


Chapter 1

The Septentrional Tower

The man’s footsteps echoed on the

ice. One step at a time, one foot in

front of the other, on and on and

on. His brown cloak, once seeming

like a powerful ward against the

cold, did little to help him here.

How long had he been walking

this path, along the Ancient Rivers?

Weeks? Months? He couldn’t tell.

The Zenith Sun hung high in the sky,

but it gave off little light and even

less heat. Days were long here, far

longer even than at the World of

Universality. It was as though the

Zenith Sun never moved in the sky,

and it was hardly colder and darker

on the rare occasions it did set.

The man could barely move. He

was exhausted. Yet one foot in front

of the other he proceeded on, through

the coldness and the bleakness. Tempting

as it was to throw his sword to the
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side, just a bit less weight to carry,

he yet kept it, knowing its power was

far greater than its mere weight.

He could not give up now, for in

the distance he saw his goal at last.

The Septentrional Tower arose

in the distance, beneath the Zenith

Sun. A massive structure. Otherworldly,

something that could only have been

created by the Six Gods working in

harmony. The tower arose countless

kilometers, tall enough that the man

could not truly fathom its majesty

with his mortal eyes. To think that

in truth it was yet taller, still rising

from the River Nexus. . .How far would

it be at this point? For a structure

so incredibly large, it would be visible

perhaps thousands of kilometers away,

maybe tens of thousands. Many days

of travel might still be necessary.

The man blinked. He had stopped

walking. . .when? He sat, staring at

the Tower, deep in thought. He shook

himself off.
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Now rise, head for the tower, where

skies are closer. This was his purpose.

This was his quest.

To ascend the Septentrional Tower.

To unleash the power, small as it

was, he held within him, to force

the Gods themselves to intervene.

To do what must be done.

Could the inner flame warm your

heart? He recalled wondering the

question, when first the power was

bestowed upon him. Perhaps it did,

mused the man, as he took one more

step forward through the frozen

wastes.

“Halt.”

The voice echoed, loud and firm,

as if coming from every direction.

The man stumbled, in sheer surprise

at the sound of another. He found

his voice after a moment’s pause,

4



realizing he’d not spoken in many

months.

“Who is this?”

The voice that rang back sounded

as if coming from a woman forged

from rock. Indeed, two great forepaws

seemed to reach out of the ice, while

yet leaving no hole. The being, whatever

it was, pulled itself up out of the

ground, into Existence.

A great beast of dirt, of rock, on

a grand pillar of ice. Perhaps five

meters tall, the creature towered

over the man. Two hind legs, a

powerful and muscular tail, and

the body of a great lion, if made of

rock and stone. With each movement,

bits of dirt and rock fell from the

figure. And this beast had the face

of. . .A human female, wearing a necklace

of the Heptanity? The man mused

at the strangeness of this, made only

more imposing as she unfurled a pair

of wings that seemed made of the
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ice. In the illumination, the man saw

that two skeletons surrounded her,

those that looked like servants of

the Ophidian Demon.

The man shuddered.

“I am a Scion of the Armored Colossus.

My name is Themens.” She affixed the

man with a cold stare, eyes of black

marble piercing his soul. “Tell me,

mortal, why do you wish to pass?”

The man’s reason was forgotten

for an instant as he looked up at

the figure before him. “I wish to ascend

the Tower, to reach the Gate of Gods.

I wish to plead with the Six on my

behalf, and the behalf of others.”

He did not speak of the power he

held. That, he suspected, would be

a truly terrible idea.

“One day the guiding star will

shine on, mortal. On that day the

journey will be far easier. Your cause

cannot wait?” A rock fell off Themens’
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body.

The man shook his head. In a single

absurd moment, the identity of Themens

became clear to him. A sphinx. He’d

heard tales long ago, of those who

test mortals before they may proceed

to the River Nexus. “I do not fear

the cold. This cause is of utmost

importance. The Gods must listen. I

cannot wait for the Guiding Star

to arise. I must go now, while the

Tower is at its peak.”

Themens took a step forward. The

man nearly collapsed as the earth

shook around him. Somehow, the

ice remained solid beneath their feet.

Themens leaned in, wings flapping,

looking at him curiously, before sitting

back on her haunches. “This form

is temporary,” she said. “I can remain

here for not much longer before

this body crumbles to pieces. Is that

time enough for you to explain your

tale. . .and how you came to possess

the strange power within you?”
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She knew. Damn it all, somehow,

she knew!

“ Remember a time in the Garden

of Forsaken Souls,” said Themens. “

Under the bleeding moon, you would

remain motionless.”

The man took a deep breath and

sat. “It sounds like you already know

much. I will begin there. In the Garden.”
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Chapter 2

The Garden of Forsaken Souls

“The place was not always the Garden

of Forsaken Souls.” The man shuddered.

“Once, it was beautiful. Alight with

the power of Universality. Unformed,

untethered, unlike the other Worlds

Beyond.”

Themens watched the man, a curious

expression in her face. “Tell me, mortal.

What happened to it?”

“You already know, don’t you? We

can’t have been the only ones affected.

The Ophidian Demon sent his forces

to us. The Spirit of the Essence broke

the Heptanity, disrupted Existence.”

Themens blinked, bits of dust flaking

down from the Sphinx’s body. “Your

assumption is rather bold, mortal.

There is much you do not know. I

would advise you not speak so ill

of Essence in my presence. But go

on.”
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The man’s voice broke for a moment.

“I can still hear their cries, I still

see death in their eyes. . . Demons of

great power invaded us. We couldn’t

fight against them, not against power

like that. We have no Scorching Dragon

to help us, no Armored Colossus.

Universality was supposed to be that

which bound us all together, of all

and of none. But that made us weak.

Our power was drained to feed the

hunger of the Ophidian Demon, and

the World of Universality became

desolate. My people, my friends. . .Myself.”

The man couldn’t stop the tears

running down his face. He saw in

his mind’s eye the dark crystals, the

overpowering decay and flesh of

the demon they’d created. “We were

tricked into a ritual to save us, a

ploy by the Ophidian Demon to break

the curse, but instead we strengthened

it, at the cost of our own souls.”

He took in a shuddering breath. “They

ended their journey, saw their dreams
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just fade away, unable to break the

spell.”

Themens shook her head. “I did

not know of this. I knew of the Ophidian

Demon’s recent actions. You were

right to say that your world was

not the only one affected. We are

all in the midst of a crisis, mortal.

I’d heard about those trapped in the

Garden, suffering from the curse

inflicted on themselves, and how

one mortal escaped from it, but I

did not yet recognize the true nature

of the place. I am sorry to force

you to recall these memories, but

you must go on.”

“We were there,” whispered the man.

“I was there. I was one of them. Trapped

in the husk of a hideous deformed

forest, the sap our tears as we suffered,

the twisting branches reaching up

to the sky for deliverance. Yet none

came, and soon we had all given

up our last vestige of hope. Until

she arrived.”
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“She?” Themens cocked her head.

The man nodded. He noticed, dimly,

that Themens’ body was smaller than

before, more and more of it flaking

away over time. She said she had little

time before this form crumbled. How

much was left? “I couldn’t see at

that time. None of us could, trapped

for so long in the husk of the human-

shaped trees as our sorrow was consumed

by the Ophidian Demon. Yet we could

sense her, feel her presence, and somehow

we knew as she fought. A woman, in

angelic garb, with immense power.

In one hand she held a grand white

staff, and in the other, a blade of

such might that as she swung it the

demons were slaughtered with ease.”

Themens recoiled, eyes wide with

surprise. “She was there in person?

And she carries the Sword of Crystalline

Light?”

The man raised his sword and pulled
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it from its sheath. A holy glow shone

from it. The area was bathed in a

pure golden light for meters around.

“Not anymore. She left it for me.”

He returned it, the glow vanishing

in an instant. “Its light attracts the

attention of demons, so I try to keep

it sheathed unless I must fight.”

“Celestheia comes from the World

of Wisdom. I’ve learned to trust her

judgment. If she felt it prudent to

visit your world in person, I will

accept that her reasons are sound.

But still, to give a mortal the Sword. . .

Things have truly grown dire.” She

leaned in. “I haven’t much time left

before this body is lost. Quickly, now,

tell me. How did she free you from

the Garden? And how do you carry

the Light? I cannot sense the Sword’s

power, but I still detect something

in you. Something more fundamental.”

“The woman — Celestheia, you called

her — destroyed hundreds of demons

through her sword and staff, unleashing
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a true fury of a type I have never

seen. With few left to feed upon us,

our sorrow could flow out in a pure

river. As it did, Celestheia sang a

pure tone. I don’t understand how

it helped, or what the song was, truly.

Yet shortly afterwards, the curse

waned enough for a single being

to escape. Me.”

The man’s tears fell freely now.

“She left the sword, told me that I

needed it, and vanished as quickly

as she came. But there was something

else. . . ” He looked in the pocket of

his cloak. Yes, there it was. He pulled

it from his pocket, held it up to Themens.

Her body decayed faster now, one

eye crumbling to dust and her forepaws

turning into sand. She wouldn’t

be able to last another minute. Yet

she leaned in further to witness what

he held. A dark grey rock with hints

of blue, roughly the size of a fist,

perfectly round and unremarkable

were it not for the sheer sadness
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that hit the man as he looked upon

it.

“In the last instant, they spoke

to me. The others, trapped there. May

this precious stone we leave for you

free our souls from this curse. May

those endless tears drown the fire

that consumes every heart. This stone

is the essence of our suffering, given

time to form when it was not used

for sustenance by others.” The man

replaced the stone in his pocket. “So

now I go, to plead with the Six. The

Five now, if the Ophidian Demon has

been thrown from their council at

the Gate of Gods. To beg them to

help us, to free those who are left.”

Themens sat back, billowing dust.

“Your cause is noble. I bid you to

pass on. Beware, mortal, for the Lord

of the Abyssal Empires awaits you.

May we meet again, in my true form.

But first, you never did say. What is

the Light you possess, and how did

you come to have it?”
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The man could feel it in him, an

ethereal force flowing through his

veins. The Light. But what was it?

What was it he held, deeper than the

stone, deeper than the Sword of

Crystalline Light? As Themens’ body

crumbled, he said the truth. The truth

that frightened him, more than anything

else.

“I don’t know.”

“Neither do I. I suspect we will, in

time. Bid thee well, mo. . . ” She did

not manage to finish the last word

before the Sphinx collapsed into dust.

Once again, the man was alone.

He stayed for a moment longer,

in respect for Themens and Celestheia,

and then continued on toward The

Septentrional Tower.
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Chapter 3

Confront the

Great Abyssal Flames

The man continued on towards the

River Nexus and the yet growing

Tower. The winter Solstice yet approached,

and with each passing step, it should

have grown colder. Yet his breath

soon ceased fogging up before him.

He found it curious, but not concerning,

until he found himself sweating beneath

his cloak, yet coughing from the

scent of sulfur.

Something was truly wrong at

the Nexus. The man proceeded onwards,

even as the ice he walked upon grew

more and more covered with blackened

soot. That it failed to melt was not

something he found himself wondering

about.

As the man proceeded, he found

a trail of ash, forking into two, one

left, one right. Both seemed to move

toward the Tower. The first passed
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through a wide, flat expanse, the

other mounds of ash and bone. The

man paused, pondering his options.

The first seemed safer, for it was far

less likely to be ambushed, and the

other appeared ominous and foreboding.

The man took a single tentative step

forward on the path on the left,

then another, before—

Stay back. Go another way.

A stray thought seemingly forced

its way into the man’s mind. He stepped

back in surprise. Where this thought

originated, he could not tell, yet

it seemed to echo with power, of a

sort that reminded him of Themens,

and Celestheia.

Foolishly, he paid it no heed.

By my own will, I throw myself

in the abyss, the man thought to

himself as the ground gave way beneath

him. Ash flew into his eyes, clogging

his mouth and nose. Each attempt
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at a breath caused him to splutter,

spitting out grime. Rocks grazed

him, scraping his arms and leaving

shallow cuts. He fell and rolled

dozens, hundreds of meters, before

at last coming to a stop.

The man couldn’t bring himself

to move. His body ached as he spat

one last mouthful of ash out, praying

— pretending, rather — that he may

yet find himself safe.

Foolish, whispered the voice. But

not damning.

The man had little energy to worry

about the voice. He stood on shaky

legs, taking stock of the situation.

He yet had the sword, but the stone. . .

The stone was gone. The man whispered

a curse to himself as he inspected

his surroundings. A great cavern,

streaked with glowing red stone,

barely bright enough to see by. Stalagmites

many meters tall arose. He could
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see no ceiling, but there must be one,

for he could no longer see the Zenith

Sun. Nor the Tower. In that moment,

he realized that he no longer even

knew the direction to travel. Everything

looked the same in this cavern.

As he took a hesitant step forward,

something the man heard a sound

that sent chills down his spine —

demonic scrabbling and great cries

from all directions.

He knew that sound. He hated that

sound. He feared that sound.

Demons approached. Hundreds

of them.

Never lose your faith, echoed the

voice in the man’s head. In this fight,

you bring the Crystalline Light.

Ignoring the presence had proven

dangerous before. Taking a single

deep breath, the man drew the Sword.
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In an instant, the cavern brightened,

the darkness clearing before him

from the light of the blade. Dark

grey walls were to his left and right,

many hundreds of meters distant,

with small openings and caves dotted

among them. The slope behind him

was steep, impossibly difficult to climb

back up. The only clear direction

was forward.

Of course, the dozens upon dozens

of great beasts pouring out of the

walls would make that difficult. Beings

made of ash, with eyes and tongues

of pure flame that somehow gave

off little light. Their forms shifted

and twisted, changing forms in an

instant — one moment on two legs

like a human, a winged serpent the

next, a cloud of dust the third. It

was hard to tell whether a mass was

one beast or many, but the man was

certain this was more than he had

ever seen or sensed before since he

had regained his human form. Perhaps

not quite as many as Celestheia had
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battled to restore him, but her power

eclipsed his own. An impossible horde

to defeat.

Yet the man had no choice. He

swung the blade.

A beam of concentrated light burst

from the tip of the Sword as he swung,

cleaving the nearest ashen beast in

two, despite it still being many meters

away. The ash settled to the ground

rather than reforming. Two more

figures took its place and closed

the distance in an instant. Dodging

a blade made of flame and a claw

of ash that tore his cloak, the man

thrust with the sword. A flash of

light caused the nearest two beasts

to fall and stunned others nearby.

Weaving between blows, he slew

demon after demon. The smell of

sulfur grew ever stronger with each

he cut down, near or far, as he ducked

blows, danced between stalagmites

to keep as much distance as possible,
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and dove through the darkness. Yet

the light of the Sword of Crystalline

Light dimmed as its wielder grew more

exhausted. Their numbers seemed endless.

How could he possibly manage to

defeat them all?

“Enough!” cried a voice. A thundering

bass, with a brutal, gravelly undercurrent.

The man stopped. The demons stopped.

As one, they turned.

A cloud of ash billowed into the

room. As it took form, the man stepped

back in fear. An enormous demonic

face, many times larger than any

other demon he had seen thus far.

It floated perhaps two meters off

the ground, yet its eyes were near

the top of the cavern. Dark red eyes,

the same hue as the Zenith Sun, bored

into the man, seeming to stare directly

into his soul.

“You have come far enough.” As

the beast spoke, it revealed an array

of dark, charcoal teeth lit from
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behind by a flame that made the man

sweat. Ash blew into his face. “You

have destroyed too many. I am the

Lord of the Abyssal Empires. You will

perish now!”

The Lord of the Abyssal Empires

is here? The voice in the man’s head

had been silent of late. He’d nearly

forgotten about it in the fighting.

I did not intend to reveal myself

this early, but my hand has been forced.

For now, mortal. . .

Run.

He ran. The man dashed to the

nearest exit he could find, slashing

at the Lord of the Abyssal Empires

as he did so. The light was absorbed

by the demon. He simply remained

there, floating, not affected like

his brethren. The Sword of Crystalline

Light had grown somewhat faint,

but the man had no time to hesitate

or look closer as a horrific cacophony

sounded behind him, almost like an
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avalanche. Uncertain how a beast

made of ash that floated through

the air would make such noises, he

chanced a glance behind.

The Lord of the Abyssal Empires

had taken a new form, the ash forming

obsidian plates and teeth many meters

high. A pair of horns sat atop the

beast’s head, as it flew through the

air towards him. The teeth clacked

together, a deafening sound of stone

on stone. Specks of red light focused

on the man as the beast began to

laugh.

“Run, mortal!” the Lord of the

Abyssal Empires shouted as the man

turned to flee, trying to force the

image of that thing out of his mind.

“I, the Grand Devouring Mouth, I crush

your body, grind your bones to dust

and reduce you to a lifeless carcass!”

The man barely heard the taunt as

he dashed through another cave,

hoping against hope he would make

it somewhere, anywhere —
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A great wall of fire blocked the

man’s path. The man found himself

in another large cavernous room,

yet this time there was but one exit

other than that which he had just

used, behind the wall of flame.

He was trapped.

He turned to face the Lord of

the Abyssal Empires. The great obsidian

form hulked closer. Pointing the

almost darkened sword at the demon,

the man determined that he would

at least not go down without a fight.

As the monstrosity flew closer,

teeth clacking in that horrific noise,

a blast of pure dark energy, seeming

almost like the opposite of that from

the Sword of Crystalline Light, blasted

the demon. One horn and a tooth

crumbled into pieces.

The Lord of the Abyssal Empires

turned. There stood a dark figure
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with glowing yellow eyes, messy black

hair, and a suit of dark armor. The

man knew, somehow, that this was

the voice from the abyss. In his hand,

he held a staff that looked like the

twin of the one Celestheia had used.

With it, the man fired another dark

blast at the Lord of the Abyssal Empires,

but this time the demon darted out

of the way, with the beam barely missing

it.

“Sol-Orcus!” the Lord of the Abyssal

Empires cried out. “What have you

done? You betray us, at this auspicious

time? You violate the will of the

Ophidian Demon with your insolence.

Just because you are a Scion does

not let you do as you please. I shall

crush you like the pathetic worm

you are, and rise as the new Scion!”

“It is you who violates the will

of the Ophidian Demon,” spat Sol-

Orcus. His voice had the same quality

as the one in his head, not many minutes

ago. Whatever this person’s allegiance,
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they had been trying to help him

for some time now. “You know not

what you are doing.”

The Lord of the Abyssal Empires

exploded into ash before reforming

back into the face. It fired a blast

of pure flame at Sol-Orcus, which

he deflected with a blast from his

staff. The man wondered if that was

yet another relic like the Sword of

Crystalline Light.

Sol-Orcus dodged a tentacle of

ash that slammed into the ground,

causing the cave to shake, before

taking something from his pocket

and throwing it at the man, as hard

as he could.

The man caught it, barely. When

the wave of melancholy washed over

him, he knew just what it was.

“Use the stone!” yelled Sol-Orcus,

just before the Lord of the Abyssal

Empires crashed into him, knocking
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him back several meters. “The precious

stone from the garden conceals

the great power to open the seal!”

The Lord of the Abyssal Empires

formed himself into a great blade

and stabbed through Sol-Orcus.

“A thousand tears shall be released. . . ”

Horrified, the man took the stone,

the symbol of where he had come

from, his one possession to remind

him of all he strove for, and did

the only thing he could think of.

He threw it, hard as he could, at

the wall of flame.

A torrent of water burst forth.

A flood, a wave, a tsunami, more water

than the man had ever seen in his

life before. The tears of those he

had left behind. His own tears. The

pure essence of sadness, of suffering,

of everything he worked so hard

to make right. All was contained

in the stone, breaking free from the
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pure heat of the wall of flame.

The flames extinguished, everything

swept away. Rocks broke free from

the walls, stalagmites cracking and

flying by. The Lord of the Abyssal

Empires was pummelled with the water,

his ashen body being beaten and

disintegrated by the water too quickly

to reform. The wall of flame extingushed,

the man found himself carried along

by the impossibly strong current.

Open the seal, unleash the raging

streams, said Sol-Orcus in his head

once more. Drown the flames, waters

of precious fountain. I wish you luck,

bearer of light. Worry not for me, I

have survived worse. Your journey

is nearly over, but you are not done

yet.

The last thing the man heard before

he lost consciousness was, Noel will

find you. Do not be afraid.
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Chapter 4

Guardian of the Celestial Spheres

The man awoke upon a gently rocking

surface when a spray of water landed

on him. He sputtered and sat upright.

Before him, he saw an array of greenish

brown spikes jutting from the ground.

The Zenith Sun was visible once more,

brighter and warmer than before.

Far in the distance, the Septentrional

Tower rose into the sky. To either

side, was simply more ground. Yet

behind him. . .

Behind was an ocean, teeming with

life. Fish, eels, and serpents swam by.

Turtles paddled along. There wasn’t

much time to look at them, though,

for whatever the man stood on flew

through the water at such speed that

he could barely look at one school

of fish before they were too far off

in the distance and yet another was

in his view.

“Careful. You would not want

31

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ngvg4Impc-s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ngvg4Impc-s


to fall off.” The voice came from

beneath the man. “I would have to

dive below and get you again, and

that would not be easy.” The ground

before him — a neck, he realized —

twisted, a snout and two eyes staring

at him. “I am Noel.”

The man said nothing. He simply

looked into the sky, at the Tower,

then back at the ocean.

“This area has begun to recover,

thanks to you,” Noel continued. “Sol-

Orcus told me what you have done.

I found you not far from here, drifting

along the myriad souls delivered

from the flame. You destroyed a

great many demons. Harmony might

just be restored once more.”

The man remained quiet a moment

longer, before asking, “So the Ophidian

Demon is destroyed? Has the Spirit

of Essence been defeated?”

Noel’s eyes narrowed. “The Lord
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of the Abyssal Empires is little compared

to the Ophidian Demon. This was a

setback for the Elemental, but far

from a defeat. Regardless, did not

Themens tell you not to speak ill

of Essence? I understand you bear

a grudge, but your anger clouds

your judgment.”

“You’re another Scion, aren’t you?”

asked the man. “How else would you

know Themens?”

“I am a Scion. Of the Mother Siren,

She who understands the world around

us, more deeply than any other, and

breathes life into the land. Guardian

of the oceans, where the seeds of

ancient and mystic creatures were

sown. Including you, mortal.”

“You’ve dragged me along. I am

not involved in your affairs, whatever

they are. I just want to help my people.

Who are you Scions and why do you

continue to carry me along like

this?”
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Noel turned back to the water.

“You have played a role in things

you do not yet understand, mortal.

But you will. Like it or not, you are

involved in our affairs now. You

carry a strange power within you,

one we do not recognize, and I suspect

you have a large role to play in things

to come.”

“When we reach the Tower, will

it help? Will they listen? Will they

free those I left behind?”

Noel was silent for a moment. “I

know not the details of your case.

I heard from Themens that you were

in part responsible for your own

imprisonment. That makes things difficult.

Celestheia and Auraeon are researching

as we speak, to determine what can

be done. You will wish to ask them

once we arrive.”

The two of them carried forth,

though not a word more was spoken
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for some time. The man busied himself

by inspecting the Sword of Crystalline

Light and the ocean around them.

Thankfully, now that he was more

rested, the glow had returned to

it. He watched as Noel swam by fish,

ranging from small as the palm of

a hand to many meters across, and

the tower grew closer, kilometer

by kilometer. Soon it was so close

the man could almost begin to make

out details of the stone from which

it was created. His goal in reach at

last. . .

“Be wary, mortal.” Noel began to

slow. “There is trouble ahead. The

Leviathan has awoken.”

The man closed his eyes for a moment,

trying to keep his frustration within.

“What does this mean for u—”

A vast roar drowned out the rest

of the man’s question, as a blue mountain

began to emerge from the waters

many kilometers away.
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No, not a mountain, realized the

man. An eye. It fixed on him and

Noel with a pupil that stretched into

the distance.

“Hold on, mortal,” shouted Noel.

The man grabbed the nearest spike

as Noel’s speed increased to a blinding

rate.

“A new cycle has begun!” Noel could

barely be heard over the increasingly

turbulent waters. Leviathan, dragon

of the apocalypse, servant of primitive

chaos, emerging from the depths.

Its body extended further, further,

further. . .

The land was wreathed in shadow.

The man looked up to see a faint

glow from the Leviathan. The Zenith

Sun was nowhere to be seen. The land

darkened around him.“A new Leviathan

wakes at each Solstice. He is the guardian

of this mystic gate, a gate he will
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never enter. The sign of a new Age.

But the Ophidian Demon has changed

things. This eclipse has never happened

before.”

“What does this mean?” the man

asked.

“If the Leviathan does not leave,

continues to eclipse the Zenith Sun,

the Solstice will never end. Our world

will be of frozen ice for eternity.”

With each passing moment, the light

grew fainter. The ocean dimmed, the

Septentrional Tower in the distance

growing harder to make out. Even

the Leviathan’s outline all but vanished.

The man reached back to unsheath

the Sword of Crystalline Light, to

release just enough ligh to see by,

but as he did, a faint glimmer caught

his eye. “What is that?”

“What is what?” rumbled Noel. “I

see nothing.”
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“The glowing waters, red and purple.

It’s faint but clear. It leads on there,

a river coming out of the Nexus. It

flows up, somehow.” The man pointed,

though he couldn’t even see his own

hand at this point. “To. . . to the Tower.

To the Gate of Gods.” The words began

to rise from him, not quite his own.

“The eclipse unveils a passage towards

immaterial worlds, a connection

between the celestial spheres from

high above.”

“The temperature has dropped greatly,

mortal. You do not see what you

think you see.”

The man barely heard over the

sounds from within. The spark inside

of him, the flicker of Light, the spark

of will that Themens spotted within

him, the unknown source of power

that had been with him since his journey

began. It beat against his chest, invisible,

not felt in any physical sense, but

there, calling out to the strange

waters.
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He could not have resisted. The

pull to the beautiful, shimmering

light of the river that Noel could

not see was far too powerful. He

jumped.

The extent of his foolishness became

apparent in an instant. The flow

of the waters dragged him beneath

the surface. He held his breath as

best he could, furiously trying to

swim towards the light, but it grew

fainter, not brighter, with each passing

second. He heard the call of Noel,

distorted by the water, but could

not tell where the voice came from.

Where was up, where was down. . . ?

Deeper and deeper, I sink through

deep waters. The man’s thoughts were

broken, faint, slow, unclear even to

him. Breathless and helpless, I am

drowning in the darkness. . .

Hope was lost. The man sank lower

beneath the surface. The tendrils
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of bright light could scarcely be

seen. His lungs burned with the effort.

Too exhausted to continue, he opened

his mouth, awaiting the flow of water

into his lungs.

It never came.

He blinked.

He straightened.

The light pierced him.

The river of divine light shot into

him, into his mouth, suffusing his

body. He breathed deeply, infusing

the power into him.

He saw it, he felt it, he knew it, somehow.

A lone purple tendril touched the

Light inside him, the spark he’d carried

for so long.

The light within exploded. His skin

glowed as pinpricks appeared above

his skin. Shards pierced him from
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within, yet he felt no pain.

No, not shards. Feathers. Blue,

purple, and red. Countless feathers

as he grew, his fingers changing, his

self changing. Or did the world

change around him?

He rose through the water as his

body changed. The power of the River

was his, and theirs. The power he

carried within was theirs, and his.

Universality. The harmony of Existence.

He saw the Leviathian, from above,

even as he remained beneath the waves.

His voice echoed out, the man and

the bird as one, a silent cry that

all could hear. It is running through

my veins. It is erasing all the pain.

The Grand Peacock will rise up. All

the stars, my thousand eyes.

He broke free from the water, letting

loose a call that shook the land.
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The divine waters flew all around

him. He towered over The Leviathan,

a beast that no longer seemed so

large or intimidating.

For the first time, he spread his

wings, letting escape the stardust

of life.

And so, as the Leviathian was thrown

away, restoring the light of the Zenith

Sun for all of the Worlds Beyond,

the Six became Seven.

The man’s eyes closed.

42



Chapter 5

Constellation of

the Gate of Gods

Countless eyes opened. The man saw

through the gaze of two. One floated

just above the glowing water, looking

at the Septentrional Tower, so far

away yet so close at once. The Sword

of Crystalline Light remained on

his back, as though it somehow refused

to let go. He looked at his hands —

his human, five-fingered, unfeathered

hands— and realized he was a human

once more.

Or perhaps not, for he hovered

above the water, the power still infused

within him. And the other eyes. . . the

stars above. Through infinite gaze

of the other he saw his feathers, the

grand blue tail of the Starlit Peacock.

This gaze, this form, him but not him,

flew in an abyss of emptiness, of infinite

potential.

“Where am I?” muttered the man.
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His head pounded with the effort

of seeing these two worlds at once.

The Starlit Peacock cried out as he

spoke, the sound echoing with such

force that he heard it countless

kilometers away, with his human ears.

“What am I?” Was he human? Was he

Elemental? Was he God?

“WHAT AM I?” He called out into

the nothingness. The Starlit Peacock’s

cry was so great that he felt the

land shake, even as he heard it through

the ears of the bird himself.

In his other self, in the Starlit Peacock,

he felt the presence of another. He

saw a faint blue light, as a mottled

blue being soared past him. Great

feathers, a flash almost like lightning.

Not him, not the Starlit Peacock,

but like him, somehow.

“Do not be afraid, mortal,” heard

the Peacock. A voice that echoed,

that could not quite be placed. A

being far beyond the man’s comprehension
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as just a human.

Do not be afraid, mortal, heard

the man, though in his mind.

“Well, mortal no longer.” Once

more, both heard, though each in

their own way. “You are one of us

now. Come. Let us go to the Gate

of Gods. Both of you.”

“A Scion?” asked the man. He knew,

somehow, that even with his mortal

voice, so far away from the being,

he could still be heard. He paused,

too stunned find more words.“Why?

Why have you done this?” The peacock

flapped his wings to follow the creature,

while the man, filled with conviction,

flew towards the Gate of Gods. Kilometers

passed in mere moments.

“We have done nothing, for we

did not know. The Six of us merely

helped you achieve your goal. You

wanted to reach the Gate of Gods.

The Spirit of Universality selected
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you. Your bravery, your tenacity,

led you to being chosen to be the

seventh Scion. Themens suspected

that the power you carried might

be bestowed upon you by the Spirit

of Universality, but Universality never

left power in the hands of a mortal

before. We truly did not know.”

“Who are you?” the man asked. “And

where are you? Where are we?”

“Aethera,” said the voice, echoing

through his mind and the Peacock’s

ears. “We are in Consciousness. Here,

nothing can become everything, and

everything, nothing.” The being gestured,

to the faintest pinprick of light in

the distance. “Following the light

of the Worlds Beyond is the way to

reach your destination. You and

the Peacock must both arrive at the

Gate of Gods. You are so close. Your

journey is almost at an end. When

you arrive we can help you and the

Elemental become two beings. Hurry.”

The blue being seemed to smirk. “You
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do not wish to keep Auraeon waiting,

do you?”

The man flew. The Starlit Peacock

soared. Through space? Through

time? Was there truly a difference?

Constellations flew by, the beauty

and the light of the world.

In an instant, or an eternity, the

man halted. The tower stretched

upwards, seemingly endless. The stonework

was before him, each brick clear. He’d

made it. The man reached out to

touch the wall of The Septentrional

Tower. All that remained was to ascend.

He saw no door, yet he needed no

door, for the power he’d awakened

within him. He shot upwards, meters

passing by with the second.

The Grand Peacock too stopped.

There, in the distance, was the Zenith

Sun. The light seemed faint to the

man, back when he trod upon the

rivers of ice, but here, the light shone

out in all directions, warming the
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Starlit Peacock’s feathers. Feeling

the warmth of pure solar energy,

he bristled with power, with strength.

The Zenith Sun was surrounded by

five smaller stars, three on one side

and two on another, emanating the

power that fed the Worlds Beyond.

Before, they seemed limitless — yet

now, it was clear to the man, that

everything he knew was just a small

part of something truly grand.

A voice called out. The man heard

it as he ascended the Septentrional

Tower. The Peacock heard it as he

flew alongside Aethera, towards the

Gate of Gods beneath the Zenith Sun.

Not through his ears, but in his bones,

in his soul, in his heart. Dimly,

LONG HAVE I HESITATED TO NAME

A SCION. FEARFUL OF WHAT MIGHT

COME OF IT, I REMAINED PASSIVE, YET

NOW I SEE THAT MY INACTION UPSET

THE BALANCE. I HAVE TO REACH THE

LIGHT OF THE WORLDS BEYOND, TO

COMPLETE THE WORK THAT I HAVE
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RENOUNCED FOR SO LONG.

Thus spoke the Spirit of Universality,

for the first time since The Awakening.

All of the Worlds Beyond stopped

to listen.

Aethera flew before the Starlit

Peacock. The peak of the Tower became

visible, both with the many eyes of

the Elemental form, and with the

man’s eyes as he ascended ever higher.

“Your Radiant Star is shining for

you. The Zenith Sun reveals the way

to your destiny. This Guiding Star

above the tower, you will be.” Aethera

spoke with something approaching

reverence.

The man landed atop the Tower.

Through his eyes he saw the Grand

Peacock. Through the eyes of the

Grand Peacock he saw himself. Already

their wills had started to split, though

slightly. Before him he saw the beautiful

golden gateway. Spires extended even
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farther, almost holding the Zenith

Sun in their reach. Golden pillars

reflected starlight. He could not

quite comprehend that which he

saw, for he knew it to be beyond the

comprehension of any. A beautiful,

multifaceted structure. The gateway

between Consciousness and Existence.

The Grand Peacock passed through,

leaving the world of stars and light,

where time was but a suggestion, and

entering into the world of will, of

flesh and Scions and Gods. A sixth

star ignited, above the Zenith Sun.

A new God had been born.
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Chapter 6

Lightbringer — Quintessence

of Dawn

“Welcome, Scion of the Starlit Peacock.”

A deep, baritone voice eched from

behind the man. He turned to see a

man with eyes of flame, the horns

of an ox, and wings of pure radiance.

With him were five others. Sol-Orcus

and Celestheia he recognized directly,

each with their staff of Light and

of Dark, yet the remaining three he

knew, the instant he saw them, to

be Themens, Noel, and Aethera. Not

the forms they’d taken before, but

their true forms, appearing as humans

but yet as something more. Each was

clad in resplendent garb, of light

and of dark, of life and of death.

They truly were Scions.

“Long and hard has your journey

here been. Your consciousness is splitting,

and soon the Starlit Peacock will

have a mind of its own. You’ve become

one of us, to restore the balance.
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Rare is this honor.”

The man’s voice defied him. The

words he wanted escaped. “I. . . I. . . ”

He took in a deep breath. Exhaled.

A faint glow escaped his mouth and

dissolved in the crisp air. He shook

his head. “I did not come here for

your honor. I did not come here

to become a Scion. I did not come

here to become involved in your affairs.

I just want to save those I left behind.

If I do as you ask, will you save them?”

Silence greeted him.

It stretched into eternity.

The Scions — all six of them — looked

to each other. The expressions on

their faces told him everything.

At last, Themens spoke. “We cannot

help you.”

The man staggered back as though
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he had been slapped. “I have come

so far. I have braved countless demons,

traveled for months, taken on a new

form, walked through the River Nexus

for this. And you won’t help them?

Why do you refuse?”

Celestheia stepped forward. “We

did not say we won’t help them. We

can’t help them. It is not within our

power to do more than we have. I

didn’t free you. You freed yourself.

I weakened the curse, and so it shall

remain. You escaped because of your

will,and so too can the others escape.

In time.”

The man blinked back tears. “I don’t

understand.”

Noel, his true form a man with a

beard and a piercing gaze, answered

next. “You were lucky. You had power

within you, the spark you carried

and the attention of Universality,

and through it you broke through.

I will not lie to you. Your friends
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will have a much harder time than

you did. But you can still show them

the way.”

Sol-Orcus spoke up. “Show them

the hidden stairway. Carry the torch

of the Lightbringer. Bearer of Light,

arise. A new cycle has begun, unlike

any previous. Take the power you

have been bestowed, and through

it you can become an example to

them all. They will break out of their

prison, in time, but only if you shine

the light you were given to show

them the way.”

Aethera took a step forward. “Celestheia

acted as a beacon to you. Through

that you reachd out, and you broke

through the curse. So too can you

act as a beacon to others. They will

strive for you, push beyond the boundaries,

and through that they can free themselves.

Heal the wounds from their prisons

made of their flesh. Annihilate the

curse they inflicted on themselves.

Through this, you will not save them
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all. Rather, they will find the will

to no longer need rescuing.”

In the back of his mind, the man

knew the words to be truth. There

was much to learn about this strange

new world he found himself in, this

new realm, but as the Seventh Scion,

and the first Lightbringer, he knew

that this was his role. And through

it, though not when and how he

had hoped, he would yet accomplish

what he set foot to do. His people,

his friends, would become Bearers

of Light like him, if only he took

forth that given to him and joined

the others.

The man nodded. “I don’t understand.

Not truly. But I can feel that which

you are saying, how it resonates with

the world around us..”

“Yet I must know. . .How did this

start? Why is the Ophidian Demon

trying to conquer the Worlds Beyond?

Why has Essence done this? And why
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were there only five stars surrounding

the Zenith Sun, and not six?”

Silence once more. At last, Auraeon

answered. “Essence is gone.” At the

man’s shocked look, Auraeon noted,

“Not dead. Gone. The Spirit of Essence

has vanished, left to another realm.

Its connection to the Worlds Beyond

and all of Existence has been severed.

Until there is a return, all of the

creatons Essence imbued have lost

all control. Sol-Orcus is the Ophidian

Demon’s Scion but even he cannot

communicate with them now. They

are lost. The star’s vanishing is proof

of that.”

The man’s voice caught in his throat,

but at last he brought himself to

ask, “Where? Why?”

He somehow knew the answer, before

it was given. The same damned answer

that he had given Themens, when

asked about the Light within him,

that which turned out to be given
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by Universality. The truth that frightened

him, more than anything else.

“We don’t know. Only that it is

something of grave nature, something

dire that extends beyond all of us,

if it were to attract the attention

of a High Spirit. That is all we can

tell you.” Auraeon looked closely

at the man. “You now understand,

or begin to understand, why Universality

has taken a Scion and formed an

Elemental after all this time. We

need your help. Your people need

your help too. Join us. Show the

way. Shine, guiding star. You are

the Lightbringer. Help us find Essence.

Help us save your world, and others.”

The man’s terror, the mere thought

of a threat that could extend so

far beyond eevrything he thought

he knew, that such a thing could

even exist, was paralyzing. But he

knew, at this point, what the true

choice was.
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He lowered himself to one knee.

“ I will join you, bearing the flame

that lights the withered hearts. Themens,

Celestheia, Sol-Orcus, Noel, Aethera,

Auraeon. I pledge myself to your

cause.”

Auraeon grinned. “I have but one

queston, then. What is your name?”

A name? He’d not used it in so

long. He’d almost forgotten he had

one. Yet there it was, in the back of

his mind, in his consciousness. The

Starlit Peacock called out in the

distance as he answered. “Archan.”

“Then stand and join us, Archan!

We are as brothers now! Let us unite

and let this new Cycle be greater

than all before it!”

Archan stood. And for the first

time in a long time, he smiled. “Let

us find Essence, then, and refresh

the world anew.”
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