied. 
 
      
 
    Rusty pulled out his phone and held down the first speed dial. Arend held his sword in front of him, the Drive spinning at eye level. He spoke. "Overheat Release Level Two." He lowered the point to face Ace. Holding his hand over the Drive, Arend spoke again. 
 
      
 
    "Five pillars." Arend growled as he slammed his hand down on the erratic Drive. The Drive stopped for a few seconds, before two rapid clicks sent it spinning to the point where all you could see of the outer Korvan was a blended ring of color. As it topped out at over 300,000 rotations a minute, Arend' shield burst into life in a bright lime green. 
 
      
 
    Arend' eyes shifted from the darkest emerald to the brightest sea-foam. Arend ran forward, his eyes leaving a trail of green as he swung his sword at Ace's surprised face. Ace quickly bit down on the first blade, shattering it into a thousand pieces. 
 
      
 
    "That was too easy." Ace said with a smirk. Arend let a half smile creep on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Tell that to the blood from your mouth." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    A steady stream of blood poured from Ace's mouth. Ace glanced down at the growing puddle of blood under his mouth. Arend kicked Ace in the side of the face, driving a piece of metal in his mouth into a nerve. Ace let out a howl. Arend ran to King. A look of shock flashed across his face as Arend drove the tip of his sword deep into King. 
 
      
 
    "You know something?" Arend said as King began to bleed. "If I was the one who caused my parents and sister to become Possessed, how could I carry so much dark Orenth in my body if my heart, now made of grey Adamtinium, turn into a Possessed as soon as they put it in my body?" Arend asked. King stared up with half closed eyes. "When Ace showed up, my memories of that day returned. A dark laughter from my sister in a voice that sounds all too familiar right now. 
 
      
 
    "Now tell me Ace, who's voice do you think it was?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "No…" Ace said slowly. 
 
      
 
    "That's right, next time remember that a Possesed's eyes change to that of the Orenth that infects them." Arend said as he stopped the Drive with a hand brake on the handle. Taking his free hand, Arend gave it a quick spin counter clockwise. Arend' aura disappeared and his eyes returned to their natural color. 
 
      
 
    King's heart skipped a few beats from the sudden inflow of Orenth, but then he immediately converted it into his own. Arend pulled his half broken sword from King's side. The hole was closed and healed a few seconds later. An aura flashed around King briefly before disappearing. He quickly got to his feet. Arend leaned against his sword and breathed heavily. 
 
      
 
    "Arend! What the hell!?" Rusty yelled. 
 
      
 
    "I've made my peace with King. Neither he nor I was the cause of my parent's Possession. I don't think he was even the one who killed them in the first place." Arend replied with a glance at Ace. 
 
      
 
    King's side bumped into Arend. "I take it you believe what I said then?" King asked. 
 
      
 
    "More or less. Now then. You guys ready to take this bastard down?" Arend asked, looking across the field at Nojeski and Duke. 
 
      
 
    They glanced at each other. Ace let out a long laugh. "You really know how to turn things against people." Ace said with a half smile. 
 
      
 
    "It will only get worse for you at this point." Oragè said from behind Ace. 
 
      
 
    Ace whipped around. "You see Ace, this time I've got some friends." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Kronth was sitting comfortably on Oragè's back. The loud roar of a Drive engine filled the station as Rusty's freshly painted car shot up over the stands. 
 
      
 
    It landed with a screech next to Kronth. Hunter, Matthew, Cris, Jenifer, and Vladd stepped out. From the sky, a small one person aircraft hovered in and landed on Kronth's other side. It was about the size of a small glider with an engine attached to the rear. Kyrel stepped out, one foot on the top of the cockpit windshield. 
 
      
 
    "Bring as many people as you like, it won't help you win." Ace said. 
 
      
 
    "DRAGON'S DEN!" Someone shouted from behind Rusty. A man in a crushed velvet suit and his almost yellow hair greased back was standing on the edge of the stands. He held up a fist. "We are all here to fight alongside you!" He called out as a large number of people flooded the stands. 
 
      
 
    Two large helicopters passed overhead the letters SNSD painted on the sides. "We've got at least six Syndicates worth of people here." Rusty said as he stood up. "People are tired of your rampages. We are putting an end to the Black Demon here and now." 
 
      
 
    Arend looked around. "It's a bit overkill." He said. 
 
      
 
    "Better overkill than letting him escape." King said. 
 
      
 
    Arend tapped King's side. "We'll finish our business later." Arend said as he revved up his Drive. 
 
      
 
    There was a loud pop as Arend' Drive reset to the highest level. "I brought my own back up as well you know." Ace said. 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't matter." Arend replied as he walked forward. 
 
      
 
    "I think it does." Ace said as the loud call of a whale filled the air. 
 
      
 
    Descending from far above, hidden in the clouds was a gigantic flying whale. "Say hello to a leviathan." Ace said before a heavy rain poured from the sky. 
 
      
 
    Arend didn't glance away. "You're my target; now stop trying to distract me." Arend said as he charged at Ace. Ace tried to jump up, but King jumped on top of him and held him down. 
 
      
 
    Arend brought the full force of his remaining blade on Ace's right foreleg. It landed with a crunch, cutting halfway through the bone even though it was unsharpened. Ace let out a loud yelp and catapulted King off with a pair of blue Orenth wings. Something spun past Arend, striking Ace's wounded leg. It snapped off along with a chunk of muscle and sinew. 
 
      
 
    Duke stepped back. "Like it or not, we're going to help." Duke said as Nojeski drove his katana between Ace's ribs, like he had with King. 
 
      
 
    "I guess becoming infamous and causing so much trouble has finally come back to haunt you." Arend said before bringing his sword down on Ace's head. It skittered off his skull to one side, lopping off an ear. 
 
      
 
    "So you can all hurt me, but you forgot something." Ace said as a ring of light surrounded Arend. 
 
      
 
    From above, the leviathan was casting it down from its mouth. "She'll take you all to hell with me." Ace said as the circle suddenly encompassed the entire coliseum. A shrill whining filled the air as the light intensified. 
 
      
 
    "The Light of Judgment." Nojeski said as he gazed skyward. There was the quiet rumble of a small engine. 
 
      
 
    A large black motorcycle jumped over the stands of the coliseum. It pushed people aside as it drove down the stands. It landed with a sharp turn on the coliseum floor. A peach-haired man pulled out a long barreled hand gun. He pointed it up at the leviathan. A single shot rang out and the light sputtered. The leviathan let out a pain filled cry and fell from the sky into a nearby valley. 
 
      
 
    The peach-haired man holstered his gun and hopped off his bike. A pair of red goggles that resembled Rusty's covered his eyes. A light coat of peach stubble covered most of his chin. He had a light blue jacket zipped up halfway. A red shirt could be seen under it. His blue jeans were ripped at the edges and his knees. He had a black belt looped through them. 
 
      
 
    Two other belts held his gun and a sword at either hip. The sword was only the outer edge; it was missing all of its inner metal, only having the spine and blade of the sword. A pair of black steel toes stepped across the dirt as the man looked around. Everyone but Arend stared in awe at the man, even King and Ace. Corenden slowly drifted down from the sky with heavy breath. 
 
      
 
    Kronth gave him a dark look as he landed next to Arend. He gave Arend the grey ring before passing out onto Arend' feet. Arend slipped it onto his left hand. "Who's that?" Arend whispered to Duke. Duke looked like it was going to explode from the look he gave Arend. The peach haired man walked towards Arend. He pulled off his goggles to reveal two-color eyes. 
 
      
 
    A red left and a blue right. He put his goggles in his jacket. "Everything alright here?" He asked Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Just peachy." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The man paused briefly before letting out a burst of laughter. "It's not quite the idea of 'peach fuzz'."Arend said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    He let out a brief snort before smiling. "You're cool! You're the only one not worried about who I am." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why should I? You're only a man." Arend held out his hand. "Arend Myshcell." 
 
      
 
    "Faulken Miachet." He replied, shaking Arend' hand furiously. 
 
      
 
    "Now if you don't mind, I have something to finish." Arend said as he turned to Ace. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on!" Faulken said as he pulled out his gun. He tossed it to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "That will at least end it quickly for the both of you." He said as Arend looked at it. 
 
      
 
    "It's better than a broken sword." Arend said as he sheathed the Dragon Drive. He spun it in his hands a few times. "I really like your setup. Simple and yet effective. The Korvan really have quite a lot of Experience." Arend said as he popped open the chamber. 
 
      
 
    "You're a Kruxsetter? Think you could explain the Experience thing a bit?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's quite simple; the use of the Korvan gets more efficient the more you use it. And trust me, It can really compound with this kind of setup." Arend said as he pointed the gun at Ace. 
 
      
 
    "Seems a fitting end." Ace said as Arend pulled the trigger. A shot of white light spiraled out the end of the barrel. It literally erased Ace's body from the earth. Severed limb and all, leaving only a spot of charred earth. 
 
      
 
    Arend stared down at the gun. Faulken slowly took it from his hand. "Yeah, I'll make sure to never let you use it again." Faulken said as he put it back into his holster. 
 
      
 
    "So now what?" Nojeski asked as he sheathed his katana. 
 
      
 
    "Rebuild the village then head home." Duke replied. 
 
      
 
    "Nope. Not me. I'll be finishing something with King after I take a nice long nap." Arend replied as he laid down next to Corenden on the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, Arend?" Duke started. 
 
      
 
    "Nope. As of right now I'm dead to the world." Arend replied as she shut his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Something heavy stepped on Arend' chest. Oragè had placed a paw onto Arend. Kronth jumped off his back. "Why are you here?" She asked Faulken. 
 
      
 
    "Leviathan." Faulken replied. 
 
      
 
    "Fine; we need to talk later." Kronth said, returning her attention to Arend. "You do know what you did here today will forever put you in the history books right? Kronth asked. Arend waved a hand. 
 
      
 
    "Eh, I don't care. The more famous people will attract more attention. I'll just be forgotten in the hustle and bustle." Arend replied a he tried to push Oragè off. 
 
      
 
    Oragè held firm. Kronth glanced over at King, who was sitting patiently. "So what about you? It's not like you can just sit and wait." Kronth asked King. 
 
      
 
    "I can wait as long as it takes for this to end." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "What does that mean?" Arend asked, looking over. 
 
      
 
    "I've done horrible things Arend, to you and the people of this village. It's time for it to end." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "So you're going to help rebuild the village?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    King blinked. "I think he meant to die by your hand." Oragè said. 
 
      
 
    "Well that's stupid! If he wants to make up for what he did, he should help those he caused pain to, not die and take the easy way out." Arend said as he pushed Oragè off. 
 
      
 
    "It's harder than you think earning that level of forgiveness." King said solemnly. 
 
      
 
    "Then face it with all you've got! Hell, without your help, I wouldn't have been able to face Ace." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, we can't have a Pendragon that has done what he's done running around Dragon's Den." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth, we've all done things in our life that we regret. Move past that. Besides, if he gets out of line I'll kick his ass!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Then there's only one thing you can do." Nojeski said. "Arend needs to prove he can take on King in any circumstance." 
 
      
 
    "So only hand to hand?" Arend asked as he cracked his knuckles. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good to me." Faulken said. 
 
      
 
    "Are you crazy!?" Kronth exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go King." Arend said as he walked to the only place that wasn't damaged or full of people. Arend tossed his hat and bag back at Kronth. He threw his half broken sword to the wall. "Let's do this!" Arend exclaimed as he started shadow boxing. "Bring it on!" Arend shouted as he taunted King. 
 
      
 
    The shadow of a smile passed across his face before he charged at Arend. Arend dived to the side, rolling and charging at King. King slid slightly as he turned around, before pouncing at Arend. Arend rolled between King's forearms, punching King in the soft spot of his belly. Surprisingly, King was lifted off the ground slightly. Arend ducked as King hopped away. 
 
      
 
    King turned back to Arend, who was swaying back and forth slightly, his fists up in front of his face. His eyes glowed the same color as King's. " 
 
      
 
    You're just as dangerous without the sword." King said. 
 
      
 
    "You did say I was part Pendragon." Arend replied before charging again. King jumped back as Arend brought a leg down where King used to be. 
 
      
 
    The ground cracked under the impact. 'I'm not going to hit him with these.' Arend thought as he continued to attack King. Arend stopped. King watched from a few yards away. Arend brought his leg down as hard as he could. A large chunk of rock shot into the air. Arend whipped his leg around and sent the rock flying at King's head. It struck King in the center of his skull. He shook his head. A stream of blood stained the fur where it struck. 
 
      
 
    King tried to run at Arend, but he curled to the left and fell over. "I take it I win!" Arend said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, giving a concussion tends to do that." King retorted from the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Satisfied?" Arend asked, glancing over at Kronth. She nodded with a grumpy look on her face. "Now to sleep!" Arend said as he fell forward. 
 
      
 
    -Hustle and Bustle- 
 
      
 
    Arend let out a loud snore. As usual, he was sleeping in his bed, spread eagle. He had only woken up to eat or relieve himself. Jenifer said it was from the multiple shifts in his Orenth when he was in the mountains. No one minded it until he did it for a week straight. Kronth and Hunter were watching him sleep from the foot of his bed. Kyrel walked up with a broom stick. He poked Arend' face with it. 
 
      
 
    "Stop that!" Kronth snapped, grabbing the broom stick from Kyrel's hands. Arend snorted. 
 
      
 
    "A little lower…" Arend mumbled as he rolled over. Kronth raised an eyebrow. She poked the middle of his back. "No, lower." Arend said as a grin spread across his sleeping face. Hunter took the broom stick from Kronth. He brought it down as hard as he could on Arend' ass. 
 
      
 
    "AHH!" Arend shouted as he shot up. Rubbing the sore spot, he looked over at the three standing at the foot of his bed. "What The hell are you doing?" Arend asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Get dressed. You have some work to do." Kronth said as she dragged Kyrel down the stairs. 
 
      
 
    Hunter poked Arend' bare chest before running after Kronth. "Okay. That was weird." Arend said as he rolled out of bed. 
 
      
 
    He showered, got dressed and ate breakfast. He was wearing the same clothes from before, only except for the black shirt, an orange one with a red circle. 'Where does he find these?' Arend thought as he glanced down at his shirt. Like before, the red circle eluded him till he pulled the shirt on. 
 
      
 
    "Remind me to call you when I need a place to party." Faulken said as he popped out of the trapdoor. 
 
      
 
    "To bad I don't have a phone." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Have you checked the news yet?" Faulken asked as he plopped down on Arend' couch. "Nope." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" "Because you're on it." Faulken replied as he turned the T.V on. 
 
      
 
    [… He was seen taking on two different Pendragons. One of which was The Black Monster. From eye witness accounts, they are named King and Ace, the latter being that of The Black Monster, who was eradicated by Dragon's Den's newest member, Arend. The power of the attack came from Faulken's weapon, though in all truth, he didn't need it. 
 
      
 
    [The other Guild members were upset they were unable to fight them themselves. Rusty, the member of Dragon's Den who made the emergency call, stated that he had no idea how well Arend could handle The Black Monster. When pressed for more interviews, Kronth, one of the well know counter girls, had this to say: 
 
      
 
    ["As much as I would like Arend to provide on this, he is currently unable to do so because of complications from that day. I however can answer questions as well as others involved in the incident." 
 
      
 
    [Shortly after a brief interview, Nojeski of the Shadow Clan, from the Guild known as The Hallows of Nojorn, disappeared with his apprentice. King, the remaining Pendragon has been put to work repairing the village that he inadvertently destroyed. Duke, an S Ranked member of Dragon's Den was assigned to watch him until the work was finished. 
 
      
 
    [Oh? … Well, it seems we have breaking news. Draken Faukue has a few words to say about this story. … 
 
      
 
    ["Due to the nature of his accomplishment, I would personally like to meet Arend; to award him the Title of Shadow Hunter and bump his Rank up to C. If his skills are more than Pendragon hunting, his Rank should be increasing soon. I look forward to it Arend."] He saluted with a limp three fingers. 
 
      
 
    [In other new…] 
 
      
 
    "Who is Draken?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Faulken threw the T.V remote at Arend' head. "The head of the coalition of Syndicates. He's the one who says how many members we can have, as well as whether or not we remain a Guild." Faulken replied angrily. 
 
      
 
    "If you don't even know that, I guess I'll have to give you a crash course as of now." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "What can you tell me about Arend? How long has he been in your Guild?" King asked as he dragged the final block of stone across a valley. 
 
      
 
    "His trip here was his second day. Other than that, I don't know much." Duke replied from his back. 
 
      
 
    King let out a chuckle. "That's a Myshcell all the way." 
 
      
 
    "What about you? How do you know so much about his family?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm over nine hundred years old. I've met a few of them throughout my time." King replied as he started up the sheer cliff that led to village. 
 
      
 
    Duke grabbed King's fur as he climbed straight up. "So you were there for the last Great War." Duke said. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, and it was the bloodiest of them all. The century of different species killing each other ended when they all clashed over Myayutio." King replied darkly. 
 
      
 
    "Myayutio?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    "The homeland of the dragons. Let's just say, they do not like our petty squabbles." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't know dragons actually existed. But you know, I have an ancestor that was a Great General. We still have his uniform from the fall of Kakan." Duke said. 
 
      
 
    "I was there. I watched as the city was burned and listened to its citizen's cry out before their death." King replied. 
 
      
 
    Duke tightened his grip. "This is the last block. After we're done here we'll head to Dragon's Den." Duke said. 
 
      
 
    King picked up his pace. 'I can't believe I have to live like this. Under the thumb of a human who barely even realizes his potential. Regardless of how he feels, I shouldn't still be alive. How long will he make me live with this guilt?' King thought as he climbed over the cliff's edge. 
 
      
 
    The village needed to cut the final block into pieces in order to repair the damage to the castle. With a quick swipe of his razor sharp claws, King cut the block more than three fourths of the way though. The villagers easily cut what King's claws couldn't reach. King was soon unharnessed and he and Duke left the villagers to their work. 
 
      
 
    King and Duke quickly made their way down the mountain. "Are you sure you don't want to rest a bit before we head out?" Duke asked from alongside King. 
 
      
 
    "I can rest when we get there." King replied. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Where the hell have you been!?" Kronth exclaimed as Arend and Faulken exited the elevator. 
 
      
 
    "I was explaining some things to Arend." Faulken replied. 
 
      
 
    "For almost two hours!? Draken has been waiting for you two!" Kronth exclaimed. Her face was noticeably flustered. 
 
      
 
    Arend shuffled over to the bar. He dropped his head on the counter and let his arms fall slack. "At this point I don't really care. You can only cram so much when your heart's not in it." Arend grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "You can mope later; right now you have somewhere to go." Kronth said as she dragged Arend to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "God damn it." Arend grumbled as Kronth drug him down into the Nest. "You seriously need to find a faster way to get down there." Arend said as he followed Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "Shut up." Kronth snapped, spinning around. "I'm not in the mood for your lip." Faulken made sure to follow Kronth from far behind. 
 
      
 
    When they stepped out from the pillar, Arend' jaw dropped. The streets of the city were jam-packed with a massive crowd. When they saw Arend and Kronth emerge from the staircase, they let out a loud cheer. "You're fuckin' kidding me. I am not dealing with that." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Grey Heart!" Corenden called out as he flew around the building. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised a hand, but slowly lowered it when he saw the flock of Floxes following behind him. Each one had a unique size and fur markings. "Some of my friends wanted a chance to see you." Corenden explained as he landed on Arend' shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Corenden, any chance of getting a lift over that headache down there?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Are you crazy? PR like this only comes a once in a lifetime." Kronth said as she grabbed Arend' arm. 
 
      
 
    "No! I don't like this kind of attention!" Arend exclaimed as he pulled back from her. Corenden slipped of Arend' shoulders when he jerked back. He hovered slightly outside the railing. "If I'm well known, that should be enough. Besides, a long walk down a staircase isn't our Guild's style." Arend continued before climbing up onto the railing. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell are you doing!?" Kronth exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled a strip of white cloth from his bag. "You shouldn't yell so much; you'll wrinkle that pretty face." Arend said as he tied the cloth around his forehead. He turned back to Kronth and gave a short salute. "See ya at the bottom!" Arend called out as he leapt from the railing." Kronth and Faulken rushed to look over the railing. "Woo hoo!" Arend yelled out as he landed on one of the old electrical wires. 
 
      
 
    Thanks to a slick clear coating, he quickly picked up speed as he slid down it. "He's going to get himself killed!" Kronth yelled. As she did so, Corenden's friends followed Arend closely on the surrounding wires. 
 
      
 
    Faulken jumped over the railing. "I can't stay out of this!" He shouted as he landed on a wire next to Arend'. 
 
      
 
    "Faulken!" Kronth shouted as she watched him slide down. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth! Stop being such an angry Mistress and have some fun for a change!" Arend yelled up. 
 
      
 
    Kronth glared down at him. Corenden let out a quiet chuckle. Kronth snatched out at Corenden, but he flew back out of her reach. "Are you really too dull to notice that he likes you?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "He does not!" Kronth replied, rolling her eyes. 
 
      
 
    "I think that look he has says something different." Corenden said as he looked back at Arend. 
 
      
 
    Kronth glanced down as well. Arend was looking back at them with a smile. Faulken beside him had a grin that stretched from ear to ear. "As much as Arend tends to act like one, he isn't an adrenaline junkie. I think he jumped off with the thought of you chasing after him." Corenden said. 
 
      
 
    "What makes you say that?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "The fact that neither he nor Faulken knows where the gathering point is." Corenden replied with a snarky half-smile. Kronth sighed. 
 
      
 
    "You better catch me if I fall." Kronth said as she climbed up onto the railing. 'I can't believe I'm actually doing this.' Kronth thought as she stared down at the wire. 
 
      
 
    "C'mon Kronth! I know you're not the kind of person to chicken out!" Arend faintly yelled as he slid farther away. Kronth jumped down onto the wire. She slid down slowly at first, before quickly picking up speed. 
 
      
 
    As the wind picked up enough to blow back her hair, a smile crept onto Kronth's face. "Here I come!" She called out as she leaned forward. She drastically picked up speed. Corenden was following close behind. Kronth soon passed up Arend and the others. 
 
      
 
    "That's more like it!" Arend yelled to her as he hopped over to the wire she was on. 
 
      
 
    "Don't think you're going to get away!" She spun around to face him; sliding backwards. 
 
      
 
    "Who's chasing who?" Kronth asked with an evil smile. Corenden gave the confused Arend a wink as he dived by, trying to catch up to Kronth. Kronth giggled to herself when she saw the grin that spread across Arend' face. She turned forward when he began to lean forward like she had. He hopped over to a wire across from Kronth before he pulled up alongside her. 
 
      
 
    "Oh? How nice for you to join me, slowpoke." Kronth said as she looked over at Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Last one to the bottom buys the other a drink?" Arend offered. 
 
      
 
    "Are you asking me out?" Kronth asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, you could call it that." Arend said as he put his hat on Kronth's head. Arend' wire came to an abrupt halt as it bent down at a junction with a nearby wire. 
 
      
 
    Arend managed to get one foot on the space of wire between Kronth's feet when his wire curved straight down from the junction. Kronth's hand flashed out, catching Arend by the collar as she leaned back, rocking the wire slightly from the force she put on it. For a brief second, they were balanced over each end of the wire before Arend got his other leg on the wire and they pulled each other up. 
 
      
 
    "You're quite strong for being so small." Arend said with and impressed look. 
 
      
 
    "Pbbbt!" Kronth scoffed. "It was easy with a lightweight like you." 
 
      
 
    "Hey love birds! I suggest you watch where you're going!" Faulken called up from below. 
 
      
 
    "How'd you get down there?" Kronth called back. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think pink is really your color." Faulken said as he held his chin. 
 
      
 
    There was a slight pause. "I'll FUCKING KILL YOU!" She screamed as she dived at him. 
 
      
 
    "Uh, okay…" Arend said as Kronth tackled Faulken. They were caught shortly afterwards by Corenden's friends. 
 
      
 
    Arend jumped onto a nearby roof. 'But she isn't wearing any pi-Ooooh.' Arend thought as Corenden's friends managed to separate Kronth and Faulken and fly them over to Arend. Kronth was stretching out at Faulken with the intent to strangle. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth, you can kill him later."Arend said when Kronth touched down on the roof. "Thanks for the help!" Arend said to the Floxes with a short salute. They saluted in return and flew back towards the pillar. 
 
      
 
    "Fine." Kronth growled as she stomped in the direction of a roof access door. Arend turned to Faulken. 
 
      
 
    "I suggest you follow from up here." He said before following Kronth. 
 
      
 
    Once they left the building, Kronth led Arend through various alleys to avoid the crowd of people in the surrounding streets. Soon they were across the street from a four story building. A line of SNSD members left the entire front of the building free of people all the way across down both sides of the street. Kronth handed Arend back his hat as he replaced the headband into his bag. Faulken dropped down nearby. 
 
      
 
    "How did I manage to get so many people to show up?" Arend asked as they crossed the street. 
 
      
 
    "It's Draken's announcement that made all the people show up." Faulken explained from behind them. 
 
      
 
    Kronth quickly walked through the open doors, held open by a sweating bell boy. He quickly shut them once they passed through. "Fourth floor. Faulken, take the stairs." Kronth said as she and Arend walked into the elevator. 
 
      
 
    'Crap!' Faulken thought as the doors shut in front of him. Faulken hurried up the three flights of stairs, bursting through the last door just as Kronth and Arend stepped out of the elevator. "I'll- just- need- a- second." Faulken said between heavy breaths. 
 
      
 
    "I see your cardio is as bad as ever." Kronth said as she walked past him and into the only door of the floor. 
 
      
 
    It was a gigantic meeting room, so large that each person had a set of speakers and a microphone in front of them. A single half donut shaped table curved around the entirety of the room. Twenty-two people sat at the table; The S-Ranked members and the people Arend already knew from the Guild, including Cris and Vladd. Two seats were open, one to the far side and one directly in the middle. 
 
      
 
    Many of them were uninterested in the people around them and found various ways to entertain themselves. A few were sleeping, another was reading, and one of them was cranking out quick sketches of the room. Kronth sat in the far seat and Faulken hopped over the desk to his place in the middle. For what seemed like an eternity, Arend stood awkwardly in the center of the room. Kronth was whispering something with Nate. 
 
      
 
    Back in the hall, the elevator dinged. A man in a black scale suit with matching black shoes and a blood red tie walked out of the elevator. Everyone in the room stood up, saluted and said 
 
      
 
    "Sir!" in unison. He had snowflake white hair and dazzling emerald eyes. When he spoke, Arend knew it was him. 
 
      
 
    "Sit, such formality is unneeded." They sat in with an eerie unison. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to keep you all waiting. The traffic was rather dense today." He said to the room before tossing something to Arend as he walked up next to him in the center. Catching it, Arend looked at the small metal pin in his hands. The words "Shadow Hunter" were set in black Armormorite, on the back Arend' name was engraved with a short sentence. "Good Luck Hunting." What Arend assumed was his father's name was in italics underneath. "Strike Myshcell" 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced over at him. He gave a quick wink. Arend pinned it at the center of his hat. As Arend placed it back on his head, a man beside Faulken spoke out. "Now can someone explain why I was called here?" Draken turned to Kronth. She seemed unsteady under his gaze. 
 
      
 
    "Well, uh." She started, slowly getting to her feet. 
 
      
 
    "About a week ago I was attacked." Arend cut in, stepping forward. 
 
      
 
    Kronth had a look of relief mixed with confusion and awe. 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't talking to you, now shut it." The man from before snapped. 
 
      
 
    Arend stepped forward so he was eye to eye with him. The man stood to face him. "I. AM. SPEAKING. I am not getting a big head because I was handed a piece of metal from a man I only knew existed this morning! Regardless of Rank or any other bullshit, I will be heard." As Arend said this, he stared the man back down into his seat. 
 
      
 
    Draken raised his eyebrows. Arend now had the full attention of the room. "As I was saying, I was attacked. By a man with a cloak that resembled Nem's and who wielded Aquaporus." Arend continued. Whispers broke out. 
 
      
 
    "C'mon! I don't thi-" The man beside Faulken started. 
 
      
 
    "Arking, SHUT UP!" Kronth yelled nervously, slamming her hands on the table. He looked at her with a shocked face. 
 
      
 
    "From what I've seen him do with Korvan, he wouldn't mistake a weapon he was attacked with. His Dragon Drive is practically at the same level as them." Kronth said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you Kronth. I'm not going to pretend to know everything about Celestial Rim, but based on what Nem indirectly gave me, and how he's so doggedly chased; something big is going down soon. People I have never heard of know more about my family than I do. The fact that what he was trying to create ultimately ended up in my hands is not just a coincidence. 
 
      
 
    "Especially since Axis is or was involved closely with Celestial Rim. Based on how people closely linked to my past seem to have some idea of what's been going on, I think that Alexander Soum should be watched." Arend turned to Draken. "And you, how do you know my father?" He asked him quietly. 
 
      
 
    The grin on Draken face widened. "I think you should worry more about your own well being then that man's past. It won't help you now." He replied quiet enough so only Arend could hear him. 
 
      
 
    Arend gritted his teeth. 'He's not budging. Maybe King could elaborate when he comes back…With Duke…' A strange thought occurred to Arend. As Arend thought to himself, the S-Ranked in the room discussed their point on the situation. 
 
      
 
    'Faulken said that the sixteen S Ranked that could show up will, he also said the Master wouldn't. So based on the eight non S Ranked here and thirty eight other members, minus the sixteen that should be here, and since Duke is off with King, the head count should be only twenty-one. But I counted twenty-two…' Arend exited from his internal monologue and looked at each of the members sitting at the table closely. 
 
      
 
    He almost skipped over someone in a dark cloak sitting farther back from the table than the others. A familiar sword poked out from the cloak. "ZED!?" Arend shouted out. 
 
      
 
    The man immediately shot up, his eyes flashing as his hood fell. The shocked look on his face was almost hilarious. Everyone turned to look where he had, but shook their heads, as if trying to clear them. Nem pulled off the cloak. That's when the other gasped in surprise. 
 
      
 
    "How did you see him!?" Faulken shouted. " 
 
      
 
    No-one can see through the Perception Cloak." Draken said, with a look towards Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Except Pendragons." Nem replied, locking eyes with Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend opened his mouth but stopped. 'So King really did know the truth.' Arend thought, contemplating the implications of what it might mean. 
 
      
 
    "Nem Fifer. It kind of ironic how Arend, as a Shadow Hunter, could see the elusive Shadow of the Moon." Kyrel said jokingly. 
 
      
 
    Nem quickly pulled his cloak back on and rushed up to Arend. "Alexander will be in the 116th annual Hunter tournament tomorrow." Nem said quickly. 
 
      
 
    "That title was given to you for a reason." Draken said as Nem slipped out the door. 
 
      
 
    "Where'd he go?" Kyrel asked, looking around. 
 
      
 
    "Hunter tournament. I'm in and need to know about it." Arend said with a quick glance at Draken. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Faulken said, surprised. 
 
      
 
    "Trust him." Was all that Draken said. 
 
      
 
    Faulken shook his head. "I guess I have no choice. I'll bring this meeting to an end. I'll be pulling a few of you aside to guard the Nest and the Den until we get a grip on what's about to go down. The rest of you can return to your work." Faulken said as he pulled out a sheet of paper. "S Ring One: Ferrous, Isaac, Merchalice, and Duke since he's gone. 
 
      
 
    "From S Ring Two: Genifir, Sokeyes, Kancan, and Pike. That's it for now. Kronth will notify you if anything goes wrong. I'll see you all at the Dragon Barbecue. Nice seeing you all again, now get lost." Once Faulken quit talking, the room soon emptied. Only Faulken, a few of the seven he called out, Draken, Arend and his little band of eight remained. 
 
      
 
    "Was it nessicary to keep Isaac around?" Kronth asked Faulken in a low whisper. 
 
      
 
    "I picked the first four prime numbers based on an alphabetical arrangement of their names." Faulken replied. 
 
      
 
    "You know Duke's real name?" Kronth asked with a genuinely surprised look. 
 
      
 
    "I don't have the time for this. You've got a bird to love on." Faulken said before scurrying away. 
 
      
 
    The remaining of his seven followed him out. "I'll kill him." Kronth growled to herself. 
 
      
 
    "So, you owe me a drink." Arend said as he poked Kronth's arm gently. 
 
      
 
    She sighed. "I guess so." She replied with a half smile. 
 
      
 
    "Meet me in the Den floor at eight. I know a great place." She said before heading out the door, waving Jenifer to follow. 
 
      
 
    Hunter and the others swarmed Arend. "What 'cha two talking about?" Kyrel asked as he leaned one elbow on the table. 
 
      
 
    Hunter casually pushed over and took his spot, leaning against the table. "Well?" Nate asked from the other side of the table. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing. Just a drink." Arend said as he turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    Rusty and Hunter blocked his path. "Just a drink?" Rusty asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel's head slid under Arend' legs. "And pink underwear?" Kyrel asked with a mischievous smile. Arend stepped on his face in reply. "Ow!" He yelled as she scurried back. 
 
      
 
    "Stay out of it. I may tell you about it, but I do not want to see you following us." Arend said as he walked between Hunter and Rusty and out the door. 
 
      
 
    Duke met him at the lobby door. Faulken and his crew were still in the lobby. "King's waiting outside. He seems a little depressed. I need to talk to Faulken; we can chat later." He said quickly before running over to Faulken. 
 
      
 
    When Arend walked out the doors, King was sitting patiently in the middle of the street. When he saw Arend, he stood up. "I can't stand this Arend. Living is too much for me at this point." King said sadly. 
 
      
 
    Arend chopped his head with a hand. "Celestial Rim and the like have gotten interesting. As of now, I believe what you said. Right now we need to figure out how to get you to the Den." Arend said as he looked over King's massive frame. 
 
      
 
    "For starters, that ring of yours is for Beastmasters!" Corenden called out as he floated out of the sky. 
 
      
 
    "Where have you been?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Corenden looked back at the support pillar. "You seem to have created a sport. My friends and I have been taking advantage of it by catching them if they fall, and charging them beforehand." Corenden explained as he pulled out a massive wad of Ere. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised an eyebrow. "Keep doing it. You should be able to make even more than that." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Well anyway, about that ring. You both have to agree to the partnership and touch it with each other's Orenth." Corenden explained. "Then you can call each other at will." 
 
      
 
    "Well?" Arend asked, looking up at King. He lowered a wing. Arend reached out and touched it with his left hand. There was a loud zing and then a pop. 
 
      
 
    A three millimeter blood red star cut diamond was now on the ring. "Cool." Arend said before hopping onto King. "I can't really hang out; I've got to get ready for something." Arend said to Corenden before riding King in the direction of the pillar. Unknown to Arend, Isaac was watching when he used the ring. He had an unhappy look on his face. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend spent some of his free time on the Wire-running, as it ended up being called. He made some quick money by signing autographs and making quick Matrix repairs. The hour before eight, he and Jacob repaired the Dragon Drive, and retuned the mechanisms that malfunctioned in the mountains. He showered and got dressed twenty minutes before eight. 
 
      
 
    A pair of blue slacks and a rainbow striped collared short sleeved shirt. A black long sleeve dress shirt was pulled over it. Since most of the upper buttons were missing, Arend had to cut them out and wear it half buttoned. He had no other pair of shoes, so he had to wear his sneakers. He quickly combed his hair as he rushed down the building. 
 
      
 
    Kronth was waiting at the counter. She regretted having to put on the dress Isaac gave her, but nothing else seemed appropriate. A light blue ribbon tied her hair back in a ponytail. Unlike Arend, she had the shoes for the occasion; short platform heels. 
 
      
 
    "Good thing we both thought semi-formal. Otherwise this might be a bit more awkward." Arend said as he walked up to her. 
 
      
 
    She glanced down at Arend' shoes. "I have nothing else." He said nervously. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go then." Kronth said as she started to the door. "It's a place called the Frozen Shamrock; it's got the best Irish stew I've ever had in this city." Hunter and the rest of the troop were peeking over the counter, watching them walk away. "Have you got us a ride?" Kronth asked as they stepped out the door. Arend smiled and whistled loudly. 
 
      
 
    In a small blast of air, King dropped from the sky. Arend raised his eyebrows. King's old bandages had been removed. His fur was washed and brushed. If he was human, his hair would be combed and greased back. The Dragon Drive was sheathed along his side in an elegant saddle. 
 
      
 
    "Woah." Arend said as he looked him over. Someone whistled behind them. A blonde and a redheaded women were giving a thumbs up, before being yelled at by the women that approved Arend' request. 
 
      
 
    "Huh. I guess you can thank them later." Kronth said as she nudged Arend in King's direction. 
 
      
 
    Arend hopped on, holding a hand down to Kronth. She ignored it and jumped on directly in front of Arend. "South Sareville please." Kronth said to King. 
 
      
 
    King spread his wings. The Orenth went straight through the saddle and curled around Arend' legs. "Hold tight you two, this'll be fast." King said before rocketing into the sky. 
 
      
 
    After a quick flight, King dropped them off at a small restaurant directly at the edge of the south side of Sareville. It overlooked the massive rolling green hills that stretched beyond their sight. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the lift." Kronth said as she slid off King's back. Arend gave him thumbs up behind his back as he walked into the restaurant with Kronth. King shot off into the hills by himself. 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Arend were quickly seated in the almost empty restaurant. They ordered their food and quickly got settled. "So tell me Shadow Hunter Myshcell, how was it you ended up as a shut in working for your uncle?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "He was the only living relative on my mom's side. Naturally, no one could get a hold of someone from my dad's side, so I ended up being sent there from the hospital." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "How did you decide to become a Beastmaster?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "My parents own a ranch and I spent most of my childhood playing with the animals. When they began turning larger and larger profits, they expanded into monster ranching. I guess I've always felt closer to animals and monsters than humans." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    A waiter dropped off their drinks. Kronth got a simple fruit cocktail and Arend got what was called a Tigre Megabomb. It was almost 100% alcohol spiked with the venom of a Sky Snake and the meat of a sub-arctic Tiger Whale. The waiter watched nervously as Arend sniffed the frothing concoction. 
 
      
 
    "Bottoms up!" Arend cheered before downing the half gallon of alcohol. Arend slammed the mug on the counter and shook his head. "Is that the best you got?" Arend asked the waiter. He shook his head. "Then bring me some uncooked potatoes. The fresher the better." Arend replied with a disappointed look. 
 
      
 
    By now his face was thoroughly flushed. "Please tell me you're not a drunk." Kronth said; her drink still untouched. 
 
      
 
    "Nope. I'm too much of a lightweight to be a drunk." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "So what about the 190 proof alcohol slowly killing your liver?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "You don't need to worry about that. The doctors say my liver regenerates at like 10 times normal." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Seriously?" Kronth asked, skeptical. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. I'm guessing it's from the Pendragon part of me, or maybe even a genetic thing from my parents." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The waiter walked up with a full potato plant, presumably pulled from a garden in the back. Arend snatched it and waved the waiter away. "How are we supposed to price that?" The waiter asked his boss as Arend devoured the entire potato plant. "We have no choice to make it free. That's the deal about drinking the Tigre Megabomb. The question is does he know the potato plant's leaves and stems are poisonous?" His boss replied. 
 
      
 
    "Part Pendragon? What?" Kronth asked. Arend explained all of what King had told him. As the time went by, Arend' face soon returned to its normal color. Their stew arrived when Arend explained that sometimes he can see things that others couldn't. 
 
      
 
    "I guess that's how you saw Nem back there." Kronth said as she scooped a chunk of potato into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    "I got to talk to King about it shortly after the meeting ended. He said that I shouldn't worry too much about it as long as the frequency of it happening doesn't increase. Something about the Pendragon taking over and driving me insane, flooding my body with toxins works as a distraction to use up the excess Pendragon Orenth so its concentration doesn't reach that level." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds like a load of crap, but it's not like we can prove him right or wrong." Kronth said as she ate more of her stew. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded and tried the stew. "Mmm! This is good." Arend exclaimed as he chewed a piece of lamb. 
 
      
 
    "Nope!" Kronth exclaimed, pressing a finger on Arend' lips. "Chew first; then speak." 
 
      
 
    Arend swallowed. "Carmply flakes right?" Arend asked before taking a second spoonful. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah! I'm surprised you can tell." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "I kinda fancy myself a cook of some sorts." Arend said with a roll of his hand. 
 
      
 
    "You're a cook?" Kronth asked excitedly. "You've got to cook for me sometime." 
 
      
 
    "Is that a second date?" Arend asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the dinner flew by and they soon found themselves under the light of the moon. "This seems like a good place just to run." Arend said as he gazed out at the hills. 
 
      
 
    "Well come on then!" Kronth exclaimed before stealing Arend' hat. Arend chased her up one of the nearby hills. She made it to the top before Arend tackled her. 
 
      
 
    "Gotcha!" Arend exclaimed as they rolled down the far side of hill a few feet. They rolled onto their backs. Kronth rested her head on Arend' chest. 
 
      
 
    "Isn't it great to be able to see the stars so close to the city?" Arend asked as he gazed up at the stars slowly filling in the darkening sky. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Kronth replied softly. "They're a little different, but they remind me of home." 
 
      
 
    The full moon shined brightly from above. As the last fingers of light from the setting sun faded, a swirling swath of stars came into view. "You know, this Guild has been a good thing for me. As bizarre as it is, it's been a lot of fun." A light flashed lazily on a nearby hill. "Oh?" Arend said, looking over. A different one flashed from a different hill. 
 
      
 
    Soon the air was full of fireflies and their soft light. "It's been a long time since I last saw fireflies." Arend said as he watched them fly about. 
 
      
 
    "You really were a shut in." Kronth said as she snuggled closer to Arend' chest. She could hear the strong and steady beating of his artificial heart. Arend began to hum quietly. The fireflies swayed slightly to the tune. 
 
      
 
    "The song of words long lost." Kronth said quietly. Arend let the last note drift into the breeze before speaking. 
 
      
 
    "But not forgotten to the hearts of the world." 
 
      
 
    "Even for those who may have lost their hearts." Kronth said as she glanced up at Arend' face. 
 
      
 
    "A person can never truly lose their heart if they have someone to share it with." Arend said as he looked down at her. Kronth sat up a little and looked down at Arend. And with a single soft kiss, the night drifted by under the light of the moon, stars, and fireflies. 
 
      
 
    -Nostalgic Dream- 
 
      
 
    "Well?" Kyrel asked as he leaned over the small table in Dragon's Den's lobby. 
 
      
 
    Arend was eating his breakfast before he would be leaving for the tournament. "We kissed. That's all you're getting." Arend replied as he quietly ate his food. 
 
      
 
    "C'mon." Nate said, trying to persuade him. The rest of the troop were surrounded Arend, picking him for information about his date. 
 
      
 
    "Under the full moon? In the firefly hills? There has to be more." Kyrel said, poking Arend' forehead. Arend left his fork in Kyrel's shoulder as he returned the dishes to the counter. "What the hell man!?" Kyrel exclaimed as Arend walked away. Hunter pulled the fork from Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe you shouldn't push it. He's already turned you into the comic relief." Hunter said as he tossed the fork onto the table. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel rubbed his shoulder. "It's not like I wasn't before he showed up." Kyrel retorted with a snort. 
 
      
 
    Arend walked over to the side of the lobby where Kronth was busy with a computer. "You're in. First fight's in an hour." Kronth said as Arend walked up behind her. 
 
      
 
    "Cool. Up for dinner at my place?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, but Jenifer and her brother will have to come. They've recently have had some personal trouble and need some help with something like that." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alrighty. I just need to go shopping beforehand." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Is it just me, or do they seem a little distant?" Nate whispered as they watched them. 
 
      
 
    "I have a spare fork." Arend said as he held it out to Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "No, I have my own." Kronth replied as she stood up. She quickly tossed it in Nate's direction. It embedded itself in the steel chair, directly between his legs. They scrambled to run away, knocking over the table and chairs. 
 
      
 
    "Think they'll learn?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think so." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth! Arend!" Duke called out. "The car's here!" 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Arend hurried out the door. Rusty, Kyrel, and Hunter followed them out the door. They had tickets and were going to take Rusty's car. Nate and Cris had to stay behind to watch it on the T.V. A black, heavily armored van was waiting outside the lobby doors. The letters SNAC were painted on the side. 
 
      
 
    "The Assault Core? Are we really that important?" Kronth asked as she, Duke and Arend climbed inside with a group of five people in riot gear. 
 
      
 
    Rusty made sure to tell the driver that he would be following close behind. The five SNAC members were glaring at Arend through their visors. "Think I could get an explanation?" Arend asked; confused about the dark looks he was receiving. 
 
      
 
    A man in red riot gear, instead of the usual black, crawled in and shut the door. "We were assigned to guard you during the tournament." He replied with a gravelly voice. "And we do not like it." 
 
      
 
    "Too proud for guard duty?" Duke asked with a disapproving look. 
 
      
 
    "We are the Assault Core, the toughest fighters in Silver Napalm. None of us went though that insane training to guard some kid." The man replied. 
 
      
 
    "I agree. I don't need guards for simple travel. I could understand if we were at war or something, but this level of protection is ridiculous." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "That's not the point. We do not babysit." He said through his tinted visor. Arend punched the wall of the van besides the man's head. The metal crunched in around his fist. Blood ran down from his knuckles. 
 
      
 
    "I am not a child. You can be as angry about this as you want, but do not treat me like I am defenseless." Arend growled. 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Duke had looks of terror on their face. "Arend, that's Armormorite. It should be impossible for you to even scratch." Kronth said quietly. 
 
      
 
    The man sighed. "Very well. I apologize if I offended you." He replied. Arend retracted his hand. A nearby SNAC bandaged up his knuckles. 
 
      
 
    The man leaned forward slightly and pulled off his helmet. Kronth's eyes widened when she saw it was the head of a grey wolf. His eyes were as black as the van's metal. Arend twitched, but did nothing else. "Wesken Saunder." He said as he offered a hand. Arend shook it with his newly bandaged hand. 
 
      
 
    "They sent the Captain's squad for this?" Duke asked; a very surprised look on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Why do you think we're so irritated?" The driver asked. He had a seemly common male voice that sounded a little young. 
 
      
 
    "That's Tenken, clockwise it's; Glock the weapons expert, Clancer, the close combat expert, Ceaser the medic and long range support, Zern the recon expert and marksmen, and finally Casandre, the wild rookie pushing to replace me." Wesken said, gesturing to each person. 
 
      
 
    Casandre didn't even twitch when her name was called. "How long till we get there?" Kronth asked Tenken. 
 
      
 
    "Ten minutes. They said we can drive straight into the building." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "VIP premium parking." Duke explained. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Do you think we could get some music in here?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, the radio's busted. We haven't got it repaired due to budget cuts." Tenken replied. 
 
      
 
    "You people are hopeless." Arend muttered as he worked his way to the front. 
 
      
 
    "What are you…?" Tenken started. C 
 
      
 
    rios pulled the entire radio out of the dashboard. Without even unplugging it, Arend disassembled it. "Shorted wires, capacitors, and resistors? What did you do? Drive though a lake?" Arend grumbled as he quickly replace the parts. 
 
      
 
    "Holy hell…" Wesken said as he watched him work at an amazing speed. Suddenly, the speakers squealed. 
 
      
 
    "Car commercial." Arend said happily as he turned the volume down. "Now let's see…"Arend said as he switched through the channels. "Spanish pop, classical, polka?" A familiar guitar riff made Arend pause. "Fernweh!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's German. Literally translates as the ache for faraway places." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "Kind of like wanderlust?" Zern suggested. Arend nodded. 
 
      
 
    "OH!" Kronth exclaimed. "This is Hunter's band! I forgot what it was called!" 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Now let's stop talking and enjoy the music." Arend said as he replaced the radio and hopped into the empty front seat. The time flew by and they were soon looking for the way in. The VIP parking had a lift to take the van to the highest parking area. "What kind of VIPs park here?" Arend asked as they slowly rose past the normal parking. 
 
      
 
    "The kind that get their own room." Duke replied. The lift light turned green and Tenken turned into the nearest empty space. It was long enough to fit multiple limousines. 
 
      
 
    Arend and his group quickly walked though the lot of expensive luxury cars and limousines. They all walked through the open doors into a small lobby with a bar that overlooked the stadium. Arend ran up to the window. 
 
      
 
    "Wow. It's much bigger than I thought." Arend said as he pressed his face against the glass. 
 
      
 
    "Doesn't he know who he's standing next to?" Wesken asked Kronth and Duke. 
 
      
 
    "No." The replied flatly. 
 
      
 
    "First time here?" A man in an emerald suit asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. I'll be participating as well." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing up her then?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "No idea, ask back there." Arend replied, thumbing to Kronth and Duke. 
 
      
 
    He waved them over. "Is he like your younger brother or something?" The man asked. 
 
      
 
    "N-no sir. He's a rookie member of our Guild that recently got a massive amount of media attention." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, Oh! So this is that Arend?" He asked, looking over at Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Aye, and who are you?" Arend asked, glancing back. 
 
      
 
    The man had his black hair pushed to one side and a ruggedly handsome face. He had a pair of soft blue eyes that looked at Arend with modest contemplation. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Kronth hissed though her teeth. 
 
      
 
    "No, no. It's okay. I'm one of the highest Ranked Guild members in the world. Since I hit Y, I don't really get my face in the news anymore." He said. 
 
      
 
    "You don't need to worry about that when it comes to him. He didn't even know who Draken was and couldn't care less if you were Z Ranked." Duke said. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" The man asked. 
 
      
 
    "And it's not a prideful ignorance. I just don't remember people who don't have an effect on my daily life." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Anyway, my name is Richard Griffin. It was nice meeting you in person." He said before ordering a second drink. 
 
      
 
    A man in a black suit cam running up. "Stop that!" He exclaimed as he pushed Arend back from the window. "You'll get you oily skin everywhere!" He wiped the spot Arend had his head against with a cloth. 
 
      
 
    A woman in a tight red dress came walking up. "You must be from Dragon's Den. I apologize for the delay; someone will be with you shortly to show you to your room. Arend, could you come with me?" She said with a curt bow. 
 
      
 
    "Alright! It's time to rock!" Arend exclaimed as he jogged after to women. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck!" Kronth called as they left. 
 
      
 
    A different woman walked up to show the group to their room. "It comes with a full selection of drinks and food. If you need anything, call us with one of the control panels. They can also be used to adjust the tilt, zoom, and tint of the window. As well as turn on or off the announcements."She explained before disappearing out the door. 
 
      
 
    Wesken and his squad took off most of their bulky armor while Duke fiddled with the control panel. Kronth hurried to the reclining sofa. The window shimmered as Duke zoomed in on the battlefield. Soon the announcer's voice filled the room. He was energetic, but not obnoxious. 
 
      
 
    "Hey ya'll out there! We've got quite a setup today. Two sets, a high and low Ranked, will clash for the grand prize! 120,000 Ere plus an exclusive interview in Guild Ruled; the world's leading exclusively Guild magazine. First up we have the Pendragon hunting rookie Arend pitted against someone who has had experience with the Zneh Challenge, For those out there who don't know, that's a seven day grueling survival challenge, Seth Masters! 
 
      
 
    "Arend is getting filled in on the rules and receiving some help from one of the support teams. We should be starting soo-" He stopped as Arend ran out onto the battle field. "It would seem Arend doesn't need any help. His support team seems irritated. They say that while his bag doesn't contain anything dangerous or illegal, they still want him to leave it with them. 
 
      
 
    Arend began doing some quick stretches. 
 
      
 
    "I take it he doesn't agree with that." 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head with an amused smile. Seth Masters walked out across from Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Seth has chosen his trusty Hamshaw, a combination of a hammer, saw, axe, and shovel. Sturdy, sharp and heavy, it will prove a lethal weapon in his experienced hands. Arend seems to be going with a bare handed method. We can only guess what he's thinking. As a quick reminder, no bypass Korvan or any other lethal weapon that can break Exo-suit emergency shields. 
 
      
 
    "Each contender has a set of bracelets and anklets that will prevent permanent damage, but do not reduce the pain inflicted. A single strike will activate a full body scan that can give us an idea of their stats. Their limit is determined by these stats and when a fighter reaches it, they lose the match. Our referee will start things off." 
 
      
 
    A man with a large neon green aura stepped onto the field. He spoke a few words to Seth and Arend before starting the fight. "You sure you don' wanna use a weapon?" Seth asked with a thick country accent. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised his fists. "Less talkin' and more blockin'" Arend replied. Their voices could be heard through headsets and a series of speakers throughout the stadium. 
 
      
 
    "Blockin'? That doesn't-" Seth was cut off by a spinning roundhouse to the face. 
 
      
 
    A solid crack echoed as a neon blue aura blocked Arend' foot inches from Seth's face. Seth fell backwards from the force of the impact. "Learned that one from The Dance of The Tiger. It's one of the few movies I actually watch." Arend said as he let Seth get to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Let's see Seth's stats. 320 Endurance, 6 Defense, and an Attack of 21; not exactly legendary, but should still prove difficult for the unarmed Arend." 
 
      
 
    Seth charged foreword, swinging his Hamshaw from the right. Arend hopped to the right, ducking under Seth's attacks before charging himself. Seth dropped his Hamshaw, grabbing Arend' left hook and twisting his arm around his back. 
 
      
 
    He delivered seven quick jabs at Arend' ribs before hopping back. Arend gently tapped his ribs. It hurt and that's all it did. 
 
      
 
    "Now let's see… 830 Endurance, 17 Defense and 7 attack. This is one Hardy dude! Too bad he's so inexperienced compared to Seth." 
 
      
 
    Arend frowned, and then grinned widely. 
 
      
 
    "What's he planning?" Wesken asked as they watched closely from above. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled out his L-tool and a pair of small scissors. Seth retrieved his Hamshaw, amused at Arend' tiny pieces of metal. Seth threw his Hamshaw as hard as he could at Arend. Arend rushed past it, letting the blade brush past his grinning face. Arend then threw his hat into Seth's face. As he stepped back, Arend snagged his right hand and quickly fidgeted with the bracelet. Seth quickly pushed him off. 
 
      
 
    Arend collected his hat as he retreated. Seth glanced at the bracelet, it seemed undamaged. He only glanced at Arend as he retrieved his Hamshaw. 
 
      
 
    "Oooh! He's clever!" 
 
      
 
    Seth charged again. Arend snagged a rock from the ground. He pelted Seth's right shoulder. He fell to his knees, crying out. 
 
      
 
    "Arend increased Seth's pain receptors to the max. No wonder he's considered a Master Kruxsetter." 
 
      
 
    Seth grunted. "I suggest you give up." Arend said as Seth got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Seth replied by charging once again. Arend feinted at Seth's right, making him flinch and flex. Instead, he knocked him back and sat on his chest. "Game's over." Arend said before twisting his thumb up into Seth's armpit. Seth screamed out as loud as he could before passing out. Arend stood up and brushed himself off. The crowd was going wild. Seth's Endurance went from 320 to zero in an instant. 
 
      
 
    "Ouch! Arend used his skills as a Kruxsetter to paralyze Seth. Too bad that won't work in the future. Up next is Dyeth vs. Gartt." 
 
      
 
    Arend walked off the field to his side as Seth was unceremoniously scraped from the arena floor. As Arend neared the edge, he saw Hunter and the other's from the Guild cheering wildly. 
 
      
 
    Arend gave them a quick salute in reply. "Is it true you went on a date with Arend?" Duke asked Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Kronth said slowly. 
 
      
 
    "What are the chances of a second?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you asking? You're never going to date me." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Crashed and burned." Wesken said as Duke frowned. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the seven fights ended quickly. Alex won his and moved up in the High Ranked section. Arend' second fight was against Dyeth, a martial artist. The fight was mostly silent except grunts from the fighters and the crack of Arend' shield. Arend was being beaten hard. ¾ of his Endurance was whittled away while he could only get ¼ of Dyeth's 210. 
 
      
 
    "Arend is on his last legs. I guess he's not up to snuff to beat Dyeth." 
 
      
 
    "Fuck this!" Arend exclaimed as he turned to where the announcer was seated. 
 
      
 
    "Shut the fuck up already! I don't need your input!" Dyeth lunged forward at the opportunity to win the fight. 
 
      
 
    Before Dyeth's back attack could land, Arend knocked him back with his heel. Arend quickly spun around. Before Dyeth could hit the ground, Arend threw a fist sized rock at Dyeth's head. It shattered on impact with the shield, before Dyeth landed on a sharp rock. His Endurance plummeted to zero. 
 
      
 
    "Too easy. Hopefully someone won't fall for these tricks." Arend said as he turned back to his side. 
 
      
 
    "Well?" 
 
      
 
    Arend waved a hand. 
 
      
 
    "Dyeth's downfall would be a back of glass it seems. Arend concentrated Dyeth's shield strength at his head so when he landed on the rock, the system overloaded as it tried to protect him. Arend has yet to beat someone without a trick of the Korvan." 
 
      
 
    "Why doesn't he use his Dragon Drive some other weapon of his?" Glock asked. 
 
      
 
    "I think he's trying to prove a point. Many people say that using any Korvan that increases a person's strength or any other attribute is a sign of weakness. I think he's trying to prove that he can hold his ground without any of that kind of support, and that's he's just not some lucky rookie that acquired a super weapon." Wesken replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hmph!" Casandre grunted. 
 
      
 
    Soon the semi-finals would be starting. Arend was waiting in the arena for five minutes before there was an announcement. 
 
      
 
    "Octavius has forfeited. Arend moves on to the finals." 
 
      
 
    He sounded like he was confused about the circumstances of the forfeit. Something about it unsettled Arend and he hurried back to his side. Alex's fight was over with a single strike. He too was going barehanded. 
 
      
 
    "That was the quickest semi-finals I've ever seen! A fight between Arend and the returning champion Alexander should be interesting." 
 
      
 
    Arend and Alex soon found themselves staring each other down. "Long time huh?" Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, you grew up pretty fast." Alex had a blue cape that split towards the end, creating a whale-like tail. A dark blue dress shirt was on his chest, a few crossing pieces of string tying it down to him. 
 
      
 
    The sleeves went halfway down his forearm before spreading out into frilly cuffs. He had a pair of blue pants that matched his shirt. His knee high boots were a light blue, with square plating along the edge of the sole. He had a pair of dark purple gloves that didn't cover his ring or pinky finger on either hand. The palms curved outward slightly with a spiral of a hard material set on top. 
 
      
 
    "That's quite a get up. I swear you Guild people have the weirdest taste in clothing." Arend said as he looked him over. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Alex laughed. "We get bored of it eventually, but there's always something stranger than the last." Alex replied. 
 
      
 
    "There's no point dragging this out." Arend said as he twisted the ring on his left hand once. It heated up slightly and Arend' hand felt a little weak afterwards. 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't take you as a Beastmaster." Alex said when he saw the ring. 
 
      
 
    "I couldn't master this beast if I wanted to." Arend replied as a shadow flashed overhead and King landed beside Arend. Alex jumped back, a dark look flashing across his face as he reached behind his cape. A telescopic, spring loaded handle shout out as Alex drew a scythe. Arend' face darkened when he recognized it. King's fur bristled and he let out a low growl. "Aquaporus huh?" Arend asked in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    He tossed his bag and hat onto King's back. Arend grabbed the handle of the Dragon Drive, and with a single smooth motion, ripped it from its sheath, the Drive roaring to life. Alex cursed to himself when it clicked in his head. 
 
      
 
    "I never would have expected you to team up with a Pendragon." Alex said. 
 
      
 
    "I never thought you would have tried to kill me." Arend replied as he charged forward. Alex swung his scythe down, the blade inches from Arend' face. 
 
      
 
    A jet of water shot out as it passed. Arend charged straight through the crescent of heavy water thrown at him. The water skimmed over Arend' shield. Alex's eyes narrowed. As Arend brought his sword down at Alex, Alex sidestepped at an incredible speed and delivered a palm strike straight into Arend' ribs. Even Alex's neon shield crackled as he sent Arend flying across the field. Arend' Endurance dropped past zero. 
 
      
 
    "That's it ladies and gentlemen, Alexand-" 
 
      
 
    The announcer stopped as Arend ripped off the now defunct bracelets and anklets. Arend' ribs were broken from Alex's attack. He coughed blood as he got to his feet. Alex' bracelets and anklets were cut by an unseen force. "It's not over." Arend growled as he wiped the blood from his mouth. 
 
      
 
    "I'm triple S Ranked Arend; you don't stand a chance against me." Alex said as he popped his scythe from the earth. 
 
      
 
    "Overclock." Arend growled as he brought his palm down on his Drive. His aura turned a dark blue, but his eyes remained metallic silver. 
 
      
 
    "You'll never learn." Alex said as he halved the length of his scythe. 
 
      
 
    Arend charged again. Swinging wildly, Arend aimed for Alex's head. Alex danced around them, before bringing his scythe down on Arend' head. The Dragon Drive's shield struggled to keep the blade back, inching closer and closer to Arend' neck. Alex pushed down with both hands. 
 
      
 
    Arend instantly snapped to the ground, the blade of the scythe cutting the back of his neck. King took a step forward. "Don't." Alex said as he brought the blade into contact with Arend neck. 
 
      
 
    King let out a low growl. There was a loud shattering of glass as Duke kicked out the window of their room. He and Kronth hopped down into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    "Let him go." A man said from behind Alex. He was dressed in a full suite of red armor. A shield with a large sun was on his left arm. The cone shaped guard to a sword was visible at his left hip. 
 
      
 
    "Aubade Escutcheon and the Sunrise Falchion." Arend said, naming the shield and sword. 
 
      
 
    Alex brought up his scythe "His heart is what's creating his odd powers. The Mark of The Grey is from it as well. He poses no threat to our goals." The armored man continued. His face was hidden behind a grilled red visor. 
 
      
 
    Alex turned to walk away. Arend struggled to his feet. "Still trying to fight." Alex said with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    "Limit… BREAK!" Arend shouted as he brought his right fist down onto the Drive. Three rapid-fire clicks echoed across the stadium speakers and Arend' aura shifted to a bright red. As the Drive sped up to an impossible speed, Arend' aura spread out to as far as he could reach with his sword. A steady resonance from the Drive shook Arend' body. 
 
      
 
    Alex paused and looked back. A pair of blood-red eyes glared back with the rage of a dying star. The armored man had only the time to turn his head back before Arend had already swung past his head. Arend cut through the man's helmet and continued on into Aquaporus. The man's blood arced through the air before an explosion of water droplets drenched a ten foot radius around the three. 
 
      
 
    Alex quickly glanced down at Aquaporus. A half inch gash ran across the blade. The remainder of the man's helmet slipped off his head. A pair of grey eyes stared back at Arend with fear. He had white hair. 
 
      
 
    "My powers are my own." Arend growled. Behind him, the field was filled with Arend' friends running to help. Even some of the other contestants were running out to assist. Though he was in expensive cloths, Richard Griffin was the first to Arend' side when he collapsed. Alex and the armored man were gone well before then. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    A week and a half later, Arend woke up in a hospital bed. "He's up!" Kronth exclaimed as she ran over to Arend' side. Hunter and the group of people waiting quickly scrambled into the room. 
 
      
 
    Arend sat up and looked at his heavily bandaged right hand. "God fucking damn it!" Arend yelled as he punched the bed. His teeth were clenched tightly as tears streamed down his face. The happy smiles of Arend' friends faded as they watched him. 
 
      
 
    "Arend…" Kronth said quietly as she placed a hand on his back. 
 
      
 
    "He acts like my life is just something he can just play with however he likes! Like whether I deserve to live or die is up to him!" Arend cried. 
 
      
 
    Kronth waved the others from the room. "It's not going not happen again. Next time I'll prove just how strong I am." Arend growled as he tightened his fists. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, it'll be okay." Kronth said gently. 
 
      
 
    "You tell that to my sister." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Arend that's unfair; both to you and me. You were eight. You did more than anyone else could do." Kronth said as she wrapped her arms around him. 
 
      
 
    "You say you want to become strong, but can you prove it?" Richard asked from the corner. Kronth and Arend glanced over. He was dressed in a plain black suit. 
 
      
 
    "You have the strength and noticeable talent. All you need is the right teacher." He continued. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I think he wants to train you." Kronth suggested. 
 
      
 
    Richard nodded. "Just me and you for four months; It'll be a crash course, but you'll be able fight with a stronger strategy than charging and then passing out." Richard said as he walked up to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Why only four months?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have my own business to worry about. If I disappear for more than four months, people start to freak out. Especially if the press decides to make assumptions." Richard explained. 
 
      
 
    "Give me a few weeks. I need to sort some stuff out first." Arend said as he held out his unbandaged hand. 
 
      
 
    Richard shook it. "I'll see you then." 
 
      
 
    Arend spent the next few days recovering in the hospital. The doctor said that the Orenth manipulation the Dragon Drive could perform disturbed the inorganic Orenth of its surroundings. The pure Orenth damaged the cells in his hand and distorted the flow of Orenth in his body. "Or something like that." As Arend told his friends. Soon enough he was headed back to Dragon's Den in Rusty's car, the whole gang crammed in together. 
 
      
 
    "Things have gotten crazy since the tournament!" Kyrel said from beside Rusty, facing the back. 
 
      
 
    "Since they were unable to interview you, Guild Ruled decided to do a multi-page article on Dragon's Den. They even went as far as tracking down Nojeski and Wake to clarify some things about King." Rusty said. 
 
      
 
    "We've also gotten a few new recruits, most of whom want to meet you." Hunter said from Rusty's other side. 
 
      
 
    "How many?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Twenty-four." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "Twenty-four!? That's almost twice as many members that we already have!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "We'll weed out a few of them soon enough. Panzer is in charge of training them." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    "She's the crazy macho request women right?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I see you finally know someone by name." Kronth said from beside Arend. Jenifer and Nate were next to them in the cramped back seat. 
 
      
 
    "I've spent a lot of time in that bed. Not much to do besides fixing anything and everything within reach." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Everyone leaned to the left as Rusty took a sharp right turn. "We're here!" Rusty called out. The car was emptied as everyone finally got some space to move. The hospital Arend was in was an hour drive from Dragon's Den. 
 
      
 
    "I see you've cleaned up a little." Arend said as he looked up at the building. 
 
      
 
    All the previous damage was gone and it was remolded to look like a normal building instead of something abandoned. Nate lit a cigarette. "Panzer's in the back. I think meeting your fans would be important right now." Nate said. 
 
      
 
    "Here goes nothing." Arend said as he headed around the building. Kronth followed at his side, and the others followed a few feet back. 
 
      
 
    As Arend rounded the first corner, he was surprised at the lack of rubble in the fields surrounding Dragon's Den. Grass was even growing in spots and patches. He could hear a rhythmic cry coming from farther on. Arend was impressed yet again as a grid of people came into view as he rounded the second corner. They were paired off into 12 groups and were following Panzer's strict instructions. 
 
      
 
    "Upper chest!" She called out. Half of each group aimed a punch at their partner's chest. They quickly brought their arms up to block. "Legs!" Panzer called out. The blocking of the pairs swept their legs at their opponent. They all jumped back, but one wasn't fast enough and fell back. 
 
      
 
    "Oh! I'm sorry!" The young women exclaimed as she bent down to help her partner up. 
 
      
 
    "You two!" Panzer yelled at the boy-girl pair. 
 
      
 
    "Six laps after practice!" She ordered. 
 
      
 
    "Yo Hellsworth!" Kyrel called with a wave. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Most of them yelled excitedly when they saw him. 
 
      
 
    "Hello!" Arend called back. They then glanced nervously at Panzer. 
 
      
 
    "Chh!" She tutted before walking away. "I gotta go!" Kyrel said before running after her. 
 
      
 
    "Are they…?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "He is, but not her." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "That doesn't make any sense." Arend said with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    Arend was soon surrounded by excited fans. "Hold it!" Arend exclaimed, making a T with his hands. "I'll answer one question per person, and then two second chances if I don't want to answer it." 
 
      
 
    A large huddle soon took place. Fourteen people remained in the field, looking at Arend with disapproving faces. They whispered quietly to each other before breaking the circle and pushing a teenage boy with thick glasses forward. 
 
      
 
    "Well, are you and Kronth together? He asked nervously. Kronth and Arend glanced at each other before nodding. He looked relived and stepped aside. 
 
      
 
    [Q2] "Do you plan on tracking down the two from the tournament?" 
 
      
 
    [A2] "Yes, once I get some things organized first." 
 
      
 
    [Q3] "Do you plan on taking an apprentice in Kruxsetting?" 
 
      
 
    [A3] "When I'm older. Nineteen is a little young for that." 
 
      
 
    [Q4] "How did you manage taming a Pendragon?" 
 
      
 
    [A4] "Kicking his ass." 
 
      
 
    [Q5] "Are you someone hired to bring Dragon's Den out of the dark?" 
 
      
 
    [A5] "I joined because I wanted to. I didn't really have my eyes set on becoming famous." 
 
      
 
    [Q6] "Do you plan on entering any other tournaments or other event?" 
 
      
 
    [A6] "I'm not sure. I'll probably shoot for high reward in order to pay a debt." 
 
      
 
    [Q7] "What level of Dragon's Den did you climb to?" 
 
      
 
    [A7] "All the way to the top without using the ropes." 
 
      
 
    [Q8] "Why do you carry that bag?" 
 
      
 
    [A8] "It contains most of my Kruxsetting tools and other necessities. Mock me for having a 'purse' all you want. It doesn't remove from its usefulness." 
 
      
 
    [Q9] "What can you tell us about your family?" 
 
      
 
    [A9] "I'd like to pass on that one." 
 
      
 
    [Q92] "Well, what went through your mind during your fight with The Black Monster?" 
 
      
 
    [A92] "To tell you the truth, I didn't really think about it like that. It was more of think less and fight more." 
 
      
 
    [Q10] "Could you show us the Dragon Drive?" 
 
      
 
    [A10] "Well let's see." Arend twisted his ring. King instantly dropped from the sky. "How's the Drive been?" Arend asked as he pulled at the handle. It came out by itself. 
 
      
 
    "Kind of fucked up and turned to shit." King replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend dumped the shattered remains of his sword from its sheathe. The blade and Matrix were intact, but the mechanisms were stripped and twisted into a mess. 
 
      
 
    "You guys could have told me sooner!" Arend exclaimed as he picked through the pile of metal. 
 
      
 
    "You would have insisted on fixing it and would have never recovered." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "True enough. Most of this can't be salvaged, but I do have an idea of what went wrong. The whole thing slowly unbalanced itself. I'll need to find some high quality metal to replace the parts. And I mean high quality." Arend said as he picked out the important parts. 
 
      
 
    "What are you going to do with the rest of it?" Hunter asked as he picked up a bolt. "Hmm?" He held it with his hand flat. It inched slowly towards Arend before catching on Hunter's hand. 
 
      
 
    "It's moved towards you Arend." Hunter said with an amazed look. 
 
      
 
    Arend waved his hand over it. It jumped in the air after him before falling into the pile. " 
 
      
 
    They've absorbed enough of your Orenth to Polarize to it. They're like little needles of a compass." King explained. 
 
      
 
    "Luthuraininium right?" The man who asked if Arend took apprentices asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "There have been studies involving Luthuraininium from old war zones that reacted more to Orenth than the mineral would usually." He explained. 
 
      
 
    "Huh. Geographical Metallurgy isn't one of my strengths." Arend said as he gathered the bolts. 
 
      
 
    "Is that even a thing?" Kronth whispered to Hunter. He shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "It holds very little value as scrap." Arend said as he looked down at it. 
 
      
 
    "You could sell it as souvenirs." Janese suggested. "Some people would pay an enormous amount to have a part of history. The Black Monster touched a lot of people." 
 
      
 
    "Fair enough. Just make sure to make each piece the same size." Arend said as he hopped onto King. 
 
      
 
    Hunter snatched up the blades. "No way in hell you're breaking this. I'm going to get a model made to hang in the lobby." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    "Whatever." Arend replied with a wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Grey Heart!" Corenden called out as King started to step away from the pile. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, hey!" Arend called back as Corenden floated down from the sky. 
 
      
 
    "I have a favor to ask." Corenden said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you whispering?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because it isn't something most people would agree with." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I want to join the Guild." Corenden replied. "I promise I'll work hard and serve as best as I can. Things have gotten kind of rocky with my old job and my wife and I are tight on money-" 
 
      
 
    Arend silenced him with a wave. "I thought your job included membership in a Guild." Arend said with crossed arms. 
 
      
 
    "No. My job operates through a Guild, but I can never be a member. No Monster ever gets membership except when given as an honor." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth handles that kind of stuff. Why not ask her? As a Beastmaster she should sympathize with you." Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's terrified of rejection." Kronth explained from behind him. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth!?" Corenden exclaimed, a shiver going down his tail. 
 
      
 
    "He went to you because you are one of his friends that would have influence on me and are the least likely to reject it." Kronth continued. 
 
      
 
    Arend poked her. "Am I influencing you yet?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Why yes you are, and I agree that he should be allowed in. Think we should ask some others?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Hell no!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, yeah I got your point." Corenden said as he started to float away. Arend threw his hat at him. 
 
      
 
    "Get back over here!" Arend said with a playful smile when Corenden turned around. Kronth was rapidly filling out a form. Passing it to Arend, he signed his name under 'references'. 
 
      
 
    "Take it to Panzer. She'll be in charge of your training." Kronth said as Arend handed the paper to Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck!" Arend called out as he replaced his hat and King took to the air. Corenden waved with tears in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    King quickly dropped them off on the roof. A shade was built from the remaining wall so King had a place to rest on hot days. Kronth and Arend quickly made their way into Arend' room. Arend was surprised to find Richard relaxing on his sofa. 
 
      
 
    "Ought to lock the door." Richard said before Arend could ask. 
 
      
 
    "I see you got my message." Kronth said as she sat in a nearby recliner. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Arend will be starting his training today." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "What?!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I think it's best if you start as soon as possible. I don't want you to break down like that again." Kronth explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed. "I don't even have a weapon put together." 
 
      
 
    Richard tapped his head. "As of right now, this is your weapon. But don't worry; gathering materials is a key thing we will be working on." 
 
      
 
    Kronth's phone rang. "Hello?" She said curiously. 
 
      
 
    Arend could hear Panzer yelling, but it was unintelligible. "Alright! Alright! I'll find someone else to train him." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Corenden?" Arend asked. Kronth nodded. 
 
      
 
    "The little mailman Monster?" Richard asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I guess Panzer doesn't want to train him. We just approved him of joining the Guild." Arend replied. There was a brief silence as Kronth tried to reason with the raging Panzer. 
 
      
 
    Arend and Richard glanced at each other. They grinned as they came upon the same answer. "Kronth, have Panzer send Corenden up here." Richard said. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because he's coming with us." Arend replied. She paused briefly before telling using this to Panzer. Arend could hear her pause in her rant and ask "Really?" Kronth hung up. Corenden came waddling through the doorway thirty seconds later. 
 
      
 
    "Seems we're together on this." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Are you seriously going to train me?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "If you think you can handle it." Richard replied. "We're leaving in a few hours. Meet me at the Harbor. Dock ten; many colored sails." 
 
      
 
    "Now?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Now." 
 
      
 
    Corenden hurried back out the door. "You too. Meet me at the harbor." Richard said before heading out the door. 
 
      
 
    "Um?" Arend said when Richard didn't come back through the door. 
 
      
 
    "Want to help me pack?" Arend asked Kronth when it was clear Richard wasn't coming back. 
 
      
 
    "Already packed." Kronth replied as she stood up. 
 
      
 
    "And since all of your other stuff is in this little bag, we've got the next two and a half hours to ourselves." 
 
      
 
    Arend raised an eyebrow, tossing his bag and hat next to the door. "Well what do you want to do?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth replied by tackling him. "Oh I think you know." Kronth replied before kissing him. 
 
      
 
    The First Step 
 
      
 
    King dropped Kronth and Arend off at the entrance to Dock Ten. "Keep an eye on her alright?" Arend said to him as they started down the dock. 
 
      
 
    A soft chuckle came from King. Kronth whistled loudly. A nearby ship blasted its horn. In quick succession, every ship in the harbor was blowing some kind of horn. 
 
      
 
    "I think our newest hero needs a proper farewell." Kronth replied when Arend turned to her in his confusion. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Kyrel called out from above. 
 
      
 
    Arend looked up. Kyrel was straddling the wings of the aircraft he had at the mountains. Corenden's friends and family were hovering behind him, some waving frantically. Arend gave him a salute. Hunter and the others stepped up to Arend' side from behind him. Kyrel jumped down and lined up alongside them, shoulder to shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "Care for a race?" He asked as he bumped Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Bring it." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Kronth stepped out in front. "Ready…Set…GO!" She called out as she pointed down the dock. 
 
      
 
    Arend took a single step forward. By the time his foot touched down, everyone else was far past Kronth. "C'mon slowpoke!" Kyrel called back. Arend ran as fast as he could up to Kronth, grabbing her hand. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah! C'mon!" He exclaimed as he pulled the startled Kronth behind him. She smiled. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel was the first to the ship; all the way at the far side of the dock, followed by Hunter and Nate. Kronth and Arend arrived about a minute later. They took a moment to catch their breath. Arend looked over at the ship he would be boarding. King had just dropped off Arend' stuffed bag. Which he apparently forgot was still on his back. 
 
      
 
    The ship was a thirty passenger vessel. About thirty yards long and with a rust free white metallic hull. It had a set of sails ranging from red to violet. Arend assumed they were purely decoration since they were simply netting. 
 
      
 
    "It was great guys, maybe when we get back; we can all go out to dinner or something." Arend said with a wave as he started up the gang plank. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on! You've forgotten something." Nate said as Jenifer walked forward. 
 
      
 
    She held out a grey cell phone. "It's got all our numbers. Speed dial one will put you straight through to Draken, or the next highest authority." She explained as Arend took it. 
 
      
 
    "And one last thing!" Corenden called out as he floated out of the sky. A light green Pog was flying beside him. She had light red eyes and matching hair. Arend assumed it was a girl since her oddly 'inflated' chest didn't seem masculine. 
 
      
 
    She was holding an old style of camera. One that didn't use any kind of Matrix or Korvan; just simple film. "Care for a group photo?" She asked as Corenden jumped onto Arend' shoulders. They all crammed into the photo in front of the ship. Corenden's friends sat along the railing of the ship. "Everyone smile!" She called out before taking the picture. 
 
      
 
    Shortly afterwards, Kyrel fell back into the water. Laughing, Arend hopped up onto the ship. Corenden went to give a hug to the green Pog before rejoining him. "There's not much more to say than good bye." Arend said with a wave. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck!" Kyrel called out as he pulled the others in for a wet group hug. Arend gave a final wave before disappearing onto the ship. 
 
      
 
    A pair of sailors untied the ship from the dock and pulled the gang plank back up. The ship began to pull away slowly. The captain opened the mainsail. It fell open like a gigantic paper fan. It was attached to the sides of the main mast; A brilliant psychedelic rainbow membrane that pulled taunt in the wind. The ship quickly picked up speed. Corenden's friends followed for a bit before flying back to the dock. 
 
      
 
    The group watched the ship as it headed for the horizon. Hunter, Nate, Jenifer, Cris, Kronth, Kyrel, Rusty, and Jacob. From the far edge of the harbor, on top of a lighthouse, Duke and Faulken watched as well. As Arend' ship turned past the horizon, they all turned their backs on it and walked away. For four months, Arend had some severe training to go though before he would return. 
 
      
 
    End of Prototype 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Full Burn 
 
      
 
      
 
    Full Burn 
 
      
 
    - - Soul - - 
 
      
 
    The port town Chewek was part of the Terran Republic, a neighboring country to Karakas. A normally six day trip across the Carnassian Ocean, but Arend, Corenden, and Richard made it across in only two. Richard had changed into a more climate friendly attire. A white V-neck with a red tie-dye-like stain, and high-water jeans missing their knees. Arend stood beside him on the front railing, leaning out over the ocean. Corenden was perched on his shoulders, enjoying the warm tropical breezes. 
 
      
 
    Arend and Corenden couldn't care less about the humidity or the high temperature as they glanced around excitedly at the harbor. "They're so many boats!" Corenden exclaimed with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Now listen you two," Richard started "Unlike Sareville, Syndicates here are very strict, as well as rare. It leads to arrogance and very dishonest members. Be careful and avoid any unwanted attention, especially you Corenden." 
 
      
 
    "Why just me?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because you're different." A sailor said as he dropped their luggage at their feet. 
 
      
 
    Richard picked up his backpack. Arend picked up his and Corenden's bags. A board was haphazardly thrown to the dock. "So, where to next?" Arend asked as the three of them left the ship. 
 
      
 
    "A friend of mine has a small Guild in this city. He'll give us a place to stay as we work on the first part of your training." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    They turned down the docks. "What's the first part?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Training your body. The other three are technique, philosophy, and survivability. Since Arend already has an insane defense, I'll sprinkle in the finer details as we go along and as Arend develops new weapons and Exo-Suits for himself." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "I take it philosophy is the whole 'Responsibility of the gifted' and 'I think I can' spiel?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "More or less." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    As the trio worked their way farther into the city, they discussed possible ways of training. "So we'll essentially be cramming all we can of the world into our heads as we build up our bodies." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "A rather blunt summary, but no less accurate. People are tired of your ignorance, and I'm sure Corenden could use a bit of work as well." Richard replied. "The Guild should be right around the corner." 
 
      
 
    Richard hurried around the corner of a brick apartment building. An empty lot filled with smoldering lumber and cracked cement rested between two heavily damaged buildings. Construction workers were busy repairing the buildings and removing the charred remains of a building. 
 
      
 
    Richard was surprised. "What happened to Styx Fix?" He asked a nearby construction worker. 
 
      
 
    "It got demolished a few days ago by the Harbor Masters. Felix disobeyed an order to leave and they responded swiftly. Felix was tossed in a cell along with who didn't surrender." He replied before returning to work. 
 
      
 
    "Can they do that?" Corenden asked, glancing at Richard. 
 
      
 
    "Apparently so." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "Think we should check on your friend?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "I Don't know. Getting involved may prove dangerous." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend' sneakers squealed as he took a sharp 180 and bolted down the street in the direction they came from. "Arend! Where are you going!?" Richard yelled down at him. 
 
      
 
    Corenden and Arend pointed skywards with one hand. Richard looked up. A large dirigible was floating over the city. A display flashed in many colors. 
 
      
 
    Felix's execution at the main square this afternoon. Free food and drinks will be provided. 
 
      
 
    Richard's eyebrows narrowed. 'What's going on?' 
 
      
 
    Arend and Corenden flew skyward. Richard asked around until someone pointed him to the main square. A large crowd had already gathered. Richard waved Corenden down from the edge. 
 
      
 
    "It seems this city has become a Guild-run City-State." Richard said as Arend touched down. "Any Guild opposing them is destroyed, and their leader executed." 
 
      
 
    A man in a flamboyant, blue sparkly cloak slid down on a cable from the dirigible. His cinnamon hair was neatly greased back and trimmed at an angle. His eyes were a light hazel with specks off orange. Sixteen armed guards joined him, one carrying a bleach blonde man who was bound and gagged. 
 
      
 
    "I see all my fine subjects have made an appearance at this upcoming spectacle!" The cloaked man called out to the crowd. They replied with an empty roar. 
 
      
 
    Arend worked his way to the front of the crowd. "Damn it Arend…" Richard groaned under his breath as he hurried after him. 
 
      
 
    Corenden still remained on Arend' back. "Who are you!?" Arend called out to the man. 
 
      
 
    The crowd grew silent, backing away from Arend. "You must be a tourist. I am the Guild Master of the great Harbor Masters." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Are you really going to kill him?" Arend asked, pointing at Felix. 
 
      
 
    "You must be from Sareville, or some other soft-bellied city. I must show what happens to people who oppose me." He replied, teasing a lock of hair that had drifted down. 
 
      
 
    "Fair enough, but the question is; why aren't you respectable enough to have no one oppose you?" Arend asked. The man paused, letting the lock of hair fall straight down. 
 
      
 
    "I suggest you watch your tongue." Someone whispered from the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Arend replied by crossing his eyes and giving them a raspberry. "Your execution may be next if you keep asking such dangerous questions." The man warned as he turned to Felix and returned to fixing his hair. 
 
      
 
    "Like a bunch of pansies like you could take me down." Arend said. The man twitched, another bunch of hair falling limp. 
 
      
 
    "What was that?" He asked, slowly turning back to Arend. The guards raised their weapons. 
 
      
 
    "Are you as stupid as you are ugly?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    The crowd flinched. The man's eye twitched. "Kill him." The man ordered as he turned to fix his hair. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled a modified meat tenderizer from his bag. He made it so he could crack the shell of a Matrix and leave the Korvan intact. Arend hardly used it. Three of the guards chuckled as they brought up riot shields and electrified batons. Arend didn't hold back, shattering the shields and snatching up the Korvan that fell from the remains of the Matrices. He easily disarmed the limp-wristed guards and collected the batons as well. 
 
      
 
    Arend spun the meat tenderizer in his fingers. "Did ya really think I couldn't break your armor?" He asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "For fuck's sake! SHOOT HIM!" The cloaked man exclaimed, frantically coating his head in gel. 
 
      
 
    The sixteen guards drew heavy muzzled handguns. "Blimp." Arend said curtly before dropping to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The guards glanced up. Corenden had cut large holes in the dirigibles with Arend' L-tool, sending the half collapsed frame down on the center of the square. A few seconds before impact, it veered off slightly and only buried the farthest pair of guards. While they were distracted, Richard flew over Arend, delivering a mid-air spinning roundhouse to the three shieldless guards. Arend rolled forward and grabbed their handguns. 
 
      
 
    In the brief instant before they brought up their shields, Arend shot the guns out of half the guards' hands. They returned fire tenfold. Arend stepped in front of Richard as a white aura appeared around him. It hungrily sucked up the shots. 
 
      
 
    "WOOP WOOP!" Arend exclaimed "I got the shield working!" 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 "Why is that a surprise?" Richard asked darkly as he finished off the guards. 
 
      
 
    Arend jammed the barrel of one of the hand guns under the sparkly man's neck and the other into his chest. "A simple and successful rescue." Arend said as Richard untied Felix. 
 
      
 
    The man chuckled. "What makes you think you can out run the Harbor Masters?" 
 
      
 
    In quick succession, Arend whipped him with each pistol and kicked him to the ground. The man spat out the blood in his mouth and glared up at Arend. Arend turned down the pistols' power by fidgeting with the Matrices. He pointed both at the man's face. 
 
      
 
    "Who says we're running?" Arend asked before unleashing all the shots he could before the pistols exploded in his hands. He tossed them at the feet of the now unconscious man. 
 
      
 
    "You okay Felix?" Richard asked. 
 
      
 
    Felix ripped the tattered gag from his mouth. "Who the hell is that kid?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Have you heard of Arend Myshcell?" Richard asked as he helped Felix to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "The guy who took on the Black Monster? Is that really him?" Felix asked, pointing at Arend, who was scrounging all he could from both the dirigible and the broken weapons. Corenden had returned his L-tool and waited back with Richard. 
 
      
 
    Richard nodded. "I'm trying to train him, but I'm going to need a Guild to stay in." 
 
      
 
    "I don't think rebuilding it in this city would be a good idea." Felix replied, looking around at the confused crowd. 
 
      
 
    They were unsure if what just happened was a good thing. "You can take back your city now." Arend said to part of the crowd as he bound the man and his guards. 
 
      
 
    There was a low murmur. "C'mon! More lively!" Arend exclaimed, throwing his arms up into the air. 
 
      
 
    A rock flew out of the crowd and bounced off Arend' shield. "You doomed us all!" Someone shouted out. 
 
      
 
    A few more rocks flew past Arend. He caught one of them, sending it back to the man who threw it, bouncing off his head and leaving a bruise. "If you don't like it, then come fight me directly. It's lame to throw rocks." Arend said with crossed arms. 
 
      
 
    "Take your pet and leave!" A woman shouted. 
 
      
 
    "I am not his pet!" Corenden shouted angrily. 
 
      
 
    "Corenden, Arend, let's go!" Richard called out over the din of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    As Arend and Corenden grudgingly obeyed and turned away from the crowd, a man was hurrying through the crowd, not caring who he elbowed. "CRIOS! CRIOS MYSHCELL!" He yelled out at an incredible volume. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm!?" Arend exclaimed, looking back. 
 
      
 
    He had a large brown hiking backpack on his back. A large blue sleeping bag was rolled and tied to the top. He was wearing a circular fishing hat with large spaced mesh to let in air. His face was extremely tanned, and he had the same bleach blonde hair that Felix had. The sleeves of his long sleeved button-up shirt were rolled past his elbows and were stained by sweat and dust. He had a pair of specially crafted black pants, or else he would have died from the heat. His icy-blue eyes sparkled excitedly as he ran up to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Michael Fastern. I'm a traveling writer who has interests in every aspect of Guild life. Think you could let me interview you on your experiences in Dragon's Den and with the Black Monster?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    A second murmur went through the crowd. They seemed to know who Arend was. 
 
      
 
    "You are the Shadow Hunter Master Kruxsetter Arend Myshcell right?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend tapped the emblems on his hat. "These should be proof enough." 
 
      
 
    "It's best we don't stay here." Felix cut in. "I have an old hut we can continue this in." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded at Michael and followed Felix with Richard and Corenden. Michael followed closely as the group left the city. Felix led them to what looked like a mix between a hut and a cabin. Wood beams and a thick stemmed plant were weaved to form the disintegrating walls, and a grass/leaf roof sat askew atop them. It rested in small patch of vegetation a few feet from a short cliff and a beach cove. 
 
      
 
    Waves breaking on the beach could be heard as Felix forced open the door. Corenden stayed outside, taking a nap on the roof. The cabin was dark, extremely humid, and reeked of mold. Felix kicked the rotting furniture into the dankest corner. He pulled out a small Lite Korvan lantern and hung it from the dangling pieces of the roof. Its soft glow illuminated every corner of the small cabin. 
 
      
 
    "It's not home, but it's all I got right now." Felix said as the group settled in as best as they could. 
 
      
 
    Felix and Richard caught up as Michael began to talk to Arend. "So tell me, why is it you decided to side with King when fighting with the Black Monster?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because he didn't want to kill my parents when I was a kid, and he wasn't the cause of their deaths." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Ah, I see." Michael said as he scribbled something into his notes. 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed. "I don't think this interview will really pan out." Michael paused. "I've already answered numerous questions on the subject, add in footage and the numerous witness accounts, the story of my life has been covered in great detail." 
 
      
 
    "I…see." Michael said, obviously disappointed. 
 
      
 
    "If it's worth anything, an interview after this four month training adventure would prove a better story, if today is any clue to what comes next." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Training? Is that why you are travelling?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, that and I need to get a new weapon." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "I take it you're looking for the parts, and not a specific weapon?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I'm not sure on the design, but I'm going to need a stronger blade and even stronger machine parts." 
 
      
 
    Michael paused and thought for a while. He sighed. "I know a place where you can get parts like that. I can't guarantee they'll be cheap, but I know they'll never fail you." 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Arend asked, intrigued. 
 
      
 
    "Only, it's sorta out of the way." 
 
      
 
    "How far exactly?" Richard asked, cutting in. 
 
      
 
    "In the Thousand-Mile Canyon." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    Felix raised his eyebrows. "That's a dangerous place to go with just your word." 
 
      
 
    "But that's the thing; I'd have to go with you." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why is that?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "The nomadic people who can make the parts move quickly. I'm the only one who would know where they would set up." Michael said to Felix, ignoring Arend. 
 
      
 
    "How would you know that?" Felix asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because my sister lives with them as one of the smiths." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why would your sister be living with nomads?" Richard asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's complicated! No more questions about me!" Michael exclaimed, quite flustered by this point. 
 
      
 
    Corenden snorted, rolling over in his sleep. "Do you have an example of their work?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael frowned for a moment, before pulling out a locket from his under his shirt. Arend didn't wait for him to pull it off his neck and inspected both the chain and the locket. 
 
      
 
    "So what do you think?" Richard asked "It's ultimately your decision." 
 
      
 
    Arend paused briefly before biting the locket. "The hell!?" Felix exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend dropped it, nodding. "Like I thought, Tricross Sediment. It doesn't become metallic under anything less than 10,000 degrees Celsius and an expert smith. This is the place we need to go." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "So it's decided. We will get moving soon. I suggest you prepare yourselves." Richard said. 
 
      
 
    Michael pulled out a map of the area. Chewek was to the far top right corner, the coastline was cut off at the sides of the map with the exception of the southernmost point, where it dipped past a mountain range before turning back north. The Chewek area was surrounded by a dense forest with a few hills sketched in. 
 
      
 
    Felix looked the map over. "This is very well drawn." 
 
      
 
    "I took a few lessons under Aegith while in the Clockwork Jungle area." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Clockwork Jungle?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "One of the many remnants of the Great Wars." Richard replied, poking an area near the center of the map. "A First War cruiser crashed in the area. Aegith is a semi-famous explorer who maps areas like that. The jungle was named that because parts of the cruiser still function, and chime every day at noon, dusk, and dawn." 
 
      
 
    Felix was ready to suggest a route to take. Corenden was woken to listen in. "First you need to work your way to Loushin, you should be able to rent a desert prepped buggy there. I'd suggest avoiding Yitkin unless you have business there." 
 
      
 
    "Oh!" Arend exclaimed. "I know a guy in Yitkin!" 
 
      
 
    "What?" Felix said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "He asked me about low-power hyper-speed hydraulics." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "They do a lot of rock breaking and foundry work there. It's most likely what they would need it for." Corenden said, reading from a thick atlas. 
 
      
 
    "I think his name was Tommori. Yeah, defiantly Tommori." Arend said, tapping his chin. 
 
      
 
    "Tommori is the head of the mining slums. How the hell can you know him?" Felix asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't call myself a Master Kruxsetter for nothing. I can fix just about anything." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well anyway, whether or not you go to Yitkin, you need to go through the pass just near there, and it should be a straight shot to the canyon." Felix said, sliding his finger on the map. 
 
      
 
    "Be wary of bandits and dust storms. It's a mild desert, but when the wind stops it can become a nightmare to the unprepared. Corenden would have trouble with the heat, but fly high enough, and you should find a pocket of cold air that rests above the desert. Avoid the scale steppes as much as possible." Felix continued, circling an unmapped area cut in half near the center of the canyon. 
 
      
 
    "That shouldn't be a problem, once we reach this point, I can direct us straight to where we need to go." Michael said, poking a mesa just north of the eastern empty patch next to the long canyon. 
 
      
 
    "Let's get going. We don't have a second to waste." Richard said as he got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck. By the time you return, I should have this place fixed up and livable." Felix said as Michael put away his map. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck!" Arend called back as he stepped out the door, and it fell to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Richard, Corenden, and Michael followed close behind just in case the rest of the cabin collapsed. 
 
      
 
    "So we're going to walk though most of that forest?" Arend asked as he followed Richard around the cabin. Corenden took his usual spot on Arend' shoulders. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but it isn't all untamed wilderness, we have a path we can follow." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "Okay." Arend replied. He looked up at the sky. It was a lighter shade of blue than the ocean, and stretched just as far. A lone cloud tumbled across its serenity. 'I wonder what they're doing back at Dragon's Den.' Arend thought to himself. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    A massive downpour drenched anyone who dared step outside. Hunter stared gloomily out his window. "It just keeps coming down." 
 
      
 
    "You really shouldn't stare at it like that. It'll put you in a bad mood." Juilio, the band's drummer said. The seven of them were chilling in Hunter's room, spread out and doing their own thing. 
 
      
 
    Stiller "Sterling" Karpender and Martin "Moth-man" Lewis, the roadies and soundmen, were playing a game on the only T.V. Faus and Caus Kileik were looking over the band's instruments. Starlik Cross, the only one who could play bass, was napping in the corner. Hunter didn't reply to Juilio. A single car drove by. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think it will stop in time for our next gig?" Faus asked as he fiddled with his keyboard. 
 
      
 
    "It should clear in a few days. Maybe then Hunter would be out of this funk." Juilio replied. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm." Hunter said at the mention of his name, still looking out at the dark and wet city. His phone vibrated in his pocket. Pulling off his headphones, he answered. "Yeah?" 
 
      
 
    "Wanna grab some drinks?" Rusty asked. Kyrel could be heard yelling in the background. 
 
      
 
    "No. I'm not really in the mood right now." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's okay, but if you keep staring out that window I'll throw you through it." Rusty said. Hunter glanced down at the road. Rusty was waving from his car, drenched to the bone. Hunter smirked. 
 
      
 
    "C'mon already! We need someone to keep us in line!" Kyrel yelled, his face pressed against the back window. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah! The Duke commands you!" Duke yelled. 
 
      
 
    "We are all here, a true gentleman's event!" Pike called out, his peculiar accent piercing though the chaotic mess that came though the phone. 
 
      
 
    "ALRIGHT, alright!" Hunter exclaimed, waking Starlik. "If it's really such a big deal, I'll come." Hunter shut his phone. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Starlik asked. 
 
      
 
    "Some sort of guy's night out." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. We'll make sure to lock up when we leave." Starlik said as he laid his head back against the sofa. 
 
      
 
    "Have fun!" Faus said as Hunter left the room. 
 
      
 
    Hunter pulled his headphones back on and headed for the ladder sticking out of the middle of the hall floor. He quickly made his way down seven floors until he could use the elevator. As he stepped out, he saw Rusty and the others waving frantically through the new glass doors. They had moved the car so Hunter could hop in easier. 
 
      
 
    Hunter walked across the empty lobby. He stepped though the doors and hurried to the car. Everything around him was drenched, and by the time he squeezed into Rusty's car, he was as well. The air in the car was warm and uncomfortably humid. Hunter sat next to Rusty facing the back seat on the floor of the car. He shut the door and Rusty started forward. 
 
      
 
    "Where are we headed?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "The usual place; the Blue Brick Battle Bar." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    Hunter chuckled softly. "That name never gets old." Rusty's normal speed was impossible on the slick roads, but he had no qualms on drifting around the corners as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
    By the time they arrived at the B'B'B'B', Hunter and the others were bruised and sore. Kyrel stumbled headfirst out of the car. "You think you could have driven a little smoother?" He asked as he stood up and stretched. 
 
      
 
    Rusty stepped out of the car onto the sidewalk. He had parked directly in front of the building. "Get inside already. This rain is insane." Rusty replied as he hurried inside. 
 
      
 
    Soon all ten of them were seated a pair of tables. Even in the civilian section, the bar was relatively empty. The waitress that had served Arend stood facing the two tables. 
 
      
 
    "I take it ya'll are going to want the usual?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not me my fine lady, I am the driver for the return trip." Pike said from the closest seat. 
 
      
 
    "So what will you have?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Some tea will be fantastic." Pike replied with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Riiight. Your drinks should be here shortly." She paused. "Where's the grey-haired kid from before?" 
 
      
 
    "He left to do some training. He should be back eventually." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Good for him. He's too slim to be an effective fighter. A few extra pounds would really help him out." She said before walking away. 
 
      
 
    "About that kid, how come he's off training after only one request?" Tawny asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because he lost to Alexander in the Hunter tournament, remember?" Nate said. Tawny shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't call it a loss." Vladd cut in. 
 
      
 
    The others looked surprised. "I thought you hated him." Jacob said. 
 
      
 
    Vladd scoffed. "I have respect for him. The bastard cut a Legendary Weapon. I may not agree on his points, or trust him so easily as you all seem to be able to do, but I have to admit when he's got me beat." Vladd snagged his drink from the tray she brought back. 
 
      
 
    "The rest should be ready in a sec." The waitress said as she passed out three more drinks and headed back to the bartender. 
 
      
 
    "Can't argue with that I guess, except maybe the trust part. He paid me all of the winnings he made from the tournament to cover part of his debt." Jacob said as he chugged part of his drink. 
 
      
 
    "What debt?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "His True Safeguard was going to pay for a new condenser, but Arend promised me a Maxim Vulcanus in exchange for it. His money has gone into a savings for a two and a half million Ere machine." Jacob replied. Kyrel nodded. 
 
      
 
    The waitress brought the last six orders, including Pike's tea. "Now then, it's time for an announcement!" Rusty stood up with one leg on his chair. "I've been accepted into the first Drive-powered Cross Country race!" 
 
      
 
    "Congrats!" Kyrel called out, raising his glass. Rusty sat down once the soft applause of the few people in the bar died down. 
 
      
 
    "So that's the reason you brought us all together." Vladd said as he sipped his drink. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. You, Nate, Jacob, and Tawny are in charge of maintenance. Kyrel and Cris are my back up drivers if something happens, Pike and Duke will be handling security." 
 
      
 
    "And me?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "More importantly, why do we have to be involved?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because I already signed you all up. It's a Guild-only event." Rusty replied. He turned to Hunter. "You're going to race as my partner!" Rusty said with a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    "How long will this race be?" Cris asked. 
 
      
 
    "Here to the Southern Mountains." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's almost three days from here!" Tawny exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "If we travel at eighty miles an hour. Your forget Guang Blau's top speed is two-sixty right now. With a little work, we can boost that further; maybe even up to three hundred." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "When is the race?" Nate asked. 
 
      
 
    "Two days from now. Whether or not the rain stops by then, we'll be on that starting line." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "What's in it for us?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    "30,000 Ere each along with the blueprints of the other cars, their Drives, and the originals from the creator of the Drive." Rusty replied. "We also get permission to use Drives in anything we create or produce." 
 
      
 
    "That's a lot for just a race." Kyrel said. 
 
      
 
    "How exactly were you allowed to make Guang Blau and the Cold Steam if you didn't have permission?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "The Cold Steam was an experiment and doesn't have any Drive function. It was meant to test the limits of the Drive itself, and we actually don't get any profit out of it." Tawny replied with a half shrug. 
 
      
 
    "That and they don't know about it." Rusty said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    "What about that Arend fellow? Didn't he gain a fandom by creating a Drive or something?" Pike asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah well…" Rusty shrugged nervously. 
 
      
 
    "He got a little flak on that one." Tawny laughed. 
 
      
 
    "The only reason I didn't get sued is because 'his designs were too advanced for me to come up with.'" Rusty retorted. 
 
      
 
    "So that's why those men in suits showed up and asked for you?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. And frankly they could have done much worse than insult my abilities." Rusty grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "So then," Kyrel leaned onto Rusty's shoulder. "Shall we stop moping and griping and start with the celebrations?" 
 
      
 
    He received a medley of positive exclamations from everyone. Rusty raised his glass lazily in agreement. "Let's get shit faced drunk then." Rusty said before chugging his drink. 
 
      
 
    As everyone around him got progressively drunker, Hunter quietly sipped his drink and thought to himself. 'I wonder how Kronth has been holding up.' 
 
      
 
    - - Journeys - - 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I know that! Just give him the damn kibble already!" Kronth exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Fine-fine! Calm down why don't cha'!?" Her brother, Kurt, said as he dumped the remaining food from the bag and into a large metal container. 
 
      
 
    King gave him no quarter and nearly tackled him to get to the food. Beside him, Oragè calmly ate his food out of a matching container. Kronth had brought King along to meet her parents. Her brother was annoyed he was going through three bags of kibble a day. Oragè only needed one, but King needed no less than two or else he would get agitated. 
 
      
 
    "This'll put me in the red if he keeps eating like that." Kurt grumbled as he rolled up the bag and tossed it with the others in an unused stall. They were in a barn on the family estate. The concrete floor was covered in straw. Kurt began sweeping up around the canines, depositing the straw in a second stall. "It's great you can visit and all, but the Pendragon is a pain." Kurt said. 
 
      
 
    "His name is King. I suggest you start to respect him." Kronth warned as she tickled the chin of a winged serpent-like dragon on her shoulder. It chirped cheerfully and snuggled close to Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "Listen Kronth, I know you can understand them, but don't forget they're just monsters." Kurt said as he finished his sweeping. 
 
      
 
    Oragè only twitched his tails at his remark. Once King had finished, he swiped the container to the side and walked to the open end of the barn. "Where does he think he's going?" Kurt asked, glancing at Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "Wherever damn well please." King replied with a dark look at Kurt as he passed. Kurt dropped the broom and stepped back rapidly, tripping into the swept straw. 
 
      
 
    "Did I forget to mention that Pendragons don't have a language barrier?" Kronth asked with a chuckle. Once King had left the barn, Kurt hastily rolled the metal container to the wall and leaning it against it. He did the same with Oragè's. "You think they're back yet?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "No idea, they've been gone a week before you got here." Kurt said as he started down the hall to her. "Why the urgency?" He asked as he popped up the broom into his hand. 
 
      
 
    "There's some private things I need to discuss with them is all." Kronth replied, turning to the open end of the barn. 
 
      
 
    "Oh?" Kurt said as he leaned close to her as they walked. "Does that mean you have another boyfriend?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth pushed him away. "It may, but that's none of your business." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Cassy and Joseph would have a field day if you did." 
 
      
 
    "Are they here?" Kronth asked with a surprised look to Kurt. 
 
      
 
    Kurt was a head taller than Kronth. He had a well defined upper body cloaked by a thin tank top and a pair of stringy legs were hidden in his faded blue overalls. They were rolled up just above a pair of black rubber boots. 
 
      
 
    Kurt shook his head. "They have been talking about it, but have yet to show themselves. Looks like it's just you and me for now." 
 
      
 
    The Shichland family owned a large spread of land, mostly grassy hills, at the foot of the Continental Mountain range sometimes referred to as the Southern Mountains. The range stretched across the entire edge of Karakas. Kronth and her siblings, in order of age; Kite the oldest brother, Claressa the oldest sister, Kirk the second son, Celelly the second daughter, Kurt, Kronth, Cassy, and finally Joseph. 
 
      
 
    Stephen Shichland, their father, didn't want all his daughters' names to start with "C", and his sons' names to start with "K", but his wife and her side of the family insisted. He managed to declare Joseph's name before they could do otherwise. All eight of them rarely got together at the same time. The ranched consisted of various fenced off fields where both monsters and animals could roam freely. The main house was on the tallest hill on the property; one valley over from the barn. 
 
      
 
    "So you think you could tell me something about 'him?'" Kurt asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't see why I need to. It's none of your business." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    The winged serpent on her shoulder flew up into the sky. A shadow passed overhead; another one of the winged serpents. Kronth watched them fly away together. 
 
      
 
    "Hey look," Kurt tapped on her shoulder and pointed to the dark northern horizon. "Looks like a nasty one." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah. I noticed it brewing before I left Sareville. Isn't it time for lunch?" Kronth asked as she headed for the house. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend swore profusely. "I told you shorts were a bad idea." Richard said as he hacked though the briars in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Michael helped Arend with the briars wrapped around his leg. "How much farther to Loushin?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "It should be fairly soon. If we stuck to the road, it would have taken another six hours." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "Bah! It's not like we saved any time by coming though this mess." Arend said as he stomped the base of a patch of briars. 
 
      
 
    "Watch your head." Richard warned as he pushed through a low hanging branch. 
 
      
 
    Arend was promptly popped in the mouth by the flexible sapling. "That's it!" Arend exclaimed, throwing his hands up in defeat. 
 
      
 
    He began digging through Michael's bag. "What are you doing!?" Michael exclaimed. Arend pulled out a small Korvan powered lantern. Detaching the base from the lass covering, he tossed the covering to Michael. 
 
      
 
    Arend began to fidget with the Matrix, inserting two bright red Korvan from his bag. Pushing Richard aside, Arend turned the lantern on. A massive plume of flame shot out from the nozzle. Corenden watched curiously from above. With his makeshift flamethrower, Arend quickly burned a path through a mass of briars that turned out to be a large clearing filled with the spine-ed vines. Arend turned it off when the nozzle began to melt. The green briars didn't start any fires as they fizzled out. 
 
      
 
    "Not what I was expecting, but still effective." Richard said as he returned the machete to Michael. 
 
      
 
    Corenden floated down from above, picking through the large briars at the center of the clearing. He pulled a green stone with little black specks from out of the dirt. 
 
      
 
    Arend rushed over. "It's a Korvan!" He exclaimed, looking it over before returning it to Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "Think it's natural?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Who knows? It may come in handy." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Can I have my lamp back?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend removed his two Korvan and tossed the lamp back to Michael. "The city is about a mile from here. The forest thins out significantly as well." Corenden said. 
 
      
 
    "Correct. They've harvested lumber here for a long time and they don't let this section of the forest get too dense." Richard replied as he led the way. 
 
      
 
    Arend took the time to explain something about Korvan. "Since Korvan in itself is crystallized energy, too many, or strong Korvan of one kind in one place can alter the area round it. Like those briars back there. The Korvan Corenden found may have been there a long time, long enough to create that massive clearing of briars. The likelihood the Korvan itself is natural is low. Those briars can't absorb enough Orenth to crystallize." 
 
      
 
    "So fire Korvan could cause droughts, deserts and even volcanoes?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "Possibly. If the Korvan is strong enough or there are enough of them." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Richard rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "How come if Korvan can alter the environment like that a city like Fírstŏn isn't inhabitable?" 
 
      
 
    "Fírstŏn?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's a city back in Karakas, west of Sareville. The city's Guild uses solely fire Korvan, and create many of them there." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "It may be an unknown human element, or some other factor that would affect how Korvan work. It's not really my strong point." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Then what is?" Michael asked. "You have a wide range of knowledge about Korvan, but you keep on saying something is not your 'strong point.'" 
 
      
 
    "'Kruxsetting; the process of placing Korvan into a Matrix in order to achieve a desired effect or to produce work.'" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Don't quote it at me! What part of Kruxsetting are you good at?" Michael demanded. 
 
      
 
    "Repair." Arend replied grudgingly. "It's the only thing I didn't learn from a book or from the Nexus." 
 
      
 
    "Why are you being so grumpy?" Corenden asked as he hopped onto Arend' head. 
 
      
 
    "Because repairing Matrices broken by idiots isn't exactly thrilling work!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's suck a useful skill though! I can't tell you how much I've spent on repairs over the years." Michael said. 
 
      
 
    The edge of the city was in sight. "Yeah, but repairs alone aren't what are going to make me famous. If my shop is going to succeed, I need to know how to create the tools and equipment I need to make the world's first all round Korvan shop." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "What about Jacob and the others? I'm sure they could teach you some things." Corenden suggested. 
 
      
 
    Arend poked Corenden's arm. "Regardless of the help they could provide, I need to know everything I can about Korvan. A successful weapon is a lot different from a T.V or a pair of headphones. It has to withstand stresses and never falter when things get bloody. The Dragon Drive was too powerful for the design I had. While it's a miracle within itself, I have to do all I can to maximize its strength without sacrificing any of its power or usability." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "You've got some lofty goals, kid." A man said from behind them. 
 
      
 
    They all glanced back. Corenden ducked down slightly behind Arend' head. The man looked somewhere in his mid-twenties, with long dirty-grey hair that was braided down his back. His bangs were parted in the middle and were braided around his head and into the rest of his hair. His coat was charcoal black and made out a stiff, thick material. Four zippers on either arm allowed him to pull up his sleeves and let his arms move freely. The coat stopped about four inches past his waist. 
 
      
 
    Underneath the coat was a series of bands wrapping around his torso and over his shoulders in two different spiraling layers. His pants matched his coat in terms of material, with similar zippers to help make taking them off easier. His boots were think and cumbersome, reaching far up his calves. He was pulling a large, simple wooden wagon behind him. A large variety of materials were stacked on top of it, including sheet metal and trimmed logs still covered in bark. 
 
      
 
    "Then again, I've got quite a few loft goals myself eh Arend?" He asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "Tommori! What are you doing here!?" Arend exclaimed, turning completely towards him. 
 
      
 
    The two preformed a brief, complex handshake. "What are you doing here? I'm just on my usual run for supplies. What finally got you out of that back room?" Tommori asked. "Looking for more information?" 
 
      
 
    "Nope! That's just a benefit. I joined a Guild a while back and I'm out training." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Michael stepped forward and introduced himself. "I'm Michael Fastern, originally I was just going to interview Arend on his fight with the Black Monster." Tommori's eyes shot up and he glanced over to Arend briefly. "But on his request, I'm taking him to gather parts for his weapon and writing instead about his adventures in his training." 
 
      
 
    Tommori nodded and casually pointed Michael's way. "Guild Ruled right? I enjoyed your work about the Clockwork Jungle." Tommori said. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you! I worked hard on detailing the mechanism as best I could." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    Corenden popped up over Arend' head. "A Pog?" Tommori said quizzically. 
 
      
 
    He followed up with a string of incoherent babbling. Corenden was surprised, replying in the same manner. Arend tilted his head. "It's my native language." Corenden explained. 
 
      
 
    "How can you speak it Tommori?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm surprised you accept that a Monster race can have a language." Tommori said with a half smile. "I've got a few hundred Floxes that work for me. Having intelligent workers that can fly is an invaluable asset." 
 
      
 
    "We need to get moving; we're wasting daylight." Richard said as he started forward. 
 
      
 
    Everyone else followed. "Since when did you know Richard Griffin?" Tommori asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's a long story." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well get started then, we've got a while before we reach the city." Tommori replied. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Yo Rusty!" Nate called from under Guang Blau. He was replacing the shocks on the rear axle. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Rusty asked, sticking his head down through where the Drive would be. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think we'll be done by tomorrow?" Nate asked. 
 
      
 
    "If we want to race, but don't worry! All we have to do now is stiffen the frame and prep it for harsh terrain at high speeds. It shouldn't take too long." Rusty replied before returning to his work. 
 
      
 
    Guang Blau was currently spread about Rusty's garage. Its frame and axels were all that was left to hang from the ceiling. All four doors were being repainted, sanded, lightened, and stiffened. The current bill for all the alterations was approaching 70,000 Ere. The windshield was replaced by a lighter plastic polymer, but had to set in with edges in order to properly support itself and the roof of the car. Jacob had the idea of installing anchoring points so they could strap a cooler down for the ride. 
 
      
 
    Vladd was working on an air conditioner at Hunter's request. It was going to be installed above the windshield, so he was also charged with making sure to cut the right sized hole. Tawny was furiously rebuilding the Drive off of notes that he copied from Arend. There was three sharp knocks on Guang Blau's frame. Rusty popped up from his welding. 
 
      
 
    Malkex, one of the technicians at his garage, was waiting patiently by the rear f the frame. He was stout, with shorter-than-average arms and legs. He was half a head shorter than Rusty, with short blue-dyed hair and dirty red-orange eyes. He had a pencil tucked between his head and ear. He was dressed in average street clothes with an orange jacket pulled over his tee shirt. 
 
      
 
    The collar of the jacket half covered his sharp chin, popped up about two inches. The sleeves were held tight to his wrists by thick elastic bands. He had a pair of low ankle cut dark brown hiking boots, stained by grease and motor oil. His jeans had various patches covering up old holes. 
 
      
 
    "The tires are taken care of. Somehow we found some that can withstand the car and the terrain." He said. 
 
      
 
    "You're a lifesaver man! Thank your friends in the GTS for me!" Rusty replied before returning to his work. 
 
      
 
    Malkex was still waiting ten minutes later when Rusty finished reinforcing the frame. "Malkex? Why are you still here?" Rusty asked as he slid down the wheel arch. 
 
      
 
    "The GTS requires a member to observe any and all modifications outside the Drive. So far, everything is legal. Though I don't know why you need anchoring points on the inside of the car." Malkex replied. 
 
      
 
    Rusty reached back into the frame to retrieve his welding torch. "That's so the cooler doesn't fly around back there. I suggest you go check on Vladd. He's not one for following the rules. You can only imagine that he's doing to the air conditioner." Rusty said as he hung up the torch. 
 
      
 
    Malkex nodded. He paused mid turn. He looked back at Rusty. "Do you know where that kid is? I heard he's a genius with this stuff." Malkex asked. 
 
      
 
    "Who? Arend? He's off training with Richard Griffin." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    Malkex stopped mid nod. "Richard Griffin?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah! I know!" Rusty replied with a knowing laugh. 
 
      
 
    Malkex shook his head as he left the garage. "That kid has friends in high places. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Tommori! I've got that buggy ready for you!" A dirty faced child called out as he passed into the south side of the city where the buggies were kept. 
 
      
 
    Tommori and Arend' group walked over to meet him. "Good work Ilse; it's the model I asked for right?" Tommori asked as he continued past the boy, dragging the wagon behind him. 
 
      
 
    "Yes." Ilse nodded rapidly as he walked alongside Tommori. 
 
      
 
    He glanced over at Arend and his group curiously, but didn't say anything. The buggy they spoke of had massive tires and an equally massive engine positioned directly over the back axle. The only structure to the buggy was a skeleton of black pipes worked into the shape of a car. The front lip of the frame came up at a sharp angle to get the proper clearance over any massive rocks; or anything else for that matter. 
 
      
 
    Tommori hitched up the wagon and set to work strapping everything down. Richard looked for a buggy to rent as Arend wandered about. A space between to garages was piled high with scrap metal and broken parts. A few looked only out of date as Arend began to pick through them. He found a few cracked Korvan as he dug deeper. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Richard called out. "They don't have any buggies left!" 
 
      
 
    Arend dropped a pile of parts at Richard's feet. Ignoring his objections, he faced the mechanic who Richard was talking to. "What do you have? I can throw something together if you let me use a welder." 
 
      
 
    "You? Really?" He asked with crossed arms. 
 
      
 
    Arend shoved the broken Drive at his face and shook it. "I don't need an engine. Just a welder and some parts." 
 
      
 
    "Chh!" The mechanic tutted as he walked back into the garage. "It ain't gonna be free!" He called back. Arend smiled triumphantly and glanced sideways at Richard. 
 
      
 
    Richard paid the man and Arend set to work. "Corenden, I need more pipe. Michael, get me some proper tires for as cheap as you can. Richard, some seats would be nice but not nessicary." 
 
      
 
    The mechanic and his buddies laughed as Arend' group scattered at his command. Tommori jumped down from his readied buggy and helped Arend by placing the pipes Corenden brought into the bottom frame for the buggy. 
 
      
 
    "Yo ! Why are you helping him!?" The mechanic yelled to Tommori. 
 
      
 
    "He's the one who provided the schematics for what saved your ass when you were messing around up in mines!" Tommori shouted back. 
 
      
 
    The mechanic was taken aback. 'This kid came up with a low-power hyper-speed hydraulic hammer with just the parts Tommori had with him? He said he was a sort of genius…' The mechanic rubbed his chin as he watched Arend work. 
 
      
 
    Arend had his own pair of goggles from out of his bag, and Tommori had a pair of sunglasses stowed away inside his coat. The sun was dipping close to the horizon when Arend had finished. The custom buggy took a little over an hour to finish, complete with comfy chairs for them all to sit in. Arend was fitting in the Drive while the others settled in. 
 
      
 
    "Does he always do stuff like this?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. I haven't spent that much time with him. I assume he doesn't know that normal people don't build entire buggies when there aren't any to use." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    In total, it cost around 5,000 Ere to build the buggy, opposed to the 15,000 to rent one. Richard was glad at the cost and how they didn't have to spend the night in Loushin. Arend climbed over the top of the frame into the driver's seat. 
 
      
 
    "Here goes nothing." Arend said as he started the Drive. The Dragon Drive arced electricity as it slowly began to spin. A thin shield surrounded the buggy. "Huh. I was expecting it to explode." Arend said as Corenden placed a plastic shell over the Dragon Drive. 
 
      
 
    "Now that's really unsettling." Richard grumbled to himself. 
 
      
 
    Tommori started his buggy. The entire frame shook as the massive engine roared to life. Tommori led the way as they tried to leave Loushin as quietly as possible. Arend drifted to the side to avoid the slight dust Tommori kicked up. Once they were full out of the city, Tommori floored the accelerator. The dusty earth rooster tailed high into the sky. The wagon's wheels squeaked rapidly as Tommori quickly pulled away. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell is he doing!?" Richard exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Not getting away." Arend replied as he drove his accelerator down until it clicked against the frame below. 
 
      
 
    The wheels didn't spin as much as Tommori's, but accelerated a hell of a lot faster. Tommori backed off enough so Arend could pull alongside him. "If your little toy can do that broken, I'd like to see it when it's fully functional!" Tommori shouted over. 
 
      
 
    "It's suffering from a massive power leak! This is even less than it could do even in its current state!" Arend yelled back. Sparks arced between the gaps in the frame surrounding them. 
 
      
 
    The fur on Corenden's body stood on end. "Arend, are you sure it's safe?" Richard asked. 
 
      
 
    "It'll sting a bit, but hurt no more than licking a battery!" Arend called back. 
 
      
 
    "Who the hell licks a battery?" Michael asked Corenden. Corenden shrugged. 
 
      
 
    They traveled quickly across the dark desert, occasionally lit with the light from the electrified buggy. Richard, Arend, and Michael cycled throughout the night so they each could get some sleep. Corenden was too short to reach the pedals so he slept peacefully on their luggage. 
 
      
 
    At dawn Yitkin was in sight. Black clouds from the foundries darkened the sky above the city, but were swept up high in the sky as if by strong updrafts. The slight particles of metal could be seen sparkling in the clouds as the rising sun cast its light onto them. Everyone was relieved to have reached the city. Ilse and Tommori had switched only once throughout the night and the small boy groggily woke up Tommori before passing out. 
 
      
 
    - - Race - - 
 
      
 
    Rusty raised a hand to block the light from the morning sun. He lowered his hand briefly, before repeating the process until Hunter tapped on his shoulder. A group of people in red, blue, and orange racing suits gave Rusty a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    "Like Malkex said; everything's legal." One of them said. 
 
      
 
    Guang Blau, along with the thirty other contestants, was parked at the starting line south of Sareville. Various groups of the GTS members in their colorful uniforms were checking out the contestants vehicles as a last measure against cheating. 
 
      
 
    A small group of seven teams had to stand separate from the rest. Their vehicles not built for land use, exceeded the GTS' limits, or were never powerful enough to win in the first place. Vladd and Nate were pacing up and down the line to look at the competition. A few were polite enough to show them around, but most kept a tight lid on their Drives. Hunter had hopped into Guang Blau, napping in the back seat. 
 
      
 
    Rusty obsessively checked and rechecked each of Guang Blau's parts until he was interrupted. A young man about seventeen with grey-white hair streaked red on one side poked his head under Guang Blau to see Rusty. "Quite a monster you've got here." He commented. 
 
      
 
    Rusty glanced away from the frame he was inspecting. "Who are you?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    He slid under next to Rusty. "Just a fan of your craftsmanship." He replied, tapping the secondary engine's gas tank. 
 
      
 
    Rusty slid out from under his car. The man followed. He was three inches shorter and had a less defined chin than Rusty. His face was clean and smooth, lacking stains from oil, and pretty much anything else. It contrasted Rusty's grease smudged face and the prickly beard that had grown in while he spent all his time on Guang Blau. His eyes were a muddy grey, with small orbs of brilliant green that popped up only when you glanced away. 
 
      
 
    His hair would settle just outside his line of sight no matter how he turned his head. He was dressed in a simple grey racing suit with six different colored lines cutting diagonal across his chest. A red and silver dot were placed on the right side of the diagonals. His shoes stood out; orange and blue with green laces. 'This should be fun…' Rusty thought, noting the shoes. 
 
      
 
    "My name's Finch Goldenberg. I'm the driver of the C.R. car." He pointed down the line. 
 
      
 
    "It's the red two door sport roadster. It's quite quick." Finch said. 
 
      
 
    "Five Minutes till Race Start." The announcer had a thick Indian accent that made his speech almost unrecognizable. 
 
      
 
    Finch bolted. "Tell Arend I said hello!" He called as he disappeared into the sudden chaos of people. Rusty and the other Dragon's Den members clustered around the car to discuss a game plan. 
 
      
 
    "The first minute will be rough. They said we have to use either half power or a non-Drive back up source. Since the duality of the system can never handle anything but full throttle, we've only got a tiny two stroke to keep us going." Rusty got everyone's nod of confirmation on the situation. "If Hunter or I can't continue for whatever reason, Kyrel can ferry some replacements so we can keep moving. Pike, Duke, keep an eye on our supplies. I don't want to spend 10,000 Ere on replacing stolen parts." The pair nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Alright! Everyone ready!?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Aye!" They cried in unison. Rusty did a last minute check of the Drive before getting behind the wheel. A steady chant filled the air. 
 
      
 
    "Dra-gon's Den! Dra-gon's Den!" Hunter peeked out a window. High above the starting line, a massive flock of Floxes were chanting in unison. The Indian man had to shout to be heard over them. 
 
      
 
    "Five, four, Three, Two, one…START!" 
 
      
 
    Twenty nine vehicles rocketed off of the starting line, Guan Blau chugging along with its tiny secondary engine. Dust blocked out the sun as kick-up from all the tires filled the air with shredded earth. Rusty was blind for almost the entire minute. When the dust finally settled, everyone else had pulled far ahead. When Rusty was radioed the okay, he started the Drive. 
 
      
 
    He started gently, lightly tapping the accelerator. "Screw it Rusty floor the damn thing!" Hunter exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. You can only bame yourself at this point." Rusty replied before unleashing hell. 
 
      
 
    Two Drives working in tandem roared to life at over 20,000 RPM, delivering massive amounts of power to Guang Blau's four tires all at the same time thanks to properly tuned mechanics. Rusty and Hunter were thrown back by the sudden acceleration. Slower vehicles passed like lightning in reverse as Rusty passed them. A slight bump in the countryside, sent Guang Blau Sixty feet into the air. Hunter and Rusty had a moment of Zero-G before Guang Blau landed. They bounced three times until the rebound didn't send them back into the air. 
 
      
 
    "Remind me to never tell you to do that again…" Hunter said as he tried to regroup his scrambled brain. 
 
      
 
    "Agreed..." Rusty replied, trying to keep Guang Blau facing forward, a green tint to his face. 
 
      
 
    After a few switches with Hunter, Rusty pulled into the first one hour checkpoint. Finch was far ahead, taking the lead on the second leg of the race. Rusty and Hunter both napped as they waited the mandatory hour. Hour up, Rusty and Hunter were woken up. They both quickly hopped into Guang Blau and Rusty started the Drives. Hunter rubbed his eyes sleepily. Rusty gave him no warning and floored it once again. They left two trenches behind as they flew from the checkpoint. 
 
      
 
    "Whoah!" Hunter exclaimed as he was thrown sideways against the back seat. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going to lose to that rookie." Rusty growled. 
 
      
 
    A while later, the car jerked to the right as Rusty encountered rocky ground common to the harshest parts of the wastelands. The giant explosion after it however, was not. 
 
      
 
    "HOLY FUCKING SHIT!" Hunter exclaimed as Rusty wrenched the car back to a forward position. 
 
      
 
    From behind a large outcropping of rocks, a tank drifted into view. The words 'Celestial Rim Racing' were painted on the side. A turret with six barrels was pointed in their direction once the tank straightened itself. "You've got to be fucking kidding me." Rusty said slowly with a slack jaw. 
 
      
 
    The hellfire from the tank snapped him back to reality. Rusty swerved, weaving between the large outcrops of rock at 200 MPH. "You wanna be a drifting tank? Fine. But you'll never hit me at these speeds." Rusty said mockingly at his rearview mirror. 
 
      
 
    The tank burst through the rocky outcrops at high speed, turret facing the other way to give an intense speed boost. 
 
      
 
    "So you've got speed now, but you can't hit me like that!" Rusty exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Rusted slid Guang Blau down into a short trench. "HAHAHAHAHAHA!" He laughed as the tank dropped in after them. The turret was still facing backwards. 
 
      
 
    "Rusty are you insane!? You can drive like this in here!" Hunter exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "He can't turn his turret in here. And his advanced movement won't serve any use in such a narrow-" Rusty stopped as the turret flipped over the top of the tank. "…Shit." 
 
      
 
    Rusty flipped to switches on his dashboard, reversing the direction of the front passenger and rear wheels, sending them into a sudden quarter-spin. As the wide front driver and rear passenger wheels came into contact with the walls of the trench, Rusty cranked their power up so highly that the entire car "hopped" into the air, still twisting enough to land perpendicular to the trench, but up on the ledge. Rusty flipped the switches back and returned everything to normal. 
 
      
 
    Hunter's jaw was hanging open. "Whuh?" He managed to say, raising his hands for answers. 
 
      
 
    The man hidden in the tank had the same expression on his face. Rusty was too busy concentrating to reply. He ducked behind some rocks to stay out of sight. The tank raised its turret to the sky. Rusty was confident in their escape until a rocket from above exploded on impact with the ground beside the front driver tire. 
 
      
 
    It popped, releasing a gas that kept the tires from igniting from friction. The gas had a chemical reaction with the air from which the byproduct doused part of the explosion, but created a massive amount of smoke. Rusty coasted briefly before stopping. Satisfied with the damage he thought he did, the tank swiftly retreated. 
 
      
 
    Rusty doused the flaming tire with a fire extinguisher as Hunter called Kyrel. "Celestial Rim just tried to take us out. Rusty is currently assessing how screwed we are." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    "We're okay! We just need a replacement!" Rusty exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "What? Rea-" Hunter stopped and conveyed Rusty's exclamation to Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. So it's Celestial Rim then." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    "Many of the other teams have been dropping like flies. Few have even made it to the first checkpoint. Cris is already on the tire situation. A few of the survivors say the attacks were heat seeking, and annihilated their Drives." 
 
      
 
    "I know our Drives create very little heat, but why did it go for the tires and not us?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    Malkex could be heard saying something. "Malkex says that the tires are meant to withstand the insane friction they have to deal with, but they aren't fireproof. It would seem your Drives as well as that air conditioner has saved you on that one. The tires were much hotter than the rest of the car, drawing the attention of the attack." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    "I've never heard you so serious before." Hunter said with a surprised look on his face. 
 
      
 
    "… I have to go. Cris, Pike, and Duke just stole a one of the security vans." 
 
      
 
    Hunter raised his eyebrows at his phone. "We've got a wait ahead of us." Hunter said to Rusty before climbing into the backseat to take a nap. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend parked his buggy beside Tommori's rental. "You four needn't worry, I just have to register our vehicles." Tommori called over. 
 
      
 
    Isle scurried about checking the wagon, still half asleep. "Looks like everything's secure…" Isle called groggily to Tommori. 
 
      
 
    "Ight!" Tommori called back, hopping back into the driver's seat. "Pull up behind us! We can tow you through the streets!" He called to Arend. Isle plopped back into Tommori's buggy. 
 
      
 
    "What's with the kid?" Corenden asked Arend. 
 
      
 
    "No idea." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Aren't you gonna say something?" Michael asked. "Tommori's working that kid like a slave." 
 
      
 
    Arend turned back to him. "I know Tommori; he's not one to do something like that for no reason. As far as we know, the kid may be paying for trying to steal something. If you have a problem with it, you ask him. I don't have to always be the one getting into stuff like that." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Tommori pulled forward, with Arend following close behind. Even with the thick smog, Arend could see the wagon in front of him. They collectively looked up as they passed under the gateway of the city. Arend bumped the back of the wagon gently. He stopped as Tommori and Isle hopped out. Tommori waved them over as Isle disappeared into a small stone house just past the gate. A man walked out afterwards, nodding to Tommori and hitching the wagon and Arend's buggy together with a chain. 
 
      
 
    Arend and the others climbed out to meet with Tommori. A pitch black Pog standing about 6' 11'' blended in with the smog surrounding Tommori. Tommori pointed to the giant plateau at the center of the city and said something Arend couldn't make out. The Pog nodded and climbed into Tommori's buggy. Looking around closely, numerous black Floxes could be found, even more if you could pick them out of the sky. 
 
      
 
    "This is Main Street; one of two streets that you can actually get a buggy down. Life here is pretty simple; wake up, go to work, get paid, go home. This isn't the place for tourists, so you'll find trouble getting a place to sleep if you don't know the right people. Any of the real interesting things are at the Central Foundry." Tommori explained as they walked alongside the buggies. Corenden had trouble waddling along fast enough to keep up. 
 
      
 
    "There's a lift at the base of the plateau for the buggies, I should be able to find you a stable engine up there." Tommori continued. 
 
      
 
    Arend' group continually bumped into the passing black Floxes, but Tommori walked without issues as they shifted to let him pass. 
 
      
 
    "Could you wait up a bit?" Corenden asked as he tried to hurry after them. 
 
      
 
    "Why not fly? Wouldn't it be faster?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "The air here is full of pollutants. The Floxes here are strong enough to handle them, but you little friend is too small." Tommori explained. 
 
      
 
    "That and it would dirty my fur to the point I'd look black." Corenden added. 
 
      
 
    The convoy reached the lift in little time. It was a ten by fifteen piece of metal about five inches thick. It was hooked to a rolling system powered by a massive winch. A ratcheting system prevented the platform from falling. The Two buggies and the wagon were loaded onto the lift side by side, with barely enough room for everyone to stand. Tommori and Arend stood together, leaning onto Tommori's rental and looked out at the city. 
 
      
 
    Just how poorly they lived struck Arend. "Why Tommori? There's nothing here but smog, death and pain. They work for hours with no end. How does it get like this?" 
 
      
 
    Tommori was quiet for a long time before answering. "I don't know Arend. Try as I might, I can't get the standards to rise. I tried to find filters for the smokestacks, but they are used up in days. Not weeks, days. They have nowhere else to go, and only know work like this. I've tried forming a Guild to rake in more money, but we've never been accepted by anyone." 
 
      
 
    "I could help." Corenden offered. "I'm an official member of Dragon's Den, and as a Pog, I can put in a good word for them." 
 
      
 
    Tommori laughed quietly, no joy or humor in his voice. "Dragon's Den isn't much of a Guild." 
 
      
 
    "What would you know!?" Arend snapped. "Dragon's Den is full of fantastic people who go out of their way to help each other. We trust each other to go head on into a fight others would say is impossible, just to help someone in trouble. Even if I'm a rookie and only known a small amount of people in my Guild, I know any one of them would die to help someone who needs it. I also know there are thousands of people who feel the same way throughout other Syndicates." 
 
      
 
    Tommori shook his head slowly. "Stubborn and childish as always." 
 
      
 
    A gigantic explosion rocked the entire city. The winch cable snapped a yard before the platform would have reached the top of the plateau. The sky was lit up by sixty foot flames. Chucks of rock and metal rained down with a blanket of ash and soot. 
 
      
 
    Tommori's eyes widened. "The Korvan of the main furnace, they've overloaded!" The black Pog in the buggy exclaimed. Tommori was frozen in place until Arend made his move. 
 
      
 
    He tossed his bag into his buggy and climbed up the ledge. He disconnected the motor from the winch spool and dislodged the cable, feeding it through the loop the cable used to connect to on the platform. 
 
      
 
    "Corenden! Get that winch moving!" Arend yelled. 
 
      
 
    Corenden hurried over, dropping from the sky next to the disabled winch. He kicked the spool back towards the motor, reengaging it. With a sharp rip on the starting cord, the motor roared to life. 
 
      
 
    Arend climbed back onto the plateau with the cable in his hand. Gritting his teeth and digging his feet into the earth, he struggled to keep a grip on the cable as the winch began to lift the platform. Two incredibly muscular, black furred hands grabbed the cable in front of Arend' hands. The black Pog that was driving the buggy grounded himself and pulled back against the winch. The two hauled up the platform with the help of the winch, dropping the cable with equally bloodied hands. 
 
      
 
    Michael tossed them both a roll of bandages. "Do you think you could dump out that wagon and collect any of the injured?" Arend asked the Pog as he rapidly wrapped his hands. 
 
      
 
    A knowing smile spread across his face as he tightened the bandages on his hands. "Hell yeah I can." He replied with a deep voice. As the Pog hopped into the buggy, Arend headed straight for the building belching out smoke and fire. 
 
      
 
    "Wait up Arend!" Corenden called as he followed him into the burning building. 
 
      
 
    "Fuckin' hell! It's too hot in there!" Tommori yelled, charging after them. 
 
      
 
    Tommori had to dive out of the way as his buggy swung around and scattered the contents of the wagon and sped off around the foundry. A burst of flame shot out through a hole in the thin metal of the building as Richard tackled Tommori to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "God fucking…" Richard growled as he charged towards the building as Tommori hastily retreated to the platform. 
 
      
 
    Tommori gave a shocked look to Richard as he disappeared into the flames. The large, superheated room blasted Richard with a hot wind. He could see Arend and Corenden helping Floxes trapped under a collapsed support tower though the twisting air. 
 
      
 
    Richard joined them, shattering the crisscrossed frame with a rapid palm strike. "Put your whole body into the strike; have zero fear and punch through!" Richard shouted over the roar of the flames. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, mimicking him and scattering the remaining frame with an impossibly strong strike. Corenden helped pulled the Floxes out of the remaining debris. 
 
      
 
    A hanging crucible shattered in the heat, spilling molten metal across the floor in a wave of fire. Arend threw both Floxes over his shoulder and joined the others on a raised platform to avoid the molten metal. Tommori was on his knees outside, his tears evaporating in contact with the earth. 
 
      
 
    "They aren't going to make it. With heat like that, nothing can survive." 
 
      
 
    "Get out of the way." Michael growled. Tommori glanced back. 
 
      
 
    Michael was in Arend' buggy, a massive net of sparks jumping above his head. Tommori could barely roll aside as Michael floored it; headed straight through the foundry's disintegrating walls. The Drive's shield defied the intense heat, protecting the tires from the molten metal. Michael spun the buggy around, touching the lip of the platform with the back tires. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go!" Michael called out, revving the Drive. 
 
      
 
    The buggy was soon filled with both people and Floxes. The buggy sank slightly in the molten metal. Arend was the only one left on the buggy, noting the sinking as he climbed atop the frame. Michael squirmed aside to make room for Arend as he took control. 
 
      
 
    "Corenden, I need a favor." Arend said as he placed his foot gently on the throttle. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Corenden asked, confused. 
 
      
 
    "I need the power leak to stop for at least five seconds." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "I don't…" Corenden stopped and glanced back at the Drive. With each rotation, the buggy would vibrate as the inner ring wobbled, slowing the rotation of the Drive. Corenden sighed. "This is going to hurt isn't it?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but its better than burning to death isn't it?" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Everybody hold on to something!" Corenden called out as he removed the Drive's cover. 
 
      
 
    "Ya'll ready to rock!?" Arend shouted out as he revved the Drive. 
 
      
 
    "Overclock!" Corenden shouted as he slammed both hands onto the Drive. The instant it clicked, Arend floored it. Corenden gritted his teeth as electricity arced over his hands. 
 
      
 
    'One…' A part of the sheet metal roof collapsed, sinking into the molten metal. 
 
      
 
    'Two…' The buggy pulled forward, sending most of the unprepared Floxes back into Corenden. Corenden had to resist the massive pressure to push down harder on the Drive. 
 
      
 
    'T-three…' Corenden knew that if he gave in to the pressure, Five Pillar would activate and release a power he couldn't handle. 
 
      
 
    'Four…' Corenden pushed back against the weight behind him. The front wheels bumped onto the fallen sheet metal, sending a second jolt through the buggy. 
 
      
 
    Corenden's leg slipped, releasing the full force of the weight behind him onto the Drive, pushing it all the way to Limit Break. "FIVE!" Corenden shouted out as the entirety of the buggy was coated in arcing electricity. The shield absorbed most of it, but the remainder knocked out everyone but Arend, who was paralyzed to the point he could only keep the buggy facing forward. 
 
      
 
    Jumping high into the air, the crew I the buggy were heads straight for the wall of the foundry. The thin metal crumpled like tissue paper as the shield collided with it, not slowing them down at all. They bounced as they landed outside, still driving forward as Arend tried to will his foot to brake. Tommori and the black Pog in the other buggy watched as they drove over the edge of the plateau. 
 
      
 
    Free falling from the plateau, it was a miracle one of the large crane hooks was directly in their path, snagging on the upper frame of the buggy. The buggy swung back and forth, turning slightly as it hung off the hook. The Dragon Drive sputtered and came to a stop just as Arend passed out completely. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Rusty pulled into checkpoint two at full speed, drifting to a stop. Finch was just preparing to take off. Rusty and Hunter finally got a good look at his car. It was bright red, resembling a high dollar sports car. "C.R Racing" was written in bunched letters across the side. The side of the vehicle was too short to fit all the letters. Rusty and Finch locked eyes as Finch started the Drive turbine at the rear of his car. 
 
      
 
    Rusty was sure he saw a dark, smug look pass onto his face as he pulled away in a jet of flame. "Hunter, call Kyrel and tell him there may be a situation with the C.R Racing guy. Find out what C.R means." 
 
      
 
    Hunter stepped out of the car, already knowing what the answer was going to be. Rusty stepped out as well and stretched his aching limbs. Hunter finished his call as Arctic Tonhdra, one of the opposing teams, pulled up. Their vehicle was a dual treaded snowmobile built to run in their homeland. 
 
      
 
    The only driver walked up to Rusty. "Did you see the tank?" She asked him. 
 
      
 
    Rusty nodded. "I take it you had a run in yourself?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but I somehow avoided it." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "As best as our team guesses, their attacks are heat-seeking." Hunter explained. 
 
      
 
    "I see…" She nodded. She was dressed in a tight blue bomber jacket and a pair of matching slack-like pants. Her boots had a similar gradient as Hunter's, but a blue to white. 
 
      
 
    "But how did you avoid it? My entire vehicle is cooled to prevent the heat of the Drive from wearing out the treads." She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Our tire was shot; they're resistant to ignition from friction, but not napalm it seems." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "Whot? How the hell are your tires hotter than your Drive!?" She exclaimed, her accent slipping out. 
 
      
 
    Rusty popped Guang Blau's hood and revealed the Dual Drive. "WHOT!?" She exclaimed again. "You've got two!?" 
 
      
 
    "Yep, and it's completely legal as well. A buddy of mine managed to solve the heat issue by focusing the Drive to near insanity; my other bud was the one who hooked to Drives together with the help of some notes from him." Rusty explained. 
 
      
 
    "Arend right?" She asked. Rusty and Hunter looked surprised. 
 
      
 
    "So he's known in the north?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, he and Iine exchange notes on ice-wear in tread based machinery." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "WHAT!?" Rusty exclaimed. "Iine Excellscar!? The Guild Co-leader of the Northern Alliance!?" 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Don'cha know your friend was quite well known before this Black Monster business? Tommori Felkin, Iine Excellscar, Fanscaro Roberto, Allan of the Infighters, to name a few; the name Arend Myshcell may not be that well known, but those who do know him are well known themselves." She replied. 
 
      
 
    Rusty and Hunter were in shock. "Tommori Felkin; mining leader of Yitkin, Fanscaro Roberto; the world's most desired bachelor and leading writer on monsters, Allan; the one man army that keeps shadier Syndicates in their place. Add in Iine of the North and Richard Griffin; Arend could start a war with only one of those people. I hate to think of the possibilities if he gets them all together." Rusty shook his head. 
 
      
 
    'If Axis ever tries to make a move, we may actually have a chance…' Hunter thought to himself. 
 
      
 
    Rusty and Hunter had little time until they had to leave. Wishing Skäin good luck, they took off on the final leg. Skäin watched them go in a trail of dust. "Dragon's Den… If only they really knew how far of a reach Arend really has. That man has enough contacts to take on anyone." 'Except Axis.' 
 
      
 
    The final leg of the race was eventless. The tank never showed and the scenery gradually greened and developed into rolling hills. Rusty and Hunter took seven shifts until they finally crossed the finish line. Rusty was deaf to the fan-fair he and Hunter received. He was too busy focusing on Finch; he seemed genuinely surprised at their arrival. 
 
      
 
    While Rusty stared at him, Hunter spoke with an official. "You two were a close second. If you didn't have that trouble early on, you could have won." 
 
      
 
    Hunter himself seemed to be distracted, taking the second place trophy without a second glance. He pulled off his headphones and approached Rusty. 
 
      
 
    "Keep your cool. You don't want to make a scene." Hunter whispered. 
 
      
 
    Rusty replied by waltzing up to Finch with a furious glare. "I know you cheated." 
 
      
 
    Finch laughed. "C'mon really? Are you going to be that guy? I thought you were better than that." A weak whisper wiped the smug smirk off Finch's face. 
 
      
 
    "Finch…" A man was on his knees, numerous cuts covering his face and a pair of handcuffs forcing his hands behind his back at an odd angle. Cris was standing behind him, a tight grip on the man's chain lead. 
 
      
 
    "Alright, tell them what you told us." Kyrel said as he shoved him forward onto his feet." A large crowd was gathered behind them, looking like something crawled out of the bowels of hell. Hunter recognized some as the other contestants. 
 
      
 
    Skäin crossed the line in time to hear his confession. Her treads were so worn half of them had fallen off. "I was order by Finch to sabotage the opposition. We're both members of Celestial Rim and needed to win this at all costs." 
 
      
 
    Finch sighed. "There's no point trying to deny this. You Dragon's Den people are persistent." A flame aura coated his feet, from which a grinding of metal on metal could be heard. "I'm only sad to say that he's failed to follow orders." Finch swung forward, delivering a kick to the man's face. 
 
      
 
    The man was flung back, coated in flames. He fell back onto Cris, who had no time to scream as the unnatural fire devoured the Orenth within him within a second. He and the man were left lifeless, unscarred as the flames dissolved with the last of the Orenth. 
 
      
 
    Finch had a smug look as the two previously hidden Drives in his shoes revealed themselves. The shocked silence was broken as Skäin took the third place trophy across Finch's head. As Finch tried to balance himself, the same thing clicked into Hunter's head before everyone else. He drew a short sword from the inside of his coat; a foot and a half in length with an octagonal box connecting the blade to the handle. 
 
      
 
    It resembled Arend' old prototype Dragon Drive, only built in a completely different style. The Korvan sat higher in the spinning ring, but the ring itself rose a good deal out from the Drive. A fixed needle connected to the blade was set into a grove around the spinning ring. Hunter spun the Drive rapidly with his hand to start it. As the Drive picked up speed, the blade began to vibrate rapidly. 
 
      
 
    Hunter pointed the tip of the blade at Finch. "I worked for hours trying to get this right. I am no master craftsman when it comes to things like this, but I've picked up a few things over the years. My Beat Drive is stronger than it seems." 
 
      
 
    Hunter struck forward, bringing his blade down in a wide arc. Finch pivoted, sending a spiraling flame kick at Hunter's head. Hunter stopped it with an elbow, combining the force with a spin as he cut across Finch's chest. 
 
      
 
    All it cut was Finch's racing suit, revealing a Y-shaped scar on his chest. Hunter could swear he could see something move under his skin. Finch retaliated quickly, knocking Hunter back with three rapid-fire kicks. Before anyone could react, Finch brought his leg up for the dramatic finale, his entire body coated in flames. Before Finch's legs reached the halfway point to Hunter's head, King flew over the crowd behind Finch and bit down on Finch's left arm, carrying a blast of wind in his wake. 
 
      
 
    King whipped his head back and forth violently, ripping Finch's arm off at the shoulder while he screamed and flopped back and forth. When his muscles finally gave, Finch was flung to the side. King grinded Finch's arm before spitting it out in a pile of bloodied flesh. Rusty threw up along with many others. Finch covered the wound with blue fire. The wound closed, scarred and tender. A man charged through the crowd, throwing Finch over his shoulder and disappearing in a sudden sandstorm. 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Oragè appeared as the sandstorm disappeared as suddenly as it showed up. "What the hell happened?" Kronth asked softly, the lack of anger in her voice unsettled Hunter. 
 
      
 
    He sat up and looked at Kronth. "Celestial Rim, the man known as Finch Goldenberg," Hunter stopped, glancing at the blood stained grass beneath him. "Killed Cris only as collateral damage." 
 
      
 
    Kronth slid down from Oragè's back. She pulled Hunter off of the ground and hugged him closely. Hunter wrapped his free hand around her. 
 
      
 
    Oragè nudged her with his nose after a while. "Kronth, we need to move him. Does he have any family?" Oragè asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth let Hunter go. "No." She shook her head. "He as an only child whose parents died at an early age. He showed up; fourteen, at the Nest and poked around a bit. None of us bothered to ask what to do." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    She was still crying, even as she tried to take control over the situation. King rested his large chin on her shoulder, blood long since licked off. "Don't. Not everyone needs to in conquerable. We all grieve at some point, as a family does for a lost member." Kronth looked up at King with a confused look, tears drying up. "You say he had no family, but you forget that you are his family; as are Oragè, Hunter, and even I. If the Guild is all he had, then that's all he needs. I guarantee that those who did this will face justice, but now is not the time for revenge." 
 
      
 
    Hunter looked up at King, tears streaming past his sunglasses. King nodded at him once. "I can't help at being amazed at how close you people can be. No Guild I have ever seen has members who care so deeply for each other. And I'm happy Arend forced me to see this and continue on." King looked back down to Kronth. "I know you have a place close by fitting or his burial." 
 
      
 
    She nodded understandingly, wiping her face with a sleeve. "I know." 
 
      
 
    Skäin helped scatter the crowd as the Dragon's Den members prepped Cris' body to be moved in the security van he, Duke, and Pike stole to the Shichland estate. King took the other body and buried him in the wasteland with a large stone marker. He promised himself to at least leave a name before leaving the grave for good. He and Kyrel did some digging in the race's records. Mark Cantè was left etched in the stone, nothing more. 
 
      
 
    Skäin insisted on attending the funeral along with a few of the scattered racing teams who lost friends as well to the tank. Malkex stayed behind to look after things for Hunter and Rusty, as well as defacing the tank Kyrel and Cris had captured. Twenty two people, including King and Oragè were standing at Cris' grave. Everyone from Dragon's Den currently at hand, Kronth's brother Kurt and her parents who happened to have arrived as everyone else did, as well as eight random Guild members including Skäin. 
 
      
 
    The storm that was once pouring over Sareville made an appearance as well, casting a part of the mountain's rain shadow as it passed overhead. 'This is the same rain.' Hunter thought as he looked up at the sky. 
 
      
 
    Kronth stepped away from the slowly diminishing group. Standing behind her grandfather's grave, she dialed Arend' number as new tears dampened her face. 
 
      
 
    Her call was met with silence. She called a different number, hoping to leave a message for Arend for when he could reach her. "Arend." She sniffed. "I need you to come back. Cris… Cris is dead. A man from Celestial Rim killed him. Please reply soon. I miss you." Kronth shut her phone, sinking back against her grandpa's gravestone. 
 
      
 
    Duke walked around and joined her. "I called everyone I know and told them what happened. I know the next couple day will be difficult, but we have to pull through. It's time to make the call." 
 
      
 
    "I know." Kronth replied, nodding. She opened her phone back up, dialing 'triple zero.' 
 
      
 
    - - Second Summit - - 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Faulken fidgeted nervously. They were on the spot at the Second Meeting of Syndicates in the Griffin Alliance. Thirty-seven of the forty-three Syndicates in the alliance had sent representatives; eighty-eight not including Kronth and Faulken. They had gathered in an undisclosed location in a gigantic atrium. Unlike in the Next, the rooms shape itself made everyone's voice audible. Kronth and Faulken sat in the center of the room, being the Guild who called the meeting. 
 
      
 
    "So why is this Low-Rank women here and not Dran?" A man from Cobalt Soiden asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm-" Kronth started. "I wasn't talking to you." He snapped. 
 
      
 
    Faulken took a shot at the man's head. That kind of behavior from him put everyone on edge. "Kronth has Dragon's Den wrapped around her finger. Dran hasn't been involved in any of the Syndicates matters, while Kronth has stepped up to dig her hands into it. She is by far the most fit to speak for the Guild." Faulken replied; gun still In hand. 
 
      
 
    "These matters for which you speak, why are they important enough for us to be called?" 
 
      
 
    "Tell that to the Pendragon waiting outside." Nojeski said as he walked into the room. Wake walked in after him, waving to Faulken and Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "So the Pendragon Hunter has decided to make an appearance." The old women from Feminine Mystics continued. Feminine Mystics was a famous Guild of only women. 
 
      
 
    "Sahna." Nojeski said with a nod to her. 
 
      
 
    "How's King?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Having fun talking to anyone around him, human or not." Wake replied. 
 
      
 
    "Enough already! Can we all agree Celestial Rim has gone too far and should be declared a hostile Guild?" A young boy from the All Boys Guild Academy, Gentle Everlast asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's a given, but why isn't Richard or Draken here?" Someone else asked. 
 
      
 
    "Draken is off inspecting an upcoming Guild in the Far East at the behest of one of his old friends. Richard is off training one of our rising stars; Arend Myshcell." Faulken replied. 
 
      
 
    They were met with a round of questions and exclamations throughout the room. It took over ten minutes to quiet them down. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't realize he was so popular." Kronth whispered to Faulken. 
 
      
 
    "You do know he has friends in high places; people who out Rank me?" He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Seriously!?" Kronth exclaimed under her breath. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but only people who deal with Korvan related things." 
 
      
 
    "So then. Celestial Rim could prove to be a problem for all of us. I think it may be a good idea to call Arend back until we find out how to counter Legendary Weapons." The older gentleman from Gentle Everlast suggested. 
 
      
 
    "I second" Sahna said, raising her hand. 
 
      
 
    "Any objections?" Faulken asked. He was met with a general murmur of "No." 
 
      
 
    "I have an idea." Kronth said, taking Faulken and everyone else by surprise. "I know a lot of you know or have heard of Arend. If we can get his contacts organized, we may be able to find out more about Celestial Rim's intents. Just in case his return takes too long." 
 
      
 
    Kronth's suggestion was met with approval from the group. Even the man from Cobalt Soiden was nodding his approval. "There's one effective way to deal with Legendary Weapons." A voice known very well came across the room. 
 
      
 
    Nem was standing at the door, his cloak wrapped like a scarf around his neck. Moon's Sonata was fully drawn, trailing behind him as he walked to the center of the room. He held his blade above his head once he reached Kronth and Faulken. "We fight back with Legendary Weapons. Both Moon's Sonata," Nem lowered his weapon. "And the Dragon Drive." 
 
      
 
    "So that's why you've been running around for so long." Sahna said as she watched Moon's Sonata. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, and throughout my journeys I've learned Celestial Rim has bullied outlying Syndicates throughout the continent. I also know of two Legendary Weapons they have yet to find. The BluZeph's Aero Fira, and Death's Ring. Kronth, I need you to push Kyrel into getting that bow for us." 
 
      
 
    "Nem, you know that will be hard." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but I'll be going home with you two. I'm sure we can find a way." Nem replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alright everyone, see ya when the world goes boom." Faulken said as he headed to the door. Within minutes, the room emptied and was sealed for use in the future. Outside, King was waiting to take Kronth and Nem back of Dragon's Den. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Alright then. You sure you have everything?" Tommori asked as two of his workers loaded Arend modified buggy. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I didn't unpack much." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The air was clean and the sun shined down of the city, much to the enjoyment of its inhabitants. The Central Foundry still smoldered, sending up a thin trail of smoke. Arend and his crew had camped out for three days to tend to the cuts and burns received from their adventure. 
 
      
 
    "Where's Corenden?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's hanging out with some of the working Floxes. He's become quite famous among them." Tommori replied. 
 
      
 
    "We're done loading Boss!" One of the black Floxes called out. 
 
      
 
    "Good! Go ahead and enjoy yourselves. Work will start back up once we get an improved design!" Tommori called back. The two black Floxes disappeared into the sky. 
 
      
 
    Richard and Michael immediately got into the buggy. Arend whistled loudly. Tommori covered his ears until the ringing stopped. "Dude. I'm sure Floxes across the city heard that." Tommori said as he shook his head. 
 
      
 
    Corenden dropped down with a group of black Floxes. Arend recognized one as the one who helped him hold the cable; he was the only one with bandaged arms. "Whatcha been up to?" Arend asked as Corenden landed beside him. 
 
      
 
    The black Floxes touched down nearby. "They showed me a few games and exercises to increase my wing strength." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    He glanced up at the sky. "It's surprisingly clear today." 
 
      
 
    "That's because of the Slipstream. It dips down just above the city, carrying away most of the smoke from the foundries. It's what keeps this place from being completely inhabitable." Tommori explained. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm… Maybe something buried under the plateau causes it." Arend suggested. 
 
      
 
    Tommori waved a hand. "That's not a worry for now. You better get going." 
 
      
 
    Arend smiled and held out his hand. Tommori took it with a heavy grip. "Think about what I said. See ya later!" Arend said as he and Tommori turned away from each other. The black Floxes left with Tommori. The bandaged one hesitated. 
 
      
 
    "Umm…" He said, reaching out to stop Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm?" Arend said he turned around. 
 
      
 
    The Pog quickly retracted his hand. "Do you think I could come with you?" He asked. Arend raised an eyebrow. "I'll work hard and follow every order you give me." He said hastily. "I just… I have nothing here. I don't have any close friends and never had any family. I've spent all my time building metal shacks and foundry buildings out of scrap metal. I need something more in my life, and I think I can find it with people like you." 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine with that." Arend said without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    It was the Pog's turn to be surprised. "Really? Just like that?" 
 
      
 
    "Arend, I don't think that's a good idea. The added weight alone would only slow us down. And I don't think desert sun and black fur would work well together." Richard said. 
 
      
 
    "He works in a bloody foundry! A desert is nothing!" Arend exclaimed. Richard shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "How efficiently can you drive this?" Michael asked, an idea forming in his head. 
 
      
 
    "With one tank I can squeeze out about 800 miles. Why?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael whispered something to Richard. "That's brilliant!" Richard exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Michael smiled. "So what's your name?" He asked the Pog. 
 
      
 
    "Iode." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well then Iode, go ahead and hop into the driver's seat. We have no time to waste." Richard said. 
 
      
 
    Iode hurried over with Arend and Corenden. Before they could get in though, Michael tossed Arend' and Corenden's bags out of the buggy. 
 
      
 
    "…What?" Arend said as he watched them land in the street. Richard had Iode start the engine and drive away. 
 
      
 
    "Wait!" Arend called after them. 
 
      
 
    "We ain't stopping Arend!" Michael yelled back. Arend cursed under his breath as he tossed his bag over his shoulder and hurried after them. Corenden retrieved his, flying alongside Arend. 
 
      
 
    The two tried to chase down the buggy as best they could, but it quickly disappeared into the distance. Corenden and Arend continued onwards without faltering, following the faint tire tracks. Twelve hours later, the sun was slowly sinking below the horizon. The exhausted Corenden and Arend were overjoyed to find the others resting around a campfire just as the sun disappeared. 
 
      
 
    "Heeey!" Richard called as if they haven't seen each other in a long time. 
 
      
 
    If Arend wasn't exhausted and drenched in his own sweat he would have punched him. "Shove it. Eat and sleep is all I'm going to do." Arend replied, sinking the closer he got to the buggy. 
 
      
 
    Iode handed him and Corenden their rations. The two downed them and then promptly collapse onto their luggage in the buggy. Arend was asleep with his face buried in Corenden's unwashed fur before his wait even passed through the frame, leaving his legs dangling behind him. Corenden was unable to object, already spread eagle and drooling slightly. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure it wasn't too cruel to do that?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nonsense! They wanted my training, and this is what they get." Richard replied as he sipped his water ration. 
 
      
 
    "I don't see how Arend could have made it though. Not only was he carrying that heavy bag of his, but he ran a twelve hour marathon through desert. Corenden can fly and the winds blow this direction this time of year, so he isn't that much of a surprise. I was expecting to have to turn around to save his ass from animals." Michael said. 
 
      
 
    "Well, that's a hard thing to explain. Due to certain circumstances, Arend is human with Pendragon Orenth mixed in his own, and functioning on an artificial heart made of Grey Adamtinium." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Michael gaped. "How is that even possible?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know; it's not my place to talk of these things." Richard said with a glance at Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Let's sleep then. We can figure it all out in the morning." Iode said as he laid his head against the tire of the buggy. The other two fell asleep as well soon after. 
 
      
 
    Arend awoke late in the morning, somewhere around 9:30 by his estimate. He and Corenden were sleeping next to each other on everyone's luggage as Iode drove. When they passed over a bump, Corenden was tossed up into his face. Needless to say, he woke up. Arend stretched, his muscles sore all the way to the bone. His legs felt like jelly and his arms left like they were going to fall off. Corenden sat in a daze on Arend' bag, wobbling as his mind drifted in and out of consciousness. 
 
      
 
    "I see you're awake now." Richard said from the forward seats. 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you wake me earlier?" Arend asked as he rolled over onto the backseat. Michael passed back his breakfast. 
 
      
 
    "You're kidding right?" Iode asked as Arend tore into the slightly salty jerky. 
 
      
 
    "You two were sleeping like rocks. We had a hard enough time making sure you two didn't fall out." Michael explained. 
 
      
 
    "That and I'm not that cruel of a person." Richard added. 
 
      
 
    By ten, Arend was awake enough to work on possible designs for a functional Dragon Drive. Corenden was spread out on top of the frame. "This is nice." Michael said as he leaned back to catch more sun. 
 
      
 
    "Are you insane!?" Corenden exclaimed. "It's too damn hot!" 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me but I grew up with this. It's considerably cool for this time of year." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Face it Michael, It's hot. And don't forget he's covered in fur." Richard said as he tried to hide under Corenden in the back seat. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine; black, thicker fur, more surface area, but I can barely notice it." Iode said. "You have no idea what working in a foundry is like." Michael and Richard glanced at him. "Oh yeah…" Iode said when he remembered how they charged into a super heated foundry a few days prior. 
 
      
 
    "I have something that can beat that. Ever survive an explosion capable of fusing Korvan? An Axis force field can only block so much." Arend said, not looking up from his work. 
 
      
 
    Iode and Michael glanced back at Richard. He tapped the area on his chest above his heart. Iode turned back to the endless sandy desert wasteland and Michael pulled out a book and began to write. He wrote down ever detail since Yitkin, looking over what he wrote back in the city while in the hospital. He made a side note to ask about Arend' heart and past working conditions. 
 
      
 
    At noon, the group ate lunch under the protection of a rock shelf. They were close to the Scale Steppes and had just passed through the Dunes. "Rock from here onward" as Michael put it. Corenden and Iode flew up high to get a better look at the area. Michael and Arend wandered about a hundred yards away to a large cylindrical rock structure that stood out to the surrounding rugged edges. 
 
      
 
    Using the sun, Michael began working on a position. Arend climbed higher that Michael, all the way to the slightly mushroomed top. Arend dangled his legs off the edge, tilting his head back and forth at the faded runes between his legs. A shadow passed overhead. Corenden and Iode were diving incredibly fast at the rocky shelf where Richard was. 
 
      
 
    Arend heard a yell and the buggy rocketed out from under the shelf, leaving Corenden and Iode coughing in the dust they kicked up. By then, Arend and Michael had already arrived. Their bags had been scattered, trailing in the direction the buggy went. 
 
      
 
    "What happened?" Arend asked as he retrieved his stuff. 
 
      
 
    "A group of people subdued Richard and drove off with the buggy." Corenden replied. "He managed to throw out all our stuff before they handcuffed him and knocked him out." 
 
      
 
    Michael picked up a fist sized piece of metal from the ground. It was a heavy medallion with "Dragon Hunters" engraved in black and gold. "That's a little ironic." Michael said as he tossed it to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "If he was a member of Dragon's Den." Arend replied, slipping it into his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Are we going after them or…?" Iode asked, trailing off with a wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    "We can't follow them." Arend said. "Not for a lack of safe transport, but because I doubt we would know where they're headed." 
 
      
 
    "We need to find the nomads I spoke of. They may be able to point us somewhere and offer supplies." Michael said as he strapped on his backpack. 
 
      
 
    "But what about Richard?" Corenden asked, retrieving his satchel. 
 
      
 
    Iode threw Corenden's tiny bag of supplies over his shoulder along with his own. "I doubt they don't know who he is. They won't harm him if they plan on getting a ransom." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "We need to get moving. Regardless of his fate, we won't survive long if we don't travel quickly." Arend turned to Michael. "We're counting on you to guide us." 
 
      
 
    Michael shook his head and let out a sigh. "There is only one way to get there with these supplies." Michael looked out in the direction of the Steppes. "Through the Scale Steppes." 
 
      
 
    "How is that a problem anyway?" Arend asked, remembering what Felix had said. 
 
      
 
    "They are a warping of land caused by the Great Wars. This entire region was a battle field for centuries. Many monsters live now in the overturned masses of bedrock we call the Scale Steppes." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Then I guess we'll have no choice to pass through. We can't afford to wait till nightfall." Arend said as he started forward. Michael took the lead. They headed southwest over the increasingly rough ground. The first 'scale' was visible long before they reached it. 
 
      
 
    It was a foot thick slab of bedrock sticking out of the earth at an angle. They formed a single line behind Michael as they slowly ascended to the end of the scale. For into the distance, more of the scales could be seen, some sticking up at harsher inclines than others. Twisted pillars of rock and the occasional hole was the only thing that broke the pattern. 
 
      
 
    A ten foot drop separated the top of their scale and the one below. Corenden ferried Arend down. Against Michael's objections, Iode brought him down in a silent panic. As Michael calmed down, Arend took a look at the underside of the scale. The stone underneath was swirled and twisted; discolored like a scab. 
 
      
 
    "I'm okay now." Michael said. "I'm okay with heights, but not flying." 
 
      
 
    Iode shrugged innocently. "Would you rather have a broken leg?" 
 
      
 
    The four lined back up, with Arend at the rear and Corenden keeping a sharp eye out on Iode's head. The second scale was much larger and had a much weaker incline. It took twenty minutes to reach the edge of it. There was only a three foot drop and the group quickly scrambled onto the next scale. When Arend touched down, he took the opportunity to touch the underside of the scale. 
 
      
 
    "It's really hard!" Arend exclaimed, taking his modified meat tenderizer to the twisted rock. 
 
      
 
    "How else do you think they can stand?" Michael asked, continuing onwards. Arend managed to break off a small chuck before following. 
 
      
 
    The edge of the next scale curved up slightly, and was much shorter than the others. "This one broke." Arend declared as they neared the edge. 
 
      
 
    Michael dropped straight to the ground. Without hesitation, the others did as well. "What is it?" Arend asked as he crawled forward. 
 
      
 
    "Pendragons." Was all Michael could say. Arend glanced over the ledge. About thirty feet down in a small basin were three sand colored Pendragons. They were significantly smaller than King; only a few inches taller than Iode. They seemed to be talking to each other. 
 
      
 
    "They don't seem unfriendly. Wanna go say 'hi', Corenden?" Arend asked, turning to his left. 
 
      
 
    Corenden shrugged. "Alright." 
 
      
 
    Arend popped up, standing at the edge of the ledge. He whistled out a short tune. The Pendragons glanced up. "Hellooo!" Arend called down with a wave. Corenden sat on his back, waving as well. Corenden quickly brought Arend down to the side opposite the Pendragons. 
 
      
 
    "They're fucking crazy!" Michael whispered to Iode. 
 
      
 
    The Pendragons grouped together, eyeing Arend and Corenden cautiously. "My name is Arend, this is Corenden." Arend said, introducing himself and Corenden. 
 
      
 
    The Pendragons didn't reply. While to everyone else they looked remarkably similar, Arend noticed a few details that set them apart from each other. From left to Right; She, as Arend guessed it, was a slimmer build and a lighter shade than the other two. Grey-blue eyes full of curiosity, she seemed the least hostile. 
 
      
 
    The largest one in the middle had a single discolored arm, a dirty red that ran from toe up to his right shoulder. His left ear was the same color, with splotches around his left eye. His tan eyes remained emotionless, watching Arend and Corenden closely. The last one, most likely the youngest, stood slightly behind the middle one. He was about a foot shorter than the female. Three lines of brown curled softly around his back and down his right side, ending at his belly. His eyes were a lighter shade of tan than the middle one. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you here?" The middle one asked. 
 
      
 
    "We're looking for the nomads that live in the 1000 mile canyon. A friend of ours was kidnapped and our transportation stolen." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "The Cha-Lac tribe? Why are you interested in them?" The female asked. 
 
      
 
    "I need material to redesign my weapon." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "What about you?" She asked Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "I'm training with him. I have to be stronger if I'm going to be in a Guild." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Michael's terrified voice could be heard. Arend glanced back at the ledge. Iode leapt from it, carrying Michael under one arm. A mass of gigantic scorpions came launched themselves over the ledge after them. As Michael and Iode ran from them, the Pendragons laughed. The three of them pounced on the scorpions, killing them with quick bites to their soft underbelly. 
 
      
 
    Arend killed a few himself with supercharged shots from one of the guns he got in Chewek. Any of the survivors scuttled away into the darkness. "I'm going to need your lamp again Michael." Arend said as he piled up the bodies of the scorpions he killed. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Michael asked as Corenden retrieved the lamp. 
 
      
 
    "Seems like a good lunch." Arend replied as he set up the lamp to cook the scorpions. 
 
      
 
    "You're kidding right?" Iode asked; a sick look on his face. 
 
      
 
    "We need to take advantage of whatever we can. Shut up and pick one." Arend replied as he dug into Michael's bag and produced a few metal skewers. 
 
      
 
    "How did you know those were in there?" Michael asked him. Arend shrugged. Corenden joined him, skewering one of the smaller scorpions like Arend had. Michael and Iode distanced themselves from Arend and Corenden. 
 
      
 
    The Pendragons watched the exchange with great amusement. "Don't eat the tail Corenden, there's no telling what the poison would do to you." Arend said as he rotated his meal over Michael's blazing lamp. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think he knows those will taste horribly bitter to him?" The female whispered to her comrades. 
 
      
 
    "The Pog will be fine since his tastes are similar to ours, but I have no doubt he's going to choke on it." The stained one said as he dug into his meal. 
 
      
 
    "You two are insane." Michael said as Corenden and Arend took their first bite. 
 
      
 
    The Pendragons watched with excited anticipation. They were surprise at Arend' reaction. "Hmm…Not bad. Needs a little salt." Arend wolfed down the remainder of the scorpion, setting aside their thick shells as he devoured the soft insides. He was munching on the tails of his and Corenden's meal when the Pendragons approached. 
 
      
 
    "Just who are you?" The stained one asked. 
 
      
 
    "More importantly, what." The female added. 
 
      
 
    "I can't answer with anything definite, since I'm rather unsure myself." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "I-I have a question." The shy one asked. Arend tilted his head. "Why is it you and your white friend approached us so casually while the other two were afraid?" 
 
      
 
    "Simple." Arend replied. "I've dealt with Pendragons before." 
 
      
 
    "I assume you know about Ace? The Black Monster?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    The three nodded slowly, wary of their association to the dark Pendragon. "I killed them because he killed my family." Arend said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    The three were naturally skeptical. "You? Don't you think you're a bit too scrawny to claim such a thing?" The female asked. 
 
      
 
    "Three reasons, no wait- six. One, I had a super weapon with a True Safeguard. Two, I have an artificial heart made of grey Adamtinium. Three, I have Orenth from a Pendragon infused with my own. Four, that Pendragon's brother helped me in the fight. Five, I got help from the last member of the Shadow Clan, and finally, High Ranking members of my Guild." Arend listed them off in quick succession. 
 
      
 
    "Who was the Pendragon that helped you?" The female asked, expecting to catch him in his lies. 
 
      
 
    "King." Arend replied, finishing off the last of the scorpions. 
 
      
 
    "So the white one lives!" The stained Pendragon exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Due to his guilt involving my family's death, he put himself under my command." Arend continued, holding up the hand with the grey ring. 
 
      
 
    The three immediately backed away. "No human can control a Pendragon." The stained one said. 
 
      
 
    "Who says I'm completely human?" Arend asked as he waved the skewer back and forth. 
 
      
 
    "You know such involvement with our kind makes you a danger to all Pendragons?" A fourth Pendragon asked as it joined the others from somewhere above. 
 
      
 
    He was significantly larger than the others, but nowhere near King's size. "Just how many Pendragons are in this desert!?" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "There are other groups like ours throughout the different Steppes in this region. The stigma of these lands usually prevents any of us from being discovered. My name is Seing." 
 
      
 
    "Arend, Corenden, Iode Michael." Arend replied, naming them as they raised a hand. 
 
      
 
    "As interesting as this all is, we need to get going." Arend said as he stuffed the shells into his bag and returned Michael's lamp back to normal. 
 
      
 
    "You won't get out of here before nightfall." The stained one said. 
 
      
 
    "I don't care. Our friend needs our help. We have to get to the nomads as soon as possible." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "I have a proposition for you. In return for not telling of our presence here, my children and I can bring you to the nomads." Seing offered. 
 
      
 
    "Those are you kids?" Corenden asked. "What are their names? They never bothered to tell us." 
 
      
 
    Seing frowned, glaring back at his children. "I know I didn't raise you three to be so rude. Hurry up and introduce yourselves!" 
 
      
 
    "My name's Siv." The female said. 
 
      
 
    "Kenter." The stained one said. 
 
      
 
    "Cell." The last one said. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Now what do you say on my proposition?" Seing asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I don't see why not. It's for our benefit all the way anyway." 
 
      
 
    Seing crouched down. Without hesitation, Arend hopped on. Corenden flew over to Cell, felling almost weightless to him. Michael awkwardly scrambled onto Siv. Iode and Kenter stared at each other for a long time. 
 
      
 
    "We both don't want to do this. Can we agree on that?" Kenter asked. Iode nodded. "The sooner we get this over with the better." Kenter grunted as Iode climbed onto his back. 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you tell us about yourself? We don't get many visitors." Seing suggested. 
 
      
 
    "I myself would like to know more about Arend." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    "I have to agree on that." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hold on." Arend said with a grin. Michael and Iode had a confused look. Seing leapt skyward, landing on the next scale. The other three followed soon after. 
 
      
 
    "AAAAA-" Michael screamed all the way up. 
 
      
 
    "For most of my life…" Arend began. 
 
      
 
    - - Home? - - 
 
      
 
    Kyrel stood before the gates of the BluZeph mansion. A massive spread of land in the far west of Karakas. The fire city of Fírstŏn was a short journey to the south. Kyrel was no longer dressed in his usual cloths. A blue blazer, black slacks, and dark blue dress shoes replaced them. He still wore his gloves as a reminder of his Guild membership. His usual clothing was stashed with a few toiletries in a suitcase in his right hand. 
 
      
 
    His hair was slick and combed back. He began his long walk up the blue-cobble driveway. The front garden was lush and filled with many vivid flowers. The occasional garden hand glanced his way briefly as he passed. To the left of the front doors, an ornately carved round wooden table was set out in the yard with matching chairs. Seated at it were affluent blue-eyed, orange-haired people enjoying afternoon tea. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel stopped at the edge of the driveway, his family three steps away. 
 
      
 
    "Father." Kyrel said, holding his head high. 
 
      
 
    He received no reply from the older gentleman sitting at the table. The others seated with him made no acknowledgement of Kyrel's presence. Even the butler made no move as he stood beside the man. A shift in the air stirred Kyrel's cloths. 
 
      
 
    "Erasur Iso-Zenith BluZeph!" King barked from Kyrel's side. 
 
      
 
    The old gentleman leapt back out of his chair, a look of shock on his face. "King! Why are you here!?" Kyrel demanded. 
 
      
 
    "I know what it's like facing your family like this. I came because all of Arend' friends are my own. You need someone who isn't afraid of these air-headed people." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "You… Why are you here?" Erasur asked, loosening his tie as if there was a fight to be had. 
 
      
 
    "If I was here to fight you, you would know." King replied. 
 
      
 
    Erasur lowered his hands slightly. The butler cleaned the spilt tea and picked back up the chair without a second glance at King. A young women about sixteen and in a pink frilly dress spoke up. 
 
      
 
    "Daddy, why are you so uncomposed?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry my dear, but this monster and I have fought long ago. His kind has a tendency to hold bitter grudges." Erasur replied. 
 
      
 
    King's tail twitched, but he held his tongue. Kyrel spoke again. "Father…" He took a tentative step forward. 
 
      
 
    "Stop." Erasur looked more through Kyrel than at him. Kyrel stopped, his foot tickling the tips of the grass beneath. King nudged him forward, forcing him onto the grass. Erasur frowned. A servant stepped past Kyrel, whispering something to Erasur. Leaving with the servant, he said something under his breath to the butler. "Watch the Pendragon… And him as well." The butler bowed his heady slightly in reply. 
 
      
 
    The butler stepped before King. "My name is Walter Bleath; I shall be your escort during your time here." He said with a bow. King nodded his head in respect. 
 
      
 
    "Do you know when I can speak with my father?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "The Master of the House shall be available for dinner, as he usually finishes business by then." Walter turned back to King. "The main hall is large enough for you to be present, but some preparations are needed." 
 
      
 
    "Too dirty?" King asked. 
 
      
 
    The butler nodded. "In the mean time I suggest taking a look at the gardens around the estate. Flora from every land can be found here." Walter suggested. 
 
      
 
    King shook his head. "I've seen enough of such plants. In my time, I've traveled much of this world. I am however, interested in a few things in your libraries." King replied. 
 
      
 
    Walter raised his eyebrows. "I did not know you could read." 
 
      
 
    "I'm over 900 years old. You pick up things after a while." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "Very well. While you are properly bathed I will have the librarian look for your requests and have them delivered to the dining hall for you pleasure." Walter said as he walked to the south, waving King after him. 
 
      
 
    Walter led them into a small courtyard with a tall, gapless wooden fence. Locking the gate behind them, Walter relaxed slightly and called a group of maids into the courtyard. 
 
      
 
    King sat down, yawning widely. "This Pendragon is a guest here, but needs to be properly cleaned before he is to be allowed inside." Walter explained to them. 
 
      
 
    "Don't you think this is demeaning?" Kyrel asked as the maids fetched tubs, brushes, and lots of shampoo. 
 
      
 
    "Kyrel do you know how demeaning it is to have to clean yourself with your tongue? The last time I got treatment like this was before Kronth and Arend' night out. I'd much prefer a good scrubbing by some lovely ladies than leaving my fur to the whim of the wind." King replied. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel stepped back away from the splash zone as the maids began their work. Walter shimmied over to stand next to him. The two watched as King was bathed. To start off, King was soaked with a series of hoses that where then turned to the tubs. Climbing up stepladders, they stared the arduous task of brushing out the dirt and grime from his fur. 
 
      
 
    As King got worked over, Kyrel and Walter talked. "Things haven't changed much." Kyrel remarked. 
 
      
 
    "No Master Kyrel, things have changed." Walter replied. "Since you left and joined a Guild, it's become very quiet around here, but not a powerful silence. I do not understand why he treats you like he does, but it was going against his wishes that infuriated him." Walter replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's because my father's afraid of tarnishing the family name, a name he refuses to set on me and yet still tries to control me." Kyrel replied harshly. 
 
      
 
    "The Master was raised like that, as was his father before him. He only wants to protect what they've worked so hard for." Walter said. 
 
      
 
    "That's just it!" Kyrel exclaimed. "I've worked hard to get myself where I am. He's just too busy 'working' to see what his oldest son has been building for himself! What they've worked so hard for can never grow if they try to shelter it. It takes a few disasters for something to better itself." Walter didn't reply. 
 
      
 
    King was into his third shampoo cycle when Walter spoke. "You're young Kyrel. You have a whole lifetime ahead of you and yet you speak like someone who's already given up on himself. You can't give up on what he's done for you. The passing of your mother brought him to his knees. It was the second time I've seen him cry, the first being when he learned your mother was pregnant with you. 
 
      
 
    "He truly loves you no matter what you think. You are all that remains of her and he wants to make sure you last in this unforgiving world. I believe he's forced to be so callous to you lest the Head of the Family cast you out completely." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not here to rekindle relationships." Kyrel replied. "My friends need something from him and I've come to collect." Kyrel walked away, leaving his suitcase with Walter. 
 
      
 
    King watched him go, but made no move to follow. Walter left to convey King's request to pull a few things from the libraries' shelves. A few hours later, King's fur was cleaner than it ever had been before. He dried off high above before landing at the front doors. Walter awkwardly slid off his back. 
 
      
 
    "That was fantastic. I never knew flying felt so free." Walter said as he brushed a few stray hairs back into place. 
 
      
 
    "You're one of few that have ridden a Pendragon, let alone one like me." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "How so?" Walter asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not all Pendragons can fly. What makes it so we can is completely arbitrary. Some entire families can, or just one out of all of them. My brother was also able to fly." King explained. 
 
      
 
    "I take it he was a victim of the Pendragon Hunts?" Walker asked, taking a hint at King's tone. King nodded. 
 
      
 
    Walter dipped his head in respect. The two walked through the front doors. The entrance hall was gigantic, and King found it easy to maneuver in the high ceilings and wide rooms of the mansion. 
 
      
 
    "These halls were once home to BluZephs that could lift upwards of a ton with their powers and fly on the wind itself." Walter said as he gazed lovingly at the swirling designs on the walls. 
 
      
 
    King laid down at the end of the dining hall, which spanned the entire width of the mansion. Two large windows were at either side, letting in the sunlight and fantastic gardens surrounding the mansion. Walter stood by King's side as a servant left to see where the librarian was so King can get his books. The servant came back with a curious librarian and a stack of books in his hands. 
 
      
 
    "A Pendragon!" The librarian exclaimed as he adjusted his glasses. 
 
      
 
    "He came with Master Kyrel. He will be waiting here until dinner." Walter explained. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Fole Crawly." He said as he bowed to King. "So, just how old are you?" Fole asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not that it matters, but about 965 years. Fole's eyebrows shot up. "So you were alive during the last two Great Wars." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but I'd rather forget them. Nothing good comes from those times. Every technological advancement came at the cost of millions of lives. Those wars almost wiped humans off the face of the planet." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "So the billions of lives lost aren't just a myth?" Foe said with a scared look. 
 
      
 
    "Neither was the dragon. But the numbers would be closer to trillions if you factor in non-human deaths and the centuries where any kind of conception, human or not, was near impossible. There's a reason the world's population never recovered for 600 years." King said. 
 
      
 
    Fole, Walter, and the servant were shocked. "However, the planet developed a neat trick to prevent such a thing from ever happening again. Possession and Changed didn't appear until 200 years ago, when conception returned to normal." King continued. 
 
      
 
    Fole was enchanted by King's words, pulling out a ragged book and scribbling down what King had said. "You are the world's most important source of information." 
 
      
 
    It was well past nightfall when dinner was finally served. Erasur and the two blue-eyed BluZephs sat at the far end of the long table along with Kyrel's stepmother, Kyrel at the opposite end with King. The day-shift servant and maids ate with them, filling the space in between. The table was laid out with foods of many kinds. From simple, single ingredient dishes to complex ones only a master chef could produce. King didn't go unnoticed; the head chef personally looked up an array of dishes he would like and set it out on a large platter for King to enjoy. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel only picked at his food, effectively swirling it around in ever smaller circles. He finally stopped when half the food on the table was gone and King was on his third platter, much to the chef's pleasure. "Father, I need the Aero Fìra." Kyrel said suddenly. Erasur stopped mid-bite, looking down the table at Kyrel as the piece of steak on his fork slowly leaked its juices. 
 
      
 
    Slowly setting his fork down, he addressed Kyrel. "Why?" Kyrel was taken slightly off guard by how quickly he replied. 
 
      
 
    "Celestial Rim, a Guild organized with people who wield Legendary Weapons has become aggressive. The Guild Alliance has declared them hostile and the chance for a war is great. The Legendary Weapons have to be hidden to prevent their advantage from increasing." 
 
      
 
    Erasur laughed, joined in by Kyrel's half-siblings. "You should go ask that man Arend for help! He's more likely to help your cause than you are capable of wielding the bow!" Kyrel's half-brother said in between laughs. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel let out his own laugh, silencing the others. The servants continued to eat quietly. "You don't know what Guild I am in do you?" Kyrel was met with shrugs. "I'm a member of Dragon's Den, the same Guild as Arend." 
 
      
 
    "I can vouch for him. I'm currently under Arend' command." King added. 
 
      
 
    Erasur's eyebrows shot up. "This man must be truly something if he was able to tame you. Maybe a Myshcell could benefit more from the bow than a dirty BluZeph." Erasur's outspoken thoughts were cut short when King crushed the table under his massive paws. He was nose-to-nose with Erasur. 
 
      
 
    "Kyrel is my friend. I don't care if you must disown him, but speaking of him like he's a weakling insults me, Arend, and the entirety of Dragon's Den." Kyrel's half siblings had stepped back from the table, ready to face King head on. 
 
      
 
    Erasur hadn't moved. He took his napkin and wiped the splattered food off of his face. In a single motion, Erasur shot to his feet and delivered a backhanded slap across King's muzzle. 
 
      
 
    King went flying into a wall. "Know your place Pendragon." Erasur straightened his coat and turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel shot over the table, punching Erasur as hard as he could across the hall. A blast of wind shifted the furniture and scattered the food. Erasur landed on his feet, steadied by his own wind. Kyrel's stepmother and half siblings were in a state of shock. The servants had the same shocked look. 
 
      
 
    Erasur gingerly touched the bruise on his cheek. "This isn't a matter of family pride!" Kyrel shouted. "There's more at stake than the 'household name.' A good man has died because some jackass caught him in the cross fire! Because of his mistake, the Alliance has looked deeper into Celestial Rim and we've discovered they've destroyed numerous Syndicates in search of the Legendary Weapons! Others surrendered and were forced to act as they ordered! 
 
      
 
    "I may be weak in your eyes, but I'm strong. Strong enough to face you for my friends. Strong enough to fight against any Legendary Weapon to protect them. Right now you have two choices; fight alongside us or be destroyed by Celestial Rim. I know you're too stubborn to let them control you." The dining hall was silent. The servants hadn't started cleaning due to the intense presence Kyrel had as he stared down his father. 
 
      
 
    "He's right my dear." Kyrel's stepmother said. "If you truly want a strong heir, look to the boy that is staring you down like you were the one who killed his friend." 
 
      
 
    Walter spoke up as well. "Kyrel has never been a bad child. He tried time and time again to reach the lofty goals you set for him. These friends of his in Dragon's Den must be spectacular if he can face a man like you without fear in his heart." Walter's words were met with a murmur of agreement from the servants. 
 
      
 
    Erasur let out a long sigh. "He has gotten more confidence since he left. As long as he can handle Aero Fìra's power, I have no qualms with him taking it." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel's eyes lit up. "Thank yo-" King leapt over Kyrel, destroying a gigantic ball of molten rock with a powerful head butt. The force of their impact knocked King back like Erasur had done previously. 
 
      
 
    A man was standing just outside the dining hall, a hole broken through the large window. Shards of glass fell around him as he stepped across the threshold. Pieces of the molten rock set fire to the area around them. He had orange tinted grey eyes and black speckled grey hair. A black bomber jacket with bright orange fluff covered his chest. A pair of black leather pants and black boots completed the outfit. A large handgun was in his left hand, the barrel larger than Kyrel's fist. 
 
      
 
    "Franken." Erasur said quietly, his eyebrows narrowing into a harsh frown. His eyes however, were filled with fear. "All of you get out of here. Out air skills are useless to his earth. Nor do they stand a chance against Felsen Soul." 
 
      
 
    The man raised the gun. "So you know what this is. It took me a long time to find it, but now I can avenge my sister." He took five rapid shots at Erasur. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel didn't skip a beat, rushing forward at the cluster of earthen bullets, he raised a single hand. With a quick swipe, they flew into the wall. "It seems my sister's spirit lives on. It must be embarrassing to have an earth user in the family." Franken said mockingly as he stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel charged at him, his speed enhanced by the wind at his back. Leaping mid-charge, Kyrel pulled his arm back, delivering a punch directly to Franken's chest as his feet contacted the floor. 
 
      
 
    He skidded back, boots digging into the stone floor beneath him. He had his hands up near his face, lowering them cautiously. "Earth isn't all I can move." Kyrel said as he raised his fists. The servants, Kyrel's stepmother and his half-siblings evacuated the mansion. Walter and Fole checked up on King. 
 
      
 
    Franked unleashed a semi-automatic barrage of molten bullets at Kyrel and his retreating family. Kyrel scattered the lot of them with a blast of wind. "My supposed weakness has given me a second strength. I'm as skilled in manipulating earth as I am with the wind. I suggest you watch yourself. Neither the heavens nor the earth can protect you from me." 
 
      
 
    "Then I guess I'll have to go in between." Franken replied as he sent six iced rock bullets Kyrel's way. Before Kyrel could deflect them, Franken pierced them with super-fast molten rock. The sudden heating of the frozen stone made the water boil out in an explosion of hot and cold. "I have a stronger force! I suggest you give me your best if you expect to win." Franken taunted as he waited for his weapon to cool. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel grinned. "You're not worth my best." 
 
      
 
    Franken frowned. He raised Felsen Soul with two hands. "Try this then." He replied as he unleashed a shot of black earth that expanded out to about twenty feet before it reached Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel stopped it with just his finger tips. Kyrel slowly raised his hands, holding the sphere of rock above him. 
 
      
 
    "Father, I need your help." Kyrel said as the sphere of rock pushed through the roof above him. "I need you to distract him." 
 
      
 
    "Franken!" Erasur shouted, stepping forward. "Stop this childish game! There is no need to destroy the house further. Stop now and Aero Fìra is yours." 
 
      
 
    Franken shot Erasur in the shoulder, following up with shots at anything that wasn't burning or broken. "There is no deal to be made here. I will get my revenge and I will leave with the bow." Franken said as he approached Erasur. Kyrel began to snicker. 
 
      
 
    Franken glanced up to him, Felsen Soul still pressed against Erasur's head. The air around Kyrel was warping, spinning around him in tight, whirlwind formations. The stone beneath Kyrel's feet began to sink. 
 
      
 
    "Oh my God! He's absorbing the Orenth of Nature!" Fole shouted. 
 
      
 
    Franken backed away slightly. "He's bridging the gap. As long as he uses it immediately, he should be fine." King said as he struggled to his feet. "Go get the old man Walter, he should leave." King said as he leaned against Fole. 
 
      
 
    Fole was forced to a nearly 45 degree angle to keep King from crushing him. Walter hurried over to Erasur. "Come, we need to go." Walter said as he tugged at Erasur's good shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "No, I need to stay here." Erasur replied as he pulled away, standing with his left arm limp. Walter hooked Erasur under the arms. He winced as Walter dragged him back. 
 
      
 
    "He'll be fine. He's your son." Erasur didn't struggle as Walter carried him out the door and into the garden. 
 
      
 
    "What's that?" Erasur asked as he looked up at the sky. A ball of blue and orange blazed high above. 
 
      
 
    "Meteora." King replied as he glanced skyward. 
 
      
 
    A few seconds after King's reply, the ball shot back down to where it came from in an instant. A single pillar of spiraling orange and blue Orenth lit up the sky. A massive shockwave shook the air and earth simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    The BluZeph mansion was nothing but a crater. Molten rock cooled in a tight spiral and any remaining wood smoldered. Franken was sprawled out near the center of the crater. Kyrel stood near the edge, an orange and blue aura surrounding him. He slid down the side of the crater, stopping near Franken. He bent down and picked up Felsen Soul. 
 
      
 
    "You're good." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel whipped around. The man wielding the Sun based Legendary Weapons was standing at the edge of the crater. He still wore the same red armor, but the helmet Arend had cut was still missing. He had a neatly trimmed white mullet with two streaks of yellow crossing on either side of his head. They reminded Kyrel of Nem's own markings. His eyes were the usual grey, but a line of yellow cut horizontally through both. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you here?" Kyrel demanded, raising Felsen Soul. 
 
      
 
    The man pointed down to Franken. "I'm here to clean up loose ends." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why should I let you?" Kyrel growled. 
 
      
 
    "Pull the trigger." The man said as he pointed at Felsen Soul. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel was happy to oblige, but nothing happened. After a short pause, a discharge from the gun so strong that it blew itself out of Kyrel's hand and ripped his sleeve all the way to his elbow. 
 
      
 
    "Sonova-!" Kyrel exclaimed as he grabbed his singed arm. 
 
      
 
    The man slid down the side of the crater to Franken's body. "Fool. You don't have enough control over the individual parts of your Orenth to use such a weapon. A delicate flow has to be established, and only a specific ratio of Orenth other than earth is required to achieve other elemental attacks." He explained as he drew his sword. 
 
      
 
    "What are-?" Kyrel started as he looked up from his arm. 
 
      
 
    "I told you." The man took a single slash at Franken's unconscious body. In a blinding flash of light, Franken's body was incinerated. "I'm cleaning up loose ends." He replied as he sheathed his sword. He began to walk away. "Good luck in our future encounters." He said before disappearing over the edge of the crater. Kyrel retrieved Felsen Soul. 
 
      
 
    As he walked up the side of the crater to where his family waited, he noticed a piece of wood, unburned, sticking out from the molten rock. As he pulled it out with his good hand, he realized it was a bow. Aero Fìra was a single curve bow made from blue wood with two sky-blue Korvan at either end. He marched up the remainder of the crater. When he passed his father, he said: "If you finally want to live freely, come with me." 
 
      
 
    - - Serephs and Dragons - - 
 
      
 
    The sun was far below the horizon. Seing and his children were still carrying Arend and his group. The others had fallen asleep, but Arend was still wide awake on Seing's back. "Are you sure you don't want to sleep?" Seing asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not tired." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "You're with no doubt related to King." Siv said. 
 
      
 
    "That seems to become more evident as time goes on." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "From what I can tell, it may be your Drive that stirs up the Pendragon Orenth within you, manifesting as a stronger body and enhanced senses." Cell suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Can't complain. I find these changes quite useful. Who knows how strong I'll end up being." Arend said as he looked up at the sky. 
 
      
 
    "We're almost there. You can see the lights of the forge." Seing said. 
 
      
 
    The thousand mile canyon was just ahead; a black river in a moonlit landscape. A red glow lit up the small section directly in front of them. Seing stopped just before the edge. 
 
      
 
    "This is as far as we can go. We still want to keep our presence a secret from the nomads." Seing explained as Arend dismounted. "I wish you luck in your future conflicts. We will be sure to spread the word of Ace's death and your struggles. You may find quite a few Pendragons on your side if a war breaks out." 
 
      
 
    Seing's children woke the others. "It's been an honor." Arend said with a bow to Seing. 
 
      
 
    The four Pendragons had disappeared back into the Steppes before anyone was awake enough to say something. "So Mr. Pendragon, what were you two talking about?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing that matters. Michael, how shall we go from here? Just drop down and say 'hi?'" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael rubbed the sleep from his eyes. "There should be guards posted at the path to the camp. When they see me with you, they'll let us pass." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Alright then." Arend stuck his fingers into his mouth and whistled. It echoed across the canyon. 
 
      
 
    Michael flinched at the piercing sound. "Why did you do that?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    A shadow was moving in their direction. "Ahoy hoy!" Arend called to it. "You know Michael Fastern right?" Arend pushed Michael forward with a slap on the back. 
 
      
 
    The shadow stopped. A small lantern was lit and a black cloak removed. "How did you know I was there?" A dark skinned boy asked as he stepped forward to the group. 
 
      
 
    "I could see you." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The boy only had a leather loin cloth and a pair of sandals. An assorted bone necklace was hanging around his neck. His hair was the same sun bleached color as Michael's. 
 
      
 
    "But only Pendragons can see through the cloak." He said with a frown. 
 
      
 
    "Sill, is that you?" Michael asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" The boy declared proudly. 
 
      
 
    "I see you've finally had that growth spurt!" Michael laid a hand on the boy's shoulder, standing about an inch lower than his armpit. 
 
      
 
    Two other shadows approached. "Ello!" Arend called to them with a wave. They stopped, glancing at each other and making confused gestures towards Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Don't bother asking, it won't make things any clearer." Michael called out, not knowing who Arend was greeting. 
 
      
 
    The two removed their cloaks. They had the same tanned skin and bleached hair. They both had the same style loin cloth as Sill, but their necklaces had many more bones on them. 
 
      
 
    "It's been a while Michael." One of them said. He was a few inches taller than Arend, with a much greater bulk. 
 
      
 
    The other was built similarly to Arend, same height and with lean and powerful muscles. Each had a crossbow made completely out of metal without a Matrix, intriguing Arend greatly. 
 
      
 
    Michael clasped his hands together. "Introductions! This is Arend, the white Pog is Corenden, and the black one is Iode. Sill is the boy here, the buff one is Gono, and the other is Metry. Sill is my nephew and Gono and Metry share the title of best guard in the tribe." 
 
      
 
    "Is there one named Tri?" Arend asked jokingly. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, our older sister." Gono replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed, forcing them to raise their eyebrows. "So trigonometry; I take Metry is the youngest?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Ahh…" They nodded together. "So that's why we were named like that." Gono said. 
 
      
 
    "Their sister got the brains of the family." Sill whispered to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Sill, is my sister available?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "She should be; she's been working the forges every night this week." Sill replied. 
 
      
 
    Michael started forward, waving the others after him. "Let's get out of this desert. I've had enough heart attacks today." 
 
      
 
    "Tell her I love her!" Sill called as Michael led his group down the harsh incline. Arend slid down on his butt instead, surprising a group of tribesmen as he tumbled down, covered in dust. 
 
      
 
    Michael continued as normal as Iode and Corenden flew down to Arend. "Who are you?" A woman asked as she washed her clothes in the river. 
 
      
 
    "He's a friend!" Michael called down from above. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. "I see you're back. Your sister would like to talk to you." She said before returning to work. Arend knocked most of the dust off with a quick pat down. 
 
      
 
    Michael led them over the sandstone bridge spanning the river and to the forges. The tribe's campsite consisted of the forge, sleeping quarters, and the workspace many spent their time in during the night. The forges and sleeping quarters were across the river. The forges were up a short flight of stairs on a flat plateau to their right. Michael led the group up the red sandstone steps to the array of forges. 
 
      
 
    A water wheel under the plateau turned the pumps that stocked the forges. Arend traced the path of the power transfer in his head, leading under a series of stone slabs that had numerous handles laid flat in small divots in the slabs. The last slab was the largest, with the distinct sound of mechanical workings underneath. As Michael and the others unknowingly left him behind, Arend pressed his ear against the main stone. 
 
      
 
    Arend closely his eyes, listening closely to the mechanics underneath. Every so often, something would click oddly, like a chain straightening out its kinks as it pulled. 
 
      
 
    A woman walked up to him. "What are you doing?" She asked. She was dressed in thick, layered garments made of leather and scorpion shells. The shells were much smaller than the ones Arend had. The welding visor on her head was pulled up, revealing the same icy-blue eyes Michael had. 
 
      
 
    "I think there is something wrong." Arend said as he moved his head along the slab. 
 
      
 
    "Hmmm?!" She grunted, joining Arend on the ground. Every third turn, something would rattle and then snap back into place. "You're right." She said as she stood. "We could pull the slab off with the handles but-" She stopped as Arend lifted the slab out by himself, though a little strained. "I was going to say 'but we need two others' but it seems you're stronger than you look." She said with an impressed nod to Arend. 
 
      
 
    The rattle was more noticeable now that the slab was removed. Arend looked down at a massive gearbox that turned the air pumps below each forge, getting progressively larger for the larger forges. One of the many gears in the mechanism wobbled slightly, producing the rattle. 
 
      
 
    "That gear is warped, loosening every time the warped area passes out of the other's teeth." Arend reached down, jiggling the guilty gear. 
 
      
 
    "You can tell all that by just sight and sound?" The women was impressed. 
 
      
 
    Arend popped the gear from its shaft. "Wait no! That's the master gear! Without it all the pumps will die!" The women exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend worked quickly, pulling out a small plastic ring that expanded as he heated it with a lighter. As he did so, he casually spun the gear's shaft with his foot, powering the pumps. With quick movements, Arend cut away at the still melted plastic until only the thin layer on the gear and what filled in the warped metal remained. As he spun it, he poured water on it to harden the plastic. 
 
      
 
    "You scare me." The women said as Arend replaced the gear onto its shaft. The rattling stopped completely. 
 
      
 
    "Problem solved." Arend said as he replaced the slab. 
 
      
 
    "Civen!" Michael called out. 
 
      
 
    The woman glanced over. "Michael! Long time no see!" She exclaimed as she gave him a hug. 
 
      
 
    "Civen? I know that name…" Arend said as he tapped his chin. 
 
      
 
    A forge nearby exploded, showering the plateau in pieces of Korvan. "Myith!" Arend and Civen exclaimed simultaneously. 
 
      
 
    Civen jumped, watching Arend run over to the scattered forge. "Who the hell is he Michael!?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Arend Myshcell, but I don't know how he can know Myith." He replied. 
 
      
 
    A man with pitch black hair poked his head out of a collapsed enclosure. "Arend Myshcell! What are you doing here!?" He exclaimed as he saw Arend approach. 
 
      
 
    Arend reached a hand out. Myith grabbed it with a chainmail glove made out of chiseled Korvan. Arend lifted him from the collapsed enclosure. "I've joined a Guild. My training session has turned into a little adventure." 
 
      
 
    Myith dug up a broom to clean up the mess. "Ah. So that's why none of us have heard from you lately." 
 
      
 
    Myith had two different gloves: the multicolored Korvan chainmail and a gauntlet much like Tommori's jacket. The dense material restricted his use of his left hand; it extended all the way up to his shoulder, belts hooking around his chest down to his right hip. 
 
      
 
    Save for the belts and a small silver necklace, his chest was bare. He wore an iron skirt down to his ankles. The toes of a pair of black sneakers poked out occasionally. 
 
      
 
    "I see you've got my package." Arend said when he saw the sneakers. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, they're quite durable. Did you get my gift?" He asked, pitching the enclosure. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled out the L-knife. "Woo. Looks like you used it a lot. It's due for a reforge in a month or two." 
 
      
 
    "How do you know each other?" Civen asked as she walked up. 
 
      
 
    "Through the Nexus. We've got a tight-knit group of Kruxsetters, weapon designers, engineers; pretty much anyone that does work with Korvan, Orenth, or metal. Arend here is the most famous member in our group; capable of learning new things very quickly and indentifying problems just by looking at the blueprints. We've used his skills numerous times to discard anything after the design process instead of using resources to learn it won't work." Myith replied. 
 
      
 
    "Just who exactly are in this group?" Iode asked as he and Corenden joined the group. 
 
      
 
    Myith whistled. "You're a big Pog. The list is expansive, but I can name off a few that consult Arend almost daily with some of the best work out there. Let's see: Tommori Felkin, Iine Excellscar, Fanscaro Roberto, Allan of the Infighters, the list can go on forever. Most of the big wigs deal with Arend exclusively." He turned his head to Arend and gave him a wink. "When you finally get that shop open, you know I'm coming." 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Arend and Myith were in shock. "Arend," Corenden gulped. "How is it possible you know people like that?" 
 
      
 
    "Like what?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Corenden began freaking out, his hands holding his head. "He's insane. He has to be." 
 
      
 
    Civen rolled her eyes. "Even I know who they are. I'm assuming you went through Yitkin and picked up Mr. Black here. Iine is the leader of the Northern Alliance, the equivalent to Draken. Fanscaro is an expert on monsters and how Orenth behaves around them, Allan is the leader of the strongest team this side of the planet; eleven people that can take on an army. I don't even want to know who else you know." 
 
      
 
    Arend and Myith nodded slowly. "We don't really discuss things like that. Our main goal is an information network and an informal training tool for those who want to do the same things we do." Arend explained. "I could never ask about anything pertaining to the Dragon Drive due to its unnatural power, and the fact the most powerful information is never on the Nexus for obvious reasons." 
 
      
 
    Myith seemed to have an epiphany. "Civen, tell him about Full Burn!" 
 
      
 
    "Are you insa-" Civen stopped herself. Her expression changed as her internal conflict resolved itself. "He did take on the Black Monster." She nodded. "Alright! I can tell you about it. Let me see your weapon." Arend pulled the Dragon Drive from his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Ho-ly shit. This things been to hell and back and then decided to do it all over again!" Civen cried with a look of wonder. 
 
      
 
    "Would you believe it's been in only two fights and had a brief burst on a buggy?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's insane!" She replied. 
 
      
 
    She took the Drive from Arend' open hands. "The first against two Pendragons and the second against Aquaporus." 
 
      
 
    Civen turned it in her hands, popping it open. She winced. "I see why you've come here. Look." She held it out to Myith. Everyone else crowded in to get a look. 
 
      
 
    The sight within looked like a gutted fish, barely operating on the last beats of its heart and oxygen in its brain. The parts Arend had salvaged were barely able to create the reaction Arend needed. "Arend, you must be some kind of genius to get this to work." Myith said with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    Civen returned the Drive. "That's why I need parts. I've got a list here." Arend handed Civen a list of what he needed. 
 
      
 
    Civen handed it to Myith. "Split this up and stoke the Main Forge. Make sure to get everyone involved." Myith followed her orders, copying down the list in six parts on different sheets of paper. "Well then, while they get that settled, let's get you a weapon so you can at least defend yourself. Follow me; we can take care of the basic designs while I explain a few things." 
 
      
 
    Civen sat down under the enclosure. As she spoke, she sketched a design on a piece of paper. "Full Burn is something Myith and I discovered concerning Fire Korvan when we were experimenting with Airship technology. It's basically a super massive expulsion of pure Fire Orenth, enough to clear any system of Dirty Orenth. That's the medley of Orenth that is usually contained in small amounts in a Korvan System. 
 
      
 
    "You'll need a filter for the Orenth though. A kind of fuel filter that gets the reaction started. From there it will feed on the Natural Fire Orenth until extinguished by some other kind of purified Orenth. This is where the filter comes in handy as you can channel the separated Orenth for the 'Deignition.' Also, the filter can be adjusted for a polarity swap that reverses the flow of Orenth, allowing you to coat whatever it is in Orenth." Civen handed the sheet of paper to Arend. 
 
      
 
    He scribbled a few notes and made a few adjustments. "The Dragon Drive has a True Safeguard, which also has an Orenth absorption quality. For what you have in mind I'll have to find a very powerful filter and Battery Korvan. I may be able to hold a lot of Orenth, but with the power I can achieve with the second build, I need something to directly store and emit the Orenth, or else I'll end up like the Dragon Drive is now." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "That thing must be worth a fortune. Not only is Orenth absorption rare, the fact you're immune to Changing and Possession by Tainted Orenth is invaluable. You're going to go places with the kind of power you're going to have." Civen said as she handed back the paper. Arend nodded. "All right you three; entertain yourselves. Arend, you're with me." Arend popped up and hurried after the excited Civen. 
 
      
 
    "Hey, Michael, why were you worried about coming here? You sister seems nice." Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "My father and I got into a disagreement about my traveling. My hatred towards him drove me to work very far away from this place. When I learned he was sick, it was too late to tell him how foolish I was. That was a year ago. Since then I've been working hard to make his spirit proud of what I've done with my life." He replied with a rather melancholy tone. 
 
      
 
    Corenden gave him a rough pat on the back. "You helped me, Arend and all those Floxes back in Yitkin. That look in your eye as you burst through with the buggy was one I've only seen in Arend. Some men would kill to have the level of courage and confidence you had in that moment." He said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "It's a valuable trait, but it needs to be something more." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hmmm." Corenden said as he thought. 
 
      
 
    "Hey," Iode exclaimed. "Do you think someone might know who the Dragon Hunters are?" 
 
      
 
    Michael nodded. "Possibly. Let's split up and find out." The three spit up, Michael to the sleeping quarters, Iode stayed in the forge area, and Corenden investigated in the area where the tribesmen were working on household necessities. 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me, but do you know anything about the Dragon Hunters?" Corenden asked an old women repairing clothing. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. "No, but Loain, the would-be librarian lives in a tent just north of this area. He may have the information you need." 
 
      
 
    "Thank you!" Corenden called as he flew above the encampment. He noted the brightly lit tent a good fifty yards from the others. He landed just outside the entrance. 
 
      
 
    "Hello?" Corenden called. 
 
      
 
    Corenden could hear someone fumbling papers in the tent. A man poked his head out of the tent. He looked like everyone else; bleach blonde hair, darkened skin, and bare-chested. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" He asked, confused to find a Pog. 
 
      
 
    "I'm a friend of Michael's. I need to know about the Dragon Hunters." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "So Michael's back. It's about time. Come inside." He said with a wave. 
 
      
 
    Loain's tent was practically held up by books. A small semi-circle hinted to where he slept. "Sit." Loain said as he sat at one end of the semi-circle. Corenden joined him on the other end. "What do you want with them?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Our friend was kidnapped by a group of their members. We plan on taking him back." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Good. Then I have no need to lie. The Dragon Hunters' only goal is simple. Hunt dragons." Loain said. 
 
      
 
    Corenden raised an eyebrow. "There are two problems with that statement. First, dragons are myths. Second, even if dragons existed, a group of thieves and kidnappers would never be able to take one down." 
 
      
 
    Loain shrugged. "It's not my place to judge. Their base is to the east. It is beside a cluster of large mountains. You will need a guide. Unless you can find an airship." Loain could barely keep from laughing at the last part. 
 
      
 
    "What about the Sereph Floxes?" Corenden asked. Loain let a short burst of laughter out before quieting down. "From one myth to another. They have remained silent for a long time. Good luck in finding them." 
 
      
 
    Corenden pulled out the Briar Korvan from before. "Are you sure you don't have anything?" Corenden asked as he waved it back and forth. 
 
      
 
    "That's a powerful Korvan…" Loain eyed it carefully before making his decision. "I have a book. I cannot understand its language. However I do believe it is Sereph in nature. I am willing to trade." 
 
      
 
    "Aright. Let's do this." Corenden replied 
 
      
 
    The two exchanged goods with a simple pass. Corenden left to regroup with the others. Iode and Corenden were the only ones able to find out anything. "Let me see that book." Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Corenden passed it over to him. "I recognize these letters, and I know where we can get it translated. Aegith in the Clockwork Jungle." 
 
      
 
    Iode nodded. "It's the best choice we have. We can float down the river and avoid the heat and dangers of the desert." 
 
      
 
    Civen and Arend worked straight through the night. As Civen quenched the black steel of the sword a final time, Arend promptly passed out and fell head first into the forge. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    "WOAH! CRIOS!" She yelled as she rushed to pull him out. Much to her surprise, his face was unburned, and his cloths only lightly singed. He snored as Civen set him down under an enclosure. 'This guy is insane!' she thought to herself when she was sure he was alright. She quickly returned to her work. 
 
      
 
    By the time the other woke to the light of the morning sun, Civen had long since finished her work. It was short enough to be swung quickly with one hand, but the hilt was long enough for two. The blade was straight and flat in almost every aspect. Near the hilt, a small bit of the blade was cut at an angle for looks. The sharp edge of the sword extended past the spine of the blade and came back down it a third of the way to form a second tip. It sat a little funny in its sheathe, but it worked nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    "Did he seriously fall into the forge?" Michael asked, looking over to Arend. 
 
      
 
    He was strapped like a piece of luggage onto one of the canoes the tribe had provided for their float trip. "Yeah." Civen replied with a yawn. 
 
      
 
    She gave each of them a small silver necklace. A small shield hung from it, with a dragon etched in. "These'll give you good luck and swift travels. I would love to give you a better farewell, but I'm too tired. Goodbye Michael, stop by sooner next time." 
 
      
 
    Corenden placed Arend' necklace into his bag. Michael climbed in with him, while Corenden and Iode got into the other canoe. They were specially designed not to tip over at any time while in the canyon, so they wouldn't have to worry about Arend causing a tip over when he wakes up. And so they started the 900 mile trip to the Clockwork Jungle. 
 
      
 
    - - The Master - - 
 
      
 
    Kyrel shifted slightly as the train pulled into the Nest's station. The doors opened out automatically. 
 
      
 
    "Lead the way." Erasur said; carrying the charred suitcase that now contained Kyrel's ruined suit. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel walked out the door with Aero Fìra on his back and Felsen Soul in his hand. A small party was there to greet him. 
 
      
 
    "Welcome back." Kronth said with a tired look. 
 
      
 
    The four others with her had the same exhausted hunch. With a twirl, Kyrel raised Felsen Soul above his head. "I think we've got the advantage." 
 
      
 
    "Good work." Rusty said as he gave him a pat on the back. 
 
      
 
    Erasur made them pause. "Wow." He gazed upwards at the dome with amazement. He held up a hand to block out the light like he would with the sun. 
 
      
 
    The outpour of people surprised Kyrel's welcoming party. Hunter and Nate were more than a bit skeptical. "Why are all these people here?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "I kinda destroyed the BluZeph mansion. They've come to help us however they can." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head. "More and more headaches. Have them head to the center of the Nest. They can find something to do there." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel glanced back to his father. Erasur gave him a nod, turning back to his family and servants. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go." Kronth said as she waved Kyrel after her. "Since last night, Celestial Rim has issued a threat. We've been up all night evac'ing the city and bringing in supplies." 
 
      
 
    "The Cold Steam had been fitted with over a hundred cars to bring the entire city out in one go. The increased weight has reduced its power enough to be able to take turns without derailing." Rusty added. 
 
      
 
    "Nem is waiting at Jacob's shack to train you to use Aero Fìra." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    "I can't use both of these. We need to find someone who can use Earth Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Nate stopped. "What's up?" Kyrel asked when he started walking again. 
 
      
 
    "There' always Vladd." Nate said. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think that's a good idea. You know how gung-ho he can get." Kyrel said. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly the point. He already knows how to use a gun, let alone the fact he's got the strongest Earth Orenth in the city." Nate replied. 
 
      
 
    "Call Vladd and tell him to meet Kyrel there. We don't have time to argue." Kronth ordered. 
 
      
 
    The group split up, Kyrel to go train, Nate and Hunter to get some sleep, and Kronth to talk to King. King had followed Kyrel's short train easily through the subway tunnel. He was resting behind the main stationhouse. A large area had been cleared for some future project that got delayed by the war. A small ally connected it to the station floor. 
 
      
 
    As Kronth turned the corner, she found it was full of Floxes. The light green Pog from Arend' farewell was talking to a group of them in their own language, but Kronth could understand her fine. "The blue circles go to the Northern Gate, and the red squares go to the Southern, orange crosses Eastern, purple triangles Western. Divide them evenly between the twelve of you and remember some Gates have more main heading through them." 
 
      
 
    "What about one with two stamps?" One asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's an exception. A circle and triangle can go to either the Northern or Western Gate. Just stick to your guides and you'll be fine." She replied. 
 
      
 
    The group scattered, the majority of them headed to the Mail Stations with empty bags at their waist. Only three went somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    "I see you've got your hands full." Kronth said as she weaved between the Floxes sorting paper. 
 
      
 
    Kronth nudged the sleeping King on the shoulder. "You're that Beastmaster from Dragon's Den." The Pog said as Kronth took a look at King's injured head. 
 
      
 
    "I'm more than that at this point. I've been handling the mess with Celestial Rim as well as trying to get the city's Syndicates to pull their heads out of each other's asses. Follow my finger okay?" Kronth slowly brought her finger back and forth in front of King. 
 
      
 
    He had trouble focusing on it until his eyes lost it completely. She sighed and took a closer look at his eyes. Both pupils were the same size, but they seemed to drift around her face as if he was drunk. She felt around the base of his skull. As she expected, it was swollen slightly and much warmer than usual. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong?" The Pog asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's got a concussion. It's mild, but his fever is aggravating it. If Pendragons weren't built with the particular ability to relax the plated bones at the back of their skull, he would have passed out a long time ago. It also helps that King is old enough to have a slightly spongy layer of fat surrounding his brain. Outside of the fever, slight swelling, and physical exhaustion, he'll be fine." Kronth replied as she carefully gave him a shot between the bone plates in his skull to help with the swelling. 
 
      
 
    "Oh that's no good." The Pog said worriedly. 
 
      
 
    She reached a hand out and gently massaged him just behind his ear and hummed to herself. He shut his eyes and laid his chin down on the ground. Kronth sniffed at the faint traces of citrus in the air. It disappeared as the Pog retracted her hand and stopped humming. Kronth checked King again. The wound on his head had healed slightly and his fever had dropped slightly. 
 
      
 
    "Orenth therapy? What's your name?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Berry. You?" She replied. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth. You're Corenden's wife right?" Kronth asked as she picked the remaining earth out of King's fur. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. We've been together for almost five years now." Berry replied. 
 
      
 
    "How does that work? I know Floxes don't have dramatic ceremonies, but how do you get married?" Kronth asked. King was asleep by this point, leaning slightly against the wall of some building. 
 
      
 
    "There are three steps. The proposal; no ring or gift is required. We then meet each other's friends and family at a large party. Should they approve, gifts are given from both sides to the couple, and at this point do the couple exchange gifts with each other. In truth only the love of the couple is what's important. They don't need prior approval to be married." Berry explained. 
 
      
 
    Kronth smiled. "That sounds nice and simple. What did Corenden get you?" 
 
      
 
    Berry held up her left hand, the same one she touched King with. A colorful chain was wrapped around her wrist. Small clear orbs hung off the entire length of it. "It's a simple silver alloy with quartz gems and an outer layer of various metals for color, but he spent a month's overtime to pay it. I gave him a new bag I made myself in return." 
 
      
 
    The two left King to sleep in peace, sitting down at a table behind the main station wall. "Don't you have something with Arend?" Berry asked as a Pog brought them both coffee, serving out the rest to the sleepier Floxes. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah." Kronth sipped the coffee. She twitched, looking down at the coffee. "Holy hell, is this triple caffeinated?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. We've been working nearly nonstop all day. This is my first real break in the past week. Back to Arend, what about him attracts you? Even as a Pog, I can name a few things that I'm curious about." Berry said. 
 
      
 
    Kronth raised an eyebrow and smirked. "You're pretty bold." 
 
      
 
    "It has nothing to do with being bold. You'll have to be blind not to notice." Berry replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well what about Corenden? It's not exactly easy to tell with all that fur." 
 
      
 
    A nearby Pog twitched. "Do you have to talk about that?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's nothing to be embarrassed about." Berry said with a wink at Kronth. 
 
      
 
    He threw up his hands. "I'm going somewhere else!" He walked away, dragging the mail he was separating behind him. 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Berry found his frustration amusing. "So, how far have the two of you gone?" Berry asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not very." Kronth replied. "We haven't gotten much time alone. That and I want to take this slowly. I've had some tricky relationships in the past." 
 
      
 
    Berry nodded. "I've had friends who were in bad relationships. They refused to admit it until its blow up in their face." 
 
      
 
    "The thing is, this is Arend' first relationship, and he seems to be able to handle himself better than some veterans. He's just got some sort of innocent charm about him." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "That's because you like him! He isn't anything you've dealt with before, but exactly what you expected. A man like Arend has no secrets. When I first met Corenden, he was a rookie working at the mail company. His surprising tenacity to stick with the people his likes no matter how bad things get really stuck with me. I see a similar behavior in Arend, but I'm willing to bet he would fight just as hard even if he had just met you. If he views you as a nice person, he will go out of his way to help." Berry said. 
 
      
 
    "I see your point, and frankly I'm surprised at how well you can judge Arend' character." Kronth replied as she sipped her coffee. 
 
      
 
    "My husband finds him fascinating. I made a few assumptions based on what kind of person would be willing to let him enter their Guild." Berry replied. 
 
      
 
    Kronth's phone buzzed. "Yes?" She answered wearily. 
 
      
 
    Draken was on the other end. "Kronth, we need you to come to the meeting building." He promptly hung up. 
 
      
 
    "Okay, so Draken is now making summoning calls. I wonder what's gone wrong this time." Kronth downed half of the super caffeinated coffee. "It was nice to meet you." Kronth said before hurrying through the Nest. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Kronth was surprised to find eight people, not including Draken, waiting for her in a first floor meeting room. It was what they were dressed in that really threw her off. Each one was dressed in some kind of high strength armor. Riot gear to some kind of steam punk; each one had a different style, but were all Ranked the same. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Kronth asked. The man in riot gear stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Corech Klue, an ambassador for Silver Napalm. I am here t place my Guild under the command of Silver Napalm." He said with a bow. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Kronth squeaked. The other seven did the same thing. The GTS, Feminine Mystics, Gentle Everlast, Coglink Clockworks, Ice-Blue Aurora, Horace;Damned, and the Infighters. Allan himself showed up. 
 
      
 
    "So out of every Guild in this big-smoke, Arend has to pick the craziest bunch." Allan said to Kronth as he shook her hand. 
 
      
 
    She was taken slightly off guard by his accent, but was in shock from what was going on. A few Dragon's Den S-Ranked members who were called in by Draken walked in as Kronth began to freak out. 
 
      
 
    "I can't do this, can't do this, can't do this!" She was pacing back and forth, pulling at her hair. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth, you need to calm down." Draken said as he gently pulled her hands off her head. 
 
      
 
    "What's up?" Duke asked. 
 
      
 
    Ferrous, Pike, Arking, and Isaac were equally curious. "Dragon's Den is now in charge of seven of the continent's most influential Syndicates and the independent fighting group known as the Infighters." Corech explained. 
 
      
 
    "You're fucking kidding me." Arking gaped. 
 
      
 
    "No he isn't. Kronth replied, now trembling. 
 
      
 
    A man pushed through those standing at the door. "Glad to see you've kept the place together." He said to Kronth. 
 
      
 
    He was massive at six-one with wide shoulders and muscles that could only be described as intense. His graying brown hair was roughly cut short to keep manageable. A thing grey jacket was tied around his waist; a second black jacket loosely covered his upper body. His pants were tattered, and stained brown. The only thing on his feet was a pair of sandals. 
 
      
 
    "Dran…" Draken whispered. 
 
      
 
    Kronth was brought back to her senses. "Are you here to take control?" Dran nodded. "Thank God." Kronth let out a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    "NO!" Duke exclaimed, making everyone jump. 
 
      
 
    Dran turned towards him and got close to his face. "I have every right to take control of my Guild." 
 
      
 
    Duke shoved him back. "You may have formed it, but we were left to run it. You disappear without a word or glance back and expect us to accept your leadership?" 
 
      
 
    "Kronth took the initiative and led us through the mess your irresponsibility has wrought! You can take back the building, but the Nest and Dragon's Den will no longer be your pawns anymore." Pike added. 
 
      
 
    Dran was thoroughly confused. "I left on a request. Thirteen years may be a long time, but I was going to come back." 
 
      
 
    "Do you know what has been happening recently?" Ferrous asked. Dran shook his head. 
 
      
 
    It was quickly explained bit by bit by everyone in the room. "… So that's the issue. From what I can tell, you all handled it pretty well." Dran took a look around the room. "I've come to the realization that I'm no longer needed here." He dropped something into Kronth's hands. "When things get rough, I'll be by Dragon's Den's side as an independent fighter, Guildmaster Kronth." Kronth glanced down at the medallion in her hands. 
 
      
 
    The grey and red pattern of the Guild's symbol was worked from two different metals. "Are you sure?" Kronth asked as Dran walked out. 
 
      
 
    He stopped in the door way and glanced back. "I don't know anyone more qualified then you. I trust you'll keep things in order as you always have." He continued out. 
 
      
 
    Kronth smiled slightly and slipped the medallion over her head. "Alright then. Let's figure out how this Alliance will work. Our first goal should be establishing a relationship with each other's members." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Nem and Kyrel didn't have to wait long before Vladd showed up. The mention of Felsen Soul made him practically sprint all the way to Jacob's shack. He arrived drenched in sweat. 
 
      
 
    "Is it true?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel held up the Earth shooting gun. "You tell me." Vladd had a look of amazement on his face that neither Kyrel nor Nem had seen before. Kyrel tossed it to him. "As of now you're a wielder of a Legendary Weapon." 
 
      
 
    "Not quite. You'll need quite a bit of training before you can consider yourself worth of their power." Nem looked across the barren field to a series of targets set up in the distance. "Luckily, since they're both long ranged weapons, and you both have the reflexes and aim required for weapons like this, your training won't be too difficult. I want you to get comfortable with your weapon and shoot one of the targets." 
 
      
 
    Vladd laughed, twirling Felsen Soul in one hand. "I'm comfortable with any gun, even if it is a legend." He stood sideways, bracing his legs and holding the gun out, aimed at the farthest target. He pulled the trigger. The recoil struck before the shot manifested before the gun. Vladd's arm was thrown skywards, shooting a gigantic ball of earth twice the size as the one Kyrel had stopped before. 
 
      
 
    It arced up slowly, dropping straight down like a meteor. Kyrel prepared to catch it when Nem drew Moon's Sonata. He stepped forward, swinging the blade in an arc behind him, leaving a narrow crescent of white Orenth barely longer than an inch behind him. 
 
      
 
    "Sliver Moon." 
 
      
 
    He swept his blade skyward. The tip cut through the earth, pulling the Orenth behind in an arced beam of energy. The flying crescent sliced the rock in half, before bursting out in a silver explosion that propelled the two pieces ten feet to either side of the trio. 
 
      
 
    He sheathed his blade. "That," He turned back to face his two stunned disciples. "Was one of my weakest attacks." 
 
      
 
    They glanced at each other. Vladd smiled nervously. "Guess I shouldn't have put so much into it." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel stepped beside Nem, pulling Aero Fìra off his back. He removed the thin leather belt that he was using to hang the bow over his shoulder. "I can't guarantee anything. I have no idea what the pull back strength is." Kyrel said as he began to feed the bow some of his Orenth. 
 
      
 
    Nothing seemed to happen. "I don't see how that'll ever be useful. It's a bow after all and it doesn't even have a string." Vladd said as he raised Felsen Soul again, this time with a greater appreciation of output from the Orenth he poured in. He took a second shot in the dark, sending a fist sized rock down the field. 
 
      
 
    It bounced off the ground, stopping as it hit the very top of one of the targets. "That's a half point for Vladd." Jacob said from nearby, sitting in a lawn chair with a pair of binoculars in hand and a cooler nearby. He filled in a single square on a gridded notebook under 'Vladd.' Vladd gave Kyrel a smug look. Kyrel ignored him. Vladd began to shoot off more and more shots as Kyrel tried to call forth the inner power of Aero Fìra. 
 
      
 
    Nem silently watched as Kyrel struggled with the bow. Kyrel took a deep breath. He spread his legs, turning his body as he would if he were to take a shot. His training as a child in archery showed in his form. The air began to tremble around him. 
 
      
 
    Nem took a step back. "Kyrel!" 
 
      
 
    The air around Kyrel exploded into a mass of twisting air. The sky-blue Korvan began to glow, emitting a thin aura that spread up the bow to Kyrel's hand. Kyrel slowly began to release his breath. The air around him settled to slow crawling spin. A hazy blue fog began to form from Kyrel's breath, twisting around his head to dissipate with the turn of the wind. A light blue line appeared that connected either end of Aero Fìra in a flash of light. Kyrel took his right hand and touched his left that still held the bow. 
 
      
 
    He took second deep breath in as he pulled his hand across from the middle of the bow to the string. The air picked back up, spinning faster than before. A finger thick white shaft followed his hand, splaying out like a feather in a dark blue as it contacted the string. Kyrel hooked his fingers around it, pulling back slowly. Nem watched in silent amazement as the twisted air around Kyrel violently compressed at the tip of the white shaft, forming a sky-blue arrowhead. 
 
      
 
    "Cyclonic Bolt." Kyrel whispered before releasing the arrow. 
 
      
 
    It raced down the field, carrying a wake of dust and rock behind it. It passed through the center of one target, continuing on through the next. The arrow head began to unwind and the arrow began to jump erratically before colliding with the third and final target, exploding on contact. Bits of the wooden stand-up bull's eye rained down at the far end of the field. 
 
      
 
    "… Twenty-two?" Jacob said as he marked out the boxes on Kyrel's side. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel let out a short sigh and glanced over to Nem. "I've been trained well before now. Of course, the real thing is nothing like what I've prepared for." 
 
      
 
    Nem blinked then smiled. "You could have warned me about using Natural Orenth. I was expecting you to falter and release it all at once. Kinda glad it worked out." 
 
      
 
    "Are you insane?" Vladd asked Kyrel. "You can't just-" 
 
      
 
    Kyrel silenced him by pointing the bow blindly down field and pulling back three arrows at once, nailing three different targets with the headless shafts. They dissolved in a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel raised an eyebrow. "You were saying?" The aura surrounding the bow evaporated, unwinding the string at the same time. The bow was back to its usual form. 
 
      
 
    "While the lack of fatigue is useful, having to use Natural Orenth limits how often you can use the bow." Nem said. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel nodded. "If I dilute it with my own, I should be able to make the string stay longer." 
 
      
 
    Vladd took a few more shots. He was visibly weaker and his shots deviated slightly. Eventually, he had to sit down or he would fall over. "I'll be glad when it starts to get more Experience." He said as he held the gun up in front of his face. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel glanced over. "I thought a weapon's Experience wasn't set purely to the individual?" Kyrel said. 
 
      
 
    "That's true!" Jacob called over. "But a Legendary Weapon works differently. Since they feed off the Orenth of their wielder, their Experience is based on the trace amounts that build in the weapon over time. They still do get stronger as they become used to the Matrix they are in, but the Korvan in those have remained in the same setup for centuries. You can't squeeze out any more with normal Experience when it reaches critical mass." 
 
      
 
    "At which point, physical training becomes key." Nem continued. "Moonfruit boosts the Moon Orenth in my body, both causing my hair and eye color change, save for the slashes. It will start out as a dark grey and slowly turn to a pure white. That's why most of the Celestial Rim members we've encountered have hair like this." 
 
      
 
    "So I don't have to worry about my hair turning white?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not unless you start eating excessive amounts of Rock Watermelon." Nem replied. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel laughed. "I can only imagine you with white hair. It wouldn't be that drastic of a change for my look, but it's not quite something I want to do yet." 
 
      
 
    "I think this has been enough for today." Nem said as he walked away. "Both of you are exhausted. Get some rest before the real work tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    - - Teneo Myshcell - - 
 
      
 
    Arend dropped into a fern. The wet canoe was left on top of him. The other three had similar positions. "That…Is…The…Weirdest…Canyon." Corenden huffed. 
 
      
 
    "Safe and swift doesn't mean easy." Michael replied. "That second river back there comes from the plateau we need to cross over. Finding Aegith's campsite is going to be a lot easier than that whirlpool back there thought." 
 
      
 
    "Great. If we didn't have so much crap, we could fly there." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    "NO." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend shimmied out from under the canoe. He sat up and stretched. "We can't rest for too long. The sooner we get there, the better idea of how much time we have wasted." 
 
      
 
    Corenden groaned. "I'm hating the strength of a Pendragon more and more as this goes on." 
 
      
 
    They all stood up and secured their cargo before setting off. Iode and Arend were forced to carry the canoes stacked onto each other as Michael and Corenden led the way. They made quick headway through the numerous large ferns. The occasional bird chirp would distract Arend' attention away from his thoughts. An hour in, they rested beside a small spring. 
 
      
 
    It was a small pond that only got as deep as Arend' chest. Water worn stones littered the bottom and could be seen through the crystal clear water. They all drake heartily and refilled their water supplies before diving in for relief from the heat and humidity. Michael sat in the shallows, not wanting to get completely soaked. Arend paddled around in his underwear with Corenden on his back. He was occasionally left floating when Arend dived down. Iode simply floated on his back. 
 
      
 
    "Why do you keep doing that?" Michael called to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Do what?" He mumbled, surfacing with a small fish caught in his mouth. Michael was put off slightly as Arend devoured the fish whole, not spilling a drop of blood. "They're perfect raw! They've only got cartilage!" Arend called back. 
 
      
 
    "I meant when you cock your head and listen to the water." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "It sounds odd that's all. Don't you think a spring like this is a little strange in itself?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend skulked about with his face just below the water. Something beneath his feet shifted as he stepped on it. He backed up slightly and looked to where his foot was. One of the stones stood out from the others. A small section could be seen glowing softly underneath the others. Arend dug in and pulled out a flat, rhombus shaped Korvan that glowed with the same color as the moon. 
 
      
 
    "You're fucking kidding me." Arend said as he flipped it in his hands. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend smiled. "An Orenth Purifying Filter. And judging by this pond, a powerful one." 
 
      
 
    "Seriously?" Michael asked. "Talk about a deus ex machina; who knows what the universe will decide to hand you in the future?" 
 
      
 
    Arend dunked Corenden and walked up onto the shore where his clothes were. "I'm going to check it out before we head out." Arend said as he grabbed his bag and sat in a sun warmed pile of stones. Arend smiled gleefully as he looked over every detail of the Korvan. 
 
      
 
    Iode and Corenden spent as long as they could in the pond while Arend got dressed and Michael did his usual check and recheck of the supplies. In the moments before they set of, Michael took a final look at their location based on the sun. "Alright! I'm calling it! Time to go!" 
 
      
 
    Iode waded out from the water and shook what he could off. Corenden flew up into the warm breezes to dry off. He rejoined them as they started back into the jungle. 
 
      
 
    In only about fifty minutes, everyone but Michael was surprised to find themselves in a football field sized clearing. A few tents and fire pits were scattered across it. A thin man reading a book nearby on a small crate glanced up at them as they trampled over a wall of ferns. He had a pair of small, round glasses that were probably actually made of glass. His face lit up when he saw Michael. 
 
      
 
    "Michael!" He exclaimed as he slid a bookmark into his book and left it on the crate. 
 
      
 
    "Paine, good to see you." Michael said as he shook his hand. 
 
      
 
    Paine glanced over at Arend and the two Pog with a raised eyebrow. "Who are these people? Your friends?" 
 
      
 
    "The name's Arend. Know where we can put this down?" Arend replied with a nod to the canoes. 
 
      
 
    "Right there's fine." Paine pointed back to the small crate he was sitting at previously. Iode and Arend hurried over to set down their charge. 
 
      
 
    Corenden stood proudly before Paine. "My name's Corenden. Arend and I set out for training from Sareville." 
 
      
 
    Paine shook his hand slowly. Arend and Iode were more than relived to not have to carry around everyone's crap anymore and had gained a little pep in their step. 
 
      
 
    Arend happened to glance at Paine's book as he passed. "A History Of The Great Wars, The Era Of Warships." Arend read aloud. Paine glanced over. "Looks like an old copy." Arend said to Paine. 
 
      
 
    "It is. My father bought it from a peddler passing through my village. It's why I'm here." 
 
      
 
    "Heh." Arend laughed. "Weapons Of The Great Wars brought me here." 
 
      
 
    Arend said as he brought out the old book he had shown Nojeski. Paine walked to meet him and motioned for the book. Arend gladly gave him it 
 
      
 
    "It's a good copy. Though the binding looks a little worn." Paine let the book fall open. "The weapons of legend? I don't think you'll find any of them here though." Paine said as he leafed through the sketches of Legendary Weapons. 
 
      
 
    "I've encountered two already." Arend replied. He turned around and pulled up his hair to reveal the back of his neck. A shallow scar ran across it. "Got that from Aquaporus." 
 
      
 
    Paine shook his head and handed back the book. "Believe what you want. I'd sooner believe you've ridden in an airship." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged in reply as he replaced his book in his bag. "Can't argue with you on that. Telling you I scratched it in return wouldn't persuade you otherwise." 
 
      
 
    "So why are you here?" Paine asked Michael. 
 
      
 
    "We're here to get a book translated from the Sereph Runeset." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    Paine's glasses slid down his nose slightly as he raised his eyebrows. "A book? Really!?" It was hard for him to contain his excitement. 
 
      
 
    A large group of people wandered into the clearing from across the way. The path was well worn by their footsteps from years of traversing it. The new visitors attracted a great deal of attention. 
 
      
 
    "Floxes? What are they doing here?" 
 
      
 
    "What's with the canoes?" 
 
      
 
    "Hey is that Michael?" 
 
      
 
    "Michael! What are you doing here!?" 
 
      
 
    "Who's the kid with him?" 
 
      
 
    Arend, Iode, and Corenden were cupping their ears from the uproar. "SHUT UP!" Arend screamed over the crowd. They quickly fell silent. "There's no need to be so God damned loud!" He exclaimed. Iode and Corenden nodded in approval. 
 
      
 
    "Quite right you are! One cannot study in a noisy environment!" And old man worked his way through the crowd. Outside his wrinkled face, he looked in extremely good health for a sixty-something. "Aegith Isleses." He said with a bow. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, Corenden, and Iode." Michael replied, introducing them. 
 
      
 
    "Isleses? That sound familiar." Corenden said as he tapped his chin. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know where you could have heard it outside me. I have a grandson, but he's in some benign Guild. Something's Den." Aegith said. 
 
      
 
    "Dragon's Den?" Corenden suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Yes! That sounds right!" Aegith exclaimed with a nod. 
 
      
 
    "Ha! I knew it!" Corenden exclaimed. "It's Pike!" 
 
      
 
    Aegith's eyes lit up. "You know him? Is he well?" 
 
      
 
    "Arend and I are in the same Guild. He still dresses in suits all the time." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Good, good." Aegith nodded. Arend could definitely recognize the accent they shared. "So, Arend is it?" Aegith said, turning to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Enough. We have important business." Michael cut in. 
 
      
 
    "Nonsense! Come sit, I'd love to know more about your friends." Aegith said as he led them to the next fire pit over. 
 
      
 
    Paine grabbed his book from the crate on the way. Iode and Arend quickly followed with the canoes. 
 
      
 
    "So Arend, would you care to tell me more about yourself?" Aegith asked once everyone settled. The sky was surprisingly dark. 
 
      
 
    "My family name is Myshcell, if that helps with anything. I died shortly after birth and was brought back by my father with the use of a Pendragon's Orenth. He, my mother, and my little sister; a combination of Ace the Black Monster, and another Pendragon named King, who actually had very little to do with their deaths. I grew up with my mom's brother, grey features and a new heart to show off. I learned how to set Korvan and plan on founding my own weapons shop some day." Arend spat out quickly. 
 
      
 
    Aegith nodded. "Good enough for me. We all need a goal for our life." 
 
      
 
    "You're really not off-set by his story?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "I knew Strike Myshcell. I know that chin anywhere." Aegith replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend' eyes lit up. "So his name really was Strike?" 
 
      
 
    "No. It's something he made up when he faked his death a long time ago. I'm sure he had the same people after him when he actually died. I can't tell you much outside he had quite the variety of quirks." Aegith replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded knowingly, leaning back against the canoes. "I have a picture, but it's quite old." Aegith said as he began to feel around on the inside of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    He pulled out a crumpled, unsealed, dusty envelope. Before he gave it to Arend, he snuck in small envelope into it. He gave Arend the all too familiar salute and a wink. Arend looked down at what Aegith had given him. He stood up and walked away from the fire. What lay within the two envelopes was for him and him only. 
 
      
 
    Arend found an open tree that would allow him to read in the moonlight. He was a good distance away from the group to ensure he would remain alone. Within the unsealed envelope, Arend found the picture Aegith had spoken of. Arend' human-plus eyes could easily make out who were in it. The two in the center were easy to recognize. Draken, and surprisingly enough, Nojeski. The short old man to the left had the same oaky eyes Aegith had. Even so far in the past, he still looked old. 
 
      
 
    The handsome man to the right had same chin Arend saw in the mirror. He had a wider head than Arend, but the joyfully silly grin was just the same. He had deep navy blue hair that was combed back smoothly. 'I guess my mom had the messy hair. I could never tell back then, everything's so muddled.' Arend thought. He turned his attention to the other envelope. Arend' name was written on it. Arend cut it open with his L-tool. 
 
      
 
    "Yo-ha Arend!" Arend grimaced at the greeting. 'This should be great.' "No seriously son, I know what you must be thinking. To start off, I'm sorry I couldn't spend more time with you. How do I know? Well, I know the people after me, and no, I'm not telling who. 
 
      
 
    "By now you must be realizing just how different you are from the Myshcells your mother would have told you about. You're special. Human and Pendragon joined in harmony to save you. The Pendragon must have had a compassionate soul. I can't say I've liked what I've done, but hearing you cry out for your mother was what made me truly happy. 
 
      
 
    "On to more important matters, how are you? It's a cheesy question I know, but it needs to be asked sometimes. Know your goals and don't give up until you can grasp them. Myshcells are good at that. I hope you enjoy living In Sareville. It's a nice and peaceful place. You and your sister should have lots of adventures in such a large city. 
 
      
 
    I don't have a letter for her, as she won't remember me too much, but do tell her I love her just as much. I know a letter can't compensate for my absence, and for that I am truly sorry. I'm sorry for having you leave you and your mother to deal with my problems. By now you three have moved in with your uncle. I can tell you're already destined to be a skillful Kruxsetter. You learn so fast we're surprised you haven't started taking anything apart! 
 
      
 
    "You've had to have met Aegith by now, or at least heard of him. I've got a few friends in Sareville that can point you his way when your time comes. I hope you both find love in your life. Whether it be man, woman, or Monster. (Or all of the above. The world's a big place!) As long as you feel it truly, it doesn't matter who it is. (Even though people will definitely flip shit if your other half is some kind of tranny monster. I've seen things Arend, its best if you keep an open mind. Or else you'd go insane!)" 
 
      
 
    Arend snickered. 'Something tells me he's been in a more than a few awkward situations.' 
 
      
 
    "I can't explain just how much I regret having to do this. My final advise to you is this; be wary of things that sound too good to be true. They usually end up biting you in the ass. Be good, be happy, be loved. 
 
      
 
    Your fool of a father, 
 
      
 
    Teneo Myshcell" 
 
      
 
    The last page of the letter was a list of books and page numbers. "These are the pieces of the Final Weapon. It's up to you to piece them together." The entire set A History Of The Great Wars was listed. Arend' book had the word "Everything." Written beside it and was circled in red. Arend folded everything up and slipped into the special section of his bag where his book was. Dropping down from the tree, Arend headed back to the camp. 
 
      
 
    Corenden and Michael had told Aegith about Richard and the book Corenden had obtained. Iode had gone to sleep a little outside the tents. Arend pulled his blanket up to his face on his way past. Aegith was showing them a device that had the potential to point out the Sereph's powerful Korvan. "Since humans had a different type of propulsion in the war, they could use this to easily find their enemies." 
 
      
 
    Corenden rotated the compass-like box in his hands. The arrow on the top side shifted occasionally. It turned to Arend as he joined the group. Corenden handed it to him without a second glance. Arend had the box apart before Aegith could object. "What are you doing!?" 
 
      
 
    "If it can handle a crashing airship, it can handle Arend' tinkering." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "One of the Korvan is damaged. Right now it just points to the strongest source of Orenth nearby." Arend explained as he popped out a light blue Korvan with numerous cracks throughout. The arrow no longer twitched when he did so. Aegith took back the device. Arend looked at the crack pattern of the Korvan. "It's got a very weak trace of Orenth, but nothing a machine can track." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "We figured that the warship crashed close to an ancient Sereph monument. We also think the same monument was what caused the errors that crashed the airship." Paine explained. 
 
      
 
    "Makes sense. The only way a Korvan like this can break is by overloading. This monument must be made of the same stuff this is, only much, much more powerful." Arend replied. The man translating Corenden's book looked up. 
 
      
 
    "He's right, but the book only mentions it. It's normal for books written by Serephs to have their people's history in a brief section of longer books like this, and this one is no different. It's a cookbook of Sereph foods. It has more use to them than it does us." 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed the Korvan in his mouth and began to chew. "Hmm…" He said thoughtfully as the weakened Korvan disintegrated in his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Everyone watching was frozen with a look of disbelief mixed with mild disgust. "What the hell?" Michael said, gesturing at Arend' display with confused hands. 
 
      
 
    "It has the consistency of rock candy and kinda tastes like it as well. Then there's some faint subtle flavor that's hard to nail down." Arend said as he continued to chew. 
 
      
 
    "How are you chewing that!?" Paine asked with a frustrated frown. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I guess it's another Pendragon thing." 
 
      
 
    Michael shook his head. "Try not to make a habit out of it. You don't know how it will affect you." 
 
      
 
    Arend sniffed, tilting his head slightly. "It's that way." Arend said, pointing to the Southeast. "About a two hour trip if we hurry." 
 
      
 
    "Later Arend." Corenden said as he plopped down on Arend' head. "We need to sleep first." 
 
      
 
    "Alright. I could probably use more sleep. G'night." Arend laid back with his head on Corenden's chest. 
 
      
 
    He was asleep in seconds. The others followed suit. Some moment later, Corenden shifted slightly and finally fell asleep. Aegith stayed up a little later, watching Arend sleep. 'He's definitely your son.' 
 
      
 
    The camp rose well before the sun. Arend had awoken before his friends and ran into the jungle in search of food. Aegith woke them an hour after he didn't return. 
 
      
 
    "He's hunting?" Iode said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "I don't want to know what poor animal he ends up catching." Corenden said with a shudder. 
 
      
 
    "He doesn't eat them raw does he?" Aegith asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael shrugged. "I don't know what to expect from him anymore. He grow stronger daily, and so does his hunger." 
 
      
 
    "It's terrifying to think of what he might become." Corenden said. 
 
      
 
    Arend' footsteps could be heard as he rejoined the group. "G'morn' ya'll. I ate everything so don't bother asking." 
 
      
 
    Michael looked up to him as he stirred breakfast. "I don't think we want whatever it was you caught. We're leaving once we eat." 
 
      
 
    Arend was unsettled by the looks the others threw his way. "What's with you guys? It's not like I'm going to go crazy or anything. I know my behavior has changed dramatically lately. I just don't bother mentioning it. As time goes on, splurging on these urges helps keep my mind clear, and now I feel like I could do anything. Don't think the smile on my face is carefree. I worry about the same things you do, but dwelling on them is not how I work." 
 
      
 
    Arend was met with silence as everyone was focused on the campfire. "Arend." Aegith said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "What!?" Arend replied grumpily. 
 
      
 
    "You're on fire." Corenden said, pointing to his feet. 
 
      
 
    The toe of his right shoe was resting on a coal that had fallen from the fire. Wildly swirling white flames cloaked his foot up to the ankle. "Ahh!" Arend exclaimed as he stepped back .His flamed cloaked foot slipped and he fell onto his face. 
 
      
 
    Arend rolled over. Both his hands and his feet were coated in the flames up to the wrist and ankles. A memory flashed in his head. With a strike like a cobra, Arend grabbed Corenden's hand. He jumped, but stopped when he realized it didn't hurt. His arm slipped out with little resistance, even with Arend' vice-like grip. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's Orenth." Corenden said softly. 
 
      
 
    "Ha! I saw King use something like this when we fought." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Stiffening his muscles, Arend managed to get himself off the ground, with this ass sticking in the air. "Corenden, give me a push!" He exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Corenden pushed him tentatively. Arend floated across the campsite, practically frictionless. Corenden grabbed him by the belt loops in his pants, locking himself against Arend' lower back and using his wings to float around the camp. 
 
      
 
    "You're fucking kidding me." Iode said as he watched them float around the other tents, startling and enchanting the archeologists. 
 
      
 
    "Do you know how ridiculous you look!?" Michael called after him. 
 
      
 
    Arend did a one handed hand stand in reply. Aegith burst into laughter. "Sit down and eat your breakfast. Some people can just find more fun in life then the rest of us." 
 
      
 
    Michael grudgingly poured himself and Iode some of the breakfast soup. Corenden and Arend' fun ended when they ran into a tree. Corenden left to eat while Arend tried to gain control of his new power. The soup pot was scraped clean when Arend flew by at an astounding speed, now standing upright and skating across the ground. He slid to a halt in a cloud of dust. He had figured out how to call forth a different kind of flame. They were the same color as King's wings, and increased friction greatly, almost allowing Arend to walk on air. 
 
      
 
    "You ready?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I can still sense it. Think we should bring the canoes?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael glanced over to the two canoes. They were stacked on top of each other like two plates, with everyone's supplies and Arend' parts piled on top. 
 
      
 
    "No." Michael replied. "We can carry our own stuff. You and Iode can split the heavier stuff since he has more muscle mass than everyone here, and you've got insane strength. They'll just be dead weight anywhere but the 1000-mile canyon." 
 
      
 
    "Great." Arend grunted as he put his duffle bag, a bag of supplies, and his bag of parts onto his person. 
 
      
 
    Iode loaded up with the remainder, save for Michael and Corenden's bags. They said their farewells and with Arend leading them, began their trudge through the jungle. Arend' leadership was remarkable, steering the group around steep creeks and harsh brush; like a map and compass in a maze. 
 
      
 
    He would routinely stop and sniff the air atop tall trees. A few trees chimed as they walked past, the bits of airship reacting to Arend' enormous power. Around noon, the entire jungle burst into a sea of chaotic noise. 
 
      
 
    Arend jumped. "Why is it so loud!?" Corenden exclaimed as he covered his ears. 
 
      
 
    Iode had a pained look on his face, but didn't drop his cargo to cover his ears. Michael pulled out a pair of earmuffs and put them on Iode; they sat awkwardly in his ears. 
 
      
 
    Arend grumbled to himself as he continued onwards. An hour after the noises had faded, he hurried trough a thick wall of shrubbery. They found themselves in a small clearing with a giant weeping willow. A blanket of moss grew in the slightly damp soil. 
 
      
 
    "Water must well up here like that pond from before. Otherwise they couldn't grow like this." Michael said as he ran a hand across the moss. 
 
      
 
    Arend disappeared through the willow's branches. The others followed him. What looked like a large tombstone was set in the ground at the base of the willow. Its roots held it fast in a tight tangle. A ring of runes were carved into the face of the flat monument. Corenden pulled out a short bundle of notes on Sereph Runes. The translator back at Aegith's camp had a copy he gave to Corenden. 
 
      
 
    Arend set down his bags by the tree. He anticipated a long wait until they translated everything. He slipped around to the backside of the tree and pulled out his phone. As much as he'd hate to admit it, he'd forgotten to call Kronth. Her lack of messages worried him. He tried her number, but got no reply. 
 
      
 
    "No signal" flashed mockingly in the corner of his screen. 'Damn it.' He replaced his phone into his bag and rejoined the others. 
 
      
 
    "So far we've got 'lines of heart, where must start.' A word that doesn't translate, then 'Hands of fate shall guide you.'" Michael read out. 
 
      
 
    "Then after that it's just a list of random syllables. It looks like part of the runes has worn off." Corenden added, sliding a hand across the face of the stone beneath the circle of runes. Arend thought the stone seemed to light up slightly. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have time to mess around. Richard's life is at stake." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    'lines of heart…' Arend rubbed his chin. 
 
      
 
    Corenden ran a finger along the groves carved into the entirety of the monument, running at sharp 90 degree angles. They all stopped at the circle of runes, forming a small inset area where the runes were carved. Arend coated his finger in white flames. He touched the center of the ring of runes. 
 
      
 
    The white fire disappeared, running along the trenches in a flood that disappeared into the earth. A hazy film of light blue remained. Arend took Corenden's hand and placed it within the ring. 
 
      
 
    "It's Pog Orenth." Arend said as he removed his hand. 
 
      
 
    Corenden seemed confused, but emitted a small amount of his Orenth into the stone. Like with Arend, his Orenth flooded down the lines in the stone, leaving behind a faint, but growing, blue glow. As Corenden fed it more Orenth, the stone began to pulsate. 
 
      
 
    Arend placed his hand over Corenden's adding his Orenth to the mix. He nodded to Michael. Michael placed his hand over Arend' and Iode placed his large hand on top. As their Orenth was drained down, the stone began to glow brighter and pulsate faster. 
 
      
 
    "Not just Pog Orenth." Corenden said. "Sereph Pog Orenth." 
 
      
 
    The light of the stone turned to a slight green. It came forth from the stone like a fog, tumbling out until lit filled the space under the willow. 
 
      
 
    It trembled around Arend, seeping into his skin. It did the same to the others, but at a greater rate. "It's Natural Orenth; what feeds our own. It's dangerous only in not using it when you absorb it." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    The Orenth came forth as a ring around each of their hands, leaving a green tattoo behind; a single rune at the junction of blood vessels and a band around the wrist that cut through it. 
 
      
 
    "Home." Corenden read out. 
 
      
 
    A line of green light appeared from his wrist, pointing to the east before fading. "Alright!" Michael exclaimed one the stone returned to normal and all the green Orenth dissipated. They all felt more alive than they've felt in a long time, energy provided by the Natural Orenth. Michael gave Corenden and Iode a black, spongy cube. 
 
      
 
    "What's this?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Eat it and your strength will be greatly enhanced. The fasted way to burn Orenth is for us to fly. As much as I hate to day it, it's also the best choice of transport right now." Michael explained. 
 
      
 
    Corenden bit into it after sniffing. "It tastes like dirt." He said with a grimace. 
 
      
 
    Iode swallowed it whole. The effects were immediate. Arend noticed an increase in breathing rate and temperature, as well as dilated eyes. 
 
      
 
    "You weren't kidding." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    "Clock's ticking, let's get moving!" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Good, good. We need to make sure that doesn't happen again. Follow his plans to the rivet; Iode knows his stuff." Tommori said the black Floxes awaiting assignment. 
 
      
 
    They scattered and went to work clearing the final corner of the destroyed foundry. A grey-chested Pog rocketed towards Tommori. 
 
      
 
    In her own language, she reported to Tommori. "The cell tower has been err'ing out. A massive amount of Guild chit-chat has overloaded the system. It'll take at least a month to fix." 
 
      
 
    "Huh? What kind of chit-chat?" Tommori asked. 
 
      
 
    "As fried as the system is, we can make out a few words that are repeated constantly. 'Dragon's Den', 'Celestial Rim', and 'Cree-us' were all we could make out." She replied. 
 
      
 
    Tommori flinched. "Arend? Dragon's Den was his Guild. Let me see the logs." 
 
      
 
    She handed him a rubber covered tablet about an inch thick. "I don't see how it'll help. I already said the system was fried." 
 
      
 
    Tommori took only a second to discover what the Pog had failed to find. 
 
      
 
    "You really need to brush up on your English. There's an entire file that's uncorrupted right here." Tommori barely read halfway through the first message before glancing up with a stern face. "I need that tower up in no longer a week. We may still be able to get him these messages before he goes too far south." 
 
      
 
    The Pog hurried off, leaving the log with Tommori. Tommori continued to read through Kronth's unsent messages, his joy on the progress of the foundry now gone. 'Son of a bitch! Allan's moving his group!? This is not good.' Tommori abandoned his post to get an urgent letter sent. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Kronth glanced down at the digital map before her. The entire region was outlined in three colors; green, red, and grey. Green was allied Syndicates and their territories. Grey was Syndicates wishing to remain neutral. The red was enemy Syndicates and those captured by them. A few blinking dots represented the Legendary Weapon sightings in the increasing number of skirmishes that occur as Celestial Rim slowly worked their way to Sareville. 
 
      
 
    Kronth had the man power, but Celestial Rim had terror and amoral tactics. The number of injured and dead climbed with every hour that passed. Even though Draken began working under the now super-powered Dragon's Den, the stress of being a General began wearing away at her. One of the three phones on her desk rang. Thankfully, it was the black one and not the red. The red phone was for a call of a frontal assault, and the yellow is for any more sightings of Celestial Rim members. 
 
      
 
    "Hello?" Kronth answered wearily. 
 
      
 
    "Yes hello. Felix Hanson of Styx Fix, we're stationed in Chewek and I'd like to know why there's an insane amount of chatter in the air." 
 
      
 
    "I don't have time for bullshit Felix. I've got a man missing and a war to run. Ever bother looking at the Nexus?" She snapped. 
 
      
 
    "I've heard the Pog and Grey-boy are your members." Felix replied. 
 
      
 
    "I swear to God Felix, spit it out or I'm going to row a boat over there and kick your fucking ass. If it's about Corenden and Arend, SAY IT!" Kronth screamed into the phone. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fucking shit women! Calm down before your head explodes! I didn't remember their names! Tommori says his cell tower's down and any calls would be impossible. His letter was incredibly brief and only mentioned Dragons Den. He's trying to fix the tower, but it's going to be tough." Felix exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Kronth sighed and leaned back into the chair. As she rubbed her forehead, a thought began to tumble around in her head. A grin slowly formed on her face. Her secretaries nearby were unnerved and left the room. "What if I can get one of his little network buddies. I know Arend and Tommori have a powerful connection to many people. I'm sure we could get something together. Do you think you could get him up there?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Can't promise anything, but the ship Arend rode over here is headed back to Sareville. Send at least two of every part, Tommori's planning on aiming these messages all the way to the South Pole. Arend is bound to get them wherever he is." 
 
      
 
    "Good. Call me with any updates." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Corenden and Iode fell the ten feet to the ground. Arend managed to catch everyone with some fancy acrobatics, the impact of his legs making craters in the ground below him. Michael and Arend scattered things about. Corenden and Iode were laid out for a well deserved rest. The group was at the plateau; a week's worth of travel done in one day. The wind at their backs and the Orenth support from Arend and Michael made it possible. 
 
      
 
    Michael dumped a bucket full of water from the nearby lake onto the pair. It quickly brought down their high temperatures. "Will they be okay?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Given a good night's sleep, yes. Though they'll be sore and very hungry." Michael replied as he went back for more water. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to look around. Twenty-four hours of fly time makes me a little sick." Arend said as he headed for the cliff by the lake and the giant string of mountains past that. 
 
      
 
    "Be careful, I don't want to have to climb up a mountain to drag your ass down. I will throw you into the lake." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    As usual, Arend easily scampered up the mountain face. Arend found it oddly settling atop the cliff with the rough boulders and soft chilled wind that twisted around them. 
 
      
 
    Arend laid down on a flat stone. Civen's sword at his waist and his arms behind his head. He stared up at the sky. 'I wonder how Kronth is doing. Almost two weeks and I've already gone so far. Things have been moving really fast.' A shape poked through the clouds. A series of towers made of grey stone with gigantic sky-blue Korvan attached to the bottom of each one. It floated high above, slowly floating along. 
 
      
 
    Arend got to his feet. He knew there was no way for them to formally call them, but he knew a way to get their attention. He pulled out the Dragon Drive and a discarded nozzle he snagged at Loushin. Jerry rigging the nozzle where the blade would sit in the Dragon Drive, Arend prepared to give the signal. As soon as he started the Drive, things went south. 
 
      
 
    The Drive released a massive burst of mixed Orenth a mile up into the sky. The remaining innards of the Dragon Drive evaporated along with the nozzle. Arend now held a box-on-a-stick with a spinning ring with pretty stones. Needless to say, the fortress took notice. It stopped completely, a small platform-like craft was sent down. 
 
      
 
    Two white figures confronted and began to interrogate Michael. Arend sealed up his bag and leapt from the cliff, diving towards the lake with a shout. 
 
      
 
    "WOO-HOO!" He landed sloppily on the water, creating a loud crack. Arend was paralyzed briefly before popping out from the water. "I'm alright!" He shouted before paddling to the shore. 
 
      
 
    "Water really isn't your element is it?" Michael asked as Arend flopped out of the water. 
 
      
 
    "Try doing what I do every day. You'll slip up eventually." Arend replied as he shook the water from his clothes. He was glad he invested in a waterproofed bag. Nearby, a throat was cleared. 
 
      
 
    'A Sereph Pog averages around human height, as well as sharing many facial features with the common Pog. Their limbs are more human sized than a Pog's. They have five fingers and four toes, which they can stand and walk on, unlike the common Pog. 
 
      
 
    'Another distinguishing feature is their four feathered wings, not a pair of webbed ones. Like Floxes, they have a trail of fur that runs from their head down to the tips of both of their tails. This trail of fur is a much greater quality than a Pog's. Unlike Floxes, Sereph's are rarely any other color than white. Their 'hair' color changes, but their bodies remain 'pure.' 
 
      
 
    'A halo-like ring can be found surrounding a part of their body. The location and shape of his halo determines their class, rank, and job. Two makes you a God.' 
 
      
 
    Fanscaro's lecture passed through Arend' mind as he looked the two Serephs over. They were wearing a special kind of white tunic that wrapped tightly around their chest, a strip of which came down in the front and back down to their toes. Like he said, they stood on them instead of the longer flat of their foot. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, don't stare." Michael whispered. 
 
      
 
    Corenden snorted. Arend glanced over to the two. "They still alright Michael?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "As far as my medical knowledge goes, yes! Now would you mind addressing the two Serephs!?" Michael hissed. 
 
      
 
    "Why can't you handle it?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't the one who vented a mile high cloud of Orenth!" Michael shouted. 
 
      
 
    Arend quickly covered his ears at Michael's shouting, wincing. One of the Serephs raised an eyebrow. "Not so loud." Arend grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Michael threw his hands up and defeat and marched away. "Please excuse him, he hasn't gotten much sleep." Arend said to the two. 
 
      
 
    One had golden blonde hair and the other had off-white. The blonde had a yellow halo almost set onto his right shoulder. The other had one around his right wrist. 
 
      
 
    "And you?" The blonde asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm fine. Slept like a rock!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Just get on the shuttle." The off-white one said, shaking his head. "They'll want to know who shot off that Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Michael was already grumping it up in a ball by his bags on the shuttle. Arend brought Corenden and Iode over, setting them beside him, much to the off-white Sereph's displeasure. Arend loaded up with the remainder of their luggage and dumped it on the shuttle. 
 
      
 
    "How much of that strength do you think is his?" The blonde asked his partner. 
 
      
 
    "I don't care Flake, I just want to go home." He replied. 
 
      
 
    - - Flying Pog Fortress - - 
 
      
 
    The Serephs remained silent as the group quickly ascended. Michael had fallen asleep; he was completely exhausted. Arend looked to the sky, watching the fortress grow larger and larger in his vision. The blonde Sereph was watching him. He was apprehensive with his approach. 
 
      
 
    "What's on your mind?" Arend asked with a half glance towards him. 
 
      
 
    "Well, it's just I've never seen a human before. I'm just a little more than curious on how your body is built." The Sereph replied. 
 
      
 
    A second memory flashed in Arend' mind as he began to reply. 'Sereph Floxes have a bad history with every intelligent species. Shadow Clan, dragons, Pendragons, and humans as well. Our lifespan is so short and our fighting left such a little impact in their culture they've gotten over our presence. Should you meet any of the above, don't mention them to any of the others on the list. There's a well documented hate triangle.' 
 
      
 
    "I'm not really the best example of a human. I've got a bit more than human Orenth in me." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend was grateful Fanscaro's words on Serephs stuck with him, but he wished he could remember what else he had said about the other monster races. 
 
      
 
    "Oh…But you look normal, I think." The Sereph replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled up his shirt. "I've got an artificial heart. It's removed the color from my hair and eyes. I don't remember what they used to be." 
 
      
 
    The Sereph reached forward and touched Arend' chest. He had surprisingly soft hands. Arend' face flushed slightly, frozen mid frown. 
 
      
 
    "Flake!" The other exclaimed. The Sereph ignored him, feeling the beat of Arend' heart with a look of wonder. 
 
      
 
    The off-white Sereph stormed over and forcefully removed Flake's hand. "You know what you've been told. I know you feel these abnormal urges around males. Get them under control or I'll have to report to the Patriarch." He whispered incredibly quietly into Flake's ear. Arend could barely catch the words on the wind. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed to himself. "You two ought to talk to each other in your own language. Some people can hear things." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "What?" The off-white Sereph asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have no problem with how he feels. While touching my chest without asking is a little rude, how he feels doesn't bother me." Arend replied. Flake turned away. The other Sereph didn't say anything. "Can you tell me who this Patriarch is?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's the one who guides the sociality of the general populous." Flake replied. 
 
      
 
    "Flake!" The other hissed. 
 
      
 
    "He's going to find out anyway!" Flake replied. "You know they wouldn't stop the fortress unless it's important." 
 
      
 
    Arend sensed something was off. He began to pace back and forth. He stopped at the center. "We're flying crooked." He announced. 
 
      
 
    The two glanced at each other. "Yes, it's an error we couldn't solve." Flake replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm. If I knew the system, I could help." Arend replied, returning to the railing. 
 
      
 
    The platform was brought into a dock-like formation that it fitted perfectly into with a loud click. "Stay here. Visitors are a complicated matter." Flake told Arend before he and his partner stepped off. 
 
      
 
    The front of the fortress was a large round tower with an equally large gateway. The walls were a grey stone carved with runes. Tall strips of glass ran across the tower, reinforced by metal beams. The top of the tower was also glass, twisted back like the tip of an ice cream cone. It reflected a great deal of sunlight out. The pathway to the tower was made of cobble-brick with two patches of grass with a few trees. 
 
      
 
    Arend noticed similar flora past the gateway. The other towers of the fortress could be seen to the sides of the forward. With shingled tops and large, unused, mechanical devices to the front. Serephs were gathered at the windows, looking out at Arend. Arend could barely make out the figures of children in the sea of white. 
 
      
 
    Arend waved wildly with one hand, a wide grin spreading across his face. His performance was met with no reply. He noticed a pink figure just at the edge of the top of the tower. It was a pink Sereph dangling it feet off the four foot space between the edge of the tower and where the conic glass roof started. Arend whistled loudly and gave her his signature salute. 
 
      
 
    "Human! Cease the childish behavior!" A Sereph was storming towards him. 
 
      
 
    He was dressed with a similar tunic as Flake and the other Serephs, but in a different cut and had blue cloth instead of white. An orange belt was wrapped around his chest instead of being fastened tightly. As he got closer, Arend noticed he had fine silver and gold embroidery near the hems. His hair orange hair was cut short, and was much thinner than Flake's or the other Sereph. A halo hovered a few inches above the top of his head, barely more than five inches in diameter, but glowed softly. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you four here?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    "A friend of ours was kidnapped and we need to get over these mountains to get to him." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "What makes you think we'll allow those two… things on here?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend bent down and lifted Corenden's right hand. He held his up to Corenden's. The faded markings on their wrists were still visible. "We've come a long way and all we want is a brief respite from out travels." 
 
      
 
    The Sereph didn't reply. Flake and his partner waited some distance away. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think-" He was interrupted. 
 
      
 
    "Hold Kale! I want a word with him!" A Sereph with silver streaked red hair came running across the platform. 
 
      
 
    He had a similar orange belt that secured a coat around his chest. He also had a pair of blue pants made of the same cloth. While running, his heels would touch the ground. When he stopped by the orange haired Sereph, Arend noticed he also stood on his heels, unlike all the others. He had a halo just above his head like Kale, but it was a great deal wider and thicker. It was hazy, set tilted, crossing through hone of his ears. 
 
      
 
    "Maeil, we can't have these people wander around up here. Hurry and ask your questions." Kale said. 
 
      
 
    "Was it you who created the flare?" Maeil asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. He pulled out the Dragon Drive. "This is what did it, but all the mechanics evaporated from the powerful blast of Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Maeil took it and looked it over. "It's a pity…" 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled out his notes. "I've got a few plans for Mark II, but I need higher quality materials for the mechanisms." 
 
      
 
    "You built this!?" Maeil asked, taking Arend' notes. 
 
      
 
    He rapidly looked them over. "Yeah, but it didn't last too long. It does have more power than it might seem though; I easily took down the Black Monster with it." 
 
      
 
    Maeil stopped. Kale narrowed his eyes. 'Damn! I can't tell where this'll put me.' Arend thought. 
 
      
 
    "The Black Monster?" Kale asked ominously. "What's its real name?" Arend' eyebrows jumped. 
 
      
 
    "Ace." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Kale was shocked. "You actually spoke-" 
 
      
 
    "YOU HAVE A TRUE SAFEGUARD!?" Maeil shouted. 
 
      
 
    "What!?" Kale snapped. 
 
      
 
    Flake and his partner were also surprised. "Where did you find it!?" Maeil demanded. 
 
      
 
    "He created it." Corenden mumbled into the platform, his face still pressed against the ground. 
 
      
 
    Kale looked from Corenden to Arend. "He's right." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "What's your name?" Kale asked. 
 
      
 
    "Arend." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "No, your full name." Kale said. 
 
      
 
    "Arend Myshcell." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Maeil dropped the Dragon Drive. Arend picked it up. "The Myshcells stopped with Teneo. Our sources say he and his family were killed by three Pendragons in Sareville." Kale said. 
 
      
 
    "Three? There were only two; King, who only wanted to take me away, and Ace, who had more sinister plans." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "There were three. Myshcells are closely monitored by us. Their family is odd, but they are brilliant. What you've shown us isn't proof enough." Kale said. 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. 'God these people are a pain.' "What more do you need? How valid is your source's info?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "I was that source." Maeil said. "Three Pendragons were detected by long range Orenth sensors. Three Pendragons were detected when one of the three humans turned into something else. I doubt you probably know this, but Myshcells are highly susceptible to Possession, and when they are, it's messy. The third Pendragon was somehow able to take down the Possessed girl even though it was gravely injured." 
 
      
 
    "I was this third Pendragon. I mentioned to Flake that my Orenth Spectrum isn't fully human. From great distances, my more subtle human nuances could have vanished. Could there be a chance you mistook it?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Not unless you had enough Orenth as a child to block out an entire city, I doubt it was you." Maeil replied. 
 
      
 
    "Enough of this!" Kale shouted, grabbing Arend' papers from Maeil and shoving Arend back with them. 
 
      
 
    "Flake, Iris, take them back down." Kale said as he turned. 
 
      
 
    "God fucking damn it!" Arend cursed, shoving everything into his bag. 
 
      
 
    He jumped over the railing of the shuttle-platform and onto the platform of the fortress. Flake and Iris moved to intercept, but Arend had leapt up through the air in a blast of red Orenth flames. Cloaking his feet in white flames, Arend waited for them to follow as he stood stiff and proper, sliding backwards without resistance. 
 
      
 
    The Serephs had to march to keep pace. "You're part Pendragon!" Flake exclaimed when they reached him. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, though I didn't want to have to shove it in your face. You would think intelligent people like yourselves would be able to connect the dots." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Maeil and Kale stopped. "That means he really is Teneo's son!" Kale exclaimed. Flake stopped a few feet away from them. Iris still pursued Arend. 
 
      
 
    "But why couldn't we track him?" Maeil said. 
 
      
 
    "Grey Heart." Flake whispered. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Kale asked. 
 
      
 
    "He said he had an artificial heart. It must be made of Grey Adamtinium." Flake said, watching Iris struggle to catch Arend, who began to skate backwards like he was on ice. 
 
      
 
    "Axis…" Maeil growled. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Michael called from the shuttle-platform. Arend glanced over, sliding towards him. "Their fever is back! It's worse this time!" 
 
      
 
    Arend stopped. Iris bumped into his back. Arend dashed over to Michael and the two Pog. The Serephs came soon after. Arend bent down. Corenden's face felt like it was on fire. He frowned worriedly. "That's one hell of a fever." 
 
      
 
    "No, that's more than a fever." Maeil said as he bent down to the two. "It's Orenth poisoning. Treatable, but time is not on your side. We need to get them to a medical room." 
 
      
 
    Flake glanced over at Kale. "…Very well. You four may stay here until we pass over the mountains. Feel free to go wherever you please. First attend to your… friends. Flake, Iris, guard the humans. Others will deal with the remainder." Kale did a complete 180. 
 
      
 
    "I call the Myshcell!" Flake exclaimed excitedly. 
 
      
 
    "This is serious." Maeil said. "We need to get them moving NOW." 
 
      
 
    Arend lifted Iode onto his back without a grunt. Michael secured Corenden on top. "Let's go." Arend dashed for the tower. 
 
      
 
    Flake had to fly to keep up. Michael was left to deal with the luggage. He was not strong enough to carry all what was there. "Think you could help? Arend' is the duffle, it's mostly clothes, but it's the bulkiest." 
 
      
 
    "We're not-" Iris stopped as Maeil picked up Arend' duffle and a bag of supplies. 
 
      
 
    "You certainly don't travel light." Maeil said as he adjusted the bags on his back. Michael piled the rest on his now crooked back. Face straining, he confidently marched forward. "Are you alright?" Maeil asked. 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't matter. It seems like you aren't as close minded as he is." Michael grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "I can hear you. I don't appre-" Iris started. 
 
      
 
    "You're not carrying three hundred pounds of crap! What you would 'appreciate' doesn't really matter does it? I'd appreciate a bit more help over you walking arrogantly behind me!" Michael snapped. 
 
      
 
    "He's got a point." Maeil said before Iris could retort. A crowd of Serephs were gathered at the gateway. Arend was unable to push through. 
 
      
 
    Arend was getting irritated. "Get out of the way!" 
 
      
 
    The wall of Serephs refused to budge. Flake was swarmed by a different group. "We don't want them in here! Leave with your Pog scum!" Someone shoved Iode's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    He mumbled something in his language. Arend finally snapped. Feet and hands blazing in red flames, Arend held Corenden close to his chest and hooked an arm around Iode. He began to push through the crowd with all his might. Dozens of hands tried to push him back, but Arend didn't lose an inch. Kale was nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    "Stop this foolishness!" Maeil barked. 
 
      
 
    "The Patriarch approved their passage!" 
 
      
 
    "We don't care!" 
 
      
 
    A metal rod came swinging from the crowd. Arend stopped it with his forehead. It clattered to the floor. A line of blood dripped down his face and onto the floor. "ENOUGH!" Arend shouted. His voice shook the windows. The crowd grew silent. "You're behaving like a pack of animals. The greatest species in invention and knowledge are nothing more than a bunch of gutless cowardly beasts. The next attempt on me or my friends will be met with lethal force on the grounds of self defense. Anyone who objects will get a swift kick in the head." 
 
      
 
    "You call us animals but you're barking like a dog!" 
 
      
 
    "I bark for a cause! You bark for nothing more than prejudice. I have the power to take you all on. I may be an animal, but I do it for them. They may be scum to you, but they will give their lives for their beliefs, even if they stand alone. Can any one of you stand from the crowd and tell me to my face how you feel!?" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    A quiet, child-like voice called out. "My name is Lucky, seven year old Sereph, daughter of Mars and Moss. I stand for the hope of you safe passage!" 
 
      
 
    A white-haired Sereph barely as tall as Arend' waist hovered over the crowd. She flew high enough to match eyes with Arend. Her shocked parents watched as she flew over to him and wiped the blood from his face. 
 
      
 
    "It's not hard to stick to the past. But new discoveries can only be made by those who change for the future. How you feel may matter, but it's how you act that determines who you are. For your own sakes, let me past." Arend continued, his voice now quiet. 
 
      
 
    The crowd muttered to itself. Michael and the others had finally arrived at the gateway. Iode trembled. "Set me down." He said quietly in Arend' ear. 
 
      
 
    Arend bent down till Iode's feet touched the floor. Still unsteady, Iode leaned against Arend slightly. "How you judge me does not bother me, but don't ever judge this man. No man I knew would dive into a blazing foundry to save monster he's never met. Not even knowing their names, He, Michael back there, the Pog this man is currently holding, and our stolen friend; they all did this. Why? I could never tell you until I realized just how open they are. A love of life and its kindred can only come from someone who takes the world in its good and bad, and shapes it for the ease of others. 
 
      
 
    "They would never lie or cheat you, save it otherwise wrongly condemn. But this is also true; they fear neither dogma nor mob. However, even men as high a caliber as this have a weakness. Michael is terrified of flying, so much so he can focus on nothing else. But we flew a thousand miles in a day to try and rescue our friend. Arend has a problem knowing just how powerful a person is, taking everyone as just another life on this rock spinning in space. 
 
      
 
    "Our friend has the worst kind of weakness, though I don't know what is, I know it's there, lurking in the darkness of his heart. I don't need your pity or soft words or false kindness. This chapter of my life, this story of a man's steady rise to greatness, it's the happiest I've ever been. Loveless as I am, I know even my brief travels with Arend can only lead to a happier world. 
 
      
 
    "A threatening truth still exists however. As strong as he is, Arend stands only on his own two feet. He can only fight as far as he can run. He may be surrounded by friends in allies, in the end; he has to face his destiny alone. Arend Myshcell, Master Kruxsetter and lover of all life. His fall only means a foe exists that can destroy this world. My job is to fight in the final battle with that foe. The place I will die is where the Grey Dragon falls." Iode's words echoed across the silent tower. 
 
      
 
    Arend snickered, breaking the melancholic mood. "Iode, I'm just a man. A man with hopes and dreams like any other. Don't pledge your life to me. Live your own. Like you said, I stand alone on my own two feet, but my enemies are those who threaten others. An army stands alone, but fights together. Difficult things will be in the future, but no God exists in this world of Men. In my eyes, anyone standing alone is greater than any God." 
 
      
 
    The crowd divided. Kale came walking up. "Return to your business, it is not your job to stop visitors. Let them past." 
 
      
 
    The Serephs glanced down from Kale's gaze. Arend helped Iode along. Flake led them to where they could be treated. 
 
      
 
    The other Serephs scattered, giving Michael nothing more than a passing glance. "I need sleep. I don't care where." 
 
      
 
    Michael and Arend were assigned a room beside where Corenden and Iode were resting for Maeil's simple treatment. They were treated periodically as they slept. Maeil took the chance to look over Arend' body while he slept. 'He definitely was that third Pendragon. His encounter with the Black Monster must have awoken the Pendragon Orenth inside him.' 
 
      
 
    Michael and Arend woke up around the same time. Arend had rolled off the bunk bed and onto the floor, creating a loud thud that woke Michael up. Arend sat up, dressed only in a pair of black boxers. 
 
      
 
    "I can't tell you how much I needed that." Michael said as he slid out of bed. He wore a pair of shorts to bed. 
 
      
 
    "Ever wonder how different out traveling would be if we had a women with us?" Arend asked as he got dressed. 
 
      
 
    Michael switched from his shorts to his black pants. Flake's head popped around the reinforced door. His faced flushed slightly. 
 
      
 
    "What? You've never slept in your underwear before?" Michael asked as he pulled on the shirt from when Arend had first met him. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't expect to find you both half naked in the same room." Flake replied. 
 
      
 
    "Our swim in the jungle would have driven you wild." Arend said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    "Maeil wants to talk to you Arend." Flake said, hiding his red face behind the door. 
 
      
 
    When he shut it, Michael jerked his head in the direction of the door. "What's with him?" 
 
      
 
    "He's got 'abnormal feelings towards males.' Kale seems like he wants Flake to keep it to himself, but it's best to work subtly." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "There's nothing subtle in any of what you said to him." Michael said as he and Arend finished dressing. They walked out the door fully dressed. 
 
      
 
    They were in a small open-roofed hallway in one of the side towers. They seemed to be for when Sereph soldiers lived in them as barracks. Many were opened up for the resident Serephs and a large plaza was atop the block of rooms Arend' crew was assigned. They had gotten the lowest floor, where no one's been for a long time judging by the dust covered doors. 
 
      
 
    The fortress was divided into six towers. The two Residential Towers to the front left and right, the entrance and Recreational Tower Arend' group had entered through was in the middle between the two Residential Towers. Agriculture was behind the right Residential Tower and a Business and Education Tower to the left behind the Residential Tower. The final Tower in the six pack was much larger than the others, containing the Library and the Control Room. 
 
      
 
    A different Sereph was assigned to Michael. "It's Iris' day off. My name's Night." 
 
      
 
    She was a black haired Sereph about Arend' height. A halo was at a 45o angle around the base of her right upper wing. Arend couldn't help but notice the difference between male and female Serephs were a lot more noticeable than a normal Pog. 'A more prominent chest' as he put it. 
 
      
 
    "That's Michael and this is Arend." Flake said. 
 
      
 
    Night nodded to the both of them. Maeil was headed their way down the hall. "What's going on?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Your prototype. I think the technology can open many doors for us in technological advancement. Or in the very least learn more about you and compensate for the actions of the others." Maeil replied. 
 
      
 
    Michael spoke up. "Do you think I could get a look at the library?" 
 
      
 
    Night grabbed Michael by the backpack he still wanted to carry around and dragged him behind her. "C'mon scholar boy, the library is open source." 
 
      
 
    "Come along Arend, let me show you my lab." Maeil led them out onto the walkway between the Residential Tower and the Business Tower. Maeil stopped halfway. "Over there, under the main tower." Maeil said, pointing to a door and small stretch of a rung ladder in the band of concrete separating the large Korvan at the bottom and the wall of the tower. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think you could fly him over?" Maeil asked Flake. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but-" Maeil hopped over the railing, bee-lining for the door. 
 
      
 
    "We can't do anything from here." Arend said as he stood up on the railing. 
 
      
 
    Flake was impressed Arend could balance on the small piping, not including the strong winds. "I don't think this is a good idea." Flake said as he hooked Arend under the arms. 
 
      
 
    "Your feelings towards me don't bother me, as long as you don't forget I can't return them." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Flake and Arend leaned forward off the railing slightly, taking to the air with little effort on Flake's part. "I know that. But some Serephs can't understand that idea. They have trouble accepting different people. If they know you're different, you're automatically an outcast, but forbidden from leaving the Fortress. Few have ever successfully escaped." Flake brought him level with the ladder. 
 
      
 
    Arend was up and in the doorway in seconds. Flake was surprised as Arend gave him a helping hand. They quickly followed Maeil's fading footsteps in the narrow, dark hallway. 
 
      
 
    - - Connections - - 
 
      
 
    Night pointed Michael to a Sereph scholar. He had golden hair smoothed back and had a wide halo around the crown of his head. "These people will freak if any Sereph they don't trust stands anywhere near any of these books. And the scholars do not trust us guards. It's for a very good reason, but I'll have to guard you from just outside on the main walkway." Night left him to the scholar. 
 
      
 
    Michael approached him slowly. "My name is Michael, is it alright if I look at some books?" 
 
      
 
    He asked tentatively. The scholar didn't look up from his book, waving lazily at Michael. Michael walked over to an empty desk. It was very wide and half doughnut shape. It was made from a sturdy oak. It had a chair, lamp, paper, and pencils for his use. A thick layer of dust coated everything. Michael wiped it off with his sleeve, rolling it up to his shoulder after patting out what he could. 
 
      
 
    The surface was notably flatter than the others in use. Michael placed his large backpack onto it. He began pulling out some of his own books and notes. He had to pull out his warped lamp to reach something deeper. With his hand deep in his bag, he didn't notice what the lamp was doing. Red sparks fell from a crack in the frame. One of his books burst into flame. The cries of panic about the fire were instant. Michael doused it with a disappointed look on his face. Canteen now half empty, he picked up the sodden, charred book. 
 
      
 
    It was a generic atlas he picked up in a used bookstore. Even if it was ten years out of date, he still regretted losing it. He dropped it into a waste bin and turned his attention to the lamp. The Serephs had calmed down, but kept a wary eye on Michael. Michael easily popped the lamp apart with a rough twist. The small screws easily snapped; the glass didn't show any sign of cracking. 
 
      
 
    The fire Korvan in the lamp glowed brightly, but gave up no more sparks. Michael reached for it but immediately regretted his haste. He stuck his fingers into his mouth, There was a resounding, quite laughter. The scholar next to Michael watched him with an amused face. Michael pulled a grey bag from a pocket in his backpack. 
 
      
 
    Holding it inside out in his hands, Michael picked up the supercharged Korvan. He flipped it over and pulled the strings closed. The air around Michael began to warm up very quickly. It was strong enough to stir the pages of open books. When the current stopped, Michael took a peek into the small bag in his hands. The Korvan was glowing softly. A Vulcan Korvan? That's a little bizarre.' Michael thought as he placed into a black felt-lined box containing other Korvan that tickled his imagination. 
 
      
 
    "What is that?" The scholar asked Michael, pointing at the bag in his hand. 
 
      
 
    "I found it in a Great War scrap yard. Its Grey Adamtinium threads weaved into a fabric. I added a Mithril drawstring to release the Orenth the bag would absorb. I met a man named Isaac who made it for me." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "I've been researching the Great Wars intensely; in the Second, they'd use material like this in their airship's armor to absorb the Orenth from attacks and used Mithril rods to transfer the Orenth into their weapons. A majority of their weapons could only function when under heavy bombardment. It was a steady climb up to Mithril-Adamtinium cells. Shortly thereafter, so began the Third Great War." The Sereph said. 
 
      
 
    "Do you have anything on Axis?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, experiments, prototypes, everything up to about 100 years ago. The company has really stepped up security since then." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "More like secrecy." Michael said. 
 
      
 
    The scholar nodded knowingly. "Aqua." He held out a hand. 
 
      
 
    "Michael." The shake caught a little attention that faded as they began discussing the Great Wars in detail. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Iode sat up in a narrow room. His and Corenden's beds were set up in a ten foot by ten foot room. He stood in the only place that wasn't occupied by Corenden's luggage or their supply bags. Iode retrieved a small food pack before he walked out of his room. He devoured his rations as he looked around. The guards supposed to be watching the door were busy showing off to a group of women. 
 
      
 
    Iode walked up a spiral staircase as he left his section of prison rooms. He knew what they were based on size and the triple locking mechanism on the door that was modified to open from the inside. The Serephs loitering in the small plaza atop the prison block flashed Iode dirty looks. He ignored them as he continued to eat. 
 
      
 
    He gazed up at the high roof. "Hey freak!" 
 
      
 
    Iode tossed his trash in a trash bin. 
 
      
 
    "Stop ignoring me freak!" 
 
      
 
    Iode took to the air, interested in how the roof supports were designed. He flew up to one of the many beams that curled up like a circular ribcage. He checked the join where the beam ran up the roof. He noticed a few open airports to the outside. The air tasted slightly salty. 
 
      
 
    'Salt? This must be from a Slipstream that passes over the ocean.' Iode thought.He inspected the rivets that held the beam to the wall. 'Blue rust…' He ran a finger over one of the rivets. A fine blue dust coated his fingertip. 'Blue-steel... If they've rusted to this level of deterioration, they've been here a long time.' Something bounced off the beam past his head and bounced into his face. 
 
      
 
    "You're no safer up her than down there, freak." 
 
      
 
    A posse of adolescent Serephs had Iode cornered. A second object was thrown, hitting the beam. Iode could hear the fragile rivets strain even with such a weak throw. 
 
      
 
    "Stop that! It's dangerous!" Iode barked. 
 
      
 
    Two of the larger Serephs threw him against the wall. The one who had been speaking flew forward. "No, talking back to us is dangerous. I suggest you keep your mouth-" With a metallic ping, a shorn rivet head popped the Sereph across the cheek. 
 
      
 
    Blood poured from the wound. Panic began to take control of the Serephs. Four more rivets popped. Iode blocked three with his body, catching one in his hand. He opened it to reveal the upper half of a rivet. He snapped it easily in his hands. 
 
      
 
    "Go tell someone this beam will collapse if we don't secure it as quickly as possible." Iode ordered. 
 
      
 
    They fled quickly. Iode doubted if they'd tell anyone what was happening. Serephs began to gather in the plaza below Iode. Several were injured in some way by shorn rivets. The bean created a high screech as it ripped the large backup bolts running down its center from the wall behind. 
 
      
 
    Rivets were popping all over the place. Iode ignored them, trying to push the beam back up with brute force. The entire fortress shuddered as they passed over the mountains and into a more intense section of the Slipstream. The beam broke off completely, bringing with it a large section of the roof. 
 
      
 
    Iode immediately locked his wings, diving for the beam hanging onto the section of roof by a single fist thick bolt that hadn't snapped. Iode shot past the flipping piece of the ceiling. Snapping his wings open and lurching skyward briefly, Iode reached done arm through a bolt hole and locked his grip on the piece of wall behind, latching onto what he could with the other hand. 
 
      
 
    The air shook as Iode flapped his wings frantically. The downward wind he created lifted a few surprised Serephs off their feet. Even with the force his wings could lift, Iode still landed hard on his feet. His entire body strained under the metal press that he tried to stop. Every muscle was visible as Iode fought against the unbelievable force behind the section off roof and wall. Part of the floor below him warped. As the initial impact dissipated, Iode struggled to stand as straight as he could. A group of Serephs laid flat at his feet, faces frozen in fear. 
 
      
 
    Iode managed to grunt. "Move." 
 
      
 
    They scattered. Iode dropped everything, breaking through the chunk of wall with a weary punch. Some of the ceramic shingles jumped in the short drop, shattering onto the plaza floor. Iode still stood proud, panting like a marathon runner. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell happened!?" Someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Why is this thing alone!?" 
 
      
 
    "…I'm bleeding!" 
 
      
 
    The chaotic uproar grew quickly. Iode found himself the scapegoat for their panic. "What did you do!?" 
 
      
 
    "Get out of here freak!" 
 
      
 
    The anxiety from their near-death experience fueled their prejudice. They pelted Iode with pieces of the ceramic tile. Iode still stood proud of his achievement, ignorant to the ceramic shattering on his skull. 
 
      
 
    A powerful female voice spoke out. "Stop this! He saved you all!" The pink Sereph Arend had spotted before was walking through the splitting crowd, knocking the ceramic from their hands as she passed. She stood shorter than the others, red hair left to flow behind her. Iode noticed she didn't have a halo like the other Serephs. 
 
      
 
    There was an aggravated murmur in the crowd, but the plaza was once again pelted with dropped ceramic. The pink Sereph walked up to Iode. "Are you okay?" She asked as she hesitantly reached at the blood running from a cut on the side of his head. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine. No one here would be able to do any real damage." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    She pulled his head down slightly. "You should at least take care of this." She gently pulled a twisted piece of metal from under Iode's skin, leaving it on the floor. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks." Iode said as he stood straight once again. 
 
      
 
    "So then." She walked over to his side, leading him by the hand behind her. She sat him down on a bench. "How does a Pog learn how to channel Orenth like that?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?" Iode asked. "When you flap you wings; as a species, Floxes manipulate the air around their wings. It's how they don't have to always flap to remain airborne. The thing is, when you caught the roof like that, a gigantic amount of energy was released. Far more than a normal Pog is capable of." She explained. 
 
      
 
    "What's your name pinky?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Rose." She replied. 
 
      
 
    Their conversation was interrupted as a group of Serephs in white helmets showed up. They inspected the fallen roof plate with great confusion. "I don't see how this could have happened. The beam isn't damaged at all." 
 
      
 
    Iode frowned, approaching them. "Are you seriously the best this place has to offer?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "We're the best of the best. I suggest you respect that." One of them replied smugly. 
 
      
 
    "'The best?' I know people who can't build a tower with blocks who could do this better than you." Iode bent down and picked up one of the numerous shorn rivets. "This is your problem right here. Blue-steel should never be blue; it was named that because when it rusts, it doesn't have red rust. They were destroyed because they were treated for corrosion, specifically, salt." Iode explained. 
 
      
 
    "The air up their carries a faint hint of salt, most likely carried from an ocean. It's not strong enough to be an immediate issue, but it's time that really wears the metal like this. It's time to fix this issue, starting with replacing every rivet up there and anywhere else exposed to the air." 
 
      
 
    The constriction crew had a closed-circle meeting. "How are we supposed to keep the new ones from rusting?" One of them popped up to asked. 
 
      
 
    Iode tilted his head in disbelief. "What the hell is wrong with your education system!?" He said to no none in particular. "You have to coat it in oil or grease every month, OR, buy high priced sealant that would last decades. It would be the same for normal steel." 
 
      
 
    The group nodded to each other before facing Iode. "We're going to need your help. We've never done anything like this before. 
 
      
 
    'Oh this will be fun.' Iode thought as shook his head slowly. "To start with, move everyone in this tower OUT. We don't want to risk any casualties. This entire tower is now a construction zone." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend was hard at work shaping his blade with a hammer. Through a complicated process, Arend had managed to hybridize a second Matrix inside the blade, with the sole purpose of delivering Orenth as smoothly as possible. The Orenth Purifier Korvan was worked in to function as the tip of the solid blade. Spaces were provided for two extra Korvan to help in the absorption of Orenth into the system. 
 
      
 
    Maeil had provided Arend with all the materials he could ever need. The Dragon Drive was already rebuilt and Arend was strengthening the blade for a final time. Arend quenched the blade in -320-metal. It was a metal that was liquid at room temperature, and when electrified, becomes cool extremely quickly, all the heat transferring to the path the electricity took through the metal. 
 
      
 
    Blade now shatter proofed by normal means, Arend shut the door to the forge and began sharpening the blade carefully by hand, since no machine could do it at this point. Maeil was working on an assignment from Arend. It was a Kruxsetting exercise meant familiarize him with proper Matrix wiring. A clock rang. Maeil immediately got up. Flake woke up from his nap. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, we have to go." Maeil said. 
 
      
 
    "What for?" Arend asked, glancing up from his work. 
 
      
 
    "A daily ceremony that is mandatory for everyone on the fortress. It wouldn't help your image to be a no show." Maeil replied. 
 
      
 
    He opened a trap door connected to a storage room in the library. Arend set down his blade by the Drive and followed Flake and Maeil up. "Why didn't we come in this way?" Arend asked as he stared forward instead of upward. He was in no way curious. 
 
      
 
    "The light switch was by the front door. I don't come here often." Maeil replied. 
 
      
 
    The three of them stepped out from the closet into the bright noonday sun. A mass of Serephs were working their way into the Inner Sanctum, where the controls for the fortress were. Maeil and Flake escorted Arend through the large double wooden doors. The Serephs were taking glances at him, covered in soot and grease. 
 
      
 
    The Inner Sanctum was a semi-circular room with walls and floor covered in a mosaic of broken white tiles. As a Sereph would step on one, it would change to the color of their hair or eyes. The ceiling was a large glass dome. The tiles beneath Arend stayed white. He, Flake, and Maeil marched to the front of the congregation. Arend' presence robbed the tile under anyone nearby of color in a circle about ten feet wide. 
 
      
 
    Iode, Corenden, and Michael were already waiting at the front. Rose and Aqua were standing with them. Maeil left Flake and Arend with the others, continuing forward to a high stage against the back wall of the room, running from side to side. The controls for the fortress were seamlessly worked into the wall near the middle. Massive cogs turned to power the ship via mechanics Arend didn't recognize. A Sereph emerged from the door beside it, from what Arend guessed was the captain's quarters. 
 
      
 
    Two halos hovered above his head, perfectly level. The second was a few sizes smaller and floated above the other. The tile beneath everyone's feet changed to the same golden color as his hair and eyes, save for the ten feet around Arend. 
 
      
 
    He addressed the gathering. "Good afternoon everyone. Today Kale will deliver today's announcements." 
 
      
 
    "As you know, we've taken on a few guests since out last meeting." Kale began. "As off-put as I was with how some of you originally treated our guests, I was pleased to find things had worked out. Iode has discovered a structural problem we did not know off, and proved very dangerous unless taken care of. I myself was astounded by his feats that he performed to save the lives of many Serephs. Outside of that incident, nothing warranting a mention here has happened." Kale said. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you Kale. My people! I believe it's time for-" 
 
      
 
    A metallic shriek filled the air. Numerous cogs behind him were being stripped and a few even fell from their pins. The entire fortress tilted to one side and they began to descend, very, very quickly. Everything on the far wall was warped in some fashion. Panic rose in the Serephs. Corenden, Arend, Michael, and Iode all glanced at each other, nodding in unison. Arend took control. 
 
      
 
    "Michael, I need every detail on how this control room is built and how it functions. Iode, I need you to manually stabilize the fortress. That large cog over there should be what we need. Hold it as steadily as you can, I don't need something perfectly level, just not as harsh. Meanwhile, I'll transfer what I can to the Stabilizing Korvan to slow down our decent and help with the tilt." Arend dished out the orders as he marched to the computer station controls across the room. 
 
      
 
    "And me?" Corenden asked as the others scattered. 
 
      
 
    Arend hopped unto the platform. "Look for any Orenth abnormalities in the wall. And kind of discharge could prove fatal." Arend looked to Maeil. "I need you to translate anything I can't read." The fortress leveled slightly as Iode began to turn the massive cog by hand. Corenden fluttered back and forth across the room. 
 
      
 
    Michael came running with the blueprints, finding Arend half buried in massive cables as he rerouted the Orenth from unnessicary places. As it turned out, the entire back wall was a gigantic Matrix that reigned over every Korvan in the fortress. The fortress was still descending rapidly. 
 
      
 
    "We've dropped over five hundred feet!" Someone shouted out. 
 
      
 
    Maeil and Michael were pouring over the blueprints. "C'mon guys! Give me a little somethin'! There are hundreds of wires and cables, but I know it's something big!" Arend yelled as he worked his way deeper through the Matrix. 
 
      
 
    "These only go to the five main systems. All five would have to fail for us to drop like this!" Maeil called back. 
 
      
 
    Michael compared the blueprints to a readout from the computer. "One of the junction boxes must have overloaded! There are over a hundred, but almost all of the power comes from there!" 
 
      
 
    "What kind of system is this!? Why does it all have to be connected like this!?" Iode shouted over the ratcheting in his ear. Arend swore as a cable zapped him. 
 
      
 
    "It's a different kind of Matrix! It turns mechanical forces into Orenth output through the Korvan! The Korvan alone can't hold up something like this and deal with the interference from thousands of sentient beings! Emotional reactions change how the Orenth fields flow! It's a complicated occurrence I can't explain right now!" Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "Arend! All the energy is being directed from a spot just to the left of Iode! Everything seems to be back feeding from that point!" Corenden called out. 
 
      
 
    Arend popped out from the cables. He ran over to Iode and placed his ear against where Corenden directed him. "Right! Good work Corenden!" Arend said as he ripped a part of the metal paneling from the wall of the Matrix. 
 
      
 
    All the mechanical innards could be seen. Powdered rust coated everything. One of the gears meant to prevent the main shaft from overloading the system had broken, letting it spin incredibly fast. The other looked sound, but the teeth weren't able to catch in the spinning shaft. 
 
      
 
    "Sixty seconds to impact!" Someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Everyone hit the deck! This will be a little rough!" Arend yelled out, turning to the crowd. His words were ignored. 
 
      
 
    The large wooden doors had shut and the doorway was slightly twisted, wedging them closed. No one was able to push their way though. Arend' gaze snapped to the double haloed Sereph. 
 
      
 
    "YOU! Get these people under control. Impact or no, this place is about to rock like a bathtub in a hurricane." He seemed surprised to be addressed so coarsely. He nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    Arend dived into the Matrix without pause. He stumbled over loose cables and ducked under spinning shafts and cogs to reach the spinning shaft to the rear. Corenden, Michael, and Maeil were crowded around the hole to watch him. He was right by the shaft at thirty seconds. He latched onto the shaft with two hands, hooking his legs around the base of a nearby support arch. Red flames cloaked him completely. 
 
      
 
    With pure friction and brute strength, Arend began to slow the shaft down. "Holy…Fuck." Maeil gaped. 
 
      
 
    Real fire began to light up around Arend' hands, burning away Hunter's gloves and the majority of his shirt. Ten seconds from impact, the backup limiting gear caught onto the threads near the end of the shaft. Arend relaxed as the shaft returned to normal speed, and stayed like that. The fortress was fifty feet above the tops of the trees below. Arend crawled slowly back out and gave Iode a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    The Serephs slowly got back to their feet. The fortress steadily began to ascend back into the sky. The double haloed Sereph had a look of wonder about his face, echoed by every other Sereph. 
 
      
 
    "That," Arend pointed back at the wall. "Is why I'm the best at what I do." 
 
      
 
    The double haloed Sereph turned to his people and cleared his throat. They grew silent. "I'm sure it's come to everyone's attention that our home is in dire need of repairs. If they would agree, I think our guests would be a great asset to performing them. A meeting with the Serephs on the floating Hi-islands north of here will have the parts we need. And I'm sure a few commodities would be welcome to everyone." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I don't see why we shouldn't. You've already helped in my goals for a weapon. A few household repairs shouldn't be too much for us." 
 
      
 
    He smiled. "Good. It will be about three days until we reach the islands. We can't push a crippled engine I suggest you all relax until then." The Sereph disappeared back into his room. 
 
      
 
    With help from the bulkiest Serephs, the two doors were pushed open. Arend and Iode managed to push open one by themselves. Arend and the others regrouped. He looked around at them. "Anyone else as starving as I am?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    - - Under the Rippling Starlight - - 
 
      
 
    The day of the near crash, Arend and his group were eating lunch at a picnic table in the Recreational Tower. Maeil had ordered food to be delivered and Arend brought the assembled Mark II Dragon Drive for a bit of fine tuning. Arend had easily given the blade a sharp edge. Arend only had to polish and fit everything together. 
 
      
 
    "It's a lot bigger than the other one." Corenden commented. 
 
      
 
    "Actually, you're wrong. It's not much bigger than the old one. The length and width is the same, but it's a solid blade now. Other than the wing guards, nothing's changed." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The blade looks standard at first glance, doubled edged and balanced perfectly. The very tip of the blade was the Filter Korvan, unmodified. Two other Korvan were spaced evenly from the tip and each other in the last two thirds of the blade. They were meant to absorb Orenth and transfer it through the capillary tubes that ran all the way down to the Drive inside the blade. 
 
      
 
    A different bundle of tubes ran to the spouts to either side of the two Korvan that interrupted the edge of the blade. The metal couldn't be sharpened around them, so it left the blade with four patches of flat metal on its edges. A small area cut 450 to the unsharpened areas extended the cutting area by a small amount. Unlike the previous blade, this one was meant to solely use Orenth to cut. 
 
      
 
    Two exceptionally large spouts were attached to two guards that extended out from the Drive and had the same flat edge as the other spouts. Unseen inside the box of the Drive, the blade hooked up into the two guards to keep it in place. The startup mechanism was now fully electric, and the handle was fitted with a knob that controlled the Orenth output. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Corenden," Rose started. "How can you sense Orenth? It's a rare ability even among our kind. A few things are forfeited on our end. It's why I'm a different color and don't have a Holy Mark." 
 
      
 
    "Like you said, it's not common. I learned I could and did what I could to use it. Sometimes you don't know why you were given a gift." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "So, could one of us tell you that Sereph was?" Arend asked Rose, Flake, and Night. Fanscaro's words about being a God if you had two halos were sticking in his mind. 
 
      
 
    "You mean Nova." Rose said. Flake and Night flinched at the name. Arend raised a curious eyebrow. "As you could tell, he had two Holy Marks, a sign of great power among us. He may have not seemed it, but he's violent and manipulative. He's the reason many want to leave here, but none dare try." 
 
      
 
    Flake and Night were uneasy. "I kind of figured. I could smell the bloodlust as he returned to his room. I assume it's because he didn't want to go to these Hi-islands. I'm also assuming he's the reason for all of these structural issues and general ignorance of everyone on board." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "You really are part Pendragon." Rose said as she leaned farther across the table. 
 
      
 
    "That reminds me, why were you alone on the roof?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because I don't have any friends. The Holy Mark is a sign of the ruling power to the Serephs. Without one, I'm exempt from many of the rules Nova has in place. I can say what I want and go where I please within the city." Rose replied. Arend finished his food and stood up. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to break this powwow, but I've got work I need to finish before I start on the fortress." He and the Dragon Drive left with Flake in tow. 
 
      
 
    "Is there anything to do around here?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Well, most of anything is sports or some kind of social gathering. There's not much to do if you don't have a job." Night replied. 
 
      
 
    Michael glanced up from his book. "You could always read something. Their stuff is old but well kept." He suggested. 
 
      
 
    "I came here to train, not study." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Train to fight?" Night asked with a raised eyebrow. "Why would a Pog need to know how to fight?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm in a Guild; Dragon's Den. I need to be prepared to face anything as I work alongside Arend." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "You're seriously in a Guild?" Night asked, genuinely surprised. 
 
      
 
    "Aye. And I don't plan on being a delivery man anymore. This way I can actually afford to have children." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Michael glanced up from his book again, this time with a question. "How old are you Corenden? I never heard." 
 
      
 
    "Twenty-seven." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Iode's jaw dropped. "Twenty-seven? You look fifteen!" 
 
      
 
    "Well, how old are you?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Twenty." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "Same here." Night added. 
 
      
 
    "Nineteen." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    They all glanced over to Michael. "Twenty-two." He replied. "My birthday is in about three months." 
 
      
 
    "So Corenden, you want to learn how to fight?" Night asked. Corenden nodded. "What about you two?" She turned to Michael and Iode. 
 
      
 
    "Trained and skilled." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    She glanced at Michael. "I know two martial arts, a way of thought, bits of a way of life, and can hit a target within two inches at six hundred feet with a crossbow." Michael replied with a serious look. 
 
      
 
    "Cha-Lac right?" Night asked. 
 
      
 
    "Born and raised." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well If I'm going to help out Corenden, I still need to keep an eye on you." Night said. 
 
      
 
    Michael stood. "Fine by me. I haven't done this in a while so I may be a bit rusty." The three left for a space they could spar in. 
 
      
 
    "Keep an eye on the big guy!" Night called back to Rose. 
 
      
 
    "She doesn't seem to mind us that much." Iode said, now alone with Rose. 
 
      
 
    "Pog you mean? That's not really true. While she isn't like the others, she doesn't think of you of anything more than workhorses." Rose replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well what about you? Am I nothing more than a dirt-poor, loveless workhorse?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "I wouldn't say loveless. It may not be what you think of as love, but your group shares a kindred spirit. They'd do anything for you." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    Iode laughed and scratched his chin. "I guess you're right there. I noticed it myself when I first saw them in action. From that moment on, I knew where I needed to be. Did you know that the three of them, along with our kidnapped friend Richard, charged headfirst into a burning foundry that was hot enough to melt the walls? They then charged back out, hooking the cage of a buggy on a hook dangling five hundred feet above the ground." 
 
      
 
    "You're certainly a lively bunch. What did your family think of you leaving with Arend?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have no family. My father died in a foundry accident and my mother died from some kind of poisoning, a day after her initial symptoms. I later learned it was Bloodrock. A bout a hundred others died until they traced it back to tainted drinking water. As it turned out, thanks to my dad, I was immune. It's much more than Bloodrock, but I digress." 
 
      
 
    "Oh…I'm sorry to hear that." Rose said quietly. "My parents left me here without a glance back. Seventeen years and I haven't even gotten news whether they've died or not. I can only wonder where they've ended up." 
 
      
 
    "Ever thought of moving somewhere else?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    Rose shook her head. "I've got no one to travel with. The previous Grand Patriarch before Nova was much more lenient with leaving the fortress. "Nova however, he demands the wings from those 'who betray Sereph kind.' You don't have to spend much time here to know that the Serephs here distance themselves from the world, and it's slowly killing us. We have a large enough population to prevent mutations, but it's insufferably boring here. You're friends put themselves to work because there's nothing else they can do. We're culturally starved." 
 
      
 
    Iode stood. "Come with me." He offered his hand. 
 
      
 
    Rose took it cautiously. Iode took to the air, pulling her after him. He led her through the front gateway and up to where Arend had first seen her. The thin strip of concrete was cold below them, but would protect from prying eyes. 
 
      
 
    Iode laid back on the concrete. "You've got a nice view up here." 
 
      
 
    "Why did you bring me up here?" Rose asked with crossed arms and an anxious look. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you'd be more relaxed out here, and frankly, I'd like to be free from constant surveillance." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    Rose sat down, letting her feet dangle over the ledge. "I heard you speech." Iode glanced over. "I just want to know why you can trust him so much." 
 
      
 
    "He left an impression. I have no money or belongings; I have nothing to my name except my strength and my skills with building. I can't tell you how a Matrix can work, but I can build a two story house that can survive earthquakes and hurricanes. It'll be more useful when I settle down and find myself a proper wife." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "But that's not enough! You follow his words like a lost puppy! You need more than feats of amazement to follow a man." Rose exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Look who's talking." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "That's not fair! Nova is something that is way above this!" Rose said. 
 
      
 
    Iode laughed. "Not to Arend. To him, Nova's just a man." 
 
      
 
    "Do you have any idea how influential a doubled Holy Mark is?! It doesn't help that his father was one of our greatest leaders." 
 
      
 
    "I can't argue with someone scared of faith. Arend isn't one for secrets. He doesn't keep his from others, nor looks for them. Honesty, Strength, and a will like his are rare. Tommori, my old employer, lacked any kind of strong conviction. He had given up on the world, and hesitated when it wasn't nessicary." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    "You're trying to defend yourself by talking about other people. I'm not questioning what kind of person Arend is; I'm questioning why you follow him so passionately. You're strong, intelligent, handsome, and yet you follow him without a hint of insubordination. Why do you consider yourself such a weak person to need someone to guide you through your life?" 
 
      
 
    "Are you coming on to me?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Answer the question!" Rose snapped. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know why! I'm just compelled to help him any way I can. He sees the world as something he can change, something he wants to change. When I learned what he went through, I could understand why he wants the world to be a different place. No one should have to live in a world stagnate from our ancestor's mistakes. He's the person who can get us all together and ultimately restore the world from what the Great Wars had left behind." 
 
      
 
    "It may help me to understand if you told me a bit of what he's gone through." Rose said as she turned around and crossed her legs. 
 
      
 
    "Fine, just don't expect me to have an answer to everything. My memory of the story isn't exactly perfect." Iode replied, sitting up. 
 
      
 
    Iode and Rose spoke through the remaining daylight. Long shadows cast from the mountains below bathed the forested plateau in darkness. "I'm not sure what else was in the envelope, but I know it was from his father. From the monument we found, we flew to the lake you picked us up at." Iode finished. 
 
      
 
    "That's quite a story. I'm sure Michael's article will be fascinating." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    "But do you see my point? He's not exactly a normal person." Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "To answer your previous question as well, yes." Rose replied. 
 
      
 
    "What other question?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    Rose simply smiled and laid back beside him like Iode had previously. Still confused, Iode laid back as well. The sky was surprisingly clear. "I haven't seen a sky like this in a long time. Even back in the desert, wasn't like this at all." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    "Wait until the sun sets. It'll be even more brilliant." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    As the sun dipped below the horizon, stars began to poke through the thin veil of darkness. Iode gasped at the growing vastness before him. Even with the faint tendrils of sunlight blocking the faintest stars, Iode was speechless. 
 
      
 
    "You were right; I would be more relaxed up here." Rose said with a laugh. 'He's actually pretty cute like this.' Rose thought with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "AHOY IODE!" Arend yelled out." 
 
      
 
    Iode rolled around and peeked over the ledge. "Hey Arend!" He called back with a wave. 
 
      
 
    Corenden, Michael, Flake, and Night joined Arend outside the gateway. "Rose! Are you okay!?" Night called. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I'm fine!" Rose waved back. Night looked relieved. 
 
      
 
    Arend looked up at the sky and whistled. "There seem to be a lot more stars out tonight!" 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Iode asked as he and Rose flew down. 
 
      
 
    "We've had some trouble finding you. Maeil has ordered some food. You two hungry?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "I guess. You up for some grub?" Iode asked Rose. 
 
      
 
    "Sure, where are we eating?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Nova." Maeil said darkly. 
 
      
 
    All eyes snapped to him. He was waiting under the gateway with two other Serephs. Their faces were hidden behind black, chainmail veils. A tight fitting black chest plate swept from right to left across their upper body, creating a dragon-like crest across their left breast. Twisted Black-steel gauntlets hid their arms from view; as well as matching pair of greaves to hide their feet, even their toes. 
 
      
 
    Only the long, sweeping white hair was a hint to their features under the black armor that covered every patch of fur. Even their wings and tail were hidden by specially crafted pieces. One carried a spear with three triangular heads twisted together. The other had a black compound bow folded at the base of their tails. 
 
      
 
    "Michael and Arend are to join the Grand Patriarch for the evening meal. Night is allowed to come at her discretion." One of them said. 
 
      
 
    The other pointed at Rose. "She, the misguided guard, and the malformed are not allowed." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going anywhere with you if they don't come to." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "This is not your choice." The first one said as they stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    Arend had Civen's sword out in a split second, the tip pressing the black chainveil against their neck. "I can and will kick your ass. This is your choice; innumerous injuries and irreversible damage to this place, or you can let us all go." Arend growled. 
 
      
 
    A face stirred on the other side of the veil. The other Sereph had their bow in their hands, an arrow notched and half drawn. Rose was twice as surprised as the other Serephs at Arend' actions. Arend' group didn't twitch. 
 
      
 
    "This is a dangerous path you walk. Others still lie before you can go any farther." The spear Sereph said. 
 
      
 
    "I have my beliefs. I'm not changing how I behave because a pair of black furred, black armored punks stands in my way." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The armored Serephs stepped back, unsettled by Arend' words. Arend raised an eyebrow. "Guess Mr. Grand Patriarch forgot to mention I'm part Pendragon." 
 
      
 
    The two took a cautious stance, still wondering if they should engage Arend. "Enough you two. Almost everyone knows by now. You should look into what goes on more often." Maeil turned around. "If you're done acting like barbarians, we have a meal to eat." 
 
      
 
    The Serephs lowered their weapons, as did Arend. "What about Nova?" Rose called to Maeil. 
 
      
 
    "What about him? Nova needs to learn not everyone folds like wet paper. I'll handle the politics. I suggest you two leave Arend be, he could kill you without the sword." The group followed Maeil. The two armored Serephs followed at the rear, far from Arend' leading form. 
 
      
 
    The wooden doors of the Inner Sanctum were cracked open enough for the group to walk through. A large table was laid before them, decorated in food. Kale was seated beside Nova and the Serephs that were up on the platform during the day's fateful meeting. Few others were seated at the table. These Sereph's were overly clean and fidgeted nervously. Arend' motley crew confused them all. 
 
      
 
    "Why are they here!?" Nova exclaimed, a furious look, on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Due to the circumstances surrounding your invitation, they had to come as well." Maeil replied. 
 
      
 
    Chairs were brought for Michael and Arend. Arend sat on the floor in defiance. Michael stood, caught in uncertainty. 
 
      
 
    Nova frowned. "Do these preceding offend you?" Nova asked, his voice a dark guttural. 
 
      
 
    "Your attitude offends my very soul." Arend growled. 
 
      
 
    The Serephs in the room blinked. "-What-?" Nova said. 
 
      
 
    "The treatment of my friends and your personality switch from this afternoon and now really pisses me off. I suggest you change your focus from trying to bend me to your will to making up for you behavior." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "You're a guest here. I expect you to follow the rules." Nova said as he rolled his drink. 
 
      
 
    "I ain't no mirror of affection. Nothing about you scares me. You and everyone here know who stopped this place from crashing. And it wasn't a fool who trades a few honors for discrimination." 
 
      
 
    "Instead it's a fool who's being unnecessarily stubborn." Michael grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "You know he's full of bullshit!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but they aren't keeping me from eating! I'm just a human remember?" Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    Flake sat beside Arend and picked a piece of meat from its platter. "Then eat." Flake said before chewing it. 
 
      
 
    Arend' group joined him on the floor and began to eat. Michael was still irritated, but ate nonetheless. Iode found his height useful in that his head was well above the edge of the table. 
 
      
 
    Nova hid his emotions behind a passive wall. Arend could still feel the anger in his gaze. Maeil sat in his usual spot at the table, but tore into the food as wildly as Arend and his group. When they were 'allowed' to leave, the group had thoroughly inebriated themselves. Rose felt Arend was being a bit stiff, but didn't say anything. 
 
      
 
    Everyone but Rose carried the party over to Night's place, throwing off the night shift as they partied on. Rose walked through the Recreational Tower by herself. Only slightly buzzed, it wasn't obvious she had been drinking. Walking through the front gateway, she flew up to where she and Iode were previously. She waited, listening for the sounds of someone following. Satisfied she was alone; she began a long walk around the tower. 
 
      
 
    She reached a spot where a thin blanket was tied to a metal loop attached to the concrete. She untied it and curled up against the base of the glass roof. She tied the string to the blanket and pulled it over her head to make sure it wouldn't fly away. Pressing tight against the glass like she always did, Rose waited for her exhaustion to overpower her discomfort and the chill of the wind. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Nova swore in his own tongue and kicked over his table. "What's the matter dear?" A female Sereph asked as she wrapped her arms around Nova. 
 
      
 
    "Not now." He pushed her off with a stiff arm. 
 
      
 
    Two other female Serephs helped her to her feet. "You must be really upset, dear." One of them said. 
 
      
 
    'I can't believe she had the gall to show up. That bastard Pendragon must have pushed her.' 
 
      
 
    The three Serephs swarmed him. "Come to bed dear, brooding won't help you." 
 
      
 
    "Come to bed and relax." 
 
      
 
    Nova let them guide him to his bedroom. 'I'll be watching, Arend…' 
 
      
 
    - - Tender Hearts- - 
 
      
 
    The next few days passed quickly for Arend. He spent most of his time fiddling with the Dragon Drive in Maeil's lab. Corenden and Night continued to spar. Michael would occasionally look up from his reading to help. Iode and Rose wandered about, trying to find something to do and noting any of the structural problems they found. Flake had the same boredom as he watched over Arend. 
 
      
 
    "We'll reach the islands in little over two hours. Do we still have to sit here in the dark?" Flake groaned. 
 
      
 
    Arend set down the Dragon Drive a few seconds later. He turned around. "Let's go. I have to let the Korvan adjust to the new settings anyway." Arend said. The Drive was left running on the lowest setting, making little sound as it spun. 
 
      
 
    "I swear nothing is a coincidence with you." Flake said as he followed Arend out into the library. 
 
      
 
    "I gave up trying to understand that a long time ago." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    They found Corenden and Night talking to Michael about something. "Hey guys, what's up?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "We're trying to find the best way to utilize Corenden's features in a fight." Night replied. 
 
      
 
    "I bet you're happy to get out of there." Corenden said to Flake. 
 
      
 
    "You have no idea." Flake replied. "I don't have to wonder why Maeil's different. It takes a special person to work like that." 
 
      
 
    "You guys want to check out the islands?" Michael asked. "They should be in view by now." 
 
      
 
    "I don't see why not, I could use the fresh air." Flake replied. 
 
      
 
    The group headed for the Recreational Tower. More Serephs were wandering about than usual. The large park areas were finally getting some use. 
 
      
 
    Serephs in some form of jerseys were playing a game. A ten foot ring was hovering above the ground. A second was at the end of the playing field. Since the game took place in the air, the ball was made to float slightly. It was most likely filled with a light gas instead of straight air. A missed shot to the ring made its way to Arend. 
 
      
 
    It was like a hollow glass orb, but was covered in slight bumps. A raised ridge ran around the equator of the ball, made from a Korvan that would react with the rings when passing through. Arend juggled the ball like he would if it was a normal soccer ball. Arend sent it back with a heavy kick. The goalie that caught it was a little winded. They quickly returned to their game. 
 
      
 
    "Nice footwork." Night commented. 
 
      
 
    "I've had lots of spare time in my life. It's nothing compared to flinging a full deck through a mail slot twenty feet away." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Not really a skill that comes in handy is it?" Flake asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. The group walked out through the gateway. A little off to the right of where they were headed, little spots of green land floated in the air. 
 
      
 
    "Wow. They're larger than I thought." Michael said as he blocked the sun with a hand. 
 
      
 
    "From what I can see, they actually have things to do." Arend said. "Shops and restaurants." 
 
      
 
    Corenden squinted. "How the hell can you see that?" 
 
      
 
    "Do Serephs have a currency?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "We usually barter, but Ere is widely accepted." Night said. 
 
      
 
    Iode and Rose came up behind them. "Heeey!" He called with a wave. 
 
      
 
    He stopped briefly and pointed. "There's something headed our way!" 
 
      
 
    A blurry spot on the horizon was moving very quickly in their direction. Arend recognized the shape as it shifted slightly. "It looks like Kyrel's glider." 
 
      
 
    In what seemed like an instant, a blur of an airplane shot overhead, bringing a shockwave that rattled everyone's brain and left their ears ringing. 
 
      
 
    "It's supersonic!" Arend exclaimed once his hearing returned. 
 
      
 
    The air-jet came back around, slowly this time. Arend ran out across the platform with an excited grin. He motioned the pilot to do a corkscrew. They were happy to comply. The tip of the small jet's nose passed a few feet above Arend. In the brief instant the pilot was upside down above him, Arend gave him a thumbs up. The gust from the jet almost knocked Arend over. 
 
      
 
    On the second pass, the jet landed a distance between Arend and the others. They hurried over. The cockpit windshield slid forward, allowing the pilot to stand up. He was a Sereph, covered in blue streaked white fur with the same blue color for his hair. He was wearing a pair of cargo pants fitted tight to his waist and ankles. A pair of red tinted goggles were pulled over his head. 
 
      
 
    He wore a simple, plain tee shirt. He lacked wings of any sort. A twisted halo ran across his back, spanning about three feet in total. Arend was surprised to see a special pair of boots on his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Ahoy hoy!" He called to them. Corenden and Arend locked eyes across the jet, faces paralyzed between laughter and a frown. 
 
      
 
    "Yo!" Arend finally said. 
 
      
 
    "So what's up? Why's there a fortress so close to the islands?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "We almost crashed a while ago. Coupled with the enormous damage from that event, practically everything else is falling apart. We need materials for repairs." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    He paused briefly, glancing from Pog to Pog then back from human to human. "…'Ight." He nodded. He offered a hand to Arend. "Th' name's Zephyr. Friends call me Zeph." 
 
      
 
    "Arend…" Arend replied, shaking his hand and quickly moving on to the question at hand. "Do you know Kyrel BluZeph?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Zeph shook his head. "Nope just named after the soft breeze. Why do ya wanna know?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "You two share some of the same mannerisms; Ahoy hoy and an enjoyment of flying." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Ts' from a movie. At least the greeting. The joy comes naturally." Zeph replied. He turned back to everyone else. "So who are you scrubs?" They collectively scratched their heads. 
 
      
 
    Arend named them off. "Iode, Flake, Rose, Michael, Night, and Corenden." 
 
      
 
    "Nice to meet ya!" Zeph exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Zeph, why don't you have any wings?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's a tough question to answer. It's best if-" 
 
      
 
    "He was exiled." Rose cut in. 
 
      
 
    Zeph's eyes narrowed. "This is Nova's fortress." 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded. "Exiled for what?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Wanting to leave." Zeph replied with clenched fists. "The removal of the wings is supposed to be only for great offenders, not someone wishing to live off the fortress. This punishment is why some stay, and definitely why anyone's here." 
 
      
 
    Zeph climbed back into his jet. "Come see me in town if you can. I don't want to spend another second on this cursed fortress." 
 
      
 
    The jet shot off, heading for the approaching islands. Kale was walking briskly in the group's direction, with an entourage of black armored Serephs. 
 
      
 
    "Who was that?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    "An adrenaline junkie." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "He had no wings." One of the armored Serephs said. " 
 
      
 
    Birth defect. That's why he flies mechanically." Arend said as he scratched his chin. 
 
      
 
    Kale remained suspicious, but didn't probe further. "I assume you will be going to the islands?" 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    "Then pick five of the Serephs here. They'll take place of your guards until you return." Kale said, gesturing to the six Serephs behind him. 
 
      
 
    Arend walked up to the first of them. He stared at the veil covering his face. "…Could you stop that? It's very unnerving." He said after a while. Arend poked the Sereph's face through the swatted at this hand. He only succeeded in jerking his head to the side as Arend pinched the veil. 
 
      
 
    "Stop it!" He exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend released him and moved on to the next one. He continued down the line with similar results, preparing to do the same with the last one. 
 
      
 
    "Stick that in my face and I'll bite it off." She said as Arend' finger crept closer. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "She can come, no one else. Rose, Flake, and Night can come if they want." 
 
      
 
    "You can't make such quick judgments! And no, the others must stay." Kale said. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going to give you three reasons: One, she isn't afraid to do something. Two, she isn't afraid of me at all. And three, She's the only one actually built to fight!" Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Fine! She goes alone! But the others have to stay here!" Kale exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend pointed behind him. The female armored Sereph was ushering the others into a moving platform. "Ya gotta catch em' first!" Arend exclaimed before he ran down the platform. 
 
      
 
    The moving platform had already pulled away about thirty feet when Arend reached the edge. Without stopping, Arend leapt from the platform, skipping across the gap on red fire. Iode caught him and hauled him over the railing. Arend laughed at Kale as he threw numerous obscenities their way. 
 
      
 
    "This won't end well." Rose said depressingly. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think so." Flake said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "Let's just say Maeil has already provided us a little leeway." Arend said, leaning against the railing. "It also help his daughter is coming along." He nudged the armored Sereph. 
 
      
 
    "Noir!?" Flake, Rose, and Night exclaimed in unison. 
 
      
 
    The armored Sereph glanced at Arend. "You know saying that destroys the anonymity of my position?" Noir asked. 
 
      
 
    "Then tell me why you have black fur?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Noir pulled off her helmet. Sure enough, she had black fur. Her hair and eyes were also black. "Damn Pendragon…" Noir grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Why'd you take it off!?" Rose hissed. 
 
      
 
    Noir tossed the helmet to her. She caught it awkwardly. "We have a twenty minute ride to the islands. I don't want to wear that thing the whole way." Noir said. She leaned back against the railing like Arend. 
 
      
 
    "So Mr. Pendragon, got a girlfriend?" She asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Sorry." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Noir shrugged. "It was worth a shot." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Night said more so to the exchange than Noir's flirting. 
 
      
 
    "Don't tell me you have an eye on him as well?" Noir asked. 
 
      
 
    "No!" Night exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Noir nodded. "A purist then." 
 
      
 
    "She's a bit more open than the others though." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Iode tapped the confused Night on the shoulder. "Ignore them. I think they both get off by getting under people's skin." 
 
      
 
    Arend and Noir bantered back and forth throughout the ride. Even when she replaced her helmet, she still talked with Arend. "You really ought to look me up when and if you're single again." Noir said as everyone unloaded. 
 
      
 
    A wooden dock extended out for the platform to anchor to. Noir stayed behind to watch the platform. 
 
      
 
    "I don't understand how she can be so forward. A member of the Holy Guard and she doesn't hesitate! Doesn't she know that kind of stuff can mean exile!?" Night exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think she cares." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Maybe she gets turned on by bad boys." Rose suggested. 
 
      
 
    "Since when was I a bad boy?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Since you openly defied Nova and Kale. Normally that would get you exiled, or worse." Flake said with a sideways glance. 
 
      
 
    Zeph was waiting at the end of the dock. Two other similarly dressed Serephs were waiting impatiently. A brown haired male with a halo just above his left wrist, and a purple haired female with a dim halo wrapped around her waist. Both lacked wings. 
 
      
 
    "Zeph, I don't have the time to wait here for a few humans and a few Pog. And you know the Holy Guard will come with them." The purpled haired Sereph said. Arend could easily hear her from across the long dock. 
 
      
 
    "If I didn't know better, I'd say you were scared, Lave." Zeph replied. 
 
      
 
    "You know I am." She snapped. 
 
      
 
    "You also know that three of us aren't enough to harass the army they'll be dragging along." The other Sereph said. "What do you want to accomplish here?" 
 
      
 
    Zeph's eyebrows shot up when he saw Arend parade down the dock. "Look for yourself." He said quietly with a nod towards Arend. 
 
      
 
    "The hell…?" The brown haired Sereph said. 
 
      
 
    "YO Zeph! The party's all here!" Arend called over. 
 
      
 
    "I noticed." Zeph said with a half smile. 
 
      
 
    A board broke beneath Arend' feet. He tripped and slipped over the side of the dock. "Dude!" Zeph exclaimed as he rushed to the edge. Lave and the other Sereph joined him. 
 
      
 
    "He'll be fine." Corenden said with a dismissive wave. 
 
      
 
    "Ts' a two thousand foot fall! I don't care how tough you are, that fall would kill anything!" Zeph snapped. 
 
      
 
    Arend' shadow arced over head. He landed across from the three wingless Serephs in a trail of red flame. "What about a Pendragon?" Corenden asked with a smug smile. 
 
      
 
    "Nova let a Pendragon hybrid on the fortress?" Lave asked hoarsely. 
 
      
 
    "'Let'" Arend replied, throwing up quotes. 
 
      
 
    Zeph nodded sharply. "'Ight. Gotta say you're the greatest person I've ever met." 
 
      
 
    "Can't disagree." Flake added. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not that great. My Guild is full of much more qualified people. I'm a greenhorn in almost every sense." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Let's get out of here. I know Kale won't accept you coming here without an army of Holy Guards." The brown haired Sereph said. The group followed him off the dock. 
 
      
 
    "So what's fun to do around here?" Rose asked, trying to contain her excitement. 
 
      
 
    "That depends, do you have any money?" Lave asked. 
 
      
 
    "156,625 Ere good enough?" Rose asked, flaunting the massive ball of bills she pulled out from somewhere. The group stopped dead and glanced back at her. 
 
      
 
    "How do you…" Night started. 
 
      
 
    "With money like that, we can have a really wild party." Zeph said. 
 
      
 
    Rose shook a finger. "I want to buy some things first. Do you guys mind if we split up?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    Night shrugged. "It's your money." 
 
      
 
    "I'm well known on this island, ask around and someone will point you my way." Zeph said. 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded and headed straight over the next hill instead of going around like Zeph was. "I'll-" Iode started. 
 
      
 
    "I'll look after her, see you guys later!" Arend exclaimed, rushing after her. 
 
      
 
    Iode watched him disappear over the hill. Lave nudged him. "Don't worry none! She's not one to fall for men like him mate!" 
 
      
 
    "How would you know?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    The others were inching out of view. "Trust me bub, she's all yours." Lave said with a wink. Iode followed her reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    Arend found Rose on her knees, behind over something. She was quickly shuffling things about with tears streaming down her face. Arend peeked over her shoulder. A bundle of ragged cloth laid beneath a thin layer of Ere. Rose picked the scarce bills from the dust in a crumpled fist. 
 
      
 
    "There's a story here." Arend said softly. 
 
      
 
    Rose glanced back, a surprised look on her face. "Arend!" She wiped her face with a forearm. "Please don-" 
 
      
 
    Arend silenced her with a slow shake of his head. "I won't tell anyone. But could at least tell me why?" 
 
      
 
    "Why what?" Rose asked as she snatched up the bundle of rags and stuffed them down her shirt. 
 
      
 
    "Just why." Arend said gesturing to a steel bench nearby. She sat with him, money still clenched in a tight fist. 
 
      
 
    "Let's start with two days ago. When we crashed Nova's little get together, your heart rate was more than twice Flake's, and he was extremely nervous. How you hid your fear behind a passive face astounds me." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Nova and I have a history. I was afraid he'd try to kill me. I though a final meal in your style would be fitting, so I was able to keep control." Rose replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend threw an arm around her and pulled her close. "You never have to worry about dying 'kay? I don't let friends die." Arend said gently. 
 
      
 
    "Friends?" Rose said, pushing away awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    Arend ruffled her hair. "Yes, friends. Just friends, so don't go think I'm trying something." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Rose laughed, relaxing a little. "Alright. Friends share things like this right? So what else was in that envelope you received in the jungle?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled his bag onto his lap and took out the letter. He held it out. "Find out." Was all he said. 
 
      
 
    He watched as she read it. Like him, she cringed at the greeting, and laughed at the mention of a tranny monster. She gave it back silently. "He's silly enough to be related to you." Rose said as Arend put it back into his bag. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I am what I am. I don't care for much else." 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Rose sighed, the long and heavy kind of someone with a hard life. "We used to be together, Nova and I." Rose said, smile now gone. "It was before his second halo, and before I slept outside the fortress." She pulled out the bundle of cloth. "During the past two days, my blanket shredded itself. That's why I was hoping to be able to shop alone. I found enough dropped change and worked for what I could when I learned we were coming here. I knew you would somehow get me on an island." She glanced over to Arend. Her eyes held an immense amount of gratefulness. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks to you, I was able to step off that fortress." She glanced at her feet and wiggled her toes in the lush grass. "This place feels better. Not just as being something fresh, it feels full of life and happiness. I want to stay here for as long as possible." Arend dug into his bag with wild fury. Hidden in the depths below, he found his prey. A foot and a half long piece of ribbon, dark blue swirls on a green background. 
 
      
 
    "I got this from an old friend. I haven't met him personally, but he's an adventurer in search of the world's greatest treasure. 'It's made to give good luck to those with melancholic wanderlust.' As he puts it. I know where I need to be now. I think you need it more than ever. Pass it on when the time comes." 
 
      
 
    Rose took it, rubbing the threads gently with her thumb. Her eyes started to tear up again. 
 
      
 
    "Stop that already." Arend said as he quickly wiped her face. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you Arend." She hugged him. 
 
      
 
    He was a little surprised, but smiled. "You may not be as dense as everyone says. At least when it comes to this." Rose said as she tied the ribbon to one of her wings. 
 
      
 
    Arend popped up and offered her his hand. "Let's go shopping!" She took it, letting him pull her to her feet. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Rose and Arend arrived at a special airport. It was suspended between the main island and many clusters of islands only an acre wide. Larger islands could be seen in the distance. Zeph was showing off his jet to Corenden and Michael. Iode popped up and ran over when he saw Rose. 
 
      
 
    "You okay?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "I'm fine. Arend helped me pick out some new cloths and a new blanket. Rose held up the white cotton bag in her hands. 
 
      
 
    Iode peeked in. "How much did it cost?" 
 
      
 
    "Only a few hundred Ere." Rose replied. 
 
      
 
    "The ribbon however, was a very expensive purchase. 156,000 Ere to be exact." Arend lied, pointing to the ribbon on her wing. "Pure Korvan threaded and weaved. Quite an artifact actually." 
 
      
 
    Rose glanced back at him with a look of mild surprise. "I didn't want to mention it. The price might have jumped." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "It looks very pretty on you." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    Rose smiled at the compliment. "I'll leave you two to do whatever." Arend said as he headed to join the others. 
 
      
 
    "So where's everyone at?" Arend asked. Two jets flashed by, leaving the air vibrating and the aroma of peaches in the air. Arend sniffed "Peaches?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Ya! An extract from honey peaches makes an excellent superconductor! It's a nessicary part for it to work properly." Zeph explained. "Though I doubt you guys want to hear the details. It's complicated stuff." 
 
      
 
    "That's an old technology. Long outdated. Can you not get Thunderston out here?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Thunder stone?" Zeph asked quizzically. 
 
      
 
    "No, it's like 'thunder's tone.' It's a fiber that goes beyond a superconductor. It's gotten pretty cheap." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Even here we're a bit out of the loop. We've been having trouble setting up a Nexus Terminal. We can't get a hold of the parts we need." Zeph replied, leaning against his jet. 
 
      
 
    "Tommori in Yitkin can help. My name should get what you need. No discount though, you'll still need to pay." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Can't reach. Our jets don't have that kind of range. They require an almost constant supply of grass-gas." Zeph said. 
 
      
 
    "Grass-gas?" Corenden cut in. 
 
      
 
    "Methane." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "That's even older than the peach thing." Michael said. 
 
      
 
    "Like I said; things are difficult. These three jets are bundles of outdated technology and spare parts. Hell, Sandy's has to use steam to turn!" Zeph said. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "You people." 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to hook them up?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "If he lets me fly one." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Eh?" Zeph said with a curled face. 
 
      
 
    "Arend Myshcell, Master Kruxsetter ready and willing." Michael said as he poked Arend' face. 
 
      
 
    "Myshcell? You pulling my tail?" Zeph asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend rolled his eyes. Pulling out his L-tool, he had Zeph's jet's engine cover off in seconds. "HEY-" 
 
      
 
    "Standard intake and ignition. Blue coil based system with Methane gas used as a reactant in a process that produces a stream of Orenth that's funneled with cold fired, white-steel mesh coated in honey peach and sand glue. You weren't kidding about being outdated." 
 
      
 
    Zeph's jaw dropped. "It pulls to the right unless you rotate the shielding tubes often right?" Arend asked, fidgeting with stuff. Zeph nodded slowly. "And about my request, I'll need to see the other two." Arend said. Zeph bolted across the airstrip, shooting an Orenth flare into the air to call the others down. 
 
      
 
    "You understand any of that?" Corenden whispered to Michael. 
 
      
 
    "I know white-steel repels Orenth depending on how it's forged, The tubes prevent outside Orenth from corrupting the system, and the blue coil is what converts the Methane. That's about it." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    The two jets touched down a few seconds apart a ways from the group. Lave and Sandy had an irritated look. Night and Flake stepped out of their respective aircraft. 
 
      
 
    "What's up?" Lave asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's a Myshcell." Zeph replied, pointing to Arend. He saluted in is usual way. 
 
      
 
    "Goddamn." Sandy said with raised eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    "He wants a flit about in return for work on our jets." Zeph explained. 
 
      
 
    Night and Flake met up with Arend. "Does he know we can-" Sandy started. 
 
      
 
    "He wants to fly it himself." Zeph cut in. Sandy's face darkened. "The thing is; he dissected the mechanism of my engine in a single glance. He's a monster." 
 
      
 
    An intense stream of blue fire distracted them. Arend had already strapped down the jet and made more than a few modifications. They had more than quadrupled the engine output. 
 
      
 
    "How's Mach 10!?" Arend called with a grin before shutting the engine off. 
 
      
 
    Lave hurried over and glanced into the engine housing. "What the fuck did you do!?" She exclaimed, gesturing to the mess within. 
 
      
 
    "I modified it to function similarly to a Drive. The coil and tubes rotate against each other, forcing the Orenth out in a concentrated spiral that expands when it exits the engine." Arend explained, moving his hands to diagram what he said. 
 
      
 
    "How'd you get the tubes to rotate? The mechanism doesn't work like that." Lave asked as she poked through the engine. 
 
      
 
    "The air coolant system. When you fly at faster speeds, the tubes will begin to spin with the fan. I got it to full earlier by manually spinning the system. You can't get a burn like that straight off the ground." 
 
      
 
    "How will that affect the stability of the jet?" Sandy asked. 
 
      
 
    "Minimally. Without power steering, you'll have a fight on your hands. I may have stretched the truth a little though. The engine may be able to reach Mach 10, but the jet itself will break apart at about 2.3. With a completely new body designed specifically for this engine, you may be able to get to 3.2 before you reach a second road block." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Sandy nodded. "I'm sure he could handle that." 
 
      
 
    Corenden laughed. "You do now he slowed a twenty ton shaft of metal with his bare hands right?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I compensated for that. I personally can handle up to a solid Mach 5, but I'd end up breaking the steering afterwards." 
 
      
 
    A long, resounding horn sounded. Rose and Iode rejoined the group. "We have to head back now." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    "You still want that ride?" Zeph asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend reattached the engine housing. "I'm driving!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the group left him to work on Sandy's and Lave's engines, as well as throwing out some potential designs for new jets and advising on getting a wind tunnel built. When the group joined Noir on the platform, Arend had finished his work and was being briefed on the basic mechanics of flight. 
 
      
 
    "Alright. Got it." Arend said with a nod. Zeph climbed in behind Arend. Arend glanced over to Sandy and Lave. "Remember, on a low burn, these engines will last a long time on a single canister. Longer if you had nitrous or oxygen for fuel." Arend closed the cockpit. Lave and Sandy gave him a thumbs up and the jet rocketed from the airstrip. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Noir docked back onto the fortress. "I can't believe he gets to take a wild ride…" She grumbled as everyone unloaded. 
 
      
 
    A pile of materials was piled up in neat bundles at the center of the platform. Iode was called away to work, and Rose left to change and redecorate her "room." Michael and Corenden left to the library to look up some of the things Arend had mentioned. 
 
      
 
    Flake, Noir, and Night were getting chewed out by their commanding officer when Arend arrived. Arend brought the jet drifting around the pile of materials that blocked any sort of runway. They stopped, surrounded in red flames eleven feet from the edge of the platform. 
 
      
 
    "I told you it would be okay!" Arend exclaimed as he stepped out. 
 
      
 
    Zeph moved forward to the front seat. "That doesn't mean I have to be calm about you drifting in a fucking jet." He replied before shooting off. 
 
      
 
    "Yo! See you guys when I'm done with the Korvan systems!" Arend called to Flake, Noir and Night with a wave. The waved back until the enraged face of their captain stopped them. 
 
      
 
    Rose watched it all with an amused smile from atop the tower. She turned away and headed to her usual sleeping spot. She laid out her newly bought blanket and pillow. She heard the sound of foot steps behind her. She turned to face Nova. 
 
      
 
    "So Rose, did you enjoy your time over there?" Nova asked, eyeing the neat piles that was soon to be Rose's bed. 
 
      
 
    "It was alright. I spent most of my time buying these." Rose replied, shirking away from Nova's presence. 
 
      
 
    He bent down and picked up the pillow. "It's very nice…" 
 
      
 
    He grabbed it in two hands at the center, ripping it apart with little effort. The feathers bled out, floating away in the building wind. Tears swelled in Rose's eyes as Nova ripped her blanket into shreds and tossed them over the ledge. He left the cloths untouched. 
 
      
 
    "Why?" Rose asked; the fur on her face soaked in her tears. Nova lifted her up by the collar to his face. 
 
      
 
    "Because you're stepping beyond your bounds. Your new friends can't protect you from your punishment." He dropped her, leaving her to sob into the cold concrete. "I hope you think it's worth it. The fourth spot is still open." He looked down at her with lustful eyes. 
 
      
 
    "You know my answer. Our chances to be together ended when you turned into a lecherous bastard." Rose replied. 
 
      
 
    Nova flipped her over with a sharp kick. She squeaked slightly when she landed on her back. 
 
      
 
    "Fine. Then you can stay here." Nova said before stalking off. 
 
      
 
    Rose sat up. Hobbling over to what remained of her blanket and pillow; she stuffed it and her cloths inside her shirt and curled up as she usually did. The wind blew harsher than usual. 
 
      
 
    - -Power of the Dragon - - 
 
      
 
    Arend and Iode were headed to the bottom of the large, central Korvan at the bottom of the main tower. Flake, as usual, tagged along. They had borrowed one of the flying platforms to check up on the Korvan. 
 
      
 
    "So far so good. Everything looks stable." Arend said with a shiver. 
 
      
 
    Iode shuddered as well. "It got very cold in a short time. It's hard to believe it got so cold in only an hour after the sun fell." 
 
      
 
    A piece of cloth floated past Arend. He plucked it from the air. "What the hell?" Flake said. Arend looked back and up. A cluster of feathers and ripped cloth floated by in a twisting wind. It scattered past them as it fell to the earth. "Weird. I wonder how long that was caught in the wake of the fortress." Flake said as he returned to the controls. 
 
      
 
    'This is Rose's.' Arend thought as he rubbed it in his fingers and sniffed briefly. 
 
      
 
    He glanced back towards the Recreational Tower. He caught a whiff of Nova's bloodlust mixed with something else. He slid the strip of cloth into his pocket and returned to his work. 
 
      
 
    "Looks good Flake. It seems that the system is just ineffective. Installing a Drive will do wonders." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "What's with that look?" Flake asked. 
 
      
 
    "What look?" Arend asked, glancing over. 
 
      
 
    "That one. Something big is going down. Something you don't like. I want to know what." Flake replied. 
 
      
 
    "What passed earlier were the remains of Rose's blanket and pillow. Buying them cost all of her money and a bit of mine." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "But she-" Flake stopped himself. "She didn't want us to know." 
 
      
 
    "Let's finish our work. We still have a job to do." Arend said. Iode brooded to himself. 
 
      
 
    Three long hours later, they finally finished installing the new Drive. The power it gave allowed the fortress to travel at twice its normal speed. A strong headwind created freezing temperatures in the lonely night. Rose shivered, exposed to every gust and unable to move around the dome. 
 
      
 
    "Damn you Nova." Rose said under her breath. 
 
      
 
    "Be loud and proud!" Arend exclaimed suddenly. Rose jumped. 
 
      
 
    Arend floated up in one of the floating platforms, along with everyone else. Night, Flake, the unarmored Noir, Michael, Corenden, and even Iris and Maeil. 
 
      
 
    "Sup Rosey!?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael shivered. "Damn it's cold up here." 
 
      
 
    The group spread out. Arend drove an anchor directly into the concrete to secure the platform in the strong winds. 
 
      
 
    "What are you-" Rose stopped as Iode pulled a thick wool blanket around her. 
 
      
 
    "Thank Arend later." He said before helping the others with futons and sleeping bags. 
 
      
 
    Maeil and Iris stayed in the platform, handing out the supplies and wind shields. They were adjustable pieces of metal Maeil had created quickly that could lock into position to force the wind up and around. 
 
      
 
    "We're having a little campout since the Drive has pushed up the day we leave." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "And I'm sorry, but you, Night, and Noir have to share a wind shield. I couldn't make enough." Maeil said as Arend anchored each wind shield the proper distance apart to separate the wind properly. 
 
      
 
    Rose cried silently into Arend' blanket. No one mentioned it. 
 
      
 
    "We'll come to pick you up in the morning." Maeil said as he and Iris left on the platform. 
 
      
 
    "Nova's going to be pissed." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    "Don't worry about it." Noir replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed Rose a tightly bundled blanket. "Sorry, but we don't have enough pillows. Noir and Night took ours. Be careful with that, my wife made it." 
 
      
 
    Corenden called over. Corenden and Arend were left with nothing but Arend' emptied duffle bag to sleep in. They planned to sleep together with Iode blocking the wind. 
 
      
 
    "Perfect!" Noir exclaimed. "All three of us can be warm and comfortable!" She beamed down at her masterpiece. "You know, it would be a lot more comfortable if you joined us." Noir said with a glance to Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "Tell that to Kronth when you meet her. Someday." 
 
      
 
    "Who's ready for a party?!" Flake asked as he pulled out a bottle of Sereph liquor and lots of snacks. 
 
      
 
    The group gathered around in a tight circle. Blankets blocked the fierce wind with the help of those with fur and wings, but mostly Iode. He sat to the center of the wind side of the circle, Rose sitting red faced against him in Arend' blanket. Arend sat nearby, with Corenden in his lap and Noir leaning against him with a wing around him. The others were scattered to their discretion. 
 
      
 
    "So Arend, where to once you get your friend?" Night asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. I'm assuming somewhere farther south. Unless Richard says otherwise." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "And you big guy?" Noir asked as she stretched over Arend to poke Iode's arm. 
 
      
 
    "Where he goes I guess. My time here has given me a lot to think about. I may look around for somewhere where my skills would be useful." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "Then you'll eventually leave us for you own travels?" Michael said. 
 
      
 
    "Of course he will. You'll end up doing the same." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Sometimes I wonder just how it'll end." Corenden said. 
 
      
 
    "That's not important right now. Ya'll are going to be together fo' a long time." Noir was already flushed from the alcohol. 
 
      
 
    "It would be great if I could come with you." Flake said. "It gets really boring up here." 
 
      
 
    Night shrugged, nudging him. "What can you do?" 
 
      
 
    "For one, take this away." Rose said as she snatched the half empty bottle from Noir. 
 
      
 
    "Gimmie!" Noir exclaimed as she lunged after the bottle, knocking Arend over and landing on top of him. 
 
      
 
    "How strong is that?" Iode asked, watching Arend struggled against the drunk Noir. 
 
      
 
    Rose chugged a bit. "Strong enough. *hic*" She hiccupped and Arend took the bottle next, shoving Noir off him. He lifted the crumpled Corenden and shoved it into his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Aren't you going to drink any?" Noir asked, now laying flat in the middle of the circle. 
 
      
 
    "He can't get drunk." Rose said before Arend could. 
 
      
 
    "Anti-poison Bezoar?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "I guess." Arend replied. "I haven't really been able to find a reason myself." 
 
      
 
    "It would make sense. Pendragons normally don't have immunity to poisons." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    They stayed up half the night talking. Since the Serephs didn't have much knowledge about the world, Arend, Corenden, Michael, and Iode did most of the talking. One by one, they all began to fall asleep. Noir was out first, joined by Night and then Flake. Michael retired an hour later. Arend and Corenden left Iode and Rose alone shortly after. 
 
      
 
    "So Iode, what are you looking for in a wife?" Rose asked, leaning drunkenly against him. "Someone who can be a great mother. And isn't afraid of having lots of children." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    Rose laughed. "Quick to the point aren't you?" 
 
      
 
    Iode shrugged. "That pretty much sums it up though. She doesn't have to be smart or talented or strong. She just has to be kind. That's all I need." Iode replied. Rose let out a snore. 
 
      
 
    Iode glanced down. Rose was fast asleep, snug between Iode's arm and his side. He picked her up, setting her gently between Noir and Night. He joined Arend and Corenden behind the wind shield. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Maeil and Iris came just as the sun began to rise. Arend was the first one up. "Alright everyone! Time to get up!" He called out. 
 
      
 
    He was knocked backwards over a wind shield by a barrage of pillows. "Shut up you moron!" Iode grumbled as he sat up. 
 
      
 
    "We don't have time to argue like this." Maeil said. "Hurry up and pack everything up." 
 
      
 
    Arend was the only one not suffering from a hangover. Noir vomited over the ledge multiple times. "Why did you guys let me drink so much?" She asked as she spat the lingering bile from her mouth. 
 
      
 
    "It's not like we could stop you. Arend was lucky that you didn't try to remove his pants with the way you were hanging off him." Night replied. 
 
      
 
    "C'mon c'mon. You guys got in enough trouble with your stunt yesterday. I'd hate to think what would happen if you were late for role call." Iris said. 
 
      
 
    Flake, Arend, and Michael dislodged the wind shields and packed them up, save for one. Night and Corenden fished up by collecting the bed rolls and blankets. They left a blanket and pillow for Rose behind the wind shield. Rose and Iode stayed behind as the others piled into the platform and left. 
 
      
 
    The two of them sat at the ledge and let their feet dangle off. "Are you sure it'll be okay if you stay up here?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    Iode nodded. "Most of my work was in blueprints and what materials to use. I'm sure they can handle following them without a problem." 
 
      
 
    "It's not like you could do anything with that hangover." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    "If I remember correctly, you drank more than I did." Iode countered. 
 
      
 
    Rose chuckled. "You've also got at least two hundred pounds on me as well." 
 
      
 
    They watched the sun rise over the mountains in the distance. "You know Rose, leaving this place is going to be difficult for me." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    "Do you like how peaceful it can be?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    "That's not what I mean." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "I know." Rose said as she leaned against him. "I feel the same way." Iode wrapped his arm around her. He noticed the ribbon oh her wing. 
 
      
 
    "So what's the story behind that? I know you couldn't have bought it back on the islands." Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    Rose took off Arend' ribbon. "Arend gave it to me. He said it's meant for those who are looking for something." Rose stared down at the ribbon in her hand. "In the past, I've felt this way to a man who betray me. For the longest time I couldn't trust in someone's love. There have been others, who spoke of whisking me away from here, but they always ran when faced with Nova, but I know you're different. I know you love me just as much as I love you. I'm not afraid anymore." 
 
      
 
    Rose held out the ribbon to the wind. Iode grabbed her hand gently. "Don't. You may have found what you're looking for, but we still haven't made it all the way. We could use the extra bit of luck. You know we can't stay here." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    Rose put the ribbon in Iode's hand. "Then let's see how far that luck stretches." Rose said before kissing Iode's cheek. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "You're still working on that?" Corenden asked Arend. 
 
      
 
    They were back at the picnic table in the Rec. Tower. The sun was high above, but the daily meeting was still a few hours away. Arend was bent over the Dragon Drive, the blade and Drive separated so he could fine tune the mechanics after the damage the near crash did to it a few days prior. 
 
      
 
    "The Korvan are working fine, and the system has reached a usable synchronization, but I still need to fix a few things to fit the Drive proper." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Flake and Night were nowhere to be seen. Arend, Corenden, and Michael were the only ones in the tower. 
 
      
 
    "Where is everyone?" Michael asked. "It's too soon for the meeting." Michael said as he looked up. 
 
      
 
    A voice swept across the tower at great volume. "CRIOS!" Noir was rocketing towards them; half dressed in her armor, skipping along the ground using her wings as a boost. 
 
      
 
    She dug her toes into the grass and dirt to stop. "What?" Arend asked with a sideways glance. 
 
      
 
    "Iode and Rose are being tried to be de-winged. A group of Serephs overheard them confessing their love." Noir said hastily, eyes wide and chest swelling with each breath. 
 
      
 
    "Shit." Michael cursed as he jumped to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "How long?" Corenden asked, face now serious. 
 
      
 
    Noir blinked. Corenden turned around. Arend was working as usual, face unchanged. 
 
      
 
    "Arend?" Noir said. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell man!? Get up!" Michael exclaimed as he slammed his hands down on the table. Arend continued to work silently. 
 
      
 
    "Michael, forget about him. We can handle this." Corenden growled. 
 
      
 
    They started off at full speed, quickly crossing halfway across the tower. The primal growl of an engine shook the air. Corenden stopped and glanced back. Arend was standing by the table with the fully assembled Dragon Drive Mark II. While on the inside it was spinning rapidly, the ring of Korvan was spinning much slower in comparison. 
 
      
 
    "We should move." Corenden said as he turned pale. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Michael said. 
 
      
 
    Corenden tackled him and Noir to the ground. A figure cloaked in red landed where they were. Arend was burning at full power. More red Orenth surrounded him than King had in his wings. 
 
      
 
    "Let's go." Was all he said as he started to run, the Dragon Drive only in one hand. 
 
      
 
    A wall of black armored Serephs blocked the doors to the Inner Sanctum. "You are forbidden from entering." One of them said. 
 
      
 
    He had gold enamel set into his armor. "Please sir, it's important." Noir said with urgency in her voice. 
 
      
 
    "You have disgraced the Holy Guard. Do not speak." 
 
      
 
    Arend' arm flashed. The Sereph's helmet fell off in a dozen pieces. "Move." Arend growled at the wide-eyed, black furred Sereph before him. 
 
      
 
    He only trembled as Arend pushed him aside. Arend kicked the doors open with little effort. They walked forward through the split crowd. Iode and Rose were on their knees center stage. Rainbow chains of red, blue, yellow, orange, and silver were wrapped around them. One to pull the head to towards the floor, two to tie their hands, and the last to pull back their wings farther than they would normally extend them. 
 
      
 
    Two executioners stood by with a pair of simple, sharp axes. "Stop." Nova said, more so to the guards than to Arend. He was dressed in long, flowing ceremonial robes. No doubt was in his ploy for revenge. The floor was nothing but black. "These two have broken a great taboo. While they may not be truly our kinsman, Rose is still of Sereph blood. The monstrosity beside her requested to be there. What will you do Pendragon?" 
 
      
 
    Arend stared back at Nova, face expressionless, but the swirling Orenth around him told of his anger. "Do nothing." Iode whispered. 
 
      
 
    All eyes were on him as he struggled against the chains and tossed Arend' ribbon as far as he could to Arend. "Arend, I didn't expect this to happen, but if I can be with Rose, I'd give much more than my wings. My freedom and every other future are worth giving up for her." 
 
      
 
    Arend exhaled heavily. The chaos around him subsided. "You've put me in a tough spot. Fight a Sereph more than capable of killing me and all of you, or let this happen. I'm not one to stand by though." Arend glanced sideways to Nova. "I'm making a formal request to be the one to remove my Floxian friend's wings." 
 
      
 
    The room looked to Nova for his reply. Arend' friends were filled with rage and disbelief. "You bastard!" Corenden exclaimed as he charged at Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed Civen's sword to Corenden. Surprisingly, Corenden caught it. "Fight me if you want, it'll change nothing." 
 
      
 
    Corenden gritted his teeth and spat at Arend' feet. 
 
      
 
    "Very well." Nova said with a wave at one of the executioners. Arend took his position beside Iode. "Cut close to the base. You don't want to mangle him." Nova said with a sneer as he walked past. 
 
      
 
    Nova stood behind the two and raised his hands, facing the crowd. He turned with his hands still raised, hoping to watch the bloody mess that was about to be carried out by his command. Arend and the executioner raised their weapons. Nova let a devilish grin spread across his face as he lowered his hands. 
 
      
 
    Instead of the spray of blood he expected, all that happened was a grunt followed by a resounding gasp. Arend had caught the executioner's blade a good foot above Rose's wings with his hand. He twisted it and forced from the executioner's hands. He shattered it in his iron grip. Taking the Dragon Drive in two hands, Arend shattered each of the chains in effortless swings. The black tiles below Arend glowed a soft grey. 
 
      
 
    "I know how important she must be to you if you'd give up your wings, but remember…" Iode raised his head to match Arend' gaze. "I'd shatter the edges of the sky, pulverize the earth to dust, boil the oceans, quench the fires of the earth, annihilate the moon, and scatter the sun throughout the heavens before I let a friend be hurt. Those who try to stop me have a fate worse than death." Arend turned to Nova. "My name is Arend Heartfeld Myshcell, and that is a promise." 
 
      
 
    Arend helped Iode and Rose to their feet. "My debt is repaid, more so by leaving you and this place standing. You'll owe me for this Nova. Dragon's Den isn't a forgiving Guild when it comes to shit like this." Arend walked with Iode and Rose to Corenden and Michael. 
 
      
 
    "Arend…" Nova growled. The floor flashed golden yellow. Before Arend could stop Nova's attack, Corenden did. 
 
      
 
    The three foot ball of plasma aimed at Arend evaporated as Corenden cut through it. He floated at eye level, the sword Arend tossed him held tight in two hands. Nova was confused, as was everyone except Arend and Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "How was he able to do that?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "It seems Arend knows how to stroke someone's ego." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "There's no way in hell a punk like him could take me on." 
 
      
 
    "How could the little fucker stop my attack though?" Nova growled. 
 
      
 
    Corenden held out a hand. A ball of water formed in it. "Whether your power actually is Nova Orenth, or just Plasma Orenth, I can still beat you." 
 
      
 
    Nova laughed. "Serephs are beings of the wind. I've got the entire sky on my side!" 
 
      
 
    Nova sent a second ball of energy at Corenden, this time a swirling whirlwind. Corenden dissipated it once again with a simple sword slash. Nova was flabbergasted. The sword was covered in sharp wood, lengthening the blade a little. 
 
      
 
    "This should prove interesting." Noir said. 
 
      
 
    Nova laughed. "Are you seriously going to send your little freak to his death?" He asked Arend. Arend turned the Dragon Drive off. He sat down with it across his lap. Nova's smile vanished. "You offend me by sending something like that with serious intent." Corenden cut forward in a flash. Nova dodged Corenden's attack by diving. Nova's robes were shredded. He landed with a thud on his belly. 
 
      
 
    He quickly got to his feet. He looked down at his ruined cloths. An angry look spread across his face. "Do you know how much money it took to get this made!?" He growled. 
 
      
 
    Corenden didn't pause to reply. He flitted around Nova, his wings snapping open and closed to move him rapidly behind Nova. Nova had a brief look of shock on his face before Corenden flashed forward a second time in a gust of wind. 
 
      
 
    Nova's top right wing was stripped of its feathers. All that was left was the frame they once hung from. 
 
      
 
    He was no longer in control of himself. "YOU'RE GOING TO FUCKING DIE!" 
 
      
 
    He brought his hands back to charge an attack. Corenden still gave him no time. Corenden charged forward with a high speed head butt. Nova was knocked back onto his ass. Corenden took a quick breath before charging forward again. He brought his sword down in a spiraling dive, only damaging the tile work. 
 
      
 
    Nova had retreated a large distance. His normally fiery temper was replaced by a great deal of fear. "Fucking monster…" 
 
      
 
    The crowd of Serephs had retreated a great deal. They were afraid of what was going on. 
 
      
 
    Arend let out a laugh. "You can't be serious! Do you think you're really that powerful because you can easily manipulate Orenth? Corenden here has only had a few days training from Night and Michael. What do you spend your days doing? Eating sweets and playing with women?" 
 
      
 
    Nova didn't reply to Arend' taunts. The Serephs in the crowd glanced at each other. "He's not that powerful. I doubt he would have held his position like he had if he didn't lie about it." Arend continued, speaking to the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Corenden gave Nova a final stare before turning away. "The only piece of trash here is you." Corenden said as he floated away. 
 
      
 
    Arend stood up. He glanced over to Rose. "Meet us out front. We need to get our stuff." He nodded to Iode before heading for the sanctum doors. The crowd parted as they walked by. "Your futures are your own. How you live from here will be your responsibility." The rest of Arend' troupe followed. Flake and the other Serephs remained. 
 
      
 
    "What do you think they'll do?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced back, raising a hand in farewell. Flake raised his hesitantly in reply. 
 
      
 
    "Think you can handle the trip down?" Arend asked Michael. "We don't have one of those platforms." 
 
      
 
    Michael's face looked grim. "I can carry him as long as he doesn't have that backpack. I'll also be able to give him an easier ride if he's afraid." Rose suggested. 
 
      
 
    Michael shrugged. "I just hope you're right about that. I don't want to throw up." 
 
      
 
    Arend and Iode split off from the group to retrieve their luggage. "So Iode, what'd you do to get a girl like that?" Arend asked with a raised eyebrow and sly grin. 
 
      
 
    Iode gave him a shove. "It's nothing like that." 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed him the ribbon he had given Rose. "Keep good care of that. I wasn't lying back on the islands." 
 
      
 
    They found their rooms easily. Iode carried the Dragon Drive for Arend, who Iode piled high with most of the luggage. "You know Arend; your strength can be quite intimidating sometimes." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    Arend grunted. "Don't have to tell me. I sometimes worry about breaking something accidentally as my strength increases when I sleep." 
 
      
 
    "So you've pinned that down?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. It also seems eating that Korvan and what I caught in the jungle also had an effect on it." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Meat for the muscle and Korvan for the Orenth eh?" Iode said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Pretty much." Arend laughed. 
 
      
 
    "I wonder where it'll peak." 
 
      
 
    "Who's to say? It may even stretch your lifespan past a human's average." Iode suggested. 
 
      
 
    "I hope it doesn't." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    They regrouped with everyone else at the Rec. Tower's gateway. "Everyone ready?" Arend asked as he dumped his cargo. They all nodded. "Remember that we won't be returning here for anything you might have forgotten." 
 
      
 
    "We know Arend." Rose said. 
 
      
 
    "I think your friend has waited for long enough." Michael gave Arend his backpack. 
 
      
 
    Arend strapped it down as Rose picked up Michael for a slow flight around the platform to get him used to her. "You know I'm not going to be able to carry you with all that right?" Corenden said as Arend was loaded up once again. 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed Corenden's bags to him. "I can handle a descent by myself." 
 
      
 
    They lined up at the edge of the platform. Michael refused to look down before they all jumped off. Since Arend had no actual wings, he fell the fastest. It was no were fast enough to cause him damage, but a normal human's legs would fracture on impact with the ground. Michael and Rose were the last ones to touch down on the rocky soil. 
 
      
 
    "See? I told you it would be fine." Rose said as Michael balanced himself and retrieved his backpack. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the luggage was spread out amongst them, with Rose getting the lightest load. Arend found the Dragon Drive a bit cumbersome to carry without a proper sheath. He ended up propping it up against his shoulder while he walked. Iode stayed away to avoid getting hit in the head when Arend would turn. 
 
      
 
    They took a final look at the Sereph's fortress atop a short hill as it disappeared into the clouds. "So," Corenden started. "Arend Heartfeld Myshcell?" 
 
      
 
    Arend waved a hand. "It's my mother's maiden name. I don't remember what my real middle name is." 
 
      
 
    "It's not like that one sounds bad." Rose said. "I think it suits you quite well." 
 
      
 
    They hiked for well over an hour as the rocky ground below limited their speed. Their goal was well within sight. Towering mountains that poked almost through the clouds. A ramshackle building was built on one of the final hills before the sheer cliffs of the mountains blocked any kind of efficient way up. Arend gave them a simple battle plan as they piled their luggage a few dozen yards from the front door. 
 
      
 
    Arend marched forward for a head on assault. He splintered the doors with an overpowered kick. The Dragon Hunters were in no way dull enough not to notice the loud ripping sound he created as his kick ripped the hinges of the door off. Corenden and Michael were positioned to either side of Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?!" A man in cheap scale armor demanded. 
 
      
 
    The brick wall to their left collapsed inwards as Iode broke through, fist covered in red dust. "Richard Griffin. Where is he?" Arend asked as he raised the Dragon Drive to the man. 
 
      
 
    "Right here." Someone said as they came down from the second floor. Richard rolled down the stairs, bruised and bleeding, but unbroken. 
 
      
 
    Rose peeked around the corner beside Michael. "Now?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael nodded. The room paused as Rose hurried across the room. They watched the pink Sereph scurry to Richard, bring him to his feet, and scurry back out the door with him in tow. Richard was equally shocked. Arend pulled out the Dragon Hunter's medallion and held it up. 
 
      
 
    "This yours?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    The armored man raised his hand slightly. Arend kicked him through the back wall. "Anyone else besides them in here?" Corenden asked Richard. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. Iode charged through the remaining wall. Arend' group flipped around and sprinted. "Run Run Run Run Run!" Arend yelled as they ran back through the broken doors. The entire building shuddered briefly before collapsing. 
 
      
 
    "Did we kill them?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    "The roof was rotted and half collapsed anyway; they'll be fine." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "The buggy's round back. They built a bridge across the parallel canyons south of here. The tank's full. We need to go after the group that went into Dragon Valley." Richard said. "They had a small girl with them." 
 
      
 
    "Load up the buggy. Rose, take care of Richard's wounds." Arend ordered as he shouldered his bags. 
 
      
 
    The group moved quickly. The buggy was unharmed by the collapsed building. "So, Rose is it? Why is a Sereph hanging out with these chumps?" Richard asked as Rose cleaned him up with alcohol. 
 
      
 
    "Because one of those chumps is mine." Rose said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Richard raised an eyebrow. "Not the midget." 
 
      
 
    "No, no! It's Iode." Rose said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "How did you meet? They didn't drag you away from something did they?" Richard asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. They showed up on the fortress I lived on. One thing led to another and they ended up staying for a while. Things were ended abruptly and bloodily a little while ago. I'm excited to see just how this world works." Rose said. Rose finished her check up and let Richard go without bandages. 
 
      
 
    They piled into the buggy. Corenden and Arend sat up top to give the others room. Michael took the wheel, heading towards the pass the Dragon Hunters had blasted through the mountain. "If we plan on keeping this to the next city, we need to conserve gas. I'm not braking unless I have to." Michael warned. 
 
      
 
    "I see you've got a new blade!" Richard called up to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, and I've got quite a few new surprised as well!" Arend called back. 
 
      
 
    "I've learned how to manipulate Wood and Water Orenth." Corenden said as he tossed a ball of water to Richard. 
 
      
 
    He caught it, freezing it instantly. "Not bad. More than I expected in the days since I was kidnapped." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "I think you've gone soft." Arend said. "If you're supposed to be so powerful, how come you couldn't stop them?" 
 
      
 
    Richard bounced the ball of ice off Arend' head. "I worked with a team. I also have been living off reward and fame for the past six years. Don't expect so much." 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The buggy lurched over a large rock. "Jeese Michael! Give us a little warning." Richard said as he repositioned himself. 
 
      
 
    They passed through the mountains rather effortlessly. A giant stretch of rock had been blasted out, allowing the buggy to pass thorough with a foot clearance to either side. 
 
      
 
    "Tenacious as ever." Arend said as they immediately left the pass for a straight cut through a small forest. 
 
      
 
    "Stop here." Richard said suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Michael stopped a few feet from the end of the tree line. The rolling trees before them were covered in emerald grass that shifted with the wind. An extremely large tree extended out from the center of the valley. Its crown spread out over most of the area. Thin, scale-like leaves caught some of the sunlight, but most of it made it to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Arend breathed in deeply. "The air is fresh here." 
 
      
 
    A soft rumble came from the tree. Abandoning the buggy, Arend and Iode carried most of their luggage. 
 
      
 
    "Why are we bringing everything?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    "Don't want it to be stolen." Arend replied. They traversed quickly across the valley, a new energy filling everyone. 
 
      
 
    A man sprinted past them. A few others followed close behind. The group hurried to the top on the next hill. A large valley separated the hill they stood on and the large one the tree grew on. What was there made even Arend gawk. A bout a hundred feet long, with a head large enough to eat Iode whole, was a red and yellow dragon. 
 
      
 
    Red lines crossed the middle of each yellow scale, giving it a striped appearance. As silly as it might of looked, it was still a mother-fucking dragon; the cause for the end of the Great Wars. A small girl about thirteen years old was standing beside it, pulling metal spikes from its head. 
 
      
 
    "Holy fucking shit." Rose cursed. Iode found Rose's cursing more surprising than the dragon and glanced towards her briefly. 
 
      
 
    The girl paused and the dragon looked towards them. Arend was paralyzed, dropping all of the bags he was carrying. Corenden tried to nudge him forward. "Go on, you've got the most balls out of all of us." 
 
      
 
    "It's a fucking dragon!" Arend snapped back. 
 
      
 
    "Arend, you took on the Black Monster without flinching." Richard said. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but ONE dragon ended the Great Wars. The Legendary Weapon wielders, the airships, practically the entire Sereph Empire. It's the sole reason the human population barely passes a billion!" 
 
      
 
    "A billion?" Rose asked. "But you're everywhere." 
 
      
 
    "You know the 1000-mile canyon right?" Arend asked. Rose nodded. "A dragon knocked an airship into the ground to create that. If it decides to attack us, we have no chance of surviving!" 
 
      
 
    "Pith's peaceful unless you provoke him." 
 
      
 
    Arend jumped. The little girl was standing before him. "Is everything okay? You all seem pretty spooked." The dragon asked; his face only a foot from Arend. His tongue struggled over the words. 
 
      
 
    Arend smiled nervously, face twitching. "We're fine." He croaked. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! You're the suit guy!" The girl exclaimed as she pointed to Richard. 
 
      
 
    "Are these your friends?" She looked around at the group. 
 
      
 
    She stopped on Rose. "Who's she?" 
 
      
 
    The dragon lowered his head to look Rose in the eye. "An unmarked Sereph? How interesting." Shouting could be heard behind Arend' group. 
 
      
 
    More Dragon Hunters had arrived, this time with a full arsenal. "Not again. I can't stave off more of them without hurting someone." The dragon said. 
 
      
 
    "Why are they here?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "They were sent here by someone named Teneo." The girl replied. Rose frowned. Arend snapped. 
 
      
 
    Arend dropped his canvas bag with the other bags on the ground. "Wait here." He growled. 
 
      
 
    He met a brave scout midway, who, against his own wishes, was sent to meet Arend. "Stand aside. We don't want to have to fight you." The scout said quickly. 
 
      
 
    Arend leaned close to his face. "Teneo Myshcell sent you?" The scout nodded. "Our leader met-" He stopped as Arend marched forward. 
 
      
 
    "Where's you leader?" Arend demanded as he pushed through the confused mass of Dragon Hunters. 
 
      
 
    A man in white scale armor stepped forward, splitting his fellow Guild members around him. "I'm him." He said. An-" 
 
      
 
    Arend stopped him. "I don't care. What I want to know is how you met my father." 
 
      
 
    He frowned and looked Arend over. His eyes widened when he stared at Arend' face. "Arend! That must be you! Your dad-" Arend punched him in the stomach. He crumpled against the red flames behind him. 
 
      
 
    "You all need to leave. Teneo is dead. Anyone saying otherwise is lying." Arend said before turning around. 
 
      
 
    "But the dragon-" 
 
      
 
    "The dragon is protected, and would prefer not having to litter this valley with your corpses. Turn back now or things will get bloody." Arend warned. 
 
      
 
    "We came here to hunt a dragon, and we will-" 
 
      
 
    "Overclock!" Arend cried as he pressed down on the Dragon Drive. It clicked softly. 
 
      
 
    The speed of the Korvan ring sped up to about 200 RPM, much slower than the old Overclock, but it was the same speed the inside of the Drive was spinning. A white aura surrounded Arend. White Orenth poured out from the spouts of the blade, coating it in a dense cloud that turned the blade white. Arend cut back blindly. Every Matrix within the range of Arend' wave-like attack exploded with power, frying each of them. 
 
      
 
    Many had burns and other injuries from the feedback loop. "I have power you have no hope of conquering. I suggest you find a more reliable way to fight." Arend walked away from the group, popping the Drive back to normal with a twist of the handle. Their full retreat was swift and clean. Pith backed up when Arend rejoined the group. 
 
      
 
    "What's wrong Pith?" the girl asked. 
 
      
 
    "Stand away the faint of heart, for chaos this man art." Pith said with a worried look to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "A shadow upon the pyre, a man who consumes fire." Arend added. 
 
      
 
    "So you know the power you hold is dangerous." Pith said, a little relived, but still tense. 
 
      
 
    "What are you quoting?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    "An old poem about the only man who could control every form of Orenth. Well, at least it was until he was born." Pith replied. 
 
      
 
    "Care to stop speaking in riddles?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Stand away the faint of heart, for chaos this man art. 
 
      
 
    A shadow upon the pyre, a man who consumes fire. 
 
      
 
    Howling as the distant star, sacred lighting that will mar. 
 
      
 
    No one can stand against this man, he who had the Godly hand. 
 
      
 
    When the final sun does rise, the last dragon flies, 
 
      
 
    Heaven and Earth; Sun and Moon, the man shall meet his doom." 
 
      
 
    Michael spoke the poem from memory. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds a bit ominous." Corenden said. 
 
      
 
    "And it's a bit ironic." Arend added. "Seeing as Pith here is Fire and Lightning based." 
 
      
 
    "Piethel. My name is Piethel." Pith corrected. 
 
      
 
    "Why does she call you Pith?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "He was the one who raised me. I found it easier to say day to day." The girl replied. 
 
      
 
    "So who are you people? How is it you travel with a man like him?" Pith asked. 
 
      
 
    They all quickly spoke out their names. "Most of us tagged along for some reason or another. Richard, Corenden, and Arend had set out to recreate Arend' weapon and teach him the finer details of fighting." Michael explained. Pith nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    "My name's Kathy!" The girl exclaimed. "After the only other human Pith had met!" 
 
      
 
    "Until now." Pith added. 
 
      
 
    Arend' phone rang. "That's odd. We're surrounded by mountains. How can you get signal?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend hurried away from the group and opened his phone. '37 missed calls and messages!?' Arend thought as he began to scroll through them. 
 
      
 
    - -Airship - - 
 
      
 
    Tommori had down what he could with the tower parts. All he could do now was cheer on his workers. "We can do this! We have to do this! Arend needs to get these messages!" 
 
      
 
    "Boss! We've got the power up 3000 times the normal! The generators will only last 73 more seconds!" A Pog called out. 
 
      
 
    "Alright! Now start hijacking anything and everything you can to get these messages all the way to the South Pole!" Tommori ordered. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Richard's phone rang shortly afterwards. An old pager in Corenden's bag beeped like crazy. Arend was too busy listening to Kronth's first and original message to care. "…I need you to come back. Cris… Cris is dead. A man from Celestial Rim killed him. Please come back soon. I miss you." Arend brought the phone down from his ear. The date for the message was about 16 days old. Arend sent a simple message back. "Aye." 
 
      
 
    Richard had received the same messages Arend had. It was the same for Corenden as well. They simultaneously glanced to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "We're going back." Arend said as he stepped towards the large tree. 
 
      
 
    The Drive turned itself on, surrounding Arend in a thin haze. "It sounds like your friends are in trouble." Pith said. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know them too well. I've only met Kronth briefly." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "She sounded very upset." Kathy said. 
 
      
 
    "She's emotional like that. She's got quite a pair of lungs." Richard replied. 
 
      
 
    "She cried Richard." Corenden said. "Kronth doesn't cry." 
 
      
 
    Arend set the Dragon Drive aside and dug frantically at the base of the hill. Pith grunted. "If things truly are dire, I can ferry Arend to the city he needs to go to." 
 
      
 
    "Even Sareville?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    "If I ride the Slipstreams and push myself, I can make it in an hour." Pith replied. 
 
      
 
    The tremendous crackle of breaking wood distracted them. Arend ripped a gigantic shape from under the tree. Large roots bent as snapped as Arend dragged the five ton mass out from the earth. 
 
      
 
    "Arend! What are you-!?" Rose started. 
 
      
 
    Arend stabbed the base of one of the roots with the Dragon Drive. Reversing the Drive at high speed, Arend injected the tree with a massive amount of Orenth. It brought forth hundreds of new roots thicker than he was, and brining the tree to full bloom with flowers larger than Iode. 
 
      
 
    "I'm taking us home." Arend replied as he ripped the Drive out from the tree and punched the hunk of earth he retrieved with the side of his fist. 
 
      
 
    It vibrated with the sound of metal. The earth coating it fell off in large chunks. A spiny shell was revealed. Decorated like a porcupine, it resembled a pine cone. The bottom was flat, with layers of metal armoring it. A large half-egg shaped dome of glass sat to the front on what resembled a head. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Richard asked. 
 
      
 
    "One of the first airships. It was meant to fight flying monsters. Mostly Pendragons, Leviathans, and Serephs." Pith replied. 
 
      
 
    "Give me thirty minutes. Ten to get it working, and twenty to get us there." Arend said as he forced his way in through the rear. Iode ran to help. 
 
      
 
    "Can he really move us so far so quickly?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    "Those airships were built to be able to fly around the world in three hours. As a Myshcell, he can take it further, perhaps even to the moon." Pith replied. Richard and Corenden were busy looking through the mass of messages. "We can only wait." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Hey Zeph! Come check this out!" Kaze called, one of the pilots who flew with Zeph's crew on occasion. 
 
      
 
    Lave, Sandy, and Zeph had flown down to the mountains to share Arend' knowledge. Zeph peeked at the small screen used to monitor all communications between pilots. A mass of files had forced its way into the system. 
 
      
 
    "They're all messages and voice mails. It seems like someone is jamming with them on every wavelength. Let's see what's so important." Kaze doubled clicked the first file. 
 
      
 
    "Arend…" Zeph's ears perked up. He waved Sandy and Lave over. "I need you to come back. Cris…Cris is dead. A man from Celestial Rim killed him. Please reply back soon. I miss you." The computer pinged as a new folder was formed, with a three letter reply. "Aye." 
 
      
 
    "Get the jets ready Kaze! We've got a place to go! We're burning full and fast!" Zeph ordered as he ran to where his jet laid scattered. 
 
      
 
    Kaze typed something in jokingly. "Silver Serephs ready to rock n' roll!" He was surprised to get a response. 
 
      
 
    "Who are you?" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Do you know who the Silver Serephs are?" Richard asked. 
 
      
 
    "They were a group of Serephs who flew jets. Why and how do you know their name?" Michael asked. Richard flashed his phone. 
 
      
 
    "Three minutes guys!" Iode announced. 
 
      
 
    "It seems everyone is getting these messages. Whoever they are, they're willing to help." Richard said as he shut his phone and loaded up with all the luggage he could. 
 
      
 
    Michael helped him with the rest, dumping it inside the large cargo bay in the airship. Corenden and the others loaded up in the cock pit. Rose gave a farewell to Pith and Kathy before she ran to join everyone. Iode shut the large cargo door with the hydraulics he had to repair. Arend' forced entry came at quite a cost in time for repairs. 
 
      
 
    Everyone strapped down into the seats of the airship. The Captain's chair was left to Arend. Corenden took the controls for the ship. He had no problems since everything was within his reach. 
 
      
 
    "Everything clear for launch Captain!?" Corenden stood at attention as Arend sat down. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed briefly. "Everyone strapped in and ready to go?" Arend asked. He received a round of nods. "Let's go!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden engaged the airship's engines. The tips of the metal quills of the ship began to glow red. Two claw-like appendages broke off from the sides of the ship, attached by hydraulic joints near the center/rear of the ship. They pushed off from the ground. The entire ship lurched before the forces that drove the airship took full control. They shot skyward in an instant, breaking a few branches on the way. 
 
      
 
    Pith watched them disappear from sight in a tail of Orenth high in the sky. He looked down at Kathy. "Do you think we should follow?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    She glanced up at him. "Of course you fool!" She exclaimed. Pith hunkered down. Like she had many times before, Kathy hopped up onto the base of his neck. "Let's go go go!" She exclaimed as Pith took to the air with two massive wings. The Dragon Valley was slowly being covered in the colorful petals of the blooming tree. 
 
      
 
    "This is insane!" Corenden exclaimed as he struggled to keep control of the airship. 
 
      
 
    "Retract the landing gear!" Michael exclaimed, flipping a toggle. 
 
      
 
    The airship shook wildly before they finally stabilized. "What landing gear?" Corenden asked, glancing at Michael. 
 
      
 
    "Aqua and Aegith taught me much about airships. This model has what appears as clawed hands to either side of the ship. That's what pushed us of the ground before we ascended." Michael explained. 
 
      
 
    "Now's not the time guys." Arend said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    "What's up?" Corenden asked as Arend joined him at the controls. 
 
      
 
    "We're losing power." Iode replied, tapping the readout at his position. 
 
      
 
    Michael was at the co-pilot's position, Iode at the engine and stability controls, Richard was at navigation and Rose was at the weapons. 
 
      
 
    "Yes. It would seem the systems weren't built to last half a millennium." Arend said as he surveyed each and every one of the readouts. He let out a sigh. "God damn it." He grabbed the Dragon Drive as he headed out from the cockpit. 
 
      
 
    "Where are you going!?" Michael called back. 
 
      
 
    "I've got to go outside and fix the power problem." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend found a maintenance ladder that led to the top of the airship. Forcing the door open into the wild winds, Arend immediately found the problem. Numerous cables were flapping in the air, disconnected from their junction. They left a trail of Orenth behind them. Every section of quills past it was able to catch a bit of the Orenth, but not close to enough for them to operate to full functionality. 
 
      
 
    Arend had no choice to climb out for a drastic solution. He climbed out onto the top of the ship. He was cloaked in white flames. The wind blew around him with little resistance. He hurried down to where the cables were loose. He held the Dragon Drive in his teeth as he snagged the loose cables. He twisted them back together and pinned them down with his foot. Taking the Dragon Drive in two hands, he drove it through each of the newly bundled cables and the junction box at the same time. 
 
      
 
    The response was immediate. The quills lit up fully, making the airship look like a flaming porcupine. They rapidly picked up speed. Arend braced himself. 'This is probably the stupidest thing I've done.' Arend thought as he brought his hand down on his Drive. "Overclock!" 
 
      
 
    "What the hell!?" Iode exclaimed back in the cockpit. 
 
      
 
    "What now?" Michael asked. 
 
      
 
    Iode grinned. "We're at ten times normal power." 
 
      
 
    Corenden grinned as well. "I can only wonder what he did. Strap back down! I don't think he's coming back anytime soon!" 
 
      
 
    Michael returned to his seat and buckled in. "Here we go!" Corenden turned the power up to maximum. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was thrown back as the airship accelerated. There was a loud boom as the airship broke the sound barrier. They continued to accelerate to ever increasing speeds. 
 
      
 
    "We're already nearing Yitkin!" Richard called out. "Pull us up already!" 
 
      
 
    "I can't do that!" Corenden yelled back. "With the current power we have going into the system, we can't go any higher above sea level or we'll begin to go too fast to slow down!" 
 
      
 
    Richard frowned. "Then I guess Tommori's in for one hell of a wakeup call." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Tommori looked up at the fried cell tower. "You really did some damage." One of his workers said as he joined him. 
 
      
 
    "I know. But at least Arend was able to confirm that he got our messages." Tommori replied. 
 
      
 
    The Pog's ears twitched. He glanced over to the horizon. Since the foundries hadn't been working for a long time, the air was clear. "He look, what is that?" He asked, pointing Tommori towards a dot on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Tommori glanced over. No sooner than he did, the airship passed within five hundred feet of the plateau. In the same instant, it disappeared on its way to Sareville. The city was paralyzed as the effects of the shockwave hit a few seconds later. 
 
      
 
    "Holy hell!" Tommori exclaimed as he covered his ears. 
 
      
 
    "How much do you wanna bet that was Arend?" The Pog asked. 
 
      
 
    Tommori smiled. "There's no doubt about that!" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Sareville's in sight!" Richard called out. 
 
      
 
    "Is that smoke?" Michael said, pointing to the rising pillar of black in the distance. 
 
      
 
    Something in the cockpit recognized what he did, and it automatically zoomed in where Michael pointed. "Woah!" Corenden exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "How'd you do that!?" Michael glanced at his finger and shrugged. 
 
      
 
    "Cut some of the power to the engines, we should start slowing down now." Richard ordered. 
 
      
 
    "I've got a better idea." Corenden said as he took them closer to the surface of the ocean. "What are you doing?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    "Just watch." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    The ocean bent towards them slightly as if there was something below the water moving at the same speed they were. The surface was chaotic from the wake created by the airship. 
 
      
 
    "It shouldn't be doing that…" Richard said as he glanced out the side of the cockpit. 
 
      
 
    "Not unless the airship is being powered by a man who controls all forms of Orenth." Corenden said with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    "You guys ready for this?" Michael asked. "We're taking this wave all the way to the city!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden steadily brought them up and lowered the power to the engines. The wave lurched behind them, but continued to grow until Corenden completely broke away from it as they neared the edge of the city. They hovered over the burning city in the black smoke. Below, the wave continued onwards. The first block near the water front was completely destroyed, but the water put out most of the fires in half the city. 
 
      
 
    Where the fighting was the harshest, the water simply soaked their ankles before draining down the storm drains. The smoke began to clear almost immediately. A loud whistle echoed across the entire city. The saltwater coupled with the strange whistle in the air made many stop in their fighting. Bloodied faces looked to the sky through the fading smoke. 
 
      
 
    The airship was floating between the two tallest skyscrapers of the city, the claw arms holding it steady. Arend stood atop the airship. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" King called as he flew up beside the airship. 
 
      
 
    Arend jumped onto his back. "Take me to Kronth." He ordered as he hooked his feet into the stirrups of King's new saddle. King dropped soon after. 
 
      
 
    "You've grown stronger." King said over the wind. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I've also developed the use of Pendragon Orenth. Red flames like your wings and white flames like what you've used previously." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    King broke their free fall twice as he took Arend above Dragon's Den. The cleared lat around the building had been turned into a headquarters and emergency first aid center. 
 
      
 
    Arend saw Kronth pop out from a large pavilion. Arend leapt from King's back, drifting down in red flames. The tip of his sword tapped the ground when he landed. 
 
      
 
    "Cla-!" Arend was stopped as she tackled him, burying her face into his chest. 
 
      
 
    "I'm so happy you're here." She mumbled through Arend' dirty shirt. Even through the chaos of war, Arend could hear the cheers from his allies as word spread of who came with the ominous airship. 
 
      
 
    "You aren't the only one it seems." Arend replied as he hugged her. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Draken called from the pavilion. "Release the General!" 
 
      
 
    "I told you not to call me that!" Kronth exclaimed as she turned away to face Draken. A few others were in the pavilion with him. Arend could only name a few, but they could all name him. 
 
      
 
    "Richard was able to give me a rundown on what you sent me." Arend said. "And a few of my new friends heard as well." 
 
      
 
    "You mean the Serephs?" Kronth asked excitedly. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Tommori managed to get them everywhere. How you and Richard were able to send a reply back I'll never know." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    The two stepped into the pavilion. King disappeared. "Arend these are-" 
 
      
 
    Arend interrupted her with a wave. "I don't need to know. The introductions can wait." 
 
      
 
    The ground shook as the airship unleashed a great deal of homing lasers from the quills on its back. Arend could imagine Rose's maniacal laughter. "Tell me where I need to be." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Kronth brought him to a map laid out on a table, pins and flags marked important positions and the fronts of the battle. A circle was near the center; Dragon's Den. The circle was steadily narrowing. Before Kronth could begin, Nem appeared in the pavilion with a white face. His cloak was being worn as a scarf. 
 
      
 
    "There's a dragon out there." He said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Piethel, or Pith for short. I met him in Dragon Valley before finding the airship. Make sure to be polite." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "A DRAGON!?" Many in the pavilion exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend popped back out of the pavilion. He let out a loud whistle. Pith dropped down from the sky. "You've shifted the Slipstreams Arend. You power is absolute." He said as Kathy slid off his back. 
 
      
 
    "We've come to help the injured!" She declared. "Pith can bring those near death back to full health with just Orenth! I know how to heal with herbs!" 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "Try and help those who seem hopeless. I don't want anyone else to die." 
 
      
 
    Nem gave Arend a hairclip. "It's a radio." He said before quickly vanishing. Pith and Kathy left to terrorize nurses and heal patients in intensive care. 
 
      
 
    "Even a dragon Arend?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Has Alexander shown himself?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head. "None of the Legendary Weapons have revealed themselves." 
 
      
 
    "Until now." Arend replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Iode came over the radio. "Kyrel and Zeph are creepily similar." 
 
      
 
    Arend tapped the hairpin. "Aye. Everyone rockin' steady!?" Arend yelled into the radio. 
 
      
 
    Arend was met with an uproar of voices. "Hey Kronth," Nate's voice cut through, silencing the others. "It seems Arend has brought a fresh fighting spirit into this little game." 
 
      
 
    "What's with the chit-chat?" Dran asked. "We've got a war to win." Arend turned off his microphone. He and Kronth returned to the map. 
 
      
 
    "Celestial Rim plans on taking the city, full force; and they can do it. We've heard rumors they have the Death weapon, but thanks to Kyrel, we've retrieved the Earth and Air weapons." Kronth explained. "Bringing our total to three." 
 
      
 
    "Four." Arend corrected. 
 
      
 
    "Three Arend. We can't be sure how you're Drive will handle itself out there." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "I unnerved the dragon Kronth. I've destroyed numerous Matrices on command, and developed the powers of a Pendragon. Not to mention the old Drive scratched Aquaporus. Four." 
 
      
 
    The radio soon filled with cries of pain and torture. "What's going on!?" Kronth yelled into her radio. 
 
      
 
    A man was able to struggle a word. "Death…" 
 
      
 
    "Jacob." Kronth whispered. 
 
      
 
    Arend bristled. He turned around to leave the pavilion. "They're moving." Arend turned his radio back on. "North South, East and West, four legendary weapons. Sun to the East, Water to the South, and Fire to the West. Nem, I know you can handle the Sun; Vladd and Kyrel, I know you have the Earth and Air handled, but you both need to work together to take on the Water. While you're both inexperienced, Kyrel has a slow attack speed, and Vladd alone has an Orenth disadvantage. Hunter, you take the Fire to the West." 
 
      
 
    "Arend, I can't do that." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hunter, don't give me that modesty crap. Whatever weapon you are using far surpasses everyone else who's free enough to fight. If it makes you feel any better, Faulken's taking on three battalions at the moment. Not to mention you've got an advantage with your Dark/Plasma Orenth set up you've got. Crank it up a bit and he'll be a piece of cake. One armed as he is." 
 
      
 
    Hunter didn't reply. "Alright then. You know what to do. I suggest those in the North retreat a bit. You do not want to be caught in the cross fire." King was waiting for Arend. Arend easily hopped aboard, hooking his feet back into King's stirrups. King shot into the air. He flew North, to where Death awaited. 
 
      
 
    - - East West South- - 
 
      
 
    [East Gate. Nem, wielder of Moon's Sonata Vs. Helios, wielder of the Sunrise Falchion and the Aubade Escutcheon] 
 
      
 
    Nem knew the man who he would be fighting. His name was Helios Trune. He met him when Alexander offered him a chance to train to take on Pendragons. They hoped Nem's indefinable strength against King so long ago could be theirs. Nem trained and fought with Helios many times both before and even more so after Nem began to use the Moon's Sonata. 
 
      
 
    He was waiting in the large plaza at the Eastern Gate. A sleeker helmet replaced the one Arend destroyed, leaving his face more open, but allowing him a greater field of vision. His sword was ready in his right hand. Charred bodies were cast to either side of the Plaza. There was no way to distinguish the bodies as monsters, humans, or Changed. 
 
      
 
    Nem had no choice but to ignore their smell and the bile building at the back of his throat. He still hadn't gotten used to the smell, he never wanted to. Sol Weedfruit sprouted from everybody and in the cracks of the stone beneath Nem's feet. Moon's Sonata was held tight in his hand. Nem was at a disadvantage. His weapon was built with no mind for defense. 
 
      
 
    "I see you're still going in without a defense." Helios said. 
 
      
 
    "You and I both know that's meaningless. Our powers feed off each other; your armor will become useless within the first few attacks." Nem replied. 
 
      
 
    Helios raised his sword to Nem. A golden light gathered in the trenches within the length of the either side of the blade. "You still don't understand." 
 
      
 
    Nem cut back into the stone behind him. A thin line of white Orenth shimmered in the fine cut. Helios charged forward, thrusting his sword into the air where Nem once was. Nem landed a few steps away. He made a second crescent of Moon Orenth behind him. Helios hopped his way, trying to bash Nem with his shield. Nem flipped backwards, kicking off from Helios' shield with his boots. 
 
      
 
    He righted himself mid air, dragging his blade along the ground, sweeping it skyward behind him when he stopped. Six crescents of white sprouted out from Nem's blade, creating a rib-like shape in the ground. He grasped his blade in two hands. "Six Planet Lunas." He swung if forward at with great speed. The pattern cut into the ground behind Nem lifted up into a swirling pinwheel of energy. 
 
      
 
    The pinwheel followed the white Orenth Nem had left in the cuts he made. As it spun rapidly, pieces of it would break off and explode on contact with anything and everything. At the end of the lines Nem had drawn, it dropped onto the ground, scattering dust and rock into the air. Helios had blocked with his shield and cut through whatever came his way. He was unable to see through the dust until it settled. 
 
      
 
    A golden aura now surrounded his weapon completely; thin tendrils connected it to his shield. He saw Nem across the plaza. He stood in a fully formed white disk. White drops of Orenth floated up from the ground. They rose up above Nem before turning into a white mist. The disk expanded as tendrils of white Orenth rose up from underground. Nem held his sword so the tip barely touched the surface of the spreading pool of white. 
 
      
 
    "You fool!" Helios exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "You can't use Natural Orenth!" A grin spread across Nem's face. 
 
      
 
    "A friend of mine taught me otherwise. He taught me how to expand the flow of Orenth around me so I can store natural Orenth outside my body until I use it. In return, I taught him how to use Aero Fìra." 
 
      
 
    Helios crouched slightly, touching the base of his shield to the ground. "However much power you have, our battle will continue until one of us falls." 
 
      
 
    Nem twirled Moon's Sonata. He stopped it with the point facing Helios. The white Orenth below splashed up, coating the blade of his weapon. It hardened into a shell around the blade. Three jagged edges grew on the back of the blade, dripping white Orenth down the sides of the blade. Nem charged forward. "Tidal Eclipse!" He called out as Moon's Sonata collided with Helios' shield. 
 
      
 
    Helios was pushed back as Nem forced Moon's Sonata against him. Helios flashed as he thrust his sword at Nem. A look of surprise crossed his face as Nem dropped Moon's Sonata and flipped, using his shield as a spring board. Helios had no time to react as Nem drove a small knife into his side through a gap in his armor. "A Legendary Weapon pales in comparison to any other used without forewarning." Nem said as he twisted the knife. 
 
      
 
    As Helios tried to twist around to slash at Nem's head, Nem struck the hilt of the knife still in Helios with his palm. The Sunrise Falchion clattered to the ground. Helios collapsed. Nem ripped his helmet off and used it to knock Helios unconscious. He peeled the armor from Helios and scattered it. The knife had pierced the chainmail hidden underneath the armor. Nem tossed the Sun Legendary Weapon pair a few feet away. 
 
      
 
    He picked up Moon's Sonata and slid it into the sheathe on his back. He turned on the microphone of his radio. "This is Nem at the Eastern Plaza. The Sun in the East has been taken care of and I need a team over here for retrieval of an injured prisoner. We've got ourselves another Legendary Weapon." 
 
      
 
    [West Gate. Hunter Wasteland and the Beat Drive Vs. Finch, wielder of the modified Fire Legendary Weapon] 
 
      
 
    Finch was going wild six city blocks southeast from the West Gate. Friend or foe, he didn't care so long as they burned. Hunter found him stalking those trying to escape via the highway that passed between a series of apartment buildings. With Arend' behind him, Hunter rushed to face him. Hunter's Beat Drive easily dissipated the flames coating Finch's leg. 
 
      
 
    Finch fell back, unprepared to be countered. He awkwardly got to his feet. "So you've finally shown yourself." Finch said as he glared at Hunter. 
 
      
 
    He had replaced his racing suit. "Where's your Pendragon friend?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter held the Beat Drive level. "I don't need King." 
 
      
 
    Finch shot forward with a kick Hunter could barely counter. The flames simply dissolved as Hunter deflected Finch's kick. The Drives on his feet were turning extremely fast. 
 
      
 
    "When I'm done with you, I'm going to hunt that bastard down and rip him to pieces." Finch growled with a crazy grin on his face. 
 
      
 
    Hunter spun around, driving the hilt of his weapon into Finch's knee. His leg jumped as his kneecap shattered. Finch didn't skip a beat. He swung around high with his other leg. There was a crackle as the bones of his kneecap coalesced and regenerated. Hunter dropped down. 
 
      
 
    He retreated a few steps before Finch could continue to attack. "If I had my other arm, I could have given you a donkey kick to the face." 
 
      
 
    Hunter spun his Drive in his hands. The faint glimmer of neon colors coated the blade. He caught it with his hands reversed on the hilt. "Sharp Plasma." He said as he thrust forward at Finch's chest. Finch easily brought his leg across to counter, but Hunter twisted around to Finch's left at the last moment and cut across Finch's back. 
 
      
 
    The blade skittered slightly as it scraped against some kind of metal. Hunter retreated. The sight under Finch's racing suit almost made him vomit. Finch let his shirt fall completely off. His entire upper body had wires and plates of metal over the pale flesh underneath. He turned to face Hunter. Now Hunter was fully aware of what he thought he saw there before. 
 
      
 
    Finch's skin was disturbed by movement within his chest. The ever present crazy grin on his face made Hunter take a step back. "My power is terrifying isn't it?" He placed his only hand on his shifting chest. "My body is more machine than man now. Most of that is thanks to the Pendragon. Soon though. Oh so very soon. I will get a fully functional mechanical arm, and no one would be able to stop me." Finch looked to Hunter with his maniacal grin. "I'm going to show you the power of the Drive man." 
 
      
 
    "PLASMA RAVE!" Hunter cut diagonally at the pavement below him with a blade of neon. The highway collapsed. Finch stumbled. Hunter didn't hesitate. He jumped from the inclined road in a burst of darkness. Finch managed to jump off, trying to kick Hunter through his cloak of shadow. The darkness disappeared in the light of Finch's fire, revealing nothing. 
 
      
 
    He felt a sudden hotness in his chest. Hunter's plasma coated Beat Drive had pierced through his back, severing his spine as well as cutting through the Drive attached to Finch's ribcage. The Drive exploded, contained within Finch's body. He was dead before he hit the ground. Hunter landed with a thud and crackle; his left shin had fractured. He had no time to cry out as the collapsing highway was raining down around him. 
 
      
 
    With lessened force, Hunter cut through the falling concrete. Finch was half buried, and he was on his back in a valley of dust, pavement, and concrete. His head phones had broken without him noticing sometime during the fight. He pulled out an old hand receiver and turned it on. He silenced the talk about Helios' capture and treatment for later interrogation. 
 
      
 
    "This is Hunter in the West." He huffed. "I'm in the rubble of a collapsed highway south east about six blocks from the Western Gate. The Fire is dead, and I need assistance." 
 
      
 
    "I hear ya!" Panzer replied. 
 
      
 
    Hunter let the radio fall from his hands as he stared skyward. "What the hell is Axis up to?" He asked no one. 
 
      
 
    [South Gate. Kyrel with Aero Fìra and Vladd with Felsen Soul Vs. Alexander and Aquaporus] 
 
      
 
    Kyrel and Vladd reached the Southern Gate with no sign of Alexander. They heard of Nem and Hunter's surprisingly quick victories. Celestial Rim had heard as well, and was in the beginnings of an all out retreat. Kyrel saw movement in the shops surrounding the Southern Plaza. He bumped Vladd out of the way as a jet of water streaked across the plaza. 
 
      
 
    Alexander cut through the front of a flower shop. Half of the plaza was drenched as the flower shop exploded in a massive stream of water. "Kyrel, he's opened up the water main. We've gotten ourselves in a corner here." Vladd said as he raised Felsen Soul. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel pulled Aero Fìra off his back. "I know." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you here? Where's Arend?" Alexander asked as he strutted towards the two. 
 
      
 
    "He's got a previous engagement." Vladd replied as he shot at him. 
 
      
 
    Alexander didn't flinch. He moved his head left and then right to dodge the first two, spinning Aquaporus to deflect the others, all the while still moving towards them. 
 
      
 
    "So two long ranged fighters have come to fight a midrange fighter?" Alexander asked. 
 
      
 
    "Whoever sent you here is a fool. Your blood will be on their hands. "Vladd, try to keep him distracted." Kyrel said as he began to feed Aero Fìra. 
 
      
 
    "Easier said than done!" Vladd said as he shot increasingly more powerful attacks at Alexander. 
 
      
 
    Aquaporus was a blur. No matter the size, Alexander was able to cut through and scatter Vladd's attacks. "You're still inexperienced with your weapon. You two may have the potential advantage since long ranged Legendary Weapons were built with a wider range of Orenth attacks than the melee ones." Alexander was now within range of Vladd. He brought his scythe behind his back in preparation for a wide swing. "But you two don't have enough Orenth control to use them." 
 
      
 
    "VLADD MOVE!" Kyrel called out. 
 
      
 
    Vladd jumped back and fell onto his back. Alexander's eyebrows narrowed. He had forgotten about Kyrel. He stopped when he saw what he was doing. 
 
      
 
    "Natural Orenth!?" He exclaimed, taking a step back. 
 
      
 
    "Scatter Shaft!" Kyrel released an arrow. It had a small cluster of whirlwinds as an arrowhead. 
 
      
 
    In the teen feet from his bow to Alexander, the arrow fractured. A scatter of ten mini-arrows with whirlwind arrowheads streaked towards Alexander. He swung upwards, hoping to get Vladd at the same time. Alexander's plan was foiled when the earth around his blade right before he cut through to Vladd's groin hardened. 
 
      
 
    Seven of the ten arrows plunged into Alexander; one in each shoulder, three in his right arm, one in his chest and the other two in his left hamstring. The others became unstable a few feet behind him and exploded. Vladd rolled away as Alexander fell to his knees. 
 
      
 
    "We may not have the experience with the weapons, but we sure as hell have experience in teamwork." Vladd said as he quickly got to his feet. 
 
      
 
    Alexander slowly got to his. The wounds left from Kyrel's arrows began to bleed as the arrows themselves dissolved. "Cocky ass punk… I've got well over ten years with this weapon under my belt. I've had well over that in grueling training!" 
 
      
 
    Alexander popped Aquaporus out of the ground with his foot. He caught it with the handle level and the blade curling towards the sky. "Drenched Sickle!" He swung around, casting a thin crescent of water from the hole towards the front of Aquaporus. Vladd raised Felsen Soul to try and counter, but he felt a sudden crispness to the air. 
 
      
 
    "Icy Terma…" Kyrel whispered. The air around Kyrel suddenly began to chill. What Kyrel had said made Alexander's eyebrows rise. In the few seconds it took for Alexander's attack to near Vladd, Kyrel had gone through a transformation. The wet ground at his feet had frozen. His hair was drained of color, leaving it a pale shade of blue. "PALE BLUE UPSHOT!" The arrow Kyrel released had a barbed triangular head made of ice. 
 
      
 
    It flew from Aero Fìra faster than Vladd could keep up with. It hit Alexander's attack head on, scattering the water and pulling the crescent of water in its wake, freezing it as a gigantic extended blade of ice. It collided with the side of Aquaporus as Alex brought it up to protect himself. The arrow shattered, scattering ice across the plaza behind him. 
 
      
 
    Alexander was unharmed, but Aquaporus was frozen in ever thickening layers of ice. The water spraying down from above became his enemy as it built up on the Ice Orenth Kyrel had left on Aquaporus. A peculiar feeling washed over everyone in the plaza. Alexander's eyes widened. He gave Kyrel and Hunter a final glare before nodding. "You two have earned my respect. I want to fight you two again when we meet in the future." 
 
      
 
    "What?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    Alexander sheathed Aquaporus and pulled his cloak over his shoulders. Even without it, he would have easily retreated through the Southern Gate into the hills beyond. Vladd bristled. "Enough Vladd." Kyrel said with a huff. 
 
      
 
    Vladd glanced over. Kyrel was on one knee, breathing heavily. Aero Fìra lay dormant beside him. "Call it in. I'll be fine." He said before Vladd could say anything. 
 
      
 
    Vladd pulled out a hand radio made of spare parts. "Hey. This is Vladd and Hunter at the Southern Gate. Alexander has retreated. Kyrel is exhausted, but we're both unharmed, surprisingly." 
 
      
 
    "He was probably holding back." Kyrel replied, still panting. 
 
      
 
    Vladd got a reply. "You ruined the thing we had going!" Nem exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going to play your games. Something spooked Alexander. It's most likely whomever Arend is fighting."Vladd replied. Nem grunted. 
 
      
 
    Vladd put the radio back into his pocket. Kyrel had finally caught his breath. He was sitting in the melting ring of ice. "What was that?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "One of the Termas. The Termas are writings about ancient techniques involving the use of Orenth. They were written well before the time of industrial use of Korvan and Orenth. You can't tell anyone what I did back there. Not even my father knows of this power. Everyone must assume I can somehow use Natural Orenth by some other means. The Termas are extremely dangerous and sought after. The few pages I had from whatever book they came from were destroyed with the BluZeph mansion." Kyrel explained. 
 
      
 
    Vladd nodded. "How many are there?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "Eighteen." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    Vladd frowned. "There are only seventeen known types of Orenth." 
 
      
 
    "You're forgetting what a very powerful man once said. He who wields the Eighth Legendary Weapon." Kyrel replied with a sly smile. "Arend Myshcell, Master Kruxsetter and controller of all Orenth." 
 
      
 
    - - The Reaper- - 
 
      
 
    King flew over a man in black surrounded by people crying out in pain. "That's Death Orenth…" King said as he circled. 
 
      
 
    Arend revved the Dragon Drive. "It's time to scatter it." He said as he leapt from King's back. 
 
      
 
    He left his bag on King's back. Arend fell in a cloud of swirling Orenth. When he landed on the ground, the Orenth spread out. It moved like an engorged snail until it covered everything except the man in black. 
 
      
 
    Arend revved the Dragon Drive once more, driving it into the ground. The Orenth exploded outwards in a shockwave that scattered the purple Orenth clouding those trapped. Arend kicked it out of the ground, catching it on the second turn. He pointed it at the man. Arend and the man waited as the people around them retreated. 
 
      
 
    He stood about Arend' height. He had a long black parka-like jacket with black fluff trim on the edges, including his sleeves and up the top of his arms. He had black slacks with the same black fluff trim. His hair was grey, and was styled like Arend' with shorter hair. He had black eyes; his irises were connected to a hidden black ring to the sides of his eyes by blue arcs. They only became visible if he glanced to the side. 
 
      
 
    The black, thorny seal on his right arm proved he was the one with the Death Legendary Weapon, Death's Ring. "Who are you?" Arend asked. "The Reaper of Souls." He replied. 
 
      
 
    "So Mr. Ros, shall we dance?" Arend brought the Dragon Drive up in two hands. 
 
      
 
    "Doubt you'll survive. None survive my first attack." Ros replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend revved the Drive. "Try me ya' bastard!" 
 
      
 
    A purple halo formed in Ros' right hand. With a simple throw, it flew at Arend at high speed. Arend rolled past it, letting it hit the building behind him. The man laughed a little. "Was that truly wise?" 
 
      
 
    A very fine string of purple Orenth was left hanging in the air where the halo flew. The man flicked it at Arend. Arend ducked under it, severing it by holding the Drive up as the string passed. 
 
      
 
    Ros' smile disappeared. "What are you?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    "Human plus Pendragon." Arend replied with a grin. The man readied two halos in his hands. 
 
      
 
    "So you're our target." He sent both in Arend' direction. Arend leapt over them, taking to the air in red flames. Ros send a third ring at Arend as he topped his second jump. Arend knocked it away midair. 
 
      
 
    Dropping slightly, Arend skipped over the air in Ros' direction. Ros brought the three strings inward, aiming to come at Arend from three directions. Arend countered him by cutting downwards, flinging a wave of sparkling Orenth at Ros. Ros let it hit him without flinching. The Orenth dissipated around him, barely stirring his fluff. 
 
      
 
    "Death is immune to all kinds of Orenth, and so, I am as well." Ros said. 
 
      
 
    Arend engaged Overclock. He was surrounded by a crisp blue aura. His blade glowed blue, a shade darker than the sky above. "There's no point to this fight!" Ros exclaimed as he scattered upwards of twenty rings at Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend hopped off the ground, kicking the air with red flames, he forced himself into a back flip. 
 
      
 
    When he was fully upside down, he dissipated the rings above him with a wave of Air Orenth. He landed a few feet past where the others were forced down into the ground by the change in air pressure. He faced Ros. 
 
      
 
    "Where did you learn this kind of gymnastics?" Ros asked. 
 
      
 
    "My style is calmative. That moved bas born from a similar move a Pog friend came up with. Anything else is from movies, or just instinct." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "So you know none of the techniques that would make you dangerous with that kind of blade." Ros surrounded his fist by three rings joined closely in his palms. 
 
      
 
    Arend responded by driving the hilt of his sword into Ros' sternum. He was coated it white flames, leaving red back where he stood previously. Ros flew backwards down the street, bouncing and flipping like a rag doll. He skidded to a halt face down. The rings on his fists disappeared and his overbearing Orenth faded. Arend rolled his neck. 
 
      
 
    "That doesn't mean I don't have the strength to send you flying." 'But do I have the strength to kill in a single blow?' Arend thought as he walked down to Ros' immobile body. Arend wasn't sure if he killed him or just knocked him out. 
 
      
 
    A harsh, hissing laughter came from Ros."You're just as naïve as my previous targets. It doesn't matter what century, you fools are all the same to me." Ros' body slowly raised, arms limp and swinging back and forth. He was tangled in innumerous purple strings thicker than Arend' thumb. 
 
      
 
    Arend stepped back. "So I was right. Death's Ring controls its host." Arend said, raising the Dragon Drive. "Five Pillars." 
 
      
 
    There was a quick *Zing!* as the Drive's speed increased tenfold. Arend' aura shifted to golden yellow. "You silly Weapon Masters think that Possessed weapons can only kill mindlessly. My power allows me to utilize this body to fit my needs, one of which is completing my primary purpose for existence; winning the war." 
 
      
 
    Ros shot forward, body coated in numerous rings that fit him like an exoskeleton. Arend blocked his charge with the flat of his blade. "You and I both know," Arend kicked him back with an Orenth coated leg. "This isn't a war." 
 
      
 
    Ros laughed as he floated to his feet. "Yes it is. What other reason would I have been awoken?" This Fifth Great War has been a bloody one. There are so few warriors left." 
 
      
 
    "The fifth war happened over six hundred years ago. You must've been asleep for a long time." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Ros paused. "You lie. YOU LIE!" He screamed, covering his ears. 
 
      
 
    "Look into the memories of the man you control! The war ended by a dragon's breath! Your purpose has been manipulated. They just want me and Dragon's Den dead." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Ros' eyes had dilated slightly. "Emptiness. A void of a sacred wind, three broken letters remain. 'R. O. S.'" Ros stared out emptily. "All else is fear. FEAR OF DEATH!" Ros charged once more, purple Orenth pouring out of his body. 
 
      
 
    Arend expertly countered him, making Ros stumble in a cluster of purple and gold sparks. Arend whipped around, breaking off part of the rings on Ros' left shoulder and flinging him into a light pole. The pole crunched, leaning slightly. 
 
      
 
    The broken bits of Death Orenth dissolved, sucked into Arend' golden blade. "What manner of weapon is that? It's definitely not one of the Seven, but it's insatiable. It's absorbing every wisp of Orenth it can, and yet never overloads or becomes Possessed." 
 
      
 
    Arend raised it. "It's known as the Dragon Drive. Mark II seeing as the previous one was trashed. As for the resistance, I have a True Safeguard." 
 
      
 
    Ros got to his feet. "And you say this isn't a war. An airship above us, and God's Devine Gift facing the Reaper of Souls. Care to bring this facade to an end Aenfel?" Arend' heart stuttered, half beating. Arend clutched his chest. "Hmm." Ros said. "Your will is strong, strong enough to fight the consciousness within you. What is your full name?" 
 
      
 
    "Arend Heartfeld Myshcell, Master Kruxsetter, slayer of the Black Monster, Human Pendragon hybrid." Arend replied. He slammed his chest with a fist. His heartbeat returned to normal. "And wielder of the eighth Legendary Weapon; the Dragon Drive." 
 
      
 
    Ros narrowed his eyes. "You can never beat me. The beast within still sleeps, Aenfel of the Southern White Star, PenCore of the Darkness." 
 
      
 
    Arend raised his blade. "I'm tired of this banter. If I can't beat you, prove it." 
 
      
 
    Six purple rings appeared behind Ros. Three of one size arranged in an equilateral triangle with smaller circles arranged the same closer to his body. A different symbol appeared in each pair. Arend couldn't recognize it. 
 
      
 
    "The Sun, Moon, and stars shall rain down. I'll send you to the ream where there is no sound!" Ros declared. 
 
      
 
    The power coming from Ros was monstrous. Light bent around him, creating a twist in Arend' vision. Grass grew at his feet, before bursting into flame and then being doused. "Celestial Chaos." Ros whispered before attacking. Arend had no time to react. Ros' rings easily cut through Arend' aura shielding. Cut numerously across the chest, Arend was knocked back when Ros cut across his left eye. 
 
      
 
    While the damage was nominal, the pain was excruciating. Arend felt that his soul had detached itself from his body until the pain subsided to something he could handle. Left eye now filled with blood, Arend glared at Ros with his remaining good eye. Arend drove his blade into the ground. Pulling off what was left of his shirt, he tied it around his head over his bleeding eye. 
 
      
 
    His makeshift eye patch was already soaked in blood. Arend kicked his sword out of the ground, catching it on the second turn. He drove his palm into the Drive. "Supercavitation." There was a loud *Thunk!* as something opened in the Drive. Arend' sword became coated in red Orenth. It pulsated in time with his heart. Arend closed his good eye, holding the Dragon Drive firmly with both hands. 
 
      
 
    Ros paused. "What is this?" He said as he looked around. 
 
      
 
    His corruption of the surrounding Orenth had stopped, and a thin haze of rainbow Orenth surrounded them. Arend slowly brought the blade up. Ros glanced at him. The red Orenth had formed a solid form around the blade. Red flames burned on Arend' back. Ros raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Blink," Arend whispered. "And you'll miss it." Arend brought the blade down in what seemed like an instant. "BURNING CAVITY!" 
 
      
 
    A vacuum shockwave rocketed out at over Mach 10. The void of air was filled with intangible, burning Orenth of every color. A ten foot radius around Arend had been cleared; plants untouched. A hundred feet out, pavement, concrete, and steel were melted into a perfectly spherical bowl. Plants began to sprout from the ground, all fruit of the Orenth, some Arend didn't recognize. 
 
      
 
    Ros was on his knees. Every ring was chipped or shattered beyond recognition. He gasped for breath that wouldn't come. "It seems I still haven't mastered that yet." Arend said as he looked around. His chest had been sealed and his eye was no longer bleeding. 
 
      
 
    "The Cavity Slash. I thought it could only be done by Light Blades." Ros wheezed. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I handle this sword like a Light Blade, not a Heavy Blade. But it might as well be only for Light Blades; I wasn't successful. The Cavity Slash isn't supposed to be a 3600 attack. In time I can hold it together better and deliver a real Cavity Slash. One to cleave even the stars." 
 
      
 
    Arend collapsed completely. Ros rose to his feet. "And maybe you won't fall from exhaustion, and actually kill your target." Ros said as he approached Arend. Even with the amount of Orenth he expelled, Arend had enough strength left to rise up to one knee to face Ros. Ros readied a single ring. "Goodbye, Uxmaster Arend." 
 
      
 
    A shimmer of light caught Ros' attention. Just as he turned his head, he was thrown back as Corenden tackled him head on. Ros landed a few feet away. Corenden stood defiantly, sword in hand and bleeding from his head. "You've put on quite a show Arend. The other fights have ended. Finch is dead, Nem captured Helios, but Alexander escaped with Aquaporus. Celestial Rim has scattered." 
 
      
 
    "Good." Arend said as he tried to get to his feet. 
 
      
 
    "Enough already." Ros said as he grabbed the dropped Dragon Drive. "My purpose exists outside that Guild. I only have to kill you." Ros raised the blade. 
 
      
 
    Corenden raised his own, extended by his powers. A loud, explosives shot echoed within the bowl. The black, gauntlet-like brace around Ros' arm cracked. He dropped the Drive and began to convulse. Someone else's voice cried from his lips. 
 
      
 
    "Help him." Arend said weakly. "The Ring's control has weakened." 
 
      
 
    Corenden gave Arend a glance before cautiously approaching Ros. Arend glanced to the right. His uncle was sliding down the side of the bowl. A bulky rifle was in his hands, a high powered scope on top of it. Corenden had managed to pin Ros down. 
 
      
 
    "Hold still!" Arend' uncle exclaimed as he grabbed Ros' right arm and pinned it. 
 
      
 
    Black flakes of the brace peeled off like wallpaper before dissolving into black smoke that later evaporated. Mr. Prickett gave Ros' arm a swift twist, breaking his wrist along with Death's Ring. 
 
      
 
    Ros' face was soaked in tears and his nose ran. "I want to be free." His voice struggled against his own body. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Prickett took Corenden's sword and drove it between the barbed underside of Death's Ring and Ros' arm. He swiftly popped it up. The pain on Ros' face subsided and he fell unconscious. Death's Ring writhed on the ground, trying to crawl with its pointed teeth to a new host. Mr. Prickett shot it six times point blank. It crumbled into smoke. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Prickett glanced over to Arend and smiled. "Glad to see you're okay." 
 
      
 
    Cleaning Up|| 
 
      
 
    Sareville was in shambles. No able bodied Guild member rested until the streets were thoroughly scoured for the dead and injured. Arend knew none of those who were lost; Dragon's Den's low member count was a contributing factor to this. Nonetheless, Dragon's Den didn't rest either. A total of twenty-two fallen allies and over six hundred injured. Kathy and Pith worked nonstop to save whoever they could. 
 
      
 
    Ros stumped everyone. He had no perceptible Orenth, and had no memories save for the letters R, O, and S. He believed them to be his initials. He decided on Rockel Orange Scythe until he could remember, although everyone still called him Ros. 
 
      
 
    While everyone was thrilled to have gained the Fire and Sun weapons, Finch's body unsettled everyone. He was to be sent to a hospital for an autopsy at a later date. While they knew how he died, they needed to know what else was done to his body. 
 
      
 
    The modified Fire Legendary Weapon, through a complicated process, was given to Duke. He was thrilled to hear the grey and white hair had nothing to do with the weapon itself. Arend was to tune it for him when he had the time. Helios Trune was being interrogated ruthlessly by Silver Napalm. His weapon waited for its next user under heavy guard. 
 
      
 
    Arend, Kronth, Corenden, and Berry left together to visit Cris' grave. "I'm sorry I couldn't come sooner." Arend said quietly to Kronth as they left Corenden and Berry at Cris' grave. 
 
      
 
    They wandered aimlessly through the headstones. Arend had an actual eye patch covering his left eye. Kronth wrapped her arm around his. "Don't worry about it Arend. I'm just glad you came at all. Though what you brought with was very surprising!" 
 
      
 
    "Not a surprising as hearing you were the new Guildmaster and how you got all these people together." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "So what's next? You've got the new Dragon Drive and put us up with the big boys. Going to finally set up shop?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I still need to train. Something inside me is stirring and I need to understand it before I can face anyone who wishes to take it. Not only did I have a hit out on me, but I've learned a great deal about my powers in my travels. Right now, my destiny lies on the horizon with a pack on my back." 
 
      
 
    Kronth frowned and put on a puppy dog face. "I don't want you to go. It's boring without you." 
 
      
 
    "You could come with! Then you can help with any of the monsters we encounter!" Arend suggested. 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head. "I can't, I've got new responsibilities to Dragon's Den. Besides, my place is here. If you truly must go, at least wait a month. We need to get this Guild business out of the way. The Dragon Barbecue I coming up as well, and you can't forget we can spend the time together. " 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. He looked out at the hills illuminated by the setting sun. "A month it is." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shifted Tilt 
 
      
 
      
 
    Shifted Tilt 
 
      
 
    - - - Dragon Barbecue - - - 
 
      
 
    Arend and Kronth came back from their unannounced six day vacation to a city bustling with activity. Not only had more people shown up for the Dragon Barbecue, but for the increasing abundant opportunities for high-paying jobs to help restore the capital and the surrounding cities. While Kronth and Arend didn't see any damage on the way to Dragon's Den, the big projects like the collapsed highway and flooded buildings by the harbor were still being worked on. 
 
      
 
    The Den building itself looked the same as always, but a patio, pool, and even a slide had been built. Panzer was directing a group of people on where to set up grills, tables, and chairs for the barbecue. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised a hand. "Yo Hellsworth!" 
 
      
 
    Her head snapped to attention. She was relieved when she saw who called out to her. "That's a good way to get your ass kicked!" She called back. They met her in the center of her disciplined workers. 
 
      
 
    "Where have you two been?" Panzer asked. 
 
      
 
    "Around." Kronth replied with a vague wave. 
 
      
 
    "For six days?" Panzer asked. 
 
      
 
    "You've really cleaned the place up." Arend said as he looked around. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks to the hundred plus new members we've got." Panzer replied. "And they all aren't inexperienced civilians. Your friends Wake and Nojeski have opted for a place as well, listing in Duality with Dragon's Den and their old Guild for honor's sake." 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Arend were stunned. Panzer crossed her arms. "Yeah, I could barely believe it myself. The only reason you two weren't swarmed instantly is because everyone has work to do. Since you two disappeared, everyone's been using Arend' room to relax and such. Why don't you two say hello? I've got things handled here." 
 
      
 
    Arend and Kronth spun to face Dragon's Den. "That was spooky." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "I've never seen her in such a good mood." Arend suddenly picked her up. 
 
      
 
    "What are you doing?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Taking the fast way up." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend hopped with a starburst of red flames. Kronth clutched Arend tightly as he worked his way skyward. Panzer's workers took a moment to watch them land on the top of Dragon's Den before returning to work. 
 
      
 
    "Was that really nessicary?" Kronth asked as Arend set her down on the rooftop. 
 
      
 
    "Did you want to try to go through a dozen floors where people are waiting for us?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Good point." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "Here goes nothin'!" Arend exclaimed as he slid down the ladder to his front door. Kronth followed suit as Arend opened the door to the crowed loft. 
 
      
 
    Someone turned the music down and people hushed each other as Kronth and Arend walked through the door. Arend glanced around. "You know, Faulken was right; this is a great place for a party." 
 
      
 
    "I told you!" He called from the second floor. 
 
      
 
    "But maybe not so many people next time!" Arend called back, noting all the familiar faces in the crowd. 
 
      
 
    Kronth nudged Arend as Draken approached him. "Arend!" He declared loudly. The stairway was crowded by people from the second floor. "Thanks to your courageous actions, Sareville is safe." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I didn't do much. A single fight isn't noteworthy." 
 
      
 
    Draken chuckled. "There's no need for modesty. Everyone looked up to you. You ride a Pendragon and killed the Black Monster. Even without the airship and the dragon, the fight would have turned the moment the word got out that you arrived." 
 
      
 
    "Though those two helped instill fear in Celestial Rim; they're the reason so few died." Kronth added. 
 
      
 
    Draken held out a cherry-wood about the size of an average dictionary. Arend took it with a raised eyebrow. Kronth peeked over his shoulder as Arend opened it. "You've been awarded the following titles: From Tommori Felkin with approval from Iies, Allan, and Roberto; Kruxmaster. From Aegith: Archeologist. From Horace;Damned: Flaremaster. 
 
      
 
    "From the GTS: Speedstar. From the Northern Alliance: Shooting Star. From the Griffin Alliance: Rising Star. From the Terran Alliance, in return for dealing with the Harbor Masters: Superstar. From Piethel, the dragon from Dragon Valley: Dragonfriend. Finally, from King: Pencore." 
 
      
 
    Arend had looked at each pin in turn as Draken spoke out each title. Speedstar was simple, a solid rectangle of dark blue pained steel with "Speedstar" written as two layers: the top layer was at a 40 degree slant, with the second layer being a black highlight acting as a shadow. 
 
      
 
    Shooting Star was very similar to Speedstar, but was a slightly curved piece of yellow painted steel with a small red, five pointed star with a tail of orange set behind it the tail poked slightly past the yellow backing. "Shooting Star" was outlined in black with black and white specks in the blended orange and red in the tail. 
 
      
 
    Rising Star was a circle of a gradient from dark blue to sunset orange, with a seven pointed silver star resting on top of it. The writing was cut delicately into the silver and filled with gold. Superstar broke the mold. The pin was a simple piece of metal coated with paint that gave left a rainbow sheen with "SS" cut into it. What was arranged with it surprised Arend. 
 
      
 
    A pair of goggles were neatly tucked beside the pin. The single curved lens was carefully cut to prevent distortion and allow for an almost full range of view. Both the lens and its frame were made of Korvan; unmistakingly Myith's craftsmanship. 
 
      
 
    Dragonfriend was the most impressive. One of Pith's scales was ground smooth, with two lines of words engraved and set in gold. "Dragonfreind" and a line written in what Arend assumed was a dragon language. Two pins were attached to ensure it would stay where it was put. 
 
      
 
    Arend' eyes briefly shot up when Draken said "Pencore", but he quickly returned to the box. It was a small stone that sat comfortably in his hand. Four spirals of yellow, green, blue, and red blended together to form white at the center of the stone. Each spiral was a hairline of color whose beginning were hidden by the black socket of rock the stone sat in. Four pins on the back would hold it in place no matter the impact. 
 
      
 
    Draken watched silently as Arend attached each pin to his hat as symmetrically as he could. He hung the goggles around his neck with the orange strap it came with and placed the box into his bag. Draken cleared his throat. "Arend has also been boosted to double S rank. To commemorate his accomplishments, his Guild tattoo will be slightly different." 
 
      
 
    "You can do that?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Draken laughed. "To put it simply: we don't do it for just anyone." 
 
      
 
    "When can I get it?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "They're setup on the floor below." He replied. The crowd parted as Kronth, Arend, and Draken moved to open the trapdoor in the floor. A ladder had been added to take them to the unburned floor below. Arend was led into the room he had first met Aquaporus in. 
 
      
 
    A team of five artists awaited Arend' decision on where to put his tattoo. Kronth and Draken waited outside. "It was very childish to run off like that." Draken said. 
 
      
 
    "I know that." Kronth replied. "I had to go. For both of us." 
 
      
 
    "Ros is going to have to be dealt with." Draken continued. 
 
      
 
    "That's Arend' responsibility, not mine." Kronth replied, now defensive. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth, you're the Guildmaster now; you can't expect Silver Napalm to sit idly by as that monster sits in their jail." 
 
      
 
    "He has no Orenth Draken. I don't know what to do about that. By all means, he should be dead." 
 
      
 
    "He might as well be. His mind's been wiped clean so he's no use to us." 
 
      
 
    "He's still human Draken. No Changed, and no lingering signs of Possession." 
 
      
 
    "Does Arend even know how much the other Syndicates want Ros dead?" 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure he knows. Very much so. Nevertheless, he couldn't care less." 
 
      
 
    "He's as reckless as his father." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, that reminds me; Arend said the Dragon Hunters were hired by Teneo to hunt Pith." 
 
      
 
    Draken's head snapped to Kronth. "What? You better be joking." 
 
      
 
    Kronth frowned. "Arend had a similar reaction. He scattered their forces without mercy because of it." 
 
      
 
    "Let's just hope it's some impersonator. If he was still alive, it would be extremely dangerous." 
 
      
 
    "But it would go a long way to explain Finch…" Kronth and Draken shared a look. "I'll have Nem look in to it." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    Arend emerged from the room once Kronth had finished giving Nem his new mission. He, Faulken, and Merchalice were charged with tracking the Dragon Hunter's exchanges and finding out where Celestial Rim had come from. When she added the detail about Teneo and Axis, Nem's voice gained a disturbing amount of fear before he hung up. 
 
      
 
    Arend had his shirt in his hands as he stepped out. "Where'd you get it?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend turned around. His freshly inked tattoo was centered on his right shoulder blade, extending down and to the left slightly. It was still the standard shield on top of a dragon, but the dragon was the color of his hair and the shield a blood-red shade of crimson. The dragon was drawn down to the scale, and the shield looked like it was covered in fur. It was detail not normally expressed in a Guild tattoo. 
 
      
 
    "It's a little funny you put it there." Kronth said as Arend turned back around. "Although Faulken put his on the left." 
 
      
 
    'And it looks like it hurt like hell putting on…' Draken thought. 
 
      
 
    "So what now?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "We discuss the new responsibilities you now face." Draken replied. 
 
      
 
    "To start with," Kronth began. "You have to pay both rent and the normal tax on Requests below your Rank." Arend groaned. "Enough of that." Kronth said sternly. "In addition, you have to come when summoned and provide good PR for the Guild. I've personally allowed you to dip into the Guild's funds for Requests purposes or things the Guild could benefit from, whether functionally or socially." 
 
      
 
    "A Korvan repair shop is a shining example." Draken said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    "I can't do that." Arend said with a shake of his head. "I still need more training and understanding in Korvan before I can start that. I also need parts for the final incarnation of the Dragon Drive." 
 
      
 
    "There's no need for that." One of the artists said as he left the room with a large bag of supplies. 
 
      
 
    "Indeed. You're famous enough now that people will search you out. Parts and teacher will come in great numbers." Draken said with a nod at the passing artists. 
 
      
 
    "I take it the skillful detail in Arend' tattoo wasn't a joke then?" Kronth asked. "You really brought the best?" 
 
      
 
    Draken nodded slowly. "I only needed to say his name. The rest came easily." 
 
      
 
    Arend headed into the emptied room. "Well, I better get to work then. I've got to pay for the expenses I've racked up in my absence." 
 
      
 
    He hopped out the window with no protest from Kronth. "So Kronth," Draken began. "Has his condition decayed any further?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head. "His Pendragon side as quieted down. For now at least." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend stood before an orderly and busy Request wall. A temporary section was created; its' sole purpose to rebuild Sareville. A Guild-funded Superfund had been created to help rebuild the city. Naturally, those who provided the most money had their Requests fulfilled first. The smaller Syndicates were posted on a sub-board once half the big ones were completed. 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled off three he thought he could complete in time for the Dragon Barbecue. Dave, the ginger-haired man Panzer had worked had a station to approve Requests. Arend stood behind two others in line. A woman with a rainbow of neon dye in her hair; many of them Arend couldn't name. She wore a black shirt and a black skirt with neon feather trim. She looked like she had just come from a rave. 
 
      
 
    The other was a construction worker with a white hardhat. He was arguing with Dave. "We need more people to clear the streets of the collapsed roadway before we can begin to rebuild it!" 
 
      
 
    "That's not my job!" Dave replied. "I'm just supposed to stamp the Requests and post the new ones. Now if you'll step aside, I have some people waiting." The man stepped to the side to let the rave woman step forward. 
 
      
 
    "Neon Street is back to its pre-war conditions. I'm here to collect." She handed Dave a Request poster and a stack of white papers. 
 
      
 
    Dave glanced at the Request and flipped through the white papers before stamping both and pointing towards the main office. "Turn it in there. You can keep the poster if you like once they're done processing." He explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend stepped forward as the neon-haired women left. The construction man's grumbling stopped briefly as Arend gave Dave the Requests. Arend' shirt was still off; tied out of the way on his arm. Dave looked through the Requests and laughed. "It seems he's willing to work." He looked up at Arend. "You do know that these are long term contracts right? Or did you just ignore the fine print?" Dave tapped the Requests with the back of his hand. 
 
      
 
    Arend tilted his head. "I don't know what that means." 
 
      
 
    Dave flipped the Requests around and pointed at the block of text at the bottom. "You work full time until the job is done. No other Requests and a full schedule. You're essentially becoming a temp." Dave explained. 
 
      
 
    "But I can finish each one quickly." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The construction man laughed as well once he saw what Arend had chosen. "Two Requests for the collapsed roadways in sections 1B and 6C, and one for the obliterated skyscrapers in Downtown Sea-Side. That's a lot of work. Are you sure we should a scrawny boy like you take all three instead of three able bodied men?" 
 
      
 
    Dave studied Arend closely for a moment. "He's not scrawny. He's got some real definition on him and those pins in his hat mark him as someone with much recognition from entire Alliances. What's your name?" 
 
      
 
    Arend turned back to Dave. "Arend Myshcell." 
 
      
 
    Dave and the man practically pissed themselves with a burst of laughter. "There's no way in hell!" Dave exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend crossed his arms. "Remember when Panzer approved the Request to take on the white Pendragon?" 
 
      
 
    Dave quieted slightly. "Yeah, but…" He stopped when something hit him. His jaw slowly fell open. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded with a knowing smile. Dave handed him a pen with trembling fingers. The construction man stopped laughing as Dave stamped each Request as Arend signed it. 
 
      
 
    A familiar gravelly voice called out. "Arend!" Arend glanced over to see a man in red riot gear making his way towards him. Wesken and the rest of his team had stopped by to turn in a Request. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Wesken, long time no see." Arend said as he stepped aside to open the way to Dave. 
 
      
 
    Wesken dropped a mass of papers in front of Dave before turning to Arend. He pulled off his helmet to talk more comfortably. Like before, a grey wolf looked back. "We've heard a lot about you. Judging by looks alone, you're much stronger. I almost didn't recognize you without that hat." Wesken replied. 
 
      
 
    "It really is him…?" The construction man asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Wesken nodded. "I'd know that face anywhere. I'm surprised you two didn't recognize him." He replaced his helmet and retrieved his papers. "I'll see you later then!" He called back with a wave. His team gave Arend a tired wave as they shuffled after their leader. 
 
      
 
    Arend turned to the construction man. "Care to take me to the roadway?" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Oragè dropped Kronth off in front of her apartment building. She had a three room apartment on the fifth floor. She said goodbye to Oragè as she entered the building. While it didn't allow pets, it was quiet and had a working elevator. When she took a step out of the elevator, she immediately regretted coming home. Isaac was waiting for her outside her room. 
 
      
 
    He had dyed his hair since the last time she saw him. It was a light sand color with a hint of red that gave it a metallic sheen. It had grown as well, the back now level with his chin. It slowly got shorter the farther forward you went, his bangs resting a little above his eyebrows. A black velvet fedora sat on his head, angled forward slightly. 
 
      
 
    He wore a pure white button up shirt as casually as he could. His collar was neat, but the sleeves were unbuttoned and it fell untucked past the waist of his black slacks. One of his designer dress shoes stood out like a drop of ink against the white wall he leaned against. Kronth spotted a flash of blue on the bottom as he pushed off and headed her way with his hands in his pockets. His white teeth flashed in a fake smile and his soft brown eyes were betraying to his true nature. 
 
      
 
    He stopped a few feet away. Kronth had to stop the doors from closing, letting out a sigh as she stepped out of the reopening doors. "What's with the attitude? Has Arend done something to piss you off?" Isaac asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth shot him a glare. "Whoa now!" He threw up his arms defensively. 
 
      
 
    "Hmph." Kronth grumbled as she stepped past him to unlock her door. 
 
      
 
    "You used to be such a sweet girl." Isaac said with a disappointed look. 
 
      
 
    Kronth nearly sheared the lock as she open the door with a jerk. "I wasn't bitter until you turned out to be an arrogant asshole." Kronth spat as she walked into her apartment. 
 
      
 
    "I don't see how sending you gifts without even getting a thank you makes me an asshole." Isaac replied, picking his nails absently with a single hand. 
 
      
 
    Kronth spun in her doorway. What do you want!?" She demanded. 
 
      
 
    "I want my ring back from your boyfriend." Isaac replied with an abrupt lack of emotion. 
 
      
 
    "Then go as him." Kronth had to resist spitting in his face as she slammed the door. She dropped down into her sofa, kicking her shoes under her coffee table. There was a soft knock at the door. Kronth frowned as she stood back up to answer. 
 
      
 
    Will and Ed, the couple from across the hall, had a plate of cookies ready and worried looks. "You okay honey?" Will asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth nodded, stepping aside to let the two men in. William Rogerds was a tall, slender man. He ran track as a kid, so his legs were a great deal more toned than his upper body. He liked to show them off by wearing sorts whenever he could. He always kept his red hair neat and trimmed, as opposed to Ed's unstyled yellow mop. 
 
      
 
    Ed wasn't as slim as his partner, but he kept his body in shape. He was about an inch taller than Kronth and loved to cook. He worked day-to-day at a small bakery across the street from the coffee shop Will worked at. They were quiet neighbors and Kronth appreciated their company. She had only curiosity in their lifestyle; three years knowing them and she couldn't tell who was dominate in the relationship. 
 
      
 
    "So, how've you been?" Will asked as Ed placed the plate of cookies down on Kronth's coffee table. 
 
      
 
    Kronth hung her bag next to the door as she kicked it closed. "Better. Arend and I have finally spent some time alone." 
 
      
 
    "Oh?" Will asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Kronth smiled back but shook her head. "Not that kind of alone time. I want to spend some more time to get to know him before then." 
 
      
 
    "But he has to have hinted to it by now." Ed said as he sat on Kronth's couch. "I sense a real Casanova under that rugged exterior of his." 
 
      
 
    Kronth laughed a bit. "I wouldn't call him rugged, more of unpolished." 
 
      
 
    "Aw don't worry about Ed; he's been crushing on that boy since the Hunter Tournament." Will said, settling Kronth between him and Ed on the couch. 
 
      
 
    "Arend doesn't seem to be aware of his surroundings sometimes; sometimes staring off at some distant thing with a weird look in his eye. He tried to distract me from it, but I know something's been bothering him. Even with his enormous strength, he's gentle and doesn't ignore me or provide too much attention. It's a bit abnormal for me to find him so… faultless. He has him moments when he irritates me, but I've yet to get really mad at him." 
 
      
 
    "Unlike every other man you've dated?" Ed asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth nodded. "So what did he want?" Will asked. "You usually just yell at him." 
 
      
 
    "He wanted to express how he feels about my relationship with Arend in his usual way. Specifically, he wanted a ring I gave to Arend back." 
 
      
 
    "Ooooh. So he's still sore about the breakup." Ed said. "And doesn't want you to be happy." Will added. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I figure it's something like that. The problem is Arend would probably punch his face in if he tried anything on his side." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    Ed clapped his hands. "Enough of this dreary topic! What do you think we should bring to the Barbecue?" 
 
      
 
    "Whatever it is, you'll have to cook a lot of it." Kronth replied with a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Kronth thanked Will and Ed as they left. "I appreciate what you two do for me. Don't be afraid to ask for anything." The two gave a wave before disappearing into their apartment. As Kronth shut her door, her phone rang. Snagging it from her bag, she flipped it open. "What's up Hunter?" Kronth asked as she sat down. 
 
      
 
    "Your boyfriend is terrifying the locals." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "How?" Kronth asked with a hint of irritation. 
 
      
 
    "By clearing the streets like a madman. In an hour, he cleaned up half what I created a week ago. I heard a few workers had to be dropped due to lack of work to do. The more he continues the more money he gets." 
 
      
 
    "That's good! Are you still at his place?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, I'm back in my room with the band." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "You guys planning on playing at the Barbecue?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't think so. Faus still doesn't feel well." 
 
      
 
    "He's still in the hospital?" 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, his lungs are still recovering from the smoke. Janese says he'll be fine, but it will still be a while before he can play." 
 
      
 
    "Have you thought about a substitute?" 
 
      
 
    "That would be up to Starlik. They'll have to be able to work with him since his songs use the keyboard the most." 
 
      
 
    "I hope you guys figure something out in time. I suggest checking out Neon Street; with all the clubs, finding someone who can play with you guys should be easy." 
 
      
 
    "Regardless, we'll see if we can't find some other bands as well. Our songs are very limited without the keyboard." 
 
      
 
    "See ya in a few." Kronth replied as she hung up. 
 
      
 
    As she began to shut her phone, a message popped up from Arend. 'Work's goin' great! Care if I cook something for you?' 
 
      
 
    'Knock yourself out; just make sure there's enough to go around.' 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The Barbecue started a few minutes past two. It truly got started a half hour later as people began to bring food. The tables Panzer had originally set up were covered in so many dishes she had to find more so people could sit down. Arend was busy grilling at a charcoal grill provided for the event. 
 
      
 
    "Her Arend, have you ever noticed how titanium grilled burgers taste better than stainless steel grilled?" Kronth asked as she poked at her burger. 
 
      
 
    "It may just be the fuel they use, or even how often they clean it." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "It's because stainless steel grills are much older since many moved on to titanium; the flakes of chrome weakened by the heat is what makes it taste funky." Someone said from behind them. Arend turned around. 
 
      
 
    Janese was pushing a man in a wheel chair. As always, she had on her white coat. Arend noticed a pair of sneakers. The man in the chair looked remarkably like her, with the same red hair but his eyes were a softer shade of purple. "This is my brother, Eric." 
 
      
 
    "Yo!" He raised his hand. He was dressed in the usual street clothes for his age; T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers. Save for the wheel chair, he wouldn't have warranted a second look on the street. 
 
      
 
    "How do you two like your burgers?" Arend asked as he tossed two fresh patties onto the grill. 
 
      
 
    "Well-done." Janese replied as she sat next to Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "I want a little pink, but no blood." Eric replied. Arend nodded and returned to the grill. "I'm surprised you two haven't been swarmed yet." Eric said. "You two are some real superstars." 
 
      
 
    "There must be someone more famous." Kronth said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    "How about a group of Serephs?" Janese asked with a look of awe to the north. Arend glanced up. 
 
      
 
    Like she said, a group of eight Serephs were flying their way. Arend recognized more than a few faces. Zeph and two other wingless Serephs were riding on one of the moving platforms from the fortress. The fortress could be seen far in the distance, hovering over the harbor. Arend gave them a wave. Flake, Noir, Night, Maeil, and a fifth Sereph Arend didn't know landed a few feet away. Zeph landed the platform near the street and hurried through the parting crowd with Lave and Sandy. 
 
      
 
    Arend continued to handle the burgers like nothing had happened. Kronth could barely contain herself. "What's up!?" Arend called to them. 
 
      
 
    "We're here to try and rekindle relationships with humans and our kind." Maeil explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. He started by introducing everyone. "Kronth, Janese, Eric; Maeil, Noir, Flake, Night, Zeph, Lave, Sandy, and…" 
 
      
 
    "Kaze. I'm with Zeph." The eighth one said. 
 
      
 
    Arend flipped Eric's burger a final time. Kronth tossed him a paper plate with a ready bun. Arend caught it with one hand, tilting the plate to keep the bun from sliding, sending it back with the burger placed neatly. As she caught it, everyone clapped, impressed. "Everyone else is either up there somewhere," Arend pointed to the Den building. "Or down there." He pointed down to where the Nest was. 
 
      
 
    "Is it normally this crowded?" Flake asked as he glanced around. 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kronth replied. "It's an annual event we have, but even in past years we haven't had this many people show up." 
 
      
 
    Arend waved his spatula. "Go mingle all of you. They're interested in you, not me." By the time Janese's food was done, all of the Serephs except for Flake and Noir had left on their own to explore the city. 
 
      
 
    Flake stood beside Arend and watched him cook as Noir spoke with Kronth. There was an underlying tension that made Eric and Janese uneasy as she spoke about her interactions with Arend. "How have things been up there?" Arend asked Flake. 
 
      
 
    "Better. Maeil took control of things and allowed everyone to come and go as they pleased. They've actually started spending time outside their rooms to socialize instead of just for work and exercise. I've been thinking of leaving though. Many are still bigots even though they're thankful of Maeil's leadership. Nova's actions have had a lasting effect even in those who lived before his rule. Kale's been spearheading the education of our little group back with the world." 
 
      
 
    Arend raised an eyebrow. "Yeah, I was surprised as well!" Flake laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Arend! I want medium-rare!" Hunter called as he tossed him a package of steaks. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the band gave Arend their own preferences. Flake was surprised at how well they adjusted to him and Noir. After a slightly longer look towards Hunter, Flake turned back around. 
 
      
 
    With a hunch, Arend gave Flake a nudge. "I hear Hunter's never had a girlfriend." Arend said with a jerk towards Hunter. 
 
      
 
    Flake glanced sideways at him, then returning his gaze to Arend. Arend cocked his eyebrow and gave Flake a smile. "I suggest you talk to Kronth or Janese about it." 
 
      
 
    Flake frowned. 'It's like he's psychic or something. I swear he was looking straight into that grill.' He thought as he followed Arend' advice. 
 
      
 
    Hunter soon took Flake's spot beside Arend. He pointed out and named his band members as they set up on a nearby stage. Arend noticed a familiar face before Hunter could name her. It was the neon-haired woman from before. "Her name's Lightning Arbalest. She admits it isn't her birth name, but everyone who knows her calls her that." Hunter explained. "She's replacing Faus until he recovers from smoke inhalation." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    It was well past midnight when the barbecue died down. Kronth left to help Panzer clear everyone out. Jacob joined Arend at his empty table. "I take it you had a good time?" Jacob asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I was standing at that grill for what felt like forever. How was my house party?" 
 
      
 
    "It only got wild when almost everyone came down here. Amazingly, we didn't break anything." Jacob replied. 
 
      
 
    "That can't be all. What's got you bothered so much you came to me?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "It's about my shop; I can't keep up with the sudden increase in demand. Both from Dragon's Den and the other Syndicates that were bolstered by your stunts. And your help won't be enough. This is real detail work we can't handle by ourselves." 
 
      
 
    Myith popped up suddenly, spooking Arend and Jacob. "Why were you under the table?" Arend asked as Myith sat down. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged. "It was the only way I could sneak up on you. But you know, I could help you out." Myith offered. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Jacob asked. Myith nodded. "I came here to help Arend out with his shop anyway." 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "That's not going to happen for a long time." 
 
      
 
    "C'mon Arend!" Jacob exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "You've got Dragon's Den behind you and I know you're known well enough to get some work." 
 
      
 
    "And Civen is game for sending you supplies." Myith added. 
 
      
 
    "How can I safely get them here?" Arend asked. "Over the mountains is impossible, and through Chewek takes too long." 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" Tommori called. He was walking Arend' way with Rusty, Kyrel, and Zeph. 
 
      
 
    Arend frowned. "Did you all plan this?" Myith shrugged. 
 
      
 
    Tommori proudly handed Arend a stack of papers. Within moments of reading the first one, Arend glanced back up. Tommori nodded. "This means you can get supplies from the 1000-mile canyon, parts and support from the GTS, as well as provide Zeph's group with your help and their desperately needed parts." 
 
      
 
    "We just need you to agree to it as a Kruxmaster to bump it up to the Alliances for approval." Zeph added. 
 
      
 
    Arend looked back down at the contract in his hands and read through it. The others waited patiently as he read each word and considered each part he would have his name attached to. He frowned at one of the names towards the end, but he signed it nonetheless. As he gave the papers to Kyrel, he asked the question at hand. 
 
      
 
    "When did you become a lawyer?" 
 
      
 
    "My father pulled some strings. After some approval, I can do things like this. So don't go thinking you'll see me in court any time soon." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend could see Kronth approaching from behind them. He immediately popped to his feet. "Sorry guys, I've got business elsewhere. See ya tomorrow!" He called as he hurried to her. 
 
      
 
    "Take me up, elevator man!" She exclaimed as she jumped onto him. Once Arend had secured Kronth, he took her up to the top of the building. She was asleep well before his feet touched the roof. 
 
      
 
    - - - Blooming Wasteland - - - 
 
      
 
    "So Arend, are you enjoying your cheese?" Hunter asked in Pike's accent. 
 
      
 
    "Verily so my good chap!" Arend replied, sipping tea from his cheesecup. 
 
      
 
    "Though there's a bit too much grape!" 
 
      
 
    "Quite so!" Hunter laughed. 
 
      
 
    Corenden squeaked from below Arend. "Your corn shoes are clean, Master!" 
 
      
 
    Arend woke up with a snort. He rubbed his head. 'Corn shoes? What the hell…' He thought as he slid out of his bed. He noticed Kronth was no longer there, and her bag was missing. Stripping, he stepped into his shower. He nearly fell asleep three times, once knocking his head on the wall in front of him. His drowsiness disappeared the moment he ran out of hot water. 
 
      
 
    He pulled on a pair of jeans and a plain white tee shirt, expecting to get dirty later that day. He left Myith's goggles on his nightstand and tossed his shoes at the door as he spun from his staircase to enter his kitchen. He adjusted his hat and checked his phone as he made himself a breakfast burrito. 
 
      
 
    'Corenden's hungover and pestering Janese, Nate and Rusty are cleaning up the grills…' "Hmm?" Arend frowned, flipping his burrito while staring at his phone. His other two Requests had been finished, and the Main Request Office was waiting for him to collect full payment on the work he already did and a small bit of compensation for the other work he signed up for. 'I guess my help really motivated them.' Arend thought as he left the pan on low to keep it warm as he retrieved his shoes. 
 
      
 
    He cooked three more burritos as he ate the first. By ten, he was eating his second one as he looked over the Request board. He ignored the pats from the occasional passerby as he stood in the middle of the moving crowd. Arend was in the middle of his third burrito when Hunter bumped into him on accident. 
 
      
 
    "Excuse me." He murmured as he walked past with a Request a few inches from his face. 
 
      
 
    Arend stopped him with a hand, surprised when Hunter almost lashed out. "Whoa dude!" 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    "Arend why are you here?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I need something to do while the Main Office transfers my money. They've been working overtime to try and pay out all the Requests. They were relieved when I told them I'd stop by at the end of the day." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    Hunter nodded. "Rent's due tomorrow and I need to get a bit more cash if my budget is going to look normal." He held up the Request. "Want to join me? It's a simple trip out to one of the outlying cities decimated by Celestial Rim." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "Fine by me." 
 
      
 
    Arend looked over the Request as he finished his burrito. Hunter was buying them a pair of standard train tickets to the city. The Request was a standard D Rank task. He and Hunter were going to help reestablish the city borders and clean up any looters or Monsters still in the city. Arend glanced up as Hunter joined him. 
 
      
 
    "Track three, south bound." He said as he held up Arend' ticket. 
 
      
 
    Arend offered him his remaining burrito in exchange for the ticket cost. Hunter bit into it suspiciously. He raised his eyebrows in surprise. "It's better than I thought! Did you pick it up from a cart?" 
 
      
 
    "I made it." Arend replied. Hunter looked skeptical. "I can do more than grill." Arend said as he started for the bridge over the tracks. 
 
      
 
    "I can say this," Hunter said with a mouthful of burrito. "It's worth more than a train ticket." 
 
      
 
    Hunter had finished off the burrito as he and Arend sat in their booth. "It's a four hour trip there with a few layovers in between. I suggest you prepare for us to get to know each other better." Hunter warned. 
 
      
 
    Arend took off his bag and placed it on the table between them. "Anything in particular you want to know?" Arend asked as he stretched. 
 
      
 
    "How about some stuff about Kruxsetting?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised an eyebrow. "I didn't figure you for an engineer." 
 
      
 
    The conductor came down the walkway, calling his familiar call. "Tickets! Tickets!" 
 
      
 
    Arend held it out with one hand, waiting for Hunter's reply. "How about how you can organize all seventeen types into six groups?" Hunter offered as the conductor clipped his ticket. 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed, slipping his clipped ticket into his bag. "Back to basics then? Do you know all of them?" 
 
      
 
    "Fire, Water, Earth, Air, Sun, Moon, Death, Ice, Nova, Wood, Vacuum, Electricity, Metal, Plasma, Crystal, Light, and Dark." Arend rolled his hand. Hunter shrugged. "Do you want the six groups to?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "You forgot Orenth." 
 
      
 
    "Orenth isn't a type Arend." 
 
      
 
    "What about Death then? How can the absence of Orenth be a type but an abundance of Orenth isn't?" 
 
      
 
    "But isn't Death a tangible? Based on the accounts of your fight with Ros, it was a sort of pale/light purple." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, but it's like a black hole in that sense. When Orenth gets too close to where the absence is, a small spectrum of light is released as a faint purple glow. It's why no kind of Orenth can affect it; it's not really there, a kind of nothingness." 
 
      
 
    Hunter nodded. "I think I get it. So the idea of and Orenth type: the super saturation of something until that 'critical point' would put it in the same group as Death?" 
 
      
 
    "Exactly! Death already doesn't fit in with Fire, Water, Earth, Air, Light, or Dark, just add Orenth as a group and cram Death under it." 
 
      
 
    Hunter scratched his chin. "This reminds me of the 21 type theory." 
 
      
 
    Arend' eyebrows shot up. "You know about that!?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter shrugged. "Vaguely. Just that seven groups makes it work well?" 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled out a piece of paper and scribbled out eighteen words in seven groups. "Let's start with the basic principles. Plasma and Nova to Fire, Ice and Wood to Water, Crystal and Metal to Earth, Vacuum and Electricity to Air, Sun to Light, Moon to Dark, and Death to Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Arend circled the space below Moon, Sun, and Death. "The 21 type theory states that three types of Orenth still remain undiscovered." 
 
      
 
    "I don't remember Orenth being in there though." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, the theory calls for four, but Orenth fits in with Death, but they might be part of the Group and not the source type. Some jokingly reference Soul or Life, but those are too spiritual for my liking. Joking aside, this means Light and Dark may have a third incarnation. 
 
      
 
    "And going back to the jokes of spirituality, some like to refer to them as Ying and Yang; the whole good vs. evil trope the two groups get swarmed by. It sounds nice and all, but to outlandish and untestable. I like to leave that in movies and books, and keep the real science where I can test it." 
 
      
 
    Hunter stared down at the paper in front of him. Taking Arend' pencil, he drew a line through Orenth and wrote above it. 
 
      
 
    'M-a-n-a.' He circled it and spun the paper to face Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend snickered, doing the same thing Hunter did but writing 'A-u-r-a.' 
 
      
 
    Hunter shook his head, laughing. "I got nothing." 
 
      
 
    Arend pushed the paper across the table. "Keep it. It'll make for a good reference should you delve further into Kruxsetting." 
 
      
 
    Hunter flashed a smug smile. "You're a little too late." He pulled out his Beat Drive, setting it on the table with two hands. 
 
      
 
    Arend picked it up immediately. "This is…Impressive." He said with a nod. "Considering your inexperience, you modded my Drive fairly well." 
 
      
 
    "You can tell it's a mod? Rusty and the others thought I put it together myself." 
 
      
 
    Arend chuckled. "I know my craftsmanship, but I can't blame them. You weren't left with much to work with." 
 
      
 
    The conductor stormed up with an irritated look. "Put it away. No open bladed weapons." 
 
      
 
    Arend looked over at him, raising his eyebrows as he pulled out the Drive's blade and slid it into the sheathe Hunter provided. Throughout the exchange, Arend didn't break eye contact with the conductor. He walked away, grumbling to himself. 
 
      
 
    Arend gently opened the Drive's case. Arend smirked. "Neat.A compacting function to make it fit in your coat, and a timed buildup and release. With the vibration of the blade compensating for the Drive's peaky output by disrupting the flow, and a standard loop to facilitate flow across the edges of the blade. It's almost like a chainsaw." 
 
      
 
    "Although some Orenth stagnates at the sides of the blade. It makes for a neat effect, but at a loss of Orenth." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "Look into Orenth Channeling. It's something you can do with the blade to make the Orenth stick to wherever you want it to. It's something you'll have to figure out for yourself, but I can tell you leaving a bit to the sides of the blade will help prevent overloading, let you use it to block without disrupting flow, and still look cool." Arend said as he gave him back the Drive. 
 
      
 
    Hunter sighed. "Of course you pull the 'riddling master' on me when it's something important." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "A good teacher only helps when you get stuck. Showing you how to mod your own weapon is pointless. Especially if you already did all that yourself." 
 
      
 
    Hunter nodded, stashing his weapon back into his coat. He leaned forward. "Alright, now let's get down to business. I think you should leave all the talking to me and focus your efforts on helping the town with the tough work. No offense to you, but people don't like when someone's so ridiculously strong. It'll also help compel them to tell me the truth since it would seem like I was your superior." 
 
      
 
    "You are more experienced." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "And you're recklessly rebellious." Hunter shot back. 
 
      
 
    Arend and Hunter exchanged quips and idle chit-chat about various topics on their way to Vesculious, a city on the front of the first clash with Celestial Rim. They stepped from the train into complete desolation. Crumbled buildings barely standing threatened those who stayed within. Rubble was lined up in the streets to split traffic and leave the sidewalks open. 
 
      
 
    The post office and train station were the only two buildings in sight that didn't have serious damage. The air was hot, thick, and stunk of blood and death. Arend vomited off the station platform. Hunter made it to a trashcan. The few people on the street didn't react to the two newcomers, faces ashen and cold. 
 
      
 
    One assumed to be the mayor by his collared shirt and dusty tie, hurried over. "I take it you two are from a Guild?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter waved a hand. "Yeah." He managed to say before vomiting again. 
 
      
 
    Arend stood wobbling by the platform edge, wiping the bile from his mouth and spitting out what remained. "I hate working on an empty stomach." Arend grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Hunter rinsed his mouth with the half contents of a small bottle before handing what remained to Arend. "We're from Dragon's Den." He told the mayor, handing him the Request. "I'm the brains and he's the brawn." 
 
      
 
    The mayor nodded, smoothing out his graying hair. "So you people have decided to come? Names?" 
 
      
 
    "Arend." Arend was a little irritated at the man's tone. The mayor's face twitched. 
 
      
 
    "Hunter Wasteland. We're here to help, so at least try to keep a civil tongue." Hunter added the second part with the same irritation Arend had. 
 
      
 
    The mayor sighed. "Sorry, sorry." He said sincerely. "I've been running around this place for the past week. You took longer than we originally thought." He waved them along. "My name's Hector Vinesworth. Mayor or Mr. Vinesworth will be fine." 
 
      
 
    Hector led them south down the street. "The water's clean, thankfully. And the supply of food has been more than sufficient, but raids and Monsters are a problem. We've got plugs in the west wall, but the south was completely destroyed. I need you to protect the workers while we repair it." Hector's pace was a hurried step forward followed by a limp as he tried to make good time. 
 
      
 
    "We can do both; work and protect." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    Hector glanced back. "No offense, but I don't think the two of you would be cut out. It takes a team to lift the slabs, and no one will trust you until you've carried out your job in your time here. But, like I said, no offense intended." Hunter gave Arend a nod when Arend glanced his way. 
 
      
 
    Hector led them through the empty streets to the south wall. Arend and Hunter were thankful the stench was weaker there. Scaffolds and ramps were built from the spare materials of the devastated buildings. A crane was working at the far end with stone bricks larger than Arend' arms held out to either side. Presumably all able bodied citizens were working to move the stones, women, children, and men alike. A gate was lying on the ground where the two sides were destined to meet. 
 
      
 
    Without a word, Arend walked over to the mass of stones and flipped one onto his shoulder without even a grunt. Whistling, he hurried to put it in place. Hunter found amusement in the silence that followed Arend' walk. Not even a whisper was spoken until Arend dropped the stone neatly into place. 
 
      
 
    "Good work Arend!" Hunter called, hoping to get some kind of reaction. It worked; people broke out in a mass of hurried whispers. 
 
      
 
    Hector was fully white. "He can't be human." 
 
      
 
    "Not fully." Hunter admitted. "Part Pendragon." 
 
      
 
    Hector shook his head. "They send a Monster." He said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Hunter spun Hector to face him with a rough hand. "Arend is not a Monster." Hunter growled. "He's more than good natured and fights for everyone he can. Look at him." Hunter spun Hector back around. 
 
      
 
    Arend was carrying one stone in his hands as he pulled two others in carts with a length of rope held in his teeth. Red flames boiled at his feet. 
 
      
 
    "He is the reason you can stand and talk to me right now. Celestial Rim ripped through us like tissue paper until he showed up and wreaked fucking shit. He's a fucking hero you ungrateful bastard!" Hunter relaxed his grip slightly when Hector stopped struggling. "You're treating him unfairly based on an inhuman strength he chose to use for all of you. He almost fucking died for you people." 
 
      
 
    Hunter stepped away from Hector. "I'm going to take a look at your supplies. I'll call in if anything's wrong, or if your doctors need help. Arend can handle things here." Hector watched Hunter walk away. He continually looked from him back to Arend until his secretary called him about zoning issues. 
 
      
 
    Arend was left to himself, extending the base of the wall out stone by stone as the other workers stacked things up on either end. Two hours in, he had nearly reached the gate with his second layer. As he walked back to retrieve more stone, he saw a growing plume of dust in the distance. He cloud make out the shape of people riding on large boars when an alarm was called. 
 
      
 
    "Bandits!" 
 
      
 
    As everyone scattered, Arend chuckled. Retrieving a few crumbled chunks of concrete, he walked back towards the wall through the retreating crowd. When he hopped onto the wall, the bandits were close enough for him to hear their war cries. Letting a ball of concrete drop, Arend punted it at the man leading the charge. It bounced off his helmet with the sound of a bell and he slipped off his mount, unconscious. 
 
      
 
    The groups had to stop to keep from trampling him. "That was your warning!" Arend called out. "The next one's to kill!" 
 
      
 
    He was met with a single bullet shot at his head. Arend blocked it with the other chunk still in his hand. He crushed it into fine powder, letting it drift away in the wind. 
 
      
 
    Arend rushed at them, his heightened senses easily allowing him to sidestep the bullets shot his way. Before they could realize their mistake, Arend was upon them. Grabbing one man by the arm, Arend used him to beat the others. He was bruised and coughing blood when he dropped him with the remaining seven. The two boars that chose to fight instead of run when their riders were removed were lying on their sides with Arend' footprints stamped on what remained of their skulls. 
 
      
 
    Satisfied, Arend returned to the city. He passed the gaping militia that had gathered to fight should he fail. "Looks like bacon's for dinner." He smirked as he returned to work with bloodied fists. 
 
      
 
    The bandits were imprisoned and the two boars were sent to the butchers. Arend was given some water and a cloth to clean himself off. He returned half the water with a "Thanks" before returning to his work. 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Hunter returned with Hector. Half the wall had been completed, now leaving the top half and the raising of the gate. Arend was still working hard even though he was drenched and sweat and breathing heavily. 
 
      
 
    "I think you can handle the rest." Hunter said as he handed Hector a pink piece of paper. Hector nodded, using a nearby stone to sign it. 
 
      
 
    "The help is nice and all, but it would be best if you didn't return here. I've gotten too many complaints about his terrifying strength and what he did to those bandits doesn't help matters." Hector said with a nod at Arend. Hunter and Arend left without a wave back. They were back on a train headed straight home by five thirty. 
 
      
 
    Arend was out like a light as soon as he sat down in the seat. Hunter was forced to share due to a missing seat, taking the window side with Arend next to him. Hunter let him fall against him as he stared out the window in deep thought. He glanced briefly at Arend. 
 
      
 
    'Why do I find this so comfortable? I rarely step out of my circle of friends, and even then, I rarely fell much towards them. I know they'll protect me, and I feel the same in return, but there's nothing deeply emotional there. But with him,' Hunter looked back at Arend. 'I feel happy.' 
 
      
 
    A soft smile crept onto his face. 'I can't help but smile now. There's something about his presence that's changed. Something about being alone with him. He relaxes like everyone, but he still thinks about my feelings. He listens to what I have to say instead of just talking about himself.' 
 
      
 
    Arend shifted in his sleep, his head nestling against Hunter as the cabin rocked slightly. Hunter didn't move to do anything about it. 'No, that's not it. Not really. This is more than just friendship. It's not that I enjoy his company, it's that I miss when he's not there.' 
 
      
 
    Hunter watched Arend, his face blushing slightly with his next thought. 'It's that I enjoy his warmth. It's that I long for his touch when he sits so near.' Hunter's smile grew. 'It's that, for once in a long time, I feel attracted to someone again.' 
 
      
 
    Hunter leaned back slightly, resting his head against the back of his seat and turned up his headphones to drown out the sound of the train. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Hunter and Arend were woken by the conductor. "We're back at the Nest. The train will be retiring for the night, so you two need to leave." 
 
      
 
    Arend sat up with half closed eyes. He glanced around, breathing deeply. "That's going to mess a little with my sleep cycle." Arend said as he stood up and stretched. 
 
      
 
    Hunter slid out of the seat and did the same. "Not with how hard you worked to day." 
 
      
 
    The conductor shut the door behind Arend and Hunter as they stepped out onto the platform. The train slowly chugged on as they headed for the Request Office. "Do you want to go get dinner or something?" Hunter asked as his money was handed to him by the lady behind a protective layer of plastic. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, I've got plans." Arend replied as he accepted his grey case and double checked the contents. Arend wiggled the case as they began to walk away. "I plan on splurging some of this on Kronth tomorrow. So saving what I can for after my bill payments is important. Besides, nothing good is open this late anyway." 
 
      
 
    Hunter paused briefly before breaking away. "I'll guess I'll be seeing you later then. Maybe we could hang out late tomorrow?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "Unless something comes up, Kronth and I plan on spending pretty much all of tomorrow together. I'll see you when I'll see you." They shared a wave as they walked down two different streets. Hunter turned towards the shops and restaurants, and Arend headed straight towards the central pillar. 
 
      
 
    As he walked up the long stair case, Arend occupied his mind with thoughts of Kronth; some about what to do tomorrow and some for him and him alone. As Arend popped out into the lobby of the Den building, he heard Nate call out to him. Arend saw him sitting at a small table with his dinner and a small box. Arend joined him at the far side of the table. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry to pull you away from whatever you were doing, but it's time we finally talked. Not much has happened between us." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "Though my trip east didn't help in that regard." 
 
      
 
    "Well anyway, I was confused as to why you don't have any Exo-suits?" 
 
      
 
    "Easy," Arend replied. "I have no need for one. My body's strong enough without having a booster." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm." Nate grunted. "A good point. And you were too green before your powers were unlocked for us to simply give you one. Your Pendragon side makes an Exo-Suit pointless, but something like a shield or armor can save your life. I may fight in a steel can, but I make sure to have some kind of defense on me personally." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I'll consider it. It may prove useful when I don't fight with the Dragon Drive." He glanced at the box. "What's in there?" 
 
      
 
    Nate grinned. "A little project of mine. Since we got a dual Drive working in Guang Blau, I'd thought I'd go a little further." Nate opened the box and pulled out a metal tetrahedron that was a little too big to fit comfortably in one hand. 
 
      
 
    The three sides were identical, miniature Drives that were connected to a free-spinning locking mechanism in the base that accepted input torque. Nate stuck his finger in the mechanism and wheeled it around, slowly turning the three Drives. "Not only does it increase the production of manipulatable Orenth, it allows for increased control and can provide three different types of Orenth if I put in three different types of Korvan." Nate explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend spun it on this finger, making it spin with the Drives in a whirling drill-like motion. "Took a bit from oil drills?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Nate smirked. "Yep. Though I don't plan on using it like that." 
 
      
 
    "So no putting it on a Drive then?" Arend asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Nate took it back. "If you want to scar the planet with an explosion of Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I suggest you put it in a stable environment before testing it, and running at greater than full capacity before trying to use it in the field. You don't want it to start failing in the middle of a fight." 
 
      
 
    Nate raised his eyebrow. "That's surprisingly good advice. You're nowhere near as green as you used to be." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I learn from my mistakes. The Dragon Drive taught me that one. Truth is, I had to weaken it slightly by 'throttling back' if you will. Or else it would tear itself apart. Centripetal force and all that." Nate nodded as Arend stood up. "We can talk more later. I need to sleep." Arend said as he walked away. Nate waved absently as Arend walked into the elevator. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend yawned as he shut the trapdoor in his floor. He slowly shed his crap as he snagged a protein bar on his way to bed. As he hung his hat by the staircase, he was surprised to find his bed already occupied. He smiled softly at Kronth, fully dressed and curled up on his bed. Tossing his pants and shirt at the foot of his bed, he snuck the blanket out from under her and let her resettle with her head resting on his chest. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The streets of Sareville were busy even in the middle of the night. Still, Isaac found himself walking alone from Kronth's apartment. 'She must be bunking elsewhere. Probably with that grey-haired bastard.' 
 
      
 
    Isaac's normally cool exterior was nonexistent. His curled lip and hostile glare hushed those he passed. He happed to pass through Neon Street on his way to the Nest. Late-night partiers weaved past with little though to Isaac's short fuse. He nearly made it through without incident. 
 
      
 
    A man burst out from an underground club and ran straight into Isaac. Isaac had him by the throat up against a lime green light post. His fingers tightened to silence the man's squeaking. 
 
      
 
    "I suggest you shut the hell up." Isaac tossed him against the wall of the club and through the club's trashcans. "And stay where you belong." Isaac continued to walk down the street. 
 
      
 
    "Hey jerkoff!" A women shouted. 
 
      
 
    Isaac glanced back. Isaac only saw a flash of color as he found himself sliding on his back down the middle of the street. The man and the women were long gone by the time Isaac was able to lift his head from the asphalt. 
 
      
 
    'Hot damn!' 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend and Kronth were woken by the same knock. Kronth was surprised to find Arend underneath her; she expected him to wake her up when he got home. As she got up to answer the door, Arend went the other way to hop in the shower. Kronth could hear him turn the water up as she answered the door. Nem and Kronth were both surprised to see each other. 
 
      
 
    Nem slowly raised an eyebrow. Kronth shook her head. "None of that. At least not yet." Kronth stepped aside to let Nem in. "Arend will be down to cook breakfast in a few minutes. Have you had eaten yet?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    Nem shook his head. "I got up an hour ago. I was hoping Arend could help me with something." 
 
      
 
    "Oh? Don't you know he and I are spending the day together?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes… but it's something no one else can manage." 
 
      
 
    "And that is?" Kronth asked, rolling a hand. 
 
      
 
    "Training with Legendary Weapons." 
 
      
 
    Kronth nodded. "Yeah, I guess you've got a point there. Arend is by the far the only one who could handle himself." Kronth and Nem chatted briefly until Arend came downstairs and began to prepare eggs and muffins. Nem watched with great amusement as Arend tutored Kronth in how to mix the batter as he flipped the eggs. 
 
      
 
    "So you're a Master Kruxsetter, a powerful fighter, the face of not only Dragon's Den but the whole of Sareville, a part-Pendragon Pendragon Beastmaster that climbs like a monkey mixed with a gecko; and you can cook a good omelet?" Nem listed off as Arend helped Kronth prep the muffin pans as he ate part of said omelet. 
 
      
 
    "Most of that is because of what I came from. My dexterity and strong grip from my work, the climbing from an annual trip to the mountains with my uncle, and I didn't do much other than work and cook my own meals." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "So you and your uncle go rock climbing every year?" Nem asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, he visits his college friend and I occupy my time climbing the nearby cliffs. I've met more than a few enthusiasts who were willing to show me a little in the beginning, and by the fifth year there, I didn't need any of their equipment to climb." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "But he isn't a very good swimmer." Kronth commented. 
 
      
 
    "And he doesn't pay much attention to the world around him." Nem added. 
 
      
 
    Arend waved his spatula threateningly. "Enough of listing my talents and flaws; this isn't an interview." 
 
      
 
    "Well, I don't really know the guy living in my old home. I'm sorry if that bugged you." 
 
      
 
    Arend flipped the next omelet, grumbling. 
 
      
 
    "There's no need to be grumpy." Kronth leaned back in her chair to poke Arend' back. 
 
      
 
    "Well excuse me if I don't want to always be the center of attention; being stalked in the market when buying groceries is different from showing off to show off. I'm tempted to hire someone to run my errands." Arend pulled out the muffins. "The Nest is fine and all; being business-centric it doesn't have many people with free time, but I'd like to go out to eat at a nice restaurant without being swarmed by fans." 
 
      
 
    Arend placed a plate of pristine, mixed berry muffins onto the table and sat down to eat his half of the omelet he shared with Kronth. Nem picked one up cautiously. Arend buttered his toast as he chewed his bacon. Kronth and Nem's prodding ended when they began to eat. 
 
      
 
    "Remind me to come here every morning." Nem said through the first bite of his third muffin. 
 
      
 
    "Not if it means an interview." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Nem carried a plate of six freshly baked blue berry muffins down the ladders of Dragon's Den carefully. He met Kronth and Arend in the lobby, who each had a cup of coffee. Arend had a little cardboard cup holder with the rest of the coffee he bought. 
 
      
 
    "Vladd and Kyrel have been trying to help Duke, but he's been struggling with adjusting to a type of Orenth he knows little of, and the difficult nature of the weapon itself." Nem explained. 
 
      
 
    "If it's a type he struggles with, why was he given the weapon?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because he had untapped potential." Nem replied. "He likes to use Earth because it makes his attacks hard to defend against, but he gains very little power from it. His Fire powers however, are astounding. With the proper training, he could gain both serious power and his original overbearing nature." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, thinking back to his first encounter with Duke and what he did to King. "With how the Legendary Weapons operate, having a preference outside the weapon's base element is a big handicap. I still haven't looked the weapon over yet, so I don't know what to expect." 
 
      
 
    Jacob was watching Kyrel and Vladd spar with a small group. Duke was distracted, fidgeting with the Drives attached to his feet. The crowd parted as Nem and company approached. Jacob snagged a muffin from Nem as Kyrel and Vladd stopped when they saw Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Where's the Dragon Drive?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "With King." Arend replied. "I don't need to keep it on me constantly." 
 
      
 
    "And he is…?" Vladd rolled his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Probably talking with some Serephs." Arend replied as he gave Vladd his coffee. "I still haven't talked with him though. So I don't know where he is." 
 
      
 
    Vladd frowned. Kronth nudged Arend. "I think you should. Even you can't handle a Legendary Weapon with just you bare hands." Arend twisted the ring on his finger. He felt a pulse of Orenth in reply. "It should only be a few minutes. King wouldn't have left the city." Kronth said. " 
 
      
 
    "In the mean time, you can help me with these things." Duke said as he wiggled a foot. Arend had Duke take off the Drives as he worked on them and Duke enjoyed the muffin and coffee. 
 
      
 
    'Alright so far, standard craftsmanship.' 
 
      
 
    Arend popped the spinning ring off from the body of the Drive. Underneath was a bike chain that hooked onto the spikes on the ring. 
 
      
 
    'Pure Adamtinium. Neat.' Arend thought as he poked the chain. 'With Mithril pins.' 
 
      
 
    The Korvan used were a matching pair of red spheres attached unmoving the center of the Drives. Arend tried to wiggle it to no avail. He frowned. The chain itself was driven by a single Torque Korvan Motor, throttled by pressure points on the harness that held it tight to any kind of shoe. 
 
      
 
    Something on the ring caught Arend' eye. He flipped it upside down, holding it at a slight angle until he could see a sparkle of red in the metal. "Hmm…" Arend pulled out a magnifying glass. 
 
      
 
    He smiled. 'Sneaky little bastard… You coated the outside to try and hide it.' 
 
      
 
    Tiny, almost invisible Korvan crystals were arranged carefully on the outside, and he figured on the inside as well. The metal was a bland gray Orenth-neutral that was used in Matrixes for that exact reason. 
 
      
 
    Arend turned his attention to the large Korvan in the middle. 'It seems like just an ordinary Korvan, but something's not right…' Arend replaced the ring and started the Drive. The small motor spun the ring at a steady pace, blurring the faint warps in its metal venire. Arend waved Duke over. 
 
      
 
    "Have you tried feeding it yet?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Duke shook his head. "Whenever I try, the motor locks up and I have to discharge before it will start again." 
 
      
 
    Arend motioned for Duke's hand. "Show me." As Duke reached for the Drive, Arend stopped him and turned his hand palm up. Arend poked the center of his palm, revealing a hazy brown aura. 
 
      
 
    "You're feeding it Earth. This is a Fire weapon." 
 
      
 
    Duke frowned. In an instant, the brown haze was replaced by a warm red shimmer that Arend didn't have to reveal. It was so powerful that Arend could feel the flow of Orenth in Duke's fingers. Arend watched carefully as Duke placed his hand on the Drive. 
 
      
 
    Arend could hear an immediate increase in the motor's speed; it was small, but it was there. Arend nodded as Duke retracted his hand. "A Torque Korvan Motor is powered by the flow of Orenth in a Korvan. This one has a semi-neutral Korvan that leans towards Fire; you can start it with any kind of Orenth, but the stalling comes from the pure Fire Korvan in the ring rejecting the faint traces on the Adamtinium chain, resisting to the point the entire thing locks up. To get it to function properly, you need to use Fire Orenth exclusively." 
 
      
 
    Duke frowned. "Is there any way around it? Can you rig it up so I can use Earth Orenth?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "If you can find Korvan just like these, I could remake the entire thing for an Earth base, but unless I can speak to who made this, I can't make it fully functional. And then it wouldn't be a Legendary Weapon. I have my doubts I can call this a Legendary Weapon. The original is somewhere out there; a more proper title for this would be a Pseudo-Legendary Weapon." 
 
      
 
    Duke sighed. "So there's no way around using Fire?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "Unless you want to give up using the weapon." 
 
      
 
    Duke huffed, but didn't say anything else. King's approach pulled Arend away from the two Drives. He whistled softly to call him down. 
 
      
 
    "Would you prefer if I made one 'kick' more than the other?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    King settled nearby in the direction where they were fighting before, sniffing around. Duke shook his head. "I try to keep a balance, and changing theirs would off-set my own." 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed him the Drives. "Let's try them out then. I haven't seen them in action." The pair walked towards King. 
 
      
 
    King greeted Arend with a nod."Did you and Kronth have fun?" He asked as Arend unhooked the Dragon Drive's sheathe from King's saddle. 
 
      
 
    "A little. We spent most of the time talking. I learned a little more about her past relationships and more about my role as a Beastmaster to you. She learned a bit more about me and some Kruxsetting as well." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    King nodded. "Before you do whatever it is you're preparing for, do you think you could take this off?" King wiggled in his saddle. "It's getting itchy." 
 
      
 
    Arend flipped a few buckles and King let the saddle slide off. Arend started to scratch where the saddle had been on his back, ruffling up the flattened fur. "A little to the left." King directed, stepping over Arend so he could access his left side. 
 
      
 
    King's tail wagged unchecked as Arend scratched King's side. The fur was tangled by the heavy Dragon Drive sitting lopsided in the saddle and clenching tightly on King's left side with the leather straps. Everyone chuckled when King rolled onto his back. 
 
      
 
    "You're just adorable."Duke commented. 
 
      
 
    King promptly sat up. Arend pulled something from his bag. King glanced sideways at him with an interested look and a twitching nose. 
 
      
 
    "Is that a slab of jerky?" Duke asked pointing at the arm sized chunk of dried meat in Arend' hand. 
 
      
 
    "BBQ cured Forest Anaconda basted in the juice from the fruit of a Silver Rowan." Arend said, wiggling the chuck, one eye on King, who was watching the meat intensely. 
 
      
 
    Duke frowned. "Aren't those fruits poisonous?" 
 
      
 
    "For humans, yeah, but not those who can eat raw meat without getting sick." Arend replied, stepping a few paces away, luring King after him. 
 
      
 
    "I take it Pendragons can?" Duke asked with a half smile at King's antics. 
 
      
 
    "Yep!" Arend replied, chucking the meat over the field in a high arc. King moved immediately, catching the meat in a mid-air corkscrew and landing on his feet. He practically pranced to the side of the field some distance away to enjoy his treat. 
 
      
 
    Duke had a hand clamped over his mouth as Arend dropped the saddle and his back with the others, leaving the Dragon Drive's sheathe with an eager pair of hands. "C'mon now, you can see him do that again if you buy him some of that yourself." Arend said as he walked further out into the field with a chuckling Duke. 
 
      
 
    Duke paused when he finally saw the new Dragon Drive. He was nothing but impressed. "So that's it new and improved?" 
 
      
 
    Arend held it out to the side, blade facing the ground to show Duke the Drive. "Dragon Drive Mark II. It showed its worth in the fight with Ros." 
 
      
 
    Duke nodded. "So I don't have to worry about breaking it. 
 
      
 
    Duke kicked out suddenly, closing the gap between them and striking out with searing flames. Arend' free hand snapped out to catch Duke's foot, fingers digging into his aura with a crackle. A smile crept across Arend' face that gave Duke a sinking feeling. Duke jumped back when Arend' leg shot up where his was previously, stopping in a flash of red flaming Orenth. Duke got the distinct feeling Arend would have easily snapped his leg like a twig. 
 
      
 
    Arend drove the tip of his blade into the ground as he lowered his leg. "Here's a challenge for you: Make me use the Drive." 
 
      
 
    Duke shot forward, dive kicking at Arend' head with both feet. Arend met him with his head, backed by red flames. Duke quickly pushed back from Arend, cracking the earth at Arend' feet. Arend dashed forward, connecting the end of his hilt with the side of Duke's hip. Duke flipped awkwardly in the air, landing face first on a rock. 
 
      
 
    Nem whistled. Kronth blinked. "He's gotten a hell of a lot stronger." Nem commented. 
 
      
 
    Duke groaned, rolling over. "This is bullshit!" 
 
      
 
    "Not entirely." Arend replied. "I am SS Ranked after all." 
 
      
 
    Duke got to his feet. "I'm supposed to be the more experienced one." Duke grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised an eyebrow. "And yet I'm going easy on you." 
 
      
 
    The flames at Duke's feet increased tenfold. With a sliding backwards twist, Duke sent a vertical wave of vibrating fire at Arend. Arend lifted the Dragon Drive to cover his face. As the flames began to curl around his blade, Arend engaged the Drive. The flames were sucked in, giving Arend and his blade a healthy purple glow. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised the blade with two hands. "Okay. So now you're fighting." Arend' arrogance was gone. 
 
      
 
    They were both ready to go even further. Duke leapt forward in a sudden explosion, catching Arend off guard with a twisting sucker punch of Earth that knocked his blade sideways. 
 
      
 
    "Heavy Set," Duke's feet moved slightly, his upper body rolling back like he was throwing a second punch. "Light Foot!" Even with the awkward angle, Duke was able to hook Arend' neck with his foot. 
 
      
 
    Arend felt like he was hit by a steel bar, his face grinding past the thickest red Orenth he could muster as he failed to prevent Duke from throwing his face into the ground. Arend flipped on impact, rolling away just as Duke's foot shattered the stone where he once laid. He quickly made it to one knee and held up the Dragon Drive to block Duke's next attack. Arend' feet plowed two trenches even though his entire body acted as a flaming brake. 
 
      
 
    Arend realized he needed to change tactics as he raised his arm to block Duke's next attack. Arend slid backwards on white flames, hopping to his feet when Duke hesitated. Arend planted the tip of the Dragon Drive into the ground as he drove his hand towards Drive. 
 
      
 
    "Stop!" 
 
      
 
    Arend' palm stopped on contact with the spinning central Korvan. Kronth glanced back down at her phone. "There's an issue Guild-wise regarding the Legendary Weapons. I need all of you to come to the meeting building." Kronth looked up at Arend. "You're specifically named." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, turning off the Drive. He glanced over at Duke. "We can finish this later." 
 
      
 
    - - - Shifted Tilt - - - 
 
      
 
    Arend and the Legendary Weapon users were met with an uproar of squabbling Guild Reps. "Dragon's Den has too much power!" One shouted. 
 
      
 
    "They'll outs all the other Syndicates of Sareville!" 
 
      
 
    Kronth stormed past Arend. "Shut up, shut up, SHUT THE HELL UP!" She shouted over them. 
 
      
 
    "You're quite the diplomat." Arend commented. 
 
      
 
    Kronth le Arend slide, addressing the shocked Guild Reps. "Let's us use our inside voices hmm? I know none of you can out shout me." Kronth looked around the room, staring at a few long enough to make them uncomfortable. "Good. Now what do you people want?" 
 
      
 
    "Dragon's Den is the only Guild to benefit from the war. You sustained only one loss of life, have control over the Legendary Weapons, well established connections with powerful people, and reign over this region as the fastest growing and influential Guild out there." The Rep in particular was firm, but didn't raise his voice. 
 
      
 
    Arend chuckled mockingly before Kronth could reply. "Are you people serious?" 
 
      
 
    The looks Arend received were a mix of shock, disgust, and hostility. "Arend-" Duke started before Arend held a hand to his face and walked forward. 
 
      
 
    "It would seem then you have a problem with me; I'm one of very few qualified to even map out how the Legendary Weapons work, I'm the one who's friends with Allan and the others, and I'm the reason people have swarmed to this once-small Guild. When I first came here, Dragon's Den had thirty-eight members, now it has…" 
 
      
 
    "Two hundred." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "Really?" Arend asked. She nodded. "Huh. What a strangely round number." 
 
      
 
    "It does include you." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    One of the Guild Reps stood up. "Enough of this mockery! I demand that control over the Legendary Weapons be forfeited to a special coalition of Syndicates!" 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled the Dragon Drive off his back and held it out. "Even this one?" Arend asked. The man hesitated. "I'd like to point out to all of you this clashed with the Death Weapon. Just try to tell me what to do with it." He jerked his head towards Kronth. "She barely can." 
 
      
 
    "I won't stand for this!" One of them shouted. 
 
      
 
    "Then sit down." Nem replied. 
 
      
 
    They grew silent again. Kyrel stepped forward. "How hard do you people work?" 
 
      
 
    "My Gui-" "Not your Guild, you. How many people here are Ranked at least B?" None of the Guild members raised their hands. All of Dragon's Den raised theirs. 
 
      
 
    "Now riddle me this," Kyrel glanced around the room. "How could an entire Guild, who used to only get a B Ranked Request three times a week, have a Ranking Average higher than Mid C? How can over half of their members be Ranked S or above, and previously have both a Y Ranked and X Ranked members?" 
 
      
 
    Kyrel didn't get a reply. "You work you asses off." Arend replied. Kyrel nodded. 
 
      
 
    "And going out of your way to increase your Guild's standings by training nonstop and winning as many tournaments and special events as possible." Nem added. 
 
      
 
    Arend grinned widely. "And what happens when a Guild skilled in fighting goes to war?" 
 
      
 
    "You survive." Vladd replied. Kronth glanced back with a hint of pride at her group. 
 
      
 
    Duke turned to leave. "Hey! Where-" 
 
      
 
    Everyone pivoted when Arend interrupted with a wave as he sheathed his weapon. "If you want them so desperately, send someone who can handle them better that our group. Until then, We'll continue to use them." Arend turned to Kronth. 
 
      
 
    She smiled. "You're quite the diplomat." He nudged her playfully before walking out. 
 
      
 
    Kronth turned to the Guild Reps. "Sorry folks! They're not going to give up the Legendary Weapons without a fight. And I'm not stupid enough to fight a losing battle." Kronth left the room of furious Guild Reps to join the waiting Arend. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Nem had Kyrel and Vladd spar while Arend and Duke watch from the sidelines. Kronth sat with Arend, sharing one of Jacob's lawn chairs. Duke chose to sit some distance away from them. King watched from behind Kronth and Arend, noting every move the two made. They stopped when Jacob called out suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced back and saw a large group headed their way. Tommori and Myith were leading the group, with Rusty, Tawny, and Iode in the group as well. Four in particular confused him; Allan, Fanscaro, Maeil, and Zeph stood off to the side. Kronth stood up so Arend could stand. Kyrel and Vladd came running. Vladd stopped short when he saw Allan and Fanscaro. 
 
      
 
    "What's going on?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "What do you think of 'Open Dragon'?" Tawny asked. Arend' eyebrow crept up. 
 
      
 
    "Nope." Kyrel said with a shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    "The Cave?" Jacob asked. 
 
      
 
    "Too much like the Nest." Nem replied, catching on to their game. 
 
      
 
    "Orenth Anthology?" Fanscaro asked. 
 
      
 
    Allan shook his head. "'Orenth and Korvan' would be better." 
 
      
 
    "Grey Rift?" Nate suggested. 
 
      
 
    "What about 'Full Grey'?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel nodded. "Hmm… that's good." 
 
      
 
    "Full Tilt!" Zeph exclaimed. "It fits his personality!" 
 
      
 
    "How about 'Slip Tilt'?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "Drive Tilt?" Kronth suggested, laughing slightly. 
 
      
 
    Arend was a little irritated. "What are you doing?" 
 
      
 
    "Trying to find a name for our store." Maeil replied. 
 
      
 
    The group turned to Maeil with an irritated look. 
 
      
 
    "Stop that!" Arend said with a wave. "It's not like it can be anything I don't agree on." 
 
      
 
    Tommori and Myith began whispering. Arend looked over at Allan and Fanscaro. "Why are you here? This is a little strange for you two." 
 
      
 
    "My group and I could use a tune up now and in the future from a guy who knows his stuff." Allan replied. 
 
      
 
    "You mentioned special spots for consultants. I want to guarantee mine." Fanscaro replied. 
 
      
 
    Corenden waddled out from the group. He looked up at Arend. "Shifted Tilt." Kronth and Kyrel nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Sounds good." Nem said. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "If it's so important to name it now, I guess it's okay. It's going to be tied closely to Dragon's Den anyway." 
 
      
 
    Tommori tossed Kyrel a case. He caught it and popped it open, signing a few things inside it. All that was missing was Arend' signature and Kronth's stamp of approval. 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Arend meticulously poked through the documents. "So it's partially supported by Dragon's Den, but has to pay double the taxes and many fees in return." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    "And no requirement to hire from Dragon's Den." Arend added. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks to you, it can produce Drives…" Kronth mumbled. 
 
      
 
    "And according to this, I don't need to pay rent!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Kronth paused on one paper before handing it to Arend. 'All construction materials provided by Yitkin, overlooked and designed by Iode, paid for by Richard Griffin. Tools and appliances provided by Daniel Prickett, Myith, Civen, Jacob, and Iine Excelscar.' Arend smiled. 
 
      
 
    "You know this'll put you in debt with a lot of people right?" Kronth asked, a little worried. 
 
      
 
    Arend signed what he needed to. "Not really. I've earned more than a few favors." 
 
      
 
    Kronth signed before stamping and stapling the contracts. Kyrel sealed the case and provided Arend with a copy of the contract with all the finer detail intact. "We can get started right away." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    "Not yet." Arend said. "I still need to go over things and find out exactly what I'm getting. And probably call a few people in here I forgot about." Iode nodded. 
 
      
 
    The group scattered, leaving Iode Zeph and Corenden. Arend and Kronth sat back down. Corenden sat comfortably on Arend' head. "Where will it be built?" Nem asked. 
 
      
 
    "Right next to the Den Building; they've asked for at least a floor above the lobby." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    He pulled out his phone and dialed a number from memory. "Who are you calling?" Kronth asked as Arend put the phone to his ear. 
 
      
 
    "Iine." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    The phone rang twice before Iine's secretary answered. "Alright, what do you want?" 
 
      
 
    "It's Arend." Arend replied. "I need to talk to the Iceman." 
 
      
 
    "…Hello?" Iine asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yo." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Ahh… So they've told you." 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, it seems that surprise contracts are a thing around here or something." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Did you refuse?" 
 
      
 
    "No, no! I just was some clarification on what you're sending me. I need to know for the layout." 
 
      
 
    Iine chuckled. "A Maxim Vulcanus." 
 
      
 
    "Hold on, WHAT?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "You heard me." Iine replied. 
 
      
 
    "Tell them!" Arend exclaimed, putting the phone on speaker. 
 
      
 
    "Hello?" Nem asked. 
 
      
 
    "…Nem…?" 
 
      
 
    "C'mon, c'mon! Tell them!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "I'm giving Arend a Maxim Vulcanus for his shop." Vladd nearly dropped Felsen Soul. 
 
      
 
    Arend switched the phone back. "I didn't realize what I did was so important." 
 
      
 
    "Arend, you have no idea what you mean to my people. You were famous well before you became involved in the Guild situations." Iine replied. 
 
      
 
    "It's not the same though." 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't matter if it's different! Most of these people owe you their lives. When I heard about your plans, I barely mention it to my secretary and the entire region is scrambling to donate! I had to prevent them from charging your way when Celestial Rim showed up, and they out did themselves because of it. It's brand new and headed towards your little Nest with a top notch security team." 
 
      
 
    "…Sub Meridian?" Arend asked with a faint smile. 
 
      
 
    Kronth and everyone else listening slowly dropped their jaws. "You know it." Iine replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "Plow on my friend!" Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "And change the world." Iine replied before hanging up. 
 
      
 
    "Sub Meridian is coming here?" Kyrel asked with a touch of awe. 
 
      
 
    "With my Maxim Vulcanus." Arend replied with a grin. 
 
      
 
    "Who is Sub Meridian?" Zeph asked. "And Maxim Vulcanus?" 
 
      
 
    "A multi-million Ere machine; A custom 100% accurate Korvan creator." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "And a group of Y Ranked Guild Members from the Northern Alliance." Kronth added. 
 
      
 
    "Latter then the former is the order." Arend said, tilting his hand forward and back. 
 
      
 
    "I take it Sub Meridian is going to guard you merchandise?" Zeph asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "This is so exciting!" Corenden exclaimed, throwing up his hands and almost falling off Arend. "I wonder what they're like." Corenden said once he grabbed Arend' head. 
 
      
 
    "We'll find out in a week or two." Arend replied. "That's about the time it takes for the train to get here, accounting for technical issues and all that." 
 
      
 
    "And how do you know that?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    "I've been there on a special expedition with my uncle." Arend replied. "Two there and one back. Their power plants needed repairs and we went to help." 
 
      
 
    Nem's eyebrows shout up. "I heard about that. A wicked blizzard ripped through half their substations and left thousands shivering in the dark." 
 
      
 
    "From then on, I've hated deep snow." Arend grumbled, remembering the midnight hikes he had to make. 
 
      
 
    "How come we didn't hear about you if Iine owed you so much?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "When was the last time you went to the North?" Arend asked. "Not much comes or goes there. Seven plants and a few dozen substations kind of leaves a mark. Though the linemen were the more remarkable workers. Hauling hundreds of feet of emergency cable in the blistering cold is much more impressive if you ask me." 
 
      
 
    The group looked at each other and shrugged. Duke had wandered back over to the group. "So Arend, want to finish our little bout?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth stood up and took the contract papers form Arend. Arend stretched and picked up the Dragon Drive. "Let's do this then." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend woke up the next morning with more than a few bruises. It didn't bother him that much since Duke walked away with many more, though Kronth liked to point them out the rest of the day, noting the speed the small ones faded. Arend took a short shower and ate a small breakfast. He prepared a platter of snakes he would pick at throughout his workday. Still in his underwear, Arend sat down on his couch with fried okra, fried cheese curds, a mix of fruit, and his stores' contract. Switching the T.V to a music channel he liked, he delved in to the documents. 
 
      
 
    Two hours in, after many calls and more than a few searches on Nem's crazy computer-television, Arend had a list of rules and space requirements for his shop. He also had an extensive list of all the equipment he would be acquiring. 
 
      
 
    'Three Korvan Condensers: A Chemical Condenser, A Steam Pressure Condenser, A Twisting Korvan Condenser. Three Crystallizers; two of which were large, one for single Korvan and the other for multiple Korvan. Three furnaces, a multi-level gas powered furnace, a standard wood-burning furnace, and a new age Korvan-metal furnace. Four kinds of anvils: steel, steel-Korvan, Korvan, and Adamtinium-Mithril. 
 
      
 
    'Twenty-seven separate tools just for dismembering organic materials, fifteen for nonmetal inorganics, twenty-one for metals, and hundreds to create mechanics. Three computers: one for showing customers suggestions and making appointments, one for the store's use, and a third with a direct link to every database the store could need with set-up for networking with tablets…' 
 
      
 
    The list went on and on, with Arend shaking his head every time he added something. 'This store will practically be a college with the high-tech stuff we're cramming in to it.' He thought as he flipped through the "sponsors" section. 
 
      
 
    He laughed at the irony of it. Four colleges had the first six pages, with some having the requirement of hiring interns and another asking Arend to study with their professors, even providing an honorary doctorate. 
 
      
 
    From there, everything was ordered by what they chose to donate. Arend knew the first few pages personally, but had no idea who the last three pages of Syndicates were or what they even did. All he knew was that some people were desperate for him to work on their stuff. 
 
      
 
    In the fifth hour, Arend began receiving calls from prospective applicants who had jumped through a few hoops for the first chance at getting hired. "How do you feel about Dragon's Den? You're the seventh call I've got this hour." Arend said, eating the last of his snacks. 
 
      
 
    "Huh?" Arend asked, stopping mid chew. "Fried cheese curd." Arend stood up and walked towards the sink with his plate. "Sorry, I don't make enough at the moment to cook snacks for all of you." "Yes, I cooked them myself. I had lots of free time as a kid." "Alright. I'll be there in half an hour." Arend dropped the plate in the sink and shut his phone. 
 
      
 
    He left his phone on his coffee table and took another shower. He tried to dress as he would if he was going to be Kruxsetting all day like he always had. A sliver bandana with golden swirls was tied over his head to keep his growing hair out of the way. His light blue tank top wasn't as baggy as before, with a string of tight knots running up his right side as the cause. Instead of boxers or briefs, Arend donned a pair of thin, tight-fitting training shorts that reminded him of a wetsuit. He pulled on the pair of angle-cut shorts Hunter had given him. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend landed with a puff of dirt at the east side of the Den building. He looked up at the noon-day sun. 'I feel a storm coming on…' Arend walked around the building to the front door. He found a familiar face at a nearby vending machine the moment he stepped in. The man recognized him as well. 
 
      
 
    "Geographical Metallurgist right?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. He held up a necklace with a bolt from the Mark I hanging from it. "I felt you coming." He said with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "Have you enjoyed your stay here?" Arend asked as he and the man walked towards the group at the back. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but Panzer's kind of a psycho." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I've seen what she can do though." 
 
      
 
    Arend only got a passing glance from most of the people waiting in the lobby. "Now pay attention…" Arend whispered to the metallurgist. 
 
      
 
    Arend approached the group. "I'm sorry everyone, but Arend has sent me to come tell you he'll be three hours late and can only give each of you a few minutes so there can't be any time for demonstrations." There was a wave of curse as half of the group stood up to leave. One stopped by Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Make sure you tell him he's a bastard." He growled as he headed for the door. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "You should know what your future boss looks like before you try to apply!" He called after them. 
 
      
 
    Arend could hear even more curses as some tried to storm back in. A passing Panzer shooed them out with a thumbs up to Arend. "She also knows how to easily weed out those who won't work well with me." He said to the metallurgist as he turned to the remaining six. 
 
      
 
    Two immediately stood out as they were members of Dragon's Den Arend had seen occasionally. Arend had them all gather at a large table. He drummed on the table. "Alright! Introductions!" He pulled out paper and a pencil to take notes as they began. 
 
      
 
    The metallurgist spoke first. "Lyre Pofter, twenty-three. I joined Dragon's Den a month ago when Arend left to train with Richard Griffin. I specialize in Geographical Metallurgy and Historical Artifice." 
 
      
 
    The next two were the others from Dragon's Den. "Linel Switch, seventeen. I joined a week ago after the war. I studied Kruxsetting in my free time when training to come here. I helped my dad in his armory every day since I was eight." 
 
      
 
    "Russell Donnel, twenty-five. Five years Kruxsetting in my travels, six in construction, and seven in aero-nautical engineering." 
 
      
 
    "José Estrada, thirty. I've worked with Monsters in the south during my three years in college before moving to this region at twenty-six. I lived in the desert most of my life and learned much from the passing nomads. My father bought me two books from the 'History of the Great Wars' series: 'Reign of Advanced Exo-suits' and a special edition called 'From the Mind of a Myshcell' that has a few journal entries about scattered subjects." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "I've seen the series list. Though a chance to read it myself would be great." 
 
      
 
    The other applicants glanced worriedly at each other. A small voice called out. "Am I late!?" 
 
      
 
    A waist-tall gecko was running towards the table. It's large backpack jumped back and forth on its back, rustling numerous papers within. 
 
      
 
    José's eyebrows shot up. "A Kyte!" He exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    The gecko looked to Arend. "Did I miss my chance?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I eliminated those who didn't bother to find out who was hiring them." 
 
      
 
    "Okay!" It exclaimed, tossing its bag on a nearby chair and dragging it over by the leg. 
 
      
 
    It scurried up the side of the chair to sit on its backpack, head a few inches above the surface of the desk. Arend slid the paper with what he had written down so far over to the Kyte, readying a second sheet. 
 
      
 
    "I take it you're José?" It asked. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    "I take it you're here for a job? Red-bellied Kytes don't venture far from home for nothing." 
 
      
 
    The gecko laughed quietly. "It's funny how the yellow-bellied Kytes aren't cowards." 
 
      
 
    "So you're seriously going to let that thing apply?" The woman at the end of the table asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend pointed to the door. "Buh-bye~!" He called out as she stood up to leave. He looked at the remaining applicants. "So does anyone else have a problem with…" He glanced sideways at the Kyte. "…her?" 
 
      
 
    They collectively shook their heads. The Kyte was impressed. "You can tell my gender?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Slightly paler belly and thicker scales." Arend replied before looking to the next applicant. 
 
      
 
    "Jaime Jacques, twenty-seven. I've studied medicine most of my life, and still have a few things to refine before becoming an official doctor. I'm looking to focus on my affinity towards Orenth Therapy as well as how to create medical equipment that can do the same." 
 
      
 
    "Krien Lwen, twenty-one. I've studied marketing and Public Relations for about five years. I've also worked in my parent's store for half my life." 
 
      
 
    "Any skills in Korvan whatsoever?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Krien shook her head. "I know very little about them." Arend nodded. 
 
      
 
    Everyone turned to the Kyte. She sat up straight. "Pockle, sixteen. I've been taught from an early age how to manipulate Korvan and Orenth using magic." Half the table chuckled. Arend raised an eyebrow but did nothing more. 
 
      
 
    "What's so funny?" Krien asked. 
 
      
 
    "Long before we industrialized Korvan, it was considered magical. Older methods required intense training to summon forth even just a spark of Orenth. I thought that belief died out with the Great Wars." Lyre explained. 
 
      
 
    "I learned it from the Pendragon that adopted me." Pockle replied. 
 
      
 
    "It has to be at least 2,000 years old!" José exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Pockle nodded. "2,234 to be exact." 
 
      
 
    "I thought all Monsters were born with the ability to manipulate Orenth. Isn't that the difference between them and animals?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    José nodded slowly. "'Orenth Alchemy', as her skills are called, started as something only intelligent and skilled Monsters could do. Humans are in a group in between Monsters and animals since we can use Orenth, but it isn't naturally occurring. We as a species developed Orenth manipulation only after exposure to large amounts of Orenth, and considering the Orenth the Great Wars threw everywhere, Orenth became a natural part of our physiology." He explained. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm." Arend said, frowning. 
 
      
 
    "What is Orenth Alchemy though?" Krien asked. "You never explained it." 
 
      
 
    Pockle pulled a thick piece of black cloth from her backpack. One side was clean, and the other was slightly discolored. She laid it out clean side down. She pulled out a vial of a light blue gel-like substance and drew with it on the cloth, the excess easily scraped back into the vial. She put a little on her palm and placed her hand on the cloth. There was a slight crackle and Pockle slowly raised her hand, revealing a growing net of blue electricity. 
 
      
 
    Arend stuck his hand in nonchalantly. Pockle tried to close the net, but the electricity stuck to his hand like a spider web. Once Arend pulled it up from the cloth, it arced up his arm and disappeared into his chest. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm." Arend said as he stared at his hand. "It's not natural Orenth, but it's not yours either." He glanced sideways at Pockle. He wiped up a small drop of the –now clear- gel, sniffing it. "Hmm. Did this come from a strongly elemental Monster?" Arend asked, rubbing it in his fingers. 
 
      
 
    "No," Pockle said slowly. "It's from a plant." 
 
      
 
    "It wouldn't happen to be a type of fruit would it?" Arend asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, a rare kind that grows only in areas with specific kinds of Orenth." 
 
      
 
    He swiped a drop from her vial, licking it. "Hmm!" He exclaimed. "It's got a salty/citric tang." 
 
      
 
    "Let me try." Russell said as he snagged the vial, and poured some into his mouth before Pockle could object. He stiffened in his seat as the electricity discharged though his body. Jaime retrieved Pockle's vial before he could crush it. Russell coughed when he recovered from the shock with a little help from Jaime. 
 
      
 
    "…Ow…" 
 
      
 
    "That was kind of really stupid." Jaime said as she returned the vial. 
 
      
 
    "I thought that since he could…" Russell started. 
 
      
 
    Arend chuckle interrupted him. "This is the wrong place to thing that." 
 
      
 
    "Why not introduce yourself?" Krien suggested. "You may be relatively famous, but there isn't much reputable information out there." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm. Arend Myshcell, nineteen. My parents were killed by the Black Monster, and my sister become possessed, which I ended myself with a hole where my heart was. Alexander Soum and Nem Fifer were there shortly after. Nem met King who told him to look into Celestial Rim before escaping from those very same Pendragon Hunters. 
 
      
 
    "My heart was replaced by an Axis Grey Adamtinium artificial heart, and I was sent to live with my uncle and work in his Korvan shop. I met Hunter the day before joining Dragon's Den in that same shop, later meeting his friends in a Battle Bar down the street. Upon meeting them, I decided to join the Guild. Using a bag of materials my uncle had collected for me, I created what would become part of the True Safeguard, joining a Korvan Nem had stolen with it to bring forth the Korvan's true potential. 
 
      
 
    "With the Dragon Drive's Prototype on my back, I headed out on my first Request with no worries about Possession or Changing. There I learned the truth about myself from King; the Pendragon I had originally thought had killed my parents. He told me that I had died shortly after my birth, and my father was driven to bring me back by fusing my body with Orenth taken from a Pendragon, giving me hidden potential that came forth much later. 
 
      
 
    "That Pendragon was King's brother, and why he had clashed with my parents when trying to take me away. It was when I fought with the Black Monster that I realized King wasn't the one behind my parent's death and my sister's possession. King still felt guilty in having accidentally set them up, and agreed to submit to my control until I would allow him to die. 
 
      
 
    "When I recovered from that fight, I met with the S-Ranked members of Dragon's Den, establishing my competence by finding Nem hiding with his cloak, something that I was told only Pendragons are capable of. Though I haven't gotten an explanation of just why yet. Following Nem's advice, I went to the Hunter Tournament to face Alexander, where Nem's suspicions were proven true. 
 
      
 
    "As you know, I didn't win that fight outright, but I did give them a reason to fear me. No one has ever made even the tiniest of scratches on a Legendary Weapon, and what I gave it was in no way tiny. My weapon was completely destroyed in the fight, so I left with Richard Griffin to gather parts and train my body. As for the rest of it, a friend I had made on the way will be publishing an article very soon that chronicles everything that happened and I think he should get the first telling of it he deserves." 
 
      
 
    They sat in shocked silence. "I thought those were just wild rumors." José said. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head, raising a red-flame cloaked hand. 
 
      
 
    "Stick!" Pockle exclaimed, reaching for Arend' hand. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Arend said as Pockle took his hand. 
 
      
 
    "This technique," Pockle explained as she pulled part of the Orenth off Arend and held it in her palm. "Is called 'Stick.'" Arend switched to white flames, but the part still in Pockle's hand remained red. "And Slick as well?!" Pockle exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Is this really that surprising?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes!" Pockle exclaimed. "While Stick itself is rare, it's even rarer to have both Stick and Slick. The only thing that would surprise me more is if that Pendragon that became part of you was a Pencore." The Orenth still in Pockle's hand wavered as what coated Arend' disappeared. Pockle looked up at Arend. Arend looked up at everyone else. 
 
      
 
    "I want all of you to meet me where the Airship is being researched in two hours." The group glanced at each other and stood up. Arend stopped Pockle with a hand as the others left. "I need you to come with me." Was all he said as he turned to the back door. She hurried after him with her backpack . 
 
      
 
    Arend twisted his ring as he walked out into the empty field. He turned to Pockle. "What's a Pencore?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    She stopped short. "A very rare kind of Pendragon that can use all of the special techniques that use Pendragon Orenth." She explained. She glanced up as a shadow passed overhead. King landed in a puff of dust next to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Both of you…" Arend glanced between the Kyte and the Pendragon. "Aenfel." 
 
      
 
    King took a step back so quickly that he fell backwards. Pockle's legs gave out. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded slowly. "'Aenfel of the Southern White Star, Pencore of the Darkness.' This was what Death's Ring said was sleeping inside me." Pockle looked up to King. He was staring off with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Aenfel," Pockle began. "Is a Pencore that could-" 
 
      
 
    "My brother." King cut in. "He's my brother. I was never told he was a Pencore, but now I know who my brethren spoke of when they said 'the first Black-Born Pencore has fallen to the Rim of the earth.' They meant my brother had been killed by Celestial Rim." 
 
      
 
    "Why is that so significant?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "But he was supposed to be immortal!" Pockle exclaimed, ignoring Arend' question. 
 
      
 
    "It would seem that is not the case anymore." King replied. 
 
      
 
    "But wait! What the Death Ring said, do you think…?" Pockle stopped. 
 
      
 
    King's face grew intense. "It could mean my brother's consciousness is still part of this world." King looked at Arend. "Part of you, Arend. Sleeping as your Possessed heart." 
 
      
 
    Arend raised two hands coated in the different Pendragon Orenth. "In my Orenth…" Arend whispered. 
 
      
 
    His hands flashed with color as he closed his fists and dispersed the Orenth. "Arend-!" " 
 
      
 
    Not yet." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    King tilted his head. "What does-?" 
 
      
 
    Arend looked to him. His left eye had streaks of sky blue that faded to dark green and transitioned through purple before blooming with red and pink and returning to its original grey. 
 
      
 
    "What does what?" Arend asked, tilting his head. 
 
      
 
    King and Pockle shared a glance before King shook his head. "Nothing." 
 
      
 
    "Okay." Arend said as he walked around to climb onto King's back. 
 
      
 
    King looked at Pockle. "How do you know so much about Pendragons anyway?" 
 
      
 
    "Gliese of the Western Golden Sun, Pencore of the Artifice." Pockle replied. 
 
      
 
    King grimaced. "D-don't tell her I'm here." 
 
      
 
    "Why not? She's mentioned you with great reverence." Pockle said. 
 
      
 
    "Just, don't." King replied as he took to the sky. Pockle watched them go; only realizing something as they disappeared from view. She had two hours to get across the city on two stubbly feet with very little cash on hand. Securing her backpack, she dropped down to all-fours and raced across the field as fast as she could. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Isaac was searching Neon Street desperately for the women that knocked him on his ass. Partly for revenge and partly because he found her interesting. He spent hour looking through legal and illegal fight registries for some hint to who she was. All he knew about her was a flash of flamboyant colors and a kick that left him thunderstruck. He was left to sit outside for nightfall on the curb next to an empty street outside the club he had first met her at. 
 
      
 
    - - - Exiled Innocence - - - 
 
      
 
    Arend had the seven potential employees in front of him. José was remarkably skinny and had a naturally tan skin tone that honored his heritage. His dark hair was combed and more styled than when Arend had first met him. Lyre was just as skinny as José, but Panzer's training had given an all-round toning and a light tan that gave his originally pale skin some form of color. A pair of thin squared glasses sat on his nose, accented by the black frames. His reddish-brown hair was left to its own devices and was in need for a trim. 
 
      
 
    Russell was a large, portly man with arms that could work metal with little effort. His head was cleanly shaven so the color of his hair was unidentifiable, if he still grew any on it or not. Jaime's hair was almost literally the color of golden sunlight, but a small amount of red greatly lowered how metallic it looked. It was tied back in a neat braid. She resembled a younger Janese that hadn't quite "filled out" yet, although her shoulders were proportionally wider than Janese's and her torso was a bit taller. 
 
      
 
    Krien looked like anyone her age, with unwrinkled skin and enough pep and energy to feed a small nation. Unlike Jaime, Krien had the curves and right kind of attitude to deal with people, and proved even more effective as a secretary than Arend first thought based on her age; she was naturally sociable and could find numerous ways to explain something, unlike everyone else. 
 
      
 
    Pockle's height was almost laughable as she barely stood at chest-level with Jaime while standing on her backpack. Her skin was a mass of tiny sand-colored bumps that would blend in with the sand of her homeland. True to her name, her belly was a shade of bright red textured by scales that were invisible unless you got close. Her large eyes were the same color as her skin, almost invisible except for the thin black slits that made up her pupils. 
 
      
 
    Linel was a taller, wider, and a larger build than Arend, and would have fitted the "brawler look" better than Arend did. Arend didn't let it get to him as Linel's strength was purely power in his back and arms, and didn't have the full-body toning he did. Linel's hair was a blazing red-orange that naturally grew in a swept motion towards his left side. He kept it trimmed somewhere between two and three inches simply because of its naturally styled pattern. 
 
      
 
    "Have you made a decision yet?" Lyre asked, silver eyes filled with hopefulness. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, filling the lobby with even more anxiety. "I think you all will do fine." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sorry, what?" José asked. 
 
      
 
    "He never specified how many spots there were." Krien explained. 
 
      
 
    "Aye." Arend replied. "Though there are enough of you to fire and still have a working team, so don't go thinking special relations or skills will circumvent poor work." 
 
      
 
    Iode waved from across the lobby. Arend smiled and stood up to meet him. Iode gave the seven a nod before looking to Arend. "I can say with confidence that the plans you sent me will work, with a few modifications for structural stability." 
 
      
 
    "Good! When can we begin?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "In a few days. We should have it built and fully stocked in a month and a half." Arend frowned. "There's nothing I can do Arend." Iode said. "The shipping of materials, the appliances, prepping the groundwork and building the damn thing is a hell of a lot of work for the small group I work for. Construction isn't really a sought-after career." 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed. "Alright, fine. We can at least show them what to expect." 
 
      
 
    Iode held up a stack of papers, notes, and blueprints in cardboard tubes. "That, I can do." 
 
      
 
    Iode laid everything out on the long table. Before Iode could begin to explain everything, Arend' phone rang. Arend flipped it open and stepped away from his group. 
 
      
 
    "What's up?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "We've got a problem." Kronth replied. "And it's about Ros." 
 
      
 
    "Shit." Arend cursed, walking father away from the group. 
 
      
 
    "And the Sun Legendary Weapon as well. Silver Napalm is concerned over the heat they're receiving from the other Syndicates. They can handle the Weapon, but Ros has to go." 
 
      
 
    "Fine." Arend growled. "He's my responsibility and I'll find him a place to stay." 
 
      
 
    "Arend…" Kronth said, a soft sigh audible to Arend' ear. 
 
      
 
    "I know Kronth." Arend said gently. "But that's all I've got. I don't know what else to do." 
 
      
 
    Kronth sighed again, this one drawn out with a slight pause. "I don't know either. I'll send him your way." 
 
      
 
    "Love you." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "You too." Kronth replied quietly before they both hung up. 
 
      
 
    Arend turned back towards his group. "I've got some business to take care of. I'll be back soon." He said to them before walking towards the front door. 
 
      
 
    A passing Corenden found him seated on a bench a half hour later. He paused when he saw Arend. He had briefly appeared to be someone else with the look he was giving the sky. His hat filled the space to his left, dropped onto his bag. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Arend, what are you doing out here?" Corenden asked as he joined Arend on the bench to his right. 
 
      
 
    "Not much." Arend replied, not breaking his gaze with the sky. 
 
      
 
    "Okaaay, why are you out here?" Corenden asked, frowning. 
 
      
 
    "Ros." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "What about him?" Corenden asked warily. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth says there have been some complaints about his remaining presence and lack of punishment." 
 
      
 
    "That's ridiculous! Even I know he's unaccountable for his actions!" Corenden exclaimed, suddenly angry. 
 
      
 
    "They weren't there." Arend replied, placing a hand on Corenden's shoulder and finally looking at him. He glanced away immediately, staring now at the sidewalk's concrete. "They don't trust me anyway." 
 
      
 
    "So what!" Corenden puffed, his fur rippling. "They have no right to argue!" 
 
      
 
    "They have every right!" Arend exclaimed, finally showing emotion. "You're being ridiculous!" 
 
      
 
    "No-I-am-not!" Corenden replied, accenting his words with a poke at Arend. "I know powerful that control was; I felt that dark presence filling his body. Normal men can't stand up to that." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly." Arend batted away Corenden's still poking hand. "It's the fact that I'm not a normal man that makes them so wary. Not just human, not fully Monster; if I was Changed I would hold a hell of a lot more ground. If I wasn't a Myshcell, if I wasn't also part Pendragon, if I hadn't fought Ros alone; my voice would be held in high regard. As of now, I have to rely on Kronth to get my voice heard in this bull shit they call politics." 
 
      
 
    Corenden brooded for some time. He had a thought that made him frown further. "If your strength is what's limiting you now, why do you want to get stronger? I'm sure with what you have now; a peaceful life would be incredibly easy." 
 
      
 
    "Because power still sleeps within me." Arend replied, tapping his heart. "Something I need full control of. I'd rather be an outcast who's fully capable, than a public figure in an insane asylum." 
 
      
 
    Corenden frowned. "Insane asylum?" 
 
      
 
    "I know what chaotic Orenth can do to a person. Just ask Hunter about Finch." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend' phone buzzed. 'He's headed your way. Hell of a lot of red tape.' 
 
      
 
    'Thank you. Are you busy tonight?' Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    'Yeah, sorry. Almost every night for the next week. Tomorrow my schedule's mostly clear, so we can hang out while I "review" your contract. At least that's what I'll tell them.' 
 
      
 
    Arend smiled. 'Alright, sounds good!' 
 
      
 
    Corenden had watched the conversation over Arend' shoulder. "You two don't have any pet names? No sweetie, honey, cutie pie?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shut his phone and shook his head. "We both agreed to wait until later for that. We both felt a little weird about it." 
 
      
 
    "Huh." Corenden said as he sat back down. 
 
      
 
    "'Huh?'" Arend asked. "I detect a hesitant tone~!" 
 
      
 
    "Well, of the boyfriends Kronth's had, at least the ones I've met; they usually shower her with affection." Corenden explained. 
 
      
 
    "Until they have sex and the relationship begins to fall apart." Arend replied with a snort. 
 
      
 
    "…Did she tell you already?" Corenden asked, a little taken aback. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded and leaned back. Sighing, he replied. "I had a feeling before she did, and she only confirmed my suspicions. For being as headstrong as she is, she gets very timid when it comes to a relationship." 
 
      
 
    "Well, she's only human. You guys are full of contradictions." Corenden replied with a soft laugh. 
 
      
 
    Arend couldn't help laugh as well. "Yeah, but I think that's just part of nature. Animals and Monsters alike have their fair share of contradictions. Hell, some Monsters are more human than humans." Corenden nodded. 
 
      
 
    'But then again,' Arend thought. 'What makes a human, human?' 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    'What am I?' Ros thought as he stared up at the ceiling of the armored van. He chewed absently at pieces of bread picked from the roll in his hand. 
 
      
 
    'I can't be nobody; I have a name, a body, a mind. But a name not of my own, a body foreign to me, a mind void of memories but full to the brim with thoughts. Does that mean I'm a thought? Something there, but gone in a snap?' 
 
      
 
    Ros shook his head once. 'No.' 
 
      
 
    He shook his head three more times, popping the rest of the crushed roll into his mouth. 'No, no, No. A man I am. A man given a crumbling slate. Empty of substance, but still responsible. I am not a child, I don't need a hand to hold and guide me. What is done is done, no matter the cost. I know I put the Ring on freely. My body still remembers that first pain for me.' Ros flexed his arm under his cast. As stiff as it was, it still gave to a flick of his wrist. 
 
      
 
    His body tilted as the van came to a stop. The door opened and Ros was thrown unceremoniously out. Ros crossed his arms and sat. He spun around with a foot as the van drove away. He dropped his arms and tilted his head as Arend did the reverse. 
 
      
 
    "So…" Ros started, voice cracking. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah…" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Corenden waddled up; his head level with Ros'. Ros glanced between the two. "Do I know you?" Ros' asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. We fought each other." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    'So he's the one who dared face Death?' Ros thought. 
 
      
 
    "My uncle broke Death's Ring." Arend added. 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Ros nodded. "C-could you thank him for me?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "He already knows. You were lucid when the doctors fixed your arm. Most of it was babbling, but that was some of what was decipherable." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm." Ros said thoughtfully. 
 
      
 
    "The rest was disturbing. Mostly about those you had fought alongside." Arend added. 
 
      
 
    "Why am I here?" Ros asked. 
 
      
 
    "Silver Napalm was tired of you." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Ros nodded. "I know why." 
 
      
 
    "You really do have no Orenth…" Corenden said as he poked Ros. 
 
      
 
    "Nope! Death's Ring rejected it all. It's part of the contract required when you accept its power. Anyone can use it, but Death Orenth in itself is the absence of Orenth, and can only be used when none is present." Ros explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend was impressed. "So you know about Legendary Weapons then?" 
 
      
 
    "A little. Celestial Rim taught me the basics. I learned everything else from the Ring." Ros replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend half turned to the Den building. "I've got some business to do…" 
 
      
 
    Ros stood. Corenden flew up onto Arend's shoulders. He kept a close eye on Ros as they walked across the lobby. 
 
      
 
    Ros followed, distracted by his thoughts. 'Why would they send me here? It's not like I need much security with my lack of Orenth; any well-aimed blast would knock me out cold. They even had rookies stationed outside my cell! And now I'm free to walk shackle-less in the Guild of the man who faced me on the battlefield? Dragon's Den is sure a strange one.' 
 
      
 
    Ros bumped into Corenden's tail when Arend stopped. Apologizing, he stepped to Arend' right. The eight sitting at the table were confused; more than half shooting dark looks his way. Ros shuffled slightly behind Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Why is he here!?" José demanded, standing up. 
 
      
 
    "Because Silver Napalm couldn't continue to take care of him. He's here on my request until we can find him a home." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    José opened his mouth to argue, but Iode cut him off. "Ros was Arend' responsibility the moment he and Ros began to fight. The way I see it, Ros himself is very much a victim as he has no memory about himself and is left with the blame of something he had no control over. It's more than pleading insane when a man is left blank and another one of nature's oddities." 
 
      
 
    Pockle was the most confused. "Who is this man?" 
 
      
 
    "He was the wielder of Death's Ring in the war." José replied with the twitch of a snarl on his face. 
 
      
 
    "Oh. So that would definitely explain the Orenth and memory problems." She replied. 
 
      
 
    "Enough of this." Arend said as he pulled up a chair. "Let's get down to business." 
 
      
 
    Ros sat alone a table over. 'It will always be the same. People can't help feel the way they do even if they know it's wrong.' 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "Alright. Let's start with the basics." Arend said, turning to the man operating the projector slides at a computer. 
 
      
 
    The next image slid onto the screen behind him. A variety of people were showing off their Orenth abilities. 
 
      
 
    "Orenth! The basic energy for all practical life on earth; in the air, in the water, and so on. But as you will soon learn, Orenth is far more complicated than that." Arend nodded at the man. 
 
      
 
    A cluster of many kinds of Korvan slid into view. "Korvan! The crystallized Orenth formed around the essence extracted from various materials. Specific ratios of the seventeen know types of Orenth from Fire to Death determine what the Korvan can do in terms of manipulating Orenth or its environment." 
 
      
 
    Arend paused briefly as an array of hands shot up. For being his first lecture, the turnout had filled the auditorium of Sareville's community college. His team sat in the back, with a very attentive Ros taking notes like the rest of the college kids. A few of his friends sat father to the corner. A few professors sat in the front row, with the more experienced students radiating out from there. Arend called on the closest professor. 
 
      
 
    "What about the Twenty-one Type Theory?" 
 
      
 
    Arend' hand shot up before anyone could utter a word. "Later. Just basics right now." 
 
      
 
    A majority of the hands fell. Arend called on one of the ones still up. "Why is it a Monster's Orenth, such as a Pendragon's, doesn't need a Matrix to have an effect?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "Because Monsters are one in themselves!" José called down. "They're what the technology is based on!" 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "And from there," Arend coated his arm in Stick. "It's just a matter of will over it. And if that will wavers…" C 
 
      
 
    rios' arm returned to normal, but more astute Orenth sensors could notice the shift in Arend' Pendragon Orenth in the brief moment he let it go. Arend however, and them as well, paid it no heed. 
 
      
 
    "Humans also have this 'organic Matrix', although we don't have the same control over Orenth that Monsters do." 
 
      
 
    "Alright!" 
 
      
 
    The next slide came up, just a simple list of rules. Arend gave the man at the projector a thumbs up. 
 
      
 
    "Let's cover what NOT to do with Korvan. Number one: grafting any kind whatsoever to your body. Madness and cannibalism are proven side effects. Number two: giving animals Exo-suits. When it DOESN'T kill the animal, it Changes them, with Possession a greater possibility than humans. Not to mention the pain. Two simple rules to keep you out of trouble." 
 
      
 
    Arend flicked his wrist and the next slide popped up. It was a twisted mass of metal with what looked like eyes in the Korvan scattered within it. Next to it was a woman with pointy ears and a tail. 
 
      
 
    "Possession and Changing; two importantly distinct phenomena. Changing is widely accepted as a human taking on a Monster's characteristics. While usually not fatal, it's certainly life changing. It occurs when a human is exposed to a large amount of Natural Orenth, or Orenth from a particular Monster, usually through an Exo-suit or rarely a weapon. 
 
      
 
    "Possession is a different matter entirely. With Monsters as the only known cause. Powerful, corrupt Monsters can leave traces of their consciousness in their Orenth, and can easily turn a Matrix into a very simple brain. It can also take over a person's body, which allows for a more complex personality to develop, but at the cost of sanity and turning them into an unstoppable death machine. For the most part." 
 
      
 
    Arend rubbed his hands together. "Alright. Here's where the basics stop." 
 
      
 
    A slide with an organized clusterfuck of all known Korvan variations came onto the screen. "Crystallization, a process that requires a great deal of pressure and condensed Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Someone raised their hand. "Why are you reviewing this? IF we're going to be interns, don't you think it's nessicary to teach things we understood as children?" 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled out a Korvan he randomly took from his cache. It was grey-blue and shaped like a triangle. "Tell me, who her thinks I could eat this?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    No one raised their hand. Arend' friends, who already knew the answer, chuckled quietly. "You'll break your teeth! Korvan are as hard as rocks!" Ros called excitedly. "No Monster has teeth hard enough! Not even Lukyas can!" 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed then stopped. "What the hell is a Lukya?" 
 
      
 
    "A rock eating monster with diamond-gritted teeth." José replied. "It only lives a way over to the south though." 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Arend replied, before promptly biting into the Korvan, wiping away the crumbs like he would a cookie. "Anyone care to explain?" Arend asked as he pulverized the Korvan. 
 
      
 
    Arend was met with a wave of murmurs as he swallowed. "Let me help," Arend offered. "Part Pendragon, standard, healthy Korvan, and my teeth are human." 
 
      
 
    Nothing but silence. "C'mon people!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    The man at the projector tentatively raised his hand. Arend nodded his way. "What outside force can break Korvan?" He asked. "Orenth overload, Orenth strain, Orenth draining, impurity, age, and instability." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "So, did I feed too much Orenth into the Korvan?" 
 
      
 
    "No." They replied. 
 
      
 
    "Did I twist the Orenth field providing significant strain, or otherwise destabilize it?" 
 
      
 
    A small female voice called out as people began to say 'no'. "A little?" 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, holding up a hand with a space between his thumb and finger. "Just a smidge! Plus more than enough draining was going on. But do you get my point? Sometimes it takes some of the basics to answer a seemingly difficult question." Arend pointed at the man at the projector. "He got it and this is his minor." 
 
      
 
    When Arend wiggled his finger, the next slide came up. A man and women dressed in matching armor of a dark violet popped up on the screen. 'Courtesy of the Infighters' was printed below it. 
 
      
 
    "Inherent Affinity of Color; IAC for short. Orenth's tendency to lean towards specific colors, as well as a Korvan's preference for a specific color. A few may scoff at me for this, but it's important for those who will eventually work for Guild members." 
 
      
 
    The next slide came on, a complex diagram depicting light and its connection to Orenth. 
 
      
 
    "Materials absorb and release Orenth much like how they do with light and color. Unlike stationary objects that bleed off the Orenth into the chaos that is Natural Orenth, something like a piece of armor can be designed to point that Orenth into a person, increasing their available Orenth with absolutely no risk since it's not Natural Orenth but a stage in conversion easily reversed. 
 
      
 
    "This also effects the flow of Orenth in a person and in the area directly around them. For those who've seen me fight, that color changing haze around me is in fact condensed Orenth acting as a solid and absorbing light. It is also how the True Safeguard acts as a standard Safeguard if it was placed in its usual place in an Exo-suit. This is important because the stages my weapon is set up shift in power as the color changes, and I made sure to set the wild-card Safeguard up to lean towards the color it shifts to as the weapon powers up. 
 
      
 
    "This is important as the Dragon Drive operates at full capacity only when all the types of Orenth are roaring through it. So in a moment of brilliance, I set it up to shift as it began pulling in more types. At this point, I'm working my way away from IAC and towards the different type's different Manipulation Resistance; how easily you can influence specific types of Orenth. In essence, nothing is overlooked when it comes to the Dragon Drive, because it is all connected." The next slide appeared on the screen. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend' lecture ended with a great deal of praise. As the majority left, a few stayed behind for a few words. Many suggested that he become a teacher before leaving Arend with a small, select group. Two professors approached with four students. Arend' team was packing up some of the equipment that had shown off. 
 
      
 
    "Are these them?" Arend asked, gesturing to the students. The two professors nodded. 
 
      
 
    The younger one spoke. "These four have shown significant skill and ability in regards to Kruxworking. Two engineers, one for structural and the other for mechanical, a Kruxsetter, and a Korvan Specialist." 
 
      
 
    "What kind?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Botanical." She replied. 
 
      
 
    Brock was the structural engineer, a large, sturdy man who fit his name well. Like the other three, he was dressed in a mix of formal and casual; what they most likely wore every day. He was wearing one of Hunter's Band's tee shirts. 'The Song of Words Lost.' Was written in faded white across his black chest. The band's name 'Forgotten Wasteland' was in the bottom left corner with 'Starlight Clocktower' below it in grey and 'Nostalgic Dream' written below it with dropped "a"s. It brought a smile to Arend' face as it reminded him of his first date with Kronth. 
 
      
 
    Chem was the Botanical Korvan Specialist. Her light brown hair had a streak of crimson down the left side. Arend had the feeling it wasn't intentional, and chose to ignore it. Her pale blue eyes reminded him of a cloudy sky. As for her attire, she had a coat almost exactly like Janese's, but with a few noticeable discolorations. 
 
      
 
    Web was the Kruxsetter. He was half Arend' height, and based on his defensive stance, didn't like that. A pair of pale yellow ears identical to Corenden's poked through his blonde hair. A bag was thrown over his shoulder and hid the possible wings and tail from Arend' view. Arend tried not to stare even though he'd never seen a Pog Changed before. 
 
      
 
    Flem was the mechanical engineer. He was a few inches taller than Arend and very, very skinny. Pale as the moon, Arend assumed he didn't get out much. He spoke softly in a thick accent that reminded Arend of Duke. His hair was a dark blue gradient out into a dark purple. Unlike the others, he was dressed in the semblance of a uniform with a tucked shirt and neat coat. It wasn't a suit, but it had the same affluence. A small black messenger bag was hanging next to his left hip, a well worn leather strap tight against his body. 
 
      
 
    They bowed their heads in sync. "It will be a pleasure to work with you." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm. I take it you were told to practice that?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep!" Brock replied. 
 
      
 
    "So…" Arend said as he rocked back and forth. 
 
      
 
    Iode called out to him. "We're ready to go!" 
 
      
 
    "Shall we?" Arend asked, pointing. 
 
      
 
    They glanced at each other with confused faces. "Aren't you going to tell us who you're picking?" Web asked. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Your contract only requires taking two interns." The young professor explained. "We expected you to pick who would have the greatest benefit from working with you." 
 
      
 
    Arend crossed his arms. "Did you really expect me to know how to do that? I'm nineteen." The professors glanced at each other. "I'm good with comprehension and learning new things, but I've got only so many years of experience. Any amount of new knowledge outside of my current reach is very valuable to me. I don't mind taking all four, but I get the distinct feeling carrying all four through the intern process won't be an issue." 
 
      
 
    The old professor nodded. "So you hold knowledge over profits." Arend laughed. 
 
      
 
    "The knowledge leads to profits! Once I build a steady team, I plan on launching the world into the greatest technological revolution since Kruxsetting!" 
 
      
 
    Web laughed. "And how do you plan on doing that?" 
 
      
 
    "Hey Arend!" Iode called excitedly. "The Maxim Vulcanus has arrived!" 
 
      
 
    Arend grinned. "Networking." 
 
      
 
    The four interns hurried after Arend with the same excitement he had. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    A pale blue, highly polished train had brought Sub Meridian and Arend' appliance to a station outside Sareville. Seven people were tasked with guarding the piece of equipment almost too big to fit on the train, as well the truck it was placed on. Two sat with the nervous driver, three on the Maxim Vulcanus itself, one of foot, and one riding a large snow leopard. 
 
      
 
    The sidewalks were crowded, but the streets were empty as the truck chugged along to Dragon's Den. The entire guild was in attendance as the truck pulled up. Arend and Kronth stood to the front, King and Oragè sitting behind their respective Beastmasters. 
 
      
 
    The truck came to a stop without notification from anyone. As the three on the top walked to the edge of the Maxim Vulcanus' bulk, an excited grin was plastered on Arend' face. When the emerald-haired young man in question and Arend saw each other, they had no choice but to break ranks. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" The emerald-haired man called as the pair ran to each other. 
 
      
 
    They practically tackled each other with two bear-hugs. "It's been too long!" Arend exclaimed as they broke away. "Are you here as the 'expert' to make sure they treat my equipment properly?" 
 
      
 
    "This is yours? No, I'm part of Sub Meridian! Sharpshooting, Kruxsetting extraordinaire!" He replied proudly. 
 
      
 
    "Really!? I guess we've both become pretty famous then!" Arend exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    The other members of Sub Meridian lined up behind the emerald-haired man with a look of confusion. "You know him Crowe?" The Beastmaster asked. 
 
      
 
    "This is the man who repaired all those power plants and substations way back when! He also was the one who taught me how to maintain them." Crowe replied. 
 
      
 
    "…Is that a Pendragon?" One of them asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "His name's King. He's relatively tame." Arend waved King over. E 
 
      
 
    veryone but Crowe took a step back. The snow leopard gave King a glare and a hiss. "He's definitely big." Crowe said. "And kinda cute!" 
 
      
 
    King lowered his head. "At least I'm not growing a lawn on my head." 
 
      
 
    Crowe laughed. "At least I don't have to clean myself with my tongue." 
 
      
 
    King laughed back. "Do you see those two women over by the golden wolf? The blonde and red-head?" 
 
      
 
    Crowe glanced around King. The other members of Sub Meridian did the same. It was the two that had given King a saddle and washed him the first time Arend and Kronth went out. Crowe glanced sideways at King. King nodded with the hint of a smile. 
 
      
 
    Crowe was suddenly depressed. "That's not fair man." 
 
      
 
    The leader of the group approached Arend. He was the one who ran from the station to the city. Two half-staved scythes were crossed on his back. He was wearing a long, near skin-tight blue-white coat with dark red fluff trim on the sleeves, the hood, and on the bottom of the coat. A pair of matching trimmed boots and a pair of white pants were visible through the open coat. 
 
      
 
    "Where's Kronth?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced back and whistled. Kronth hurried forward nervously. "Yes sir?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "First off, make sure to teach him to keep rank. I've got my own to lecture later." 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head, much to his -and all of Sub Meridian's- surprise. "He and I don't have that kind of relationship." Kronth explained. 
 
      
 
    "Wait." Crowe said, throwing up his hands. He looked at Arend. "You and your Guildmaster are hooking up?" Arend replied with a grin. "AAAAH! Everyone's getting more action than me! Even the freakin' Pendragon!" 
 
      
 
    "Che!" The man in the coat raised his lip disapprovingly. 
 
      
 
    "I can be in a relationship with whoever I want! We were together before I became Guildmaster of Dragon's Den." Kronth said. 
 
      
 
    Iode and Tommori walked around the group to direct the driver to the place Arend' equipment would be stored; a particular warehouse across the street from Silver Napalm. 
 
      
 
    "It's a gross example of how unprofessional you are. Either give up your position, or him." The man in the coat replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend didn't take his attitude with much humor. "I suggest you mind your own business." Arend warned. 
 
      
 
    The man had a scythe out before the rest of his group, save Crowe, took offensive stances. "I suggest you…" He trailed off as he noticed movement behind King. 
 
      
 
    Anyone in Dragon's Den who had the capability to fight was just as prepared to act as Sub Meridian. Looking behind him, even Tommori and Iode were ready to shed some blood. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised a hand to push away the man's scythe. "Let us put it this way," Kronth began. 
 
      
 
    "…Dragon's Den isn't one," King continued 
 
      
 
    "…For backing down," Arend growled. 
 
      
 
    "…When a friend's in trouble!" Ros finished, popping up over King's head. 
 
      
 
    "And we consider every member of this Guild a friend," Kronth added, glancing back at the crowd, where Isaac, while half-assed, was still prepared to fight with the rest of them. "Regardless of our personal opinions of each other." 
 
      
 
    The man put away his scythe and shoved a handful of paperwork into Kronth's hands. "Dream while you can. Your childish Guild will have to learn to face the reality in what you believe." He turned to walk away. 
 
      
 
    King laughed after him. "We may be childish, but try and name any Guild out there with a friend in Pendragons, and even a real life dragon!" King was ignored by everyone but Crowe. 
 
      
 
    "A dragon?" He said with a disapproving shake of his head. 
 
      
 
    "He's right." Kronth said. Crowe raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "And need I mention the dragon was scared of Arend?" Iode said as he walked by. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged with a smile. "There's a reason so few died in our little war." 
 
      
 
    With a concerning amount of apprehension of Dragon's Den's power, Crowe said his farewells and ran to catch Sub Meridian's train in the Nest. Arend was handed the paperwork as the rest of Dragon's Den scattered. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    King could hear Arend' shouting from outside and across the street from the Nest's meeting building. "How many times do I have to FUCKING tell you!? Ros isn't any danger!" 
 
      
 
    The tension building up in the weeks after Ros was allowed to wander Dragon's Den had reached a breaking point. The Syndicates had moved in full force to kick Ros out. 
 
      
 
    King heard a brief stern reply that was followed by a brief silence. A loud crack signified Arend' slamming of the door off its hinges as he stormed out. King stood and walked to the door as Arend came out. He stomped by without a word. Ros tentatively poked his head out of the doorway. 
 
      
 
    "What happened?" King asked as he watched Arend run off with chaotic bursts of Orenth. 
 
      
 
    "They threatened to terminate Kronth since her feelings were interfering with her judgment." Ros replied. 
 
      
 
    "…Well?" King asked. " 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four hours. We should find Kronth." Ros replied as he hurried down the street. King took his usual shortcut through a ventilation shaft. They both knew Kronth would be the best bet to calm Arend down. 
 
      
 
    - - - Compromising Emotions - - - 
 
      
 
    Arend surprised his team by showing up in the foulest mood they thought could be possible. They were in the middle of reconfiguring all the systems in the Sereph Fortress located to the south of Sareville. Arend grabbed a fist-sized stack of work orders said nothing to anyone as he violently went about his work. 
 
      
 
    He would rip out everything at once, throw some of it back in, and set it up to his high standards in only a few minutes. Some of the Seraph workers began to follow him around to clean up the shredded metal and cables he left behind. Linel and Russell double checked Arend' work only because it was standard policy, but they silently agreed Arend could easily slip up in the mood he was in. They all breathed a sigh of relief when they say Kronth riding Oragè over the closest hill. 
 
      
 
    Oragè waited in the recreational area as Web led Kronth to Arend. He was in the middle of dismembering a power conduit for a section of the renovated prison cells. She stopped him with a simple touch to the shoulder. Web left to join the others watching out of sight nearby. 
 
      
 
    Arend let out a sigh and covered his face. "I didn't know what to do." 
 
      
 
    Kronth sat next to him and held his head against her chest. "There wasn't anything you could do. Regardless of what anyone does in something like a war, Syndicates will only respect you in that respect; you'll have to be older and more experienced in politics to get anything like that. Richard did that well, and holds sway in almost every aspect of Guild life." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, pushing away from Kronth's chest. "I get it then. I'm just a tool for Dragon's Den." Arend sighed and stood up. "I need to go sort things out. Call me if anything big goes down." 
 
      
 
    He walked away without a second glance. Those watching made a point to disappear before he could see them. Kronth watched him go with a heavy heart, standing up and brushing herself off. She cried silently into Oragè's back on the way back to Dragon's Den. 
 
      
 
    Kronth didn't know what to do. She poked her lunch around absently in the lobby of Dragon's Den. People came and went around her, few even acknowledging her presence. 
 
      
 
    Hunter gave her a tap on the shoulder as he sat down to her left. "I heard about Arend." 
 
      
 
    Kronth sighed, dropping her fork. "I don't know what to do about him. Arend' little group has kept an eye on him, but all he's done so far is sit on the highest part of the Sereph Fortress." 
 
      
 
    "I can go talk to him or something? I've got more than a little experience with getting people comfortable." Hunter suggested. 
 
      
 
    Kronth laughed. "Yeah, you've always had that air about you. You can try if you want, but I think it goes farther than just Ros." 
 
      
 
    Hunter stood back up. "I'll see what I can do. In the mean time, you can stop worrying. Arend is the type of person to face his problems in full, and then never have to worry about them again." She gave him a wave as he stepped out. 
 
      
 
    Hunter took a cab all the way to the South Gate, from there boarding a shuttle to the Sereph Fortress. He poked his head out like everyone else as they neared the massive structure. Hunter couldn't imagine it ever getting off the ground, but the hill masked the few feet of space the giant Korvan was from the ground, floating so the edge of the platform met with the top of the hill. 
 
      
 
    Hunter hurried up the hill, looking for the moving platforms he saw at the barbecue. A few clustered Serephs were waiting for the chance to talk to some humans, a few offering tours to the others who were on the shuttle. Hunter managed to avoid most of them on his way to the platforms he was looking for. 
 
      
 
    He was immediately spoken to by one of the guards. "You're not allowed to mess with that!" He said as Hunter looked at the control panel. 
 
      
 
    "I need it for something." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "Everything you can see is well within walking distance." The guard replied. Hunter managed to pull the platform away from the main one, much to their surprise. 
 
      
 
    "I need to see a certain grey-haired man." Hunter said as he tried to move the platform up. 
 
      
 
    The guard easily jumped the slowly growing gap. He pushed Hunter back and maneuvered the platform back into its spot and locked the controls. He ushered Hunter out with a stiff hand. "Try calling him. If he is up on the roof somewhere, he's most likely got one of these already." 
 
      
 
    Hunter stuck his fingers in his mouth and whistled. A sudden King made the Serephs scatter. "I've already tried another way. It's not like I want to do this." Hunters said as he walked up to King. He awkwardly climbed onto his back. 
 
      
 
    King began to walk down the platform. "You'll have to find your own way back down. I've been running errands and need a rest." King dropped Hunter off some distance from Arend, curling up on the wide lip of the Rec. Tower. 
 
      
 
    Hunter walked over to Arend and sat next to him with his legs dangling off the edge. Arend continued to lie on his back and stare at the sky. "You know Kronth worries about you right?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "Mmm." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "When I saw her, she had poked so many holes in her salad it looked like boiled spinach." 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "Yeah, I could do better at reassuring others." 
 
      
 
    "So what's on your mind?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "Just trying to define my self-worth. Being considered a tool by the other Syndicates makes me wonder how my life's been turning out." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "You're not a tool Arend." Hunter said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Arend sat up. "Yeah, I know. But not everyone is as optimistic about this as Dragon's Den. People just don't trust people." Hunter was cut off by Flake before he could say anything to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Hunter! I need to talk with you!" 
 
      
 
    Hunter cursed his luck as Arend snuck away, leaving him alone with Flake. King snored peacefully around the corner. "What's up?" Hunter asked, trying to hide his disappointment. 
 
      
 
    "I wanted to know if you were free this evening?" Flake asked, suddenly nervous. 
 
      
 
    Hunter half shrugged. "I didn't have any real plans. My 'big thing' for today just snuck out on me." 
 
      
 
    Flake tilted his head. "What do you mean?" 
 
      
 
    "Arend has been having a hard time lately and I wanted to try and cheer him up or something." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "'Or something?' Is there some other issue Arend doesn't know about?" Flake asked, walking closer to Hunter. 
 
      
 
    Hunter sighed. "it's not that important." 
 
      
 
    "No…" Flake said, turning Hunter's head up with a hand. "Does it happen to be about Arend and you?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Hunter glanced away. "Hey!" Flake turned his head again. "You don't want to do this to yourself. I know what it feels like to have to hide your feelings. The only thing holding you back is you. Now tell me, how do you feel about Arend?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter finally matched Flake's gaze. "You know how I feel. You know that somehow, I love him." Flake removed his hand from Hunter's face. 
 
      
 
    Just below the edge of the roof, Noir caught her breath. 'I wasn't expecting that!' She thought as she slowly drifted down. 'Surprising them while being intimate was my original plan. Now I'm not really sure what to do…' 
 
      
 
    Hunter sat back down with his head in his hands. "I don't know what to do." He moaned into his hands. 
 
      
 
    "First off," Flake said, sitting next to him. "It's not love. Kronth and Arend love each other; you're confusing it with infatuation. Second, you have zero chance with him. He's with Kronth and that doesn't seem to be failing anytime soon." 
 
      
 
    "I'm well aware of that, thank you for reminding me." Hunter replied with a touch of hostility. "Any other tidbits of wisdom in that fuzzy head of yours?" 
 
      
 
    "How about stop being an ass? Arend told me the same thing when I told him my concerns about my feelings towards men. He doesn't care how much you want it; he just needs you to know that you and Arend could never work out." Flake replied. 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't help that he's the first one I've felt this way about. I'm worried he's the only one I could ever have these feelings about." Hunter said quietly, his flame doused. 
 
      
 
    Flake placed a hand on his shoulder. He spoke softly. "Hey, I know how much the first time can hurt. But trust me, he isn't." Flake removed his hand. "I just hope you realize that soon." 
 
      
 
    Flake stood up and prepared to leave. He paused when he saw the sleeping King. "Hey, do you want me to give you a lift?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter shook his head. "I'm good…but I wouldn't mind having dinner." 
 
      
 
    Flake smiled. "I'll come find you at before dusk." Flake replied before flying away. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend was wandering the outermost hills that left Sareville invisible except at night. The wild Monsters barely reacted to his presence, continuing as they always had. A few winged serpents circled overhead in the dying light. The giant fluffy dandelions were left bare when the occasional scurry of a scaled rodent bumped into its stalk. They reminded him of a desert animal called an armadillo. 
 
      
 
    Arend tried to distract himself by softly whistling some classical tune stuck in his head. It caught the attention of the Monsters and the scarce animals, but they didn't approach or cross his path in a retreat. As he passed a small pond, the sound of a small engine chugging along reached his ears. 
 
      
 
    A small puff of dust rose up from his feet as he crossed a narrow dirt road. A small bus passed by as he walked down the long, steep bank of the lake that the road circled around. Someone called out when the engine cut out. 
 
      
 
    "Hey-y-y! You alright!?" Arend glanced back. 
 
      
 
    The bus had stopped and a few people had stepped out. "I'm alright!" Arend called back. 
 
      
 
    The man said something to the others and hurried down the bank after Arend, sliding a bit past when he tried to slow down. He was very young, almost sixteen by Arend' guess. "What are you doing out here?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "Life, I guess." 
 
      
 
    He nodded. "Do you need a lift? We're going on a road trip and decided to take a route over the mountains instead of going through Chewek." 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I live in Sareville, and I can handle walking back myself if I have to." 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well?" The teen shrugged. "We have some bottled water if you want some. We were planning on stopping later," He glanced back up at his friends who were stretching. "I guess they decided now would be just as good." He waved Arend after him. "C'mon then, you can at least chat a bit." 
 
      
 
    Arend followed him back up the slope. Two other teens and an older girl were eating under a propped out tarp that was hung from the top of the bus. The girl gave him a sandwich and a bottle of water. 
 
      
 
    "Lyra, Nickel, Stem, and I'm Luka." The teen said as he retrieved his own food. 
 
      
 
    "I'm Arend." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "What were you doing wandering out here?" Lyra asked, leaning against the bus next to Arend, sipping her water. 
 
      
 
    "Life things." Arend said with a vague wave. She nodded. 
 
      
 
    Nickel gave Arend a strange look. "Do you work in a little Korvan shop in Sareville?" 
 
      
 
    "I used to." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Nickel pulled out a small green cell phone. "Remember this?" 
 
      
 
    Arend half smiled. "Ruined by seawater, now waterproofed with a back up battery and extended memory?" 
 
      
 
    Nickel nodded. "So it is you." 
 
      
 
    "Has it given you any trouble yet? I worked on that a long time ago." Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. "The computer was glitchy for the longest time, which cleared up with an update, making the battery last three times as long as well." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, showing Nickel his phone. "I got this for my new job. It took me a while to get used to the system it used. After that, I beefed it up a bit along with adding porting to a computer, making arranging contacts and files much easier." 
 
      
 
    Luka waved the others together. "You should take our picture!" 
 
      
 
    Arend stepped back and took a shot. Stem was still eating, more focused on his food. Trading numbers with Nickel, Arend sent him a copy. 
 
      
 
    "Woo. You've got a nice camera." Lyra said as she peeked over Nickel's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "It was top-of-the-line when I got it." Arend replied as he slid it back into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Stem glanced at the dashboard of the bus and did a double take. "What's up?" Luka asked. Arend walked past and popped the hood with little search for the lever. 
 
      
 
    "It overheated." Stem replied as he joined Arend with a small toolbox. 
 
      
 
    "Won't need that." Arend said as he reached into the mass of mechanics. 
 
      
 
    "This is an old engine," Stem replied, trying to pull Arend back. 
 
      
 
    "I know. End-Line Stonewall F-G6.2 coupled to a Stonewall F-F5.0…with an F-F5.3 crankshaft." Arend said as he practically climbed under the hood. 
 
      
 
    Stem was impressed. "Since when did Kruxsetters know their way around engines?" 
 
      
 
    "Since-" 
 
      
 
    "Since he became involved in the greatest information networks the world has ever seen." Kronth finished for Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced back. She was standing in front of Oragè about a yard away. Arend returned to the engine. "Give me a moment Kronth, I've almost…" Arend jiggled something back and forth and a jet of steam shot into his face. He juggled a hot cap back and forth until setting it down on the bus' bumper. "Don't touch it." Arend warned as he wiped his face. 
 
      
 
    "Will that fix it? Letting off a little steam now and again?" Stem asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "It'll happen when the engine is shut off for even a short period of time. The Korvan lining the heads are low quality and gradually leak the heat they're supposed to absorb. All but the first in the Stonewall line are meant for boats, so they can't be used for land use without two or three radiators. 
 
      
 
    " I suggest replacing the engine for something newer, but since it's probably important to you for whatever reason, install some more radiators or find someone who can replace the Korvan with something of higher quality. If you came through here a month or two in the future, I could do that in a snap." 
 
      
 
    Stem frowned. "I can't afford any of that. I may be able to find some kind of coolant besides water that works better somewhere down the road." 
 
      
 
    "The next chance you get, check the Nexus for something. I'm sure an enthusiast or two have a few answers to this problem." Arend said as he stepped away from the engine. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks. I have more than enough water to fill it a few times until I reach the next town. I'll have to wait till it cools a bit before I can though." Stem replied. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck!" Arend called with a wave as he walked away with Kronth. They waved back as Arend and Kronth sat next to the lakeshore. Oragè laid down a polite distance away from the couple. 
 
      
 
    Arend let out a sigh. "I still haven't figured it out yet. How to get what I want." Kronth leaned against him. 
 
      
 
    "It'll take more than just thought to figure it out. Politics requires a bit of finesse with people. You'll have to consider every detail that could upset someone. You're not an easy person to predict, Arend. Practically all of you action, good and bad, have had a cascading effect thanks to your network of friends." 
 
      
 
    Arend draped his arm around her. "I'll figure it out eventually." 
 
      
 
    Kronth's phone beeped. "I had King bring Ros to Pith. He seems to understand the situation and I'd say they're enjoying themselves." Kronth showed Arend a poorly taken photo of Kathy and Ros smiling. 
 
      
 
    Arend frowned, tilting his head and Kronth's hand. "Did Pith take this?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth shrugged. "With the exception of King, and now Ros, no one knows where the dragon and his companion have roosted." 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed. "At least he's enjoying himself." Arend laid back onto the ground. Kronth joined him, laying her head on his chest. 
 
      
 
    "You know though, shortly after he left, Janese and a team of Korvan Engineers developed an explanation of what Death's Ring did to Ros. With the evidence they collected into a neat display, they shamed the hell out of everyone who objected to his presence. It was a closed announcement, so don't expect an apology, but they have allowed him to enter under your supervision for up to twenty hours at a time." 
 
      
 
    Arend frowned. He glanced down at her. "Next time, tell me that first." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Noir found Kronth outside Dragon's Den an hour after her return with Arend. She quickly walked up before anyone else could approach her. Kronth was surprised to see her. "Yes? Did you need something?" 
 
      
 
    Noir nodded. "It's a bit of a sensitive subject though." 
 
      
 
    Kronth stood up. "I've got an appointment in the Nest I have to get to; we can talk on the way." 
 
      
 
    Kronth opened the door to the lobby and Noir followed her down to the spiraling staircase. Kronth leaned against the wall just before the sharp curve that would bring her into view of the Nest. "Well?" 
 
      
 
    "Weren't we…?" Noir trailed off. 
 
      
 
    "No. I don't like to walk and talk when discussing something someone thinks is important." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well… Simply put, Hunter has feelings for Arend." Noir said. 
 
      
 
    Lightning's head poked around the corner from outside the staircase. "Really? Never figured he'd swing that way." 
 
      
 
    Noir and Kronth flinched. "What are you doing out there?" Kronth demanded. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think that's important right now." Lightning replied. 
 
      
 
    Kronth glanced over at Noir. "Are you absolutely sure about this?" 
 
      
 
    "I heard it directly from his mouth." Noir replied. 
 
      
 
    Kronth sighed. "This holds greater impact than you think. I know about your advances on Arend and Flake's initial feelings towards him. You know how that turned out. Arend is loyal, and his sexuality isn't in question. If Arend doesn't know beforehand that Hunter has never shown any kind of feeling like this to another person, he might crush what little Hunter has out of him and force him back into that shell. We need to find someone who knows Hunter more personally." 
 
      
 
    "Starlik." Lightning said simply. "He grew up with Hunter and the two are very close. I think he's the first one Hunter would confide in before confessing his feelings." 
 
      
 
    Kronth nodded. "It would be best for him to give Hunter a head's up." 
 
      
 
    Lighting swung in over the railing. "I know where to find him. I'll let him know what's going down. 
 
      
 
    Kronth turned to Noir as Lighting disappeared up into Dragon's Den. "All we can do now is wait. Arend forgot to charge his phone, and he's taking a little time to himself in his room." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Lighting found Starlik in a mall corner coffee shop that doubled as a directory. He was the only one, looking for the next place to book for the band. 
 
      
 
    "Yo!" Lightning called as she entered the store. " 
 
      
 
    What's up?" Starlik asked as he glanced up from the computer. Lightning sat down next to him. 
 
      
 
    "It's about Hunter." Starlik fully turned towards Lighting. His stare was stoic and judging. 
 
      
 
    "Is he in trouble?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    Lighting shook her head. "It's nothing like that. It's a bit more personal." 
 
      
 
    "Well?" 
 
      
 
    "I have reason to believe he has feelings for Arend." 
 
      
 
    Starlik frowned. It was the first time Lighting had seen such a significant change in his face. "A Sereph named Noir overheard him talking to someone. I overheard when she told Kronth. She said talking to you would be a good idea." 
 
      
 
    Starlik nodded. "I get it. Kronth's a smart one. I'll break it to Hunter as gently as I can. I'll finish here and go find him. We don't want him running off and confessing before we get the chance to talk." 
 
      
 
    There was a crash by the door. Isaac glanced back at Lighting and Starlik, the chair he knocked over in the middle of the walkway. 
 
      
 
    "You're that jerkoff I kicked into the street!" Lightning exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Thanks for the dirt on Hunter!" He said with a little wave before running out the door. 
 
      
 
    "Damn him!" Lighting exclaimed. "I'll ring his tiny little neck…" 
 
      
 
    "Calm down." Starlik said. "He won't talk to Arend or Hunter. He'll most likely bug Kronth with it." 
 
      
 
    Lighting stormed out. "I won't let him!" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Isaac hurried to find a quick way to the Nest. He hopped a few taped-off turnstiles of an abandoned subway station and followed the tracks. He knew the trains well enough to time them and could easily use the scattered discontinued stations to get around quickly. He never worried about getting caught since there were service tunnels every thousand feet he could duck into. 
 
      
 
    He reached the station in the Nest only ten minutes after eavesdropping on Lighting and Starlik. He was also thrilled to have found the women he was looking for. He had his hopes he could worm his way into getting her interested, but it would take a great deal of finesse that he knew he possessed. 
 
      
 
    Isaac knew where to find Kronth. She was reviewing papers in the lobby of the Guildmaster's building instead of in her office. She wasn't happy to see him strut up with a wide smile. 
 
      
 
    "What do you want?" Kronth asked with a tired look. "Don't you think you should go on a Request or something already?" 
 
      
 
    He sat in the chair next to her. It though it better not to put his arm on her chair. "I heard Hunter's hungry for a little Pendragon." Isaac said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    "First, shut the hell up, second, Arend isn't 'little.'" Kronth replied absently as she continued to work. 
 
      
 
    Isaac frowned. "So you're still as easy as ever." 
 
      
 
    Kronth's head snapped to Isaac, dropping the papers she was holding. "Shut. Up. NOW." 
 
      
 
    "Oh ho ho! It seems I struck a chord. So no sex, just a little fun?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth stood up and slammed her hands down on the desk at the same time. "SHUT UP ISSAC!" 
 
      
 
    "OH! So we're yelling now!? Are you ashamed of sleeping with anyone and everyone!?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth's fists were turning white and she began to tremble. "E-enough." 
 
      
 
    "Are you going to cry now? I thought you were a tough little loud girl?" 
 
      
 
    A low rumble shook the air. "Isaac." Arend was standing a few steps past the door. Behind him, Lighting was partially regretting calling Juilio to get Arend involved. 
 
      
 
    "So the big man shows himself!" Isaac exclaimed."So tell me, does she do that thing with he-" 
 
      
 
    Before Arend could cut him off in whatever way he planned to, Lighting did it for him and caught Isaac's chin with her toe, sending him sprawling across the floor. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled as he spat blood onto the floor. "Be careful little lady, you'll start a Guild War if you don't apologize." 
 
      
 
    Lighting let out a single laugh. "I'm not in a Guild. And even if I was, I don't know anyone who would have a problem with what I just did." She glanced sideways at Arend. "I suggest you crawl away before he finishes what I started." 
 
      
 
    "He wouldn't dare do anything." Isaac laughed as he stood. "If I really wanted, I could kill him." Arend walked forward. 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Lighting exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend held up a hand. "I won't kill him. I promise." 
 
      
 
    "If you did, Dragon's Den would disown you." Isaac said as he walked nose-to-nose with Arend. "So what will you do? Plan on intimidating me with…" Isaac trailed off and took a few steps back. 
 
      
 
    He wiped blood off his face from a thin cut down his forehead. "When did-?" 
 
      
 
    "When I raised my hand." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "But-?" 
 
      
 
    "I didn't need to use Orenth." Arend said quietly. "…Still think you can kill me?" Isaac turned and hurried out the door, fear evident in his rushed footsteps. 
 
      
 
    Lighting cautiously approached Arend. "How did you do that?" 
 
      
 
    Arend gave her a short glance. "I lied." He turned away to approach Kronth. 
 
      
 
    He reached out for her hand, bus she shirked away. "Kronth…" 
 
      
 
    "No Arend. I need some time alone right now." Kronth turned to walk out the door. Arend snagged her arm and pulled her tight against her chest. 
 
      
 
    "Not about this." He said softly. 
 
      
 
    She waited a few seconds before shoving him back with a jerk. "Leave me alone Arend." She said as she walked away. Arend waited until she walked out the door before collapsing into her chair and hanging his head in his hands. 
 
      
 
    Starlik had walked in just in time to see Kronth shove Arend away. He shared an awkward look with Lighting as they tried to find something they could say. Hunter's hurried footsteps echoed in the deafening silence. He tapped Starlik on the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "I saw what happened. I was doing some paperwork with Kronth's secretary. I can handle this." He gave Starlik his phone. "Could you let Flake know I may be late for our date? You'll have to go through Maeil to reach him." Hunter left them with confused looks as he walked over to Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Korvan boy, I have a place I'd like o show you." Hunter said. Arend looked up. Hunter held out a hand. "C'mon. It's less public than this place." Arend let Hunter help him to his feet and said nothing as Hunter retrieved his phone. Lighting and Starlik discussed Hunter's "date" as they secretly followed. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend and Hunter were sitting side-by-side below the clock face of a large clock tower in the north-eastern section of the city. Starlik, Noir, Flake, and Lighting were watching from a cramped trapdoor in the clock face. It was partially hidden by the clock's hour hand. 
 
      
 
    "I lived in this area since I was a child. I always like this clock tower and when I joined Dragon's Den and the band really kicked it off, I moved to renovate and make it a landmark. Technically, I still own the rights to it." Hunter explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend didn't say anything. He stared down at the city with a stoic face. Hunter's smile faded and he began to fidget with the masonry next to him. 'I guess he's really worried about Kronth. I'm surprised he let Isaac go so easily after he said such cruel things.' Hunter looked back at Arend. 
 
      
 
    He sighed internally. 'This could never work out. I can't break the bond he shares with Kronth. I'll feel this way for a while, but I need to at least tell him how I feel.' 
 
      
 
    Hunter took a quiet breath. Before he could say anything, Arend spoke. "What do you think about our relationship? Me and Kronth I mean." Arend looked over at Hunter. "I mean really, do you think it could work out?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter blinked a few times then thought for a moment. "I think…" Hunter shook his head. "You are a good couple. I'm sure of that. 
 
      
 
    "You need someone strong enough reach and ground you up in that ignorant head of yours, and she needs someone who throws wrenches in things occasionally and forces her to loosen up a bit. You're both loud in your own ways; You in your actions, and her rather literally. Kronth's experienced and knows what she wants, and she wants you. I'm sure the chemistry of it all, but metaphorically, she's the 'master' to your 'beast'… If you want to consider it like that. You just worked, from day one. I can't really see you two with anyone else." 
 
      
 
    A faint smile crept onto Arend' face. "Thanks." 
 
      
 
    "No problem. The truth is the truth." Hunter said with a smile in return. Starlik and the other eavesdroppers grimaced. 
 
      
 
    "That's just bad." Noir whispered. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think I need to talk to him. He seems to understand his position well." Starlik replied. 
 
      
 
    "Kinda too late on that. Do you think he'll cave again?" Noir asked. 
 
      
 
    "Forty on no." Starlik said, holding up a wad of Ere. 
 
      
 
    "Forty on yes." Noir replied. 
 
      
 
    "I'm going double on yes and that Arend does something ridiculous." Lighting whispered, holding up eighty Ere. 
 
      
 
    "I'm not betting on something like this!" Flake whispered with a disapproving tone. 
 
      
 
    "Then you can hold the money!" Starlik replied as the three of them shoved the Ere into his hands. They stopped fidgeting as Hunter spoke. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Arend, want to see something cool?" Hunter asked, standing up. 
 
      
 
    "What is it?" Arend asked as he and Hunter walked to a small side door to the left of the clock face. 
 
      
 
    "It's what they did to fix the clock." Hunter replied as he pushed open the door. Starlik and the others flipped in the small space and crawled out to peek through the tarp on the floor that would still hide them. 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Starlik whispered. "Whose hand is that? Stop it!" 
 
      
 
    "Sorry." Lighting replied, shifting. 
 
      
 
    "…It's still there." 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    They glanced over at Noir. "Not sorry." Noir replied as Starlik removed her hand. 
 
      
 
    "Then was I touching…?" Lighting asked. 
 
      
 
    They glanced at Noir again. "Like I said, not sorry." Noir replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend whistled at the room-sized mechanism made of cogs, rods, and gears. "Is it entirely mechanized?" He asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yep. Every bell, click, and grind is powered by a single electric steam engine that runs almost constantly." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm. So Hunter," Arend began, leaning against a beam. "What's been distracting you lately?" 
 
      
 
    "Nothing." Hunter replied rather quickly. 
 
      
 
    "Then why haven't you been wearing you headphones?" Arend asked, tapping his ear. 
 
      
 
    "I don't want to offend any of the new recruits by making it seem like I was ignoring them." 'Damn it! How could I make a mistake like that!?' 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I don't believe it could be that simple." 
 
      
 
    "Well it is." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend stepped forward and poked his face. "Nope. Tell me." 
 
      
 
    "I did." Hunter said. 
 
      
 
    Arend poked his face again. "Stop!" Hunter exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Not until you tell me!" Arend exclaimed as he put Hunter in a headlock. 
 
      
 
    "Stop it Arend!" Hunter exclaimed as he wiggled in Arend's grasp. 
 
      
 
    "Tell me Hunter!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Hunter shoved him off. "NO!" Hunter threw his hand over his mouth. Arend smiled. Hunter shook his head back and forth rapidly. 
 
      
 
    Before Hunter could escape, Arend tackled him and pinned him to the floor. He sat on his chest with his knees on Hunter's arms. "Tell me. You know I won't tell anyone." 
 
      
 
    Hunter smirked. Using his legs, he twisted his body under Arend and threw him off, rolling free and tackling Arend in turn with his arm trapped underneath him. He pushed down with one hand in the center of Arend' back and the other on Arend' free arm, pinning Arend' knees to the floor with his own. Arend started to struggle, but stopped suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Starlik and the others watched Hunter's face slowly turn red and fall back as Arend slipped out from under him. "What happened?" Flake asked. 
 
      
 
    "I think hunter got a little too excited." Lighting said with a wiggling eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Flake simply nodded. Arend sat up. Hunter sat with his legs crossed and his arms crossed awkwardly on top of them. 
 
      
 
    Hunter sighed. "I was hoping to be able to tell you when I wanted to, but I guess I've got no choice to explain now. Truth be told, these feelings also caught me off-guard; I'm not sure why exactly, but I have feelings for you. I've been trying to figure it out and exactly why they decided to choose you to emerge for the first time. I've talked with Flake a little, and I'm hoping that would pan out for me, though I don't know how I'll deal with the fur quite yet." 
 
      
 
    "You do know there's no way in hell this," Arend motioned between him Hunter. "Could ever work out?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter frowned a little. "Damn. Could you be a little more blunt about it?" 
 
      
 
    "It's not a matter of being blunt; I'm not gay." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Do I hear a little hostility? Does my interest offend you?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. It's just true." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "…Are you unsettled with the idea of two men kissing?" Hunter asked slowly. 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed and got to his feet. He walked over to Hunter and lifted him up by the collar. "Arend, What are you-" 
 
      
 
    Arend silenced Hunter with a quick kiss. Dropping the now dazed Hunter, Arend stepped back and glanced down. He looked back up at Hunter. "Nothing. Like I said: I'm not gay." 
 
      
 
    "Maybe next time Hunter will ask if he's unsettled by two men having sex." Noir chuckled. 
 
      
 
    "YES!" Lighting exclaimed, starling everyone. She snatched her money from the frozen Flake. "Two hundred and forty easy Ere!" She stopped as Flake, Noir, and Starlik rushed to squeeze out the trapdoor. She gave Arend and Hunter a nervous wave before hurrying after them. 
 
      
 
    "Well." Arend said with a slouch. "She could at least buy us dinner." 
 
      
 
    "I think you're overlooking the crazy ass thing you just did." Hunter said as he stood up and brushed himself off. 
 
      
 
    "All mouth, there were no asses involved." Arend replied. "It still worked though." 
 
      
 
    "I think the fact that four people knew something like this was going down could be considered something that 'worked.' All you did was put the both of us in an awkward position." Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I'd rather have that than for us to continue to argue. I don't want to lose you as a friend because of a stupid fight." 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to see how you'd handle a riot." Hunter mumbled as he checked his phone. "I got to go; a little date with a sneaky blonde fur ball." Hunter said as he walked to the small door. Arend tilted his head as he watched him go. 
 
      
 
    Arend wandered around the clock tower to admire the craftsmanship of the mechanisms. Once he was finished, he began his slow decent with Stick. He flipped open his phone. "Hey Nem, I'm headed your way. I'm free to help with the Legendary Weapons." Arend sent him the short voice mail. He was picking up dinner near the harbor when he received a message back. 
 
      
 
    'Alright. Duke's raring to have another go at you. Bring the Dragon Drive.' 
 
      
 
    King picked up Arend as he entered the Nest. "Have you spoken with Kronth yet?" King asked. "I heard about Isaac's little incident." 
 
      
 
    "No, I don't think I'll see here for a while. Isaac really rattled her." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Frankly, I don't know why he's in Dragon's Den." King grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel, Duke, and Vladd were fighting Nem as Arend dropped from King with the Dragon Drive. King disappeared into the skyline. Kyrel and Vladd took as break. 
 
      
 
    "Where does King go every day?" Kyrel asked as Arend began doing stretches. 
 
      
 
    "No idea." Arend replied as he touched his toes. 
 
      
 
    "I heard Hawk and Liz like to give him baths often." Kyrel said. 
 
      
 
    "Who?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel blinked. "You don't know them? Two of Dragon's Den's women? A blonde and red head? Friends with Panzer? Made King's saddle?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I saw them a few times here and there, but I didn't get any names." Arend rubbed his chin. A gritty layer of stubble was coming in. "Come to think of it, there are six senior members of Dragon's Den I haven't met yet." 
 
      
 
    "Some of them get up insanely early and there's a distinct separation between men and women in our Guild for some reason. With the exception of Kronth and Janese. Kronth always did whatever she wanted. And Janese has her thing with Nate." 
 
      
 
    "And you with Panzer." Vladd added as he sat down. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel shrugged. "Can't really argue with that. It can't go anywhere until she finally gives me an ultimatum." 
 
      
 
    Nem called Arend over with a whistle. "He's all warmed up for you!" Nem said cheerfully as he gave Arend a pat on the back while jogging past. 
 
      
 
    Duke was hopping from one foot to the other, feet blazing. "C'mon, c'mon! Let's do this!" 
 
      
 
    Arend chuckled. "You guys ready for something new?" 
 
      
 
    Arend began to twirl the Dragon Drive, spinning and dancing around with it, keeping the blade in constant motion. "Arend what the hell-" 
 
      
 
    Duke was silenced by a tall, shuddering wave of Orenth past him. He followed the narrow line cut into the bedrock all the way to the large rock the Orenth cut a divot into in its last moments. A jagged layer of Korvan filled the gap slightly. 
 
      
 
    Arend spun the Dragon Drive around to its normal position. "That wasn't the Cavity Slash. Overclock." The Drive clicked into place, giving Arend a two-color aura of blue and purple. 
 
      
 
    Duke revved his Drives by rocking on his heels. "So are you going to keep using techniques normally impossible for a sword, let alone one as large as that? Or are you going to show me what that aura has in store for me?" 
 
      
 
    Arend dashed forward, his blade skipping across Duke's horizontal kick. Arend quickly flashed to the left, the movement now shaped like an "L." Against his will, Duke was spun slightly towards Arend. As Duke tried to regain control of himself, Arend knocked him across the field with a sharp left hook. Duke landed crouching, sliding until his feet stopped on a flat rock. Duke watched Arend closely. 
 
      
 
    Arend brought his sword up in two hands, quickly stepping in Duke's direction. Duke met him halfway. With a quick back flip, Duke kicked up Arend' arms and caught him on the chin with his toe. Duke landed from his back flip as Arend steadied his flailing arms. Duke's attack had left his head spinning, so it was harder than he thought. 
 
      
 
    Duke rolled, spinning on his hands next to Arend with the intent to dig his toe into his chest. Arend quickly brought his arms up, bracing himself. Duke's kick made Arend slide back, even with the Stick backing him up. 
 
      
 
    Arend grunted. "That shit hurts." He remarked as he glanced at the singed bruise on his right arm. He flexed his arm, rippling the muscles underneath. The bruise briefly turned purple and blue before immediately starting to fade. "Five Pillar." 
 
      
 
    The Drive clicked down and the ring on the Drive accelerated to a blur. Arend' aura shined with green and yellow flashes in the red and blue that thickened around him. Duke launched skyward, a long coil of flame following his right foot. Flipping with the help of an explosion from his left foot, Duke whipped it in a sharp arc. Arend whipped the Dragon Drive across his chest with one hand. A whistling vacuum cut through and dissolved Duke's flaming whip. 
 
      
 
    "I think Arend has a preferred Orenth." Vladd said. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel glanced at Vladd briefly and nodded. "I get what you mean. He leads with Vacuum Orenth, but usually mixes it with what would be effective. In Duke's case, a bit more Earth and Water mixed with everything else to mask it from Duke." 
 
      
 
    "That means he's got an Air group affinity." Nem said. 
 
      
 
    "Don't think so." Vladd replied. "I think he just like using Vacuum with that weapon of his; gives it that much more of a deadly swing." 
 
      
 
    As the three spoke with each other, Duke and Arend were clashing back and forth. Arend had the bizarre maneuverability, but Duke could counter everything he tried. The air vibrated as Duke's plated heel bounced off Arend' blade. Vladd and anyone else watching had to cover their ears from the sound. Duke and Arend ignored it as they clashed again. 
 
      
 
    "They aren't going anywhere fighting like that." Nem said. "One of them has to end it." 
 
      
 
    Duke retreated some distance from Arend. "I think Duke already knows that."Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    Duke revved his Drives to twice the speed from before. Two pillars of hot air rose up from Duke. Gold and silver fire burned at his feet. "Metallic Luminosity." 
 
      
 
    "Supercavitation." Arend replied, pushing his Drive father into its case. The Korvan in the ring were blurred to a solid ring of white. Brief pops of orange and red were scattered in Arend' aura, flashing white where all the colors overlapped. Arend collected the swirls of Orenth around his blade, completely removing his shield. 
 
      
 
    Duke rushed forward in complete ignorance, his feet leaving swirls of melted stone where he stepped. A faint smile appeared on Arend' face. "Blink," He said to himself. "And you'll miss it." 
 
      
 
    A narrow line of super condensed Orenth was sent Duke's way from a mighty swing of Arend' blade. Duke was suddenly pressed flat by a gust of wind created by Kyrel. Duke opened his mouth to curse Kyrel until Arend' Cavity Slash exploded outwards behind him, melting and cutting the bedrock in a splayed splash of swirling, etched stone. As Duke slowly got to his feet, the twisted landscape burst with plants bearing the fruits of Orenth. Faint lines of Korvan filled the etchings in the stone. 
 
      
 
    "Damn." Arend cursed "I still haven't gotten it right yet. I need more stabilization." 
 
      
 
    "Are you insane!?" Kyrel exclaimed, storming out onto the battlefield. "You could have killed him!" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I was holding back." The Drive pinged back into place. 
 
      
 
    "Does that look like holding back!?" Kyrel's arm jerked in the direction of the melted stone. 
 
      
 
    Nem picked one of the Moonfruits. "I will say though," Nem said as he bit into the Moonfruit. "His power has its uses." Kyrel frowned. 
 
      
 
    "Relax Kyrel." Duke said as he placed a hand on Kyrel's shoulders. "Based on what he did to Ros, who was using Death Orenth at the time, he was holding back a lot. While just how much, I don't think I'll ever now." Duke walked back towards Jacob's shack. "Needless to say Arend, I'm done for today." 
 
      
 
    "A perfect opportunity for Arend to practice that move, and for you to name your weapon." Nem said. 
 
      
 
    "Zünden Streikenden." Duke replied without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "Fire Strikers. It's clever in more ways than one." Kyrel and Nem glanced at Arend. "It's both a soccer team and a pun on flint and steel." Arend explained. Nem and Kyrel walked away shaking their heads. 
 
      
 
    As Nem suggested, Arend began to practice the Cavity Slash. Without combat, the buildup of Orenth took longer. Arend tried various kinds of swings to try and nail the right one. The growing patch of land Arend aimed at continually twisted itself and sprouted more plants. The plants grew rapidly and their fruit grew engorged on the Orenth Arend was throwing around. 
 
      
 
    Jacob and Nem were mocking rocking in their lawn chairs. "This year's harvest is comin' in mighty fine." Nem said. 
 
      
 
    "Eeyup. Little Jimmy's gettin' some new shoes." Jacob replied. Nem struggled to keep a straight face. Jacob burst into laughter before Nem could. 
 
      
 
    Duke was wandering some distance away, slowly making his way to King. Kyrel was watching him with a sly smile as he leaned back against Jacob's shack. Something poked his leg. Glancing down, he saw a large gecko. 
 
      
 
    "Pockle right?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. "I need to speak to you where others won't hear." They walked around to the backside of Jacob's shack and scurried up the wall to eye level with Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    "I know what you found. What I don't know is if you understand the dangers it possesses." Kyrel simply cocked an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "The Terma." Pockle whispered. 
 
      
 
    erel immediately dropped his cool demeanor. "How?" He demanded. 
 
      
 
    "You're able to fully manipulate Natural Orenth. I know it isn't Air or Earth, as you can't grasp Air's full power and you're too awkward with Earth." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel explained with one word. "Ice." 
 
      
 
    Pockle nodded. "Where is it?" 
 
      
 
    "In the ashes of my family's mansion, destroyed by Meteora." Kyrel replied. 
 
      
 
    Pockle raised an eyebrow. "Meteora? So you're capable of that level of Orenth Manipulation?" 
 
      
 
    "And using the Terma with this." Kyrel said with a hand on Aero Fìra. 
 
      
 
    Pockle smiled. "So you're that open." She pulled out a piece of crinkled, yellow paper. She gave it to Kyrel. Kyrel read one line and his mouth fell open. "I can't give it to you, but I can let you study it. Since Electricity falls close to your Air powers, it should be easy. What I need from you is the Ice." 
 
      
 
    "But it's a pile of ashes." Kyrel said as Pockle hid the paper. 
 
      
 
    "The Termas are everlasting if one has the power. As you can now use Ice, you can pull it back together by soaking it with your Orenth. This is good as we can split them; retaining the documents themselves, while keeping them unusable if they're stolen." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel nodded. "We can catch a late night train right now. If anyone asks why, you wanted to see what Meteora did." 
 
      
 
    Pockle climbed onto Kyrel's shoulder. "Let's go. It'll take forever on my stubby legs." 
 
      
 
    As the two left on their secret mission, Duke approached King with a secret of his own. King glanced up at Duke. He raised his head and yawned. "What do you want?" 
 
      
 
    "Do you remember our conversation about Kakan?" 
 
      
 
    King sat up, a bit interested in what Duke had to say. "You had an ancestor that was a Great General. Correct?" King asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, and I take it you know exactly who." Duke replied. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian Zekerhänd?" King asked quietly. Duke nodded. "… I can see why you would want to avoid that name. He's infamous for burning many, many cities. And as I recall, arson has been a recent problem with your family as well." 
 
      
 
    "They're not my family." Duke growled. Checking his anger, he continued. "That's not why I'm here. I'm here regarding some sensitive information regarding the Zekerhänds." 
 
      
 
    King bent down and offered his ear. "The Zekerhänds have no power relating to Fire at all. We're primarily Earth and Moon based." Duke whispered. 
 
      
 
    "How then-" King's question was interrupted by one word. 
 
      
 
    "Terma." 
 
      
 
    King sat up straight. "Do not speak of this again. Those… things are better left forgotten. I don't see why you would even tell me." 
 
      
 
    Duke placed his hand on his left forearm. "It's in five pieces; arm, arm, leg, leg, and the last hidden at my grave." Duke said. 
 
      
 
    "Grave?" King asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    "To my fa- To them, I'm dead, not shunned; they assumed I died in the fire caused by my brother's use of the Terma. I escaped because of my Water and Earth skills they decided to abandon. The final verse is scattered like my ashes were. I can safely use this as long as I don't go there." Duke said with a wiggle of his foot. 
 
      
 
    King grumbled. "So it's reasonably safe to assume that the Fire Terma can't be shared without your approval or unless someone can remember all of the verses. Don't go searching for the others." 
 
      
 
    "I wasn't planning on it." Duke replied. "I just wanted you to understand what it would mean for me to use my full power." King laid back down, no longer interested in talking. 
 
      
 
    Duke returned to Nem and Jacob, who were still pretending to be farmers as Arend continued to "grow their crop." Duke simply watched Arend sculpt with small bursts of Orenth meant to focus on the attack's stability. 
 
      
 
    - - - Steady Foundations - - - 
 
      
 
    Pockle and Kyrel ripped their respective Termas in half. They traded the last halves. "You know Kyrel; your power really is astounding." Pockle remarked as she hid the cold half of paper as well as the crackling half in her bag. 
 
      
 
    "I know." Kyrel replied as he flexed his fist, letting his knuckles crackle with faint blue light. "Even with my Air affinity, learning this in only four hours is surprising. The first one took me three months." 
 
      
 
    Pockle nodded. "I know neither, but I know that each one is only slightly different in its own way." 
 
      
 
    "In this case, a slight change in tone." Kyrel commented. 
 
      
 
    Pockle looked up at the darkened sky. A faint crescent was all that could be seen of the moon. "We should head back now. It's unsafe to be so far out this late at night." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel chuckled. "Unsafe is a bit more correct than dangerous. I'm the one who's dangerous." 
 
      
 
    With a hand, Kyrel helped Pockle back onto his shoulder. "Regardless, people will talk if we're gone too long." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Flake and Hunter's date was turning out better than either of them ever thought. Hunter took Flake on a tour of his favorite places to just watch the city, finding a few more hidden in nooks and forgotten rooftops along the way. In return, Flake took him on a sky-high flight above the city before the two enjoyed a quiet candlelight dinner on a rooftop restaurant overlooking the ocean. 
 
      
 
    It was almost sunrise when the two returned to Dragon's Den. "You know, it's a long way back to the fortress." Hunter said as they meandered outside the building. 
 
      
 
    Flake nodded as he stifled a yawn. "I'd rent a room if I had money." Hunter flashed him a smile. Flake smiled back. The pair strutted confidently across the lobby and walked into the elevator. 
 
      
 
    The few in the lobby laughed to themselves, telling Arend when he woke up early a few hours later to walk through his completed shop. Arend laughed to himself. 'I'm glad it went down so smoothly. I don't they'll do anything really significant in their relationship anytime soon. Flake crashing at his place is a big step already.' 
 
      
 
    Arend waltzed out of Dragon's Den in the direction of his shop. It was a three story building stacked in such a way that each floor had access directly outside. The first floor was a simple, long rectangle. The second was placed on top of it, turning left and dropping some distance from the end of the first floor to rest on the ground. A pair of double doors allowed access up the incline. 
 
      
 
    The top floor stopped the same distance from the end of the second floor, but carried on to create a very large garage. Inside the second floor wall was open to the garage and was connected to the main office above by a spiraling staircase. Three garage doors were space evenly along the garage. Their chrome-plated slats shined in the rising sun. Iode threw in the larger third one for the heck of it; a foot extra space in every direction. 
 
      
 
    The entrance had a small waiting room with two large glass double doors. To the right and left were walls painted by local artists. One was a landscape painting of the foothills below a mountain painted with unreal detail, and the other was the hills south of Sareville at night with soft fuzz to everything. Two counters started at the end of the waiting room and turned towards the middle of the first floor, creating a four person wide walkway. 
 
      
 
    They ran back into the walls right before the painted walls met two side doors. In the middle, the frame of a simple elevator was set up to function fully without walls or doors. It was meant for materials to heavy to walk up the incline. A dividing wall four feet tall topped by ferns separated the room beyond. It was a meeting room that would allow for planning of large projects and working one on one with Arend or his other workers on a commission. 
 
      
 
    All the furniture and wooden surfaces were covered in plastic. The floor was still bare concrete until the carpet could be shipped. Arend took a peek into the garage. Many of the tool racks were missing tools as they also had to be shipped like the carpets. Arend stepped onto the elevator and simply jumped to the next floor instead of using it. He was a little surprised he could now easily clear ten feet in a single jump. 
 
      
 
    The Maxim Vulcanus was directly behind him, taking up the entirety of the front half of the room with the exception of a small space two people could squeeze through side-by-side if they really needed to. It's actual workstation was open to the platform to the third floor. Arend was truly amazed at just how large his store was. The side of the room opposite of the large appliance was a mess of smaller appliances for anything and everything Arend would make; most of which were free. 
 
      
 
    Arend took a walk through them to a door that led outside to the extra roof space from the first floor. The roof was slightly inclined so water could run off, and was solid metal through and through. Arend could feel it bend under him, but it sprang back with little delay. Arend amused himself by tapping his foot and sending ripples through the gel-like material. 
 
      
 
    "Glad to see you're having fun." Iode said from above. He gave Arend a wave from a similar section of roof on the second floor. Arend hopped up, giving the gel-metal a chaotic ripple. "Try not to do that." Iode warned. "These absorb Orenth from its environment, serving as an easy way to condense Orenth as well as drastically reducing the Orenth pollution a set-up like this would create." 
 
      
 
    "I didn't use Orenth." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh, well. Good. You would short it out, break the cell, or overload the machines these are hooked to otherwise." Iode said. 
 
      
 
    Arend left the roof for the third floor office space. Iode followed. Arend glanced around at the series of desks that would serve as the work spaces of his employees. The ceiling had the occasional skylight and much more to maintain the air temperature something comfortable even if the garage was going and the room was filled with people hard at work. Arend was satisfied with the almost complete donut shaped desk that would be his. 
 
      
 
    "You've got everything I wanted. And somehow made my insanity work." Arend said proudly. 
 
      
 
    "Not without a cost." Iode said as he tapped a wall. "Almost twice the cost, but structurally sound and incredibly efficient. It took me some time to really work it out." 
 
      
 
    "It shows." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Iode took a moment for thought. "So far, everything's golden. Once we finally have everything, it should be quickly and easily installed and set up. In the mean time I can move on to my next building." 
 
      
 
    "Hmm. How has Rose been? I haven't really seen her for a while, and you and I haven't really talked since we got here." Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Iode looked surprised. "So no one's told you?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "From Kronth, to Shifted Tilt and Ros; I've been working since I came back. The last time I talked to Corenden was when I was first hiring. Hunter's been the only other person I've had a meaningful conversation with." 
 
      
 
    "Well…" Iode began. "We made it official." He raised his hand to show Arend his simple gold ring. Arend' eyebrows shot up. "And we had a very small wedding. It was only us since the lack of family would have made it awkward for us. And the mix of cultures was too strange. We both though a simple human-based wedding would be best since it was the least complicated." Arend nodded. "And Rose is pregnant with triplets, due sometime next week." 
 
      
 
    Arend slipped on the desk he was leaning on and simultaneously landed on his ass and hit the back of his head. Iode tapped his foot nervously as Arend stood back up. "Dude… I guess that's why you've been working so hard." Arend said as he rubbed his head and stretched his neck. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, I didn't really expect it myself. It just sort of happened." 
 
      
 
    "My vote's on the honeymoon." Arend said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Iode laughed. "Yeah, that'll do it I guess." 
 
      
 
    Arend hopped up onto a desk. "Well, I wish you luck. No matter what anyone says, you two are perfect for each other. Do you have any idea regarding gender or…?" Arend waved a hand. "I'm not a 100% on a Sereph's gestation period or what you two would create." 
 
      
 
    "As I said, she's a having triplets and will having them very soon. The triplet thing was something recent. Apparently, Serephs still suffer from reproduction issues, but only with the males. The females became more fertile in return, and taking multiple wives wasn't something as shunned as with humans or other monsters. I can guarantee Floxes have no problem with fertility." 
 
      
 
    Arend whistled. "There's a hell of a lot of work ahead of you." 
 
      
 
    Iode headed for the door. "And most of it I have to do now." 
 
      
 
    Arend followed. "There's not much I can do since you're not the type for handouts, but if there's anything I qualify for, don't hesitate to ask." 
 
      
 
    Iode turned around from the edge of the roof. He simply held out a hand. Without a word, Arend shook it. Arend let out a sigh, watching Iode fly off and thinking about his own future. He quickly spun around to continue his investigation, now worrying about Kronth. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Iode dropped down at the small office rented by the company he worked for. It was a small office building filled with private rooms where small companies could work out of in a professional setting. His boss gave him no time to report on Shifted Tilt before throwing him at a client that would be considered any small company's big break. Iode was face-to-face to Kyrel's father, Erasur BluZeph, in a small meeting room. Erasur was surprised to see a Pog, but Iode continued as normal with no idea who he was talking to. 
 
      
 
    "Don't mind the look. I've been working nonstop since three." Iode said as he held out a hand. 
 
      
 
    Erasur shook it with a doubtful look. "I have to admit, I'm more preoccupied with what you are." He said as he sat at the other end of the round table. 
 
      
 
    Iode shrugged, simply sitting on the floor rather than in the small chair. "Species doesn't matter when it comes to building." 
 
      
 
    "Not to everyone." Erasur replied. "I have my doubts about this company, but all the larger ones are busy fixing the damage from the war." 
 
      
 
    Iode leaned forward. "Do you want some of my qualifications? How's this: I worked for Tommori since he took over Yitkin; and worked to care for myself and my mother in the seven years until then. I have thirteen years of experience thanks to that man. Not only did I design his new foundry, I worked around to rebuild that Pog Fortress and this city." Iode backed away slightly. "I also helped with Arend' store." 
 
      
 
    Erasur chuckled. "Of course he would let a Monster work for him. Though my son's got the right idea to stick with that Guild they're in." 
 
      
 
    Iode raised an eyebrow, now interested in the man. "Oh? What's his name? I might have met him." 
 
      
 
    "Kyrel." Erasur replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oooh. I can see the-" Iode stopped. "…BluZeph?" He asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Erasur nodded with a laugh. "I'm sure you heard what happened to the family mansion. That's why I'm here." 
 
      
 
    Iode shook his head to clear his mind. "Alright…Alright! Business. How big do you want the rooms to be?" 
 
      
 
    Erasur handed him a stack of photos with mixed ages. Iode poked through them. "I know an exact replica isn't possible, and it isn't what I want. I want you to keep it the same style, but add a few notable improvements. Due to the limitations at the time, what I originally wanted it to be wasn't possible." 
 
      
 
    "A place to fly freely." Iode cut in, glancing up. Erasur nodded with a shocked look. "Don't act so surprised." Iode said as he glanced back down. "I know what the open hallways and high ceilings mean, especially when you consider a BluZeph's love of flying." Iode carefully placed Erasur's photos and his paperwork into a folder. "I can't give and definite answers until I see what it's like now. If Kyrel broke the foundation too much, we'll have to move the location of the mansion somewhere else." 
 
      
 
    Erasur handed Iode a second stack of photos. Iode was impressed. "Annihilated would be a better word to describe this." 
 
      
 
    "Price is no problem. Is there a way to-?" Iode waved his hand. 
 
      
 
    "He went down to bedrock. Bedrock won't crack with a crater of this size. With a few tons of dirt shifted around, we can give you a large basement. A pond wouldn't be difficult, or a sort of indoor well if the aquifer isn't too disrupted." 
 
      
 
    Erasur threw up his hands. "I just want this done. If it ends up being much larger than before with some weird eco-friendly system set up, you won't see me complaining as long as you don't mess with anything." 
 
      
 
    Iode held out a hand. "Care to make it official?" 
 
      
 
    "Erasur BluZeph." He replied, shaking it. 
 
      
 
    "Iode." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Iode and Rose lived in an apartment as close to the harbor as they could afford. It had a small living room and cooking area, a bathroom large enough for Iode to move comfortably in, and one filled wall-to-wall by two queen sized mattresses stacked onto each other. Iode was poring over everything Erasur had given him and the measurements he and his coworkers had taken. Even after a long day, he still worked tirelessly. 
 
      
 
    It was late when Rose woke to find herself alone in their bed. She slowly dragged herself to the edge of the bed, huffing as she stood up. Each one of her steps was slow and meticulous as she worked her way into the living room. Iode glanced up. By now, her belly was so large Iode had to remove all the doors including the wood trim that covered the frame for that extra few inches. Iode smiled as she succeeded in walking to the couch. She had long abandoned walking on her toes in the first week. 
 
      
 
    She leaned against Iode and looked down at what he was working on. "You have another job already?" She picked up one of the photos and her eyes lit up. "It's beautiful!" She exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Iode laughed. "Too bad Kyrel ended up destroying it. Erasur BluZeph has asked me to build a replacement. He wants it more open than before so they can fly where they please." 
 
      
 
    "Oh? Do they have the space for that?" Rose asked. 
 
      
 
    Iode smiled. "They have plenty of space." He replied. "The air is clean and the land well looked after." 
 
      
 
    "…Do you think they would let us stay there?" She asked softly. 
 
      
 
    Iode glanced at her. She was looking down at her belly, almost large enough to rest on the coffee table if she tried to sit up. "I don't think that's possible." 
 
      
 
    "You won't know until you ask!" She pleaded, turning back to him. 
 
      
 
    Iode gently rubbed her cheek. "I can ask. That's all I can do." Iode noticed Rose was suddenly tired after her outburst. "For now, I guess it's time for bed isn't it?" Iode stood up, helping his wife to her feet and giving her support on the way back to their bedroom. His work lay scattered on the coffee table. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Iode was more than apprehensive about asking Erasur if he and Rose could live in the new mansion. He had more than a few fears that he would drop their services as he swallowed his pride and asked when they were hammering out the final details. "There's something I want to ask…" Iode turned away from the paper to look at Erasur. "My wife and I want to live in your estate." 
 
      
 
    Erasur blinked. "No." 
 
      
 
    Iode nodded, laughing. "Yeah, I told her that, but she insisted. She really loved what you had, and was excited at what I would add to it. I asked only because of her. And I guess the kids as well." 
 
      
 
    "Wait, you're married? I assumed you were young…" Erasur said. 
 
      
 
    Iode showed him a recent picture of Rose. "We are." He replied. 
 
      
 
    Erasur raised his eyebrows. "How far along is she?" 
 
      
 
    "Three weeks tomorrow." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "Three-" Erasur did a double take. "It can't grow that fast can it?" 
 
      
 
    "They." Iode corrected. "We're having triplets. She should be due in three months but…" 
 
      
 
    Erasur nodded slowly. "She might get too big." 
 
      
 
    "A few Sereph doctors told me she can hold out until the middle of next week. There's a chance they might be fully developed by then. Our hope is because of my genes they'll develop every organ in the first week when they're very, very small, then start growing larger when their body is technically completely developed. 
 
      
 
    "That's how Floxes get that distinction in size; the longer we're carried after full development, the larger we will be at birth, as well as when we're fully grown adults. There are many, many, exceptions of course, but that's the way it usually is. I really hope nothing goes wrong. We're already stretched as is; trying to save three, two, or even one would set us back more than financially." Iode explained with a gloomy look. 
 
      
 
    Erasur changed the subject immediately. "So you married to a Sereph? I thought Floxes and Serephs don't get along." 
 
      
 
    "There's a story behind that actually. I learned that species doesn't matter early on, and Rose was shunned by her own kind because of her color and lack of a halo." Iode replied. 
 
      
 
    "But I think the wedding would merit a few looks or a mention in a newspaper." Erasur said. 
 
      
 
    Iode shook his head. "We didn't want that. All of our friends were busy, and since neither of us have family, it would be awkward. Especially since it's tradition for the family to exchange gifts and give some to the couple. This is why neither of out kind have surnames; to better steel the connections between two families as a single unit." 
 
      
 
    Erasur was genuinely interested in the conversation with Iode. "How is it you two can have children? Won't they end up sterile? And how chaotic can a family reunion get?" 
 
      
 
    Iode shook his head. "Monsters take to Orenth better than organic… stuff. This is also why a human can get a Pog or Sereph pregnant, and vice-versa. "Complex mutation occurs that I don't have the knowledge or understanding to explain. As for the family reunions, it's based more on the two families of the couple in question, and generally the eldest couple is the one that's the big event. Contact outside such events is usually casual." Iode explained. 
 
      
 
    Erasur nodded. "It's a shame you didn't have an eventual wedding. Tell you what! The faster you finish this, the more money is coming as a personal bonus from me! I'm getting tired of living in this noisy city. In the past, it wouldn't have been such a problem." With a nod, Iode began to aggressively look through the papers and ask Erasur questions. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Iode was exhausted as he trudged out of one of the few subway stations still used. His apartment was another five blocks away. His work was safely tucked away in an accordion file folder shut in a battered suitcase. His stomach grumbled loudly as he squeezed up the stairwell and into his apartment. He was met with a cloud of aromas that made his mouth water. 
 
      
 
    The table in the living room was covered in a swathe of food. Rose was grinning widely from the couch. Iode placed the suitcase by the door and hurried to join her. 
 
      
 
    "I have to admit, I had to call Arend to come and help me, but all the recipes and preparations were done by me!" 
 
      
 
    Iode kissed her softly. "I'll have to thank him later. 
 
      
 
    Iode and Rose gorged themselves. Iode still ate much more than her, but thanks to her abnormal pregnancy, Rose at more than she normally would. After discussing what happened during the day, the two simply laid together in their bed. Iode was rubbing Rose's belly when he stopped suddenly. He could feel a faint thump against his hand that made his face light up. They sat like that for the longest time; Rose with her hand on Iode's as he felt his restless children wiggle about. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend shuffled anxiously as he rode the elevator in Kronth's apartment building. She hadn't shown up anywhere since the Isaac incident, and he was very worried. He glanced at the door numbers as he passed, stopping at hers. He knocked rapidly on her door. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth?" He called, placing an ear on the door. He heard a gasp behind him. 
 
      
 
    A slim man with a mess of yellow hair was staring at him from his doorway across the hall. "Will...WILL!" He exclaimed as he vanished inside. 
 
      
 
    Arend' eyebrow slowly crept up as he returned with a red-haired man, slowly peeking around their door. The blonde seemed much more excited than his partner. 
 
      
 
    Arend thumbed at Kronth's door. "…She a friend of yours?" 
 
      
 
    They nodded, fully emerging from their room. "She talked very highly of you." The red-head said, presumably named Will. 
 
      
 
    "So Will and…?"Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Ed!" He exclaimed before covering his mouth and blushing. 
 
      
 
    "Right… So has Kronth shown up in the past two days at all?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "No," Will replied. "She hasn't come here since Isaac began harassing her." 
 
      
 
    Almost on cue, the elevator opened and Isaac half stepped out. The look Arend shot his way made him duck out of view and mash the "close door" button until it broke. Ed and Will were equally terrified, but only backed away. They relaxed as Arend sighed and leaned against Kronth's door. 
 
      
 
    "I take it you two don't know what happened." Arend said, looking up at the two. They shook their heads. "Isaac said a few things that really upset Kronth and I managed to make it so he'll shit himself every time I look at him." Arend explained. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth hasn't shown up at your place?" Will asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I've heard nothing from her for almost two days. I've been considering asking her family if they know anything. To my knowledge, this has never happened before." 
 
      
 
    Will nodded. "I suggest you do exactly that. It's the only place she would go if she really needed to get away." 
 
      
 
    Arend quickly began walking down the hall, giving the men only a short wave. Ed stopped him at the elevator. "Listen Arend, I really hope everything works out for you and Kronth. Will and I have known her since she moved into the city. We've known every up and down in her relationships, and they can't compare to how you make her feel. Just, don't give up on her regardless of what she says." 
 
      
 
    Arend half smiled. "I will. Thanks." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend slid off King's back before King's feet touched the grass. He ran up to Kite, Kurt, and Joseph, who were grooming horses. The ones next in line were waiting impatiently. They were surprised to see Arend. "What are you doing here?" Kurt asked. 
 
      
 
    "You know why. Kronth." Arend replied. One of the horses nudged Arend's shoulder. He absently scratched its favorite spot on its neck. 
 
      
 
    "We don't know anything. Kronth hasn't shown up in a while." Kite replied as he trimmed a horse's mane. 
 
      
 
    "She says differently." Arend replied, tilting his head towards Kronth's horse. 
 
      
 
    "What are-" Joseph started. 
 
      
 
    "Part Pendragon." Kronth and King replied at the same time. "She can tell I'm worried." Arend continued. 
 
      
 
    Kurt sighed and rubbed his eyes. "If Kronth was here, don't you think we'd let you comfort you?" 
 
      
 
    "Unless she asked you not to." Oragè replied, walking up beside Arend. He looked over at King. "You best stay here. Your presence may give us unwanted attention." Arend easily hopped onto Oragè's back holding on with his legs and a single hand on his neck. 
 
      
 
    Kronth's brothers said nothing as the golden wolf ran in the direction of the mountains. King found a large, sun-warmed rock to lay on as the sun began to set. When everything quieted some, the three pondered how Arend was able to so easily pick up on Loien's body language. They chocked it up to Kronth explaining it to him. 
 
      
 
    Oragè brought Arend to a crudely made barn at the far side of the mountain. The ground was rocky, but patches of moss found places to grow. The barn was large enough for Oragè to walk in and curl up around Kronth, who was sleeping in a pile of straw. The air was nippy and dry, allowing the straw to keep for a long time. Arend snuggled up between her and Oragè, carefully pulling her in. She woke up as one of Oragè's tails tickled her face as he curled tighter around the couple. She pulled Arend' arms in tight. 
 
      
 
    She spoke softly. "Am I a good girlfriend Arend?" 
 
      
 
    "Mmm." Arend replied, squeezing her a bit. "Of course you are." 
 
      
 
    She curled tighter. "I don't feel that way. I feel like people use me until they get bored and just toss me aside. I feel if I can't give them a reason to stay, they'll leave." 
 
      
 
    Arend poked her side. "Who's this 'they'? As of now, I'm the only one who can tell you what kind of girlfriend you are. I don't know how you past relationships sit in your mind, but they aren't important right now. What Isaac says doesn't matter anymore; I'm the only one you have to worry about, and I'm happy with what we have." 
 
      
 
    Kronth rolled around to face him. "Are you sure?" 
 
      
 
    Arend simply gazed into her light purple eyes and smiled. She gave him a short kiss before burying her head into his chest. Arend relaxed until Kronth sat up suddenly. "Oh!" She exclaimed. "How did your conversation with Hunter go?" 
 
      
 
    "Uhh… Well he confessed or something, though I had to force it out of him." 
 
      
 
    "Anything else?" Kronth asked with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    "Well… I sort of kissed him to prove I have no interest?" Kronth fell back, laughing her ass off. "I wasn't thinking clearly!" Arend exclaimed defensively. 
 
      
 
    "Oh God!" Kronth wiped the tears from her eyes. "Panzer didn't tell me it was that good!" 
 
      
 
    Arend groaned, rolling onto his back. "So Noir and the others have already spread that around? No wonder I kept getting funny looks." 
 
      
 
    Kronth lay back down next to Arend. "It'll blow over eventually. I can help clear it up tomorrow." The two built a small nest in the straw for the night as Oragè kept a watchful eye over them. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Arend returned to Dragon's Den around seven. A mass of Serephs were gathered outside Dragon's Den, talking up a storm with anyone awake. Flake flagged King down some distance away. "What's going on?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "The Serephs are leaving." Flake replied as they slid down. 
 
      
 
    "I take it you aren't?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Flake nodded. "There are others who will be staying as well. Night and Noir have already said their goodbyes to Rose and the others staying." 
 
      
 
    The two Serephs hurried over to Kronth and Arend. Noir pulled Kronth aside for a few rapid-fire whispers that left both grinning. Night simply gave Arend a handshake. "You know Arend; you will go down as a legend when people write about you." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I think Dragon's Den will be much more famous than me. I will be a star among stars; lost in the brilliant shine of many." Night was pushed aside by Noir. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised an eyebrow as she stood still for a moment before lunging at him. She pulled his mouth forward into contact with her own. As Arend stood in dazed confusion, Kronth chased after Noir. "I said on the cheek!" Noir only laughed, flying off with great haste. 
 
      
 
    Kronth poked the stunned Arend. "Hey~! You didn't enjoy that did you?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't even know what that was!" Arend exclaimed, throwing up his hands. 
 
      
 
    "That was Noir taking advantage of my attempted prank." Kronth replied. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think getting other women to open-mouth kiss me can be called a 'prank.'" Arend replied with great agitation. 
 
      
 
    Kronth replied by giving him what Noir had, only with a bit more. "That better?" 
 
      
 
    Arend gave her a satisfied nod. "Yes. Much better in fact." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel gave him a sharp whistle to catch his attention. "Hey!" He waved frantically, running their way from Shifted Tilt. "They installed everything last night! The shop's ready to open!" He exclaimed, whirling around them and pushing them towards it. 
 
      
 
    "I guess I missed that call." Arend said to Kronth. 
 
      
 
    Arend' team was waiting outside it with excited faces. They didn't know what to really expect from it. Arend marched straight up to the door and spun around. A small sign by the door labeled it as Shifted Tilt. " 
 
      
 
    Who's ready for a revolution!?" Arend called. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah!" Everyone called back, fists shooting into the air. Arend spun around and kicked the doors open, ripping the neat ribbon that tied them shut. Arend marched into his future. 
 
      
 
    The carpets were a mish-mash of colors and potted plants took advantage of the corners. All the computers were booted up and ready, the shelves stocked, and the tools racked. Arend' team found their places, the interns sharing a square table and with personal lockers. As everyone settled in, Arend took a seat at his own desk, spinning around to take a peek out his window. 
 
      
 
    Arend spun back around to face his team. "So…What do we have?" 
 
      
 
    "You've dealt with Allan's stuff a while ago, and the Serephs just left…" Krien read off. "And a dozen or so repairs transferred from someplace to the north…" 
 
      
 
    Arend sighed. "I start something big and still only get repair jobs." 
 
      
 
    Web and I can take care of those." Linel said. He and the short man collected the paperwork. Web's short Pog tail twitched when Web noticed Arend was staring at it. He said nothing about it as the two rode the elevator down. 
 
      
 
    "A man wants an anti-monster Exo-Suit for a safari…" Krien continued. José took it without a second glance, reading it at his desk. " 
 
      
 
    A team of miners have managed to get an overdose of Orenth while working…" Lyre, Jaime, and Pockle stood up at the same time. They nodded at each other; a spontaneous team formed. As Krien handed off the paperwork, Chem sifted through the remaining folders and taking a few for herself. Two were left. 
 
      
 
    "The framework for the new BluZeph needs a well-trained eye…" Krien handed it to Russell as he passed, not even glancing up. 
 
      
 
    "And now, today's big job." Krien flipped open the large folder. "A Drive powered utility mecha prototype for city defense?" Brock and Flem turned to Arend. Krien looked his way as well. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Arend asked, suddenly confused. 
 
      
 
    "Only you can work on Drives. You're the only one part of Dragon's Den." Brock replied. 
 
      
 
    "And you're highly skilled." Flem added quietly. 
 
      
 
    "Alright then. We can start with reviewing it; I have a friend more experienced with mechas." As Arend stood, the other two collected on the elevator. 
 
      
 
    Krien joined the three on the elevator to sit at the front of the store as they went to the back room. She familiarized herself with the computers with her down time; there would be no time when the store really got going. Arend laid the paperwork out on the long side of the table with his teammates to either side. Arend started. "Alright…" Flem pulled out a pen and notebook and began to write, his words flowing in beautiful calligraphy. 
 
      
 
    "Cost needs to be less than 150,000 Ere per unit, and serviceable for no more than 5,000 a week." Arend said, after doing some truly impossible math in his head. 
 
      
 
    "There's a problem;" Brock tapped on a paper. "They want it to do more than just defense work. That'll take safety equipment and special parts, as well as permits and such." 
 
      
 
    Arend poked around a bit. "We can compensate by having interchangeable attachments and a sturdy frame, or a series of slightly different units for a small number of jobs. We'll have to look into the permits, and what they plan on using in the field." Flem's hand never stopped, smoothly writing every detail with chilling accuracy. 
 
      
 
    He would point something out and speak softly when he had a thought, but stuck to keeping a record for the most part. As the morning wore on, Arend was joined by a steady tickle by the other team members, eventually surrounding the long table. Arend acted as a translator for ideas and sparked new ones every time he opened his mouth. 
 
      
 
    By lunch, half the brainstorming work was done, with the team splitting to have lunch with key affiliates to finish the project. Arend had no such meet-up. Jacob met him in Dragon's Den with a platter from a food truck parked outside the busy building. 
 
      
 
    "How's your day been?" Jacob asked as he ate his hotdog. 
 
      
 
    "Great! We've really nailed things down in regards to efficiency." Arend replied, biting into one of the apples. 
 
      
 
    "Congratulations! Your shop is officially a success!" Jacob exclaimed, throwing up his hands and the remainder of the hotdog. 
 
      
 
    Vladd quickly side-stepped it and watched it arc into another man's face. Jacob found it bouncing off his at high speed. Vladd chuckled as he continued on his way, giving Arend a wave. He received a few dark looks as he sat alone in the corner to eat his lunch. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced over at Jacob. He sighed at Arend' face. "No, he won't want us to go join him. Maybe that Web fellow of yours, but not me, and definitely not you; even if he's a bit more friendly now. He's accepted you as a superior Kruxsetter, and your pity will only serve to piss him off." 
 
      
 
    Arend grumbled t himself, tempted to give Vladd's hostiles their own dark look. "What makes him so hostile to Kruxsetters anyway?" 
 
      
 
    "It's why he looks like that." Jacob replied with a touch of pity. "A foolish Kruxsetter used an unstable Korvan in a custom condenser. While Vladd was working nearby, it overloaded and flooded the room in Orenth. The Kruxsetter in question locked Vladd in the room due to his fear of Changing. Before, he was Duke's rival in terms of looks." 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced up at Vladd again. "…I don't think he looks too bad. It's his attitude that needs an adjustment." 
 
      
 
    - - - A Solemn Lullaby - - - 
 
      
 
    The Drive-powered mecha went down without a glitch. Arend also acquired a few programmers and tech wizards to add to his list of contacts. Shifted Tilt was paid a grand total of 657,430 Ere for their work, with 250,000 to cover the prototype and failed tests. 7,430 paid for transportation and the tools that didn't survive. The remaining 400,000 was halved, 200,000 going to the store, and the other half directly to Arend. Of the 200,000 that went to the store, the after-costs amount was split among all who was involved; even Nate received a fat chunk. 
 
      
 
    Arend kept 10,000 for his own use and banked the rest in a hidden safe. He and Kronth went shopping, with Kronth buying much more than he did. Arend had bought a light-red 3 piece, silk lined suit the tailor measured and crafted in the same day. He hung it on his wall were it would remain undisturbed. It made him consider buying a wardrobe. 
 
      
 
    Arend donned a thin grey jacket for the gloomy weather and walked into a busy Shifted Tilt like it was completely natural. The person, who called him as he waved to Jacob, was not. 
 
      
 
    "Hello?" Arend asked, leaning against the counter in the middle of the first floor. 
 
      
 
    "This is Arend Myshcell correct?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes…" Arend replied with obvious confusion in his voice. 
 
      
 
    "My name is Erasur BluZeph. You know my son, Kyrel." 
 
      
 
    "Is there something up with Kyrel?" Arend asked, wondering about a surprise birthday or something. 
 
      
 
    "No, your friend, Iode." 
 
      
 
    Arend sat up, all joking now gone. "You have my attention." 
 
      
 
    "Has he spoken to you? We were in the middle of a meeting when a phone call made him suddenly bolt out the door." Erasur said. 
 
      
 
    "No, I haven't heard anything." Arend replied, now a little worried. 
 
      
 
    Erasur was silent for a while. "Let me know." Was all he said before hanging up. 
 
      
 
    Arend frowned and shut his phone. Only a few steps later, it rang again. This time it was Nate. "Yo! How's the collaboration with Janese going?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Fine." Nate replied hastily. "Our 'date' was interrupted though. She was called in for an emergency." 
 
      
 
    "And you aren't?" Arend asked with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Stop joking around. It's about Rose." Nate replied. 
 
      
 
    "Where!?" Arend snapped. 
 
      
 
    "South-West District Hospital. She-" Arend cut him off. 
 
      
 
    Jacob frowned at Arend' reaction to the two phone calls until Arend ran over and pulled his phone from his pocket. Dual-wielding the phones, Arend called Kronth and Corenden simultaneously. They answered within a few seconds of each other. "Rose is at the South-West District Hospital. I'll meet you there." Hanging up immediately, Arend called Richard and Michael. 
 
      
 
    Richard dropped everything and hung up almost before Arend finished. "I can get Tommori to come within an hour. I'll be there in thirty minutes." Michael managed to spit out before Arend hung up on him. 
 
      
 
    Arend tossed Jacob's phone back to him as he ran back towards the door. As he pushed it open, he dialed Flake's new phone. Like with everyone else, he only got the short of it. "Rose. South-West District Hospital." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Iode was pacing the narrow, dimly lit hospital hallway outside Rose's room. By Janese's order, it was a usually unused room directly across from where the hospitals' medical support center, hopefully providing the highest chance of survival for any of the three born premature. Iode's suitcase was in an old hospital chair with a few water bottles and a bag of potato chips. The faded Korvan lamps hanging from the ceiling swayed, casting moving shadows. 
 
      
 
    He heard a rush of footsteps coming from down the hall and around the corner and tried to press flat against the wall. He was very surprised to see who they were. Three couples plus Richard were headed his way; Kronth and Arend, Berry and Corenden, and Hunter with Flake. Iode stared at them with a confused cock to his head. It was compounded when he saw Erasur round the corner at a steady clip. 
 
      
 
    Iode raised his hands when they stopped in front of him. "What are you guys doing here!? Did Janese make a call or something?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shut him up by walking forward and pulling him close with a bear-hug. He spoke softly through his black fur. "I may not know exactly what you're feeling," Arend held him out at arm's length. "But you're family to me after all we've done together. I mean really! I was ready to cleave that fortress in half for you two!" Iode was speechless, tears silently falling down his face. 
 
      
 
    Janese was startled to see the crowd as she opened the door. Iode quickly wiped his face. Janese glanced at Kronth and Berry. "You two, I need your help. We're short on nurses. You'll be more useful than Iode." The only two women in the group hurried into the room. Iode watched the room longingly as the door closed. 
 
      
 
    Kronth's jaw dropped. Rose was enormous, large enough for an adult to be curled up inside her. Her legs were still resting flat on the table, much to Rose's relief. She waved weakly at Kronth and Berry. Janese spoke as she checked her again. "The nurses won't admit it, but they don't want to waste their time with a Monster. That's why I need your help. Kronth, you're experienced in monster breeding right?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth nodded. "I've assisted in my fair share of births, but I'm not experienced at all with something so… human." 
 
      
 
    "Doesn't matter. We just need a pair of hands used to the stress." Janese replied. 
 
      
 
    Berry sat next to Rose with one hand on her heart and the other holding Rose's hands. "I know why I'm here." She said to Janese as she gave Rose a reassuring smile. 
 
      
 
    Outside, the time it took for the brief conversation inside the room passed agonizingly slow. A slow, steady, rolling squeak came from down the hall. Eric found a group of men staring anxiously at the same door. Eric wheeled up to them, staring at the door expectantly. "… Is that full of next calendar's models? Please tell me yes." 
 
      
 
    "His wife and future children." Erasur replied, pointing to Iode. No one glanced away from the door, and Erasur's eyes quickly returned to it. 
 
      
 
    Eric felt that he was missing something incredibly important. Janese had only spoken about one pregnant patient in her short patient list. 'She wasn't due for- OH.' Eric thought. 'That's why they're all so anxious.' Eric coughed to clear his throat, briefly falling into a fit that gained little attention. A faint sound came from his lips. 
 
      
 
    "Sleep my child, for the day is now gone, 
 
      
 
    Sleep my child, and hear my soft song. 
 
      
 
    The moon is rising over silent fields, 
 
      
 
    The wind stirring its rustling yields." 
 
      
 
    Hunter's soft voice joined in Eric's struggles at trying to sing. 
 
      
 
    "Sleep my child, for the day is now gone, 
 
      
 
    Sleep my child, and hear my soft song…" 
 
      
 
    They all tricked into the song as it continued, building to a resounding harmony that could be heard throughout the hospital. Inside Rose's room, Janese and Kronth sung along as the two pink Monsters simply hummed softly. The lullaby was echoed by those who dared to join the melancholic voices of the men gathered outside Rose's room. 
 
      
 
    A sudden scream from Rose stopped the song abruptly. Iode was at the door in an instant. Janese loathed having to stop him. "She's not anywhere ready yet. She's strong and her body is compensating at a speed that I've never seen before. If we had the room, I wouldn't stop you even if it would mean the loss of my license." 
 
      
 
    Iode's fist crumpled the plate on the wall that labeled the room's number, cracking the mortar and brick of the old wall. Arend had to struggle to prevent him from tearing the whole wall down to get to Rose. Sometime later, three nurses showed up to set up the medical equipment, two waiting outside the room as the other waited inside. Rose's scream sent a ripple down Iode's back each and every time she cried out. 
 
      
 
    After a particularly long one, the nurse ran from the room with a baby Pog so large she could barely hold up its head. Its tiny cries made the men shed a few tears, Iode crying more than it was. A second followed close behind a few seconds later, a little smaller than the first. Rose's screams died down greatly. Berry emerged, pushing the unneeded equipment out with the help of the third nurse's backside. She nodded at Iode to enter. 
 
      
 
    By now, Rose was very, very tired. Iode took up the entire left side of the bed, holding her hand as he apologized for being absent. Kronth had taken over for Janese, who was having difficulty with the third child. When she finally felt its body, any and all emotion drained from her face. With a final cry and push from Rose, the third child was out in the world, silent. 
 
      
 
    Kronth wasted no time in handing it off to the nurse, rushing across the hall with its tiny body, face drenched in tears. Iode left at Rose's behest with a worried Janese and Berry. Their fears weren't unfounded as the third nurse emerged slowly with something wrapped in her hands and a face that put everyone's hearts in their throats. 
 
      
 
    "He was under his brother and sister." She said softly. "His body was too weak…" Iode stopped breathing, his face soaked further. 
 
      
 
    Arend was the only one overcome by a different emotion. He placed a hand on Iode's shoulder. The Pog and the nurse looked up at him. "…Do you trust me?" He asked, determination burning behind his metallic eyes. 
 
      
 
    Iode's mouth moved to say "yes", but no words could be heard. 
 
      
 
    Arend took the limp body from the nurse, his left hand supporting its back and head, his right held firmly around its tiny chest. He brought its forehead into contact with his own. All eyes were on him, Kronth from the room beyond, and Rose as she struggled to keep herself upright in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    White flames coated his left arm, red coating his right. As the Orenth condensed to a liquid state, a voice came from Arend that was not his own. His head was blazing in blue, yellow, and yellow flames, with sparkles of black popping in and out. "So it has come to this. You have realized what my power is fully capable of, Arend." 
 
      
 
    "No, you're wrong." Arend replied. The Orenth continued to grow around them. "My goal was to stimulate his Orenth with my own." 
 
      
 
    Arend' body shook as he chuckled. "My power is your Orenth. The two are one. Be warned however," The smile on Arend' face vanished. "Using this power on anything larger than this lost child will give you an increased chance of death. You may have tremendous Orenth, but everyone has limits." 
 
      
 
    The air crackled as it filled with Orenth drawn in from the surroundings. The lamps overhead flickered as their power fluxed. Unlike with the Dragon Drive, the Orenth was alive with the elements; thunder crashing, fire burning, wind blowing; it could be described as chaos, but it couldn't apply to the delicate care Arend and the unseen Pendragon within him took in tempering it with Arend' body as they fed it into Iode's child. 
 
      
 
    Its dark fur faded to white, save for Arend' red handprint on his chest. His hair was forever dyed with strips of blue, green, and yellow, with a scatter of black starts throughout. As the Orenth faded and Aenfel receded from Arend' consciousness, the third cry of a Pog-Sereph child filled the silent hall. Iode carefully took his resurrected child from Arend' hand. 
 
      
 
    Arend wobbled slightly, almost imperceptibly. As his heart skipped a few beats and his Orenth grew stagnate within him, Arend fell backwards as his eyes rolled back and his body went limp. Hunter caught him under the shoulders, scared when he couldn't feel Arend' abnormally strong heartbeat. Everyone sat in shocked silence as Hunter hastily performed CPR. Arend' body twitched as his artificial heart started back up, fueled by the Orenth Hunter had forced into him. 
 
      
 
    Erasur was the first to speak. "What the fucking hell was that!?" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend' body woke before he opened his eyes. He could feel soft fabric scratching at his naked body. A steady pressure was pushing down on his chest. Arend blinked in the bright light of his hospital room. Kronth was sleeping peacefully on his chest. He nudged her gently with a hand. When her eyes met his, he smiled. Kronth smiled in reply as she sat up in the chair pulled to his bedside. He tried to speak, but his mouth was as dry as a desert. 
 
      
 
    She gave him what was left in her bottle of water. "I'm glad you're okay Arend." She said as he drank. 
 
      
 
    Refreshed, Arend replied. "How long was I out? A day or two?" 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head. "Three months." 
 
      
 
    "Three-!" Arend exclaimed, sitting up as his jaw dropped. 
 
      
 
    "And she spent every night with you." A doctor said as he walked into the room. He glanced at Kronth. "I guess out usual after-noon chat won't happen?" He asked with a smile that needed no reply. 
 
      
 
    He walked up to Arend, pushing him back down into the bed with one hand. "You'll find your muscles have deteriorated some." 
 
      
 
    "I would disagree." Aenfel replied, using Arend' arm to twist the railing of the bed. The doctor backed up. 
 
      
 
    Arend looked at his hand. "I really wish he would mind his own damn business…" 
 
      
 
    "Is he…" The doctor trailed off. 
 
      
 
    Kronth shook her head. "Somehow, instead of Possession, the Pendragon inside him is using Arend to speak and act. Based on what he did for Iode's child, I don't think you have to worry about anything but his attitude." 
 
      
 
    The doctor was apprehensive. "I can assume that it also kept his body in shape, but he still has to adjust to consciousness before I can allow him to leave his bed." 
 
      
 
    Arend twiddled his thumbs innocently. "So I have to find something to do for the next week or so?" 
 
      
 
    The doctor half shrugged. "I'd think catching up with all your friends would take up a lot of your time." He had no clue how true that statement was as he left Kronth and Arend. 
 
      
 
    Since Arend was out, Shifted Tilt was working as usual, tackling one big project after another. News about Arend' feat of reviving Iode's child brought even more people to the city and the rapidly growing Guild. Kronth told Arend how the elevator was extended and most of the rooms were now full. There were a large number of names and faces he'll have to learn. 
 
      
 
    Hunter and Flake were the first to visit, happily announcing they were living together in Dragon's den. The pair had grown fairly close, no longer embarrassed to be affectionate in public. With some coaching from Hunter, Flake had a small part in the recent album they released to honor what Arend had done, titling the album "A Solemn Lullaby" and doing a cover of what was sung in the hospital. 
 
      
 
    Michael stopped by more than once, clarifying details on his article with Arend. Guild Ruled had to continually print copies nonstop as every resident of the continent, and a fair amount from their neighbors, wanted a piece of history. Arend was given the first copy. 
 
      
 
    Guild Ruled, Issue #364, "The Grey-haired Angel of Dragon's Den" made Michael a million Ere. It spoke mostly about Arend' journey and the events that led up to Aenfel's revival. Through a series of questions and answers between the Pendragon, Arend, and Michael, an entire journal was filled with Aenfel's take on those events. 
 
      
 
    Arend finally met Iode and his family when he returned to Shifted Tilt his second day out of the hospital. Krien gave Arend a wave as he walked towards the elevator, like it was an everyday occurrence. Arend' desk had multiple, tall stacks of paper work covering every inch that made him cringe. He was relieved when a strong, black furred arm spun him around and brought him in for a bear-hug that would kill a normal man. Iode was wearing a devilish grin as he sized Arend up. 
 
      
 
    "You look refreshed." He said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, a quarter of a year's worth of rest'll do that. Winter's a bit warmer this year." Arend replied, glancing down at his grey jacket. Iode pulled him towards the door. 
 
      
 
    "The paperwork can wait. You have a few little Monsters to meet." Four Monsters were lined up on the small roof space. 
 
      
 
    Rose had a warm smile as she held the hands of her children. The smallest, bright white one was half hidden behind Rose's legs until his attention snapped to Arend. 
 
      
 
    Rose introduced them. "This is Negro." Rose looked down to the larges one, with black fur just like her father. 
 
      
 
    "Call me 'Ro!" She grinned up at Arend with a familiar sparkle in her eye. 
 
      
 
    Rose looked to the shorter, stockier one with crossed arms. "This is Mar." He was a rich shade of maroon with a pink splotch on his right wing. Unlike Negro, who was fully black, Mar had fades shade of grayish-pink hair. 
 
      
 
    The third one, the one Arend had saved, walked out cautiously to him before Rose could introduce him. Arend' handprint had grown along with the little Pog in the three months since. His metallic blue eyes looked up at Arend. He extended his tiny hand. 
 
      
 
    "My name's Mysh!" He exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Arend' eyes widened. He stole a glance at Rose before crouching and shaking his tiny hand. "Arend Myshcell." 
 
      
 
    Mysh promptly hopped onto Arend, hugging his neck with his feet dangling off the roof. Arend stood up, letting him crawl onto his shoulder and sit up with a gleeful smile. Rose, Iode and Ro laughed. Ro gave a nudge to the stubborn Mat before flying away. Rose followed with a smaller version of the orb they had back at the Fortress. Mar joined them with an excited look he couldn't hide. 
 
      
 
    Iode and Arend sat side-by-side as they watched the three play. Mysh had quickly fallen asleep on Arend' head. Iode laughed as Arend brought him down with gentle hands. "He's taken to you faster than we thought. We weren't sure how he would react when he met you." 
 
      
 
    "Truth be told, I'm surprised at how comfortable I feel around him. I don't have much experience with children." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well…" Iode said, nudging him. "You're technically one of his parents. You and that Pendragon in you. Little Mysh is part Pog, Sereph, Pendragon, and human." 
 
      
 
    Arend held him a bit closer. "I guess that's true. I hope Kronth doesn't get jealous!" A chilly breeze stirred Mysh's multi-color hair. "They grew up really fast." Arend said as he turned his back to the wind. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, we don't understand it ourselves. It might have something to our odd pairing." Iode replied, gently rubbing Mysh's cheek. 
 
      
 
    "How's work going? You finished the mansion right?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Iode nodded. "And when Erasur learned how fast our little apartment was growing smaller, he made an offer we can't refuse. Once this year is over, we'll be living in the BluZeph mansion." Arend' eyebrows shot up. Iode placed a hand on his shoulder. "Though what you risked for us is probably why he choose to do that. And you know we have no way to thank you enough for what you gave us." 
 
      
 
    Arend grinned. "It's fine by me. Doing crazy stupid stuff is what I'm good at." Arend surprised him with another hug. 
 
      
 
    "Regardless Arend, you're more than a close friend at this point. I can't rank you with my children, or with Rose, but you are one of the few people I truly love. You're like a brother to me, and you know I never had any." 
 
      
 
    Arend hugged him back, holding Mysh low so he wouldn't be disturbed. "And you know what happened to my only sibling. I wouldn't mind having another member of my small family." 
 
      
 
    Above them, Rose was beginning to tire as Ro and Mar were volleying the ball back and forth. "… You might want to consider taking a family name." Arend said suddenly. "What with the unique bloodline and all." 
 
      
 
    Iode shook his head. "That's a bit too far. No Pog or Sereph has taken a last name. Not even the rare human and Pog couples. It would alienate them from our kind completely." Iode stood as Rose floated down towards him. Ro and Mar were still fighting over the ball. Iode swept Rose off her feet. "You lasted a bit longer today." She smiled, placing a hand on his cheek. 
 
      
 
    Arend shuffled over, depositing Mysh into Rose' sleepy arms. He snuggled close to her chest. "I miss when they were all like this. Stop by and visit sometime!" Rose tried to exclaim cheerfully, only managing to make herself fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    "She's still exhausted from it all. Serephs weren't built to handle three hungry newborns. I've been preparing nutrient-rich meals for them once she stopped nursing. Erasur's bonus has really helped with keeping them full." Iode explained before giving his farewells and flying away with his wife and son in his arms. 'Ro and Mar were still arguing as they latched on to either of Iode's shoulders. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Hunter and Flake were cozy high above the city. They were curled up together outside the face of the clock tower, watching the light snow begin to fall. Within the first few minutes of the snowfall, it melted and drained away. Flake and Hunter didn't care; wrapped up in a thick blanket and holding each other close, concerned only with their own little world. 
 
      
 
    Hunter was irritated when his phone buzzed. Arend had sent him a message. Flake pressed his face against Hunter's to read it. 
 
      
 
    'I'm fully out of the hospital today! Headed for Shifted Tilt!' Hunter deleted it and turned off his phone. 
 
      
 
    "Are you sure you-?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter shushed him with a kiss. "It's okay." He whispered softly. 
 
      
 
    Flake kissed him back, snuggling even closer. "Hey Flake," Hunter began, poking the Sereph's soft belly fur. "Do you think we should get our own place away from Dragon's Den?" 
 
      
 
    "Hmm…" Flake thought. "That's definitely an idea." 
 
      
 
    "Since the rent there is so cheap and easy for the band to meet up at, I'd have no problems keeping the place, but it wasn't built with the idea of two people living there." Hunter explained. 
 
      
 
    "Aaaaand we could use a bit more privacy than those thin walls can offer." Flake said with a sly smile. 
 
      
 
    Hunter poked Flake's belly again. "Yes, and it would mean finally being able to do that as well." Hunter replied. Flake now had a ridiculous grin on his face that made Hunter burst into laughter. "You're just adorable you know that!" 
 
      
 
    "Not as adorable as Iode's kids though." Flake corrected. "They're absolutely adorable!" 
 
      
 
    Hunter nodded in agreement. "No one can compete with little Mysh. Even his name is just so cute!" 
 
      
 
    Flake laughed. "And he's quite stylish! That handprint looks really cool." 
 
      
 
    "He'll be a real trend-setter for sure!" Hunter replied. 
 
      
 
    Flake pulled Hunter back in, wrapping his tail as best he could around him. They returned to watching the drifting overcast. "I really like this place." Flake said as Hunter rested his head on his chest. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Nate and Janese were working on a special suit that had the potential to give Eric his legs back. They had been researching everything they could, working for over three months since Arend was out and unable to set them up with the right people. The first day, Janese had to explain what Eric suffered from. 
 
      
 
    'Eric's nerves were damaged by a toxin carried by his Orenth. Not only is it inert now because of it, it's stifling treatments that have been known to heal damaged nerves. We can't risk stirring up his Orenth too much, but if we can slowly siphon out the toxin, he may very well walk again.' Those words sat in Nate's head every time he sat down to work with her. 
 
      
 
    "Our best bet to pull anything out would be to use Grey Adamtinium fibers wrapped around the parts of his body where his Orenth is densest. If we rigged up a pump of some kind, we could get it to move in a flow and not erratically stir up his Orenth. It'll be more natural for his body as well." Nate explained. 
 
      
 
    Janese nodded rapidly. "And through the toxin's tendency for capillary motion, we can ensure that it won't spread to the rest of his body and also siphon all of it out. There's just the matter of how to store it for my research." 
 
      
 
    Nate nodded. "Arend should have an answer to that. He and his team have a truly terrifying information system set up. Plus he has the resources for the Exo-suit." 
 
      
 
    Janese smirked. "This might only be possible because of him." 
 
      
 
    Nate stretched and checked the time. "Anyway, it's late and Arend is out with Kronth. We don't have anything we can do until tomorrow." 
 
      
 
    Janese stood up. "I have to agree. Though I'll need some proper food before I can sleep." Nate almost leapt at the opportunity, having to check himself and ask as coolly as he could. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think we could go together or something? I know this place…" Nate trailed off with a roll of his hand. 
 
      
 
    Janese couldn't catch the grin that slipped out, thinking it better to not to have anyway. "I would love to." She replied, offering her hand. 
 
      
 
    Nate shot out of his head and pulled the laughing Janese after him. "You won't regret it! I promise!" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Pockle, Duke, Vladd, and Kyrel were gathered behind Jacob's shed, speaking in low tones. "You three have learned very quickly." Pockle said as she divided the three Termas and distributed the pieces equally. 
 
      
 
    "It's much easier when we have you to help teach us." Duke said as he divided his pieces again and hid them on his person. 
 
      
 
    "Though it's very suspicious." Vladd said. 
 
      
 
    "Always the cynic huh?" Kyrel commented. 
 
      
 
    "Adopted by a Pendragon or not, she knows things she shouldn't. I have to assume there's a motive behind that." Vladd replied. 
 
      
 
    "Vladd's cynicism aside, I've managed to locate the Air and Earth Termas." Pockle said as she pulled out an old map. 
 
      
 
    "That doesn't help with the cynicism at all…" Vladd said flatly. 
 
      
 
    Pockle glanced up. "Kyrel's natural Air and Earth abilities plus the 3 Termas he's already mastered allows for some very accurate divination of strong sources of Orenth. And using forgotten research notes on the Termas, I can get a ballpark." 
 
      
 
    "Well?" Duke asked, breaking their stare. Pockle tapped two spots on the map. 
 
      
 
    "The Halls of Nojorn Woods and a crashed Sereph fortress." Nem spoke out, dropping his cloak. The four stared with slack jaws. "I suggest getting a Pendragon involved." He said as he leaned against the shed. "Naturally, I can't let you inexperienced fools do this alone…" Nem continued as he snacked on a Moonfruit. 
 
      
 
    "…Naturally." Pockle replied, rolling up the map. 
 
      
 
    "I'll accept the Moon Terma as a bribe. Duke, Kyrel, you've got the Air. Vladd, you're with me." With an air of danger in his wake, Nem stalked off with the red-haired Changed jogging behind him. Pockle had no way to object to Nem's forced assistance, simply nodding at Duke and Kyrel. 
 
      
 
    - - - Catching Up - - - 
 
      
 
    Duke and Kyrel underestimated how far away Pockle had sent them. It took them over a week to reach it, and the mountain range was a few hours from any city. They hoped Pockle really was accurate as she said she was. They stepped out of the small pick-up truck they had rented for the trip. 
 
      
 
    "According to everyone so far, the fortress is on the other side of the mountain, right next to the edge." Duke said. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel adjusted his backpack. "I locked everything down, so the truck shouldn't be messed with." Kyrel said as he slammed the door shut. 
 
      
 
    Duke retrieved his backpack from the bed of the truck. He tossed Kyrel and ice pick. "I've been in high mountains like this before. Keep that on hand and only step where I do when it comes to the snow." Duke said as he swapped his jacket for a parka from the bag. 
 
      
 
    Duke had much higher quality equipment than Kyrel. He had two self-winding spring-loaded spools of rope flat on either hip, a string of flares across his waist, a triple insulated freestanding tent, and a week's worth of water and dehydrated food. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel had basic equipment he had bought on the way when Duke rented the truck. He spun the ice pick in one hand as they walked up a narrow path. He swapped hands as the path widened out and he walked alongside Duke. Duke eyed his causal use of the ice pick as an oddity. "Have you handled one of those before?" 
 
      
 
    Kyrel tossed up the pick and caught it with his other hand. "No, but I have used a sickle before." 
 
      
 
    "When the hell would you use a sickle?!" Duke exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel shrugged. "I liked scythes as a kid, and a sickle was the closest I had nearby. I got into more than a little trouble because of it. 
 
      
 
    Duke chuckled. "You were a weird kid Kyrel." 
 
      
 
    "I still am." Kyrel replied as he continued to spin the ice pick. 
 
      
 
    They continued to hike up the mountain in an erratic pattern. Kyrel had to clear more than a few boulders and rocky debris from the path. As they passed over the shoulder of the mountain just below the snow line, they found what they were looking for. 
 
      
 
    A stone-grey tower lay surrounded by snow in the valley before them, mirrored by others in the blanket of white. The masonry was shaped with great skill, but couldn't hold up to time or the impact that brought them there. Only one of the seven towers was still standing. At the far side of the valley, a large section of the mountain was missing, where light blue sparkles shining in morning sun. 
 
      
 
    They found a crude path made of broken pieces of stone rising a few inches above the deep snow. Lanterns were hung from curled canes of steel driven into small floating pieces of land chained to the ground by chain links as thick as Kyrel's finger. 
 
      
 
    Duke led the way, melting the sheet of ice frozen on the stone path with bursts of flame from his feet. "Do you think it was destroyed?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. Someone had to build this path and put up these lights." Duke replied. The upright tower was half buried by a large drift of snow. Duke melted a hole through to access the door. 
 
      
 
    As Duke reached for the knob, the door opened on its own. A very old face poked out of the door. The old Sereph was just as surprised to see Duke and Kyrel as they were to see him. He glanced at Duke's feet and grunted. 
 
      
 
    He waved them in, but didn't open the door wide. "Don't let the heat out." He grumbled. The two squeezed through the door and into a small, warm chamber decorated with shards of Korvan. 
 
      
 
    A few other old Serephs were sitting in old leather recliners by a small fireplace. The room was cluttered with many books piled up on desks and on shelves that lined the walls of the small tower. A single staircase led upstairs. The other Serephs turned to give Duke and Kyrel curious glances. 
 
      
 
    "What are you two doing out here?" One of them asked. 
 
      
 
    A Sereph stood to greet them. She looked younger than the others, but was still well more than Duke and Kyrel's age combined. "If I knew we were going to have some guests, I would have had these old fools clean up a bit." 
 
      
 
    "It's alright." Kyrel replied. "If we knew there were still Serephs living here, we wouldn't have just barged in." 
 
      
 
    "And if we knew there was a path, we wouldn't have needed all this gear." Duke added. 
 
      
 
    She looked at them with newfound curiosity. Her brown eyes still sparkled despite her grayed fur and hair. "So you're definitely not from this area. Did you come with hopes of learning Sereph history?" 
 
      
 
    Duke and Kyrel looked to each other. The old Sereph who answered the door took a glance at Kyrel. "You're a BluZeph aren't you?" Kyrel turned towards him. He nodded. "And a little Felwake as well." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel nodded. "My father and my mother, respectively." 
 
      
 
    The other Serephs glanced at each other. Grumbling, the first Sereph shuffled into the corner. He came back with two Korvan. A light sky blue and a heavy earthly brown. "Now that you have those, leave us be. Your father has bothered us endlessly for more of those." 
 
      
 
    "That's not-" Kyrel began. The Sereph waved his hand. "It's all we have. Unless you want to go dig into that mountain." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel sighed and rubbed his forehead. The old Sereph walked in front of Duke. The younger Sereph brought him a cup of tea as he placed the Korvan into his backpack. "Thank you." Kyrel said politely as Duke was looked over. 
 
      
 
    "I know that face…" The Sereph said as he turned Duke's head with a hand. Kyrel listened closely for the possible name drop from the Sereph. 
 
      
 
    The Sereph glanced down at the Fire weapon on Duke's feet. "Hmm. But you don't have natural control of Fire…" 
 
      
 
    "It's natural in a way." 
 
      
 
    Duke replied. The old Sereph waved a dismissive hand. "I'm in no mood for riddles. Did you come for the same reason the BluZeph did?" 
 
      
 
    Duke nodded. "Although it's not what you assumed it was." He grunted. 
 
      
 
    Duke held a hand out. Around his palm, a muddy aura formed. A look of realization passed over the Sereph's face. 
 
      
 
    "…Zekerhänd…" He said softly. Kyrel's eyebrows shot up. Duke said nothing as he matched the Sereph's gaze. "So have your families decided to collect the Termas?" The old Sereph asked with a voice dripping with loathing. 
 
      
 
    "They are not my family." Duke said with enough force to make Kyrel take a step back. "I am only Duke. I was the one who stole the Fire Terma from them." 
 
      
 
    The old Sereph pointed to the door. "Leave. You don't know the power the Termas posses." 
 
      
 
    "I'd disagree." Kyrel replied, holding out a hand like Duke had. Each finger was coated in a different type of Orenth. Fire, Ice, Earth, Air, and Electricity met in the middle of his palm with growing intensity. 
 
      
 
    "Kyrel-" Duke was cut off by a loud pop as the Orenth vanished and a small multi-colored Korvan took its place. Kyrel had fallen back at the sudden sound, letting the Korvan clatter to the floor. 
 
      
 
    After some time, the old Sereph picked it up with awe on his face. "That hasn't happened before." Kyrel said as he sat up. 
 
      
 
    Beside him, the female Sereph's jaw was gaping. She stopped him as he tried to stand. "I-I-is that-" "Aero Fìra." Kyrel replied, dropping his backpack as he stood and presented the bow. 
 
      
 
    The other Serephs were now gathered around Duke and Kyrel, having a heated debate in a language unheard to human ears since Serephs defaulted to human language. Kyrel noted that unlike a Pog's babbling, the Serephs had something more elegant and sophisticated. They all scattered when a consensus was made. Some went upstairs, and others went to books spread around the room. 
 
      
 
    When they returned, they were all carrying a book of some kind. Duke and Kyrel were confused until they pulled a small, crinkled piece of paper from the spines of each one. The first Sereph stacked in Kyrel's hand, who immediately drenched them in Air. He closed his fist, opening it as the Orenth faded. What was left behind was a crumpled wad of ancient paper. Kyrel smoothed it out and folded it neatly. 
 
      
 
    The female Sereph approached Duke with a large, old book bound with blackened leather. Duke read the title aloud. "The History of The Great Wars: The Terror of The Terma." 
 
      
 
    "It's one of three remaining copies." She explained. "Outside them, you can only learn about them from an ancient Monster." 
 
      
 
    Duke glanced up. Kyrel beat him to the punch. "Why are you giving us these?" 
 
      
 
    The old Sereph held out the Korvan Kyrel created. "We believe it takes a pure heart to create Korvan without a catalyst. If there were any malice or conflicting feelings, your Orenth would have been able to condense this purely." Kyrel took the Korvan and held it up to the light. Unlike any made with human machines the Korvan, even stained by five different colors, was translucent with no flecks or imperfections to be seen. 
 
      
 
    "In time, as it begins to absorb Natural Orenth, it will grow in power until it rivals the Legendary Weapons." He explained. Kyrel nodded, placing it with the others. 
 
      
 
    "Wait…" Duke said, holding up a hand. "Doesn't that mean Kyrel can continually produce Korvan to make super-powered Legendary Weapons?" 
 
      
 
    The old Sereph nodded slowly. "For that you would need someone impossibly skilled in Korvan Engineering; most disappeared right at the end of the Great Wars without passing on their techniques." Kyrel and Duke shared a look and laugh at the inside joke. Kyrel returned the empty cup to the, now confused, female Sereph. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you all of you! We might drop by sometime!" Kyrel called as he and Duke slipped out the door. 
 
      
 
    "Why were you laughing!?" The old Sereph called back to them, huddling with the others to keep warm. 
 
      
 
    "A Myshcell!" Duke called back with a wave. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Vladd and Nem had a hell of a time finding the Hollows of Nojorn. Neither had ventured so far west into the Nojorn Woods despite their extensive experience. The journey to the woods was shorter than Duke and Kyrel's but the ruins of the annihilated Guild were near impossible to find. When they finally did, they were surprised at who they found, as were the two for them. 
 
      
 
    Vladd and Nem were about to stumble into a training session. Wake and Nojeski paused as Vladd's griping could be heard. "We're never going to find this damn place! We might as well call and tell Arend so he can call that Shadow Clan remnant!" 
 
      
 
    "Calm down!" Nem exclaimed. "We don't need to get him-" Nem stopped as he and Vladd emerged from the undergrowth. 
 
      
 
    The four shared stoic glances before chuckling at the irony. "You two are from Dragon's Den right?" Wake asked. Nem nodded, still laughing. Vladd took a chance to look at the two. Nojeski hadn't changed, still as matte black as one could be. 
 
      
 
    Wake however, was now shaped and molded into a monster of a fighter. His hybrid armor had to be reshaped to accommodate for his muscle growth, and his buster was now covered in more chips, cracks, and fractures than before. Vladd could tell it would definitely break soon if nothing was done. 
 
      
 
    "What brings you out here?" Wake asked. 
 
      
 
    Vladd opened his mouth, but Nem cut him off. "The Earth Terma." 
 
      
 
    "It was destroyed with the Guild." Nojeski replied without hesitation or change in demeanor. "Burned to the ground in the library." Nem glanced over at Vladd, who was already walking to the center of the slightly overgrown clearing. 
 
      
 
    "What is he-" Nojeski asked as Vladd held a hand to the ground, making it tremble. 
 
      
 
    "He's strong!" Wake exclaimed. "I felt him shift the earth!" 
 
      
 
    As Vladd walked back, Nojeski saw the dusty piece of paper now in his hand. "Is that what I think it is?" Nojeski whispered. 
 
      
 
    Nem nodded. "That would make number four." Nem found his feet dangling as Nojeski lifted him by the collar. 
 
      
 
    "Why are you collecting such devastating weapons!? Is Dragon's Den planning to use the Legendary Weapons and the Termas to conquer this chaotic world!?" 
 
      
 
    Nem didn't struggle in the man's grip. "A time will come when people will search these out, people more dangerous than our Guild. It's safer for all involved if we collect and use them than leave them be to whoever wants them. A new era is beginning to dawn and leaving things like this unprotected threatens its existence. We used divination to find this and the Air to the north. What prevents others from doing exactly that?" 
 
      
 
    "What era is so important you'd dabble in lost arts to find these damned relics!?" Nojeski demanded. 
 
      
 
    "An era of invention and enlightenment brought on by a man born from the remnants of the Great Wars, a man who is a guiding light for those struggling in this dark aftermath. Arend will always say he's only a man, but he is a man who will save us. Arend Myshcell is a man who brings hope for man and Monster alike." 
 
      
 
    Nojeski let Nem drop to his feet. "Do what you will. But when your search devolves into a war, I won't take any part. Not even for a man like Arend, regardless of his potential or what power he showed me during that fateful Request." Nem brushed himself off as Vladd rejoined him. Wake and Nojeski returned to sparring. 
 
      
 
    "Do you really believe all that about Arend?" Vladd asked Nem some time later. 
 
      
 
    "Of course." Nem replied. "He's firsthand what a Myshcell can create. But this time, Arend has much, much, more than what his father had. The real question is what he's going to create." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The two groups met a day apart at a train station outside Sareville. Duke called Pockle and the four boarded the train bound for the Nest. They got a more than a few stares, but no one said anything. 
 
      
 
    When they arrived at Jacob's shack, Duke called out. "Hey Pockle! Where are you!?" 
 
      
 
    She walked slowly out from behind the shed with a grim look that made Nem shiver. "What's with that look?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    His question was answered by who stepped after her with crossed arms. Kronth and Arend stood shoulder to shoulder with an irritated smile of their face. 
 
      
 
    "Ooooh shit…" Kyrel groaned. 
 
      
 
    "Sooo… Care to explain why the four legendary weapons up and disappeared for almost three weeks?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    "Didn't she-" Nem began. 
 
      
 
    "I think I can tell when one of my employees is lying. Now answer the question." Arend said. Kyrel tossed him the multi-colored Korvan. "What is-" He started angrily. His tone immediately changed as he repeated himself. "What is..." Kronth looked over to Arend with a frown. Arend slowly looked up to Kyrel. "How did you make this?" 
 
      
 
    "The combination of five types of Orenth." Kyrel replied, holding out his hand like before. This time, a larger Korvan formed on his palm. "Earth, Air-" 
 
      
 
    "Electricity, Fire, and Ice." Arend finished. "How did you learn to control five types?" 
 
      
 
    "Termas." Pockle replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend caught his breath. "So they're real then." 
 
      
 
    "Care to explain?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    Duke spoke out clearly. "The Termas were the first documents written by Liefel Schell, later known as the first Myshcell. Liefel was exposed to a high concentration of Orenth and was the first human to attempt Orenth Alchemy, simultaneously being the first to succeed. While the books he wrote were unfortunately destroyed, the Termas somehow survived." 
 
      
 
    Duke was reading out from the book the old Serephs had given him. "It says that he entrusted the Termas to the Pendragons two thousand and six years ago. Those seventeen he taught how to alter the Orenth to gain powerful techniques, making them the guardians of the Termas: Pencores." 
 
      
 
    Pockle and Arend glanced at each other. "You need to call Gliese." Arend said as Duke shut the book. 
 
      
 
    Arend tapped her foot as she thought. Pockle borrowed Arend' phone to make a call. Kronth let out a sigh. "How are we going to explain your absences?" She grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Someone called out to them. "Heeey!" Jacob called, waving as he came running. "Where have you guys been? These two have been bugging me about it nonstop." He said with a jerk of his head to Arend and Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "They were training." Arend said simply. 
 
      
 
    "What for? This place is open enough." Jacob asked. 
 
      
 
    Arend raised an eyebrow. "Do you want them to bring the ceiling down?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Jacob went to glance up, but stopped himself. "So it's something dangerous? Why didn't they call or leave a message before heading out?" 
 
      
 
    "Turns out the location they picked blocks cell phone signals." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Jacob simply shrugged, returning to his shack. Pockle tugged on Arend' pants leg to get his attention. She returned his cell phone. "She's on her way. And knows King is here." Arend nodded. "I also added her-" She stopped as Arend jumped, his phone ringing in his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Hello?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Hey Arend, it's Rusty. I could use some help with Guan Blau." Rusty replied. Arend gave Kronth a brief kiss goodbye. "I'm on my way. Use the middle garage." Kronth gave him a wave as he hurried for Shifted Tilt. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend found Rusty bending over his dual Drive engine. Rusty's head popped up as Arend walked in. His face was covered by a well maintained scruff of hair. Arend couldn't help but laugh when he saw it. Rusty half smiled. "Yeah, I know. It's been easier to trim it than shave every night." 
 
      
 
    Arend dropped his hat and bag on the desk across from Guan Blau. "I can't blame you though. I'd look like an old man if I left mine grow out like that." Arend replied as he joined Rusty by the engine. 
 
      
 
    Arend whistled. "That's impressive alright. Has it been running funny?" Rusty shook his head. 
 
      
 
    "It runs fine. I left more than a few rubber streaks on the tracks I've raced the past three months. I've been on a tour and only got back a few days ago." 
 
      
 
    "So you haven't talked with much of anyone about what's been going on?" Arend asked as he poked around. 
 
      
 
    "Long enough to know what you did for your friend." Rusty replied. 
 
      
 
    "We." Arend corrected quietly. 
 
      
 
    "You can start with how Hunter's now running around with a Sereph." Rusty said, catching Arend' attention. 
 
      
 
    Arend smiled slightly. "That was a little more than a month ago." 
 
      
 
    Rusty gave him a short glare before walking around to his door. "It's nothing to joke about Arend. I've never seen him act like that." 
 
      
 
    Arend couldn't help but chuckle. "Calm down. I'll explain from the very beginning." As Arend spoke, he delved into the intricacies of the engine. 
 
      
 
    "The day after the Barbecue, Hunter and I left on a request. He explained what went through his head to me later, but he discovered that he had feelings for me on the way back." 
 
      
 
    Rusty bumped his head as he tried to rush out. "Hold on!" Arend exclaimed. "There's still a lot more to explain. As I dealt with Shifted Tilt and Ros, Hunter tried to approach me to talk about it, but I was too distracted at the time as well as cheer me up. 
 
      
 
    "Flake showed up and distracted him long enough for me to leave, asking Hunter out on a date. I think I was the one who planted that little seed; nudging Flake his way during the barbecue. Hunter confessed his feelings, with Noir overhearing and eventually leading to Kronth, who said he had to get Starlik to talk to Hunter before Hunter could me. Aaanyway, after a talk, Hunter agreed to Flake's date." Rusty was no longer working, listening intently to Arend' words. 
 
      
 
    "During the chain of eavesdropping that happened, Isaac learned of it and messed with Kronth. I solved that issue rather quickly." Rusty noted the dark look that flashed on Arend' face when he was talking about Isaac, but said nothing. "A After that debacle, Hunter took me to the clock tower to try and calm me down. That's when he ended up explaining it to me and we came to an understanding. I left and he went to his date. I helped Nem with Duke while Hunter and Flake had a great time. 
 
      
 
    "After helping Rose cook for her and Iode, I tracked down Kronth. When I went in to work the next day, Rose had been taken to the hospital and a bunch of us, including Kyrel's father, went there to show our support. Kronth and Berry helped Janese with the triplets, but Mysh was crushed by his brother and sister. And that's about when the weird stuff happened." 
 
      
 
    "'Weird stuff' he says." Aenfel said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Rusty said as Arend' voice had suddenly changed without warning. 
 
      
 
    "Stop that already." Arend grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Arend? Rusty asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
    "You know how I'm part Pendragon?" Arend asked. Rusty nodded. 
 
      
 
    "Well," 
 
      
 
    "I woke up." Aenfel cut in. 
 
      
 
    "I said stop it!" Arend exclaimed. Rusty slowly raised an eyebrow. Arend stamped over to his bag and tossed an issue of Guild Ruled at Rusty. "Since he apparently doesn't want to quiet down…" 
 
      
 
    Rusty read it front to back as Arend finished tuning Guang Blau. Arend slid the unusually thick magazine back into his bag. "Are you sure publicizing all of that is a good idea?" Rusty asked. 
 
      
 
    "I have no reason to hide it. And it would become a hassle to explain it as something else." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "And I make Arend sound insane when I have anything to say." Aenfel added. 
 
      
 
    "I thought you were supposed to be the wise, silent type." Arend growled. 
 
      
 
    "Please stop that." Rusty said. "It's very disturbing." 
 
      
 
    Arend shoulder twitched in a half shrug, and Rusty couldn't tell exactly who had shrugged. "So…" Rusty glanced at Guang Blau. 
 
      
 
    "She'll run better than ever." Arend said, pulling on his hat. 
 
      
 
    As Arend turned to leave, Rusty caught his shoulder. "Hey! What about your little buddy? How's Corenden?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I can't say. I haven't seen him in a while." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend dreamed of the Dragon Valley. He stood alone beneath the large tree as the grass at his feet bowed with the wind. The leaves filled the air with chaos as the wind picked up and pushed against Arend. He woke as Kronth pushed him again. 
 
      
 
    "You stayed up late again didn't you?" She asked as she sat next to him once he swung his legs off the bed. Arend nodded slowly, rubbing his eyes. "It's a good thing I woke you though. I have about an hour of free time before I have to return to work." At that, Arend leaned over and pulled her in. She laughed and pushed him away when he nibbled her ear. "Stop that!" Arend smiled. She leaned over and kissed him. "We need to spend more time together. I got bored when you were in that coma." 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Arend squeezed as much as they could out of the hour they had together. Faulken almost had to drag her out of Arend' room when she didn't answer her phone. As Arend cleaned up the mess from the hastily made breakfast, he held his phone to his ear with his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Corenden answered on the forth ring. "Hey Arend… How'd you get this number? I only got a phone a week ago." 
 
      
 
    "Kronth." Arend replied. "You're required to give her all contact information remember?" From the pause, Arend got the impression Corenden had nodded. "I just thought it's been a while since we hung out. Especially considering the three months I was completely out of it." 
 
      
 
    "I caught that article by Michael. He sent me one of the first issues." 
 
      
 
    Arend could her Berry beside him. "You two should hang out! You've been working yourself too hard. You deserve a day off!" 
 
      
 
    "She has a point." Arend added. 
 
      
 
    There was a second pause. "What's wrong?" Berry asked Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "I think it's on speaker or something." Arend rolled his eyes and waited for Corenden to put the phone back to his ear. 
 
      
 
    "Part Pendragon~!" Arend sung as he put up his dried pan. 
 
      
 
    Corenden sighed. "Have you shopped for New Years yet?" 
 
      
 
    "Nope!" Arend replied. "But I have the funds to get everyone some great stuff." 
 
      
 
    "I'll meet you out in front of Dragon's Den." Corenden said with a sigh. 
 
      
 
    "Don't be so grumpy!" Arend and Berry exclaimed at the same time. Corenden promptly hung up. 
 
      
 
    Arend was outside the front door in less than a minute. Corenden showed up twenty-something minutes later. Arend failed to suppress the wave of laughter that caught him off guard. Corenden's fur had grown out anther inch, making him puffy and pudgy. "Yeah yeah," Corenden grumbled. "I'm from the North. It always happens this time of year." 
 
      
 
    "The North? So you're not a native?" Arend asked as he bit his cheek. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah… You didn't know that? My family moved down here when I was ten." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "I guess there are still a few things we don't know about each other" They started down the street. Corenden floated alongside Arend, barely drifting in the wind. 
 
      
 
    "So what's been up with you?" Corenden asked with a smirk. Arend glanced sideways at him. "I've heard you've been kissing everyone." 
 
      
 
    "Want to be the next in that everyone?" Arend asked with a twitch. 
 
      
 
    Corenden couldn't help but laugh as he knew Arend would do it just to spite him. "Jeeze, sensitive subject?" 
 
      
 
    "I've gotten enough crap about it already." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Corenden nodded as a group of girls giggled across the street, pointing at Arend. "Well, there's no need to ask. I've been going on requests and now rank High D." 
 
      
 
    "I take it the other Syndicates didn't want to approve your promotions from the war?" 
 
      
 
    "Chh…" Corenden tutted. "They're pissed off at you guys already. I don't think promotion for a Pog is high on the list is it?" 
 
      
 
    "Are you pushing for more recognition? Or you just need money?" 
 
      
 
    "Money." Corenden replied. "Berry and I live a fair life for two Monsters, but we'll need a bigger place for when we have kids." 
 
      
 
    "So Iode and Rose have gotten you two thinking?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Corenden nodded. "I've got seven years on him, but he's already got three kids. One of which defies nature." Arend laughed. 
 
      
 
    "And In a way, he's my kid to." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    A light snow began to fall. Arend laughed to himself as he imagined each snowflake having Flake's face. Corenden whistled softly to himself. "Do you know what you'll get her?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Corenden let the final note hang before replying. "No. Though she is one for antiques." 
 
      
 
    "There should be a shop a few streets over. My uncle knows the owner." Arend suggested. The traffic picked up the farther into the city they went. They made a point to avoid Arend and Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think they know who we are?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "They know who you are." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "Fair enough." Arend shrugged as they rounded a corner. "It's up at the end of the street." Arend said pointing at a corner shop at the other side of the road. Corenden simply flew over everyone to get there. He turned to laugh in Arend' direction, but Arend was calmly walking a few feet behind him on a thick layer of Stick. 
 
      
 
    "What?" Arend asked. "How do you think King flies?" 
 
      
 
    Corenden frowned. "I wasn't expecting you to do that." Arend glanced down at the stagnate masses staring up at him. "You know I don't care what they think. And with Michael's article, everyone already knows my power." 
 
      
 
    The crowd cleared in front of the antiques shop as Arend stepped back onto the concrete. "That doesn't mean you should show it off." Corenden pushed open the door to the surprisingly empty shop. 
 
      
 
    An old couple were the only other people in the antiques shop. They ignored Arend and Corenden. "Welcome!" The graying man at the counter exclaimed. "Let me know if you need-" 
 
      
 
    He was interrupted by who Arend guessed was his daughter and son. She had highlights in her chestnut hair and he had the same grey-blue shade as his father. "We need money." They said flatly. 
 
      
 
    "Not now!" He hissed, well below a normal person's hearing. The two siblings didn't much care to talk in low voices. 
 
      
 
    "It's not like anyone's going to buy anything!" His son exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "Do you really think you'll get money talking to him like that?" Arend asked as the approached the counter. 
 
      
 
    "Why don't you…" The boy trailed off. 
 
      
 
    "Arend!" The store owner exclaimed, reaching out for a firm handshake. 
 
      
 
    "Nice to see you again Tom!" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Tom!?" Tom's children exclaimed, glancing at their father. 
 
      
 
    "This is Mr. Prickett's nephew." Tom explained. 
 
      
 
    "How has he been? I'm afraid I haven't kept in touch." Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "He's vacationing in Chewek. You know how he hates the cold." Tom replied 
 
      
 
    "Dad!" Tom's son exclaimed. "How the hell do you know this freak!?" 
 
      
 
    "This 'freak' helped us when your mother died. I guess you two were too preoccupied to notice." Tom replied with a hint of malice. 
 
      
 
    Arend waved a hand. "I did it because my uncle asked. I didn't know you well enough at the time to really consider you a friend." Tom's son pulled his sister after him when he realized their father was in no mood to give out money. 
 
      
 
    As Arend and Tom continued to talk, Corenden looked around at the various knickknacks spread out in the store. He found himself in front of children's books when the old couple left with a few old records. "Take care!" Tom called after them. 
 
      
 
    "So… Who's your fluffy friend?" He asked Arend. 
 
      
 
    "A fellow Guild member; he's out here because his wife thinks he's working himself too hard." Arend replied 
 
      
 
    "Any kids?" Tom asked, noting where Corenden was looking. 
 
      
 
    "Not yet." Arend replied quietly. 
 
      
 
    Tom nodded. "But what about you? I'm sure you've got a sweetheart or two." 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "Only one. And we're taking it slow. As far as I can tell, it's been going rather well." Corenden waddled over to the counter with a book in his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Is that all?" Tom asked, flipping through the book. Corenden nodded. "Two and seventy-five." 
 
      
 
    As Corenden placed the money on the counter, Tom typed up a receipt. "Still into Kruxsetting?" Tom asked as he placed the money in the register. 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "Yeah, but it's expanded a great deal since back then. I've got my own store now." 
 
      
 
    Tom chuckled. "I know. Your uncle's a little boaster." He pulled out a small box of Korvan. "I've been collecting them from the first few things to use Korvan. They're faded, but still kinda neat." Tom explained. 
 
      
 
    Arend poked around. "Not that one. It's too pure, but only by a few percentages." 
 
      
 
    "You sure?" Tom asked; a little disappointed. 
 
      
 
    "It's a skill I managed to pick up. Want me to take it off your hands?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, sure." Tom replied half-heartily. 
 
      
 
    Arend left a few Ere on the counter as he left with Corenden. "See ya later!" Arend called. 
 
      
 
    Corenden was about to ask what the Korvan did when Arend popped it into his mouth and began to chew. "What are you doing?" Corenden asked, remembering him doing that with the cracked Sereph Korvan. 
 
      
 
    "Enjoying a snack." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Why not buy some Orenth fruit or something? Why eat a Korvan?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Orenth fruit is nice and all, but Korvan are more interesting to eat and are more easily digested." Arend replied. "So what's with the book?" 
 
      
 
    Corenden glanced at the cardboard book in his hands. "Berry grew up with one just like this. Before she lost it, her mother would read it to her every night." 
 
      
 
    Arend smiled. "Maybe you should buy some wrapping paper?" 
 
      
 
    Corenden shrugged. "I'd rather go home and buy it later." He replied as he pulled out his phone. 
 
      
 
    Berry answered immediately. "NO. I don't want you back until the sun goes down. I you're done shopping, there's a tournament starting later today. Your friend Kyrel is participating." 
 
      
 
    Corenden groaned as he shut his phone. Arend poked his side. "She sounds like she wants you to have a full day of fun. We can check the tournament out after I'm done shopping. We should be good for a few hours. They don't start early in the morning." Corenden didn't say anything as he drifted behind Arend, barely aware of what he was buying from the stores he visited. 
 
      
 
    A Korvan scanner for his uncle, a set of large brushes for King, Fanscaro's newest book on Monsters for Kronth, and gifts for Iode's little clan: matching silver and cobalt ribbons for 'Ro and Rose, and ties for Iode, Mar and Mysh. A metallic black for Iode, a dark blue for Mar, and a metallic blue for Mysh. 
 
      
 
    "You just want to see them in ties don't you?" Corenden asked after Arend bought the three ties. 
 
      
 
    "Don't you?" Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The High-Soar tournament was a Joint-Title tournament that always had a High vs. Soar showdown as the last fight. One of the restrictions was the primary use of Air, and naturally, to have a Title that included High or Soar in the name. And as Arend and Corenden found out, Kyrel wasn't participation directly as he was the reigning champion and would fight to keep that title. 
 
      
 
    They bought two lower-box seats and sat off to the side away from the others sharing the box. As the announcer was hyping up the crowd, Arend was showing Corenden how to effectively bet on who wins with the help of a small tablet. 
 
      
 
    "It has nothing to do with the simplified stats they throw out to make it easier to understand, experience of both the fighters and his equipment is important." 
 
      
 
    Arend poked one of the participants who was using a Korvan-powered crossbow. "What's wrong with this guy?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Corenden stared at the tablet and poked the screen. "His weapon is largely unused." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded. "He may be a good shot, but if he's modified it without proper testing, it may malfunction in the fight." 
 
      
 
    "Even though his opponent isn't as experienced, he is more likely to lose" Corenden asked, checking the matching lineup. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. But with anything, there's always an exception, so try to limit the bets to 200 Ere." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Corenden nodded. "And use winnings when you've made enough?" 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded once. "You go it." 
 
      
 
    The first eight matches went well for Corenden and Arend. Betting 200 Ere every time, they turned 1,600 Ere into 5,000. Because of their successes, the game officials had to switch up the second round to test their luck. Nonetheless, the winning streak didn't stop, adding their total up to 7200 Ere. At that point, the head bookie visited the two. 
 
      
 
    The box grew quiet as he and a pair of security guards marched towards Arend and Corenden. "Fun's over boys. Are you bribing the competitors?" The bookie asked. Arend simply turned around and flashed a confident smile. The bookie groaned. "Not you again…" He waved at the security guards. "You can go; you aren't needed. This bastard can just read these people like a book." They exchanged confused glances as they slowly walked back out. 
 
      
 
    "How long have you been doing this Arend?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "Since I was sixteen." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "And he's cleaned us out every time. If I recall, the last time you did this you won 160,000 and bought your uncle a new…" 
 
      
 
    "Korvan Condenser." Arend finished. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but at least this time you aren't betting like you used to." 
 
      
 
    "And how was that?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "All his winnings on the rookies." The bookie replied as he stepped back out. 
 
      
 
    After a brief intermission, the final four competitors were brought out for a discussion with tall the referees. "There's a lot more than before." Arend remarked. 
 
      
 
    "That's because of what happened at the Hunter tournament." Corenden replied. The announcer's voice boomed across the stadium. 
 
      
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen, I have some exciting news. The competitors have learned about a very special member of the audience, and want to forgo the Semi-finals and finals for a battle royale and the chance to exchange a few blows with him. All that's left, is if he' wants to agree to it. So kid, you up to showing them how much stronger you got since the Hunter tournament?" 
 
      
 
    Corenden and Arend glanced at each other. The bookie poked his head in. "Well, Arend, you forced our hands." 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head as he stood up. "Let them know it will have to be 4v1. And to prepare better, more balanced lineups." Arend left his bag and hat with Corenden. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck Arend!" Corenden called. "These guys won't fool around!" 
 
      
 
    As soon as Arend' grey hair could be seen, the audience broke into cheers. Arend gave a mock salute to the camera. "By his request, it will instead be a 4v1 fight, with Arend handicapped by a lack of weapon." 
 
      
 
    There were a few calls of disappointment. Arend waved his hand to silence them as he met the four he would be fighting. He heard Kyrel call out from across the field. "Try not to kill anyone!" Arend offered his hand to each in turn. The announcer called out their names as Arend shook their hands. 
 
      
 
    "Avía Clark hails from Golden Fogg, and she specializes in air-born maneuvers." 
 
      
 
    Arend could feel the strength in her grip and her small frame. Avía was purpose built for mid-air acrobatics, with narrow shoulders and a long torso well as a general dexterity about her form. Her clothes were tight, but didn't ride up or show off anything she would be embarrassed of. Arend noticed a few tears in her shorts as he moved on. 
 
      
 
    "Chen Soo was born far to the East, and moved this way after a few years training in the monks of a difficult-to-find temple in a mountain range. As an independent, he works for Syndicates he trusts." 
 
      
 
    Chen shook Arend' hand awkwardly and half-bowed. Arend replied by doing a full bow. Chen smiled and returned the gesture. His black hair was in a neat braid that fell down to the middle of his shoulders. His chosen attire was traditional robe of white and blue with a silver dragon embroidered on each sleeve. A pair of simple shoes of the same style could be seen when Arend bowed. 
 
      
 
    "Manuel Prime is an ace pilot who has already lost to Kyrel in a race last month. A member of Free's Gym, He's well versed in kickboxing, Muay Thai, and boxing." 
 
      
 
    Manual tried to crush Arend' hand, only succeeding in hurting his own hand. He was shirtless and wore a pair of faded red and blue boxing shorts with its fair share of bloodstains. His feet were bare save for the tournament anklets and wraps around his ankles. His brown hair was cleanly shaved on the sides, with a little bit left on the top of his head. A headband was loosely tied, waiting for the final tug closed. 
 
      
 
    "Israphel Vouk is a cousin to the BluZephs, and more accurately, Kyrel. His mother is Erasur's sister. He holds no allegiance with any Guild, but has shown skill in Air manipulation." 
 
      
 
    Israphel didn't shake Arend' hand. He was a few inches taller than Arend and his short black hair was the same messy look Kyrel had. Unlike Chen's robes, Israphel's were a bland shade of brown and modified to have extra pockets on the outside. It fell past his ankles, but Arend could see bare feet when the wind blew. 
 
      
 
    Arend stepped back and began a few warm ups as the other fur spread out around him. "And now… Arend Myshcell hails from Dragon's Den. He's a specially ranked Double S, renowned for his Korvan skills and his shop, Shifted Tilt, as well as his unusual powers. Hailed as an angel for the miracle he and his inner Pendragon did. Currently dating Kronth Shichland, Dragon's Den's Guildmaster, and is wielder of a next-generation Legendary Weapon. He has defeated the Black Monster and Death's Ring, flown in an airship, liberated a Sereph Fortress, and met a dragon. The question on everyone's mind is this: Can these four handle themselves?" 
 
      
 
    Arend raised a hand, counting down from five. The crowd joined in on three. "Two! ONE! Let's do this!" The announcer was up out of his seat, cheering with the rest of the crowd as another sinister grin spread onto Arend' face. 
 
      
 
    Before anyone else could twitch, Arend found a blast of exploding hair headed his way. He dispersed it with a lighting fast punch. Israphel now stepped back, his normally blue eyes burning crimson. 
 
      
 
    Manuel snuck in from the left, getting in a jab that had enough force to calibrate Arend' Tournament stats. "Holy fucking shit." The announcer went unscolded as he slowly read out the stats. "60,645 Endurance, 673 Attack, and Defense at 2,312." He failed to hide the fear in his voice. Arend frowned and glanced at his armlets. He whistled a ref over. 
 
      
 
    After a short discussion, the ref gave Arend a weak punch in the shoulder to recalibrate it properly. The announcer was speechless. "I-I-I-it would seem Arend' equipment was a little buggy. His real stats are as follows, and trust me, I can barely believe it. 606,450 Endurance, 6,756 Attack, and 5,620 Defense." 
 
      
 
    Corenden was laughing like a maniac since he already bet on Arend when the odds were 1:6 before the stat readout, with 8,000 Ere riding the line. Arend simply cracked his knuckles. 
 
      
 
    "Ladies and gentle men, the other stats added to each other don't scratch this, this, this monster. And remember, this is without the Dragon Drive. Four X Ranked would have a tough time with him like this." 
 
      
 
    Arend flicked his fingers at his four rattled opponents, asking them to continue. Israphel and Chen combined power to send blinding jet of fire at Arend, who easily side-stepped it. Avía dropped down with a lethal kick that came to a stop in a mass of Stick. Manuel flew through the jet of fire with a surprise punch that made Arend slide back a dozen feet. Arend was then thrown across the field by a blast of rock and air surrounding a flat-headed arrow. Grasping the air with clenched Stick, Arend stopped before hitting the wall. Kyrel glanced over Aero Fìra with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Arend simply nodded at the announcer. "Seems Arend understands why we included Kyrel in this." 
 
      
 
    Israphel flashed a look at his cousin before pulling out a silver coated vial. As Kyrel laid down some cover fire, Chen, Manuel, and Avía rushed Arend. Arend easily defended himself, mostly ignoring Kyrel's arrows by deflecting them with Slick. A flash of silver was the only warning as Israphel's vial shattered at Arend's feet. 
 
      
 
    An explosion of razor sharp steel spikes grew out form the broken vial. Arend acted faster than he thought possible. He spun Manuel around and collected Avía and Chen in a flash of movement no-one could follow. Arend wasn't fast enough to prevent the trio's shields from defaulting, bringing them out of the fight, but he did succeed in preventing their premature death. 
 
      
 
    Aenfel brought him close to Kyrel and spoke. "That was exceedingly dangerous. In a one-on-one fight, Israphel's attack would be benign, but with Arend and I stirring up the Orenth in these systems, those shards of Metal Orenth would have at least maimed them for life." 
 
      
 
    "…Aenfel?" Kyrel asked with a confused look at Arend. 
 
      
 
    "Trust him." Arend replied. "That wasn't fully me acting back there." Arend raised his arm to show Kyrel his wrist. A charred black line was what was left of the bracelet. "We shorted out the system, so it's just you two now; my part's done." 
 
      
 
    Arend explained this again to the refs and the others who had gathered in the middle of the field. They judged that Arend won a technical victory in that he could have easily destroyed them if he wanted. Corenden was happy to accept the 48,000 Ere in return. Corenden called Berry as Arend hurried back to the box. 
 
      
 
    "Were you watching the tournament?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "No, why? Did someone die?" Berry asked. 
 
      
 
    "Three people almost did, and Arend was a riot of course." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "What? Was Arend in it?" Berry asked. 
 
      
 
    "The semi-finals and finals were scrapped for a chance to fight him. Arend fried his tournament gear when he rescuing the three of them from a forth's attack. Kyrel's currently prepared to face him, who happens to be his cousin." Corenden explained. 
 
      
 
    "…Maybe I should be watching…" Berry said. 
 
      
 
    "I'll be headed home when I'm done here. I've made a few bets and need to do some paperwork for the winnings." Corenden said. 
 
      
 
    "I love you." Berry said happily. 
 
      
 
    "I love you too."Corenden replied before shutting his phone. 
 
      
 
    Arend walked into the box to find his seat occupied by a small case of money. Corenden picked it up and placed it under him. "How much?" Arend asked as he sat. 
 
      
 
    "48 Grand." Corenden replied with a smug grin. 
 
      
 
    Arend whistled. "Does Berry know?" 
 
      
 
    "Not yet. She knows I won some, but not just how much." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    "I suggest putting some on Kyrel. Israphel may have a few tricks, but Kyrel has had some intense training. Plus Earth beats Air and Fire." Arend said as he picked up the tablet. 
 
      
 
    Arend and Corenden both put 2,000 on Kyrel at 1:3. The originally speculated 1:1.5 changed with the fight. "Israphel's show-off of power had shifted the odds." As the announcer put it. Kyrel faced Israphel without Aero Fìra. Arend checked the time on his phone: 2:29pm. 
 
      
 
    - - - Half Past - - - 
 
      
 
    They clashed at 2:30, Fire and Earth billowing up in a whirlwind. Israphel barely moved as Kyrel danced around him, trying to break a circle at Israphel's feet. The small ring of crushed Korvan and Mithril prevented Kyrel from knocking Israphel off his feet, and the wizard easily staved him off from his position, controlling wind and fire with a wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    As a last-ditch effort, Kyrel pulled power from the Air and Earth, making his own Orenth expand past his body as it combined with the natural Orenth. As always, Israphel's face was unchanged as Kyrel rushed him with air cloaked arms and Earth coated legs. In a simultaneous motion, Kyrel dropped one leg through the wall of fire and air, sinking to his ankle in the earth. His opposing arm pieced the veil and his palm collided with Israphel's raised forearm. 
 
      
 
    The air snapped as Israphel's whirlwind of flame curled around Kyrel in a brief instant before Kyrel's other leg scattered the ring tripped Israphel off his anchor. Kyrel wasted no time in launching him skyward with a chunk of rock pushed up with a blast of compressed air. Israphel righted himself mid-air, prepping for the landing. Kyrel caught his bottle of crushed Korvan-Mithril mixture with a surprise javelin, making the contents explode in a puff of rainbow smoke. 
 
      
 
    Israphel rose from his knee and wiped off the dust from his robe. "I can see how you faced Franken without issues. Your control of Orenth is better than my own I many regards." Israphel popped the lid to a canteen and chugged the contents. 
 
      
 
    "Although you to have quite an advantage as well." Kyrel replied. "The use of Metal and blocking my use of Orenth isn't something to ignore." 
 
      
 
    Israphel pulled a small, marble-sized object from one of his pockets. Without forewarning, he flicked it from his hand and it collided with the ground where Kyrel had just jumped from. A splash of water cut into the soil before freezing. Kyrel landed as Israphel readied a second shot. The small spiked silver ball arced as it cut Kyrel's cheek as he charged at Israphel. Kyrel veered off as Israphel suddenly produced a grenade and threw it at him, all the while with the same nonchalant face. 
 
      
 
    The grenade bounced twice and exploded in a shower of light and blades of shadow. Kyrel regarded the blast zone with wide eyes. The light drilled into the soil where it landed, and the darkness cut whatever it touched. Israphel was now juggling a few of the special-made grenades. 
 
      
 
    "You have to be fucking kidding me." Kyrel groaned. 
 
      
 
    Israphel expertly pulled the pins with one hand, flicking it to the next to throw. Kyrel replied with a tall wave of earth that made Israphel abandon throwing his last grenade. A series of multi-colored explosions scattered the chuck of earth Kyrel raised, a few bits flying into the large shields protecting the audience. 
 
      
 
    "You're getting expensive." Israphel said as he pulled out a long crystalline rod with a circle at its middle. 
 
      
 
    "Not my problem!" Kyrel replied flatly. 
 
      
 
    "True. And I shouldn't throw them whichever way either." Israphel said as the long rod gained edges of air and fire, giving it the appearance of an "S" with a hole at the center. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel was impressed. "I want one of those." 
 
      
 
    Israphel whipped his arm around, sending the bizarrely shaped shuriken on its way. Kyrel didn't doge it, instead grabbing it from the air. The Air and Fire disappeared together. Kyrel spun it in his hand a few times, letting the ring glide on his fingers. Both ends of the rod now had curved blades of rock. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel let the circle settle in a hook made of two fingers. A flat piece of rock protruded from each end of the two blades. Israphel frowned until the blades began to spin in a blur created by Kyrel's Air. A low whining filled the air as a pocket of Vacuum formed behind each of the blade's "wings." Israphel only had time to create a rudimentary shield of Metal and Earth. The first blade caught in the shield, but the second still twisted, warping the stone and locking Israphel's head against his own shield. His arms were trapped up against his chest and Kyrel knocked him forward with a twist of the earth beneath him. 
 
      
 
    "The winner is Kyrel!" The announcer called, throwing up his hands. He applauded once he sat back down. "A commendable display of Orenth control on both parts, though Kyrel's jerry-rigging of Vacuum to nullify Israphel's Fire was astounding." Kyrel walked over to Israphel, breaking the stone to free him from the trap. They shook hands. 
 
      
 
    "I won't be so foolish next time. And next time it will be for Aero Fìra." Israphel said as a ref removed his tournament equipment. 
 
      
 
    A second returned Aero Fìra to Kyrel. Kyrel suddenly found the barrel of a gun at the back of his head. The refs were on the ground, bleeding out. A group of ten people wearing various Monster masks had Kyrel and Israphel surrounded. 
 
      
 
    "Put the bow on the ground or-" 
 
      
 
    He was cut off as a yellow Orenth cloaked Arend twisted his arm around and drove his face into the ground with enough force to break his nose and dislocate his arm. Kyrel shuddered as the gust of wind Arend created washed over him. 
 
      
 
    "This little trick," Aenfel said with a hint of pride. "Is called Swift." 
 
      
 
    The nine remaining masked people were now very apprehensive. "Did you really forget I was here?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    Another three were taken out by Corenden, who dual wielded his sword and case of money for two of them, and finishing the third with a head-butt. "Six." Arend called out. 
 
      
 
    Israphel surprised two with a pair of miniature metal bats. "Four!" Corenden called out, mocking playing golf. The masked men moved to retreat, but Chen and Manuel took out one each. 
 
      
 
    "Two!" Kyrel said, pointing at either one with a hand. 
 
      
 
    He blinked when one was taken out by a well-aimed pitched beer can from the crowd. The poor bastard stumbled and twisted his ankle as the can bounced off, falling face first onto a large rock. 
 
      
 
    "…One?" The announcer said. The last guy just threw up his hand and fell to his knees. Arend shared a shrug with the rest of those on the field. 
 
      
 
    A small team from Silver Napalm cleaned the field of the men and asked a few questions. The refs were treated and would be fine in a few weeks in a hospital. Corenden, Kyrel, and Arend left the stadium for Dragon's Den, all combining powers to jump from roof to roof rapidly. Kyrel gave Corenden a boost with his Air powers as they both clung to Arend, who jumped from roof to roof with the combination of Slick, Stick, and Swift. 
 
      
 
    "Strangest. Thing. I've. Ever. Done." Arend later told Kronth in person, now free for the rest of the day to bug her. 
 
      
 
    "And probably the strangest thing some people saw all day." Kronth replied as she verified a stack of Rent Certificates. 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure I could top that." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    "Please don't." Kronth said sincerely. 
 
      
 
    "You almost done?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Yes, I've only got to sign them now." Kronth replied as she picked up a pen. 
 
      
 
    Arend fidgeted impatiently as Kronth quickly signed the papers. "Is this what you do all day?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes. And it's more stressful than just paperwork." She replied, poking him with the pen. "And thanks to you, that stress isn't about to go away." 
 
      
 
    Arend crossed his arms. "It's not like I try to make trouble." 
 
      
 
    "Judging by the High-Sour tournament, I'd have to disagree." Iode replied as he approached their table. Rose was chasing after 'Ro and Mar behind him. Mysh's head popped up over Iode's shoulder. 
 
      
 
    "What's up!?" Arend asked, popping up out of his chair. Kronth slid the signed papers into a portfolio. Her secretary grabbed it as he left with great enthusiasm. 
 
      
 
    "We've got a favor to ask of the two of you." Iode replied. "You see, Ros e and I were hoping to take Erasur up on his invitation to a dinner party, but we don't have anyone to watch the kids." Arend nodded slowly. "I know it's a lot to ask, but-" Iode began. 
 
      
 
    "Sure." Kronth cut in. Mysh hopped from Iode's to Arend, sitting on his shoulders like Corenden did because he had grown too large for just one. 
 
      
 
    "But?" Arend started, glancing at Kronth. 
 
      
 
    She leaned over to whisper something. "Consider it a test." 
 
      
 
    Arend opened his mouth but stopped short, puzzled. Iode gave Kronth a short list. "They're picky eaters, and I'm not sure how they'll behave for you." 
 
      
 
    Arend ran off to help corral 'Ro and Mar. They stopped struggling as Arend hefted them up like they weighed nothing. 
 
      
 
    Kronth stood up. "What time should we expect you?" 
 
      
 
    "Late." Rose replied as Arend marched outside. 
 
      
 
    "I trust you two can handle them?" Iode asked. 
 
      
 
    Kronth smiled and nodded. "If I can handle Arend, I can handle a few extra fluff balls." Kronth gave them a wave as she poked her head out of Dragon's Den's back door. 
 
      
 
    Arend was running around in the winter with 'Ro and Mar chasing him. Mysh was holding tight to Arend' head. Kronth couldn't help but laugh when Mar managed to tackle Arend. 
 
      
 
    He stood triumphantly on Arend' back. "Ha ha!" 
 
      
 
    'Ro shoved him off, straddling Arend with a handful of his jacket. "Onwards!" She cried, kicking Arend with her heel. 
 
      
 
    Kronth lifted her off Arend. "He's not a horse 'Ro." 
 
      
 
    Mysh hopped off Arend as he sat up. "You're no fun…" 'Ro grumbled. 
 
      
 
    Mar tackled Arend again. Arend resisted with Stick, but not enough for Mar to hurt himself. This they found interesting. "What was that!?" 'Ro exclaimed, hurrying over to Arend. 
 
      
 
    Arend collected a small amount of Stick in his right hand. "It's Pendragon Orenth. This is called Stick." He put out his left, covered in Slick. "And this is Slick." 
 
      
 
    'Ro poked his right palm. "But it doesn't stick…" 
 
      
 
    "It doesn't work like that." Kronth said, taking her hand. She drew it across Arend' hand. "It's friction, not glue." 
 
      
 
    Mysh tried to grab Arend' left hand, but it slipped in his fingers. Mar laughed. "Can't you do anything?" 
 
      
 
    Mar reached for Arend hand, but like Mysh, he couldn't get a grip. "Slick reduces the friction exponentially." Arend explained with a smirk. He rubbed Mar's head with the Slick, managing only to irritate him. 
 
      
 
    "Behave you two." Kronth said sternly. 
 
      
 
    "There's a third one!" Arend said, standing up. 
 
      
 
    Arend picked up three rocks from the ground. He held his forearm out in front of him and laid the three rocks in a line. In a flash of yellow, Arend dropped his arm and replaced it with the other. Kronth was more shocked than surprised. The three children gazed in wonder as Arend repeated the feat. 
 
      
 
    "This is called Swift." Arend explained, now keeping the rocks level by flashing his hands under them. 
 
      
 
    When King came down with great curiosity, Arend let them fall. "Courtesy of Aenfel?" He asked. He frowned when he say the three gasping Pog-children. 
 
      
 
    "We're babysitting." Arend explained as Mar and 'Ro slowly approached King. Mysh pushed past them and stared up at King. 
 
      
 
    "So this is the one you saved?" King asked, sniffing Mysh. Mysh jumped onto his nose and hugged him. Arend covered his mouth as a short chuckle escaped. Kronth pulled Mysh off as King's eyes watered. 
 
      
 
    "How long until their parents come back?" King asked. 
 
      
 
    "A while!" Kronth replied as she leaned against him, Mysh still in her hands. "Care to stay a while?" 
 
      
 
    He laid down, letting Kronth slide down and curling his body to protect against the wind. Mysh wiggled free from Kronth, running over to Arend. "Do you have any toys?" Mysh asked him. Arend began digging in his bag. 
 
      
 
    "I bet you a warm bath that he's got one in there." King said, nudging Kronth. 
 
      
 
    Kronth laughed. "I don't think so. I don't want whatever it is you'd give me." 
 
      
 
    Mar had climbed up onto King, sitting between his ears. 'Ro cuddled up to Kronth, uncomfortable in the wind. Arend shook his head at his bag. "You'd think I would have something!" 
 
      
 
    "It's okay!" Mysh said, patting Arend' leg. His face brightened almost immediately. "Maybe you can help me to fly!" 
 
      
 
    Mat laughed. "Good luck! He can't use his wings right!" 
 
      
 
    King's ears twitched. "You're a little rude you know." 
 
      
 
    Mar patted King's head. "It's true enough!" 
 
      
 
    King extended his own wings, poking the startled Mar with a tendril of Orenth. "Everyone's a little different. And we're happier when we accept that. I didn't know I could fly until I was two hundred." 
 
      
 
    "Mom says Mysh's wings were un-under-underdeveloped." 'Ro whispered to Kronth, struggling with the long word. "He may have to stay on the ground forever." Kronth watched Arend crouch down at look at Mysh's wings with a saddened sigh. 'Ro hugged her. "It's okay though! I'm happy I have a second brother." 
 
      
 
    Kronth laughed, rubbing 'Ro's head. "I know." 
 
      
 
    Arend grew more interested in Mysh's wings the longer he looked at them. Aenfel whispered something so quietly Arend only knew what he said from how his lips moved. All Arend caught was three words. 
 
      
 
    "Try the Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Arend flicked his hands, coating them with stick. "Don't- Don't move." Arend told Mysh as he gently held the base of his wings. 
 
      
 
    Mysh stood stock still as Arend slowly built up Stick to coat his wings. Arend let the Orenth fade as nothing happened. "What you'd do?" Mysh asked, trying to look at back his wings. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing. I-" Arend stopped as he noticed a flash of blue on his wings when Mysh tried to fly. 
 
      
 
    "Sonic Arend. It will allow him to fly, but don't think what you just did have a significant effect. You gave him all of my powers. Stick, Slick, Swift, Sonic, and Salve when you chose to save him. It will take time for him to learn to use and understand you gift. For now, have fun with him. He's as much part of us as his blood parents." 
 
      
 
    Mysh tilted his head as he watched Arend say a long string of words he couldn't hear. "Arend?" He asked worriedly, tugging his pants leg. 
 
      
 
    Arend crouched down. "Sorry 'bout that! My head's a little complicated." 
 
      
 
    Mysh simply blinked. "Does it have to do with this?" He asked, poking the handprint on his torso. Arend gently placed his hand on it, the red fur now expanded well past Arend' fingertips. Mysh hugged his hand. 
 
      
 
    "I know how important what you did is. My mom and dad won't tell me, but I know I should be dead. I can fell a part of you deep inside me every time we get close like this. It scares me." Mysh trembled; clutching Arend' hand like his life depended on it. "But…" He continued softly. "It also fills me with untold thrill when I think of what it could mean." 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit Mysh." Mysh glanced up, bringing his hands in and backing away. Arend placed a comforting hand on his small shoulder. "You'll barely more than four months old and you're talking about ideas that adults struggle to grasp." 
 
      
 
    "Well, I read whenever 'Ro and Mar fight…" 
 
      
 
    Arend picked Mysh up with a laugh, hugging him. "You've definitely got a bit of Myshcell in you." He walked back over to Kronth, who was talking up a storm with Kronth. King was lecturing a very attentive Mar. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "I can hardly believe these kids are only four months old." Kronth said as they dined on the dinner Arend had made and brought out. 
 
      
 
    All he could get King was a handful of Korvan. Mysh, 'Ro, and Mar were too busy enjoying Arend' tarts to pay attention to them. "Their minds grew with their bodies. They've slowed down significantly, but they are a very intelligent bunch. Rose and Iode really have their hands full, but at least with the BluZephs, their potential has every chance of being achieved." King replied. Arend simply nibbled his tart. 
 
      
 
    Arend was the first to yawn, the eventful day making him tired. Kronth and Arend were considering moving them inside out of the cold, but the Pog-children didn't want to leave King alone all night. They relocated to the left side of Dragon's Den, out of the wind, and found a few thick blankets and fluffy pillows. King barely started a story when the realized everyone had fallen asleep. He curled as tight as he could around them before sleeping himself. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Rose and Iode arrived at Dragon's Den near two in the morning. They eyed the sleeping King curiously, thinking to ask him about their kids. They were surprised to see Arend and Kronth tightly curled around the three, all comfortably sleeping. They gently nudged the group, waking all save for King. 
 
      
 
    "C'mon…" Iode said softly, reaching out to pull out Mar and 'Ro. 
 
      
 
    Kronth fell back asleep almost instantly. Arend caught Rose' hand before he went back to sleep. "My room's open. Spare key's in the shop under my desk. Iode should have a key to the shop…" Rose rolled him onto his back to get to her son. 
 
      
 
    "Do I have to?" Mysh asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    Rose frowned. "No, but why do you want to stay?" 
 
      
 
    Mysh laid his head on Arend' chest. "His heartbeat, it sounds so pretty." 
 
      
 
    Rose glanced at Iode, who was using his wings to protect his children. He nodded slowly. "We can leave him with Arend. If Mysh wants to stay, let him." 
 
      
 
    Rose nodded, giving Mysh a kiss on the forehead before rolling Arend back onto him. She tucked the blanket around Kronth, Arend and her son. "Sleep well, my child." She whispered before leaving with Iode. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 [X] 
 
      
 
    King woke up to a face that filled him with dread. A banana-yellow Pendragon with faded emerald eyes had been watching him sleep. She had what looked like a large headset hooked up over her left ear with the microphone just behind the end of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    "Good morning King." She said cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    "Hello Gliese." King grumbled in reply. 
 
      
 
    Arend sat up, glancing around with half shut eyes. Gliese glanced back at him with a curious look. Arend yawned, scratching his head and nudged Kronth. "Hey. You gotta get up now." Mysh sat up as well, climbing onto Arend' lap as he fell back asleep. Arend scooped him up and use d King to help him stand. Kronth groaned as she stood up. 
 
      
 
    "What's with the little sleep over?" Gliese asked King as Arend walked around him with Kronth huddling next to him with one of the blankets. 
 
      
 
    King grunted and stood up. Gliese stood up as well. Arend noted how she was a bit taller and thicker than King was. He also noticed a brace on her right foreleg. Gliese was a little irritated at King's less-than-adequate responses. She quickly jumped on top of him and pinned him with his legs splayed out awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    Arend whistled. "Swift huh?" Mysh wiggled in his arms, disturbed briefly by the whistle. 
 
      
 
    She glanced over at him. "You could tell?" 
 
      
 
    "He can do more than 'tell'" Aenfel replied. 
 
      
 
    Gliese stumbled back, startled. King popped to his feet and took a position behind Arend. "…Aenfel?" Gliese whispered softly. 
 
      
 
    Arend' face twitched. "Yes, and he's kind of a pain in the ass…" 
 
      
 
    She glanced at King. "So this is what happened to your brother? He's been combined with this boy?" 
 
      
 
    "Man." Arend corrected politely. "And my father is the one who's guilty." 
 
      
 
    "And he's dead as they come. Along with Ace." Aenfel added. 
 
      
 
    Gliese was now eye-to-eye with Arend, her mouth now dangerously close to his. Kronth pulled him back a few steps. "So you're the Myshcell that Seing's been talking about. I always imagined you…bigger." 
 
      
 
    Arend shrugged. "I can still send you flying with a kick." Mysh rolled over in his arms. 
 
      
 
    "What's with the Pog?" She asked. "You two adopting?" 
 
      
 
    Arend shook his head. "He belongs to a friend of mine, though I had a hand in bringing him into this world." 
 
      
 
    "As did I." Aenfel added. 
 
      
 
    "And he's Pog-Sereph." Iode added as he hurried over. 
 
      
 
    "Wait, what?" Gliese asked, glancing at Iode. 
 
      
 
    Reluctantly, Mysh let his father hold him. "Pog-Sereph revived with a bit of human and Pendragon." Iode replied as he gave Mysh a leftover tart. 
 
      
 
    "How's Rose and the rest of the clan?" Arend asked. 
 
      
 
    "Enjoying your shower, bed and T.V." Iode replied as he began to walk away. 
 
      
 
    "Make sure you clean up!" Arend called after him. 
 
      
 
    Gliese snorted. "Pockle didn't tell me about this…" 
 
      
 
    King stared accusingly at the back of Arend' head. "Yes." Arend replied without turning around. "I had her call Gliese." King tried to head-butt the Arend' head, but he and Kronth were moved in a flash of yellow. 
 
      
 
    Gliese slowly turned her head to match what her eyes caught."So you're powers have been accelerating." 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded, holding the now chilly Kronth close. "It began after I met Seing." Hiding in a blanket shell next to Arend, Kronth opened her phone. 
 
      
 
    Her muttering voice could still be heard. "It's time to do start that business, Gliese." 
 
      
 
    "Be sure to order breakfast would you?" Gliese replied. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    King led Gliese to the vent he used to access the Nest. The large shaft could easily allow her access, but on account of a lack of flight, King had to help her with the decent with a large cushion of red Orenth as she stood next to him. "You've really filled out you know." Gliese said as she awkwardly leaned against King. 
 
      
 
    "And you still have interest in me." King grumbled. 
 
      
 
    "Hey now," Gliese licked King's face. "You know I can't just give up." 
 
      
 
    "You're nearly two and a half times my age." King replied. 
 
      
 
    She nudged him again. "But you were heavily involved in the Great Wars, and even survived it. Most of my time was spent guarding the Electricity Terma. I may be older, but you're more experienced." 
 
      
 
    King sighed. Gliese glanced away to look at the underground city below them. She caught King staring at her brace when she looked back. He tried to quickly look away before she could see. 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't your fault King." She said softly. "The simple fact we made it out of there was on account of your heroics." 
 
      
 
    "If Aenfel was there, you wouldn't have that." King replied bitterly. 
 
      
 
    She nipped his ear. "Stop blaming yourself!" She growled angrily. "Aenfel would have driven our kind to death. He's foolish and violent." 
 
      
 
    "And he's growing stronger in Arend." King replied, shutting her up for the rest of the trip. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "So you all have managed to involve the Legendary Weapons with the Termas." Gliese said with a touch of cynicism. 
 
      
 
    "And crazy fuckers who get mechanical limbs and Drive implants."Arend added. Gliese shuddered. "You're lucky you didn't have to be there during the autopsy." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    Gliese looked over the four Legendary Weapon wielders. "You won't be able to find the other Termas. They're securely guarded by their original Pencores after what happened with those four." 
 
      
 
    "So we don't have to worry about them being used against us?" Vladd asked. 
 
      
 
    Gliese shook her head. "Tell that to the Pencores in the Hollows of Nojorn and that Sereph Fortress." 
 
      
 
    "And that's probably the original reason Axis were looking for Pendragons." Nem added. 
 
      
 
    "They just didn't account for how powerful the documents are." Gliese explained. "I watched Liefel Schell write the final parts on natural Orenth so much Orenth was put into that man that his touch could turn a person into something of a God at that time." 
 
      
 
    "Are you saying you'll look for the Termas and warn the Pencores for us?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    Gliese nodded. "I can try, but proving the dangers Axis poses would be tough. We'll need an extraordinary case to throw in their face directly." 
 
      
 
    King's ears perked up and he chuckled. Gliese glanced at him. "How about a dragon and a man without Orenth?" Gliese frowned. 
 
      
 
    "A literal dragon." Arend said before Gliese tried to look at him. "And a victim of Death's Ring." 
 
      
 
    "How did he survive that!?" Gliese exclaimed. "Death yields to nothing; all users died as their bodies lost control." 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled out the Dragon Drive from King's saddle, starting it up. Arend raised the blade. "Try a Cavity Slash of all Orenth types." Gliese blinked. 
 
      
 
    "He stunned him with it." King explained. 
 
      
 
    "You fought Death with just Orenth?" Gliese asked. 
 
      
 
    "And a well aimed Orenth-neutral bullet." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    King poked Gliese with his nose. "We should leave now. They have your number and only I know where the dragon is." 
 
      
 
    Arend gave them a mock salute. He fiddled with the Dragon Drive as the pair left. "So Arend, have you got the Cavity Slash down yet?" Kyrel asked. 
 
      
 
    "Almost. Though now that my swing speed has at least tripled, I might have it down." Arend replied as he walked out into the field. 
 
      
 
    He left the Drive slowly build up to the proper speed before cutting forward in a flash of yellow and sending an exceedingly large blast of Orenth down the field. He had to rush forward to stop it or risk collapsing the dome. 
 
      
 
    As the Orenth wrapped around the Dragon Drive in a neat spiral, Arend smiled weakly. "A bit too powerful now I guess." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    King and Gliese traveled in silence for the most part until they were well outside Sareville. "So Arend has you under his thumb?" Gliese asked. 
 
      
 
    "On my own accord." King replied. "Truth be told, I was hoping he'd kill me." Gliese stopped; hobbling on her leg as she the effects of Swift fade. King stopped as well, walking slowly back to her. 
 
      
 
    "Are you that upset King?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "It wasn't just you." King replied. "I'm partly to blame for the death of Arend' family." 
 
      
 
    Gliese walked up alongside King and leaned against him, resting her bad leg on top of his paw. "Why can't you let yourself be happy? If you truly didn't like my affections, you wouldn't let me get so close. There wouldn't be so much guilt if your eyes every time you looked at me." 
 
      
 
    "You know my parents were hoping you'd get close to my brother." King replied softly. 
 
      
 
    Gliese brushed his tail with hers. "I can be with whomever I damn well please. Even if he's an emotional toddler." 
 
      
 
    King nudged her with his head. "I'm no toddler." 
 
      
 
    She tackled him in turn. "But you are emotional." She replied, her head a few inches from King's. 
 
      
 
    She rolled off of him after they held each other's gaze. "We should get going." King said as he stood up. 
 
      
 
    'You know King,' Gliese thought to herself. 'If we made up a hundred or so years earlier, we might have had a few children running around by now; though I'd be happy if we started a century from now. As long as it happens.' 
 
      
 
    King led Gliese to a small valley hidden in the Youkaki Mountains. It was well away from the village he had destroyed long ago. Pith was watching Kathy and Ros play across the way. He acknowledged the two Pendragons with a quick glance. 
 
      
 
    Gliese's face lit up. "There really is a dragon." She said quietly. She hesitated in approaching him, glancing back at King. 
 
      
 
    King nodded. "You'll be fine; he knows me and is wary of Arend. Leave those two alone and he won't hurt you." 
 
      
 
    Even with King's reassurance, Gliese still didn't continue down. As King watched her, he sighed internally. He walked up to her, gave her a lick like she had so many times for him, and whispered softly something only for her in her ear. 
 
      
 
    King nodded when she looked back with tears welling in her eyes. He gave her a final nudge as she hopped down the rough terrain towards the dragon. King repeated part of what he said in his head. 
 
      
 
    'When this is all over…' 
 
      
 
    When and what might be over he didn't know, but he knew she'd be there for when it truly ended. 
 
      
 
    Dran||| 
 
      
 
    Dran's trip to the eastern ocean was a very long one. He used the time to read and reflect on how he had messed up his life. His Request was an excuse to live how he wanted and still be the Master of a Guild. He knew no next time existed, and after reading Arend' issue of Guild Ruled, he knew he had no chance in that area of the world. So he decided to go to the far side. 
 
      
 
    Finding the ship wasn't that difficult, but the sailors had no answer to questions on the region, and as Dran stepped off in a city with a small group of people, he knew he would soon find out why. The city was loud and by his guess, completely packed with people. He was happy to learn there that Ere was still the only currency he would need, if a slightly bit more for a few imports he would never use. 
 
      
 
    He walked out of the harbor are with no regrets, working his way through the crowds of people. A fight broke out nearby. Dran watched with silent contempt as the two young men beat each other to a bloody pulp, splattering the artificial walls with their blood. 
 
      
 
    He decided to leave the city, buying a cheap motorcycle and riding out on a simple asphalt road. It was only until night began to fall did he realize something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    'Where are all the Monsters?' He soon found his answer as he came upon a high-security farm town. 
 
      
 
    Dran popped the stand to his bike and set the tire lock. He grabbed his bags off the back and pushed open the door to a bar. He took a seat at the counter within sight of the T.V. The bartender slid him a glass of the day's 'special' and he dropped his stuff in front of his stool. The T.V chirped as the channel was changed. The bartender dropped the remote as he moved on. A commercial caught Dran's attention. 
 
      
 
    "Have you been losing too many tournaments and fights with your friends? Of course you have! You're still walking around as a normal human! Scientists at Axis have discovered how to take a dozen or so useless Monsters and use them to superpower you into the next evolution of mankind!" 
 
      
 
    Dran's glass had paused inches from his mouth. When they were talking about Axis, one of the scientists looked remarkably familiar. He chugged his drink and glanced back at the T.V. It was showing a live feed of a fight. "You look like hell." The bartender told him as he refilled the glass. 
 
      
 
    Dran chuckled. "Just you wait." He chugged the second glass and passed the money over. "I know a guy who will make this continent look like a real hell." 
 
      
 
    "And who would that be?" The bartender asked with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    "The son of a certain Axis scientist." Dran replied as he stepped out. "Arend Myshcell." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gentle Hybrid 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gentle Hybrid 
 
      
 
    - - - - New Year's - - - - 
 
      
 
    Once the business with the Termas died down significantly, Nem found the time to compile the information his network gathered for him and report it to Kronth. "Celestial Rim started as scattered individuals from various continents and cities. Collected by Finch of all people, who was still 'unmodified' at the time. I believe he was heavily influenced by someone before beforehand, as he had the Legendary Weapons with him, and was harsh with who got to use them. I've investigated them before as you know, but that was a shallow operation of drawing them in with Moon's Sonata and snatching up the Korvan they were ordered to give Arend." 
 
      
 
    Kronth started, but Nem stopped her with a hand. "I've only recently discovered that last part from Helios, our one remaining member of the group. Alexander has disappeared completely from everywhere. Helios explained what he could as the Master of the Guild, but he said he made very little orders himself. It's funny how he wasn't the strongest in the Guild, as Syndicates of this nature tend to be formed by powerful people." "Except when dealing with Syndicates created for a single purpose." Kronth replied darkly. 
 
      
 
    "And in that style, they knew how to cover their tracks. All I could find was that it came from far outside this area. The trail just kinda went *poof* anywhere past that." Nem said, dropping a stack of neat papers on Kronth's desk. "Faulken is still out in the field; he's adamant that Axis is fully involved. If the concerns about Arend' father prove true, we know Axis is involved and that the Korvan delivery was important." Kronth nodded, tapping her temple as she thought. 
 
      
 
    "Good work."She sat up, filing the papers in a locked drawer. "I appreciate you chasing these rumors, Nem." Nem stopped at the door, surprised at Kronth's compliment. "No problem Kronth. I was the best fit for the job." Kronth sighed as Nem left her office. 'I have a bad feeling about this.' Her secretary poked his head in. "They're waiting for you." Kronth stood up. "Yeah, I know. I'll be out in a minute." 
 
      
 
    Kronth stretched as she stood up from her chair. Stepping around the boxes of paperwork and the other contents of the office, she joined her secretary in the hallway. "As soon as you cut that ribbon, your stuff will be moved to your office, and the unmarked file boxes will go to storage." He said as he walked at her side. 
 
      
 
    Kronth yawned. "I won't be missing this place. Having an office right next to Dragon's Den will be much more convenient." Her secretary nodded. "I'll be happy to get out of the Nest; I'd like to work where I can see the sun." Kronth silently agreed. 'And it's rather impressive Iode got the place up in a month. I was a little skeptical when he suggested getting the Guild itself to help build it, but Panzer proved me wrong with how she organized them. She's one hell of a drill master.' 
 
      
 
    The Greater Den Building was essentially a university built in the expansive clear area on the far side of Dragon's Den's empty lot. Not only did it have a large office for the Guildmaster, it had a few large and small classrooms in the East Wing, as well as a full library built with three floors of bookshelf space and a large central skylight. The West Wing consisted of nearly two hundred dorm rooms with space left for more to be added later. Connecting them to the central part of the building was a large dining hall that doubled as a potential ball room. 
 
      
 
    The center of the building housed Kronth's office as well as a relatively small Request board for Requests that ask for Dragon's Den exclusively, as well as notices and the like. On either side of the two doors was the Guild's crest. On the outside, the doors were tied shut by a neat ribbon, awaiting Kronth to cut. Kronth herself was standing on the short steps, adlibbing a speech about how far the Guild had come, and welcoming the new members who brought the total for Dragon's Den past 300, bringing more opportunities to the Guild, but also limiting far more. 
 
      
 
    As the cheers died down, Kronth turned to Arend. Instead of the silver succors she had expected, Arend placed the Dragon Drive into her hands, smiling as she hefted its weight. It was lighter and more balance than she had thought. Carefully holding it out, Kronth used the tip to cut the red ribbon. Hiding a smile, Arend retrieved his weapon. She pulled him after as she walked into the building. 
 
      
 
    The walls of the atrium around them were covered in photo portraits of each Guild member with a small plaque that listed their name, rank, and join date. The "eras" of the Guild members were clearly defined by their placement. Hunter and the other members who joined before Arend had a section to themselves. Kronth was beside Dran as a Guildmaster, with Arend, Nojeski, and Cris listed as honored members below them. 
 
      
 
    Arend paused in the center of the room, looking down at the mosaic of the Guild crest made from sparkling tile. With a chest full of pride, he saluted the portrait of Cris with two fingers and his thumb curved loosely. "Getting a bit sentimental huh?" Kronth asked as she and Arend searched for her office. "It just felt right." Arend replied. "I'm fairly certain the stuff he gave me to help with my fear was what overloaded Jacob's Condenser way back when and created this." Arend tapped the large Korvan in the center of the Dragon Drive. 
 
      
 
    "Oh?" Kronth said. "I didn't know that." "I still have a few vials left." Arend said, tapping his bag. Kronth pulled open the ornate door that had her name on it. A small waiting room was past it, with a curved desk for her secretary and a pair of double doors beyond. Kronth and Arend pushed through the doors to a large office with plenty of space left for display shelves. The chair was large and plush, brining Kronth to the perfect position to look authoritative when sitting at the desk, but still allowed comfort. 
 
      
 
    Kronth looked around with a wide grin. "This is much, much better than the old place. Arend glanced back at the door. "Hmm…" Kronth glanced over. Arend held the Dragon Drive at arm's length, closing one eye. "Heh." She leaned against him, copying his motion. "Are you sure you should put it there?" "I can't put it in Shifted Tilt. I already plan on having copies of Mark I and Mark II up there, with a little chart on the working on the inside." 
 
      
 
    Kronth took the Dragon Drive and walked to the center of the room. She held it out like he had before, the blade trembling slightly as she tried to do so. Arend laughed, taking it back. "So in its own case?" He held it flat in two hands just below his ribs. …Yeah. Though it'll be a long time before we put it in here." Kronth replied. Arend nodded. "I haven't been here for a year yet. My retirement is a looong way off." 
 
      
 
    "Speaking of years, I've heard you've been throwing money around and buying gifts for New Years." Kronth edged closer to him. "I'm not telling~!" Arend sang, bumping against her. "You'll just have to wait till tonight." Kronth threw up a pouty face. Arend laughed. "It won't be that easy!" A man came through the doors carrying a box. Kronth pointed to the corner. "I've got to go work now!" Arend said, checking his phone. Kronth gave him a kiss. "I'll see you at the party then." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Dragon's Den had a party no one could forget. Unlike the Dragon Barbecue, it was by Guild invitation only. The new dining hall was more than large enough for Dragon's Den and their guests. Erasur showed up by himself, his kids and wife off on their own parties. With no one to watch the kids, Mar, 'Ro, and Mysh brought a lot of attention to Iode and Rose. Since Arend has lest seen them, 'Ro's ears were well past his waist, with Mysh and Mar close to the same height 'Ro was previously. Corenden was now smaller than all three. 
 
      
 
    Shortly after their arrival, Arend hurried off to retrieve his gifts for his friends. Flake and Hunter passed them on their way into the hall. Arend had smiled to himself when he saw that their hands were tightly clasped together. Flake and Hunter were dressed in sharp suits of white and black respectively. Flake raised his free hand as Arend hurried past. "Where's he off to In such a hurry?" Flake asked Hunter. "Corenden told me he spent a few thousand Ere on presents for his friends." Hunter replied. "And that includes us." 
 
      
 
    "He won't give us a gag gift right? I'm not for him giving you a lint roller or me a chew toy." Flake said. Hunter laughed. "He might do that later, but I don't think he'll do something like that now. Unless he did it for everyone, and Kronth would kill him for trying." The two smiled in wonder as they walked into the crowded dining hall. "This place is huge!" Flake exclaimed. Hunter laughed again."I've seen that Fortress of yours. This is little compared to it." "To be fair Hunter, this place is on the ground. There's not as much space here." Flake replied. 
 
      
 
    When they saw Iode and his family, the couple hurried over with gleeful smiles. Rose and Flake exchanged greetings as Hunter picked up a sleepy Mysh. Mysh tilted his head lazily at Hunter. Hunter smiled back. "You're a strange one." 'Ro said, poking Hunter's leg. Mar stood off to the side, crossing his harm with a grumpy look as the crowd of young women around him tried to get him to talk. Secretly, he enjoyed the attention. "So how goes it with Flake?" Iode asked, trying to make small talk with Hunter. 
 
      
 
    Hunter tickled Mysh's chin. "Fine." Hunter replied as Mysh squirmed. "We got our own place a while ago and just really got settled in last week." Hunter placed the unhappy Mysh on his head as he looked to Iode. "T-that's good to hear." Iode said as he tried to hold in his chuckle. Mysh took the vantage point as a chance to look around. 
 
      
 
    'Ro was intrigued by Hunter. "You're living with flake?" She asked. Hunter smiled, unable to nod. "Yes. He and I-" Hunter stopped and glanced over at Iode. He nodded. "He and I are in a relationship." Hunter finished. 'Ro stopped and thought for a moment. "…So who's on top?" "'RO!" Iode and Rose exclaimed at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Across the room, Nate glanced over at a sudden shout. Hunter couldn't blush any brighter as Iode apologized and Rose scolded her daughter. Even though Flake as covered in fur, Nate could swear he could see his face lighting up in a shade of scarlet. Janese found him before he could investigate. She surprised him with a hug from behind. 
 
      
 
    Nate turned his head, a faint smile on his face. "Boo." She said softly as he turned to face her, still in her embrace. "You certainly scared me." Nate replied. She pulled him closer until her forehead touched his. "Oh my! Please allow this well-trained doctor to treat you!" 
 
      
 
    Around them, anyone who heard their exchange couldn't help roll their eyes. "Boo!" One of them called, making Nate and Janese glance over. "Can't you do better than that?" "Tblt!" Janese replied, strutting off with Nate. Janese glanced at Nate when she sensed something was off. "What?" "It's just…" Nate's face had a mix of a grimace and a frown. "Don't you think that was a bit childish?" "What?" Janese asked again, fully turning to Nate. 
 
      
 
    Nate sighed. "You're seven years older than me. I've seen you maintain a sense of, well… maturity, in almost any given situation. And it's one of the things about you I find attractive." "Well I just…" Janese paused , stepping closer to Nate. "When we finally started to do this, I can't help but feel like I did with my first boyfriend. To put it in perspective, I haven't felt this way in over ten years. I can 'mature' up a bit when we're out and about like this, but I can't guarantee that when we're alone." 
 
      
 
    Nate chuckled, a smile spreading over his face. "I didn't know that… but I guess a swooning teen with a body like yours wouldn't be all that bad." Janese pulled him in close. "That's what I like to hear." They kissed just as Arend came into the hall with a cart stacked high with wrapped boxes. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel approached Arend, letting out a whistle. "Did you steal this from your shop?" He kicked one of the large tires on the cart. "Yep." Arend replied. He grabbed a small box from the top. He tossed it to Kyrel. "Happy New year eh?" Kyrel turned the box in his hands. "Wait until midnight to open it." Arend said as he waved Hunter and lake over. Kyrel looked at the r stack on the cart. He snagged one labeled 'Panzer.' "I'll go deliver this to her." He called to Arend as he ran off. Flake and Hunter managed to wiggle their way through the gathering crowd. 
 
      
 
    "I don't think there's enough for everyone here." Hunter said as he eyed the crowd. "There isn't." Arend replied. "They're for friends and loved ones. I can't give personal gifts to everyone." Flake pulled a large one from the cart. "You got the two of us a single gift?" Flake asked, tapping the box with a raised eyebrow." "Couples share a box; I didn't have enough. The wrapping paper was easy to get though." Arend replied. He waved them off. "Wait until midnight." 
 
      
 
    "Hey wait," Hunter stopped Arend. Hunter tossed him a small box. "That goes for you as well." Arend glanced at the tag. "You two got me a single gift?" Flake grinned. "I picked it out, he paid for it." Hey Arend, when's your birthday?" Hunter asked. "Hmm. April 3rd. Why?" Arend asked. Hunter shrugged. "It's just something I thought I should know. Mine's February 12th." "July 16th." Flaked piqued in. "What about Kronth?" Arend asked. "Late May I think. She doesn't really celebrate it." Hunter replied as he left with Flake. Arend paused briefly before flagging Iode and Rose down to come collect their gift. 
 
      
 
    Kyrel found Panzer next to a buffet table, picking at a plate of crab cakes. "Yo Hellsworth!" She glanced up immediately. She was caught between running and abandoning her food, and her food won. "Arend is handing out presents over there." He held up hers, wiggling the contents. "I thought I could bring yours to you." 
 
      
 
    Panzer looked away. "I can get my own presents… but thanks anyway." Are those any good?" Kyrel asked, pointing at her plate. She held it out. "Hold the plate." Kyrel put his present under his arm as he swapped the plate for Panzer's gift. Panzer snagged one of the remaining crab cakes before walking away. 
 
      
 
    "Hey!" Kyrel exclaimed as he hurried after her. "I need to talk to you!" Panzer ignored him, pushing through the crowd as she tried to avoid Kyrel. He managed to catch her behind one of the support pillars after passing off the plate. "I'm not in the mood for your jokes Kyrel." Panzer growled as she jerked her shoulder out of Kyrel's grip. He grabbed her a second time, both hands on her shoulders, letting his gift fall to the floor. Her eyebrows shot up. 
 
      
 
    "I admit I've been childish and playful in trying to get your attention, but you've done nothing but ignore my advances. I'm as tired of chasing you. I need your answer." "Kyrel…" The hall began to count down. "Not now Kyrel, we're going to miss-" Kyrel held her tight as she tried to pull away. She did very little to resist when she met his gaze. Two burning orbs of orange and blue stared back at her. Just as the hall burst into cheers, Kyrel pulled Panzer forward and kissed her. Immediately afterward, he spun on his heel, bent low to snag his gift, and stalked off into the cheering crowd. 
 
      
 
    Panzer watched him go. She glanced down at her gift once he disappeared; ripping open the wrapping paper covered in tanks and army men. She didn't laugh at his irony. Inside the box was a translated book on Sereph fighting techniques with an appendix with a few Eastern techniques listed as well. She looked back up with a distant look, trying to spot Kyrel's bright hair. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Waves crashed melodically, silver ribbons on a dark beach. Gliese was relaxed and confident as she walked down the pink sands of a hidden beach. Ros however, was apprehensive as he fidgeted on her back. Gliese was on good terms with Aquine, the guardian of the Water Terma. She stopped when she saw him far out from the shore, sitting on a large rock just under the surface of the water. His deep blue fur shimmered and swayed in the ocean breeze. He stood out only because of a single curled streak of silver on his back. His ears perked up when Gliese called out his name. 
 
      
 
    He turned his head to look back. "Ahoy ye salty dog!" Gliese called. He stood up. Ros noticed his belly and torso were also streaked with silver. There was a short hum before Aquine came skipping on the waves with a jet of blue in his wake. "Hold on Ros." Gliese warned. His fingers held tight on her banana fur. In a moment of delicate acrobatics, Gliese did a short hop off the ground, jumping higher with Swift and a kick off Aquine. Gliese touched down just as the wave Aquine had brought with him settled down. 
 
      
 
    "Limber as ever." Aquine's voice was much coarser and deeper than King's, but Ros found it oddly comforting. He also noticed light flecks of gold in his silver fur. "You're a little lat for New Year's." Aquine tilted his head when he noticed Ros. "We need the Terma." Gliese said immediately. Aquine backed away, his friendliness now gone. His low growl made Ros duck closer to Gliese. "Why?" 
 
      
 
    Gliese flipped Ross off her back. He landed with splayed legs in the sand. Aquine paused. "Who is this?" "A man who survived Death's Ring." Gliese replied. Aquine was dumbfounded. "…What." "He has no Orenth or memory of who he was, save for his initials. For now, we call him Ros." Aquine sniffed him. "He's certainly been Possessed, but what's that strange smell?" "Dragon." Gliese replied. Aquine sat, his legs giving out. "It wouldn't help to mention Axis has gotten all the other Legendary Weapons out and about, or the Myshcell with a True Safeguard." Gliese said with a smirk. 
 
      
 
    Aquine shook his head. Gliese and Ros glanced up as a shadow passed overhead. "The slowpoke's finally caught up." Aquine squinted at the dark sky. The flash of silver on red and yellow was all the evidence he needed. He scurried to his feet. "Relax. He's the peaceful, medic type as long as you don't attack." Gliese said. "Well, you've certainly sold me. Although I have to mention you'd be dangerous if I attacked." Aquine said. "Now it's a matter of Soul and Lune." 
 
      
 
    Gliese tilted her head. "What do they have to do with it?" Aquine's ears perked up. "You haven't heard? They've moved up there." He tilted his head towards the mountains past the cove. "Really?" Gliese asked with her ears twitching with curiosity. Aquine nodded. "They're ready to have a litter this spring. They came to this area because they like it here, and I live right next door." Ros looked up to Gliese. She nodded immediately. "Yeah, I know." She looked up to Aquine. "Sorry, but these events as of late have prompted a great deal of haste. I'd like to chat longer, but we should get going." 
 
      
 
    Ros climbed onto Gliese's back. "I'll have the Terma ready when you come back. I'm not sure if Soul and Lune have theirs on them." Aquine said as Gliese padded away. She slowly built up speed before hopping up the scattered rocks with bursts of Swift. Ros was fairly surprised she was still only using three legs to traverse the rocky terrain. The ride was smoother once Gliese reached the soft hills at the base of the mountains. 
 
      
 
    She stopped suddenly at the crest of a hill. A sparkling silver Pendragon was watching with the body of a deer held I nits jaws. They shared a nod. Gliese followed the silver Pendragon to a large den cut into tone of the larger hills. The solid on the walls and ceiling was rough and the occasional sprinkle of dirt fell onto Ros' head. The floor was well worn and flattened by many footsteps from the silver Pendragon. There was a brief incline before they were in a large room that was significantly cooler than the humid air outside. Shredded bits of dried bark and moss made a comfortable bed for a large golden Pendragon resting on her side. Ros gaped at the size of her stomach. 
 
      
 
    "Taken in another stray huh?" The golden Pendragon laughed as her mate dropped the majority of the deer next to her. Ros covered his mouth as the female Pendragon swiftly devoured her meal. Gliese laughed. "He seems to be jumping around. I'm not the first to take care of him." The golden Pendragon sat up to look at Ros directly. "Could you come here for a moment?" With Gliese's reassurance in the form of crouching, Ros slid off of Gliese. Ros approached slowly, as he might be used to powerful monsters by this point, but caution was important when the silver Pendragon was watching, ready to pounce. Gliese tried to get a word from him, but he wouldn't budge. 
 
      
 
    "Yes?" Ros asked politely, stopping a yard from her nose. "Well first of all, what's your name?" She asked cheerfully. "That's complicated as I can't remember. As I've quickly discovered, everyone seems to use Ros." "Well Ros, my name's Lune! And I'd appreciate if you could help me out. I have more than a few inches I can't scratch since I've been bedridden, and humans can easily reach them; something Soul can't do." 
 
      
 
    Ros nodded. "I don't mind. Based solely on King, I take it's the armpit and just under the chin?" Lune's ears popped up in surprise, as she couldn't move as freely as Soul; his head snapped to Gliese at the mention of King. 
 
      
 
    Lune chuckled. "You're still bothering that little runt?" She asked as Ros produced a brush he acquired from Kronth, and began to groom Lune's problem areas. Gliese giggled, something that made Ros pause briefly. Soul arched a playful eyebrow. "Is he not a runt anymore?" Gliese shoo her head. "He's not bothered anymore." Lune smiled. "So we should expect a litter from you as well?" "I don't think we're quite at that point yet. He just told me he's ready to start something a month ago; right before I started this journey." Gliese replied. 
 
      
 
    "Oh." Lune was a little disappointed. "So why'd you come out here? You're not one for wandering." Soul asked. "It has to do with Ros' lack of Orenth." Gliese replied. "Axis had engaged the Legendary Weapons, including Death's Ring." Soul let out a low growl. "And you let him come inside?" "You know damn well Death's Ring holds tight control." Gliese snapped. 
 
      
 
    "…But how did he free himself?" Lune asked as Ros continued to groom her despite the conversation. "A particular Myshcell had a hand in it, but his uncle's chemically fired bullets were what had a truly significant effect. From what I heard though, the Myshcell paralyzed him briefly with nothing but Orenth." Gliese replied. "So you want us to give you the Termas?" Soul grumbled. "Remarkable as all that is, I can't give you the Moon." 
 
      
 
    Gliese looked back to towards the entrance. "Then allow me to introduce you to someone else." Gliese disappeared with a reluctant Soul. Soul came back almost immediately, managing to backpedal so fast he got stuck in the tunnel. Gliese made a point to mock him before freeing him. "You're ridiculous you know." "I'm not the one who's friends with a dragon." Soul replied as he went to gather the Termas from under Lune. "A dragon? Really!?" Lune asked excitedly, trying to stand. 
 
      
 
    Soul gently pushed her back down with a paw. "Enough of that. You already know what a struggle it is for you to go to the bathroom." "Digging a latrine doesn't count dear." Lune replied. "Considering how it took an hour to get you to the latrine, I'd say it does." Soul retorted, swiping at two pieces of paper in the bedding with a paw. Ros simply picked them up, replacing the displaced bedding. "…Thank you." Soul said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Lune laid down with a sigh. "So you're going to run around and collect all of them?" Gliese nodded. "There are serious suspicions that Axis may be with planning something. There's a confidential rumor regarding Teneo's involvement, particularly with the dragon." "Isn't he dead?" Soul asked as Gliese kneeled for Ros. "He's supposed to be dead." Gliese replied. "But based on a fusion of a high-power Matrix with a man, I have to say he's probably alive and well. For now at least." 
 
      
 
    When Gliese stepped outside, she found Aquine talking with Pith. They stopped when they saw her. "You two gossiping?" Gliese asked. From Aquine's back, Kathy popped up with the Water Terma. "They were speculating on when you and your boyfriend will have puppies!" Gliese sighed. "Of course they were." Aquine smiled nervously. "I didn't know you and King finally hooked up." 
 
      
 
    Kathy slid of Aquine's back and ran to Pith. "I didn't expect that myself." Gliese replied as she walked away. "I'm dropping in on Voc and Tale. They're the closest by far." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The sun was low and the air crisp as Panzer ran laps around her trainees. Few of them could match her pace, and fewer still showed up for her morning practice. Of those who did, none wert the ones who would be kicked out if they didn't do anything to prove their worth by the end of the week. She almost stopped entirely when Kyrel tapped her shoulder, running alongside her. 
 
      
 
    "I really need to talk to you." "Not now." Panzer replied, pulling a head. He forced her to a stop as he pulled her aside. She ripped her arm back immediately, on the verge of hitting him. "What the hell do you want from me!?" She demanded. "An answer!" He barked back. "All you've done since the first day I tried to flirt with you is ignore me. You brush off every kind word, dirty innuendo, and attempt at making you happy. It's been almost three years of this Panzer. Three years of acting like I don't exist; that I don't care." The gaze Kyrel held with Panzer was almost enough for him to choke on the lump growing in his throat. It left Panzer with a knot in her stomach. Kyrel turned away slightly. "Today is your last chance. It's over at midnight." 
 
      
 
    Panzer was caught between chasing after him and continuing with her run. A third choice presented itself when one of her struggling trainees approached her. "Am I too late?" He asked with a huff. She could tell he had ran from somewhere as fast as he could; both by his heavy breathing and the sweat dripping from his forehead. "I think you seriously misunderstand what's going on here." He frowned. "You can't be 'late' to basic training. You do it or you don't; I don't give much directions when it's simple tasks like this." Panzer explained. She stepped backwards pointed down the track. "Run." He obliged. 
 
      
 
    Panzer took a moment to herself and sighed before returning to the run. After a short break, they spent the rest of the morning on flexibility and stretches. As noon passed, the rest of the Guild's Trainees gathered for Panzer's mandatory session. She had them start with freestyle sparring as she worked on her notes. Half an hour in, one of her more promising fighters approached her; an aquamarine, female Pog who had already beaten down everyone who dared accept the challenge. No one wanted to try her in a real fight against her Sun and Crystal. 
 
      
 
    "Hey coach, think ya could help me out? These chumps are too scared to face me." She asked. Her head was only chest-level on Iode, but she had the attitude to face him head-on. Panzer stood. "Well, you don't give them any approach Lene. How do you expect to get anyone to fight if you give them no quarter?" Lene chuckled. "I give them plenty of opportunities, they just don't have the guts. "Or the raw skill to know when to counter." Panzer replied. 
 
      
 
    Lene produced a small Crystal coin. Panzer brought up two loose hands. The coin pinged as it left Lene's hand, flipping in the winter sun light before landing with a crackle in the half-frozen ground. Panzer pivoted to the left as Lene charged, giving Lene a hard punch with her left hand to Lene's right shoulder. Lene tumbled, recovering quickly with the help of her wings. "Child's play Lene." Panzer said half-heartedly. 
 
      
 
    Lene replied with a flying roundhouse that caught Panzer's shoulder as she tried to pivot. It only made Panzer's On-a-dime spin-counter that much stronger. Lene groaned as she left the chunk of frozen sod fall out of her mouth. "Damn girl…" Lene spat out the remaining soil. "That's a little too much even for me." Panzer sighed. "Sorry. I'm just a little out of it." 
 
      
 
    Lene stood up. "So what's up?" Panzer waved a hand dismissively. "It doesn't matter." Lene threw an arm around Panzer's shoulder. "Listen girl, when my sister first told me she was in was into women, I didn't think much of it until I couldn't look her in the eye without wondering what went on when she was sleeping over with friends." Panzer slowly arched an eyebrow. "Is there a point here or…" "My point is…" Lene poked Panzer's chest. "Talk. To. Your. Sister!" Uh huh…" "So what's got ya so knotted up?" "Well… Kyrel's given me an ultimatum. I can either give him an answer, or I can continue to ignore him." Panzer replied, seeing no point trying to dodge Lene the rest of the day. 
 
      
 
    "Why not just say 'no'- oh. Oh? OH!"? Lene grinned as Panzer's fidgeted. "Ya like the little airhead!" "He's not an 'airhead'." "Oh shut up!" Lene laughed, dragging Panzer back to the picnic table she was at before. "So why haven't ya said anything to him? Too stubborn?" "That's not it. It just-" Panzer held up her hands. "I just can't. I just can't." Lene sighed. "So when will the 'just' stop…" Lene wiggled her hand vaguely. 
 
      
 
    "Til' midnight." Panzer replied. "What." Panzer jumped. Lene flicked her forehead. "And you're just sitting here talking? Ya blab on and on about fighting honorably for the Guild, to 'put your pride and respect to its defense', and you're telling me ya just can't tell that floaty kid ya dig him? I f you had any respect for him, or yourself, you'll go talk with him. Tell him why ya just can't, and not ignore him for your own pride!" 
 
      
 
    "Lene-" Lene covered Panzer's mouth with a furry hand. "I have respect for ya Panzer. We all do. You're not as flashy as the others around here, or as nicey-nice to us rookies. You just have to get us ready for Guild life in a Guild that's changed so much, and ya do it like a pro. And right now, ya got someone like me lecturing ya to go and tell some guy ya got the hots for him." Lene stood Panzer up. Go. These guys could use a day off. This here is easy stuff by now." Lene glanced over at the rest of the trainees sparring, who were following each other's moves almost flawlessly. With a heavy sigh, Panzer turned to walk away. "…I'll have to find him first I guess." 
 
      
 
    Panzer didn't have to look very long. Kronth immediately pointed her in the direction of a gym near the edge of the city. Panzer peeked through the front of the small gym. Nem and Kyrel were exchanging blows. Based on the open-palm techniques, Panzer identified it as the ever popular "open-strike" style that transferred Orenth better than conventional closed-fist punching. What surprised Panzer more than the wild ferocity the two fought with, but how Kyrel continued despite the tremendous difference between him and Nem. 
 
      
 
    With every clean strike Kyrel made on Nem, Nem made more than a dozen in return at twice the speed and power. Kyrel was getting frustrated and rushed at Nem. Even with speed and form that astounded Panzer, Kyrel failed as Nem hit him three times directly in the face in a successive blur. "Enough Kyrel. We can't get anywhere if you're distracted like this." Nem said. 'That was him distracted?' Panzer thought. Nem tossed Aeel a towel for the blodody nose. With a discontent sigh, Kyrel sat on a bench by the far wall. 
 
      
 
    Panzer opened the door. Nem glanced briefly her way while he set up a punching bag. The owner, who was repairing a torn mat, only glanced down when Panzer gestured to Kyrel. When Kyrel tilted his head down to look at who was approaching him, Panzer pushed his head back. "Keep that nose up. I don't want you to bleed all over the place." Kyrel glanced sideways at her as she sat next to him. "You don't have to say anything. I know why you're here." 
 
      
 
    "Do you know what it means that I actually showed up?" Panzer asked softly, staring at her hands. Kyrel replied by placing a hand over hers. Panzer sighed. "You know, I've wanted to do something like this for a long time. It was after that incident with the chocolate that I began to be attracted to you. With two years since, I've had a lot of time to think and worry. Kyrel nodded. "I could tell when you seemed less exasperated when I bothered you." 
 
      
 
    "So what finally pushed you to the edge?"" Panzer asked. "The recent events have had left me thinking. This whole deal with Celestial Rim has really hardened me, like it has with a lot of people. Everyone just seems to be changing. Arend has pretty much settled in, Corenden's no longer as child-like as he used to be – you've seen him use that sword of his right? The little guy's vicious- Hunter got a boyfriend, never mind it being a Monster, Nate and Janese are finally hooking up; it's all just so much." 
 
      
 
    Panzer squeezed Kyrel's hand. "We're growing up Kyrel. This Guild is something special for all of us; a place where we can forget the world and have fun, to act like idiots and build friendships, to dream and achieve. But Celestial Rim has broken what a bunch of sentimental kids built; the illusion was broken, and because of it all the other Syndicates actually respect and don't think we're a bunch of ignorant fools anymore." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel laughed. "Yeah, I think the average age was between 19 and 25." "It still is." Panzer replied with a smile. "We still get these young people who know nothing about how to function in a Guild. With the Greater Den Building, we're turning into something of a specialty university. Of those who pass my 'entrance test', three quarters of them leave to go to other Syndicates. Thankfully, I was smart enough to charge an entrance fee to start the training." 
 
      
 
    Kyrel tilted his head back down, his nose no longer bleeding. "I bet that's a pretty steady income." He looked to Panzer. "If it's not too much to ask, why were you so against us dating?" Panzer sighed. "I just… I was afraid of ending up like Kronth used to be. She could barely function when she was in a relationship. I knew they were dysfunctional relationships, but…" 
 
      
 
    Kyrel nodded slowly. "She didn't really set good example of dating within a Guild. She and Arend have been great so far, but even he can't clear up all her baggage." Kyrel slid closer to Panzer and wrapped his arm around her. He rested his head against hers. Panzer's face immediately flushed red. "Kyrel…" "You're not Kronth Panzer. I don't expect you to be as comfortable as he is with a relationship, but you need to know I don't mind that, just as long as you don't mind me continually trying to get closer to you despite that." 
 
      
 
    Panzer let her head relax against Kyrel for a moment before pulling away. Kyrel removed his own, taking her hand like he had before. This she didn't shirk away from. Kyrel chuckled. "It's going t be a long time until we can cuddle comfortably isn't it?" "I didn't know you were the cuddling type." Panzer replied with a raised eyebrow. "Hey! Don't you go dissin' cuddling! It's just nice is all." Panzer laughed, squeezing his hand. "Don't worry. We'll get there." 
 
      
 
    - |-|-| - Breaking The Shell - |-|-| - 
 
      
 
    Eric was excited when Janese and Nate had shown him what they came up with. Nate had taken a wetsuit and cut the most of the top off to create a pair of tights that stopped just past Eric's navel. From the waist up was rings of pure Grey Adamtinium; its sole purpose was to prevent the spread of the Orenth toxin to the rest of his body. The constant drain on him would lead to slight fatigue. 
 
      
 
    A 65% grey Adamtinium alloy was used as outer cables that connected to a bulky Matrix that could sit in his lap when he was in his wheelchair. Mesh pads of 75% Grey Adamtinium were suspended in a thin stabilizing gel across key points on Eric that had frequent natural Orenth spikes. 
 
      
 
    As Janese eased Eric into the pale green modified suit, Nate explained its design. "The Grey Adamtinium will hopefully slowly pull out the Orenth toxin in your legs. The rings on the waist and above aren't connected to anything except a sensor that will alert to the Toxin spreading past your waist. We can only stop the spread if we know about it in the early stages. You'll feel slight discomfort and fatigue as your body tries to balance your Orenth." 
 
      
 
    "Ooh!" Eric exclaimed as Janese turned the Orenth pump on. "I can feel tingles!" Janese smiled. She let one hand brush his knee, cloaked in a small amount of her Orenth. Eric immediately looked to his knee, then slowly up to Janese. "…I think I felt that."All three were suddenly grinning. "Woo!" Eric exclaimed as Janese and Nate hugged each other. Eric quickly looked away as the two kissed. 
 
      
 
    Janese began speaking quickly. "I'll have to sit with him for the 24 hours we'll be leaving it on. After that we've only got to analyze the results and-" Nate cut her off by placing a hand over her mouth. She replied by licking his palm. "Ugh!" Nate wiped off the salvia on to his pants. "Go ahead and return to Dragon's Den for your work. I need to catch some sleep before I watch Eric tonight. I'll need everything I've got." Janese said. Nate gave her a final kiss before walking out the door. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    When Nate opened the door to the floor of Dragon's Den he had claimed, he was met with someone in a suit looking through his computer. A video of him and Janese trying to ice skate was on the screen, with Kronth and Arend laughing in the background. It was paused just as he and Janese kissed, sitting on the ice. His father turned around with a disapproving frown. "I see someone's finally found the mother they always wanted." 
 
      
 
    Nate bristled. "Shut up." Come on son! She's like 35! She was a teenager when you were in elementary school!" "You don't know a damn thing about her Lewis-" "I am your father and I will be addressed as such!" Lewis barked. "I'M 24, OLD MAN." Nate shouted in reply, grabbing his father by the collar. "I don't give a damn what Exo-Suit company you work for, I won't let a weasel like you bad mouth my girlfriend. NOT IN MY OWN GUILD." Lewis sneered, forcing out a weak laugh. "I'm the CEO now." Nate pushed him towards the door. "Get out before I make you." 
 
      
 
    Lewis yanked the door open. "You'll regret that." He shut the door with a slam, fixing his tie. He looked up to a startled Flake and Hunter, hands slightly twisted and clamped together. They were planning on using the ladders instead of the busy and cramped elevator. Lewis grimaced at the two. "So it's not that my son's just fucked in the head… but the whole of Dragon's Den gets off on these immoral relationships." Lewis brushed past them to the floor below. Flake and Hunter moved to investigate. 
 
      
 
    Nate's head snapped to them as they opened the doo. The skin of his knuckles was scratched and bleeding. The armor on a nearby mecha had a noticeable red stain. "Not in the mood you two." He growled. They shut the door with a concerned look to each other. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Kronth was excited for Dragon's Den's first Guild vs. Guild tournament. It was a chance to finally show the other Syndicates that they weren't some nothing Guild that would fade in time. They could have a maximum of 3 teams of four, and she was hard at work coming up with the first team. She was interrupted when a man in a charcoal suit burst into her office. "You have some serious problems in your Guild!" 
 
      
 
    Kronth propped herself up with an elbow, prompting Lewis too continue with a roll of her hand. "… So you're the one letting Monsters screw humans and my son do the same with an old maid!?" "No one knows if Flake does the screwing or now. And Nate's business is his own Mr. Coberman." Kronth replied. Kronth's secretary peeked around the corner with a surprised look at the calm Kronth. "It's disgusting and immoral! Do you really expect respect if you let these sins against humanity continue!? As far as I know, you could have your 'little' wolf friend have at you." Kronth's secretary curled under his desk and covered his ears, preparing for a scream that never came. He could hear Kronth speak, and while she was royally pissed, she didn't raise her voice. 
 
      
 
    Kronth had to stand up to look Lewis in the eye. "Dragon's Den is a Guild built around mutual trust and companionship. It's a place where anyone and everyone will always be welcome with open arms. We're hypocritically against those who believe otherwise, but I believe just as our Guild is growing up, so must we. It's the one reason you're not being throw out by me personally. Regardless, you're not to come back without an appointment or to ever see Nate without my permission. If you truly must fix this 'problem', talk to the Alliance." 
 
      
 
    Lewis curled his lip before turning away. "Trust me, I will." Kronth's secretary emerged as Lewis left. He looked in on Kronth, who was leaning back in her chair. "What?" She asked, glancing over at him. "I just… How did you not kill him?" He asked. "Or at the very least leave him broken into tiny pieces?" Kronth shrugged. "I can't really do that anymore." "But what he said about Oragè…" Kronth laughed. "You think he's got enough to handle me?" Her secretary stopped. His brain was completely thoughtless for a moment before it reset itself. "Don't ask." Kronth said as he opened his mouth. "It'll kill the joke." He blinked, shaking his head as he returned to work. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend was enjoying a moment to himself on the roof of Dragon's Den, looking up at the night sky. Kronth had just left after fully venting about Lewis Coberman, a man Arend would have to have a few words with. Arend no longer found himself alone when King's head replaced the sky. "Hey Arend, can we talk?" He asked quietly. Arend sat up with a frown. "Of course; we've yet to really talk since our first encounter. It's about time to." 
 
      
 
    "It's about Gliese." King said immediately. Arend grinned, raising a single eyebrow. "You don't need to ask for some 'alone time' King." King shook his head. "Not just 'alone time.' I want to spend all my time with her." "Oh." Arend said disappointedly. "I take it you found a way to 'redeem' yourself?" King nodded. "I've got too much to lose now." Arend took off his ring and held it out. "Just make sure you visit now and again. I want to know what Pendragon puppies are like." 
 
      
 
    "Keep it." King replied with a noticeable smile. "It's not like you can't ask for help if you ever need it." "But, there's no reason to keep it this on you." Arend said as he began to unbuckle King's saddle. "It's almost a shame that all the work that went into it is now wasted." "It is rather comfortable for an occasional use, but long term it's really itchy." King replied. 
 
      
 
    Arend looked over the Dragon Drive sitting in it's sheathe. ""You know, something's still a little off about it." Arend held it up. "The balance is right, the blade cuts perfectly, but I still think there's a small detail I'm missing. Not worth a Mark III, but rather a Mark II+…" He detached the sheathe from the saddle, placing it near his feet as he pulled the saddle off King. "It's only a matter of time till you figure it out." King replied as he sat next to Arend and looked up at the sky. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Janese woke up with her face buried in a rolled up coat. She rolled over to look at Nate. He was as tired as she felt. "Time's up. It's been 24 hours." Eric waved from his chair, fatigued more by his "suit" than sleeping on an examination table. Janese stood up from the floor. "…Oookaaay Eric." She helped Nate to his feet. "Let's get that off you." 
 
      
 
    After a brief struggle with crimped cables, they pulled the modified wetsuit off. Janese immediately began poking and prodding. "It's definitely cut down on the amount of Orenth inside you…" "But I can't feel that." Eric said sadly. He yelped as Nate stuck him with a sewing needle. "Nate! What the hell-" Nate pinned him a gain, this time slowly and methodically, returning to the point just to the outside of his left knee. "Did you feel that?" Nate asked with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Eric grabbed them both into a hug, tears streaming down his face. "You two-!" "I can't believe this!" Janese exclaimed. "It's a miracle!" Eric released them. "I propose we go out to eat! I'm tired of hospital food." Nate held up a bandaged hand. "We've got to sleep first. Neither of us got much of it." Eric nodded. "So dinner, not lunch?" Nate nodded back. 
 
      
 
    "In that case…" Janese pulled out her phone. "We should get a pillow."A pillow?" Nate asked hopefully. Janese nodded. "I'm afraid we're too pressed for supplies. A pillow is all they can spare." "I can't complain." Nate replied." By the time the pillow arrived, the two were half asleep on the carpet. Eric threw it at the couple as he followed the nurse. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Nate and Janese were woken by a loud clap from Eric. "Wakey wakey. I'd like to get out of here before a nurse forces some tapioca down my throat." Nate threw the pillow at him. "Yeah yeah." Janese dropped off the pillow with the other used laundry as Nate waited outside with Eric. His "suit" was folded awkwardly in a bag hanging from behind his chair. Janese pulled up in a white van. Two large windows and a sun roof gave Eric a better view of the city than Nate and Janese. 
 
      
 
    The dinner was largely uneventful save for Eric's toast that started it off. "To Nate and Janese, for giving me a chance to walk again, to Arend Myshcell, for giving them the equipment to do so, and to the unfortunate souls who didn't survive the Monster's poison." As the night drew on, the conversation between the three moved to Nate's work, and the group was headed for Dragon's Den. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think when I start walking again I could pilot one of your mechas?" Eric asked as they rode up the elevator. "I don't see why not." Nate replied. "But you'll have to pass more than a few tests. It's not a toy." "Do I look like a child?" Eric asked. "Last time I checked, those things have the potential to crush cars flat." 
 
      
 
    When it came to getting Eric down the ladder, Nate had to carry his chair down while Eric half-climbed, half slid down. "Good thing we can just repeat this when you leave." Nate said as Eric settled into his chair. "Or you can remove that plate metal you put on the elevator doors on this level." Janese replied. "Yeah, and let anyone and everyone probe into my business?" Nate asked, reaching to unlock his door. He felt a wave of heat cascade down his back when he found the doorknob broken. Replacing his keys, he pushed the door open slowly. Eric and Janese followed slowly behind. 
 
      
 
    Lewis was waiting with two bodyguards. His face darkened as Eric and Janese stopped behind Nate. Nate's face was so contorted with unadulterated rage Lewis' bodyguards placed a hand on their weapons. "I told you to leave." Lewis shrugged. "You have no authority over me." "Kronth very well does!" Nate replied. Lewis scoffed, nodding to one of his guards. "That girl isn't worth of being called 'Guildmaster.' These two can handle and one of your 'people.'" 
 
      
 
    "This punk giving you trouble?" Eric asked, rolling up next to Nate. Lewis stepped forward. "Mind your own business. This is between me and my son." "Not when he's so obviously upset by your presence." Janese replied, walking up to Nate's other side. "Not you either whore." Lewis replied. Faster than Nate could lash out himself, Eric twisted his chair, turning sharply and running over Lewis' right foot with his right wheel. He leaned in his chair to pus as much weight as he could o nit. 
 
      
 
    Lewis cursed, pulling his leg up and back to pull his foot out from under Eric. One of Lewis' bodyguards wretched the chair back to move Eric out of Lewis' way. He failed to understand how unbalanced Eric was, and that Eric had engaged the break on his left wheel to create the turn, causing the chair to violently tip over. Eric barely had time to curse before Janese was next to him. Lewis glanced at his bodyguard when he moved to help. "Don't waste your time with-" 
 
      
 
    There was a resounding crack as Lewis was knocked sprawling. The short-lived Orenth shield on his person left with a flash of orange, and gave Nate the parting gift of fractured knuckles. The two bodyguards moved towards Nate only to find a pair of sharp blades pointed at their throats. Hunter's Beat Drive flickered with neon. Flake's short-staved halberd was shrouded by a mist of glowing ice. "Kronth was very serious when she said not to come back." Hunter said. "I suggest you two back down." Lewis got to his feet, a nasty bruise growing darker on his cheek. "You'll learn to regret this Nate. Look forward to all support from my company cease entirely." The door creaked. 
 
      
 
    Lewis flashed a painful smile as Arend poked his head in. "What's gong on in here?" "You're just the man I need to see!" Lewis exclaimed, approaching Arend. "My son seems to think he can throw his weight around without proper punishment. For now, he's lost all his funding and contract with my company. Since he was a useful asset regarding Exo-suits, do you think you could pick up the slack?" Arend looked Lewis dead in the eye and laughed. 
 
      
 
    "Sorry Lewis, but I'm not one for immoral business relationships." Arend replied. Arend stepped sideways and pointed to the door. "I suggest you start leaving. And expect a fine for trespassing on Guild property and harassment." Flake and Hunter escorted the two bodyguards. Lewis' face grew dark. "You don't know what you're doing. You won't make it anywhere with this Guild backing you." 
 
      
 
    "And you won't make it far if I decide to arrange a boycott and withholding of all your resources." Arend replied with crossed arms. "One word and," Arend whistled as he spiraled a finger down. "Boom. Bankruptcy. It's not that Dragon's Den supports me," Arend pulled his shirt down to show his Guild tattoo. "It's that I support it. Won't you try getting more involved with your son's Guild before you try to get his friends to betray him?" At that Lewis stalked out the door with a bruised pride. 
 
      
 
    Nate and Arend exchanged a brief look before Arend pulled his shirt back on. "Six thirty week days, any extra work carries over to the next day. You get paid weekly a base salary of 15 Ere, plus commission for larger projects. Rights to any new work stay yours, but Shifted Tilt gets permission to use it if you use our supplies." Arend headed for the door. "'Preview day' is tomorrow, so be prepared." Nate and Janese shared a hug before she looked at his hand. Eric absently poked at one of Nate's mechas as she scolded Nate for being reckless. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    "This place is pretty neat." Hunter said as he slowed his pace. Flake took a glance as he back pedaled. A wooden deck was built in the ally space between two buildings. A few people were being served from a kitchen that had a back door to the alley. From the smell, the food was very good. Flake sniffed. "Smells like chicken." "And burgers!" Hunter exclaimed, pulling Flake after him. They sat together at a small table. 
 
      
 
    A waiter swooped in the moment they sat down, almost literally as he was a Changed taking the form of an owl. "Welcome welcome! Will anyone else be joining you this evening?" They shook their heads. "Just us." Flake said. "Alright alright! Either of you in a Guild?" Hunter thumbed to himself. "Dragon's Den." "Ohh~! Yes yes!" "Why does that matter anyway?" Flake asked. He looked at Hunter. "Do waiters always ask these questions?" 
 
      
 
    "Why this is Guild Rush!" The waiter exclaimed. "We're a restaurant unlike any other! Whichever Guild has the most members visit in a month gets to eat free for one day!" A smile crept onto Hunter's face. "That's a pretty unique idea. A Guild could easily send everyone here at once and get a free meal out of it, but you'd make a lot of money out of the competition." The waiter nodded quickly. "But for now, we have a limit of 50 entries per Guild because we don't have the resources for hundreds of customers." 
 
      
 
    Hunter flipped open his menu. "Cream soda, medium rare burger," Hunter looked up at Flake. "Do you want chips?" "How about some fried cheese curds?" Flake asked with an eager smile, tapping the next page in his menu. Hunter nodded immediately. "Sounds good!" "Grilled salmon and water please." Flake said to the waiter. "Good good! So you know exactly what you want! Your food will be only a moment!" The waiter left to deliver the order. 
 
      
 
    Flake poked Hunter's hand. "Hey… Do you think I should join a Guild?" Hunter shrugged. "The only Guild I know that really lets in Monsters is Dragon's Den, though it's really your choice. You'll have to get used to working all the time if you really want money. Thanks to the band, I've got a steady, casual income." 
 
      
 
    A faint crash down the alley caught Flake's attention. His ears swiveled slightly and he turned his head. The waiter appeared with their drinks. He could hear very clearly what was going on around the corner of the alley. "Hmm. Hmm… Someone is very angry. The words are difficult to make out…" After a second crash, a white figure fell out from around the corner. By now, everyone else at the restaurant was looking down the alley. Hunter squinted, trying to see what the white figure was in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    "Ho ho! It's another Sereph!" The waiter exclaimed. Flake leapt out of his chair. He was joined by Hunter before his chair hit the ground. The waiter tilted his head as the two ran off. Away from the busy restaurant and with adrenaline pumping, Flake could hear moans and calls of distress. 
 
      
 
    The man now standing over the fallen Sereph raised an eyebrow at Flake's charge. "Another one of-?" Flake's punch to the stomach knocked the wind out of him. With gritted teeth, the man took a few steps back. "You'll regret that…" A switchblade flashed in the low light. 
 
      
 
    He paused when he saw Flake's own weapon, and put up his hands in surrender when he saw Hunter's. "Hey now, I don't want any trouble. These bastards just cost me a whole lot of money and-" A warning growl from Flake silenced him. Hunter edged away slightly. The man turned around and ran, but not before Hunter snuck a picture of his face. "Silver Napalm will take care of him, don't worry." Flake didn't reply, instead looking down the street the two came from. A pair of Serephs were on the ground, huddling next to a dumpster. Flake bent down to the one at his feet. 
 
      
 
    The Sereph was apprehensive of Hunter, but Flake lent some comfort. With a nod from Flake, he stood. His right eye was swollen and his body was shaking uncontrollably. A faint shade of red co hair could be seen. "You're one of the guards aren't you?" Flake nodded. "What was going on here?" Hunter asked. The Sereph didn't reply, instead stepping behind Flake. Flake turned sideways, placing a hand on both of their shoulders. "It's alright. He's from Dragon's den, remember?" The Sereph stared at Hunter for a moment before nodding. "The singer." 
 
      
 
    The other Serephs rose to join them. Flake noticed they two were male. "I ask again: what happened?" Hunter said. "We were late in our delivery." One of them replied. "Because of it, we were punished." "I take it your employer isn't someone reputable?" Flake asked. They nodded. "Without and skills, none of us can get and well-paying job, and there already isn't much work for Monsters." I'm sure there's some charity willing to…" Hunter trailed off. Flake shook his head. "Serephs are too proud for handouts." "And with so many people here now, there aren't any opportunities anywhere." Hunter added with a nod. 
 
      
 
    Flake started. He turned to the three Serephs. "Have you considered joining a Guild?" They shook their heads. "Should we?" Flake nodded immediately. "Syndicates have services dedicated to finding work." Hunter said. "I can't guarantee it'll be fun or comfortable, but it should pay the bills." One of them looked to Flake. "If it's alright with you, I think you'd make a great leader for our group. We need guidance." Flake smiled nervously. "I'm not sure if I'm quite qualified for that." "What do you do? You don't seem to know much about Syndicates." Another asked. Flake rubbed his neck with an embarrassed smile. "To be honest, I've grown rather dependent on him." Flake nudged Hunter. "Bringing more money in is something I've been thinking about lately, so maybe we could look for a place together." 
 
      
 
    They collectively frowned. "You're living with him?" One asked, pointing at Hunter. Flake replied with a painful smile. "Yeah." "Are you-?" "Yeah…" flake said with a sigh. Hunter gave him a shove. "Stop that. There's no need to be embarrassed." Flake sighed again. He smiled when Hunter placed a hand on his shoulder. Flake looked back to the Serephs. "Anyway, what about those four other Serephs? All the girls…" 
 
      
 
    All of them looked away with shame in their eyes. "We run errands, and they are... housemaids." Flake's fur stood on end, following a cascade of adrenaline that coursed suddenly through his body. Hunter jumped, feeling Flake's fur move under his hand. "Where." Flake growled. Hunter watched the rage on Flake's face with a look of awe and a touch of fear. 'I never thought he could get so angry. He's such a gentle person…' 
 
      
 
    The Serephs led Flake across the city to where the female Serephs were being held. On the street below, Hunter followed in a dead spring, not trusting the others to carry him, and Flake was in no state of mind to stop and help him out. As Hunter expected, they were led to the darker side of Sareville, where broken and unused buildings were hives of a vast variety of crime syndicates. With a huff, he crouched with the others behind a dumpster, slowly cooling off from the run. "They should be on the second floor some-" The Sereph trailed off as Flake hurried for the guarded door. Hunter stuck to the shadows. 'I'll see how he handles himself. If there's too much for him, that's when I'll get between that rage and its prey.' 
 
      
 
    One of the guards sneered at Flake. "What are you doing back alone? And where did you get those clothes? You thinking we'll be impressed that you lifted something fro ma costume shop?" The other guard nudged the first. "You know what he wants: a little time alone with one of the bitches." The second guard found a furred fist driven into his face with the intent to kill. The other guard had time to draw a weapon before Flake turned to him. "You aren't one of our Serephs are you?" 
 
      
 
    Armor of ice coated Flake's arms. It fell down his chest and back, made in the style of his people's traditional armor. His blue eye sparkled dangerously. "No shit." Flake knocked him out with a quick strike from the staff of his half-halberd. As he fell back against the wall, flake kicked the door open. Hunter followed quietly as Flake marched through the building, taking out anyone who tried to get in his way. Hunter watched quietly from the shadows. Flake's charge ended when they stopped sending grunts at him. 
 
      
 
    A bullet of Orenth exploded the armor on Flake's right shoulder. Hunter ducked through a doorway. Flake responded with creating a makeshift shield in his empty hand and using it to protect his face. A line of men on the stairs to the second floor unloaded innumerable shots into Flake's chipping defenses. Flake now cornered, Hunter prepared to assist, but a sharp-eyed individual caught his him on the cheek with a well-aimed shot. 'Shiiiiit…' Hunter groaned, watching Flake recede farther and farther into the corner. With a sudden throw of his hand, Flake created a brief flash of light. 
 
      
 
    With a roll and a scramble, Flake retreated and joined Hunter. "God damn tropes wearing sunglasses…" Flake muttered. "At night and inside." Hunter added. Flake pulled Hunter away from the wall. "Let's go. They might have a roof access."" Hunter noticed a small canister tumble past the doorway and into the stairwell. Pulling Flake down, Hunter covered their faces. Even with Hunter's hand over his eyes, Flake flinched at the bright flash. It was more than twice the brightness of his attempt, and generated a concessive shake to their room. 
 
      
 
    Silver Napalm's Civil Defense forces moved quickly, detaining the stunned men on the stairs as the small squad tore through the building. From above, a second squad trapped those trying to escape through a hole in the roof. A member was posted to keep an eye on the Serephs outside. The two squad captains had Flake and Hunter brought to them. "You guys moved pretty fast. Did that guy break immediately?" Hunter asked. 
 
      
 
    "No. A rock star sprinting down the street after dark usually catches people's attention." One of them replied. "And it's a good thing we came when we did." Hunter said. "You're a little undermanned to go raiding." The male Serephs cautiously peeked around the corner. "I take it you're here to help them?" The second captain asked Flake with a nod down the hall. Flake nodded. Crying could be heard from a nearby room. The squad member immediately shut the door. As the male Serephs rushed to the room, the squad member whispered something to his captain. He glanced back. One of the male Serephs was shooing away curious squad members from the door. 
 
      
 
    The squad captain sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. He turned back towards Flake and Hunter. "The women in there are terrified. Not just the Monsters either. We can help the humans, but those Serephs are more than just scared of men, they're scared of humankind. If and when you see them, you'll understand why." 
 
      
 
    Flake shook his head. "I don't need to see anything. I wouldn't be able to control myself if I did. But I think I might be able to help." They turned to Hunter as Flake called Rose. "Dragon's Den right? This isn't Request infringement right?" Hunter shook his head. "I was following him. I told myself I'll only watch unless it got dangerous." 
 
      
 
    Flake returned with a grin fueled by hope. "Erasure's intrigued with the idea of seven more Serephs at his home, but he wants to meet them before he lets them stay." "Erasure BluZeph?!" The captains asked. Flake nodded. "He wants to meet them tomorrow morning. For now, Hunter's got a place in Dragon's Den they can stay in." "The hell kind of Sereph are you?" One of the captains asked Flake as he escorted them outside the building, the female Serephs draped in blankets. "An ex-guardsmen." Flake replied. "Everything else is sort of a work in progress." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Flake, Hunter, and seven Serephs were on a slow march up the BluZeph's driveway. The new mansion was practically a castle. A blue cobble driveway split around the crater that was turned into a pond, a stone fountain sat at it's center. A constant cascade of water was sprayed into the air to fall on rocky fixtures. The gardens were expanded, filling the extra space with red, snow-blooming flowers. 
 
      
 
    The mansion itself was almost as tall as Dragon's Den, rising up from the landscape like a cathedral. Large blue stones were shaped into smooth edges to give it a visual softness the material didn't have before. The front of the mansion had three predominate features. The first was a large entryway with a flattened archway, completed with two curved dark chestnut doors. 
 
      
 
    The second was a pair of matching tall archways that led to a balcony running across the mansion a half dozen stories up. The stone was carved into a intricate, swirling pattern that continued down the balcony railing, the center point sprouting out into a statue of a long flat-topped tree. The flat surface had spaces waiting for leafy plants to be placed on it. 
 
      
 
    The third was a tall, flat tower towards the back decorated with banners of blue and orange. The sight before them was enough for the Serephs to look up from their blankets. Hunter whistled. "Damn." "I can see why Rose wanted to live here." Flake said quietly. "It wasn't like this before." Hunter replied. Erasure greeted them at the door. The Serephs didn't until Flake gave them a reassuring nod. The hallway was three stories tall, built with multiple archways to support the high ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Erasure led them into what equated to a living room. A few sofas and a chair were placed around a large coffee table. The Serephs clustered together on one of the sofas. Erasure raised an eyebrow and gave nod of respect to fitting seven people in a 3-seater sofa. "So. These are them?" Erasure asked. Flake nodded. "They're still a little wary, as you can tell." Erasure nodded. "But as I had told you," Erasure looked away from the Serephs. "I can't allow anyone to live here if they're too-" 
 
      
 
    Erasure was interrupted by Mysh running after a flying 'Ro and Mar. "C'mon guys It's not fair!" Mysh yelled up at them. "It's completely fair! You have to jump for it!" Mar replied, before biting into a sweet tart. He wasn't going to give up the box filled with the treats pt 'Ro and Mysh. Mar circled the room slowly, curious with the seven Serephs on the couch. The ground-bound Mysh took advantage of this, running across the room and jumping from a recliner, snagging the box. He and 'Ro quickly stuffed their cheeks before one of Erasure's maids found them. 
 
      
 
    "No no no no!" She exclaimed, grabbing the box. "I told you these weren't for you!" Mar casually swooped and retrieved the box. "Then come get them!" The maid chased after him with 'Ro close behind. After awkward smile to the stone faced Erasure, Mysh slowly turned and began to walk away. He stopped when he saw the Serephs. He tilted his head. "Are you here for Rose?" One of the females shook her head, "N-no sweetie. We're just… just…" She broke into silent tears. 
 
      
 
    Mysh immediately ran over. "What's wrong!? Are you upset because of the tarts!?" "No , no." She replied through tears. Erasure stood up. "Go on little one. This is no business for you." Erasure tried to push Mysh's back, but the flightless Monster resisted. "No!" Erasure pushed harder. "Yes Mysh! There's a delicate balance here that you can't understand." Mysh pushed back. Erasure fell backwards, Mysh landing on his chest. The tiles where Mysh had been standing were broken and uplifted. Mysh slowly sat up and looked to his feet. "Wow! I didn't think Walter's training would do anything!" Erasure sighed, propping himself up on his elbows. "What is he teaching you now!?" He groaned. Mysh hopped up and hurried back over to the crying Sereph. 
 
      
 
    'For starters,' Hunter thought and would later mention to Flake. 'He's the only Pog I've seen that doesn't waddle.' Mysh looked up at the crying Sereph, taking note of the other three females on the brink of tears, only being comforted by the males holding them. Mysh climbed onto the arm of the sofa next to her. "You feel lonely don't you?" He asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    At that, she stopped trembling, but tears were still falling down her face as she turned to him. "It's not that bad, being alone!" Mysh continued. "I can't fly like the rest of my family, but I'm not too upset about it, considering I shouldn't be alive." She stopped crying. "W-what? Why would you say something like that?" She asked. 
 
      
 
    "My father's a Pog from Yitkin. My mother had triplets. Originally, I was still born." Mysh said simply. "Mysh-!" Flake and Hunter exclaimed. Mysh laughed quietly. "It's okay." He placed a hand on the mark on his belly. "I understand everything but how. I know it has something to do with Arend, and I know he's different far beyond anyone's understanding." She started to cry again. Mysh reached out and held her head. "There's no need to cry. Be happy!" Mysh grinned. "Be happy you're alive and can see the sunrise every morning. 
 
      
 
    She picked Mysh up and hugged him. Mysh blushed. "Thank you sweetie. Thank you." She whispered softly. Mysh hugged her back. Rose peeked around the corner with Iode. "You're not getting jealous are you?" Iode asked quietly. Rose shook her head as Mysh sat on the female Sereph's lap. "It's just… that's the first time he's opened up to a stranger like that. It took a week for him to work up the courage to talk to the librarian about books." Iode placed a hand on her shoulder. "Let's just hope he doesn't try hitting on her. I don't think anyone could handle that." Erasure waved them over when he saw them approach. 
 
      
 
    The Serephs were fixed on the pair as they sat next to Erasure. Iode taking up two seats with Rose perched on his leg. "Who are they?" One of the Serephs asked. "My parents of course!" Mysh exclaimed. "That's my mother, Rose, and that's my father, Iode!" The Serephs looked amazed at the prospect of a Pog and a Sereph pairing together. "You're half Sereph and half Pog?" Rose nodded, nudging Iode. "And a little bit more than that. He was human and Pendragon Orenth in him as well." Iode nodded. Mysh's ears perked up. "Pendragon?!" Rose nodded again. "Yes Mysh, because of Arend. He did for you what his father did for him, only everyone involved survives." 
 
      
 
    Mysh wiggled his feet happily. "I can't wait to tell King!" Everyone chuckled, the Serephs only cracking a smile at Mysh's cheerfulness. Erasure smiled softly to himself as the Serephs began to converse, mostly with Rose, Iode, and especially Mysh. 'There's no doubt in my mind they should stay here. That little one's changing fast.' 
 
      
 
    - |-|-| - Raw Skill - |-|-| - 
 
      
 
    Panzer and Kyrel had taken on an easy Request to test the waters of their relationship. They were chaperoning a double date between middle schoolers. Part of the reward included paying for Kyrel and Panzer's dinner. With a suggestion from Hunter, the six met at Guild Rush, choosing to sit inside at a booth. Kyrel and Panzer sat at a small couple's table in the middle of the restaurant, close enough to hear their conversations. 
 
      
 
    "No you got it all wrong! The blue was next to the red, and the purple the green!" "No way! She had a purple one?" "So dude, you catch the tournament last night?" "Of course I did! You know me!" Panzer and Kyrel rolled their eyes. With the guy sitting on one side, and the girls on the other, the date quickly devolved to a collective hang-out with two adults watching. "So much for an eventful evening." Kyrel sighed. Panzer shrugged. "At least we're getting a meal out of it." "So…" Kyrel stabbed a carrot. "What kind of books do you like?" Panzer shrugged. "I'm a fan of mystery-romances." "That's an odd match up." "Not as odd as a botanist and a Beastmaster-" "-Traveling the world looking for the Emerald Turtle?" 
 
      
 
    A smile crept across Panzer's face. "Comics aren't really 'books.'" Kyrel said with a chuckle. "Except St. Zef and the Black Hunt." Panzer replied. Kyrel nodded quickly. "Damn thing's freaking gigantic.""The movie wasn't that bad though." Panzer said. "Considering it's only two hours long." Kyrel added. The waiter refilled their drinks. "What about hobbies?" Kyrel asked. "You can't have just taught newbies since forever." 
 
      
 
    "Aside from collecting comic books, I've dabbled here and there in various things. True to my family name, I've got a thing for heavy artillery though." Kyrel laughed. "Korvan stuff?" Panzer shook her head. "No, I meant the stuff that uses lots and lots of gunpowder; the stuff that has enough recoil to knock you on your ass!" Panzer replied passionately. With a half-smile, Kyrel nodded. "I think I'd be totally okay with you unloading a shot or twelve." 
 
      
 
    Panzer rolled her eyes. "I don't have that much to jiggle Kyrel. I'd much prefer to see you try to take a single shot." "Hey now! You've seen me use Aero Fìra; I'm not that bad of a shot." "Fine then." She flicked his nose." I want to see you at the shooting range at five sharp tomorrow afternoon. And bring some 'books.'" Kyrel flicked her back with a smile. "It's a date then!" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Corenden set down the final box into his new apartment. Upgrading from a single cramped room to a full living room, small kitchen, a bathroom with a tub, and a bedroom wasn't cheap, but the money he won on bets would last him a while. Corenden asked Iode to come check things out and work the landlord for a possible price drop. Rusted and leaking pipes, loose shelves and doors in the kitchen, broken tile in the bathroom, and outdated fixtures dropped the price by 50 Ere a month. 
 
      
 
    "It's got so much potential!" Berry said proudly. Corenden smiled. "Yeah, but before any of that, we have to be able to stay here long enough to realize it." Berry nudged him. "Don't worry. I know you can do it." She squeezed his arm. "With muscles like that,, finding a partner will be easy!" 'Except that everyone isn't as accepting as Arend.' Corenden thought. "I can ask Kronth about it later. We have to unpack first." 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Corenden floated into Kronth's office through the open doors. She was surprised to see him. "Long time no see Corenden. How's Berry?" "She's enjoying the new place we moved into, but I need to firmly establish some income so we can keep it. To do that, I need a partner." Kronth nodded. "I read your notice at the entrance." "It's been a week and I got nothing. Not even a prank call." Corenden replied. "That's why I've come to you directly." 
 
      
 
    "Well, it is tournament season. There's a few out there you qualify for." Kronth suggested. "I don't know…" Corenden said. "I don't really have the strength to survive something like that without serious injury." Kronth raised an eyebrow. "Well, don'y you know someone who can help you with that?" Corenden sighed. "I don't want to bother Arend with this. Like you said, it's tournament season." "Then why does he show up every afternoon with all his work done?" Kronth asked. 
 
      
 
    Corenden opened his mouth and stopped, shrugging. "I guess I underestimated that team of his." "Make a point not to." Kronth replied. "It's best for all involved. He should be fiddling with things in Shifted Tilt." Corenden gave her a wave as he floated back out. As she had told him, Arend was done with his work and fiddling with the shop's equipment. Corenden surprised him with his face pressed against the window. "You have no idea how strange you look with your face flattened like that." Arend said as he opened the door for Corenden. "You should see me do that with my mouth open." 
 
      
 
    Corenden explained his predicament to Arend. Arend thought for only a moment. "How about armor? I can make you something cheap." "I don't know…" "Well, you can't really improve yourself with another weapon. Especially if your concern is about your well being." Arend replied. Corenden nodded. "I can't deny that I'm not really built to be a high-caliber fighter, but I don't want an Exo-Suit or anything like that." "You sure? Your biggest strength is Orenth control." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    "Yeah, but I think what you did was really cool. I don't want people to think of me as some Monster whose friend made him a bunch of stuff. At the same time, I don't want to be that Monster who lost an arm or something trying to provide for his family." Corenden replied. Arend cracked his knuckles with a smile. "Then let's get to it already!" 
 
      
 
    Arend had taken Corenden's measurements and sketched out a rough shape as Corenden told him what he wanted from the armor. "I like the Sereph's style of armor, but I don't need something so seamless." Corenden said.. "And I have a better method to deal with the fluff." Arend said, swiping at Corenden's shaggy fur. Ignoring him, Corenden continued. "As for the materials, basic steel will suffice. I don't ha want to pay for Armormorite or Adamtinium plates, as it'll take up too much money." 
 
      
 
    "What about color? We can make it pretty much any color at this point." Arend asked. "Nothing flashy." Corenden replied. "And I know colors like red or blue will be more expensive due to popularity, so brown or some kind of grey would be fine. Keep it cost efficient." Arend nodded. "I'll have a few pieces done by nine, come by so I can adjust what I need to." Corenden hopped up. "I really appreciate this Arend!" Arend gave a short wave as Corenden left. He made a call to Jacob to fire up the forge; He needed grey-steel in a higher quality grade. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Corenden dropped by at 9:10. He found Arend polishing some of his tool. Arend waved him over. "I've got a helmet and part of a chest plate." Arend presented the light, slightly metallic grey armor. Corenden took the helmet. It was a simple round design that had a protruding face to cover Corenden's muzzle. The round part that would cover his head and part of his chin was a solid round piece; the muzzle piece was welded on and made with numerous plates molded into a single piece. They were attached to a spine made from the round helmet; bent out and reinforced to prevent cleavage. Two large holes were left open for his ears to poke through. 
 
      
 
    "It's rather, simple isn't it?" Corenden asked as he slipped it on. The front was snug and fit properly, but the rest of the helmet was too large and fell loosely on his head.. "The 'fancy' stuff comes later." Arend replied, lifting the helmet with a finger until it sat level. "I'll be adding something for your years and nose once I can get it to sit right." Corenden took it off once Arend was done marking it with a wax pencil. Arend brought up the chest plate. "It should feel a little loose. I've still got to add a layer of padding." "It's tight in the middle, but fits the rest rather well." Corenden replied, drawing a finger across his torso jest below his ribs. 
 
      
 
    Arend nodded with a brief frown. He marked the chest plate where Corenden had mentioned. "I forgot to compensate for your fur. I guess it's thicker than I thought. I'll start working on it when I'm done with my other work tomorrow. I'll call you if I need something." Corenden let the chest plate fall into Arend's Hand. "So what will all this cost me?" Corenden asked. 
 
      
 
    "I don't know yet. It won't be out of your price range, but you will definitely have to make payments for a while." Arend replied. Corenden sighed. Arend poked him. "Cheer up. You came to me for quality. If you wanted something cheap, then you'll have to get an Exo-suit. It's not cheap to create normal armor that can properly protect you." Corenden needed. "Yeah, I know. But since this is meant to make me money, it just seems like a real high risk." 
 
      
 
    "I'm not going to spew some advice about risk and return, but this stuff will last far longer than anything else you could get. It'll be worth it, trust me." Clough laughed. "I'll never doubt you Arend. Don't ever worry about that." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Corenden cam in early two days after speaking with Arend to try on the crude form of every piece of armor; from boots to tail, gloves to wings, Arend had prepared enough equipment to cover almost every inch of Corenden's body. With the final measurements, Arend began to work on adding the final details. A few hours after lunch, Corenden was called back in for the final product. Corenden was surprised at just how much it had changed. 
 
      
 
    The helmet was no longer a plain dome. It closer mimicked the shape of cloud's head, and a visor was added. It was made with tempered glass instead of slits in a piece of metal. The holes for the ears were now invisible due to two metal ears attached around them, with metal mesh to the front so he could still hear clearly. There was little room for him to swivel his ears, but it wasn't uncomfortable. Raised ridges ran down the back of the helmet, with two running down his jaw line and spraying across his cheeks. A thicker ridge ran down the front of the helmet, around the visor, and in two lines down his muzzle, ending right before the mesh in front of his nose. 
 
      
 
    The chest plate wasn't a solid piece of metal anymore. Layered plates of dyed steel absorbed and scattered almost any impact at any angle. The plates were attached to a heavy leather inner padding that only breathed through the occasional gap. Ridges that matched the helmet were arranged on his chest to direct attacks away from his body or farther down his torso. The backside had a matching pattern. The boots were crafted in a smaller fashion, but built so that his feet could still have a full range of motion, down to the wiggle of one of his toes. The wing guards were built to only protect the bone frame for his wings, leaving the webbing unprotected. Arend' justification was that webbing would be easy to grow back, but a severed wing wouldn't. 
 
      
 
    The most remarkable feature of the armor was a narrow band of white dyed steel that winded around each of the pieces. The gloves lacked it completely from his wrist to his fingers. They were the most expensive to craft out of everything because the pads for Corenden's palms were covered in Mithril mesh that allowed him to freely use his Orenth. Corenden's adopted sword had been sharpened and fitted with a hilt meant to better accommodate his small hands. 
 
      
 
    "How much will this cost me?" Corenden asked, waddling awkwardly in the armor. "25,000 Ere." Corenden face planted. Grumbling, he stood up. "That's going to take a while to pay off…" "We garnish a percentage of your tournament and Request money." Arend said. "Less than 10% from anything and what's left can be used to further pay if off if you want. This way you won't have to physically pay us, and we can wire it to our costs across the region. It's really convenient for everyone really." Arend explained. Corenden nodded slowly. "What about interest?" Arend laughed. "There's no interest on a favor.. Like I said, we aren't charging for labor. So when's the tournament anyway?" 
 
      
 
    "In an hour." Corenden replied. "What." Corenden laughed. "I'm joking Arend. It's in three days. I have until then to get used to this, and I might as well do something about that cost as well." Corenden said as he marched for the door. Arend shook his head with a smile. "Good luck with that. I'll show up if I can." Corenden gave him a wave before awkwardly flying off. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Corenden shuffled nervously as he waited with the other participants. The tournament was a qualifier for a larger event held before the Guild Tournaments. With the sheer number of participants signed up, the tournament would last a long time. Sixteen participants in both Rank levels would move on after lasing four rounds. Corenden was the last in the overall ranking, the #256 pin stinging his pride. He as one of the three Monsters participating; the twitchy powder-blue Pog and the sleeping Wullf -a more 'tame' cousin species to Oragè's- were the only contestants standing near Corenden. #255 and #230 respectively. 
 
      
 
    "T-this is my second time here." #255 stuttered. "My first." Corenden replied, only half listening. "Really!?" The Pog exclaimed, failing to hide his sense of superiority despite Corenden's impressive get up. #230's ears twitched at the exclamation. She raised her head and yawned. "Why the noise?" "He's a rookie!" #255 exclaimed, pointing at Corenden. 
 
      
 
    She snorted. "You're the rookie. You have three Exo-suit systems on you. He has none." Corenden nodded. "And I'm damn proud of it. This armor cost me 25K, but I'm not going to hide behind Exo-suits." "Fair enough." The Wullf replied. "I have the one, but it's not a redundant protection system; I've got myself a Shifted Tilt crafted Drive system." Corenden chuckled. "Then we have something in common. We've both got equipment crafted by Arend." 
 
      
 
    The two did a double take. "S-seriously!?" #255 asked. "It only cost you 25K for that!?" #23 asked. "I'm from Dragon's Den. I was friends with Arend before everything went big." Corenden replied as he walked away to get a look at the lineup. People moved when they found his hard armor protected him from pushing and shoving. Corenden didn't bother to roll his eyes at his placement. His first fight was against #255, with #254 through #248 in his bracket. His only chance at raising his reputation would be to create an exceptional performance for all his matches, and fight well against his High-Rank counterpart. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head as he walked back out of the crowd. "I suggest you prepare yourself." Corenden said to #255. "You're fighting me first." He continued to walk, sitting in a chair away from everyone. As time went on, the crowd dispersed enough for #255 and #230 to see the lineup themselves. They came back with little fanfare. #230 said only one thing to Corenden before lying back down. "I'll see you in the next bracket three days from now." #255 grumbled to himself as he sat next to her. "He's not that tough…" 
 
      
 
    The matches alternated between low and high from the middle of the brackets out; the highs and low in the lineups usually had the longer, more uneven matches people enjoyed. Corenden was one of the only people who kept a sharp eye on every one of the matches. Some of the competitors he may have to face if he wants to make it all the way through. The others watching as closely as him were all veterans of some form. Corenden was tempted to place bets, but due to his participation he was barred, so he instead predicted the matches just because. With an almost perfect success rate, he attracted the attention of the veterans. 
 
      
 
    "So who's next little man?" #34 asked. He was a leather-skinned middle-aged man covered with numerous scars. "#143 and #144. #144 is most likely to win." Corenden replied. "Not only due to Rank, but #143 has a weakness to #144's Orenth preference." #34 nodded. Two other veterans ran through the stats themselves to get a better idea of how Corenden did it. #20 was a rough-and-tumble women who was lean and very quiet. #9 was quiet as well, fiddling with a length of chain wrapped around his thick shoulders. He was salted and chapped from his time spent sailing. Corenden could smell the ocean on him from across the room. #230 sat away from them, watching the fight with little interest. 
 
      
 
    The day ground on slowly until the top and bottom brackets in both Ranks were left. The top of both Ranks fought first. #9, #20, and #34 all made it through and won the matches with their Low-Rank counterparts. They kept a close eye on the rest of the matches because they would eventually fight the strongest of the bunch. Corenden soon found himself called out to fight #255. The powder blue Pog was eager for action. 
 
      
 
    "C'mon! Let's end this!" He exclaimed. The referee called out. "Match start!" The Pog charged at Corenden. To #255, Corenden moved as a blur of grey and white before a downward kick from Corenden drove him into the ground. The announcer opened his mouth and began to speak, but Corenden waved him silent. "He's out cold." The referee checked on the unconscious Pog. With a shrug, he motioned to Corenden. "… The winner is #256?" The announcer said over the quiet stadium. A loud whistle caught everyone's attention. 
 
      
 
    "Good work Corenden!" Arend called from the stands. Kronth, Berry, and an entire section of Dragon's Den members gave him a cheer. After an embarrassed wave back, Corenden hurried to the edge of the field. #34 was laughing hard at Corenden's circumstances, the other two High-Ranked people Corenden had somewhat befriended only cracked a smile. 
 
      
 
    #230 chuckled when she met Corenden. " I told him you weren't a rookie." Corenden shrugged. "I'm not that experienced either though. I haven't had much practice in actual fighting." "Corenden right?" She asked as she walked next to him. Corenden nodded. "She-Long." She said with a smile. "Call me Long." Corenden could now notice just how large she was. Long's shoulders were level with his ears, her head well above his own. 
 
      
 
    Corenden gave her a polite smile as he sat within view of the field. Long rested her chin on the counter in front of them, the perfect height to sit comfortably. "So… What brings you to the tournament? Fame? Fortune? Training?" Long asked. "Money for my family." Corenden replied. "Brother/sister sick?" "So my wife and I can have kids and keep our new apartment." Corenden replied, flashing Long a stare. "O-oh… So you're not single…" Long said , suddenly embarrassed. Corenden laughed. "No. Definitely not. She's the pink Pog sitting with Arend and the others from Dragon's Den." He pointed, but Long wasn't interested in looking. 
 
      
 
    Corenden sighed, turning his attention to the next fight. After a few glances his way that went unanswered, Long slinked off. Time went on unchecked. Corenden soon found himself called out for his second match. #253 was also a rookie, although he was more understanding of his limits. Like Corenden, he was dressed in full armor made of plain iron. From what Corenden could tell from his previous match, he was well trained, if a bit cowardly. His weapon was also plain; a dull dark grey steel that matched his unpolished buckler. "Match start!" 
 
      
 
    At the referee's call, #253 started his slow advance, buckler raised on jhis left arm and his right letting his sword point drag on the ground. Corenden too ktwo the air with his weapon in two hands. He strafed around towards #253's left. He turned towards Corenden, his feet practically shifting by themselves. Corenden darted forward, aiming his sword for #253's elbow. With a light spark of neon, it bounced off the edge of #253's buckler, bouncing sideways. Corenden let his right arm continue with his sword, brining his left up to block #253's sword. 
 
      
 
    The impact knocked Corenden out of the air, but he landed on his feet with a grunt. His left arm throbbed, but it didn't hurt all that much and Arend' armor held up with light scratches. #253 returned to his defensive stance, waiting for the read out on their stats. "#253, 112 Endurance, 4 Attack, 4 Defense. #256, 84 Endurance, 5 Attack, …Wait… 12 Defense? This can't be right…" Corenden rolled his right shoulder, switchin his sword to his left hand. #253's deflection pulled a little at his muscles. He sudden;lly had an idea. 
 
      
 
    He ran forward, awkwardly trying to stay upright with feet not built to run. Many found it amusing, but #253 realized just what kind of tactical advantage it gave Corenden; Corenden was so low to the ground on his feet that most of #253's attacks would lose a great deal of power. Kicking would prove useless as he didn't have the leg strength to hurt Corenden through his armor. He switched to offence and rushed to meet Corenden. Corenden stuck low as a sword glanced off his helmet. He rolled onto his back, kicking at the side of #253's knee. He rolled away and to his feet to dodge a punch, glad he had practiced rolling. 
 
      
 
    Could smiled when he saw #253 shift his weight to his left. Not only did it weaken his opponent's ability to attack comfortably, it weakened his attacks themselves and #253's state of mind. He was growing anxious and his cautious nature led him to return to a defensive stance. Corenden approached him more casually, his sword still in his left hand, he walked with a slight waddling gait. 
 
      
 
    When he was the right distance away, Corenden put his plan into action. He feigned jumping by twitching his wings. #253 immediately brought his shield up expecting a chest-level attack. Corenden rushed under him with a kick and a snap of his wings. Corenden drive his sword into the ground directly under #253's shield, twisting his body around violently and whipping his tail around into the side of #253's knee, forcing it to buckle and bring #253 down. 
 
      
 
    Corenden pulled his sword out of the ground as he backpedaled away from #253 to his left. Using the same technique he had before, Corenden rushed back towards #253 and drove his sword into his ribs. The neon tournament Shield exploded into life on contact with Corenden's sword. Corenden and #253 were thrown away from each other from the force the impact created. #253 rolled onto his back, panting with a hole in his armor. Corenden stood up, his shield still sparking erratically. 
 
      
 
    "#253 has been eliminated. #256 is the victor." Dragon's Den cheered louder than before. Arend' whistle was echoed in the speakers. Corenden waved a hand as he returned to his seat. He was surprised to find #34 waiting for him. "That was impressive little man." Corenden shrugged as he sat down. "I've watched matches like this for a long time. I might have only recently taken it up myself, but I learn quickly." 
 
      
 
    Corenden took off his left bracer. Flexing his arm, he watched the blood collect in a sizeable bruise visible through his fur. "Hmmm…" #34 said as he looked at Corenden's arm as well. "That's quite a piece of armor you have." "Really?" Corenden asked, looking up at him. "My friend's skilled with stuff like this, but I think he might have created armor for a vehicle, not a Monster." #34 laughed. "Trust me; he knows exactly what he's doing. That bruise is inevitable for any piece of armor, but your body isn't exactly conditioned all that well, and you're lucky your arm isn't broken." 
 
      
 
    "He didn't seem that strong…" Corenden said. "He isn't. #34 replied bluntly. "Or at least not yet; you're small and vulnerable little man. Even with the same level of conditioning he had, your body just can't take punishment at that level." Clough sighed as he replaced his bracer. "Regardless, I still have to fight. I'll just have to spend more time toughening myself up." #34 smiled, slapping Corenden on the back. "That's the spirit little man! A warrior never gives in!" Corenden laughed politely before checking his sword. 
 
      
 
    The blade was still fair, but the point was extremely dull from driving it into #253's Shield, and flattened where he hit his armor. Sharpening only lasted a small part of the next fight. Corenden asked #34 to fill him in on the detals and took a nap. Corenden groaned as #34 shook him gently. "Your fight starts in ten minutes. Prepare yourself." Corenden shot up. "What." #34 put a hand up defensively. "You needn't worry little man! I remember the significant moves and can reenact them for you." 
 
      
 
    Corenden looked outside. The sun was very low in the sky, almost past the edge of the stadium. "How long was I asleep?" "Almost three hours." #34 replied. "The matches were very long. Yours is the last for this evening, if you're going to be forfeiting your High-Rank matchup." He held out something roasted on a stick and seasoned with lemon and spices that tickled Corenden's nose. "Eat. It'll help you wake up." 
 
      
 
    As Corenden ate and drank a little water, #34 ran him through some of the more complex moves and abilities he had missed. Corenden found whatever meat he was fed moving out of his stomach in time for his fight. He stopped just as he was about to leave. "Hey, what's your name?" "Fritz. Fritz Carmine." #34 replied. "Heh. Mine's Corenden." Corenden replied as he turned back around. "Thanks for the help, Fritz." 
 
      
 
    Corenden walked out to meet #249. With his left hand on the hilt of his sword, Corenden raised two fingers and pointed to the sky, the signal that meant Corenden wanted a Rush-Start. #249 obliged, copying the gesture as they walked to the center of the field. With a nod from the officials, the ref made the call. "Rush-Match, Start!" 
 
      
 
    True to its name, #249 and Corenden rushed at each other. Corenden's sword was deflected by a thin rapier that barely missed Corenden's chin. With a flick, #249 flung Corenden aside. A long scratch stood out mockingly on Corenden's sword. Corenden hopped to his feet in time to block another thrust. A jolt of electricity ran down Corenden's body, backed by a cascade of neon. #249 attacked again, his rapier sparking into empty air. 
 
      
 
    Corenden was on all fours some distance away, his sword gripped in his teeth. With a grunt, he stood up and returned it to his hand. #249 cocked an eyebrow. "Not a dignified technique." Corenden spat, pointing with his sword. "Shut up and fight." #249 raised his empty right hand, his left gripping his sword tighter. A small ball began to form on the tip of #249's finger, expanding to the size of his fist. "Very well then." #249 snapped his fingers and a blinding light filled the field. 
 
      
 
    Corenden brought his sword up quickly, making a wild dive to the side. #249's sword skipped off the side of Corenden's sword and into the ground. Corenden ran to counter attack, but #249 brought his sword across his body mid snap. With another desperate dive, Corenden saved himself from being blinded a second time. Even more desperately, he flipped over his head to dodge #249's attack, abandoning his sword. With a sideways roll onto his feet, Corenden retreated. 
 
      
 
    #249 picked up cloud's sword. "Hmm. This will be very difficult to break, but-"A ball of water splashed into his face, filling his mouth. As # 249 coughed, Corenden retrieved his sword and quickly retreated as #249 swung wildly at him. "Puh!" #249 spat in Corenden's direction. "Damn animals don't have any respect." Corenden twitched. Fully abandoning caution, Corenden charged at #249. With a wide swing, Corenden deflected #249's rapier with a twang. As the ball of light in his other hand began to glow, Corenden cut through it with a second blade made of wood. Unlike his metal one, it had viciously serrated edge. 
 
      
 
    #249 took a step back, pulling his arm back for a powerful thrust. Corenden dropped his sword, curling his fist and meeting the rapier's tip. On impact, a brief trickle of electricity and down Corenden's arm until #249's rapier suddenly exploded in a flash of neon. Corenden brought the wooden sword up and morphed it into a shield to block the blast and shards of metal. #249 disappeared from view in a burst of neon that faded only when his head hit the ground, knocked out. Corenden, with a grin, picked up his sword. The stadium was silent until a roaring cheer from Dragon's Den filled it. Corenden turned to them and exchanged a mock salute with Arend. 
 
      
 
    - |-|-| - Catching Up - |-|-| - 
 
      
 
    Corenden was granted a brief reprieve before his High-Rank match. Arend was in the corner of the room, muttering under his breath as he polished out the scratches on Corenden's blade. He had to work quickly to make it to the next match. Long was in the far corner, watching Corenden with a touch of sadness. Fritz was talking to Corenden as Corenden massaged his bloody fist. "I still don't understand how you beat him with just a punch. I know the strength Wood has on Light, but your other type is Water." "It was the Shield." Corenden replied, jangling one of the bracelets. "It's Plasma based." 
 
      
 
    Fritz nodded with an impressed look. "You made the system and #240's Lighting feed off each other." Corenden nodded. "A feedback loop. I got the idea when I remembered a friend of mine had a ability similar to the Shield. It was the second time his Lighting hit me when that came to mind. Normally, the Shield wouldn't have a second emergence like it did." "It's called a Default Cascade." Arend commented. "They're nominal so long as you don't overload the system with feedback. It was Corenden's Mithril gloves that saved him from being knocked out as a side note. Electricity doesn't like to go from one material to another like that, particularly when it comes to Orenth." 
 
      
 
    Fritz chuckled. "Did your technician teach you how to do that?" He tilted his head at Arend. Corenden shook his head. "Not really. That was just something I just kinda thought up after watching years of tournaments." An official poked his head into the room. "#256, it's time." Corenden replaced his glove, pulling the buckle tight around his wrist before replacing the bracer. Arend tossed Corenden his sword. Corenden caught it backhanded without looking, sliding it into it's sheathe. "Wish me luck!" "Watch yourself out there!" Arend called as he left with the official. Corenden caught a stare from Fritz. He sighed. "Yes, we've practiced that move. What of it?" Fritz only laughed. 
 
      
 
    Corenden was nervous as he stepped out on the field, now lit by the stadium's lights. #121 yawned wide as he walked across the field. He was mostly unarmed, with only his fists and feet armored. In his previous matches, he used Moon and Ice, creating Moon land mines with his feet, and used wicked punches to freeze the ground and corner people, with the ice making them slip into his traps. Corenden had a distinct advantage with his flight, but the type matchup gave him no strengths for his Water, and only one to his Wood. 
 
      
 
    "Alright shorty, let's make this quick. I don't have time to deal with you." #121 said before the ref made his call. "Match Start!" #121 started with kicking Moon Orenth into the ground as he brought down heavy ice-coated punch. Corenden replied with airborne acrobatics that ended with his heel driving into the side of #121's chin. The announcer called out their stats as #121 grunted, and Corenden flew higher. 
 
      
 
    "#256, 72 Endurance, 3 Attack, and 6 Defense. #121, 243 Endurance, 19 Attack, 16 Defense."#121 kept an eye on Corenden as he paced out a trail of Moon Orenth. Corenden dived, skidding across the ground as #121 simply stepped to the side. "That was my second chance to end you." Corenden threw a ball of water that #121 caught and froze. "Then do it! I didn't fight through all this for pity!" #121 replied with a sharp kick. Corenden blocked it with his shoulder, allowing himself to fly back. With half-cocked wings, he decelerated and landed, crouched. 
 
      
 
    Corenden's Endurance clicked down six points. #121 frowned as Corenden stood up. "What the hell?" Corenden slapped his shoulder. "Defense isn't calculated with standard armor." #121 did a full stop, his feet no longer releasing Orenth. "What." Corenden raised his sword in two hands, slowly floating into the air. "Shut up and fight." #121 approached cautiously, back to pouring Orenth into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Corenden rushed at him, leading with the point of his sword close to his shoulder. #121 prepared a lazy hand to stop him. He stopped the blade with ice, but his arm was covered to the shoulder in a spontaneous shell of thick wood. Corenden broke away, diving straight down with an overhead swing. #121 blocked with the wood shell, aiming a punch under his arm at high speed. Corenden kicked off #121's fist and twisted, pivoting around his stuck sword. Corenden's tail cracked across #121's face in a burst of neon. 
 
      
 
    Corenden dropped, releasing his sword from the wood and striking #121 again with the spine of his sword, the reverse point on the quarter edge glancing off neon. Corenden dropped to #121's feet, activating the Moon mine. Making a short hop, Corenden brought his hands down to block with the flat of his blade, bracing the blade near the middle. 
 
      
 
    A pillar of pale light shot up and exploded out. A series of explosions followed in a chain reaction. The stadium was silent at the change in Endurance long before the fog of Orenth began to fade. Corenden was hovering above twenty, #121 reduced down to under a hundred. 
 
      
 
    Corenden skidded out of the cloud of Moon Orenth, riding on top of a large shield made of wood, built around his sword. Pushing his foot down, Corenden came to a stop. #121 stumbled away from the wall of the arena, blasted across the field by his own traps. Corenden pulled his sword out of the wood with a crackle. Arend casually turned on the Dragon Drive, immediately gathering the floating Moon Orenth. He gave the officials a guilty smile. 
 
      
 
    #121 huffed as he began to make his way towards Corenden, setting more of his traps. He stopped when Corenden sheathed his sword and held up a hand. "Sorry, but we have to stop. I can't continue after that." Corenden pulled off his helmet, revealing a splotch of red on the side of his head. #121 tilted his head. "Is that all? Really?" Corenden waved a hand dismissively. "I'm almost out of Orenth." '…And I can barely stand.' Corenden thought as he used his sheathed sword to prop himself up. #121 rolled his eyes as he and Corenden left the field. 
 
      
 
    "#256 has forfeited, #121 wins!" Corenden hung his head as he stumbled back to his side. He nearly fell onto his face as Fritz slapped him on the back. "Good fight little man!" "Good!?" Corenden tossed his helmet to the side. "What was good about that!? I got my ass handed to me!" Fritz shook his head and crossed his arms. "Corenden. Stop and think for a moment. #121 is Ranked Mid G." Corenden did stop. "What Rank are you?" Fritz asked. "…High D." Corenden replied hesitantly. 
 
      
 
    Fritz smiled. "Don't you think that speaks for itself? A High D Monster without any Orenth weaponry save for his natural talents, facing a Mid G with extensive experience in fighting? How you gave him a run for his money by using his own powers to take him down more than half his starting Endurance? It doesn't matter if you won this or not; this will get you a lot of respect!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden sighed. "I just don't know." The door was thrown open by Arend. Berry shoved him aside to tackle Arend. "That was amazing!" She held him out, beaming. "When did you learn to fight like that!?" She gasped. "What happened to your head!? Hold still…" Berry gently put a hand on Corenden's head. "C'mon Berry-!" She hushed him with her other hand. 
 
      
 
    Arend snagged a chair. "Dude that was awesome. You've really gotten a handle on that armor." Corenden shrugged as Berry turned his head and began to dab at the blood in his fur. "I did as Michael and Night taught me. To 'use an opponent's powers against them' if I had the opportunity." Berry turned Corenden's head to check for other injuries. 
 
      
 
    An official walked through the open door, flashing a glance at Arend as he approached Corenden. He was a portly man in a suit far too small. "I came to inform you that your payment has been transferred to Shifted Tilt and your remaining winnings are on their way to your bank via courier." "A courier? Is that really nessicary?" Corenden asked. "For anything over 20,000, yes." Corenden's jaw dropped. "W-what?" He said quietly. 
 
      
 
    The official laughed. "This is no small event! You're paid a standard amount for each advance, plus a little extra if you make the fight interesting. After the fight with #253, ratings spiked whenever you were up to fight. While many won big betting on you," He glanced at Arend accusingly. Arend shrugged. "Wasn't just me; blame Dragon's Den for believing in him." The official continued. "We want to make sure you'll be 100% invested in your next bracket, and to show you we have an interest in your continued participation." 
 
      
 
    "Trust me, I know now." Corenden replied. "Just how much is there?" Berry asked quietly. "25,500 Ere." The official replied. "Plus a voucher for a box seat all to your own." Corenden took the thick slip of paper. "It's good for a max of ten, for ten events." The official continued. Corenden nodded. "I'll keep that in mind." Once the official closed the door, Corenden grabbed Berry by the waist and spun her around, laughing. "This is fantastic!" 
 
      
 
    Berry dropped down into a hug, crying. "Yes, yes it is." Arend looked over to Fritz and nodded at the door. Fritz nodded back, following Arend towards it. "Until next time!" Fritz called. Corenden didn't reply, crying tears of joy into his wife's shoulders. Long stood up and walked around the edge of the room, taking a single glance back before leaving. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Gliese poked her head around the corner of the tunnel into the den of Vac and Tal, the guardians of the Vacuum and Crystal Termas respectively. Ros peeked around Gliese's good leg, unable to see in the low light or sit on Gliese's back because of the tunnel. He was excited when he saw the twinkle of light in the distance, and more so when he saw what it shined on. 
 
      
 
    Five small Pendragons were playing in a cavern lit by rounded crystals. Their quiet yips and growls and general awkwardness when running around made Gliese yearn for children of her own. Their parents noticed Gliese's banana color almost instantly. Vac, the female Vacuum Pencore was stone grey and almost blended in with the surrounding rock. Her mate, the Crystal Pencore blended in as well, but instead with the crystalline structures of the cavern wall. He was a brilliant sparkling rainbow even in the relatively dark cavern. A small Korvan lantern was the source of the light the crystals scattered about. 
 
      
 
    "Gliese! What a surprise!" Vac exclaimed. Ros cautiously poked his head out. "Not another one!" Tal said with a sigh. "You've really got to get over him already. Find a mate!" Gliese snorted, walking further into the cavern. "For your information Tal, King's finally come around. There's just something we'll have to deal with first." The Pencore pups swarmed Gliese, sitting around her in a semi-circle. Ros ducked back under Gliese's fur. 
 
      
 
    Gliese pushed him out with a paw. "Come on now! They just want to play!" "That wouldn't be a problem if they were normal sized canines." Ros replied as one of them poked him with its nose. "Please don't corrupt our children Gliese." Tal said disapprovingly. "Shut up dear." Vac said with a swipe at his chest. Ros was tackled by the five pups all at once. "Noooo~!" He cried dramatically as he let himself drift to the floor. The largest tilted its head. "…Broken?" She said curiously, poking the limp Ros. Vac and Tal beamed. "No," Ros said under his breath. "Playing dead!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh. Play!" She rolled onto her back, trying to get her legs into the same position as Ros'. The other for mimicked her, leaving six splayed bodies in the middle of the cavern. "What." Tal said flatly with a disapproving look. "Leave them be Tal. I'm her with something serious." As Gliese continued to speak and explain her visit, Ros continued to play with the puppies, the "alpha" female greatly interested in him. 
 
      
 
    As time dragged on, Ros left to retrieve Kathy as night fell, Pith happy to wait outside in the familiar chill of mountain air. With another person to play with, the pups were so excited Ros got bit more than a few times. Kathy however, had the full attention of the three male pups. 
 
      
 
    Tal cursed under his breath after Gliese's story. Vac leaned against him reassuringly. "It'll be okay dear." She said softly before addressing Gliese. "I trust that you know what you're doing. I also trust both that dragon out there and that grey man that terrifies him so." "How can you trust a Myshcell?" Tal grumbled. "Because he had Aenfel and a True Safeguard, and we've only learned about him now." Vac replied. Tal rolled his eyes. With a sigh, Vac looked back to Gliese. "We can give you the Termas, but this is something for tomorrow. My babies need to sleep." 
 
      
 
    At the word "sleep", the Pencore pups grew attentive of their mother, ears perked and turned towards her. She nodded. "Yes, yes, time to sleep!" They hurried over, immediately snuggling up close to her. Gliese laid down off to the side as Tal dimmed the Korvan lamp and joined his mate, laying between her and the wall. Ros forfeited his coat to Kathy, sitting an acceptable distance away against the wall. 
 
      
 
    The "alpha" pup looked at them and tilted her head. She hopped up and padded over to them. Ros had little time to react, finding himself lifted by his belt in the mouth of the pup. "Cold!" She exclaimed through Ros. "Sleep!" She dropped him onto a startled Gliese. Kathy was collected by one of the male pups. She pulled Ros' coat down to maintain her dignity as he carried her by Ros' coat. Unlike Ros, she was wedged between the three males and Val. Ros was left alone with Gliese as the remaining pup ran back to her mother. 
 
      
 
    "Umm…" Ros said nervously. "Shut up." Gliese said quietly s she laid her head back down and curled her tail around to cover him. "You don't want to argue with your hosts." 'King is going to kill me.' Ros thought to himself. Gliese curled her head in around him. 'She's definietely going to kill me.' He sigjed, leaning back against Gliese's warm belly. 'But I'll be damned if I'll give up a warm bed for fear of death.' For the first time in a long time, Ros quickly fell into a peaceful sleep. 
 
      
 
    Ros dreamed with a comfortable smile on his face. He woke up to the "alpha" pup licking his face. "Morning!" She exclaimed. Ros stretched and sat up. Gliese was already up, head up and talking to Vac about her plans with King. Kathy waved weakly from the pile of sleeping fur. As Ros yawned wide, the "alpha" pup peeked down his throat. She yawned back, filling Ros' nose with the smell of her mother's milk. 
 
      
 
    Ros didn't know if the smell was good or bad, so he started for the entrance to get some fresh air regardless. Before he even entered the tunnel, Tal filled his view, three deer held tight in his jaws. Ros stepped aside. Tal dropped two in front of Vac and ate the third himself. Ros' first step outside was met with a chilly wind and the rising sun. He took a moment to watch it rise above the distant mountains. 
 
      
 
    "Pretty isn't it?" Pith asked, sprawled out on a nearby ledge. Ros nodded. "I don't know if I've ever stopped to look before, but doing it now makes me wonder." "Hmm. I've seen many myself, but they're never the same." Pith replied. Ros began to walk around a large rock. "What are you doing?" Pith asked. "Relieving myself." Ros replied before ducking behind the rock. Pith frowned, but shrugged nonetheless. 'What's a person to do when nature calls?' 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon when the Terma hunting group began to make moves to leave. Tal revealed the two Termas hidden in a corner under a large crystal. Kathy and Ros split the pieces between each other. "You know," Vac said. "I do remember Silv getting upset over something and spouting some form of warning." Gliese raised an eyebrow. "She's on the move? Doesn't she hang out a ways away somewhere?" 
 
      
 
    Vac nodded. "This was a few years ago and the only time I've heard of it. I guess she didn't make it to you guys. Anyway, you've got four more Termas to collect right? Light, Dark, Plasma, and Nova?" Gliese nodded. "Hal and Shadow as well as Neon and Star have paired up for that reason. They're kind of spread out though. Hal's place is off to the far east, and the knuckleheads are tooling around the west past the Nojorn Woods." 
 
      
 
    "You aren't kidding. That'll take months." Gliese said with tired eyes. "Not if we split up." Kathy suggested. "Pith knows the east fairly well, plus we can fly." "And I'm sure, based on what Vac said, we'd be better equipped to handle a couple 'knuckleheads' than a dragon." Ros said to Gliese. Gliese nodded. Hal and Shadow are reasonable and would listen to Pith despite not knowing him. Neon and Star are too bull headed, and would be suspicious without reason." Kathy returned Ros' coat, crinkled and smelling of Pendragon. Ros shook it a few times before pulling it on. 
 
      
 
    "Good luck!" Vac called as they left. "Bye!" The "alpha" called to Ros with a toothy grin, crawling over her mother's side. As Kathy settled on Pith, Gliese explained to plan to the dragon. "Hal's very optimistic and will dodge questions about the Termas, so try to Shadow first; he's a little dark, but is usually in a better mood when in Hal's company for some reason." 
 
      
 
    Pith nodded at Gliese's advice. "I'll keep that in mind." He flapped his wings. "Good luck you two. And watch out for any Pendragon hunters." Ros watched him go from Gliese's back. She turned as Pith vanished behind a mountain. "I still want to know where he got that girl." Gliese said absently as she descended the rocky terrain. 
 
      
 
    Eric winced with a grin as Nate pulled off his medical suit with a tug. "Tingly!" He said happily. "And a little twitchy." Janese replied, poking Eric's knee. "I just can't wait!" Eric exclaimed gleefully as Janese helped him up out of his chair. "It won't be easy." Nate replied, looking over the suit. He paused on the pump. "Come now Nate." Janese scolded. "Shoes suck Janese." Nate replied, absently poking the pump. 'Shit.' Nate thought, looking at the pump. 'This isn't good.' "Ugh!" Nate exclaimed, holding the suit out. "Smells like feet!" 
 
      
 
    Eric chuckled. "Then go wash it!" "We'll be fine." Janese added. "If nothing happened in this past week, it won't now. I just need to triple check the movement of the toxin." Nate nodded, his hand already on the doorknob. "See ya in a few. I'll see of Arend has any tricks that'll save me from breaking a washer or washing by hand." 
 
      
 
    Arend was in the middle of a meeting when Nate showed up. "Oh Nate! Good timing! Care to give a little advice on Exo-suits?" "Not now Arend." Nate said hurriedly, tugging at his arm. Arend rolled his hand, an eyebrow arched. Nate rolled his eyes. He looked to Arend' team. "Don't put them on animals, triple check the users for abnormalities," Nate held up Eric's medical suit. "And for god's sake think about how to clean them." 
 
      
 
    "Isn't that-?" Arend asked quietly. "Yes." Nate hissed under his breath. "And I need your help." With a sigh, Arend stood up. "Keep the ball rolling guys. This is important." Arend rode up the lift with Nate, locking it to maintain privacy. "So what's up with it?" Arend asked. Nate tossed it to him. "See for yourself." "Ugh. I can tell it's been worn a week by the smell alone." Arend said the moment he caught it. It only took a glance and a poke to figure out the problem like Nate had. 
 
      
 
    "So the pump finally died." Arend said. "Not yet, but it's really close." Nate replied. "Another day and *poof*." "So you did know this pump can't run 24/7 like that?" Arend asked. "Yes." Nate replied, sitting on a desk. "But I needed something to test with. I don't know any Orenth pump that can run continually without falling apart in a week. That was my best model." 
 
      
 
    Arend smirked. "If only you had my heart eh? It doubles as an Orenth pump; most don't know that the heart is what stimulates their Orenth when they're emotional." Nate looked up at him. "Can it run on a battery, or is it biological only?" "Well it can run on a battery, but it wouldn't work right without some sort of load- wait. Are you seriously considering-?" 
 
      
 
    "We create a variant of your artificial heart." Nate said. "You're not opening my chest." Arend said sternly. "We don't have to! If we had the blueprints this would be east, but I'm sure Janese knows some non-invasive mapping techniques. X-Ray, sonogram, infrared, and so on." Nate replied. Arend sighed. "Those won't be cheap Nate." "You won't-" Arend silenced him with a hand. "I could use the information myself. I want to know if there's a way to recharge the Shield in there." Nate slid off the desk. "I'll explain everything to them. I kind of left them in the dark on this. I can tell you this: There's a lot of paperwork involved in tests like that." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Daniel Prickett was dressed in a thin floral shirt and khaki shorts, relaxing in a beach chair. He complimented the outfit with a slightly alcoholic fruity drink. John Mark, a scattered member of Styx Fix, sat next to him in a similar getup, a pair of pink tinted sunglasses blocking the high sun. 
 
      
 
    A gentle ocean breeze stirred Daniel's parasol. He let out a long sigh. "I love it here J. No cold, no snow…" "No crazy nephew?" John said. "Naw he's an alright kid. He's getting a handle on things now." Daniel replied. "Enough for you to retire?" Daniel laughed, stirring his drink. "You sir," He took a sip. "Have the right idea." 
 
      
 
    John sat up and leaned closer to Daniel, pushing his chair's feet further into the sand. "But really Dan, what's up? You didn't call me here to hang out and drink." "Of course not." Daniel replied with a serious look. "We both know what I need. That man who filled the campus with drunk Floxes so long ago." John couldn't help the chuckle and ensuing groan as he held his head at the thought. "That's not the half of it you know. You didn't wake up in a sorority with a bunch of fur-covered women." "I woke up next to a Pog, John." Daniel replied with a laugh. John fell over. "Oh my god! That's a story I gotta hear!" 
 
      
 
    "So where is Justice J.P. these days?" Daniel asked, casually stirring his drink. "Walking around with a head worth 350,000." John replied. "And the going rate for a three star DS Ranked bounty hunter?" Daniel asked. John laughed again. "Long time since those Ranks eh? …250 Ere a day until he's dealt with." "And for a friend?" "…75 a day, but I can't take him down." "Don't need to. I need him to look into a little problem of mine." "What problem?" John asked with a frown. "Axis." Daniel replied, looking sideways at John. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Dran chugged slowly down the expansive continent of Renke towards the capital. Unlike back home, there were far more people using the roads. Throughout his travel time, Dran ran his thoughts through all he knew of Axis and Teneo. These thoughts stopped as his bike's engine cut out suddenly. Coasting, he pulled off the narrow highway and towards a small city. He jogged down the streets alongside his bike until he found a mechanic. 
 
      
 
    The small garage looked reasonable enough based on Dran's first impression. One of the mechanics noticed him jogging up. "You're pretty old to be running like that." "I've trained to fight most of my life, this is nothing." Dran replied, kicking up his stand. "We'll let you know how much it'll cost." The mechanic said as he turned back to his T.V. 
 
      
 
    There was a free-for-all tournament in progress. Dran leaned against the wall, watching the T.V with his bags at his feet. "Where are their Shields?" Dran asked absently. The mechanic laughed. "You really aren't from around here." Dran frowned, ignoring his comment. Many of the participants had weapons. "Ooooho!" The mechanic exclaimed as someone was knocked out with a metal bat. "…If you're not going to work, do you mind if I use your tools?" Dran asked. 
 
      
 
    The mechanic huffed. "I'd like to see you try." "What?" Dran asked. The mechanic looked back at him with a hostile glare. "Touch something, I dare you." Dran walked past him, pushing the power button on the T.V. He found a gun in his face when he turned back. "Turn it on. Now." Dran stared back at him, mocking deafness. "What? Ya gotta speak up son!" The safety clicked off. "This isn't some hick town old man. Now turn it back on." 
 
      
 
    Dran placed a hand on the barrel of the gun. A smile appeared on his face as he crumpled the cheap metal with a simple squeeze. The mechanic took a step back. "And you listen here," Dran cracked his knuckles. "I told you I trained all my life to fight. I was born well before the fires over the ocean died out. I'm not just some old man with an attitude." 
 
      
 
    The mechanic tossed his broken gun into his seat. "Fine." He set out to bring Dran's bike into the garage. "So what's the story behind that Myshcell? I heard he was dead." Dran asked, leaning against the wall. The mechanic ignored him. Dran shrugged. "I guess I can just get it out of him myself." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The Devil's Crosshairs was a dark, empty bar in Kowen, a city to the far southeast region of Karakas. It was the preferred hangout spot for Isaac's High-Ranked friends from Dragon's Den; Ferrous Profphir and Crazz Crazzer were the only ones present. Ferrous was a man of average size who took down large Monsters exclusively. Crazz was a bounty hunter that stuck to the outer edges of Karakas to hide his unstable nature when "hunting." 
 
      
 
    Isaac had his feet propped up on a low table in his private section. Ferrous and Crazz were outlines of shadow on black leather. "Kronth is a real piece of work y'know. She acts like Arend was the only one to make her happy, and I know they've done stuff, regardless of what she says." Isaac took a drink straight from a bottle of vodka. 
 
      
 
    "Pull your head out of your ass already." Crazz snorted. Isaac sat up. "What was that?" "Kronth's a bit bitchy sometimes," Crazz explained. "But she's not unreasonable. If Arend makes her happy, then what's the problem?" Crazz downed a shot of an undeterminable mixture of alcohol. "It's not like you're still gunnin' for her." Isaac rolled his eyes. "What would you know?" "I know when you've yet to shut up about her." Crazz retorted. 
 
      
 
    Ferrous spoke up, his accent adding sharpness to his words. "And you can't deny you are starting to disrespect the Guild." He meshed his ringed fingers. "Don't forget that once you start disrespecting the Guild, you start disrespecting me." Isaac looked back and forth between the two. "Seriously? You two are going to lecture me?" He stood up, dropping money onto the table. "I'm outta here." 'I'll see if I can find Arking or Tel. I'm sure they know what I'm talking about.' 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Iode was surprised to find the seven Serephs sitting around and doing nothing as he came in from his morning exercises. Mysh had finished breakfast and was reading between two of the Serephs. Rose was reading to 'Ro as Mar fidgeted. They all looked up as Iode entered the living room area. 
 
      
 
    'Ro hopped up, flying at Iode. He caught her, setting her on his shoulder. "I want to see Kronth!" 'Ro declared. "And her weird boyfriend. He's funny. Oh! And that Pendragon! He's warm." "Me too!" Mar exclaimed as he hopped to his feet on the couch. Mysh closed his book and walked over to his mother. "I wouldn't mind a visit either." Mysh said as she took the book from him. Iode chuckled. "It's barely past 9:00! They're all too busy." 
 
      
 
    Rose picked Mar and Mysh up and hugged them. "Let's say we spend some time with your father! He doesn't get many days off." Mysh looked to the lone Sereph staring out the window. Iode surprised Rose by picking her up, Mar taking the opportunity to squirm free. Mysh stayed in her arms, still watching the Sereph. "Hey dad…" Iode gave him a pat on the head. "Do what you think you need to." Mysh hopped down to the floor, walking over to the Sereph. She glanced down as he approached her. Mysh held up a hand. "Come with me." 
 
      
 
    She took it tentatively, letting Mysh lead her out of the room. Rose looked up at Iode. He smiled warmly. "He'll be alright." Mysh led the Sereph to Walter, who was arranging flowers under an old BluZeph family portrait. The Sereph grew more reluctant the closer Mysh brought her to Walter. Walter glanced over, making the Sereph stop completely. "Hello!" He called with a wrinkled smile. "Hello Walter!" Mysh exclaimed. He tugged on the Sereph's arm. "H-hello." The Sereph said quietly. 
 
      
 
    "So what brings you two here? Going on a little walk?" Walter asked as he returned to his work. "You could say that." Mysh replied. The Sereph let Mysh pull her a little closer to Walter. "What would you say then?" Walter asked with a crooked smile. "She could use some cheering up, and a walk through the gardens with you usually works for me." Mysh replied. "A very noble action indeed! So what is this lovely lady's name?" Walter asked, turning fully to the Sereph. "Cir." She whispered. 
 
      
 
    "Well Cir," Walter bowed low. "Allow me to welcome you and your group to the BluZeph Manor. I do hope you have enjoyed your stay so far. The servants and I sadly haven't had the permission to openly approach you to introduce ourselves, and for this I apologize." Cir's face flushed and she glanced away. "T-thank you." 
 
      
 
    Mysh smiled, tugging her arm. "Want to see the garden?" Cir nodded. Walter poked his flowers one last time before leading them down the hall. He unlocked the door to the room that stored everything for their landscaping needs. Cir shuddered at the chilly stone floor. Walter brought her a long, thick winter coat. Donning one himself, he gave Mysh a red knitted cap with hanging tassels and a large ball on top. 
 
      
 
    Cir giggled as Mysh's oversized hat slipped over his face. Walter opened the door to the wintery chill. The cold had finally arrived, if a bit late. The ground was hard, but dry. Walter brought the two to the first flowerbed. The skeleton of a dormant shrub provided an ample support for a curling red vine. Dark green leaves faced the sun. Small purple flowers were busily worked on by silver-backed wintertime bees collecting nectar and pollen to bring to the hive Walter kept. 
 
      
 
    "Once the flowers are fertilized with the help of the bees, the flower petals will fall off and small berries will replace them." Walter brought them a few feet down the bed. Lifting a few leaves, he revealed small pink berries. White, larger berries hung a few inches down the vine. "They'll turn from this pink to a solid white before falling off the plant and to the ground. They need a cold period now of about two weeks before they can begin to grow next fall. 
 
      
 
    "This species is called Red Wintervine; the green variety is more common, but," He directed them to the bed behind him. White vines with jet-black leaves stood out from the shrub and frosted ground. "White Wintervine is exceedingly rare, as it takes the darkest leaves to keep the vines from freezing. 
 
      
 
    A bee took a rest on one of the leaves, warming itself with the plant's help. "What happens in the spring? Where do the bees go?" Cir asked. Walter smiled. "They normally burrow deep underground until the first frost of fall. They'll make a temporary nest in a tree, create all the honey they need, and carry it down underneath it to their main hive. They cut at the tree's roots to keep an open area, and to expand their home. These bees have a specially crafted hive I keep in an old root cellar." 
 
      
 
    Cir reached out towards the bee, slowly placing her hand near the edge of the leaf. The bee quickly crawled into it, sensing her body heat. She laughed as it buzzed in her hand, before flying away when it was content. Walter laughed. "You handle that well young lady. People rarely attempt that, thinking them to be as most other bees." Walter reached out and did the same thing she did, only cupping both hands together with a small hole open near his thumbs. With a wiggle, it crawled out once it warmed up "I saw you do it from the window." Cir replied. 
 
      
 
    Walter led them down to the next bed. A series of four rose bushes were growing a measured distance from each other. The large, orange flowers caught Cir's attention. Mysh poked her leg. "They remind me of your eyes, Cir." "A lovely shade of orange indeed." Walter said. "I'm rather surprised they've lasted so long. I guess the mild first half of the season is what let them survive." He reached out and tugged a leaf. It popped off with little resistance. "Yeah, like I thought." Walter showed them the leaf. "The leaves are dying from the frost. I have to come back later and pluck them off if I want to save the plant some needed energy." 
 
      
 
    "Does that mean we can take a flower?" Mysh asked. Walter considered the question for some time before replying. "Yes, but I think Cir should choose which one to cut." Walter pulled out a pair of heavy scissors wrapped in a thick cloth. Using the leaf he plucked, he showed Cir how she should cut the stem. Cir cautiously took the scissors from his hand. "Remember young lady, it is a rose." 
 
      
 
    Cir reached out for one of the more symmetric flowers, only to reel back and let it fall to the ground once she cut it. Two of her fingers were stained red. "Oww!" Mysh ignored the flower, instead reaching for Cir's hand. "That's pretty deep…" Walter said, looking over Mysh. Mysh held her tight when she tried to pull her hand back. He placed his hand over hers. 
 
      
 
    Cir felt her hand become coated in something thick, warm, and heavy. Twisting green Orenth dripped off her hand and onto the ground. From where it fell, small plants began to poke through the mulch. Once the Orenth stopped flowing from Mysh's hand and spilling onto the ground, the small plants quickly shriveled. Mysh uncovered her hand. Her hand was still stained red with blood, but no wounds could be found. 
 
      
 
    Mysh stretched and yawned. "What did I…" He drifted into sleep, falling back into Walter's hands. "How did he-?" Cir asked quietly, staring at her hand. Walter lifted Mysh and put him into her arms. She was surprised at how heavy he was. "Let's get him out of the cold before we start asking questions." As Cir hurried inside, Walter picked up the flower, now missing a few petals. 
 
      
 
    - - - - Trick Play - - - - 
 
      
 
    Guild Rush had to push three tables together to accommodate Eric's celebratory party. He wheeled himself through the doors as the four couples he was with followed behind: Kyrel with Panzer, Arend with Kronth, Flake with Hunter, and Nate with Janese. The waiters tallied up the Guildies and took their orders. 
 
      
 
    Things quickly got out of control as a general "feel good" attitude was spread throughout the restaurant and everyone began talking to everyone, resulting in a mess of conversations. Eric sat alone at the end of the long table, quietly sitting in his chair. 
 
      
 
    Panzer pulled a chair up next to him, everyone else too distracted. "Hey." "Hey." Eric replied apathetically. "What's with the face? This party is for you." Panzer asked. Eric sighed. "I know, but look at everyone; you all have someone to talk to and understand everything about you. You all have someone special and I'm just stuck in this damned chair." "OOOOH. So that's your issue." Panzer nodded. "Have you tried talking to anyone you fancy?" 
 
      
 
    "Are you kidding? I'm in a wheelchair. Movies and book always have warm-fuzzy outlooks, but people who can look past this chair don't just drop out of the sky." Eric replied. Panzer rolled her eyes. "I reiterate: have you tried talking? You're pretty good looking Eric. If someone can't look past your chair, it's their loss when Nate, Arend, and your sister get you up and walking. While that's some time off, there's no excuse to get a little action now." 
 
      
 
    "Fine!" Eric threw up his hands. "Where do I start?" Panzer spun him to face the bar, pointing to a woman Arend would have warned him to avoid, but Panzer had never met Casandre before, and she looked approachable in casual attire. "Go get her." Panzer laughed as she gave him an encouraging pat on the back. Eric approached the bar; taking notice of what she was wearing. Black short-shorts, a dark blue T-shirt, and an air of not giving a damn. He also noticed the suspicious lack of chairs at the counter. 
 
      
 
    "Something light." Eric said to the leaning bartender. Casandre was talking to Ceaser and the rest of her squad, all dressed casually and leaning against the counter. Wesken was farther down the bar and flirting with the Changed barista. "There's not enough chairs in this place." Casandre grumbled. Steeling his nerves, Eric spoke up. "Well, there's an open one right here." Casandre slowly turned. Casandre's squad all leaned over to see who addressed Casandre, jaws hanging open. 
 
      
 
    Casandre took one look at Eric. A thin line of sweat was growing on his forehead and an unopened light beer sat on the counter well above his head next to him. Casandre snorted, falling into a fit of laughter that left tears in her eyes. Eric sighed painfully, preparing to roll away. Casandre moved down the counter closer to him. "You've got some real guts." Eric shrugged. "It's do or die for me I guess." "Well, if I had a few more drinks in me, I would have taken you up on that." Casandre replied with a laugh. Caser and the rest of the squad slinked away to leave the two alone. "Alright then." Eric said with a sly smile. "I'm sure I can stay for a few drinks." Casandre smile back playfully. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    It was a cold day when the second bracket of the Primary Open Tournament started. As with the qualifying brackets, the matches started with the mid-ranged matches and alternated outward. By chance, the matches were arranged so Corenden's was last. Long's was after Fritz's, and Corenden's was right after the top two participants. 
 
      
 
    The majority of the fights ended quickly as the dropping temperature prompted many to either fight hard, or agree on a Point-Match. In Fritz's fight, Corenden got a glimpse of his power; concentrated bursts of flames from his fists. Long's fight was the shortest, as she forfeited without even stepping out onto the field. She would never admit it, but Corenden figured she didn't want to face him. 
 
      
 
    Corenden found himself dressed up in his armor in a light snowfall. The bitter cold bit at his face, but with the armor, padding, and layer of thick fur, he was very warm. Corenden looked around, expecting the stands to be empty. He was surprised to find a ring of people in the front seats, all cheering once he stepped into the field. 
 
      
 
    Half the stadium's lights cast their light through the falling snow, silhouetting the raving members of Dragon's Den while lighting the field below. He even saw King and Oragè sitting next to Kronth and Arend. Corenden's face grew warm as a steady chant filled the air. "Corenden! Corenden! Corenden! Corenden! Corenden!" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, we know it's a cloudy day!"The announcer said jokingly, dressed in a parka. Since it wasn't a qualifying tournament anymore, the outgoing announcer had returned to take his mike. He grinned at Arend, who recognized him from the Hunter Tournament. "You really set an example ya know? Ya crazy bastard." 
 
      
 
    #243 ignored the crowd, irritated by the noise. The ref met them in the middle of the field. "Do you want to call a Point-Match?" They shook their heads. "I can fight until I pass out." She replied. "And I'm covered in fur." Corenden replied with a sardonic look. With a frown at Corenden's disdain, the ref made the call. "Match Start!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden immediately brought up his arm to block #234's kick. When she saw Corenden was completely unfazed, she pulled out her metal crossbow. A bolt cloaked in darkness whistled past Corenden's cheek as he hopped to his right. A second bolt exploded in a flash of light behind him. Corenden cut forward with a wave of water. #234 blocked Corenden's sword with the front of her crossbow, firing as Corenden's water soaked her. In a flash of movement that made her eyes widen, Corenden caught the bolt by its fletching with his free hand. 
 
      
 
    With a puff of his wings, Corenden retreated. The wind made #234 shiver. The neon-coated crossbow bolt melted a hole in the snow where they had clashed. #234 fell into a fit of shivers. Not avoiding Corenden's attack was proving to be a poor decision on her part, as her soaked coat was dropping her core temperature fast. She pulled it off and tossed it aside, immediately regretting it as a gust of wind blew through her. She was surrounded by a thin layer of neon as the Shield began reacting to her dramatic change in condition. It provided little comfort. 
 
      
 
    Corenden readied himself as #243 shot again, this time with a mix of darkness and sparking neon. Corenden deflected it with the flat of his blade, a hand bracing the middle of the blade. He charged at her, mixing long jumps with beats of his wings. #243 engaged the second bow on her crossbow, sacrificing firing speed for a faster and more powerful shot. She swung it like a bat to meet Corenden's blade, pulling the trigger moments before the collision. 
 
      
 
    The second wave of water from Corenden froze the instant it touched #243's skin; the moment when Corenden could no longer hold its form. Corenden took a powerful shot to the chest, knocked back into a high drift of snow. It made him notice just how much the snow had picked up. With a glance at the stats, #243 cursed. She was down half and she had only just nicked at Corenden's Endurance. 
 
      
 
    Corenden emerged from the snow, a crossbow bolt lodged in a chunk of wood pressed tightly against his chest, frozen to his cold armor. Corenden pulled it off, revealing nothing more than a thin patch of frosted wood. #243 crouched, preparing her next shot. With a moment of pure surprise, she was knocked back by a hammer made of dense wood. Corenden had hurried after his projectile, arriving in time to kick away #243's crossbow into the thickening snow. 
 
      
 
    She sat up and glanced around, distraught. Corenden brought his sword down. #243 snatched up Corenden's wooden hammer and caught the blade in it, throwing the handle away as Corenden easily dismembered it a fraction of a second later. #243 brought her hands up, bouncing back and forth to raise her temperature. She was surprised when he retreated. 
 
      
 
    Corenden sheathed his sword with a smug grin. He kicked something up out of a drift of snow. In a single movement, Corenden caught #243's crossbow, pulled the string back, and loaded in a wooden bolt. She charged at him, far faster without her weapon. Corenden shot into the air, disappearing into the snowstorm. #243 was on high alert, listening for the tell-tale sign of something moving quickly through the air. 
 
      
 
    A low whistle to her left made her roll forward, only to be shot in the back mid-roll with Corenden's wooden bolt. She groaned, finally out of Endurance, she flipped onto her back with hopes the cold would numb the pain. Corenden approached her to return her crossbow. 
 
      
 
    "How did you-?" She asked with an exhausted limpness. Corenden lifted his sword, coated in wood. He spun it, producing a whistle as the air passed around small holes. "…Damn." She said with an impressed look. Corenden returned to his side of the field, backed by a roar from the biased crowd. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    #108 gave Corenden a thumbs up as he passed him on his way out. "You're really kicking ass you know." "Thanks I suggest you watch your left side. You've been leaving it open lately." Corenden replied. He nodded to himself as he prepared to face #117. As Corenden had suggested to him, #108 paid closer attention to his left side, a keystone in his victory. 
 
      
 
    The match before Corenden's second of the day was the longest, and ended in a draw with both fighters incapacitated. The officials would need to settle their score later and rearrange the brackets to compensate for their recovery time. They granted a temporary reprieve as they hammered out the details. With a call for Corenden and #234, the tournament was back on. 
 
      
 
    Corenden was a little worried as #234 didn't have a fight before this one, as Long forfeited without lifting a paw against him. Corenden took a deep breath and strutted out to meet #234. #234 held his arm out to the side as he approached, hand twisted awkwardly to point down. 'A Point-Match?' Corenden looked #234 up and down before copying the gesture. 'I guess he doesn't want to win by Long's forfeit.' 
 
      
 
    "Point-Match!" The ref called out. "First to fifteen points, 1 for blocking, 2 for successful strikes, 3 for critical, and ½ for dodging and technical strikes. Please note rapid bursts of strikes will count as a single critical, no matter how many strikes." The announcer explained. Corenden and #234 nodded to the ref. "Point-Match, Start!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden scored the first point with a burst of water that soaked #234 and the ref who didn't back away fast enough. "#256, ½ all." #234 whipped up a flurry with a strong gust of wind. Corenden countered with a more powerful burst of wind, creating a whirlwind of snow in the middle of the field. To #234, Corenden disappeared in the stifling snowfall. "#256, ½, 1." #234 cursed his choice to use wind. 
 
      
 
    Corenden dropped in a flash of white, disappearing with the flash of neon across #234's face. "#256, 2+½, 3½." #234 now sparked with lighting. A thin spider web of electricity would warn him of any sneak attacks. The electricity sparked, prompting him to pivot to face Corenden's sword, in the ground at his feet. A wooden hammer to the side of the head knocked #234 off his feet. He sat up to nothing but a field of white. "#256, 3+½, 7." 
 
      
 
    A second strike to the back of the head made him crunch forward, straining his back as his head was forced between his ankles. "#256 3+½-" The ref was interrupted as Corenden struck again, drenching #234 in water before hitting him again with the hammer. This time #234 caught the head of the hammer before it hit. #234 quickly stood. "#256 3+½+½, 11. #234, 1 all." 
 
      
 
    Corenden released the hammer and dropped to #234's feet. #234 twisted his foot, trapping one of Corenden's long feet with his heel. A strong hand grabbed Corenden's neck and a burst of electricity arced through him. "#234, ½+3, 4½" "Nope!" The announcer exclaimed. Corenden punched #234 in the knee, releasing his foot as #234 staggered. He slipped and fell from a patch of ice below him. Corenden brought a wood coated fist down on #234's face multiple times. He backed off when #234 began to move. 
 
      
 
    "Corenden wasn't affected by the electricity; a combination of his metal armor and water. His Shield didn't react." The ref briefly stopped the match for a discussion. "Correction: #234 ½, 1½. #256, 2+½+3, 16½. #256, Corenden, is the victor." #234 grumbled something about it not being a proper 2 point strike, but the ref told him even if it was considered a technical, he would have still lost. 
 
      
 
    Corenden took full advantage of the reprieve he was offered. He spent the two hours sleeping outside his armor. The first match after lunch was between #73 and #108, ending with an easy victory for #73, as #108 forgot to watch his left side. #150 and #185 went at it like animals, two Beastmasters at one with their companions. Fritz's next match took a bit of work for the officials to iron out. 
 
      
 
    #20 was the first one conscious, and fought Fritz, losing. #20 would continue, fighting the victor in a match between #19 and two of the crowd's favorites teamed up; #99 and #67. Corenden was up against #201. Corenden waddled out onto the field with a full stomach and a yawn. #201 looked like hell. He was tired from his previous matches, and Corenden could tell he didn't rest at all during the break. He also still had the sauce from his lunch on his cheek. 
 
      
 
    Corenden landed the first hit in the standard match, knocking #201 across the face with the flat of his blade. #201 tried to do a mid-air spin kick, but he only succeeded in landing on a rock and making himself nauseous. Corenden expected him to immediately recover and get to his feet, but #201 instead was so exhausted he fell asleep in a warm puddle that used to be his lunch. Corenden later learned that #201 had an issue with spicy food, and it was why he had just vomited from spinning for a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    Once #201's mess was cleaned, Corenden was out for his next match. Corenden was anxious with fighting #150. She was a Beastmaster who controlled a Freet, a northern Monster that could handle any cold Sareville could throw its way. As they frequently dived into arctic waters to catch fish, Corenden's Water Orenth was useless. It also didn't help he had problems with Freet as a young Pog, frequently getting attacked while they were hunting. #150 herself was an ace shot with a hunting rifle that used Water and Ice Orenth shots. She was a transfer from a Guild in the Northern Alliance, and was used to the cold. 
 
      
 
    The snow and wind was insane. It was a full on blizzard, dropping layers of snow everywhere. Arend, Kronth, Oragè, King, Duke, Kyrel, and Berry were the only ones still in the stands, clustering together as Duke's fire warmed them. Kyrel was able to direct some of the wind around them, but they still had to deal with the stifling snow. 
 
      
 
    Corenden found himself in a corner. His shield could easily take #150's shots, but the Freet posed a problem for his approach. The fight dragged on so much the Freet grew tired of the wind and cold, settling on #150's shoulder. Since there was no established time limit, the fight could last until one of them succumbed to the cold. 
 
      
 
    Corenden was tiring, #150's shots beginning to make it past his defenses. In a last-ditch effort, Corenden dived into a tall drift of snow. His entry point was bombarded by #150, but he was safely tunneling away with a wooden shovel, eventually covering himself in a wooden shell as the snow began to chill him further. 
 
      
 
    He curled up and cupped his numb fingers around his mouth. The air was stifling, but it was warming quickly. Corenden's impromptu igloo proved very important, as Corenden started shivering despite warming up; it was a sign that he was very close to hypothermia without realizing it. He dug a small ditch and poked his muzzle through to get some fresh air. He breathed in, pulled his head back, and exhaled the air back into his shell, trying to retain as much heat as possible. The outside air made his lungs prickle, but he was recovering quickly. 
 
      
 
    Outside, #150 was searching the snow-filled sky for Corenden. A voice chirped in Corenden's headset. "#256, please remember the fight will end if you fall asleep." Once Corenden began to sweat, he pulled off his helmet and poked his head out of the drift; confident white-on-white was good camouflage. His eyes widened when he saw #150's backside within touching distance. Corenden literally leapt at the opportunity, thrusting his sword towards the back of her knee in a burst of snow. She only had time to look down before the blinding explosion of neon. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Corenden woke up to Berry standing over him. He was tucked into King's armpit in the lobby of the stadium. A thick blanket wrapped him tightly, forcing him into a neat burrito shape. Corenden noticed it was the same blanket Arend once gave Rose. Corenden opened his mouth, but Berry stopped him. "Hush. You did were great out there." "Did I… win? I don't…remember." Corenden said slowly, struggling to speak. 
 
      
 
    "You struck her from behind," King explained. "And with the amount of power you put in it, her Shield exploded. She was knocked out completely, but you were still standing when the snow settled. It was only when you tried to put your helmet back on that we became worried. You tried to put it on backwards and then passed out." 
 
      
 
    "You have a mild concussion." Berry said. "Although it's something I find very strange. An explosion like that should have done more to you, but I'm not complaining." "Don't forget he had as Shield." Arend said as he popped up with a cup of hot chocolate. "Why am I…?" Corenden asked. "Hypothermia." Arend replied simply holding out the cup. Corenden wiggled free from his burrito, taking the cup. "Try not to spill please." King said. "Once the storm dies down, you get to fight Fritz." Arend said. 
 
      
 
    Corenden sighed. "I didn't want to win the way I did. I don't think I can face Fritz after that mess." He sipped his drink. Corenden and Berry slid off King's side as the Pendragon stood. They sat on the floor together, Arend' blanket hanging over their shoulders. "You'll be surprised how many people disagree." King said as walked away with Arend. They joined Kronth and Oragè across the lobby. 
 
      
 
    Berry poked Corenden. "Hey. Guess how much you've made so far." "So far?" Corenden asked. "All the Low Rank matches are over." Berry laughed softly. "I believe in you." Corenden sighed, a smile spreading across his face. "So how much?" "62,000." Corenden dropped his hot chocolate, taking a full second to stare at Berry until he finally noticed where it landed. He thanked whatever god looked over him that he could use Water Orenth. 
 
      
 
    Berry laughed. "Don't go hurting yourself!" "Is that before or after paying Arend?" Corenden asked with a pained look. "Before. It's also before your victory against Fritz." Berry replied. Corenden shook his head. "Woman, you're just the right kind of crazy." "How else could I stay with you?" Berry asked as she kissed him. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The air temperature had climbed by the time Corenden and Fritz were to fight. A southern wind had pushed the storm back north, leaving only a freezing drizzle. Thanks to a little snooping, Corenden learned Fritz used Air Orenth combined with his Fire Orenth to create his signature blasts. 
 
      
 
    Fritz and Corenden were arranged back to back before the cameras were turned back on. 'More like back to calf.' Corenden silently replied to the announcer's order. He tried to shake his growing anxiety as the announcer's voice spread across the stadium. A few people had come out to join the re-formed ring of Dragon's Den members. 
 
      
 
    "Ladies and gentlemen, you've seen these two fight long and hard to reach this point. Fritz Camleash, a twenty year veteran to our tournaments, will be celebrating his 100th tournament victory this evening. With a total of 120 tournaments participated in, he's lost 16 matches, with another 4 being technicalities." Fritz raised a hand to the polite clapping. 
 
      
 
    "Corenden, the white Pog that surprised us all this past week. He's risen from the lowest slot, 256, to lead in the Low Rank brackets. He's not the first Monster we've seen fight so proudly, but he's the first rookie out of all rookies to win every match within his Rank level. We've seen him use techniques developed in early matches as he's progressed through this tournament. Even more surprising is that our Safety Shield is the only Exo-Suit he's used! In true Dragon's Den style, Corenden has taken something crazy and forced it to bend to his will." 
 
      
 
    The announcer paused at the silence. Corenden slowly looked up to Arend. He was leaning back on King, arms crossed and wearing a gigantic grin. Fritz glanced back at Corenden as he slowly floated up to eye level. An official said something to the announcer. "Oh-kay… So the big wigs want me to make an announcement or something about the current standings. About 50,000 Ere, mixed, is riding on Fritz, but an overwhelming 150,000 is riding on Corenden, mostly consisting of 100 Ere bets from scattered across the surrounding territories, including the Northern Alliance and the String Islands." The announcer glanced sideways at Arend with a quiet laugh. Arend only flashed thumbs up, still looking out at Corenden. "I wonder who could have done something like this." 
 
      
 
    Corenden turned around to face Fritz. He held out his hand as Fritz turned as well. "I don't need their cheers. I know they're behind me until I need that final push forward." Fritz shook Corenden's small hand. "Let's just see how strong that push is, yeah?" The two backed away. The young ref had an excited look. "Maaatch, START!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden's sword bounced off Fritz's right straight, the lean gauntlet only sparking. Corenden swiveled, kicking off the top of the gauntlet as a burst of fire came from around Fritz's fist. The line of Korvan running down the length of Fritz's right gauntlet blinked, slowly charging the next burst. Corenden ignored Fritz's right feint and instead knocked Fritz's uppercut aside with only a kick. Corenden readied a shield on the back of his sword, preparing to use the blast to add power to his own strike. 
 
      
 
    Corenden's sword whipped over Fritz's head as he ducked. With a push forward, Fritz drove his head towards Corenden's stomach. With a snap of his wings, Corenden dodged backwards. Fritz wiped the blood from his head, flicking the droplets away and motioning at Corenden with a wiggle of his fingers. Corenden tossed his sword to his other with a flourish, ripping the shield from it. He grinned as he tightened his grip. "W-whoa…" 
 
      
 
    Corenden rushed forward, the ground rushing past his cheek in a blur of wet dirt. Fritz pivoted, punching forward where Corenden was to pass a moment later. Corenden twisted mid-air to block with water-soaked wood. Fritz's fist alone cracked the shield, and the blast that followed shattered it. Corenden tumbled, landing on all fours with his sword in his mouth. He shifted awkwardly on his right arm. His left arm hurt like hell, but his will would go before the armor ever could. 
 
      
 
    Fritz dived at Corenden with a sliding kick. As Corenden took to the air, Fritz popped up a leg and caught him in the side. Corenden flipped uncontrollably. He landed on his feet with a stumble as Fritz stood. Corenden's sword was on the ground between him and Fritz. Corenden made a dash for it, but Fritz was far faster. Corenden had time to prepare an awkward block to meet Fritz's full-power punch. There was a noticeable crackle as Corenden was thrown into the wall. 
 
      
 
    Corenden stayed airborne, pushing away from the wall and looking at his left arm. The bracer had a crinkled dent, scorched over by Fritz's flames. The rain sizzled as it landed on its surface. Corenden's proud grin was gone. "Corenden!" Corenden looked towards Arend, an eye on Fritz. "Surrender! He's too much for even the armor to handle!" Corenden ignored him, testing his arm for functionality. The freezing rain began to pick up. Corenden was dry thanks to his Water Orenth control, the rain simply passing around him. "Corenden!" Arend yelled. 
 
      
 
    Corenden looked back to Fritz, who had one foot on his sword. Corenden spread his wings, letting Orenth collect in them. In a burst of wind, Corenden flew at Fritz. Fritz didn't account for just how fast Corenden could really move. As Fritz tried to punch Corenden, Corenden dipped below him and pulled his sword out from under Fritz's foot. Fritz turned quickly and was doused by a solid stream of water. Corenden floated slowly backwards, both hands tight on his sword. An edge of serrated wood now extended his reach. 
 
      
 
    Fritz scattered the chips of ice crusting over him, but found them soon replaced by the freezing rain. Corenden whipped his blade down, sending a line of water at Fritz. Fritz stopped it with his hand, the spray freezing around him. He shook the flakes of ice off. "You know Corenden, this attack wouldn't be all that effective if we weren't in a winter storm." 
 
      
 
    "But we are, and I know you don't have enough control to heat yourself with your fire!" Corenden sent more of the water at Fritz, flying higher and out of his reach. "You can't do this forever!" Fritz called, no longer fighting the buildup of ice. He instead dedicated his energy to exercises to warm himself up. Corenden continued to throw water down at Fritz, allowing the rain to fall on himself as well as he began to tire. 
 
      
 
    Fritz was able to keep his temperature up through practiced measures, but he couldn't help the dizziness from both the cold and the constant movement. A half hour in, the war of endurance began to crumble. The stands were mostly empty as Corenden settled on the ground across the field from Fritz. Corenden's closer friends still watched, a feeling that Corenden had a plan rooting them to their chairs. 
 
      
 
    Fritz charged at Corenden as the Pog tried to recollect his energies. Fully ready to take Corenden down, Fritz prepared for another full-power attack. Corenden hopped up, placing a hand on Fritz's face as he passed and covering it in a shell of wood. Fritz was completely blinded until he ripped it off like a mask. He had time to see Corenden's head approach his before the blinding flash of neon and a splash of water blinded him again. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head as he tried to steady himself. Corenden flew at him again, knocking Fritz in the side of the head with his tail. Fritz blinked as he fell back. His vision was filling with splashes of color. 'I think… I think he just-' Fritz was unconscious when his head landed with a splash of mud. Despite his 350 remaining Endurance, Corenden's attacks at his head were enough to knock him out. 
 
      
 
    It took almost a full minute for people to realize Fritz wasn't getting back up. The young ref checked Fritz tentatively as the crowd began to whisper. Everyone was on the edge of their seats, even the announcer. A cluster of refs in rain gear gathered around Fritz for a discussion. The announcer's jaw dropped when they shook their heads and pointed at Corenden. "…#34, Fritz Camleash, has been KO'd. #256, Corenden, has won his match with the High Rank leader." 
 
      
 
    Corenden still couldn't believe it until Dragon's Den erupted with a roar that could be heard all around the city. Corenden was tackled by Berry, who was holding her winning ticket tight. She didn't care about the rain at all, but Corenden did. He quickly carried her inside despite his own exhaustion. "You are crazy, woman!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden burst in shortly after to Corenden armor less, and drying off his wife. "Alright! It's time to party Corenden!" Arend exclaimed as he entered with Kronth. Corenden shook his head. "Not anytime soon. The first thing I'm going to do is sleep." The pudgy official from before walked in, stepping around Arend. "Congratulations Corenden! In addition to the 62,000 Ere for topping your bracket, by beating Fritz, you won an extra 50,000!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden looked over at Arend with a grin. "Expect the rest of my bill to be paid soon, with a little extra for repairs." Arend nodded, glancing at Corenden's armor. "I'll have someone visit you and bring it back to the shop. Too bad you'll be missing the party." "After a day like this, all I need right now is to sleep." 
 
      
 
    Kronth and Arend left Corenden to start the party at the Greater Den Building. "Hey Arend, do you think Corenden would do well in a Guild Tournament?" Kronth asked. Arend shrugged. "If you put him in the right team." "And as you know, many of the Legendary Weapons aren't allowed, so we've lost most of our best fighters. Unless Faulken decides to show up, prospects are rather low." Kronth said. "Well, maybe by the time we have to register a team, we'll have who we need?" Arend said with a shrug. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    True to his reputation, John found justice J.P. within a day, but he had to work on an approach. A lone cabin in the woods surrounded by traps wasn't something he could just walk up to. John started from the closest town, heading the opposite direction before looping around. The long detour took him two weeks. Even after all the work John did to catch Justice off-guard, the dark-skinned old man still had two drinks ready when he showed up. 
 
      
 
    "How the hell did you manage it this time?" John asked as he joined Justice on the porch of the cabin. The grey-haired man raised his glass, pointing towards the town. "I keep an eye on you." John sighed, sitting in a chair. "So I underestimated your influence." "So what did old Dan want?" Justice asked. John rolled his eyes. "You're older than both of us. All Dan wanted was to ask about Axis." 
 
      
 
    The glass in Justice's hand cracked. "Yeeeah, that's all I need." He replied darkly. "What's wrong now?" John asked. "Dan's getting involved in things he shouldn't John." Justice replied. John laughed. "He already is Just. That kid he's been looking after is a Myshcell." Justice grunted. "Fine. I'll take the damn job. Just tell Dan to keep out of the area." 
 
      
 
    With a faint hint of swagger, Daniel approached them from the other side of the porch, an old cloak folded in his hands. "And why's that Just?" The two men blinked. "Where'd you get a Perception Cloak?" Justice asked. "Teneo." Daniel replied. "He had a 'care package' ready for his death." Justice sighed. "That's why you should stay away. I've got enough heat as it is. I don't need you catching Axis' attention." 
 
      
 
    "You followed me?" John asked. Daniel shook his head. "I waited in town for some time before walking straight here." "Walking." John said. "You're too old for that!" "Considering the path you took, mine was much easier. I only Just got here." Justice rolled his eyes. "Don't start with that." "You're only upset I tricked you. My nephew wouldn't have fallen for something like this." Daniel lifted the cloak. 
 
      
 
    "I'm no 'Kruxmaster' like you." Justice replied. "Or part Pendragon." Daniel added. Justice's glass shattered suddenly, the shards of glass gleaming with flecks of crystal. He stood up. "Do not let Arend anywhere past the Chewek area." "Why?" Daniel asked. "Have you not read this?" Daniel held up the special issue of Guild Ruled. Justice grabbed it from him. "…Hmph. You're lucky this isn't popular in the East." He walked away from Daniel and John. "You can stay here if you want. I'm leaving now." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Arend' first visit to the BluZeph Manor was by Iode's request. Kronth and King came along to occupy 'Ro and Mar while Arend talked with Mysh alone. "You two behave yourselves." Iode said as he and Rose left the living room area. "No promises!" Arend called back. An excited Mysh say next to him on the sofa. "Why did you want to talk to me?" Arend smiled. "It was your father who wanted us to talk." Arend held out a hand coated in Stick. "You remember this right?" "Yes." Mysh replied as he held up his own hand with a faint coating of green. "I can do it now to!" 
 
      
 
    "Salve." Aenfel said quietly. "W-who are you?" Mysh said quietly, giving Arend a scared look. "I'm the Pendragon who brought Arend back a long time ago. I was also what Arend tapped into to bring you back." Aenfel replied. "Arend?" Mysh squeaked, sliding away from him. "It's alright Mysh." Arend said gently. "He won't hurt you." Mysh, still unsure, kept his distance. "…What is this called?" Mysh asked, looking at his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Salve." Aenfel said again. "It is one of five of my abilities. Salve, Swift, Sonic, Slick, and Stick. Arend hasn't been able to use Salve or Sonic, but they are the two you will be able to easily use. You're naturally accustomed to them, as Arend is with Stick, Slick, and Swift. Unlike him however, you have a high affinity towards Salve, a Pendragon ability to heal others. When Arend tried to fix your wings before, I did what I could to boost your powers of Sonic. In time, you both should learn to use all the remaining powers." 
 
      
 
    "Why didn't you mention this before?" Arend asked. Aenfel shrugged. "I can't tell everything all at once Arend. Memories come in bits and pieces." Mysh placed a hand on Arend' leg. "That's all I can take right now. I need to sift through this for a while before we can continue." Arend nodded, picking Mysh up suddenly. "Let's go then! I'll get Kin to fly us around!" Mysh laughed as Arend charged out the door with him in tow. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Draken was surprised to find someone in his office. Even more when Peter Aegis, a highly-trained tournament proctor turned in his chair to look at Draken, silver hair streaked with black dye. "How is that Guild Tournament coming along?" Draken asked as he walked over to his chair. "It's holding to its schedule." Peter replied. "Unless the weather really gets bad, we should have everything worked out by the start of February six days from now." "This year's events are going to be really interesting with all the new blood." Draken replied as he pulled his chair forward. "So what brings you here so early?" 
 
      
 
    Peter leaned forward a little. "Well, one of my associates informed me of something interesting." Peter slid a picture across the desk. Draken picked it up. "A certain Monster has beaten a High-Rank fighter from Lux Protector, who was projected to be undefeated in the Open. That little Pog from Dragon's Den has gotten everyone riled up. We lost 5 million to bets placed on him. 1,125 One hundred Ere bets, and five 7,500 Ere bets." 
 
      
 
    Draken laughed. "No doubt because of Dragon's Den resident Kruxmaster; this has Arend written all over it." "I'm not here to complain about any of that." Peter said with a wave. "We made if all back from viewers and the videos of Corenden's fights. And because of him, we've got 2 million surpluses to invest in fixing up our older equipment. We could use better seats and something to block the weather some." 
 
      
 
    "So did you want me to encourage Dragon's Den to use him more?" Draken asked. "No, I want you to get that monster of a Monster Ranked Up. So that way we don't lose any more money in him fighting Low-Rank matches. With something like B, we can charge more for his matches." Peter replied. 
 
      
 
    Draken arched an eyebrow. "I can't just give him that." "Didn't he help against Celestial Rim?" Peter asked. "Yes, but he's a Monster Peter. Regardless of his miraculous fights, I can't hand Rank out to every Monster who gets technological back up from Arend. Shifted Tilt is a worthwhile investment for those between those who can afford it." Draken replied. 
 
      
 
    "Have you even seen the fights?" Peter asked slowly. "No. I don't find fights between two Korvan systems that entertaining." Draken flicked the photo back at Peter. "The damn Pog didn't use and Korvan systems!" Peter exclaimed. He bent down and pulled out a laptop from his suitcase. He opened it put it in front of Draken. He played the disk already inserted. "Corenden's first High-Rank match, #121 this year, Neal 'Mani' Condor." 
 
      
 
    Draken watched the video with a pensive look. He tapped the keyboard to play it again. He slowed the speed to a crawl at key moments. "Do you have any more of these?" Draken asked after the third replay. Peter opened the file directory to show a list of all of Corenden's fights. Draken watched each fight in its entirety, excluding Fritz's match, a total of three times. He shut the laptop. "This won't be hard to manage. I'll gather some Guildmasters and inform Dragon's Den of the pending request." 
 
      
 
    Peter ejected the disk. "This is your copy then. Use it as part of the justification for him." Draken took the disk, placing it in a locking drawer in his desk. "I've got a few actual appointments to prepare for," "No need to say more!" Peter said as he collected his laptop. "I expect to see you in the guy's next fight!" He called as he walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    - - - - Unknown Truth - - - - 
 
      
 
    Isaac tracked Arking and Tel to the foot of the mountains at the northern border of Karakas. The two were exchanging blows in the chill of the winter mountains. A pit was dug into the ground as a start to their training, with the remainder being six hours of intense fighting. The only way out was a knotted rope handing from a wooden pole above the edge of the pit. 
 
      
 
    Isaac stood at the edge of the pit, his heavy coat fluttering in the wind. The shirtless men stopped only when Tel's cheek was split open. "Are you two training for the Guild Tournament?" Tel nodded, slumping back against the wall of the pit. "It's been a while since its gotten cold like this." "And considering what happened in the Open Tournament, being able to resist it would be a good strategy." Arking said, crossing his legs and lying back on the ground. 
 
      
 
    "Hmm. I missed it. What happened?" Isaac asked. Arking chuckled. "Corenden happened." "The little bastard kicked Fritz's ass." Tel said, letting his head fall forward. Isaac snorted. "You two have been hitting each other too hard. Next you'll start talking like Crazz and Ferrous." 
 
      
 
    Tel glanced over, blonde hair frosted with sweat and blood. "We're not in the mood for your bitching Isaac." Isaac frowned. "We know how to block numbers." Arking explained. "Crazz and Ferrous were kind enough to give us a heads up." "Why have all of you gone soft!?" Isaac demanded. "Are you all buddy-buddy with Arend now!?" Arking flicked a rock at Isaac. "You're the one who's being a pussy." 
 
      
 
    Tel raised his head."You know Isaac, Dragon's Den has its fair share of crooked and violent members, but you've turned into the one no one wants to be seen with. You turn any hopeful lady you fuck incredibly bitter. It's hard to just talk to one of them after you've thrown them away. Then there's Kronth," Isaac twitched. Tel ignored it. "Who managed to find someone who doesn't have to manipulate her to enjoy himself. Arend is a bit too naïve and good-hearted for us to ever be friends with, but that's exactly what Kronth needed. I'm no sucker for romance, but what you did really pissed me off." 
 
      
 
    "You know Kronth is-" "Shut up Isaac." Arking cut in. "Not only is Kronth the Guildmaster now, the only one she's been an outright bitch with is you. Something about a 'cheating dickhead' comes to mind as to why." "But I-" Isaac stopped. "I never cheated on Kronth." He said slowly. Tel laughed. "Your second week with her; a certain women while shit-faced." Isaac's anger was gone, replaced with confusion. "I passed out in the alley." "You blacked-out in the alley. And then you did her against a dumpster." Arking replied. 
 
      
 
    A conversation echoed in Isaac's head. '"Don't be ridiculous! All I did was drink!" "Don't lie to me Isaac!" Kronth was crying. "She was at my fucking stylist!" "I'm telling you, I didn't fuck anyone!" "We're DONE Isaac!" Kronth ripped her necklace off, shoving it into my hands. "Fine! Go ahead and be a bitch!"' 
 
      
 
    "GOD FUCKING DAMN IT!" Isaac screamed, punching the pole next to him. As he stormed off, Tel and Arking glanced at each other. "What's with him?" Arking said. "You know him, 'always be in control.'" Tel replied as he let his head fall back down. 
 
      
 
    As Isaac waded through the old snow, every conversation since his break up ran through his head. He grew more and more frustrated at his blatant carelessness. He thought back to all the other relationships that had fallen apart, and wondered which ones he knew the real reasons for their failure. He found himself dialing Kronth as he started his truck. Kronth's cellphone blocked him, so he called her office in the Greater Den Building and left a message. 
 
      
 
    "Kronth, it's Isaac." Isaac sighed. "I'm sorry. I know it's lost its meaning after so long, but I'm sorry. Tel and Arking informed me of what really happened in that alley a year ago. I had blacked out, and remember nothing. I… I just…" Isaac sighed again. "Consider this my notice of resignation. Send everything to my place." Isaac ended the call, slipping the phone back into his pocket and putting his truck into reverse. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Pith glided slowly over misty, cone-shaped mountains. Kathy held on tightly from behind his head. A flash of movement caught Pith's attention. A black and a white Pendragon were standing next to each other on a mountaintop, watching Pith. "Kathy." Pith said, slowing to a hover. Kathy poked her head up, waving to the two Pendragons. Pith settled on a flat hill nearby. The Pendragons only approached when Kathy slid off his back. 
 
      
 
    "Hello!" Kathy called. "You know Gliese right!?" Hal and Shadow shared a look before responding. "Yes…" Hal said. "But we haven't spoken with her for a long time." "So who are you?" Shadow asked, trying to loom menacingly over Kathy. "Kathy!" She replied with a smile. "Piethel." Pith replied. "Call him Pith!" Kathy chirped. Pith sighed. "I really wish you would stop that. I like Piethel." 
 
      
 
    "What is this about?" Hal asked. "Myshcell, Axis, Aenfel, True Safeguard!" Kathy declared. "We need the Termas." Pith said simply. The two nodded slowly, alarmed. "That's almost obvious if Gliese sent you." Hal said. "You can explain what you can on the way to our den." "Our?" Pith asked curiously. Shadow chuckled. "Yes, it means what you think it does. When you're well over 2,000 years old, you tend to gravitate towards others in your age group. There's also 3,000 years of isolation between us to make up for." 
 
      
 
    "I know the feeling." Pith replied. "It's a bit reversed as I'm the youngest in my clan." "What are you two talking about?" Kathy asked. "Why does it matter if they're living together?" Shadow and Hal glanced at Pith. He sighed. "Kathy, do I really have to explain it?" "Yes!" Kathy replied. "Alright! Calm down!" Pith whispered into Kathy's ear. Her face immediately flushed with color. "How can two boys do that?" Pith groaned. "That isn't something I'll ever explain to you." 
 
      
 
    Hal and Shadow hurried away, avoiding eye contact with Pith and Kathy. Kathy climbed onto Pith before he took to the air and followed the Pendragons through the sharp valleys separated by flattened hills. Three mountain passes over from where they met, the Pendragons motioned for Pith to land by sitting. 
 
      
 
    Pith landed in front of a rough cave entrance. Kathy slid off his neck and onto the soggy ground. "The Termas are inside." Hal said. Without hesitation, Kathy marched inside. "That girl is braver than many men." Shadow said as he watched her walk into the darkness of the cave. "Half of it comes from knowing I'd do anything to protect her." Pith said. 
 
      
 
    "But you'll need to start explaining more 'stuff' eventually." Shadow said. "She's twelve or something right?" Hal asked. Pith nodded. "Almost thirteen. I'm really hoping that we can deal with our current problem before any of that 'stuff' invites itself into my life." Hal and Shadow laughed. "Just imagine what it it'll be like when she wants to start dating." Hal said. Pith shook his head rapidly, his horn chipping a nearby rock. "I can't even bring myself to imagine her as a teenager." 
 
      
 
    "So what's her story anyway?" Shadow asked. Pith sighed. "She is what you would expect; orphaned, endangered, and then adopted." "That it?" Shadow asked with a laugh. Pith shook his head slowly. "Her parents were from an Eastern village who worshiped dragons. They were only ones who didn't follow their doctrines, and were brought to be sacrifices at an old shrine. Kathy was supposed to be the final victim, until I stepped in. Since then I've heard that particular village has a new head priest and stopped doing ritual sacrifices." 
 
      
 
    Kathy emerged with two pieces of paper. One had a light glow that made it easy to find in the dark cave, and the other was so black it stood out from the shadows. "It's a little gloomy in there! You should clean it up." The two Pendragons laughed. Pith cracked a small smile. "We didn't really have time to." Shadow replied. "We only recently moved here. It was hard finding a place that didn't flood sporadically." "Then why live here?" Kathy asked. "We didn't want to travel through human territory." Hal replied. "This is a little far East for that." Pith said. 
 
      
 
    "Not if you come from over the sea." Hal replied. "Hmm. I hear it's different over there." Pith said. "It is." Shadow replied. "Their definition of 'Monster Ranching' is very different." "They don't eat-?" Pith began. Shadow shook his head. "No. But I dare you to find a wild Monster, or even a wild animal over there. You might see birds and mice and stuff, but anything bigger than a rabbit is caught and thrown into a cage." 
 
      
 
    "We came over here when the food started to vanish." Hal added. "That and Silv warned about some sort of Guild activity involving 'Monster Conversion.' According to her, Pendragons were highly sought after 'commodities.'" Hal shivered. "Have you seen Silv recently?" Pith asked. They shook their heads. "She's good at laying low. You'll see why if you ever meet her." Hal said. Pith nodded. "I'll keep this in mind and pass it along." He hunkered down so Kathy could climb on. Pith readied his wings. "Go to the South if you hear anything new. I have a friend down there named Cash." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Gliese urged Ros to take caution as they approached the edge of a small cliff. Bursts of flickering flame and neon light streaked across the twilight shore of the Western Ocean. Ros peeked over the edge. Two Pendragons were starting each other down. One was surrounded by a red-orange aura that matched his fur and swirled in numerous patterns. Below him, the sand hissed as the water from the lapping waves evaporated. 
 
      
 
    The other Pendragon's fur was a light-consuming black with splotches of neon. An aura of twisting arcs of neon surrounded him, polling in small buds before bursting back out in a twist of color. Small puffs of steam erupted where his arcing aura touched the ground. 
 
      
 
    They collided in an explosion of color, Orenth aura spilling out to dance over the ocean. "Neon! Star!" Gliese's call made them stop. They both grinned immediately. "Hey~! Gliese!" Star called back. "Hi~! Star!" Gliese called back mockingly. "Why don't you boys come up here out of the water? I have something very important to discuss." 
 
      
 
    With just a mighty leap, both Pendragons cleared the cliff with room to spare. "So Gliese, you certainly haven't changed." Neon said as he approached Gliese. His gaze wandered somewhere down her back. "Not. At. All." "Raising another orphan huh?" Star added, eyeing Ros briefly. "I figure it's just good practice for later, hmm?" 
 
      
 
    Gliese rolled her eyes. "I'm with King you idiots." They immediately took a few cautious steps back. "Sorry." "I'm here on business. Not for you to flirt." Gliese replied. "Why did you come then?" Star asked. "It can't be to fight." "I need the Termas." Gliese replied. The two frowned. "What for?" Star asked, taking a second brief glance at Ros. 
 
      
 
    "Axis, Aenfel, and a certain Myshcell." Gliese replied. "What!?" They exclaimed. "Aenfel was combined with the child of a Myshcell." Gliese explained. "And Axis is starting to encroach on the area he grew up in." Neon glanced at Star. They nodded. "I'll get them." Neon said, turning around. "Hold on!" Gliese called as Ros ran over. "Ros should make carrying them easier." Neon looked Ros over. "…No Orenth?" Ros shook his head. "None whatsoever; I used to use Death's Ring." Neon and Star stared at Ros. Ros waved a hand. "C'mon. We don't have all night." 
 
      
 
    Star looked to Gliese as Neon and Ros left. "Where did you find him?" "He attacked Sareville; defeated by that Myshcell, who stunned him with Orenth." Gliese replied. "Just 'Orenth?'" Star asked, confused. Gliese nodded. "All types. In a Cavity Slash as I've been told, with a Heavy Blade." "Goddamn." "The kid's definitely got Pendragon in him. But Aenfel being that Pendragon makes me worry. Aenfel wouldn't give up without a fight." 
 
      
 
    "I take it the Termas are a 'little' precaution?" Star asked. Gliese shrugged. "More or less. The biggest way they would protect anyone isn't added power, but less for our enemies to use against us. Namely Axis." Gliese blinked. A small laugh escaped her. "I just realized how much you two have changed since I last saw you. I bet you both are still pains where it counts, but you've mellowed out some in the past few centuries." 
 
      
 
    Star shrugged in reply. "What about the other Termas?" "We've collected the strays, and we have friends collecting Hal and Shadow's. With these two, it leaves us with three." Star grimaced, immediately knowing which three. "I don't think you'll have to worry about those three. Silv is a little powerhouse, Necro can kill with a look, and Flora hides out in the depths of the greatest forest in the world." 
 
      
 
    Gliese nodded. "I didn't plan on contacting them. Although, have you heard anything from Silv? She apparently was sending a warning this way." Star shook his head. "I haven't heard anything. We're so far out if the way Axis could never find us." "Not to mention you two could level half the continent alone." Gliese replied. Star grinned. "We try, babe." Gliese laughed. "Times have really changed haven't they?" 
 
      
 
    Neon returned with Ros. Gliese crouched so Ros could climb onto her back. "If things were really bad, I would have you guys come personally; an army of Pencores would mean the start of a war." "That's really reassuring." Star said. "Let's hope it doesn't come to that." Neon added as Gliese stood. "Tell King we said hello!" Star called as Gliese vanished into the night. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Kronth was confident Dragon's Den's A-Team would win the Guild tournament with little effort. Hunter, Nem, and Panzer had confirmed their place on the teams, but she had no reply from Faulken. If he fails to call her back, Corenden would step in, and Nem would become the group leader. 
 
      
 
    As for a B and C-Team, Kronth would have to call the s-Ranked together to pick out those willing. She glanced absently at her answering machine. She still hadn't listened to Isaac's message. She knew she would have to before the 24 hour mark to meet the rule she had for herself as Guildmaster. Her finger hovered over the play button. She still had her reservations as to Isaac's intent on sending the message. 
 
      
 
    She glanced up as Arend entered her office. "Hey boss!" He called with a smile. "Hey Arend." She replied, returning her attention to the work in front of her. Arend promptly stopped her by lying on his side on top of everything. "What's wrong?" Kronth sighed. "Well, none of the s-Ranked people I've talked to have sent me anything yet. Plus Faulken's off doing …something." Arend grabbed her arm, stopping her wild gestures. "Is that is?" Arend asked, poking her palm. She poked his forehead. "There's a fool on my desk…" 
 
      
 
    Arend sat up and slid off her desk. "You know that's not what I mean." He tossed a stray paperclip back onto her desk, walking around to Kronth. "Well…" Kronth looked at her answering machine. "Isaac left me a message around noon yesterday." Arend quickly glanced from a clock behind Kronth back to her. "It's 11:23." "Yeah, I know." Kronth replied as she sank further into her chair. "I've been at odds with myself." Arend slid the answering machine across the desk, minding the cords. "Then do it. If it's obscene, he'll regret it." 
 
      
 
    While Arend' cool tone was reassuring, it also made Kronth shiver at what he might do to Isaac if it was what she worried it was. Suppressing her fear, Kronth pushed play. "Kronth, it's Isaac." Kronth frowned at his sigh. "I'm sorry." The answering machine was the focus of the room as Isaac's message was played. Arend had to stop Kronth when she reached to play a fourth time. "I just, don't get it." Kronth said, too shocked for tears. "Just like that and he's apologizing. After everything he's done!" Arend lifted her out of the chair, taking her place and having her lay across the arm rests, dipping into his lap. 
 
      
 
    "I can't tell you what finally made him feel guilty," Arend said. "But I think you should take a moment to just breathe." Kronth looked at him and huffed. With a crooked smile, Kronth took a deep breath and blew into Arend' face. He took his hat and covered her face. She laughed, cocking it to the side and leaning against him. "I think I figured it out." She said quietly. Arend looked down at Kronth, but said nothing. "I've never told you how Isaac and I broke up did I?" Kronth's face was pensive as her conversations with Isaac passed through her head. 
 
      
 
    "It was after he placed second in the Open Tournament last year. Back then, any one of us getting past 4th was a big thing. So Isaac and his Dragon's Den buddies - Crazz, Ferrous, Arking, and Tel – went out drinking to celebrate. Naturally things got wild and all five got drunk. Except Isaac got so smashed he blacked out and cheated on me in the alley behind the bar. 
 
      
 
    "He denied it ever happened, claiming he simply passed out. I wouldn't have been as upset as I was if he bothered to ask the others what happened, or if I didn't overhear her while getting a haircut. It was only my second week with him, but he was kind and generous. Whenever I think back to it, I almost feel I would have been less heart-broken if I hadn't given myself to him." 
 
      
 
    Arend pulled Kronth close, letting her head rest against his. Her hair had the faint aroma of blueberries. "Regardless of you do or not, I'll never do something like that." "I know." She replied softly. "Although the amount of alcohol needed to get me intoxicated is way too much for my body to ever hold." Kronth laughed. "That a part of Janese's little tests a while back?" "Yep." Arend replied. "My tolerance is so high it's insane." "Like so many other things you do." Kronth said, poking Arend' chest. 
 
      
 
    "Well, it's not quite as crazy here in Dragon's Den huh?" He replied with a wink. "Of course not! Crazy comes with the Guild badge!" Kronth replied. Arend' face turned a deep shade of scarlet as Kronth's phone vibrated in her back pocket. "Care to get that before something else happens?" Arend asked. Kronth arched a playful eyebrow as she slowly reached into her pocket. Her face flushed as well by the time she answered. 
 
      
 
    "Hello~?" Kronth asked as she shifted more weight onto Arend. "…Kronth?" Gliese asked slowly. "Oh. Hey Gliese." Kronth said, sitting up. Arend watched her with an amused smile. "I wanted to let you know we're only a few days out. Pith and Kathy will show up a few days after us." Gliese explained. "Oh. Okay. Good." Kronth said hurriedly. Gliese laughed. "Tell Arend I said hi. You kids have your fun, but be responsible!" Kronth shut her phone as Gliese hung up. "Now for that fun!" Arend exclaimed as he pulled Kronth back towards him. 
 
      
 
    With a flair, Kronth fell back onto Arend as the chair tipped back. Kronth's secretary looked in to investigate, but retreated from sight when he heard them giggling. "Be careful next time!" Kronth exclaimed as she stood up. Arend rolled out of the chair and picked it up. "Alright alright! You free tonight?" Kronth nodded. "I don't have any plans." "You do now. Meet me on top of the Den Building at six." Arend replied as he hurried out the door." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Michael pushed through the undergrowth into Aegith's campsite. His companions were scurrying back and forth in a beehive of chaos. A large peice of the crashed Airship had been unearthed and they were busy looking at each separate piece in detail. Aegith himself was at the center, ordering others on how to arrange the pieces. Michael could see something of an Airship forming in the scattered parts. The old archeologist glanced up when he saw Michael approach. 
 
      
 
    "Michael! Isn't this a surprise!" He exclaimed. "I'm here on business believe it or not. Guild Ruled asked me to interview you." Michael said. Aegith smiled. "Why now? Don't you think you could have done it sooner?" "I was told there was no interest. Now after the article on Arend, and your new discovery, they're suddenly gunning for some action." Michael replied. 
 
      
 
    Aegith nodded, directing his people before returning to Michael. "Unfortunately, we have a lot of work to do at the moment." "I noticed." Michael replied with a passing glance at a chunk of metal. "Perhaps you should visit your family? That way I have time to compile everything I can divulge." 
 
      
 
    Michael nodded. "You have a point. And since I don't really have a deadline, I can afford a week off." Aegith nodded. "A week will be more than enough for me. Tell your sister I said hello." "I will." Michal replied as he stepped around Aegith's workers. As Michael began his trip south, Aegith called out with a laugh. "Watch out for Pendragons!" 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The Termas were gathered in the hills south of Sareville. Eight humans, three Monsters, and a dragon divided the Termas equally. Kyrel was disappointed he couldn't grasp a sixth Orenth Type. "It's for the best really." Kronth said, hiding her pieces like everyone else. "It could be dangerous to use so many different Types your body wasn't meant to." "More like it is." Pockle replied. "Five is Kyrel's limit, and the Termas know it. For most, two is the usual limit." 
 
      
 
    "What about Arend?" Hunter asked. "Two reasons," Gliese began. "Arend is using a powerful weapon to channel Orenth Types, and his heart collects and disperses them almost as soon as they arrive." "Were should we go from here?" Duke asked. "Looking for Silv is a good idea." Pith said with a glance at King and Gliese. "The Pencore of the Metal Terma. From what Hal and Shadow said, she disappeared after warning about something dark; no Monster or animal is free across the world, and something is happening to them." 
 
      
 
    "I think I have an idea." Arend said, stepping forward in the ring of people. "What?" Pith asked. "What do you think?" Aenfel asked with a grim smile. "I was the beginning."At that, their minds wandered, eventually sticking to a thought that filled them with disgust. 
 
      
 
    Arend' phone interrupted their brooding. Arend had no time to say "hello" before someone started talking. "Do not ask any stupid questions. Do not try to find me. Only listen. Dan paid me to find information. Against my better judgment, you should know. Luyurk is the continent that makes up 3/5 of the far side of the world. Axis holds tight control over all the regions within. It is nothing like what you know. There's a gigantic Guild-based event coming. You alliances should get involved. It'll be less suspicious than just Dragon's Den. As for who I am, don't bother asking." 
 
      
 
    "You said no stupid questions." Arend replied quickly. "…Pain in the ass like he said." "What about Axis?" Arend asked. "How can I trust you?" "They won't try anything if you show up in a group." "Anything specific about all this that made you contact me?" Arend asked. "Teneo. He's still alive." 
 
      
 
    The voice was cut off as Arend' hand tensed and cracked his phone. "Arend!" Kronth exclaimed. "It doesn't matter." Arend replied quietly. "I only broke the shell. Nothing important was damaged." "Why did you break it?" Vladd asked with a frown. Arend slowly turned towards him. The anger behind his eyes was fierce, piercing Vladd to his core. "My father is still alive." The words escaped Arend as a low growl. Kronth placed a hand on Arend' shoulder, snagging his phone before he broke if further. "Calm down Arend. Now isn't the time to freak out. Can you explain what the call was about?" 
 
      
 
    "My uncle hired a spy." Arend replied, fists clenched. "He told me something is happening in Luyurk; Axis is involved, and we should investigate with the Alliances. Some Syndicates even is taking place." The group glanced around at each other as Kronth led Arend away. 
 
      
 
    Nem took control."If we're going to war, and by the sound of it, it will come very close; this year's Guild tournament will be a great practice. And we can identify potential problems, as well as allow the Alliances to show us what they have in terms of fighting capabilities." Nem looked around. "Kronth and I can handle that. You just have to prepare yourselves." 
 
      
 
    The group slowly broke apart. Kronth and Arend stayed together in the hills, while Nem and the other Legendary Weapon users readied to begin training. Gliese and King also stayed in the hills, but wandered far from Arend and Kronth as the sun began to dip low. The two Pendragons settled on the western side of a hill to watch the sunset. Gliese rested her head on King's shoulder, leaning against him to shift her weight off her braced leg. They stared, distracted, at the stars beginning to fade into the darkening sky. 
 
      
 
    "Where do you want to go after this?" King asked suddenly. "I know it's some time off, but a discussion now will prevent confusion later." Gliese hummed. "Where do you want to live together?" King didn't need to think long. "I want to go somewhere close to this place; someplace where I can watch Arend and this group of friends grow up." "Why not just stay here?" Gliese replied almost as quickly. "That girl Kronth has a ranch nearby right?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," He said slowly. "But we can't just move in there." "Maybe not, but it'll give us a way to stay in contact with them without living close to the city. A place in the mountains would be perfect." Gliese replied as she leaned more on King. King let her push him over, lying down on his side with her on top of him. "What about Pockle?" King asked, watching a lone bug shiver in the brown grass. "She left on her own for Sareville. I couldn't care for her forever." 
 
      
 
    "What are we going to do about our children?" King asked. Gliese sat up. "What?" King rolled onto his back, swatting her with a paw. "I know you well enough Gliese. I know what it is you yearn for in your life. Children are the biggest thing you want." King replied. "King…" Gliese backed up slightly. King flipped her over, sitting on her stomach and pinning her shoulders with his paws. He lowered his nose to hers. "It's okay Gliese. I'm not feeling so guilty as to let this just happen. It was my feelings for you that made me feel guilty in the first place." 
 
      
 
    Gliese swatted him like he had her. "I know that you idiot. I just didn't expect you to be so forward." King laughed. "You'll find you didn't expect a lot of things from me." King replied as he licked her face. 
 
      
 
    - - - - Axis City - - - - 
 
      
 
    Dran was a town away from Axis' headquarters. The company was so huge they were the capital city. Dran was at the edge of the town, drinking in a bar across the street from a cheap motel. Getting in was easy enough, but the local bikers had a few remarks about Dran's ride. "I'm going to see a 'friend.' I just needed something cheap to get me there, and most likely to hit him upside the head with." Dran replied. 
 
      
 
    The group of young men laughed. "And with a clunker like that, it might run better afterwards!" One of them called as they filed into a corner booth. Dran took his usual place at the bar and ordered two drinks. He was surprised at who had joined him shortly after. The dark skinned man flashed Dran a smile. "Justice J.P." Dran said quietly. "Dran." Justice replied. The bartender brought Dran's drinks, giving one to Justice. "Hmm. Going light I see." Justice said, looking down into his glass. Dran grunted. "Who sent you here?" 
 
      
 
    "Daniel." Justice replied, elbow now on the counter with his drink held loose. "You find what you needed?" Dran asked. Justice nodded, taking a long drink. "You?" He asked eventually. "Well, Teneo still has a head…" Dran replied. Justice arched an eyebrow. "I didn't take you for a hardcore Guildmaster. You really plan on storming Axis?" "I'm no longer a Guildmaster." Dran replied immediately. He took a drink himself. "And it's not really for that kid." "Bullshit." Justice said with a grin. Dran laughed. "Yeah, can't shit you on that." "How long has it been anyway?" Justice asked softly. Dran finished his drink, motioning to the bartender for another. "He would have been twenty-six." 
 
      
 
    Justice nudged Dran. "Sorry man. I forgot his birthday was only a little while ago." It's fine." Dran replied with a wave. "Especially considering that kid ended that for me." Justice finished his drink. "Well…" He let out a short huff. "You can't just walk into Axis. I can get you in if you want." Dran nodded. "For that huh?" "Yep." Justice replied, standing up. "I want to repay that before you kill yourself." Dran started on his second drink. "I'll see you at dawn then." 
 
      
 
    One of the bikers quietly approached Dran, hands shaking in leather gloves. He curled two fists before leaning against the wall behind Dran. "Just who are you old man?" Dran glanced back. The man was white, his arms tightly crossed and hugging himself. "No one." Dran replied. "Just and old man with a history." "But!" The biker stopped himself, the exclamation drawing attention. "You gotta be touch to live this long kid." Dran said. "I suggest you keep in touch with your friends." 
 
      
 
    The biker turned around and returned to his booth. Dran finished his drink and paid the bartender. He walked across the street lit by a setting sun. He paused at his door to watch it disappear. 
 
      
 
    Dran woke up before dawn. He had time to shower before meeting the waiting Justice outside Axis City. "It has a rather unimaginative name don't you think?" Justice asked he looked at the looming skyscrapers bordered by a high fence behind him. Dran let his bike lean against the wall of the visitor's center. "It's not like it could be anything else." Dran replied. 
 
      
 
    "You can leave that here." Justice said, pointing at the bags in Dran's hands. "I won't be going in myself."Dran dropped the bags back onto his bike. "So what is this plan of yours?" Justice flicked Dran a card. By all standards, it was a simple keycard with a magnetic strip and a serial number. 
 
      
 
    "That'll get you in the building quietly. They're so damn confident they forgot to seal their loopholes." Justice revealed a circular hatch under a dumpster. Justice held up a fake padlock. Dran frowned. "You're kidding." Justice shook his head. "It's part of an escape route for the scientists. This particular hole will lead you straight to an unused lab right across from Teneo's. I saw the blueprints myself. Doesn't their arrogance make you sick?" 
 
      
 
    "Anything else?" Dran asked as he opened the hatch and settled on a ladder. "Don't expect anyone to try and stop you inside, but don't be careless either. They think that if you're already inside, you should be." "Damn these people need a wakeup call." Dran replied before sliding down the ladder. With a salute, Justice kicked the hatch closed. 
 
      
 
    Dran dropped down into a dimly lit tunnel; eight feet tall, and four feet wide, it was a straight shot into the city. Two shock absorbers were attached to the wall and were aligned with a pair of rails set into the stone floor. Across from the ladder's platform was a small alcove with a bicycle hung on a rack, labeled "MAINTENECE ONLY" in large, bright letters. 
 
      
 
    Dran shifted a blank look from down the tunnel to the bike before pulling it off the wall. His only judgment on how far he had gone was the sparsely placed Korvan lights overhead. At 875, Dran entered a small underground station. He had gone a little over one and a half miles and managed to work up a sweat. The small station had three small carts, all powered by individual engines, for the scientists to use to quickly evacuate. Dran left his bike by an identical one and checked the carts. Dran judged the electric engine to be in fair condition, and started up the ladder in the far corner of the small station. 
 
      
 
    After close to ten minutes, Dran found the underside of a second, square hatch. After pressing his ear against the cold metal, he slowly lifted it. Feeling something shift on top of it, he stopped. He noticed the room was dark and dusty, so he reached out a cautious hand to feel around above him. He felt the plastic of some barrel. Pushing it farther back, he managed to squeeze out from the hatch. Not wanting the hatch to lock behind him, Dran looked around for something to put in it. 
 
      
 
    He found the plastic barrel was filled with loose wire. Dran fished out a thick bundle and placed it between the hatch and the floor. He made his way through the maze of boxes and high counters towards the faint glow that came from a pair of doors at the far side of the room. Dran ducked when he heard passing footsteps. As they faded down the unseen hall, he pulled on his coat. He slunk to the wall next to one of the doors. He took a peek through the window. 
 
      
 
    The hall was an eerie off-white completely lacking any sort of decoration. The floor was smooth and uninterrupted by any kind of smudge or line of tilework. There was the occasional flicker from an outdated florescent light, and the slight hum from the Korvan lamps that were pushing to replace them. As he prepared to push through the door, he noticed an old map on the wall next to him. It was an evacuation map that included room numbers. Without a second thought, Dran pulled it off the wall and stuffed it into his pocket. 
 
      
 
    Putting confidence in the creator of his custom Perception Cloak, Dran stepped out into the empty hallway. He looked down the hall to his right. A camera was positioned to watch the corner. A glance to the left showed Dran the same result. A second glance back and forth made him frown. Justice had told him Teneo's lab was directly across from his entry point, but the only break in the wall was where it met another at the corners. 
 
      
 
    With an irritated grunt, Dran started towards right corner with a light jog. He slowly pulled towards the wall as he heard someone approach from around the corner. "-hoot! If the system was that easy to maintain, we wouldn't need a Myshcell!" Two young men rounded the corner, a short blonde and a lanky redhead. "I'm just saying that he's fully capable of making it easier to understand! It's the biggest thing here and he's the only one who can work with it!" The redhead replied. 
 
      
 
    "Well, don't forget he was the one who developed, tested, and rebuilt it. You should have seen the prototype! The thing broke the first time it was used!" The blonde said enthusiastically. "The first time Axis said it was used." The redhead said quietly. Dran slipped around them. He heard part of the blonde's reply as he shuffled around the corner. "I doubt Teneo would hide his first success with..." 
 
      
 
    After some time wandering the maze of passages, Dran found himself in the entrance lobby of the facility. Accessing a receptionist's empty computer, he quickly looked up "Teneo Myshcell." He read "β-Lab 636" before he had to quickly exit as the receptionists returned. Dran grimaced at the amount of makeup on her face as she passed nearby. "I heard Teneo shot down Maria again." She said to the plump woman who sat next to her. "What do you expect? You know everyone says he's got a kid somewhere." Dran hurried away from the gossiping women once he oriented himself of the map. 
 
      
 
    '629… 631… 63-' Dran stopped at β-Lab 633 briefly. He had caught something in the window as he passed that called for a pause. The lab was filled wall-to-wall with caged Monsters, many so neglected they lacked the ability to talk. The chorus of lonely cries made Dran shiver. 'Damn you all.' Dran cursed in his head as he forced himself to walk away. The next pair of doors was the room he was looking for. He noted that Justice's information was in fact correct, but the door to the lab was on the other side of the giant room. 
 
      
 
    The sound of nonchalant whistling could be heard from beyond the doors. Dran pulled off his coat and tied it around his waist before pushing the doors open. A man in a trimmed white lab coat was poking around in a mess of tubes near the floor. His bright blue hair stood out against the white, grey, and black of the machinery. It fell smoothly past his ears, almost tickling his shoulders. "I see you grew your hair out." Dran said. 
 
      
 
    The whistling died off. The man slowly slid out from under his machine, turning a pair of light blue eyes to Dran. His familiar jaw line was cocked slightly as he blinked. "Dran!" He exclaimed. "What are you doing here? Still looking for the Black Monster?" Dran shook his head. "Some rookie Guildie killed him a while ago." "Oh! A rookie? What kind of Guildies do you have over there?" Teneo asked. 
 
      
 
    "Crazy ones." Dran replied with a laugh. "The kid fought alongside a member of the Shadow Clan." "Hmm! Must've had a harsh life." Teneo said as he returned to his fidgeting. "Forgive me if I work while we talk; I got a job to do you know?" "Speaking of…" Dran looked at the large locking chamber in front of him. "How exactly do Monsters fit into all this?" Dran asked as he looked to the human-sized chambers lining the walls. 
 
      
 
    "Ah!" Teneo exclaimed, hopping to his feet. "That's what's so brilliant! The Monsters only serve as a key to our own potential! They remove the natural limitations the human body has! Not just Orenth either! Size, strength, intelligence, I've even helped someone change genders! The biggest problem I've faced is maximizing efficiency." Teneo explained feverously. "How exactly does it 'unlock potential?'" Dran asked as he traced the tubes around the room. 
 
      
 
    "Well, it's something like a Terma, if you believe something like that existed. 'a stimulation of one's Natural Orenth Conversion.'" Teneo replied, mocking the voice of someone Dran didn't know. "What would something like a Leviathan do?" Dran asked, trying his best to memorize the layout of the machines. "Well… First I'd need something large enough to contain it." Teneo said with a loose gesture at the large chamber. "But experience sums it up to simply: 'the stronger the Orenth, the stronger the unlock!'" 
 
      
 
    "Orenth huh? Why not just use Korvan?" Dran asked. "Ah well…" Teneo scratched his chin thoughtfully. "It needs a 'special touch' to work right." "What Monsters work best?" Dran asked. Teneo produced a notebook, shoving it into Dran's hands. Many of the Monsters listed Dran couldn't identify. "'Size' and 'total Orenth' are calculated into 'Orenth density' to achieve a basic average. It's contrasted against the person getting unlocked for compatibility before processing to protect against…" Teneo continued to explain in detail the process of applying for human and Monster combination as he adjusted the tubes. Dran stopped him with one word. "Pendragon?" 
 
      
 
    Teneo slowly turned to Dran. Dran could see the fear on his face and guilt in his eyes. "Yeah, I know your boy Teneo. And he knows about you." Dran produced a rolled issue of Guild Ruled. He tossed it to Teneo's feet. A picture of Arend with a wide grin looked up at Teneo. "Your kid's got a conscious Pendragon in him. And I think we both know what the cause was." Dran said with a nod at the machine behind Teneo. Teneo frowned. "How'd you get in here?" 
 
      
 
    The sound of shearing metal made both men turn to the eastern wall. A man surrounded by a chaos of dripping Orenth was forcing his way further out of one of the human-sized chambers. "Fuck!" Teneo exclaimed, running to retrieve his weapon. He had time to turn and fire his specialized rifle before the Possessed man could go on a rampage. Teneo groaned as he hefted his weapon onto his shoulder. He looked at the splatter of blood that covered the entire eastern wall. "No one was supposed to be in there…" He said to no one. 
 
      
 
    Dran could hear Teneo curse from down the hall. Dran clutched Teneo's notebook tightly as Teneo set off the alarm. Dran saw Teneo run out of his lab in a blur of blue hair as he dashed around the corner. The halls were flooded by curious Axis scientists. By the time Dran reached his escape route, the doors of every lab were locked tightly shut. With little pause, he ran for the lobby. Steel shutters were falling in front of the guarded doors. Dran easily slipped by before they were locked into place. 
 
      
 
    A loud siren filled the air of Axis City. 'Damn it! The whole damned city will be locked down. I should have thought this through.' Dran's thoughts stopped as someone touched his arm. He shook his head, staring at empty space. "Perception Cloak." A voice said softly. "Put this on." Dran watched an eye patch appear in his right hand. He cautiously put it over his left eye. The city lit up in purple, blue, yellow, orange, and red. "Infrared." Dran said with a slow nod. He looked back to where the voice came from. The outline of a narrow form stood out with bright colors, where Dran's eyes had only seen nothing before. 
 
      
 
    "Follow me if you want to stay out of their experiments." The figure sprinted down the street. Dran followed it across streets and through alleys. It led him to the edge of the city, pausing at the high fence. It hummed with energy. A few birds that were unfortunate enough to be roosting on it were dead on the ground in a pile of burnt feathers. Dran watched the figure glance back at him before clearing the fence with a single leap. It landed with little effort, motioning for Dran to follow. 
 
      
 
    Dran looked around, pausing on an old fire escape. Stacking trashcans perilously on a dumpster, Dran managed to climb onto the fire escape. 'I'm older than I thought…' Dran thought as he climbed up a three stories until the top the fence was below him. With a short dash and a jump from the railing, Dran cleared the fence with a comfortable distance. He landed with a well-practiced commando roll. The figure nodded at Dran before disappearing onto a patch of trees. With a huff, Dran followed. 
 
      
 
    Dran remained silent as he trailed the figure. He was fully aware that Axis security was looking with dogs, Monsters, and Changed who could single him out from a crowd of thousands with smell alone. The path the figure took was long and twisting. It gave Dran time to think. 'It's not human, but can't be Monster or Changed. That jump was too much for it to have left zero trace. The only option would be something like Arend; human and Monster.' 
 
      
 
    The figure stopped at the edge of the woods. He turned to Dran. "Where do you hail from?" "Not here." Dran replied with a grunt. "Have you had any pets?" Dran frowned. "A curious question…" "Answer me." The figure growled. "I've had some as a child, but nothing they weren't any kind of animal that live that long. Mostly fish." Dran said with a shrug. The figure tilted its head. "Animals?" "Yes, that general classification 'pets' falls into?" Dran said slowly. "Were do you hail from, specifically?" 
 
      
 
    Dran crossed his arms. "Not from this continent." "But you're so…" Dran waved a hand. "I've traveled for a long time. I know how to blend in when I can." The figure waved him forward. "Come. Not safe out here." Dran was lead down a stream and into a marshland another mile away from the city. A ramshackle cabin was built on the soggy ground. The figure knocked three times before inviting Dran inside. "Please remove your coat." 
 
      
 
    Dran obliged, tying it around his waist as he shut the door with a kick. He looked up to a room filled with Monsters and animals. Dran nodded, now understanding the figure's odd questions. His shoulder was tapped. He turned to face a young Changed with the head of a wolf. Dran chuckled at his purple fur. "Eye patch." He said as he held out a hand. Dran returned it. He laughed as the purple Changed man hung his cloak on the wall and was immediately surrounded. "What's so funny?" He asked Dran as he scratched a Wullf's ears. "They're hungry." 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, I'm just not used to purple Wullf Changed." Dran replied. "Lavender. And not Wullf." He replied, standing. Dran arched an eyebrow. "Pendragon." Dran's smile vanished. The man continued. "Used to be just my hair." He looked at a long strand of hair resting on his muzzle. "Failed 'Combination?'" Dran asked. The man shook his head. "Just happened. A long time ago." "So what's your name?" Dran asked as he leaned against the door. 
 
      
 
    "Blain." He replied. He gestured to the group of animals and Monsters. "And you owe these guys a meal." Blain returned his attention to them, grooming them with great care. His worn claws helped pick parasites from their fur. "I can repay you with more than just food." Dran replied as he messaged Justice that he was out of the city. 
 
      
 
    Blain eyed the phone suspiciously. "It's a secure line. I'm not stupid enough to try anything right now. I'm having a friend of mine spreading some information I just gathered." "What's the point?" Blain asked, standing. "It's not like you'll get any real help from these people." Movement could be heard from the only other room. A white form resembling a Pog filled the crooked doorway. His golden hair was curt crooked and short. A pair of weak golden eyes watched Dran cautiously. Dran noticed a pair of halos floating above his head. 
 
      
 
    "It's alright." Blain said to him with a smile. "How is she?" "Fine. Just a little warm." He replied quietly. "A Sereph?" Dran said with a glance at Blain. "He wandered too far to the east." Blain replied with a look that warned Dran to stop asking questions. "It's alright." The Sereph said, looking to Dran. "My name is Nova. I was exiled with my 3 wives some time ago. We were somehow blown here in a sudden storm. Back then, I still had my wings." 
 
      
 
    Dran nodded. "Say no more. I can fill in the blanks." Nova looked back into the room behind him. "Neither of us can ever fly again, but we have hopes for our child. If they can survive." "I can help-" Nova's head snapped to Dran, making him hesitate. "If you want it. I've survived many years in the wild." Nova nodded slowly. "I will accept anything you can give. But, why exactly are you here?" 
 
      
 
    Dran pulled out Teneo's notebook from inside his coat. "I heard some disturbing rumors about a man in Axis City. I came to face an old 'friend.'" "Where did you come from?" Nova asked, sitting in the doorway. Dran let out a sigh. "My real home is far away, but I came indirectly from Karakas." 
 
      
 
    Blain's ears perked up. "I know those lands! There is a man living there who will be of great help here!" Dran raised an eyebrow. "Who, exactly? He might not be alive; considering how little information gets here." "No no no!" Blain exclaimed excitedly. His tail wagged back and forth frantically, forcing Dran to bite his lip. "Well?" Dran asked with a suppressed chuckle. 
 
      
 
    "He is a hero in many rights! He fought off the dogs of Axis -Celestial Rim- with nothing but his strength of will!" Dran's eyes widened slowly as Blain continued with wild fervor. "He fights as a great dragon! With sword swings that level great skyscrapers and with hair the color of enveloping fog! In a show of great strength he rode into his city, pulling the ocean after him to quench the fires of war! 
 
      
 
    "Atop his silver dragon he leapt straight into battle wand spurred his people to fight back! And when those very people were at death's door, he summoned a true dragon, on whom rode a wingless angle, both saving the lives of untold numbers! He truly is a man who sleeps in the den of a dragon!" Blain had hyped himself into a frenzy, his tail wagging uncontrollably. The animals and Monsters in the room watched with curious eyes. 
 
      
 
    Dran glanced sideways at Nova, who returned the same skeptical look Dran wore. They mouthed a name. "Arend?" Their skepticism fell into laughter as the two had given each other the proof they needed. Nova's quickly degraded into a cough that made his body lurch. Blain frowned, his tail dropping. "What?" He asked with a touch of embarrassment. He looked accusingly between Dran and Nova. 
 
      
 
    Dran flashed a wide grin. "That 'man' is very well alive!" Nova looked over at Dran with a slightly pained grin. "He would show them just how weak they are." Dran nodded with a hearty chuckle. "As of now Blain, you'll just have to wait." Dran sat on the floor in front of the door. "We can't wait forever you know…" Blain said to himself. 
 
      
 
    - - - - Summit Theatre - - - - 
 
      
 
    Four members of Dragon's Den were present at the first international Guild Summit: the Guildmaster Kronth, the highest Ranked member Faulken, Nem as the man with the informants, and Arend as the most outspoken for their plans. They were sitting center-stage. 
 
      
 
    Every Guild on the area was in attendance, all crammed into the cavernous room. The forty-three of the Griffin Alliance, the twenty-two of the Northern Alliance, the fifty-seven of the Terran Alliance, the four of the String Islands, and even the seventeen from the western coast newly gathered in the Nojorn alliance. The five leaders had front row seats to what Arend had prepared. 
 
      
 
    Draken, Iine, and Nojeski all waited patiently. Croul of the String Islands and Aedues of the Terran Alliance made small talk as they waited for the Guildmasters and their senior members to settle in the room. Many could feel the growing tension in the room. As they continued to pour through the only doorway, rival Syndicates would shoot each other dark sneers and rude gestures, until they stepped fully into the room. The cold stare Arend gave each person as they entered was enough to break down any level of hostility. 
 
      
 
    Kronth had to stop his brooding multiple times before the door to the chamber was shut. A trim-cut Richard sat in a chair in front of the door, giving Kronth a nod. She stood slowly, fixing a stray hair as the crowd grew silent. She let out a sigh. "Hell of a time to have a panic attack huh?" Awkward laughter popped up from the large crowd. "Sorry, just not used to so many people." 
 
      
 
    Arend poked her. "Go ahead and spit it out." Kronth sighed again, raising her head to face the group. "Shit's fucked up. And I mean really bad. How many here don't know who this is?" Kronth gestured to Arend, who only flicked a hand. No one raised their hand. "Don't know what he is?" Again, no one spoke out. "Well… His father's alive and there are other human+'s out at Axis." 
 
      
 
    The silence was deafening. Nem could swear their hearts had collectively paused with their breath, before bursting into a chaotic mess of sound. Arend silenced them by standing. "I came upon this information via a man called Justice. Someone hired him to investigate what was going on in Luyurk, and he came back with information valued at over a thousand times what he was paid. My father, Teneo, is using the same technology that put Aenfel in me to convert Monsters into power. Real power." 
 
      
 
    Arend produced a portable projector from his bag. Nem set it up for him on the steps, giving the wall behind Arend a full body diagram of Orenth flow. Arend pointed with a laser at the heart. The image shifted and zoomed in, revealing masses of points representing dense Orenth. 
 
      
 
    "Justice has also recently contacted me. Only six hours ago to be exact. Someone you all know managed to get into Axis City –yes it's a whole damn city- and talk with my father." A picture of Dran in a room full of Monsters and animals popped up next to the image of the heart. The room was lit with light filtered through rusted metal walls and crooked wooden sheets. 
 
      
 
    "This man I don't know, but my father did." The old picture Arend was given by Aegith covered the heart. Names were written in bold black letters underneath each person. "Aegith, Justice, Dran; all the people who once went to school with him or are at least connected to the same college that has long-since closed. As for what they provided me…" 
 
      
 
    A series of overlapping pictures of Teneo's notebook filled the wall, all taken with detail in mind. "Information. Directly from one of Teneo's notebooks. I now know more than I ever could about how Orenth interacts in humans and Monsters." All images except the Orenth chart disappeared. "So we get to this. 'Why show this?' some may ask. Well, it's important to know all the details to understand just how dangerous it all is. 
 
      
 
    "A Monster is stripped of its Orenth, wild and untamed; it must be controlled with the upmost delicacy. Through mechanics better left unexplained, the particulars of the Monster's Orenth – that transform Natural Orenth into something the body can use- are distilled and inserted into a human to achieve a great increase in power. 
 
      
 
    "While it's a gruesome death for the Monster, the human gains power and health. Teneo even says he once changed someone's gender through this process. I can't say if they survived very long. The side effects from this process are mostly psychological, but Teneo mentioned in the notebook that severe degradation of one's Orenth occurs with multiple instances of the combination. 
 
      
 
    "As a brief side note, I had the pleasure of interacting with the remains of a man named Finch. He isn't directly related to the subject at hand, but is a prime example of what happens when alters the flow of Orenth in someone's body." A bloodied image of Finch's Drive appeared on the screen, overlaid on the image of the human body's flow of Orenth. His replacement arm joined it shortly after. Red arrows highlighted the shifts in the Orenth. They converged near the center, diverted away from his extremities. 
 
      
 
    "Finch's inner Drive increased the flow of Orenth through him tenfold, at the cost of mental stability. His ribs were removed to fit the Drive. His lungs were shifted in a way that made breathing painful. His heart had to beat twice as fast to keep up with the Orenth shifts, and bleeding would be often and in great amounts. If it wasn't for a drug Teneo no doubt created, Finch would have died after hours of excruciating pain. It didn't remove the pain at all, just heightened his regeneration to compensate. At some point after his alteration, Finch abandoned his sanity, only living for the numbness adrenaline gave him." 
 
      
 
    Arend let out a long sigh as the images from Finch disappeared. "There's something I have to mention before I continue. Teneo has extensive proof that humans never had Orenth to begin with. If you take a purely logical standpoint, it makes sense. Monsters are Orenth based, humans, as animals, aren't. Now, how did we develop this power, this ability to manipulate nature? In all truth, we most likely gained it through intimate contact with Monsters. Hybrids, the exchange of fluids, and even just Orenth itself." 
 
      
 
    "Arend…" Nem interrupted, making a cutting motion near his throat. "You're dumping information again." Arend slammed his hands on the stone table in front of him, filling the chamber with the sound of cracking stone. "I know damn well I am! It's all important if we plan on stopping it!" "Why should we?" Croul asked. "It's not like it's dangerous to anyone outside those participating. And the Monsters, if you care about them at all." 
 
      
 
    A low growl filled the room. "Shut up and listen to him." Aenfel said as spikes of Stick and Slick danced out from Arend' body. Arend dispersed the energy with a wave of his hand. "As I was saying…" Arend stood straight again. Croul was halfway up the steps, hiding behind Nem. "As you all know, there are seventeen Types of Orenth. This Orenth is produced by seventeen Types of Orenth Particles naturally found in nature and maintained in Monsters. 
 
      
 
    "Orenth, in reality, is one kind of energy collected in different ways. These seventeen Orenth Particles take that Orenth, convert it, and allow us to manipulate it. They are organized just like Orenth Types in the seven Groups; seven being large and do the bulk of the work for the Sub-Particles. Through all this organization, we're left with the remains; the by-product of combination: Death. 
 
      
 
    "Death is still Orenth, but its all-round immunity is from the fact it reflects Orenth, at the cost of its own degradation. There are three more special Particles that are important; standing away from the others, they have special shapes that have special effects. One allows the genetic transfer of the Orenth Particles, removes Orenth that can't be processed, allows for the control of Orenth and regeneration of one's body with the assistance of Orenth. Pendragons have an insane amount of this type. 
 
      
 
    "The next Particle is peculiar in its nature, and has a vast variety of Sub-Particles that fall so closely together they have to be classified as one type. It greatly increases control of Orenth, but forces a 'race change' on its host if it isn't it's natural host. This Particle is the cause of Changing." 
 
      
 
    A wave of glances to the Changed in the room allowed Arend a brief pause. He took a drink from a water bottle before continuing. "Now the third one. Oh-ho-ho! The third one is a real fucker. This special Particle is connected not to a body, but to a consciousness. Ladies and gentlemen, Possession. It's a monster among Particles. Large, misshapen, and an all-round converter of Orenth. It's as powerful as they come, but it comes at an obvious cost. Death's Particle was the original, and it is the mutagen. It's why Death's Ring always Possessed its host. 
 
      
 
    "And so we come to the big issue." Arend looked to Croul. "'Why is it dangerous?' Why we have a way to give everyone Orenth control! A way to potentially un-Change someone! Isn't it just great?" The audience was unsettled by Arend' harsh sarcasm. "As you know, Possession and Changing is an aftereffect of Matrixes. Matrixes are machines given Korvan and a way to control Orenth Particles. But they sometimes 'stick' in the machine right? That annoying thing that either kills or Changes? Well… Teneo is concentrating those damned Particles in a gigantic fucking Matrix! Want to know what's dangerous? A Possesed machine that's capable of gaining power through devouring Monsters, humans, and even our fucking planet." 
 
      
 
    Arend was met with a resounding "What." He sat down. "Go on and talk a little. My throat's dry. And I think I made my point." Kronth collapsed into Arend' lap, trembling with fear. "Shh…" He whispered softly. "There is now way I'll let it happen." "Ever." Aenfel added for good measure. 
 
      
 
    Kronth snuggled close to Arend' chest as Faulken stepped up to take control. He was visibly shaken, his face pale and his voice cracking. "In light of what Arend said, we need to ready ourselves for a possible war. A war nor for power, but to ensure survival. I purpose we use this year's Guild Tournament to showcase and expand on what we need to improve. While it's important we all prepare, we have to maintain order. We can't send people into a panic. 
 
      
 
    "After the Guild Tournament, Arend will be going to Luyurk. I don't need to explain why, or try to appeal his plans to you all. From my own sources, I learned something astounding: Axis is launching a space shuttle this summer; a perfect cover for a tech genius like Arend to make a long journey. 
 
      
 
    "We can send more than Arend and a few friends, but as his Airship has limited space, not to mention the added suspicion of a large group, it will have to be by Arend' invitation. In this 'goodwill' trip, Arend will be talking with his father about the danger and potentially end the war before it begins. As a final note: don't forget who we're sending. It's not Myshcell Vs. Myshcell, but all of us Vs. a continent of unstable barbarians. Calm and rational thought is our power. We won't lose." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The Guild Tournament was held in the wasteland Hunter and Rusty had raced across. Since spectators had to bring their own seating to the cleared battleground, many Syndicates had individual pools dedicated to having bleachers built. Iode's construction company in particular was hired to design and build the bleachers for each Guild. 
 
      
 
    Arend cut and stacked large boulders to build a tall tower to watch from. He sat twenty feet in the air on his tower of stone, nestled in a square cut from the top stone. Kronth was curled close next to him, holding the thick blanket they shared tight. 
 
      
 
    The familiar announcer strode out in a parka, stopping at the center of the flattened ground. The refs joined him to suggest the best place to erect the tower he would sit in during the fights. They made a few gestures Arend' way that was followed with brief laughter. 
 
      
 
    Kronth flipped through a booklet to look at the lineup. She whistled. "It seems like we've only got ten Syndicates participating this time around." "And we've only got one team in there." Arend continued, leaning over to look at the program. Dragon's Den's only team was in a second bracket, paired with the three teams from Silver Napalm. "And it just has to be Silver Napalm." 
 
      
 
    "Well," Kronth nudged him. "What did you expect as the number one Guild in the tournament? For us to face some random Guild? For our team to have an equal number of fights, we have to face them in three rounds. Everyone else has two teams, so they have to balance it as best they can." "And Wesken's group is first." Arend said as he watched Eric share some words with Casandre. Arend shared a silent laugh with Kronth. 
 
      
 
    "Ok. Ok. Oh-kaaay!" The announcer called, waving his left hand wildly. "Hello everybody! What. A. Day. For. A. Rumble! The sky's clear, the sun's shining, and the wind is only a crisp breeze! Without further delay, let's get the seventy-third Annual Guild Tournament underway!" 
 
      
 
    The two teams stepped out onto the field. Wesken's shrunken squad was in a close diamond formation, stopping at the announcer at the center of the field. Dragon's Den's group approached with an air of swagger. Hunter, Nem, and Panzer all kept to the same pace, weapons half drawn. Corenden floated above them, his arms crossed and his polished armor sparkling in the sunlight. The eight contestants shared nods. 
 
      
 
    "Our number one Guild needs no introduction! Dragon's Den's fines! (With the exception of those who are much too powerful for this fight, and the S-Ranked who didn't sign up of course.)" A loud cheer was met with waves from the group. "Nem Fifer is the leader of this team, a veteran in solo fighting, he's an intresting choice for a leader. Panzer Hellsworth is the Guild's strict trainer; having no history in these kinds of events, and with what looks like the ever popular barehanded flair from Dragon's Den, who knows how she'll do eh? Hunterrrrr Wasteland!" 
 
      
 
    The calls of various women were prominent in the crowd. Flake managed to whistle over the. "The breaker of many a heart and roadway has taken up a Drive weapon in place of his previous barehanded style! If I may ask, did Arend make it for you?" Hunter shook his head, poking a proud thumb into his own chest. "Oooo! Intresting!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden settled on the announcer's head, flashing him a grin. The announcer was surprised at how much he weighed. "Last and defiantly not least; Corenden the Pog! Winner of the Open Tournament, he had only one loss he learned a great deal from! This little Monster is replacing Faulken in this team believe it or not! Yeah! I know!" Corenden tapped the announcer's head impatiently. 
 
      
 
    "Moving on! Our city's protectors; Silver Napalm! Four from the Assault Core are here to fight to-day! The captain of the twenty or so members of that advanced team, sporting his signature red riot gear, Wesken Saunder! Ready for some blood wolfy!?" Wesken flipped up his tinted visor with a finger, giving the announcer a glare that said it all. "Never again, got it!" The announcer said nervously. Wesken flipped the visor back down. 
 
      
 
    "Clancer Tomhile is the close combat expert! He's capable of snapping trees with a single combo of his one-two-KO style!" Clancer began to shadowbox, throwing slow punches for the crowd. Casandre slapped smacked his shoulder to make him stop. "Casandre Howl, a proverbial wild card ready to be the second captain and has skills that'll make you 'howl'!" 
 
      
 
    Corenden pivoted forwards, pushing the announcer back with his feet. Casandre's fist stopped in open air. "WHOA Whoa!" The announcer exclaimed as he stumbled back. Corenden was balanced on top of Casandre's arm, eye-to-eye and hand-to-fist with the irritated woman. 
 
      
 
    "Now now! Save that spunk for later!" The two slowly backed off. The announcer continued with his introductions, unfazed by Casandre. "Ceaser Vechaz is the standing medic and long range support! While no expert marksman, he's fast and clever; a dangerous combination for anyone coming after him!" The announcer took a few steps backward. "You have until I leave the stage to arrange yourselves." 
 
      
 
    He turned slowly, before sprinting towards his erected tower. Wesken's group backed up and spread out. The only change to Nem's team was Hunter and Panzer turning to cover Nem's sides and Corenden flying higher. "GO!" The announcer exclaimed as he crossed the threshold of the field. 
 
      
 
    Nem's team moved. Corenden flew straight up, putting his back to the sun. Hunter, Nem, and Panzer all ran forward; Hunter and Panzer breaking off to create a pincer movement, crossing paths behind Nem. Nem ran straight forward, drawing his blade and cutting a line of Orenth into the ground. Clancer and Casandre had to switch sides to fit Wesken's plan: Clancer was to distract Panzer, and Casandre was to dominate the inexperienced Hunter as quickly as she could. 
 
      
 
    Once Nem was directly in front of Wesken, he quickly veered off to his right and created a wall of Orenth in front of the humanoid wolf. The moment the Moon Orenth erupted from the ground, Corenden dived at Ceaser. As Corenden's sword bounced off Ceaser's reinforced riot gear with a spark of neon, Nem leapt through his still-exploding Orenth to cut a sharp line around Wesken's other side, separating the wolf from Clancer, Panzer, and Nem. 
 
      
 
    Wesken cursed as he hurried around Nem's barrier. He arrived in time to see Clancer fly and tumble from a punch by Panzer. The force the woman put behind it was enough to make Nem pause. "C-Clancer's out!" The announcer exclaimed. "That woman packs quite a punch!" Panzer looked over to Nem, jerking her head in Wesken's direction. Nem did a slow turn. With the sound of grit under his heels, Nem advanced slowly towards Wesken. 
 
      
 
    Wesken swung out a specially crafted cannon. The basic shape of the cannon resembled a glorified vase with a long neck. Two handles were attached to separate connecting rods that could rotate around the base of the gun until they returned to the barrel. A short, skinny butt was fitted to the back, make from a spongy rubber. No trigger stood out. 
 
      
 
    A muffled laugh from Arend caught Kronth's attention. Kronth sighed. "Go ahead. I know you've done work for Silver Napalm already." "Hold on, you should see how it works first." Arend replied. 
 
      
 
    With a grunt, Wesken lodged the barrel between his boot and the ground. Wesken strained as he pulled up on both handles, until they snapped into place directly behind the base of the cannon. He immediately swapped hands and pushed them down the rest of the way around. They jerked into contact with the barrel. 
 
      
 
    "Seems a little slow…" "Watch closely Kronth~!" Arend sang. Wesken took an awkward crouched position, his right leg stretched out behind him and his left knee propping up the cannon. Keeping the incredulous Nem in his sights, Wesken jerked the butt of the gun into his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    In a blast of starfire, a cone of Nova-based fire exploded from the barrel of the cannon. Nem and Panzer both dived out of the way as fast as they could. The impressive cone dissipated well before it reached the audience. Wesken was pushed back ten feet from where he started, his wide boots gouging deep trenches into the ground. He looked up to see a melted triangle twenty feet only long, but spread more than thirty feet to both sides. 
 
      
 
    "WHATWHATWAAAAAGH!?" Wesken yelled. His head whipped around to face Arend, his helmet ripped off comically. "THIS is the difference between Nova & Fire and Nova & Nova!?" He gestured widely at the melted triangle and the silent crowd beyond. Arend' grin grew wider. "Told ya it packed a punch!" Wesken rolled his eyes and turned to Nem. "Run." Nem obliged. Panzer tailed Wesken as he chased after the retreating Nem, both avoiding the lines of Orenth Nem left behind him. 
 
      
 
    Corenden was bearing down on Ceaser. The Pog lacked the serious strength to push him back, but Corenden had the advantage of speed and maneuverability. Ceaser had no real offense to match Corenden's sword, only a knife and a handgun. He tried to shoot Corenden, but his shots collided with the ground, the Shield protecting the crowd, or dissipated into the air. 
 
      
 
    When Wesken fired his cannon, Corenden took the opportunity to poke through a gap in Ceaser's armor at his shoulder with a wooden shiv. His Shield lit up with neon, arcing across his chest and cracking the hardened film on Ceaser's armor. Ceaser immediately retaliated with a scattered barrage of shots from his handgun. 
 
      
 
    Hunter and Casandre were staring each other down, uninterested in fighting. Casandre didn't want to fight someone she viewed as weak, and Hunter didn't want to chase her around the field trying to hit her. They clashed occasionally, but neither put forward the effort to overpower the other. Wesken's explosion caught their attention, and subsequently ended their complacency. "Weee shouldn't draw this out." Hunter said as he turned back to Casandre. She nodded with a sigh. "I guess so." 
 
      
 
    Hunter's blade clashed with Casandre's. Her free arm was bracing the sword as Hunter pushed against her, his sword dripping neon flames. Both of their Shields sparked on contact with Hunter's Orenth. Casandre drew back, retreating in the direction of her remaining allies. Ceaser ran to meet her, managing to keep Corenden away with well-timed shots. 
 
      
 
    "Well this sucks!" Ceaser said as he replaced the spent Korvan in his gun. "What did you expect?" Casandre asked as she deflected a wide slash from Hunter, continuing the movement to block an attack from Corenden. Ceaser leaned around her to shoot at Hunter. "Dragon's Den-" Casandre grunted as she shoved Corenden back, returning to Hunter. "Has never shown their strength until now. They were stuck with menial work, and have waited for a day like this." 
 
      
 
    Nem flew out of nowhere, a pale glow surrounding him as he slid into a fighting stance and swung the trembling Moon's Sonata. Corenden hopped over it before it collided with Ceaser's chest. The Orenth wave that followed wrapped around him to consume Hunter and Casandre. Hunter was prepared with a wave of his own Orenth to push back with, boosted by the reactions with his and Casandre's Shields. 
 
      
 
    Casandre could only bring up her arms as Nem's powerful Orenth came into contact with her Shield. Ceaser reacted quickly, pushing Nem's sword up with his forearm and pulling the stunned Casandre after him. He was happy he invested in Orenth resistant armor. 
 
      
 
    Dragon's Den backed off as Wesken joined his team with his cannon at the ready. Panzer, a little scorched around the edges, joined her team as Ceaser and Casandre caught their breath. "That gun is a problem." Panzer said as she removed her sizzling shirt. "Panzer!" Nem exclaimed. "Relax boys." Panzer said as she adjusted her black training bra. "I wear layers. This isn't anything my students haven't seen me in." Kyrel whistled. Panzer gave him a casual salute. 
 
      
 
    "About the gun," Hunter began. "I have an idea. I've been practicing an attack I'm sure will work against it." "You sure?" Corenden asked. "Dark has no effect on Nova, and Plasma creates a feedback loop with it. I've dealt with Nova Orenth before." Hunter flashed a smile. "Believe me, it'll work." Nem looked to Panzer. "You and I can take care of Panzer. If Hunter's plan works on Wesken, this will only be over when Ceaser is by himself. He knows the fight is lost when he's alone." 
 
      
 
    "Game on then?" Hunter asked impatiently. Nem nodded. "Four point attack. Hunter forward, Panzer left, Corenden from above, and I'll take the right until we can separate Casandre from the others. The group broke their huddle. Across the field, Ceaser was attending to Casandre and Wesken, and gave them a well-needed boost. 
 
      
 
    While Dragon's Den was distracted, Wesken reloaded the pressure in his weapon and reset it by repeating the movement of the handles like before. He knew well the limits Arend had imposed, and followed them closely. They formed a line as Dragon's Den faced them; Ceaser in the back, Casandre in the middle, and Wesken on point. 
 
      
 
    Dragon's Den moved once Hunter raced forward, his Beat Drive ticking and dripping with Plasma Orenth. Wesken brought up his weapon. Hunter continued his dash forward, closing the gap between him and Wesken. The moment Hunter stepped into range, Wesken fired. The wide explosion of Orenth gave Hunter little time. 
 
      
 
    'Crisis Tempo!' Hunter thought to himself as he revved the Beat Drive well past its baseline. The layer of neon color on his blade doubled as the wave of Nova was upon him. Four words rang out across the field: "Plasma Rave; CAVITY SLASH!" A high-pitched hum pierced though the sound of the rowdy crowd. A wide vertical disk of Plasma cut though Wesken's attack, growing in size as it absorbed Orenth. 
 
      
 
    Hunter hurried after it, his heart practically beating in time with the vibration of his blade. Hunter's disk slowed as Wesken took a second, desperate shot. Nem an Panzer were forced to take a wide path around the interacting Orenth or else risk overloading their Shields. 'C'mon Hunter…' Nem thought with a worried look. 'That shit'll hurt...' 
 
      
 
    Hunter preformed another Cavity Slash to push back against Wesken's second shot. The two disks twisted together, but had very little effect as Wesken fired a third time, now rooted in the ground. In a move no-one could predict, Hunter followed up the exhausting downward swing with a smooth turn and transition into a third, back handed Cavity Slash. Neon and starfire mixed as Hunter's sword trailed through a rouge patch of Nova Orenth and spiraled out in a fourth Cavity Slash. The third and fourth joined the growing disk of Plasma Orenth in quick succession, the off-center spirals of Orenth gave the disk a wobble. 
 
      
 
    Despite Hunter's Slip in control, Wesken couldn't keep up. Hunter's combined Cavity Slashes pushed back against the cloud of Nova Orenth, the twisting neon energy cutting its way through the dissipating starfire. Wesken was too exhausted from his weapons' recoil to recover in time to dodge Hunter's attacks. He was driven further into the ground by the sheer power of the twisting Orenth, his Shield overloading in a brilliant explosion of Plasma. Hunter fell back, too tired to move. 
 
      
 
    Casandre's hasty retreat with Ceaser forced her into a tight pincer. Panzer and Nem held nothing back as they forced Casandre away from Ceaser. Corenden distracted the medic with wooden projectiles followed up with sword strikes. With both Panzer and Nem working against her, Casandre didn't last long. Nem pinned her down in a cage of Moon Orenth, allowing Panzer to take her out with a heavy fist. Ceaser immediately surrendered when he found himself fighting alone. 
 
      
 
    "… The two Korvan are force tightly together, fueling the feedback loop right up to the trigger from a Korvan in the butt to fire it all out at high speed." Arend explained, showing Kronth some of the notes he used. "Wesken knows his place at the front of his team is changing with his age. That's why he wanted some sort of support weapon instead of something that requires a more physical touch." "That's something relaxed?" Kronth asked, pointing at the molten rock still cooling in the winter wind. Arend shrugged. "He still wanted it to be powerful." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    King and Gliese found a wooded area a few dozen miles west of the Shichland ranch. A stream from the mountain fed into a lake at the foot of a large hill. Gliese watched King's digging with an amused smile. "You sure you don't want my help?" She asked. King continued to dig into the hill, continuing the shower of dirt behind him. "I told you I'm fine doing this. Why don't you go hunting or something?" "We just ate King. Don't you want to watch the Guild Tournament?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't need to be there." King replied. "I already know who'll win." "I guess you've got a little 'team spirit' eh?" Gliese asked with a laugh as she poked King's side with a paw. "Har har. You're ever so clever my dear." "I'm funnier than you." Gliese said with a pout. "Am not!" "You tell glorified dad jokes King." Gliese said bluntly. "I…" King paused. He cursed quietly. "Damn." Gliese pushed against him. "Move and save the jokes for the kids. We can clean off the dirt in the lake later." 
 
      
 
    King shuffled to the side to let Gliese dig. With a faint aura of yellow, Gliese's paws tore into the earth faster than King ever did. With most of her weight balanced on her back legs, she wasn't encumbered by her crippled foreleg. "Do you think we should make cross beams?" King asked, looking at the forest around them. "We'd be the first Pendragons who would." Gliese replied. "If you really think we'd need them, I suggest contacting Arend' Pog friend, Iode. That way we won't waste lumber." King lay down on the hill, resting his head between his dirty paws. "I really think we should. We don't want a cave in on our pups." 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    The Guild Tournament was in full swing. Non-Guild onlookers were moved between the rival Syndicates who would otherwise start a riot. In the three matches against Silver Napalm, Dragon's Den won every one with little contest. The Dragon's Den team had their final match of the day against Horace;Damned. The winner would face Cobalt Soiden 
 
      
 
    Horace;Damned's top team was as well-rounded as the Guild itself. Orion was the leader, with white speckled black hair, orange-brown eyes, and using a larger than average sword paired with a shield. He wore a dark blue chestplate with a matching gauntlet on his right arm. Orion's hefty one-handed sword was rigged with a thick disk centered on the spine of the blade to aid in the balance of the weapon through centripetal force. His weapon, while not basic, wasn't expensive and over-the-top; simply silver-blue metal shaped for a more defensive style. His shield absorbed impacts at the cost of Orion's Orenth, and could reflect Orenth in varying amounts based on Type. 
 
      
 
    Carmine and Diego were the two powerhouses of the group. Carmine specialized in Orenth-based offences through interchangeable charges for his guns. Taking after his father, he designed and built his own guns. Diego ripped through his enemies' defenses with a well balanced chainsaw built by Arend. The two chains moved in opposite directions to prevent it from getting stuck. 
 
      
 
    Targe "The Dynamo" had a supporting role, closely supported by Orion. The Changed man used Vacuum and Crystal based attacks whenever someone broke past Carmine and Diego. His body was covered in crystalline formations commonly mistaken for Korvan, but they were in fact enhanced receptors for Orenth that boosted his power and those who he chose to share his power with. Orion, Carmine, and Diego all had a piece of his crystal growths as pieces of jewelry that allowed the transfer of Targe's Orenth without visible effects. Orion had the largest piece, set into the back end of his shield. 
 
      
 
    Targe kept track of their Orenth levels, and they protected him from direct combat. This team had made a sweep of their own through the best anyone else had to offer. Ice-Blue Aurora, Free's Gym, and Gentle Everlast all lost to Horace;Damned's top-notch team. 
 
      
 
    Arend' mind worked tirelessly as he compared the two teams. FLHT, what he nicknamed Dragon's Den's team, didn't have support like Targe. They were a team of aggressive fighters who had nothing to fall back on. 'Not that they would fall back.' Arend thought. 'Both groups have full faith in each other, and kick-ass weapons to back it up.' Kronth nudged him. "You're grinning again. What do you know now?" "This is by far the closest match so far." Arend replied before sipping from a mug of warm cocoa. 
 
      
 
    The two teams were in separate huddles, discussing plans to take on the other team. "We can't keep running around out there." Nem said. "We need a strategy." "Haven't we just been fighting to our strengths?" Corenden asked. "Why stop doing what works?" "It's not as simple as that anymore." Panzer replied. "Silver Napalm has excellent teamwork, but their members still operate on their own. These four have been sticking to a tight formation; their offences in the front, a defensive leader a few spaces behind, and their support right behind him." 
 
      
 
    Corenden nodded. "I get that, yes, but I don't think it'll take much to break that down." "Care to explain?" Hunter asked. "I've seen these guys in action, and I know they don't go on any Request without a single missing member." "Think about their Orenth preferences for a second." Corenden began. "What would be the best match ups? Targe is Crystal/Vacuum There's nothing we can do about Vacuum, but we have someone with two advantages: Panzer, with Nova/Metal." 
 
      
 
    "I've never used my Orenth!" Panzer exclaimed. "How did you know?" Corenden smiled. "I'm a Monster, and I've already told you I've dealt with Nova Orenth before. Metal was only an easy step over from Earth." Nem looked over at Corenden with a worried look. "So you want to take on Orion?" 
 
      
 
    "I should." Corenden replied. "Both you and Hunter have types that will only make him stronger, and since you don't have a second type to work with, and Hunter has little offense with his Dark Orenth, it'll be a long fight. I move faster than any of you, and can easily get past his shield and close enough to make his sword useless. Not to mention both Wood and Water have advantages on Light and Nova respectively." 
 
      
 
    "So that leaves Nem and Hunter to take care of Carmine and Diego." Panzer said. She looked at Corenden. "But I'm not sure if you can handle Orion." "He's not a powerhouse." Corenden said, giving a determined looked to his concerned teammates. "I've taken on tougher opponents." A ref made a motion towards the group. "Time's up guys." Hunter said. "Are we doing this?" Nem nodded to Corenden. "I trust you can do what's needed." The two teams turned to face each other. The ref signaled to the announcer. "Fight!" 
 
      
 
    Carmine and Diego clashed with Nem and Hunter in a burst of Orenth. Locked between Nem's Moon traps and Hunter's twisting Plasma, the two had no way to stop Corenden from flying over them, headed straight for Orion. Corenden pressed against him, his sword bending as Orion turned and redirected the Pog's efforts. Panzer charged through the mess Nem and Hunter created, leaping over Orion with a boost from Corenden's shield. 
 
      
 
    Panzer crashed down coated in molten metal, rolling to her feet. Targe backed off immediately, noting how the metal seared the ground. It cracked as it was superheated, making Panzer's blazing form all the more threatening. Orion immediately moved to counter what they were doing and tried to return to Targe. Corenden cut him off, driving the point home with a jab at Orion's face that left him with a broken nose. Panzer began to edge closer to Targe, molten metal gathering in her hand. 
 
      
 
    "Carmine!" Orion called out, blocking a bash from Corenden's shield. "Diego!" Carmine flipped over a horizontal Cavity Slash from Hunter. "Busy!" He shouted back as Hunter met his chainsaw with a neon blade. Nem pushed Carmine farther from Hunter's fight, his quick movements and traps keeping Carmine from pinning him down enough to do real damage. 
 
      
 
    The crowd watched with great anticipation. Regardless of the slow pace, the two strong teams locked in equilibrium made hearts pace and foreheads sweat. Kronth continually pestered Arend for an answer to who would win. Eventually, he gave in. "I can't say Kronth. When it comes down to team matches, faults and advantages compound. We may take one of them down, but they might retaliate harder than we can take." "What about your gut?" Kronth asked. "Who do you lean more to winning?" Arend laughed quietly, eyes watching the fight. "Us of course." 
 
      
 
    The war of attrition was broken by a specific series of attacks. Nem had cut a tight pattern around Carmine, activation the Orenth with a flick of Moon's Sonata. Carmine dived out of the way, head-first into Diego. Hunter's Cavity Slash missed them both, carrying on toward Corenden's fight with Orion. Corenden dodged it easily, but immediately regretted not trying to block it as it collided with Orion's shield. 
 
      
 
    The twisting mix of Light and Nova on Orion's blade was multiplied by Hunter's scattered Orenth. The spinning weight doubled its speed, creating a slight drill action along the blade. Orion struck forward, clipping Corenden's arm as the Pog darted to the left. Corenden tumbled back, his right arm now hanging awkwardly from its socket. While not broken, or technically a disqualifier, fighting with a dislocated arm was extremely dangerous. 
 
      
 
    There was a murmur in the crowd as Corenden examined his arm. "The poor little thing!" Someone called out suddenly. Orion hesitated as Corenden sheathed his sword and adjusted his dislocated arm with his other. He suddenly dropped from the air, falling five feet directly onto his right shoulder. "GRAH!" Corenden's grunt was met with gasping from the crowd. He stood up, still supporting his arm. Arend' booming laughter drowned out the whispering crowd. Corenden released his right arm, lifting it into the air and giving Arend a thumbs up. "GO FOR IT CLOUD!" Arend called back with a grin. 
 
      
 
    Corenden rolled his shoulder as he drew his sword. Water gathered at its tip, a slow creep of wood grew over it, almost as dense as the metal itself. Orion advanced, closing the gap between him and Corenden as fast as he could. Corenden let Orion swing his sword, side-stepping and resting his blade close to Orion's spinning mechanism. In the presence of Light and Water, Corenden's wood grew incredibly fast. It grew tightly around Orion's Sword before he pulled away. By then, a thick layer of wood had encased his sword and forced his spinning mechanism to a stop, forcing Orion to abandon the cumbersome weapon. 
 
      
 
    Offense all but gone, Orion retreated to try and help Targe. The crystalline man was locked tightly with Panzer. Molten metal oozed from the space around Panzer. Targe had more than a few scorched patches of rock-hard skin and a faint crust of metal on his crystals. 
 
      
 
    Orion leapt between the two, blocking a punch from Panzer. Orion was thrown back into Targe from the raw force she had put behind it. Corenden joined Panzer, sword at the ready. "So much for one-on-one." Panzer said. "And good work." "It's not like I had a choice." Corenden replied. Targe aimed a sharp crystal at Corenden. It shattered on contact with his armor, leaving only scratches. "Got anything up your sleeve?" Corenden asked Panzer, brushing off some powered crystal from his arm. Panzer cracked her knuckles, shooting Targe a glare. "There's a few things I haven't used yet." 
 
      
 
    Corenden rushed forward with Panzer. Orion readied to block the two. Panzer held nothing back as she threw a sharp right directly into Orion's shield, leaving her palm open and striking forward with the middle of her fingers. Panzer shifted her weight to the right as he pushed forward; turning her hand and snapping her hand forward, twisting her fist and striking with her knuckles. In an explosion of Nova and Neon, Panzer and Orion created a feedback loop between each other and their equipment. Orion, with Targe's extra power and a Shield not tuned to handle powerful Nova interactions, was crippled. The force of the explosion sent Corenden and Targe flying. 
 
      
 
    With a protective Wood and Water shield, Corenden rode the blast, bee-lining for the vulnerable Targe. Targe rolled as Corenden cut through one of his crystals, an electrifying energy discharging down Corenden's blade. Panzer was ready with a sharp downward kick. Targe's jaw popped as Panzer drove her heel between it and the ground. "Ow." The announcer was ecstatic. "Orion and Targe have been eliminated! It's now 4 V 2, Dragon's Den!" 
 
      
 
    Carmine and Diego grew anxious. With Targe gone, they were missing a key source of Orenth needed for their attacks. "This shit is ridiculous! How are we supposed to do this now!?" Diego grumbled to Carmine as they watched Dragon's Den regroup. "Obviously, we can't." Carmine replied as she cocked her weapon. Diego sighed, revving his chainsaw to a higher speed. "We should train even harder for next year." Carmine raised her weapons. "First one to fall has laundry duty?" She asked with a casual glance his way. "Remember you have to wash mine with little soap." Diego replied as he ran forward. 
 
      
 
    - - - - Final Match - - - - 
 
      
 
    Dragon's Den's team was taking a well-earned respite before their next match, the one everyone was waiting for with great anticipation. Cobalt Soiden was sitting only a few feet to their right. Hunter was napping on the bench beside Corenden, and Nem and Panzer were talking tactics. Janese was scolding Corenden for how he set his arm in the previous fight. "You could have broken more than a few bones! Not to mention the damage to your joint! What would you have done if you pinched something?" Corenden shrugged. "I didn't think about those kinds of consequences. I thought about how it would win the fight." 
 
      
 
    Janese uncrossed her arms to poke at Clouds shoulder again. "Jeeze Corenden. You used to be so upbeat and worry-free." Unable to shrug with Janese inspecting his shoulder, Corenden settled for poking her head with his free arm. "I was also ignorant and not preparing for the responsibility of raising a child." "You changed during that journey with Arend, not when you learned about Berry. Fighting has changed you." Janese said quietly. Corenden laughed, pulling his arm free from her. "Look around. The Guild's changed from fighting. We're growing up Janese, and it's not a bad thing. The fun's not over, but we have a lot more to do now." 
 
      
 
    Nate's call to Janese cut off her reply. Looking over, she saw him holding up a giant basket of nachos. Hunter raised the arm from his eyes and poked Janese. "I know you well enough to know your concerns about this new 'development.' No one is going to force you grow up. Not that anyone can anyway." Janese poked Hunter back as she stood up to join Nate. Corenden glanced over at Hunter. He spoke before the Pog could ask. "Think about her behavior whenever she's with Nate. She's one of the older members, and yet she hangs off him like she's sixteen. How do you think she feels seeing someone like you acting his age for a change?" 
 
      
 
    Hunter replaced his forearm on his face. "Get some rest. You pushed yourself out there, and even just shutting your eyes will help you feel refreshed." "So would taking the rest of this off." Corenden replied as he began stripping his armor. 
 
      
 
    Panzer and Nem's conversation was interrupted by a man donning mismatched scraps of armor. "Hello! Your fight out there was fun to watch!" He sat next to Nem, his square, muscle bound-build contrasting Nem's narrow, lean build. His clear blue eyes were friendly and inviting, complimenting a laid-back smile that reminded Nem of Arend. Leaning forward a little, Nem noticed a dark-skinned teenage girl sitting next to the man, arms crossed with a sucker in her mouth and looking out at the field. 
 
      
 
    "You're Alvori Mellona from Cobalt Soiden, right?" Panzer asked, a little put off by his friendliness. From what she remembered, he had a quick and harsh temper. Alvori beamed. "So you know my name! I'm glad you remembered, Pan." "Pan-!?" "Why did you come over here?" Nem asked, cutting Panzer off and blocking her with an arm. Alvori shrugged, his ever-present smile still glued on his face. "Just wanted to chat a little! And you know, Syl here also uses Moon Orenth, Zee!" 
 
      
 
    Ignoring his new, and rather pointless nickname, Nem leaned forward again to look at the teen again. "Sylvania Reed." She said quickly, ignoring Nem as best she could. Nem figured the red in her cheeks wasn't from the cold. He looked sideways at the beaming man he would soon fight. Alvori looked to Panzer, arching his neck over Nem when he leaned back. "You've got a pretty impressive amount of power for being bare-handed. Have you ever sparred with 'Rios?" Panzer forced a smile and replied through gritted teeth. "No. I have never fought Arend." "He's pretty strong for being so young! I wonder what it's like being part Pendragon." Alvori said. 
 
      
 
    Much to Panzer's displeasure, Alvori didn't leave until the next match started. Sylvania remained quiet unless Alvori tried to include her in the conversation, tugging at Alvori's arm when their teammates wanted to have a brief moment to strategize. "I don't know why, but I'm compelled to punch him in the face. In the face…" Panzer told Nem as they walked out on the field. "It's something about that smile…" 
 
      
 
    Nem only half-listened, watching the other group closely. Alvori and Sylvania seemed close and comfortable with each other's presence, but the other two seemed to have a mutual distrust and possible hatred for each other. 
 
      
 
    Yagami was a man from the East who was dressed white and yellow clothing that would better fit a high-ranking member of Silver Napalm attending a formal ball than a fight. The fancy uniform seemed fitting to his personality, however. He flaunted his arrogance and spoke like everything he said was the absolute truth, dismissing anything anyone else said to the contrary. 
 
      
 
    His weapon of choice was a two-handed hammer of a matching white and yellow with a ten-pointed star-shaped head. A sun was emblazoned in glittering yellow on both faces, but only one was used for attacking. A small hole in the center of one of the faces emitted extremely focused Light based attacks absorbed from the reversing face, through a mechanism in the hammerhead. A large shield reminiscent of the Sun Legendary Weapon was hung on his back with pride, going unused unless he was somehow unarmed. Let free to drape over the shield, his long blonde hair was obviously something he took pride in. 
 
      
 
    Gorm was a simple Rilla-Changed man, and Nem could tell that fact was part of what made him a deadly foe and a thorn in Yagami's side. Donning green and grey fur that looked like something resembling the clothing of the wild men from the north, his form was rather imposing. The simple sections of green pelts hung off his massive shoulders with little concern with organization. Around his waist a mix of green and grey fur covered only what they needed to, leaving his legs open to the cold. 
 
      
 
    Like all Rillas, Gorm's feet closer resembled hands rather than feet, and he had a sort of lurching gait as he needed to use his arms as much as his feet to move the dense mass of muscle that bulged under his hairy skin. He carried no weapon, but as a user of Earth and Wood, and a great physical strength, he used his environment to fight enemies; from ripping up chunks of earth, to swinging around entire trees. 
 
      
 
    Despite Cobalt Soiden's hard-hitting team, Nem had a plan. Alvori and Sylvania's apparent closeness would make them more prone to backing each other up rather than their teammates, who outright detested each other's presence. He was sure he and Hunter could take out the two brutes while Panzer and Corenden distracted the other two. He based this solely on the Type matchup at Corenden's request, trusting the Pog's judgment of their powers. 
 
      
 
    Alvori and Sylvania had their weapons at the ready as they walked out on the field together. Free of Alvori's distraction, Nem could get a better look of the girl Panzer would be fighting. She was small by normal standards, with a willowy build and a pair of silver eyes with a glint Nem found familiar. Her long black hair was tied back in a bun; her shyness was gone with the anticipation of a fight. 
 
      
 
    Two sleek black gauntlets covered Sylvania's arms a few inches past her elbow. Sprouting from her wrists and curving out above either elbow were two matching blades of translucent, pale white metal that were twice as sharp as they looked. A narrow ridge on the black gauntlets closed the gap between them and the two blades, providing ridged support for high impacts. Her hands were loosely curled, hiding the sharp fingers of her gauntlets and the Mithril pads on her palms that allowed her to have instant use of the Crystal Korvan hiding within her black gauntlets. Combined with her martial arts-esque swordplay, it proved more than a match for Panzer, and Nem wondered how Panzer's Power/Orenth based style would match hers, especially with Alvori playing protector. 
 
      
 
    Alvori's weapons were rather simple. A rust-proofed mace that soaked anything it connected with and a matching shield that had a constant bubble of water on its surface, prepared to extinguish any kind of attack from Fire and others in its Group, and splash back onto anyone who hit it. Both of his water-based equipment had the added affect of a very small numbing agent, boosted from the cold weather. His fighting style was based around the sole purpose of disabling his foes rather than beating them up, and it had yet to fail him. 
 
      
 
    Despite the announcer doing his best to rile up the crowd for the last fight of the day, the eight participants had eyes only for each other. Panzer and Corenden shifted their weight towards the left, following Alvori and Sylvania's movements and trying to guess their plans. The announcer hopped to his feet and stuck his hand in the air. "Enough! It's time to see what they're made of! Shake the earth and stir the heavens!" He snapped it down to point at the teams in the field. "FIGHT!" 
 
      
 
    Dragon's Den moved like a single body, weaving and crossing in front of each other before separating to take on their selected opponents. Cobalt Soiden had no say in the matter of who to fight when they found the four pushing against them at full force. Like Nem had predicted, the fight essentially split into three separate skirmishes: Nem Vs. Gorm, Hunter Vs. Yagami, and Corenden and Panzer Vs. Alvori and Sylvania. 
 
      
 
    Corenden's sword bit into Alvori's shield, coated in a serrated edge of wood. Corenden easily blocked his mace with his own shield. The groan and crackle of growing wood marked the absorption of Alvori's water. The man simply pushed back with his shield, forcing Corenden's sword against his chest. Flicking his shield up, Alvori opened Corenden to a thrust from the head of his mace. It bounced off of Corenden's armor, much to Alvori's surprise. He quickly snapped to attention when he saw Panzer flash past him, headed straight for Sylvania. 
 
      
 
    With a backhanded swing as he turned, he flung a bubble of water at Panzer as he brought his shield up behind him to block Corenden's attempt at a counter. Panzer stumbled as a crust of metal hardened on her back, tightening against her skin with a faint sizzle of neon. Sylvania descended with a flurry of Moon like a celestial snowstorm. The blades of her gauntlets shimmered with the silver Orenth as she half passed Panzer before thrusting her elbow forward towards the women's face. 
 
      
 
    Panzer watched the blade closely linked to Sylvania's forearm pass within inches of her face as she ducked, rolling as the dark-skinned women dropped her elbow down, driving her blade towards Panzer's head. As Panzer scrambled to her feet, thinking she managed to avoid getting hit, Alvori aimed a swing of his mace directly at the half-melted spot of metal he had hit before. She cursed as his water splashed out and crusted her back with metal. He backed off when she lashed out with a wild punch that cracked against the ground. Corenden floated close behind her as their enemies retreated a few steps. 
 
      
 
    "They're obviously trying to save their energy to fight Nem and Hunter." Corenden whispered. "What?" Panzer asked, keeping her eyes on the two. "Think about it; Nem's only got Moon Orenth. He has an advantage against her Crystal and Alvori's Water, but he'll only increase Sylvania's power, and Alvori's strength isn't dependent on his Orenth. He's obviously willing to throw a lot away for Sylvania." Corenden explained. 
 
      
 
    "Exactly like Nem predicted then. And Hunter's at a disadvantage against both of them. It's a good thing you suggested what you did; they obviously planned the same thing." Panzer murmured in reply. "But you're not exactly at a perfect advantage yourself." Corenden replied as he placed a hand on Panzer's hardened back. She glanced back briefly when he began applying a layer of wood. "Looks like excellent firewood. You're really cut out for this line of work, Corenden." "You can thank the Orenth I was born with. Wood, Water, and a touch of Air makes for a wide variety of advantages." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Panzer ignited the wood on her back with a flash of flames, quickly bringing the hardened metal underneath it past its melting point. Alvori instinctively brought up his shield. "I'll make sure to hold him down this time." Corenden said as he prepared to charge with Panzer. He paused when Panzer's hand clamped down on his arm. "Wait, NO-!" Corenden was reeled back and pitched down the field by Panzer. Righting himself mid-air, he managed to collide with Alvori's shield with something resembling a purposeful attack with his own shield. Both grunted at the impact, Alvori's legs standing rigid to hold his ground. 
 
      
 
    Dizzy, Corenden backed off in time to see Panzer blaze past them like she had before. Turning on a dime, Alvori prepared to stop her. With a sharp flap of his wings, Corenden snapped forward, carrying the wind behind him. Alvori's shield rose to stop Corenden's sword, but the Pog abandoned it to slip over it and headbutt Alvori, pushing his feet against the backside of Alvori's shield. Their helmets collided with a spark of neon and an echoing clang that left both with trails of blood dripping down their face from within. 
 
      
 
    Panzer met Sylvania fully intact. Despite Sylvania's deft movements and quick reflexes, she barely prepared to attack when Panzer grasped Sylvania's arm tightly like she had Corenden's, and just like the Pog, Panzer whipped the women over her head and slammed her down on the ground with enough force to leave Sylvania stunned. 
 
      
 
    Alvori's response was nothing but brutal. His mace met Corenden's jaw and sent the small Pog cart wheeling into the ground with enough force to knock him out, and knock him back when he hit the ground. His entire body flashed neon as his Shield tried to understand what just happened. The entire left side of Corenden's helmet was ripped off by Alvori's unleashed strength. Panzer was the next one on Alvori's list. He came swinging, blue eyes blazing with rage. His swing was so fast that Panzer was only misted by water as she flitted outside of his range. 
 
      
 
    Alvori pursued her relentlessly, his mace and shield barely flying past Panzer's head more times than she'd ever be comfortable with. Now on a full retreat, she was forced to let her molten aura to disappear lest Alvori manage to pin her with water. "A LITTLE HELP CLOUD?!" She yelled out, stumbling over her own footsteps. 
 
      
 
    The bruised Pog got unsteadily to his feet. Still out of it, he wobbled back and forth until he let his long feet twist out slightly. Alvori cursed to herself as she got to her feet and looked up to the havoc Alvori was up to. She only looked at the unguarded Pog for a moment before hurrying in his direction. "CLOUD!" Panzer shouted. His body tilted precariously as he turned to face Sylvania. With a confused look, he looked around the field and caught glimpses of Hunter and Nem fighting their own fights before returning to the women before him. 
 
      
 
    He snapped to attention when the fingers of Sylvania's Crystal-coated hand pierced his armor and dug into the area around his small right shoulder. A normal-sized person would have been out then and there, but Sylvania failed to effectively strike a knee-high opponent. "GRRRAH!" Corenden practically roared as he broke away from Sylvania's encroaching Orenth. Despite the sting, Corenden found the Crystal coating inside his armor stopped the bleeding rather effectively. 
 
      
 
    Sylvania looked at the blood on her hand curiously. "Crystal Vs. Plasma has a mutual resistance." Corenden explained, retrieving his weapon. "These Shields can protect against Crystal Orenth, but it's such a rarely used Type and I'd rather invest in Ice and other Types I'd be especially weak to." "Hmm." was Sylvania's only response. 
 
      
 
    Corenden chuckled. "I don't expect you to chat much," He extended his blade by a foot with a solid piece of oaken wood. With his free hand, he pulled off his helmet, allowing a squared helmet of wood to replace it, with emphasis on protecting his jaw. Arend twitched noticeably when Corenden tossed the ruined helmet aside and raised his weapon. "But I'm sure a little noise from you will bring your buddy running." "Hmm." 
 
      
 
    Corenden's blade met Sylvania's with a shower of sparks and woodchips. None of the extension of Corenden's blade remained attached to his sword as Corenden blocked every swing, snap, and thrust from Sylvania. He could tell she was still holding back, despite her berserk partner still trying to pin Panzer down. Corenden had to switch to a weaker one-handed style as his right shoulder's throbbing grew distracting. 
 
      
 
    Twisting around with the grace of a dancer, Sylvania took advantage of Corenden's fatigue and swung her elbow around in a tight arc, her hand snapping out to grasp Corenden's sword edge with her gauntlet. Corenden abandoned his sword again and closed the gap between them fully, his wings tickling the back of her head as he dropped down behind her back, dragging his hand behind him and leaving a spongy coat of wood behind. It tightened painfully as the water inside it was pulled out by an unseen force. Her brief cry of pain was met with Alvori turning around immediately. 
 
      
 
    Corenden didn't bother to act upon the briefly immobilized women, waiting instead for Alvori to come charging. Sword in hand, he waited at eye level. Alvori led with a downward smash which skittered across Corenden's blade. Anticipating Alvori's follow-up with a swinging shield, Corenden flipped over it, not before leaving a small deposit of wood at its center that quickly expanded as it fed on the water coursing through the shield. 
 
      
 
    The handle of Alvori's mace was thrust upwards and into Corenden's ribcage. He huffed at the impact, but left Alvori's hand covered in wood. Now unable to drop his weapon for a time, Alvori couldn't snatch at Corenden as the Pog flitted around him and left small deposits of wood around his joints, slowly building up to tight clusters. Alvori struggled against them and was surprised to find the wood was far harder than any kind he had encountered before. Despite this, Corenden still took caution in further disabling Alvori. 
 
      
 
    Sylvania took note of this with noticeable disdain as Panzer pushed her further away from Alvori. When Alvori was completely rooted to a single spot, Sylvania finally pushed back. With a sudden jerk of motion, she shifted her weight to float around Panzer's incoming strike, planting her right foot with her back to Panzer, she whipped her elbows back to drive the ends of her blades into Panzer's face. Blinded in a burst of neon, Panzer took a quick step back. 
 
      
 
    Sylvania gave Panzer no time for a witty remark, closing the gap between them and striking out with Crystal claws. Panzer took the bait, easily blocking Sylvania's hand but opening herself to a strike at her stomach. With an "Oof!", Panzer stumbled back. Sylvania moved to close the gap a second time, this time turning her body sideways and uppercutting with her blade. With the unique advancing arc Sylvania attacked with, Panzer was forced to fall backwards to avoid her attack. 
 
      
 
    Once her arms could touch down, Panzer slid towards Sylvania and locked her feet around the women's ankle, twisting for a surprise takedown. Now flat on her back, Sylvania was further surprised when Panzer's heel dropped into her chest. Panzer quickly pulled her feet back and rolled over her head and onto her feet. She was surprised to see Sylvania get to her feet, and even further surprised to see Alvori join her. 
 
      
 
    Corenden, his right arm hanging loose but not dislocated, took the chance to join Panzer. Panzer could tell his previous matches and injuries were catching up to him. "What happened?" She asked. "He's tougher than he looks." Corenden replied with a huff. "I can't knock him out. Even if I was at 100%, I still doubt I'd be able to." "This is one hell of a time to need help." Panzer said with an empty laugh. "I don't see you doing any better." Corenden quipped. "It's Cobalt Soiden." Panzer said as if she was admitting something. "They aren't going to be easy, especially after riling them up so much." "Let's hope Nem and Hunter are having a better time." Corenden replied before he and Panzer returned to their fight. 
 
      
 
    Corenden's hope was well placed. Without adequate teamwork, Gorm and Yagami were painted into separate corners with the two Dragon's Den's members whittling away at them. Hunter had gained some agility since his fight with Finch, easily keeping out of reach of Yagami's hammer and striking with Dark-coated limbs and an innate blade. 
 
      
 
    Nem found the simple Gorm was easy to encircle with his powers despite not having much impact on him directly. Gorm's abilities to shrug off most of Nem's physical attacks forced him to rely on Orenth based attacks. Already highly agile, Nem was able to easily cut through or step around the chunks of earth Gorm sent his way. It was around the time Alvori started his rampage did Nem realize one-on-one fights weren't going to get them anywhere. 
 
      
 
    "Hunter!" Nem called out. "I know!" Hunter replied, ducking under a beam of light from Yagami's hammer. "I can't help them right now!" "Hunter!" Nem called again, slicing a line of Orenth between him and Gorm before sprinting towards Hunter and Yagami. Hunter flashed a confused look until Nem cut into a beam from Yagami's hammer, and the focused Light Orenth curled around and into his blade, emerging as the pale silver aura of Moon Orenth. 
 
      
 
    With a gentle flick, Nem cut a curved line into the ground between him and Yagami. It glowed dully when compared to his others. Hunter frowned as Nem turned to look at Gorm, the tip of his blade resting at the edge of the gouge he made. The Changed Rilla had started a reckless charge, a charge Yagami simply walked out of the way for. Nem twisted his blade so that the small spike at its tip bridged the gouge in the ground. 
 
      
 
    "This should end bloodily." Yagami said casually to Hunter at the other side of Gorm's path. They both snapped back to Nem when the line in the ground erupted in a silvery crescent of Moon. "Wave-Ring…" Nem began as he tensed his body. With one hand gripping his sword tight, Nem whipped his arm around, sweeping the tip of his blade over the line in the ground, bringing with it a mass of Moon Orenth nearly ten feet in diameter. "Gibbous!" Nem shouted as he sent it flying in an incomplete disk of Moon. 
 
      
 
    Gorm came to a stop as the disk shattered against his body, into shards of Moon Orenth that left him with thin, painful slices across his face, arms, and chest that made it past both his body and his Shield. He prepared to bellow in rage, but Nem flew at him, sword gripped in two hands and delivering a powerful skyward slash, Moon's Sonata's long blade cutting a foot into the ground below to make the sharp angle possible. 
 
      
 
    Gorm's entire chest lit up with blazing Plasma fighting off Nem's Moon. The large man retreated well out of reach of Nem. What was left of his armor was charred and useless. While no permanent scar was on his body, a silver discoloration was left on Gorm's skin. He ran his finger down it curiously. 
 
      
 
    "Nem!" Hunter exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    "What the hell was that!?" Yagami demanded, strutting towards Nem. "No weapon is supposed to be able to be able to overpower the-" 
 
      
 
    Nem whipped his blade past Yagami's face, who immediately hopped back. Nem held his blade out, one eye on him and the other on Gorm. "This is a Legendary Weapon for a reason. The judges here might rule it weak due to a lack of definitive Matrix, but that only means it's limited by its user." 
 
      
 
    "Why have you only begun to use those techniques now!?" Hunter demanded. 
 
      
 
    "Like I said; it's only limited by its user." Nem said, a beat of sweat appearing on his forehead. Hunter nodded slowly, understanding. 
 
      
 
    "Hey! Mook!" Yagami called out to Gorm. "Are you going to sit and stare at that or are you going to fight?" Gorm glanced up, frowning suddenly. 
 
      
 
    "Hunter!" Nem called, looking to him. "I get ya now!" Hunter replied, running at Yagami. Gorm charged at Nem again, this time more aware of what was ahead of him. Nem narrowly darted out of Gorm's path, headed straight for Yagami instead of countering. Yagami was confused at finding himself facing two people at once, deflecting Nem with the shield on his back. 
 
      
 
    "This is shameful! Two on one isn't a fair fight!" Yagami exclaimed, looking back at Nem. 
 
      
 
    "No one ever said it was." Nem replied as he struck out with his palm at the center of Yagami's shield. As Yagami lurched forward, Hunter drove the point of his sword at Yagami, only grazing the Shield near his left side. With a sudden burst of Plasma, Hunter cut through the large chuck of rock Gorm had thrown at him and Nem. Nem fully sheathed his sword, attacking Yagami barehanded. Panic set in as a flash of shadow in the corner of his eye led to Hunter standing behind him. 
 
      
 
    Nem caught the head of Yagami's hammer, grunting at the force behind it but was unaffected by the Light that splattered out between his fingers. Twisting, he tried to wretch the hammer from Yagami's grasp. While that failed, he still held it tight as Hunter prepared a Cavity Slash. Gorm's shadow suddenly loomed over Nem and Yagami. Nem retreated with a touch of panic as Gorm slammed down with his two hands clamped together. Yagami squeaked as Gorm made contact with his head, crumpling to the ground immediately in a flash of neon. 
 
      
 
    With little hesitation, Hunter directed his Cavity Slash at Gorm. The neon energy quickly spread across his body and had a reasonable effect on his Endurance. He didn't seem all too concerned with taking out his teammate and more interested in crushing Nem. Hunter immediately hurried to join Corenden and Panzer, trusting Nem to continue to hold his own. The crowd was starting to get noisy, as chants of "Dragon's Den" and "Cobalt Soiden" began to fight each other. 
 
      
 
    Hunter deflected the swing of Alvori's mace with a long thrust between Alvori and Corenden. The Pog was exhausted but still fighting. Hunter was amazed he could fly let alone fight in the condition he was in. His right arm hung useless, the entire shoulder coated in a thickening layer of Crystal that dug into the gashes in his muscle. His left held on to his sword only though a tightly clasped layer of wood around his hand. 
 
      
 
    "Glad to see you're here." Corenden said, taking a moment to catch his breath. "Though you're giving them what they want." "I doubt taking us both on is something they want." Hunter replied, watching Alvori take a more defensive stance. "I know you're tired, but are you up for this?" "You'd do better to swap with Panzer briefly. Then I can have her chip off some of this Crystal." Corenden replied, raising his sword. Hunter glanced over Alvori's shoulder to the two women locked in exchanges of wicked blades and devastating punches. He glanced back at Corenden and shook his head. "NO." 
 
      
 
    "But your Plasma-" "A weakened attack is still an attack. Don't forget I'm not a Pog and I've yet to go all out." "I'll follow your lead then." Corenden replied. 
 
      
 
    Hunter started his Beat Drive, matching its tick against the beat of his own heart. Before Plasma even began to gather on his blade, Hunter rushed forward. His sword skittered across Alvori's shield, giving Alvori an opening to attack Hunter directly. Corenden shot by Hunter's head at full speed, driving his sword against Alvori's mace with all the effort he could muster. 
 
      
 
    Hunter's free arm lashed out at Alvori, his fist colliding straight-on with his nose. Alvori was forced to take a step back, but didn't move to touch his nose or stop the bleeding. Hunter ducked under Alvori's mace as it swung at him, driving his hilt into Alvori's ribs. Hunter's blade skittered in a shock of neon across Alvori's shield, now heavy with Plasma. 
 
      
 
    Corenden latched onto Alvori's face, clinging tightly. Alvori flailed wildly, trying to shake the Pog off. Hunter drove his blade forward, managing to hit Alvori in the area between his side and his back, pushing his Plasma out in a bursting shockwave. Corenden was flung a few feet away onto his face, not fully unconscious, but unable to fight any longer. 
 
      
 
    Panzer managed to accidentally driven Sylvania to Alvori's side, and so she regrouped with Hunter. She was breathing hard, and sweating enough to make the air around her cloud with steam. "She's… fucking… tough." Panzer huffed. "I can… see why… she's Ranked SS." Hunter slowly looked over at her. She nodded, grinning. "I know." She pointed at Alvori with a limp arm. "And he's… S Extra…; the guy… more than qualifies… for SS, but lacks… a second Type." 
 
      
 
    "That's good for me then." Corenden said weakly from below, managing to hobble out of immediate danger. "Maybe I'll at least get C." "Dude, you're in line for G at least." Hunter replied immediately. A loud cheer from Dragon's Den made the remaining fighters glance over to Nem and Gorm. Nem was stoic in a dancing flame of silver moonlight, Gorm on his back and unconscious as his Shield flashed in defiance of Nem's remaining energy. Corenden continued to hobble away, calling out over the crowd. "Take them down you two!" 
 
      
 
    "Need a boost?" Hunter asked Panzer, increasing the tempo of his Drive. "It'll be useless if… you can't stop Alvori." Panzer replied, still breathing heavily. "I can stop him alright." Hunter replied, gently resting his blade on Panzer's shoulder. She felt an undulating pulse of energy fill her body as Hunter's Plasma fed her Nova. "My next attack may very well a double-edged sword however." Hunter warned. 
 
      
 
    Panzer huffed, standing straight as she caught her breath with a final deep puff. She shrugged off Hunter's blade. "All or nothing? I like it." He sheathed the Beat Drive. "We're far past 'nothing' now." Hunter replied, starting forward with a slow jog. Panzer eyed him suspiciously, following his example. She quickly noticed he was picking up speed faster than she could keep up with. 
 
      
 
    A cloak of darkness blended his features into a moving shadow; thickening to the point the faint shimmer of his Shield became visible against his black backdrop. Panzer was sprinting after him, but was a dozen feet away when Hunter made contact with Alvori. Alvori simply held up his shield to block the unarmed Hunter, a mistake on all counts. 
 
      
 
    Hunter's body suddenly brightened as the pressing darkness surrounding him flashed into liquid silver. His left arm reeled back as he gathered the silver Orenth around him into his palm, his fingers drawn back with his palm ready to strike. "LUNAR AQUA-ISITION!" He shouted out as he struck Alvori's shield with his silver spear birthed from the dark. Hunter's Moon Orenth had an immediate effect on Alvori's shield. The Water Korvan inside it expunged all of their water out at once, blasting both Alvori and Hunter with shrapnel and extremely powerful Water Orenth. 
 
      
 
    Panzer was caught in the fallout, her Shield flashing as she was flung sideways. Once she hit the ground, she immediately covered her head and curled up, looking up once the water and metal settled. Hunter and Alvori were in craters of mud, Shields crackling. Alvori was the first to move, letting out a long groan as he managed to sit up. He noted the bits of his shield embedded in his scrap armor. Ears ringing, he looked up as Hunter struggled to one knee. 
 
      
 
    "That was Moon Orenth!" The announcer managed to exclaim as Hunter slowly stood, making Alvori slip into a look of awe. Sylvania looked from Panzer to Nem, who was slowly making his way towards them with the same look Alvori had. She slowly shook her head while she raised a hand. "Cobalt Soiden forfeits! Our fight is over!" 
 
      
 
    The crowd erupted into a roar as Sylvania turned to Nem and Panzer. "I can't handle all of you at once, advantages aside." She motioned towards Corenden. He was standing, sword in hand, looking around at the crowd with a growing grin. Panzer and Nem did a double take. "He was fully ready to rejoin the fight when your friend self-destructed." Sylvania explained before she made her way to Alvori to help him off the field. Nem and Panzer shared a look before they burst into laughter and cheers. 
 
      
 
    "Dragon's Den Vs. Cobalt Soiden! Let's hear it folks! Who's the baddest guild in the Alliance!?" The announcer yelled into his microphone. The crowd let out a roar. "Dra-gon's Den!" "That's rrrright folks! Let's have a second cheer for the tough SOB's from Dragon's Den!" 
 
      
 
    The four on the field gave as wild a wave they could muster. Arend' whistle pierced though the noise. He gave them a thumbs up as they walked off the field. Corenden, Hunter, and Panzer were all tackled by their respective partners. Panzer immediately threw Kyrel off her. "Not cool dude." 
 
      
 
    Hunter was pinned under Flake, who was talking faster than his tongue could keep up with. Berry was hugging Corenden tightly, tail twitching excitedly. "That was amazing Corenden!" Corenden laughed, wincing at his shoulder. "It was a team effort, dear." "It's what you'd call 'job securifty!'" Iode called as he, Rose, Kronth, and Arend joined the celebrating group. Nem silently edged away. 
 
      
 
    "Well… It's a good thing he made it!" Berry replied, backing away from Corenden and wringing her hands nervously. Her face flushed. "What with a child on the way." "What?" Corenden asked softly. She grasped his hand tightly. "I had Janese check me out this morning! I asked her to set me up on a diet and everything!" "But we don't even know if I'll be able to keep doing this!" Corenden exclaimed, already pulling out his hair. We've barely moved in to the new place! We need to get it child-proofed! I don't know how to change diapers!" 
 
      
 
    "Heeey…" Rose said softly, pulling Corenden's arms down from his head. "If you're so concerned, you can come over any time to deal with our troublemakers. You'll grow to understand them quickly." Arend leaned over to Kronth. "Hey Kronth," He said quietly, a grin plastered on his face. "Do Floxes really wear diapers? How does that work with the fur?" Kronth ignored him completely. "Itty bitty Pog babies!" She exclaimed, bubbling with excitement. "Have you ever seen them? They're adorable!" She immediately ran off and struck a high-speed conversation with a very confused Berry. Arend blinked. 
 
      
 
    Iode nudged Arend with an elbow. "Watch it Arend. You may be the next in line to need a babysitter." "Not until Kronth moves in mind you." Arend replied with a nervous laugh. "That bridge is a few rivers over." 
 
      
 
    - - - - Gathering of Legends - - - - 
 
      
 
    Mysh struggled to stay upright as he carried a bag of potting soil. Cir laughed, taking end of the bag hanging over his shoulder. "It's easier together." "But it's great exercise!" Mysh protested as they brought the bag to Walter. "You can exercise later." Walter replied as he patted the soil of a freshly transplanted leafy houseplant. "For now, not spilling the soil onto the lawn is your main priority." 
 
      
 
    Mysh and Cir placed the bag next to the half-full one Walter was already working with. "And reducing the stress to the plant…I know." Mysh replied, approaching Walter's plant. He placed a single, green cloaked hand on the stalk of the plant. He pulled it away and let his power fade a few seconds later. "A happy plant makes a happy home!" 
 
      
 
    A low whistle made the three look up. Arend gave them a wave. "I see you've improved, Mysh!" Cir stepped back as Arend approached. Walter stood and bowed to Arend. "You caught me off guard, Mr. Myshcell. I take it you're doing well?" "I'm fine." Arend replied with a dismissive wave. "And I hope as a friend of Kyrel, you'll understand I'd prefer if you'd drop the formality." Walter nodded. "Very well. What brings you out here?" "I wanted to spend some time with Mysh while Kronth talks with Rose and Berry." Arend replied, gesturing towards the closing front door. 
 
      
 
    "Berry?" Walter asked. "Corenden's wife. She's the pink Pog married to the little white Pog that fought in the Guild Tournament. She's pregnant, and Rose offered to give her some advice." Arend explained. He looked over to Cir. "I think I've seen you before… The name's Arend." She shuffled behind Walter. Mysh tugged on Arend' jeans. "Cir's uncomfortable around humans." Arend laughed. "But I'm not fully human." 
 
      
 
    "It's not the same though." Mysh replied. "And to touch on that subject, I want to know how to better control my powers. I've handled Salve rather well." Aenfel laughed gently. "It's not that easy little one. You learned your more potent ability quickly, but Sonic is much too advanced. You're not even a year old yet and you're thinking about very dangerous things. By all means, use Salve, but Sonic will come later once your body grows strong enough to handle it." 
 
      
 
    Walter and Cir had looks of silent horror. Arend' face flushed with embarrassment. "Sorry. I forgot to introduce Aenfel." "It's not really all that nessicary." Aenfel replied. He took a bow. "I am the Pendragon responsible for these two continuing to exist in this mortal world. Aenfel, a Pencore infused in a Myshcell." 
 
      
 
    "Amazing!" Walter exclaimed, approaching Arend with great curiosity. Arend extended a hand, coated in Slick. "I also inherited his powers just like Mysh, although Mysh is more inclined to different skills." Walter fidgeted with Arend' hand until Mysh interrupted. "Hey Arend, what do you know about plants?" Arend half shrugged. "Not much really. Only really what pertains to my job." Mysh took his free hand. "Let's leave Walter to his work. I have a few things to show you." Arend gave Cir a friendly smile as Mysh pulled him away. 
 
      
 
    Mysh showed Arend Walter's prized White Wintervine, heavy with berries. A few wintertime bees buzzed lazily on the leaves, the last of the pollen collected for the day. Arend watched Mysh with a mix of pride and amusement swelling in his chest as the young Pog explained the plant's lifecycle and their relationship to the bees, like Walter had done for him before. 
 
      
 
    "You sure know a lot." Arend said as Mysh led him along the empty rose beds, describing the colors to him. Mysh nodded. "I've spent a lot of time out here with Walter. 'Ro and Mar are more content with competing to be better at whatever game they're interested in at the moment, but I find books and discussions like this fascinating." 
 
      
 
    Arend laughed. "I still can't handle you talking so coherently. Maybe it's just a hybrid thing, or what we did for you, but you've matured far beyond what I would expect from a child not even six months old yet." Arend compared Mysh to himself. His shoulders were already higher than his knees. Arend placed a hand on Mysh's head. "And you've already grown taller as well!" Mysh laughed in reply. "That I can't explain. Perhaps my body still thinks it's in the womb?" 
 
      
 
    "It's only a matter of how large you'll grow if that's true." Arend said. "Hopefully no larger than my father!" Mysh replied. He tapped his chin for a moment. "But like you said, it may be my hybrid blood and the fantastic diet I have access to here. You see normally, Floxes don't live past fifty or sixty, but thanks to human-like standards of living and easy access to food, we can easily outlive you guys by decades. Despite Floxes maturing almost as twice as quickly as humans, we can maintain ourselves for far longer if we have easy access to food. I don't know what Sereph, or Pendragon for that matter, would do to change that, as I haven't the slightest what applies to me." 
 
      
 
    "Don't forget about human!" Arend replied, patting Mysh's head. "You've got a little of me as well. But even being the source of that Pendragon, I don't have any idea myself what it'll do to my age. I don't know how I can handle living the hundreds of years Pendragons are capable of." 
 
      
 
    "It's still a long way off though." Mysh replied, tugging at Arend' hand. "There's no use worrying about it when you've only known for a fraction of your life." Arend smiled, letting Mysh direct him further into the expansive garden. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Michael laughed. "I think we're pretty much done here." He shut his filled notebook dedicated to Aegith. The archeologist smiled. "You know me well enough without the interview." Michael nodded. "You know me; I'm always cautious. And what with the standard I created with Arend, I can't afford any mistakes." 
 
      
 
    Paine came sprinting out from the path through the woods with something clutched to his chest. He slid to a halt next to Aegith and Michael, his gasses balanced treacherously on the tip of his nose. "Slow it down a bit Paine!" Aegith exclaimed. "What did you find?" Michael asked, a little excited. Paine held out a quarter inch metal box the size of his palm. 
 
      
 
    "It's an audio log. Read the name!" Paine replied, placing it in Michael's hands. Michael looked over the box, noting one edge had small prongs in four sets of four spaced evenly. He checked the opposite edge, finding faint scratched letters cut crookedly into the metal. "Ruby…Myshcell?" Michael said slowly, struggling with the poor handwriting. 
 
      
 
    "The Grand Engineer." Paine said with a thrilled grin. Michael presented the back end. "I've never seen a connector like this before." "It's a First-Generation audio log. Ruby was known for using older tech to save cost with construction." Paine explained. "Normally Captains and high ranking officers would use them, but Ruby was definitely important enough to get her own recorder." "How are we supposed to find out if it still works?" Aegith asked. 
 
      
 
    Michael let out a chuckle. "I know a guy with a First-Generation airship." Paine and Aegith frowned. "Arend." Michael explained simply. Aegith looked at Paine. Without turning his head, Paine let out a sigh and pushed up his glasses. I'll find a suitable box." He hurried towards his tent. "Are you sure it has the right equipment?" Aegith asked. 
 
      
 
    "Arend is Arend." Michael replied. "If it didn't, he'd find a way to get it to work." Paine returned with a book-sized locking box that Michael assumed had been quickly emptied. Paine secured the audio log as best he could before giving Michael the box. "Make sure to send us a copy." Paine said rather gloomily. Aegith gave him a pat on the back. "I know how much you'd want to hear it yourself first, but it's part of Arend' heritage." Michael stood. "It was nice talking with you again, Aegith." He gave them a wave before disappearing into the jungle. 
 
      
 
    [X] 
 
      
 
    Sareville was in an uproar. Early that morning, Shifted Tilt revealed the big project they had been working on: a self-funded prototype of a completely new kind of airship, powered by what Arend called a "Heavy Drive." The sleek, striped silver airship rose out of a large hanger at the outskirts of the city, sporting a single red stripe down both sides. 
 
      
 
    The GTS had worked closely with Shifted Tilt to keep the plans quiet until a flyable prototype could be shown off. Kyrel was at the helm, circling the edge of the city twice before settling into Sareville's harbor. Arend hopped out to direct Kyrel to the end of Dock 10. He admired the design as it bobbed in the water. 
 
      
 
    It was built to carry and house a large crew, making it as large as most of the ships in the harbor. From a bird's eye view, the airship had a definite delta wing, starting from just behind the bridge and curving out around a large fan built into either wing, before dropping back into the triangle shape. The side view showed just how large the airship was; six floors from the bottom to the top, with the top floor only including the bridge at the front of the ship and the bottom two floors under the water. 
 
      
 
    The wings of the airship were a story tall to accommodate both the large rear-facing engines and the powerful fans built into the structure of the wing. The insides of the wings as well as the rear quarter of the top floors were where the majority of the airship's mechanics were, the latter the location of the ten-foot diameter Heavy Drive that powered the entire ship. It was unlike any other Drive, with Matrices mounted on the ring rather than individual Korvan, creating the same incredible power at speeds slower than 100 RPM. 
 
      
 
    The nose of the airship started where the wings began and where the bottom three floors ended. The bridge of the airship was at the highest point, the streamlined glass dome encasing it giving a view of the ship behind them and the sky above. Four stations were dedicated to visually monitoring what couldn't be seen from the bridge: The two sides, the rear, and what was below the ship. They wouldn't be occupied unless the airship was in danger of attack, instead a simple radar set up would track anything that approached. 
 
      
 
    The center floor of the airship was comfortably above sea level, and was primarily a hallway that connected to the rest of the airship and held kitchen and entertainment services. The rear end of the third floor was an open-air terrace that doubled as an entryway, the tables and chairs bolted to the airship. The bottom two floors were the quarters of the crew and passenger, Arend' –the captain's- was set up in the nose of the ship, giving him the most privacy. 
 
      
 
    Arend had given the airship the capacity to fire a few weapons, but the Silverwind wasn't made for fighting. Despite that, its maiden voyage would be through a land Arend did not know, to a destination equally mysterious, so Arend took a few precautions in whom to crew it with. He handpicked seven mercenaries to fill jobs that none of his friends would want or were qualified for. 
 
      
 
    Allan and four people from his group were to act as security and protection during the journey. Myith was in charge of engineering, with Arend capable of superseding his command if nessicary. Rusty, Tawny, and Nate were among the contacts Arend brought along to help if anything went wrong. Tommori had arranged for five of his Floxes to meet him in Chewek when the Silverwind touched down for a check of its systems. 
 
      
 
    Arend was alone on the dock, watching his creation bob up and down in the waves. Kyrel caught Arend' attention when he stepped out of the ship. "I've got a few things to get at my place. I'll be back soon." "Alright. How did she handle?" Arend asked as Kyrel stepped onto the dock. "She was pretty smooth." He replied. "She's definitely bigger than anything else I've flown." Arend nodded. "Over 300 feet long and the wingspan is almost just as much." 
 
      
 
    "And hey, why'd you make the 'wings' so thick anyway?" Kyrel asked, looking up. "You had to put in two giant fans to get any sort of lift." "They need to be sturdy." Arend replied. "Especially if we need to make a quick getaway; the Heavy Drive is capable of a lot, Kyrel." Kyrel nodded slowly. "I see. I take it there's a few hidden things to increase maneuverability should that happen?" "Aye. It won't be a smooth ride in the least, but it'll be enough to get us away if the worst happens." Arend exchanged a look with Kyrel before tilting his head down the dock. Kyrel jogged away, leaving Arend alone once again. 
 
      
 
    Arend laid down on the dock, his feet dangling above the surface of the water. He awoke from a short nap by the sound of approaching footsteps on the dock, which quickly grew to a thunder as the group of people came closer. Arend stood up to greet his passengers and friends. Arend hoped to talk a little with those from outside Dragon's Den, but he found there were far too many people to keep track of. Most of his crew was already on the Silverwind, but the fifty or so people all trying to find a place to stay and put their luggage was overwhelming even for him. 
 
      
 
    Somehow Kronth found him and pulled him away to the side of the terrace and away from the crowd. She sat with him on a steel bench, watching the growing crowd. "Hey, there's Hunter and Flake." Arend said, pointing them out near the edge of the crowd. He immediately did a double take. "Is Flake wearing bellbottoms?" 
 
      
 
    "WHAT." Kronth stared and immediately shook her head, a smile growing on her face. "Those aren't bellbottoms." "Then what are they?" Arend asked, noticing a flash of bright colors around Flake's legs as Hunter led him through the crowd. "Hunter must have introduced him to raves. It's a style of wide pants popular in that scene; I'm sure you noticed the reflective tape?" Kronth replied. Arend shook his head, trying not to and failing to imagine Flake at a rave. 
 
      
 
    Kronth nudged him, pointing to Faulken, who had brought his motorcycle. "He better not ruin the carpet." "I'm sure he'll be careful." Kronth replied. Her eyebrows jumped at who followed him. A group of Dragon's Den's S-Ranked were trying to be aloof, but they were obviously impressed with the Silverwind and some of the other people trickling into it. "Raser, Kune, Tel, Genifir, Sokeyes, Kancan… and Pike." Kronth said, naming them off for Arend. "If Arking was here, the entire Second Ring of our S-Ranked would be here." Their luggage were simple backpacks, each containing everything they would need for the journey and not much more. 
 
      
 
    Nem and the Legendary Weapon users were the last to file into the airship, carrying only what they needed just like the S-ranked members. "We've got a lot of people coming with us." Arend said, doing a quick count in his head. "And it looks like we've got a few more tagging along."Kronth said, nudging him. He looked up and looked over to the dock like she was. Gliese and King gave him toothy grins. "Ahoy hoy cap-i-tan!" Ros called out, popping up on Gliese's back. 
 
      
 
    Arend stood up and walked to the railing facing the dock. "Do you three plan on coming as well?" "Of course." Gliese replied. "It'll be irresponsible to not to." Arend gestured to the starboard side of the terrace. "You're going to have to stay you here; There's no way to fit you inside." "We're fine with that." King replied, stepping from the dock and over the railing directly, his weight shifting the Silverwind slightly. He and Gliese settled in the clear area of the terrace, allowing Ros to hop off Gliese before they could bury him in layers of fur. 
 
      
 
    "Do you think I could take a look around the ship?" Ros asked Arend. "Fine by me, just stay out of trouble." "Aye aye!" Ros replied, hurrying into the Silverwind. Arend nudged Kronth. "Hey, where's your luggage anyway?" "I just called it." Kronth replied as she slipped Oragè's ring off her finger. Arend pointed at the ring. "And by the way, how did Oragè teleport way back when? He called it 'Rushing' or something?" "It's not teleportation. Oragè's kind can move quickly in a straight line, but their vision is Orenth based at farther distances, so what you thought was a portal was a target I created for him to help navigate the Orenth fields in a city." 
 
      
 
    Something in Arend' bag vibrated. He pulled out a red flip phone. "You paged me?" He asked. "Yeah uh, we're ready when you are." Kyrel replied. "Engage the Heavy Drive and get the passengers settled and the crew ready. I want you ready to take off when I step onto the bridge." "Alright. I'll make the announcement." Kyrel replied, ending the call. Shortly after, his voice filled the airship carrying his and advising the passengers to move to the windows at the front of the bottom floors. "Arend!" Someone shouted from down the dock. Arend glanced to see Michael running his way. 
 
      
 
    "What's up?" Arend asked, hopping off to meet him on the dock. He held out a small wooden box. "Aegith's team found this." Arend flipped it open to look at the small metal box within. "It's an audio log made by one of your distant relatives." "Ruby Myshcell?" Arend asked, picking it up and reading the name. He glanced at the plug. "Ahh. So that's what it's for. I've got something in a display case in my quarter's that looks like this'll work for it." 
 
      
 
    "Make sure you get a copy of it and send it to me; Paine was rather excited to be able to hear from her directly." Michael replied. "I will. You're not coming I assume?" Arend asked, gesturing to the airship behind him. Michael shook his head. "I've got an article to write. It's a nice airship, though." "Thanks. She's called the Silverwind. I guess I'll see you around." Arend gave him a wave before hopping back onto his airship, hooking his toe on the gangplank and pulling it off of the dock. 
 
      
 
    "And hey," Arend called back as the airship began to rise. "Why didn't you call?" "Phone's dead!" Michael called back. He was almost pushed off the dock by Oragè, who flung Kronth's duffle bag up to Arend. "Cutting it close!" Kronth called down. "Have a nice trip!" Oragè called back. Arend glanced over at Kronth. "Why doesn't he call you 'mistress' anymore?" "He's been busy with his people and we've kinda drifted apart as I've taken my place as Guildmaster. And what with how things are going for him, he has his own place with his people. My job as a Beastmaster is coming to an end." 
 
      
 
    Arend chuckled. "And by then, Berry will have her kids and we'll have to force you to work!" "You're probably right about that." Kronth replied as she took a last look at the city before nudging Arend. She took her bag from him and they started for the door. "I'll go put this in our room. You should head to the bridge, Captain." "I'm just a man with an airship. You don't have to-" Arend was knocked forward when something large and hard flew into his back. Kronth watched with mild amusement as a fully armored Corenden sat up, his luggage thrown against the wall. 
 
      
 
    "You okay Arend?" Kronth asked once Arend rolled over. "Ow." Corenden shrugged unapologetically. "I can't quite control myself at high speeds yet." He looked to Kronth. "Berry says hi." Arend stood up. "Just put your stuff in a room somewhere. We're about to set off." Corenden retrieved his bag and hurried after Arend and Kronth into the Silverwind. 
 
      
 
    Corenden found himself in a wide hallway, light blue carpet covering the floor and the walls painted pale red. The ceiling was black, with speckles of color added that turned it into the swirls of the night sky. Scones on the walls provided light down the long hallway. Corenden noted that the doors were few and spaced far apart from each other, so he assumed they were for large gatherings. 
 
      
 
    At the far end of the hallway, where the last two floors ended just before the nose began, was a large curved window, reinforced by an outer steel frame. It started at the floor of the bottom floor, and ended just under the stairs from the third floor into the nose. Everyone else was gathered to watch the slow rise out from the sea, and Arend' command to start the flight. 
 
      
 
    Arend glanced back at Corenden. "If you hurry, you can see us set off." Corenden walked up to him, waddling only slightly. "I'd much rather see it from up there." Arend shrugged. "If you really want to carry all that." He replied as he started up the stairs. "Every moment can be training!" Corenden replied, hurrying up the stairs as fast as he could without tripping. Arend watched him go with a chuckle. 
 
      
 
    The nose of the Silverwind had the same long hallway, ending with the giant nosecone made of reinforced glass and seating for a few people. Behind them was a walkway around either side of the staircase to the engineering section of the airship, as well as an elevator door. Two doors on either side of the hallway led to Arend' room and his study, to the right and left respectively. Next to his study door was another elevator to the bridge, a special door to it on the inside of Arend' study for easy movement. 
 
      
 
    Arend opened the door for Kronth, a special keycard required to open the door. She dropped her stuff off just past the door before joining him and Corenden in the elevator. The ride was mostly uneventful until they reached the bridge. The walls collapsed down as they rose up into the floor of the bridge, a few steps behind Arend' chair. "Was that really nessicary?" Kronth whispered to Arend as she realized they were the center of attention. "It's my special elevator. I wanted it to be cool." 
 
      
 
    She let out a sigh. "Yeah, I guess it is." Once they all stepped off, the elevator disappeared and was replaced by a metal trapdoor with no perceivable button. The carpet of the bridge was a light grey, with red and silver streaks giving it a bit of flair. I giant, encompassing dome that surrounded them allowed a view of the sky, ocean and the top of the Silverwind. Kronth noticed that there were only two people on the bridge prior to their arrival. 
 
      
 
    The bridge consisted of two separate levels. Kyrel's station was directly in line with the center of the airship, consisting of a standing wheel that had basic readouts on the speed and direction of the Silverwind, and a seat resembling a cockpit directly in front of the wheel, which Kronth assumed was for Kyrel if and when the airship was in serious trouble. 
 
      
 
    To Kyrel's left was a Changed, but it took Kronth some time before she could identify exactly what kind. The Monster he took after was a rare breed of snake that, instead of growing scales, grew Korvan-like formations on their body. The scales of these Kruxstal Snakes were as hard as bedrock and were mostly mundane in terms of Orenth. His skin was a cool grey under his clear scales. She assumed he had a technological job based on the array of switches and touch screens that adorned his station. He tilted his head when she caught his gaze, the slits of his eyes watching her briefly before he smiled. 
 
      
 
    Kronth smiled in return as Arend led her forward to his chair. It too was centered with the ship, near the edge of the steps down to the lower floor area. Since Kyrel was standing on a lower level, Arend could still see straight ahead of them without any orange hair blocking his vision. Kronth joined Arend in his chair while Corenden fluttered down to watch next to Kyrel, finding a place to sit on the station to Kyrel's right. 
 
      
 
    "Ready to fly, Shhir." The Changed said to Arend. "All shyshtemsh are ready." "For the last time Skiff, call them networksh." Arend replied. "Shorry Shir." Skiff replied. "Criosh." Kyrel said, looking back. "Let'sh get on with it." "Shining shtarsh shparkle in the shilver shky." Corenden said quietly. Arend looked at them incredulously. "The shnake shlithered acrossh the shandy sheashide." Kronth said with a giggle. "Enough." Arend insisted as he tapped a button on his chair. He looked around at them before 
 
      
 
    "Passengers of the airship Silverwind, once we leave this harbor there is no going back. I doubt any of you will turn back after all of this, so let me say that I am grateful I don't have to travel alone. Without further ado Kyrel, onwards." "Aye!" Kyrel cried in reply before Arend turned off the intercom. 
 
      
 
    No one was watching from Dock Ten as the Silverwind started forward over the surface of the water. No one needed to wave good bye, as word had spread over the true reason for the journey. No one watched the airship quickly build speed and altitude as it sped for the horizon. The day-to-day life of Sareville carried on as it always had, and the city's citizens held a common belief after everything Dragon's Den and Arend had done for both the city and their own Guild. No one's heart dropped as they watched the final flash of silver on the horizon, because everyone believed they all would come back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you liked this book, check out Lightfall’s Crossing! 
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