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Chapter 1
A pale girl with snow-white hair and cloudy gray eyes...
Strange. I felt like I should know the girl standing before me. But no matter how hard I tried, I just couldn't put a name to her face...
These three words slowly began to escape from her mouth. "Xander Faust... Awaken."
I woke up from my dream, sweating and gasping for air. I swept my eyes across my room and sighed. I’d frozen everything over in my sleep again. Not surprising. The same thing happened whenever I had a nightmare. But this one felt different… more real than a dream.
I began to shiver. I dismissed my thoughts, banishing the ice around my room with a single snap of my finger.
I rolled my eyes. The “blessing” of the goddess of ice, Glacia. The power to “control” the cold. Every major island in the world of Ubiaxus had a patron god. And mine just so happened to be the worst.
I looked in the mirror at my cloudy grey pupils, one of them obscured by my long snow-white hair. Gray pupils and white hair were a sign of the followers of Glacia. Everyone in Ubiaxus agreed that the Glacians, the followers of Glacia, were the strongest. So, they gave us our own island out of respect. Or at least that was the reason at first. After a while, they made it clear that they didn’t give us our own island because they looked up to us, but because they feared us.
We weren’t allowed to leave the island. We were basically prisoners. Even the weakest among us were considered a threat.
And who better to speak about weakness to me, the one outcast for his lack of power? That’s right. Even at age 17, at the cusp of adulthood, I was unable to manage even the most basic of spells. I was weak. Worthless.
I exited the room, grabbing a dull pair of daggers as I left. Despite my weakness, I’d had to accept that I was alone in this world. Even my own parents had abandoned me after they found out how weak I was. I was the only friend and the only family that I had.
Well… Maybe that was a touch dramatic. There was one person…
A tall, muscular, light-skinned man with clad in armor of blue leather was waiting outside my door, a large axe strapped to his back. “About time you showed up, Faust!” He said, pulling me into one of his infamous noogies. “I was about to bail on you and do the hunt myself!”
I rolled my eyes, smirking. “Like you have the stones for it, Travis…” I replied. Travis Bronwyn was my best and only friend. He was about three years older than me. He hadn’t developed any power of his own, so he was in the same boat as me. Or at least he would have been, were he not as strong as 10 men. He could do without magic what even the strongest mages in the village were unable to, so they kept him around the village just for that. “Or the brains either.”
Whenever there was a hunt that had to be done, they paired the two of us together. Travis may have been as strong as ten men, but he couldn’t navigate his way out of a paper bag. That’s why I was always there to help him.
“So, what’re we hunting today, Travis?” I asked him as we trekked into the forest.
“Not quite sure myself,” he replied. “Some kinda bird. Shouldn’t be that hard, right?” He handed me a picture. A raven. Really? Just a plain old raven? I can’t see what threat this thing could possible pose upon either of us, much less an entire island of elite mages.
I read the description of the bird’s features. That’s when I noticed something strange. It said that the raven had a 5-foot wingspan… but the common wingspan of a raven is really around four at max. Also, it had red feathers with slightly yellow tips instead of pure black ones… in short, this wasn’t your average raven. But… What else could it be? Ravens were the only birds we ever saw on the island.
I suddenly heard a croak overhead, interrupting my thoughts. I investigated the sky and saw our target soaring over the trees above us.
I was awestruck at what I saw. A creature with beautiful red wings circled above Travis and me. Travis was already drawing his axe as our raven glided down to us. I was about to do the same with my daggers, but I then noticed something odd about the way the raven was flying.
The raven’s glide was beginning to turn into a fall. As it descended, I got a better look at it. It’s wing had a long, bleeding gash on its side. It was injured.
Its descent began to speed up. Without thinking, I ran to catch the raven. Despite how fast it was falling, it fell as gently as a single feather into my arms.
The bird passed out the moment it landed. I pulled its folded wings aside and saw the bleeding gash on its left side. “Travis!” I called over to Travis, who had been frozen in shock since the moment the bird entered my arms. “Do you have any banda-”
Before I could ask Travis for some bandages to wrap the raven’s wing, something incredible happened. I blinked; my eyes were forced closed by a brilliant scarlet light that shone from the raven.
When I opened them, the raven was no longer there. A beautiful young woman with bright scarlet hair dressed in vermillion robes stood in its place.
“Are you…  Xander... Faust?” She asked weakly before falling to the ground, unconscious.
“What just…” Travis looked like he was about to say something until he saw the state of the girl before us.  We both exchanged a look before nodding and lifting her off the ground.
 

 
Later, we arrived back at my cottage, Travis almost effortlessly carrying the girl slung over his shoulder. I placed the girl gently onto my bed and placed some bandages on her wound.
“That’s the best we can do for now…” I told Travis after I was done. “I don’t have enough medical supplies to do much more.”
“Why don’t we just take her back to the village?” Travis asked, scratching his head in confusion.
“Out of the question,” I replied, shaking my head. “Can’t you feel it? Her aura is far different from the rest of the mages.”
Aura was the invisible force that shrouded every being in all Ubiaxus. It was another aspect of the blessing of the gods. You could feel a person’s aura the moment you touched them. My aura was cold to the touch. Travis’s aura had no real feeling, perhaps because of his lack of aptitude for magic. But hers… It felt warm.
The only mages that this logically made sense for were the mages of Pyros, the Kingdom of Fire. This was only reinforced by her scarlet hair and her brilliant vermillion eyes. So she was from the mainland. And the people of the village were just as scared of people from the mainland as they were of us. Odds were that they would try to kill her the moment they saw her hair. “We can’t take her to the main village,” I told Travis. “They wouldn’t even give her a-”
All of a sudden, I heard the girl cough, interrupting me. Her wound was closing on its own, bathed in flames. Soon, the gash was completely gone, as though it had never been gone in the first place. The girl coughed a few more times, before sitting back up.
“Wh-where am I?” She asked. She looked in my direction and then at Travis and back to me again. “Wait… Are you Xander Faust?”
“Y-yes,” I answered. “You were injured so I took you to my cottage.”
“Thank the gods…” The girl breathed a sigh of relief, smiling. “And I assume that makes you Travis Bronwyn?” She gave Travis a glance.
“That’s right…” Travis nodded. “But how do you know our names? And who are you?”
The girl’s smile faded. “Yes… I guess I do owe both of you an explanation of our current situation…” She took a breath. “My name is Strelitzia Cadenza, first princess of the kingdom of Pyros.” She glanced at the flame on her side, still flickering and licking the area where the wound used to be and pat it out with her hand.
“A princess?” I exclaimed, shocked. And for good reason too. “What’s a Pyrean princess doing in the Glacian kingdom?”
“Looking for the two of you, although that much should be obvious.” Strelitzia seemed to notice the expressions of confusion on our faces. “You see… I was recently visited by lady Krysta Tanda, the Seer for the island of Kronos.”
Kronos… the kingdom blessed by the god of time. His followers were able to see into the past and the future as well. All possible futures. “What did she have to tell you?” I asked her.
“I guess it’s true… The Glacians really don’t have any idea of what’s happening on the mainland…” Strelitzia clenched her fist. “Ubiaxus is at war, Xander.”
“War?!” Travis shouted.
“Yes. War.” Strelitzia replied. “The empire of Umbra, the goddess of Darkness, has begun its reign of terror once more. And it won’t be long until there’s nothing left to take over. They’ve already taken control of the Kingdom of Ventus.”
Umbra… Centuries ago, before the Glacians were exiled, there was a war that nearly tore the nation of Ubiaxus apart. And the Umbrans were the ones responsible. Their empire was banished, just like our kingdom.
Strelitzia continued. “Lady Krysta told me that the Umbrans have grown even more powerful than before, and that there is only one group of people that can defeat them.” She looked at the two of us solemnly. “A group of nine mortals who have enough magical power to be considered direct descendents of the nine gods themselves. The Disciples. You two and I are among their number.”
I fought back the urge to laugh. “Us? You almost had us convinced until that last part,” I sighed. “I can’t even control my magic and Travis doesn’t even have any.”
Travis shrugged. “It’s sad but true.”
“It might be because you’ve simply never known about the nature of the power you possessed,” Strelitzia told us. “The power of the Disciples isn’t like that of average magic. Regularly, magic is summoned from the power of a specific, strong emotion. But the magic of the Disciples comes from the emotions of the gods themselves. I could demonstrate right now, but I’m fairly certain the people of the village nearby won’t take kindly to having the forest we’re in burned down.”
“Xander…  Travis… Touch my hand,” Strelitzia stood and extended her arm to the two of us. The two of us hesitantly placed our hands on hers.
I could feel her aura just like before. But this time it felt like her aura was wrapping around my own. I also noticed something… odd about her aura. It radiated with a distinct sort of power.  Her aura, her power, was spreading through my entire body. I could feel the warmth of Strelitzia’s aura entangled within the cold of mine. A few moments of this went by before she moved her hand away from us.
“Wh... What was-” I stopped mid-sentence as Strelitzia looked as though she was about to collapse again. I caught her before she fell to the floor. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine…” She replied. “Your auras were out of control with power… I just used mine to calm them down.”
Travis seemed confused again. “But… I don’t even have an aura…” He informed her. “What even was there for you to calm down?”
Strelitzia sighed. “You seriously don’t even know what type of mage you are?” She turned her attention back to Travis, visibly annoyed. “You’re a Disciple of Terra, the earth goddess. Their auras are faint, almost undetectable, but they are most certainly there. As for how an earth mage ended up on the Isle of Glacia… I have no idea.”
Travis… was a Terran? I looked at him and he genuinely seemed to be as shocked as I was. It was then that for the first time, I looked deeply into my best friend’s eyes. They were brown, rather than the typical gray of a Glacian. I knew that Travis was an orphan, but the fact that he was a different type of mage altogether? That was news to me.
After the wave of initial shock was gone, I saw an unusually serious expression appear on Travis’s face. He seemed to understand the weight of this development instantly. “All my life, I’ve wondered why I couldn’t use magic…” Travis’s voice faded, before picking up again. “Is this the reason why?”
“Most likely, yes,” Strelitzia answered. “You’re an orphan, yes? My guess is that your parents left you here because of the current conditions in the Dominion of Terra.”
“Conditions?” Travis seemed unusually desperate for information at this point. “What conditions?”
Strelitzia looked annoyed again for a second, but her expression seemed to soften upon seeing the desperation writ clearly on Travis’s face. “The kingdom of Terra was nearly destroyed about 17 years ago…” Now her own voice was beginning to fade. “The work of the Umbrans… As a result, the land was rendered uninhabitable…”
Travis clenched his fists. “If I go with you… To save Ubiaxus from the Umbrans… Will I be able to find out where I come from?”
“Travis…” My voice faltered just as his and Streletzia’s did. “You can’t seriously be thinking of going with her-”
“AND WHAT IF I AM, XANDER?!” Travis yelled, stomping his foot. I could hear the floor beginning to rumble as he did so. I could almost swear that in that moment, I could see his eyes shining brighter. He instantly calmed down. “I… I’m sorry.... I just… don’t know who I am… And I feel like this is my best shot at finding out… And if I don’t know who I am… Do I really have any purpose? Do I have any reason to exist?”
Travis took a moment to close his eyes and compose himself before he nodded. “Xander, you know I would never force you to come with me… But if this is really my only shot at finding out who I am…” He swallowed. “I’m going with her.”
Travis looked at me with sincerity. I knew instantly that there was no changing his mind.
Strelitzia nodded and turned back to face me. “It seems that Travis has made up his mind. What about you?”
I had always dreamed of the day I would be accepted back into the village. I still held onto that hope to this very day. And leaving the island was forbidden. If I went with them, that dream would never come true. I held my eyes closed for a few moments, deep in thought.
I then thought of all the other kingdoms in Ubiaxus. If Strelitzia was telling the truth, then they needed me. And then I thought of Travis, the one person who was always there for me. I couldn’t let him go without me.
It was upon thinking of these things that my decision became obvious and I said it without thinking. “Lady Strelitzia… I’m coming with you. When do we leave?
Strelitzia breathed one final sigh of relief, thanking the gods under her breath again. “We’ll leave now, if that’s alright,” She replied. “We need to hasten to assemble the rest of the Disciples. We never know when the Umbrans will attack next. Don’t worry about packing. My castle staff has already picked out clothes for the both of you.”
Travis’s eyes widened. “C-castle?!”
“Well I am a princess, after all.” She smiled at the two of us.
From a cottage to a castle… Everything that happened today was starting to feel like a fairy tale. The three of us left my cottage and headed towards the port in the village, where we could steal a boat. Night had already come. Strelitzia summoned a flame to illuminate our path.
After a while, I realized something. “Nighttime already?” I looked around. “Wasn’t it just early afternoon a few moments ago?”   
Strelitzia blinked and then a panicked expression appeared on her face. “Oh no… Not here, not now…”
She began sprinting d own the path to the village. Travis and I exchanged a glance and took off after her. Within a few minutes, we arrived at the village. I could barely stand to see what lay before us.
The entire village was burned to the ground. Flames licked at what remained of houses. Corpses were scattered on the ground. And the only ones still standing were five men clad in pure black.
Travis fell to his knees in shock. Even though it was me and Travis’s village, Strelitzia was the one who was starting to cry. And it was at the moment I saw the first tear roll down her face that I knew exactly who the men in black that tore apart our village were.
Soldiers from the Umbran Empire.




Chapter 2
It only took a few moments for Strelitza’s despair to turn to rage. As the Umbrans departed through a dark portal, she screamed in outrage. “HOW DARE YOU?!” Her eyes began to literally blaze with hatred.
The Umbrans turned their gazes to the three of us. The man who appeared to be their leader was the last of them to turn. His gaze barely passed over Travis and I and stopped at Strelitzia.
He began to laugh, a harsh, shrill sound. “Oh? And what have we here?” We could vaguely make out the expression on the Umbran’s face, dimly lit by the fire around him. I was sickened when I saw it. A twisted and yet genuine smile, an expression of sheer joy even after what he had done to our home. “The first princess of the kingdom of Pyros? On the Isle of Glacia?!”
“You… How could you do this to them…” Looking around at all the damage, Strelitzia faltered. “They were innocent… They did NOTHING to deserve this!”
Strelitzia suddenly charged at the Umbran, her body covered in enchanted flames. She attempted to deliver a flaming punch to his face, but he grasped her fist and pushed it away with ease. He kicked her stomach hard enough to knock her off her feet.
“Is this the best that the kingdom of Pyros has to offer? I was hoping to enjoy this fight!” The Umbran walked casually to Strelitzia and kicked her ribs. She cried out in agony.
I felt an indescribable rage begin to fill me, watching all of this unfold. Looking at the ruins of the village. My best friend’s home. The expression of elation that never left the Umbran’s face.
I then began to feel a harsh pain within my chest. Shouting out in pain, I got to my knees. A chilling wave spread from my chest to the rest of my body, the pain fading as it passed through. I could feel the presence of my own aura becoming colder than it had ever been, the air around me turning to an icy mist.
I rose to my feet and drew one of my daggers, a blue light engulfing it as its short blade turned to a long sword. All my anger turned to a calm determination as I walked toward the Umbran.
The fact that the Umbrans didn’t even notice me approaching them is what upset me the most. My grip on my sword tightened as I walked towards them. Not anymore. I felt power coursing through my veins. I wouldn’t allow my feelings to be ignored today.
The Umbran leader landed blow after blow to the same spot on Strelitzia’s ribs. All of the Umbrans’ eyes were fixed on her.
I had the urge to yell to them, but my voice came out calm and colder than ice. “You,” The Umbrans lifted their heads and turned their gazes back to me. “I would like for you to turn around and leave.”
The Umbran leader laughed at me. That shrill, harsh sound. “Leave? And what if we don’t?”
“I will have to force you to suffer the same fate as all the people you have wronged today.” Although the words came out of my mouth, they didn’t feel like they were mine anymore. I could see and hear everything I said and did through my eyes, but I didn’t have any control over it.
I calmly waited a few moments for them to leave. Instead, they laughed at me again.
I sighed. “Fine,” I said. “I gave you all the mercy you were due. This is the part where you all suffer.”
I charged at them. At least that was my original goal. I quite literally ran straight through the crowd in an incredible, almost invisible burst of speed. I could feel my new blade cutting through their flesh like butter. I narrowly avoided decapitating Strelitzia as I rushed past.
My sword turned back into a dagger. I turned around, looking at what I had done. At first, there was nothing, as though the world itself were too shocked to respond to the damage I had just done. But then an icy burst of wind swept past them all, a slipstream of frozen destruction. All of the Umbrans’ bodies were frozen solid, the ice stained with blood. I then took one final look at their leader’s face. The expression of joy on his face was gone, replaced with one of pain and terror.
Strelitzia lay on the ground, coughing up blood. I intentionally had avoided her. The damage was to her ribs. When I was about to run to her, my body stopped. The cold left me, as well as all my strength. I fell to the ground, completely spent. Everything began to fade to black as my eyes began to close...
 

 
I found myself back in the presence of the silver-haired maiden. She smiled at me as I rose to my feet. I looked around and saw that we were in a completely white space, a blank canvas, nothing as far as the eye could see.
“Why hello there, Xander,” The silver-haired maiden said, sitting alone at a table for two, the only thing in the nothingness, drinking a cup of tea. “Take a seat.”
I hesitantly took a seat in front of her. “Where are we?” I asked after I sat down. “And how do you know my name? Who are you?”
Her smile faded as she looked off into the empty expanse before us. “The first question I answer will likely answer all three,” She replied. “We wandered the lands of Ubiaxus long before you…” Her voice drifted off. “Wandered its beautiful plains… Swam in its glorious lakes… Alas, we gave all of that away to give it life. This is all that we have left of our sacrifice. Nothingness.”
I vaguely recalled a story that my parents used to tell me before they abandoned me. The story of the gods. How they wandered Ubiaxus for 1000 years before they used the last of their power to create their followers.
“Are you… Glacia?” I asked the lady before me
“Yes,” She replied. “I am the goddess of ice, Glacia. And you, Xander Faust, are my chosen Disciple.”
So Strelitzia was telling me the truth… I really was one of these… Disciples. “So what I just did, that was…”
“Correct,” Glacia said. “That was my power coursing through your body. In the exact moment that you made the decision to protect Strelitzia, you became the embodiment of your essence. The essence of my domain itself: the essence of the Defender.”
“The Defender?” I inquired. “What do you mean?”
“Every element has an essence,” Glacia began. “The essence of a mage is fragment of their patron god’s soul contained within the body. It is because we have given so many people our essences that we are so weak. Power doesn’t come without sacrifice. But your people… their power came from our sacrifice. The essence of my element is the desire to protect everyone around you. The desire to defend. I’ve given the largest piece of my soul to you, which is why it’s far more untamed and difficult to control. The fact that our souls are intertwined on this level is how I’m able to commune with you on this level.”
I thought about this for a few moments. In that moment in the village… I had acted on instinct alone. On a pure desire to defend everything I stood for. My home… My best friend… The princess who told me who I really was… “So, if I go on this journey…” I started. “Will I gain the strength to protect everything and everyone I care about?”
That’s all I wanted. After today, I had lost my village. All the hopes and dreams I had of coming back to the village and finally having someone respect me were gone. I needed a new purpose.
Glacia’s smile came back to her face. “Xander, you already have that power… You’ve seen it. All you need to do is awaken it,” Her eyes became solemn. “However, I must warn you that this journey won’t come without its sacrifices. You will feel pain along the way, the likes of which you have never experienced before. I can’t guarantee that after all this unfolds you will be the famed man that you hope to become. Knowing this… Will you accept this path?”
The answer to her question escaped my mouth almost instantly. “Yes,” I answered. “I’m not letting anything else I have be ripped away from me.”
The goddess Glacia beamed. “An answer befitting the Defender.” She seemed genuinely relieved. “From this moment on, your desire to defend shall be your power. You shall not err so long as you hold onto this fundamental desire with all your might. I bestow my full might upon you so that you might conquer any foe. You have transcended mortal flesh. You have become a shield to repel all.  This is my gift to you, my Disciple. This is our contract. You are now free to set off on your journey." 
Xander Faust… Awaken!




Chapter 3
I awoke from my dream, panting and sweating as I was the morning before. I sat up slowly, exhausted. I tensed, receiving a sharp pain in my temple. Must have been the feedback from using that much of my essence the night before. When I looked up, I saw that I was on a small canoe with three seats, the endless blue sea surrounding me. The sun was shining, so I assumed it was morning. Travis was at the front, steering and Strelitzia was in the middle, sleeping.
I rubbed my aching head. “Morning…” I didn’t say it as much as much as moan it.
Travis turned his head to me, a grin appearing on his face. “Xander!” He exclaimed. “You worried me!”
Travis’s loud voice seemed to awaken Strelitzia, who rubbed the sleep from her eyes before turning to Travis and then to me. She smiled. “Thank the gods…” She sighed. Suddenly, her voice turned stern. “While I’m thankful that you saved me and you seem to be okay, I need you to promise me that you will never do something that stupid again.”
I nodded weakly, Glacia’s words to me still hard on my mind. Strelitzia seemed to notice my expression.  “I assume you had a vision of Glacia?”
“How did you-”
“I, to, have had a similar vision,” Strelitzia answered before I could even finish asking. “Of the god of fire, Pyros.”
“Ah…” I explained the contents of my dream to Travis and Strelitzia. As I neared the end of my explanation, a thought crossed my mind. “What’s your essence, Strelitzia? And do you think you might know what Travis's essence is?”
Strelitzia hesitated before responding, as though taken aback by the question. “Mine is the essence of the Just,” She stated. “As for Travis, he likely possesses the essence of the Warrior.”
A confident smirk formed on Travis’s face. “Warrior?” He chuckled. “I like the sound of that!”
I gave this some thought. “Can you explain to me what 'the Just' and 'the Warrior' mean?” I scratched my head. “They’re a bit vague.”
Strelitzia shrugged. “I suppose they are,” She seemed to contemplate the best way to explain her essence before proceeding. “I’ll begin by explaining mine. In ancient times, fire was used as a method to punish the wicked. My essence is activated when I see someone doing a wrong and I instinctively wish to deliver punishment. The same happened with the Umbrans earlier, remember?”
I recalled another of the lessons that I received from my parents before they’d abandoned me. That out of all the elemental nations in the mainland, those in the kingdom of Pyros hated us the most. But thinking about the two of our essences, the Defender and the Just, I couldn’t help but realize just how similar we were. She wished to find justice for those who had been taken away from her and I wished to defend those who were going to be taken away from me before they could me.
A moment of silence went by. Travis was the one to break it. “While we’re on the topic, what does my essence mean?” I nodded. In a sense, all of the Disciples could be described as warriors. So what made Travis so special?
Strelitzia furrowed her brow. “Unfortunately. I have no idea.” She said. “The gods only tell us the true meanings of our essences directly. So, you’re the only one who could possibly know the answer to that question. Typically, when the time is right, the gods will come to you in a dream, telling you the meaning of your essence. Judging by how oblivious you are, I assume that hasn’t happened yet?”
“Nope…” Travis sighed, frowning. He’d been doing that a lot throughout the boat ride now that I thought about it. Far more than ever before, certainly. At that moment I realized that even though Travis was my best friend, I didn’t really know him. All I knew was the friendly man who came to my house every day to give me my missions. I never even noticed the color of his eyes, much less who he was. It never dawned on me that Travis could be just as hurt as I was, not knowing my place in the world. Or even more so.
Travis’s frown disappeared, replaced by his usual smile. “Welp. I’m bound to have one of those visions sometime. Just a matter of waiting for it to come.”
A smile came to my face as well. That was the Travis that I knew. “I hope it comes sooner rather than later,” I said.
“One more thing…” I started, looking at the rising sun ahead of us. “Where exactly are we headed? If I remember from my lessons, the kingdom of Pyros is to the west of Glacia. But the direction we’re heading in is east, judging by the sun.
“Oh, yes, I almost forgot to tell you,” Strelitzia said. “While you were out, we received word from lady Krysta Tanda. She’s managed to locate the Disciple of Lumos, the god of light. Lady Krysta awaits us in the See of Lumos to greet us with more details.”
The See of Lumos… I sighed. The largest city in all of Ubiaxus. Trying to find a single person in a city like that would be next to impossible. “So, we’re gonna look for a single man in the biggest city in the world. Sounds simple enough.”
“Woman, actually, and yes,” Strelitzia responded. “The woman we’re looking for is named Dia Luz. And she should be easy enough to find.”
“What makes you say that?”
“According to Lady Krysta, Diana is a priestess at the Church of Lumos in the center of the city,” She answered. “Finding her will just be a matter of going to the Church.”
Travis chuckled. “Sounds like a piece of-” He stopped and looked ahead. “Land ho!” I was awestruck by the kingdom ahead of us. There were massive castles as far as the eyes could see. As we sailed closer to the kingdom, as though by magic (It dawned on me later that it probably was magic.), the ocean ahead began to glow, as if the kingdom itself were emitting light.
“What do you think?” Strelitzia smiled at our stunned faces. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
All I could do was nod my head as we moved closer to the kingdom of Lumos. We sure weren’t in Glacia anymore.
 

With Strelitzia’s instruction, Travis steered our canoe into a harbor. Once we were docked, we exited our cramped vessel and jumped onto the dock.
Awaiting us nearby the exit of the harbor was a petite lass who didn’t seem as though she could be more than 11 years old. She was a short girl wearing a long, violet cloak and had short, black hair that framed her face. But although her face was without a single wrinkle, something about her eyes made her seem decades older.
“Ah, lady Krysta,” Strelitzia knelt at the girl’s feet. It took my brain a few moments to process the fact that this small girl was the seer of Kronos.
Strelitzia gestured for Travis and me to kneel as well but Krysta stopped us, darting her head to the left and then the right. “Not now,” Krysta said in a surprisingly curt tone. “Bowing here and now will draw too much attention.” She uttered a short incantation, before snapping her fingers.
It happened gradually.  The noises around us began to become deeper. All the voices of the passersby seemed to lose volume. The horses galloping down the street began to slow. Everything around us started to stagnate until it came to a complete stop all around us. Krysta’s aura began to glow around her in a vibrant shade of purple.
It was an incredible thing to witness. And I expected nothing less from the Seer of Kronos. Her magic gave her complete mastery over time. She could reverse it, stop it, make it go faster, and see into the past, present, or future.
She seemed cross, especially with Strelitzia. “You were supposed to avoid confrontation with the Umbrans…” So, she knew about that. Not surprising. Her mastery over time allowed her to know anything she wanted to.
Strelitzia’s face turned a bright shade of red. “I… Apologize…” Strelitzia shook her head. “My rage overtook me.”
Krysta sighed. “Well there’s nothing we can do about that now.” She shifted her attention to me and Travis. “I am Krysta Tanda of the isle of Kronos. You can spare me your introductions because I already know who you are. Xander Faust and Travis Bronwyn.”
She looked into the city, which was now frozen in time. “The lady that we’re looking for is somewhere in the city, on the move,” She said. “For some reason, I can’t tell her exact location using my powers. Every time I try seeing into any timestream that regards her, my vision of it is heavily obscured by a bright light. All I know is that she’s strayed away from the center of the city.”
Travis shrugged. “So, do you think that we should split up and look for her?”
Krysta contemplated Travis’s idea for a few seconds before she nodded. “That seems like the best option. I’ll take the northwestern part of the city, Strelitzia will take southwest, Travis will take the northeast, and Xander will take the southeast.”
I shuddered at the idea of Travis trying to navigate this massive city when he could hardly navigate the forests of his own home. “Can Travis and I go together? The man gets lost very easily.”
Krysta shook her head. “That won’t yield results.” She thought about this for a few seconds. “Just… Trust me. We’ll split up just as planned and meet up back here in about two hours. Everything will work out more serendipitously that way.”
Travis chuckled and patted my back. “Don’t worry Xander. I’ll be fine.”
I nodded. Krysta didn’t give us much of a choice. And she was the one who could see into the future.  So, Krysta gave us each a map of the town and we all headed to the part of the city that we were instructed to.
 

 
Okay. The first thing I’m gonna admit is that I was wrong.
The city wasn’t just huge. It was colossal. And the map didn’t make it much easier. If you imagine walking through a maze with a map, it would still be a maze. This place was the same. Large houses and castles cast massive shadows over all the roads. I soon realized that there was no fast way to get around. People traveled in horse-drawn carriages across the roads. I, meanwhile, was stuck meandering around the sidewalks.
Some people were offering to give rides on their carriages for the price of ten Ubiaxian gold pieces. However, the Isle of Glacia was a bartering nation, so I had no money.
So, I was stuck walking on the sidewalks of Lumos on my own. I compared this to trekking through the forests of Glacia on my hunts with Travis and I most certainly would rather do the latter. But for now, I was stuck doing this. I tried to summon some of my essence to gain the impossible speed I’d displayed during the battle with the Umbrans but I couldn’t tap into it. I felt the cold bubbling on the surface of my chest, but it wouldn’t come out.
My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a lady’s scream to my right. I stopped in my tracks. The screaming had come from a nearby ally.
I felt the bubble of cold in my chest suddenly explode as I surged with power. It felt slightly weaker than the power I had used on the Umbrans, but the general idea was the same. My only assumption was that my desire to defend that woman fueled my essence, at least for that moment.
I ran in the direction of the scream, with less speed than I’d used when fighting the Umbrans, but still far faster than normal. I pulled out a dagger, it’s length increasing to the size of a longsword. Upon turning into the ally, I saw a man clad in a dark cloak cornering a lady with almost radiant platinum blond hair. The man held in his hand a scythe, seeming ready to use it to kill her. It was clear to anyone who could see it who was at fault. I charged at the man with blistering speed, effortlessly cutting off the man’s arm.
“This is a warning,” I told the man in a voice so cold that even I started to get unsettled by it. “Leave this woman be or you’ll lose more than an arm.”
He scrambled to his feet, looking at his arm, shocked. However, it simply regenerated. Still, he seemed terrified of me. “I-I’m sorry!” He said, before running away.
It was a strange thing to say. Especially considering what I’d noticed him wearing. The uniform of the Umbran Empire. Although he didn’t carry himself remotely like any of them.
I shook my head. That was unimportant right now. I felt my power leave me and I fell to the ground. I didn’t pass out this time, but I felt like I’d just run a marathon. I fell to the ground, completely out of breath.
The lady walked over to me. I was far too exhausted to stand. In fact, my vision was blurry and I could hardly see her face. “Are you okay?” She asked me. I was awestruck by how sweet and pure her voice sounded.
I lightly muttered the word, “Yeah.” My voice came out hoarse and raspy.
The lady placed her hand on mine.  Her aura gave me a blissful feeling, almost as though I was being swept off my feet. “O’ Lumos, the god of soothing light… Let your power soothe this man and ease his blight!” Light began to emit from her body. It was warm and soothing, restoring my vitality and energy. She let go and I rose to my feet.
“Are you better now?” the lady asked me in her pure, singsong voice.
“Y-Yeah…” I looked at her face and my mind almost stopped working. She was the most gorgeous girl that I had ever seen. Her skin almost seemed to glow. Her twinkling golden eyes almost seemed to glow. Even despite the struggle we’d just been in, not a single platinum blond strand of her hair was out of place.
“Are you sure that you’re okay?” She asked, concerned. “I mean no offense, but you’re staring at me like a man who’s concussed.”
I snapped out of my daze. “Yes,” I responded, shaking my head at my own idiocy. “That man, he was of the Umbran Empire, wasn’t he? What did he want from you?”
She sighed. “I fear that I was not the one he was after…” The lady told me. “He was after my twin sister, Dia.”
“Dia?!” I remembered the name that Strelitzia had told me as we sailed to this city. “Miss… What is your name?”
“Ana Luz,” she answered.
Ana Luz… So that would make her sister Dia the girl I was looking for. “Miss Luz,” I tried to sound as professional as I possibly could. “My name is Xander Faust. I’m actually here on behalf of lady Krysta Tanda of Kronos. I’m looking for your sister. Could you take me to her?”
“So you’re a Kronian then?” She looked into my eyes. I realized why, but I realized it far too late. “Wait… Those eyes! You’re a Glacian!” She took a step back from me, visibly wary.
So do you remember how I said that Glacians were feared throughout Ubiaxus for their power?
Yeah…
“St-Stay away from me!” She began sprinting out of the ally. She didn’t get far, though, before a sudden tremor came, causing her to trip. I could feel the earth itself beginning to violently shake. Something clearly wasn’t right here. I, too, ended up falling on my rear from the force of the tremor.
Out in the distance, above the buildings, I could barely make out the image of a man with a brown aura, contrasted by the blue armor that he was wearing. He, seemingly uncontrollable, unleashed a barrage of bolts of brown energy. Each time one was released, it instantly fell to the ground, and we could feel another tremor as the aftermath. Occasionally one would hit a building, causing it to crumble. It was then that I realized who it was.
The man causing all this destruction was none other than my best friend. Travis.




Chapter 4
Now when I said that I hoped Travis got his power soon, I did not mean right now. Or in this way at all. Buildings crumbled before him and the ground shook each time one of his bolts connected with one.
I turned to see Ana on the ground, her graceful expression now turned to one of pure terror. I extended my hand to her. “We need to get out of here.”
She nodded her head but didn’t take my hand. “D-Don’t touch me, Glacian.” She seemed to be just about as appalled at me as she was about the disaster happening around us. But she still got to her feet to follow me.
Just as we started walking, Krysta suddenly manifested in front of me, holding Strelitzia’s hand. Strelitzia seemed just as confused as I was. “Ah,” I realized that she must have stopped time and brought Strelitzia to me. Smart move.
Despite the situation, Krysta appeared to be just as calm as always. “James, we need to calm your friend down.” She gestured towards Ana. “The girl is coming with us as well. We’ll need her.”
Ana blinked. “Wait… What’s going-”
Krysta cut her off. “No time to explain. Not even a spare second. We need to get to Travis. And you three are going to do it.”
Ana and I both just stared at her. “You must be joking,” We said in unison.
Strelitzia just laughed. “First thing you two need to know about Krysta. She never jokes. But her plans are always spot on.” She turned to Krysta. “So. What’s the plan?”
“There’s only time for me to explain this once. So, listen closely…” Krysta explained her plan for taking down Travis.
 

 
The first thing Strelitza told me to know about Krysta was that she never joked. The second thing she should have told me was that Krysta was a sadist.
I say that because only a sadist could come up with a plan like this. I frankly thought it was a bit unfair, but I couldn’t think of anything better, so I didn’t object either. So, without further discussion, we began Krysta’s plan.
The first phase of the plan was to get Travis to the ground. Apparently Strelitzia had the power to turn into a phoenix at will. I’d seen this before when she arrived at the island. Right now she was the only one with the means to get up into the sky to take Travis down.
Before our eyes she was bathed in a brilliant scarlet light and transformed into a phoenix. She took to the sky to take on Travis.
The second phase was all on me. Strelitzia would be unconscious after exiting her phoenix form. It would be my responsibility to bring him down after Strelitzia got him out of the sky.
Ana just seemed confused. “So… Why am I here?” She asked Krysta.
Krysta whispered something in Ana’s ear that I couldn’t quite hear. Whatever it was, Ana’s eyes widened after hearing it. “Really?” She said, pulling away from Krysta.
Krysta nodded. “Do that for me. Okay?”
“Got it,” Ana replied, and she took off down the opposite street.
“What did you tell her to-”
Krysta interrupted me. “That’s not important right now.” She looked to the sky. Strelitzia was weaving around Travis, launching balls of fire from her mouth (or beak). Every one that hit him brought him down a bit more. But other than that, he didn’t seem to be sustaining any sort of damage.
“Travis is in a state called a Trance,” Krysta told me. “Essentially what that means is that the full wrath of Terra is currently flowing through him. He likely has little control of himself. You’ve been near this state before, when you were facing that group of Umbrans.” So that’s what that was. I remember the cold words that came out of my mouth as I took their lives. Things I would never say to anyone.
“Do you know what triggered it?” I asked her.
“My guess is that something angered Travis,” Krysta explained. “His Essence is that of the Warrior. His power reacts to emotions of rage, a brutal and untamed emotion.”             
“What could’ve made him this angr-”
Krysta interrupted me again. “Also unimportant,” She answered before I even asked my question. “What is important is what’s going to happen next.” I blinked and when my eyes opened again, Krysta was gone. I looked directly into the sky.  Travis was considerably lower in the sky than when I last looked. However, Travis shot a bolt of energy at Strelitzia, which slammed directly into her chest.
I gazed with my mouth agape as Strelitzia fell to the ground before me. Her phoenix form subsided, and she was rendered unconscious. Travis summoned a bronze greataxe and charged towards Strelitzia, ready to decapitate her.
I can’t quite describe the feeling that I had at that exact moment. Every hair on my body stood on end at the same time. I could feel the cold of my own aura, the air around me turning into hail. I moved so fast that it almost felt like I’d teleported. Before I realized I’d even moved, I was standing in front of Strelitzia, holding a shining azure shield.
Now, before I tell you what happened next, I must inform you that even without the power of Terra on his side, Travis could knock a full-grown bison back 7 feet by ramming his body into it full force. But I couldn’t even feel the impact of his axe hitting my shield. Instead, he was the one who ended up getting knocked back by his own attack.
My mouth was forced open and it wasn’t my words that came out. I had a feeling they were Glacia’s. “Terra… Can you please calm down? You know who always wins in our fights.” Glacia brandished her… our… shield effortlessly. “Unless you want a firsthand demonstration how I can still do that, I would recommend that you stop.” For a second, I swear I could feel the air around me beginning to freeze.
Travis lowered his axe, sighing. “Hmph. I knew that would draw you out…” His voice sounded unusually harsh. I took it that this was Terra talking through Travis. “Now how about I annihilate you now?”
I felt an odd sensation throughout my body. It was like I was feeling what Glacia was feeling. Are you… scared? I asked her. She just shook her head and smiled.
“The War of the Heavens is over, Terra.” Glacia said, her icy calm intact. “We’re on the same side now.”
War of the Heavens? I asked. She shook her head again.
Later, Xander. Glacia assured me. In case you couldn’t tell, I’m a bit preoccupied right now.              
“Ah, the War of the Heavens… I’d almost forgotten,” Terra looked of wistfully into the sky. “However, that isn’t the reason I wish to do battle with you.”
“What?” Glacia tensed up.
“You say you could wipe me out of existence, Glacia,” Terra answered. “But that is simply a bluff, isn’t it? You and I both know you’re nowhere near as strong as you used to be.”
I could feel Glacia beginning to shudder. “You couldn’t possibly know about…” Something about what Terra was saying seemed to make put Glacia on edge. But I had no idea what.
“Don’t worry Glacia,” Terra said. “I’m not here to spread gossip, I’m just here to off the boy.”
“Terra, he’s just a child-”
“Yes. A weak child who has no idea how to use the power he possesses.” Terra seemed like she was glaring into my soul. “Be realistic. A child like this can’t win the war, Glacia. He’s weak. Incompetent. Slow. Not to mention-”
“Shut up.” These words weren’t Glacia’s. They were my own. I’d spoken without thinking, my fists clenched in rage. “I know. I’m weak. And all those other things you said are probably right on the money too.”
Terra laughed. “See Glacia? Even the boy agrees with-”
“But I won’t let that stop me,” I interrupted her yet again. “Everyone will know my name. I will be this nation’s symbol of peace. Someone who can protect anybody.”
Terra paused, taken aback by my words. However, it didn’t take long for her to  go right back to laughing at me. “HAH! For an ice mage, you sure have fire, boy!” The way she laughed at me… it just made my blood boil. “But words are just that: words. If you truly mean what you say, then taking me out should be a piece of cake. Right?
I could hear Glacia’s voice in my head telling me not to fight. I didn’t listen. The only thing in my head was a cool determination telling me to prove Terra wrong. I looked at the shield in my hand and the Earth goddess standing before me in the body of my best friend… Looking down on me as though I was nothing… My choice was obvious.
“No, Terra. I will not do battle with you,” I submitted, dropping my shield. “Just free my friend. You can take my life if need be. You’re right. I’m worthless anyway.”
Terra blinked, clearly shocked by my unwillingness to fight. “Wh-What?” She slumped her shoulders. “You’re… Kidding, right?”
I remained silent.
“You… You piss me off, Glacia…” Terra’s fists clenched. I could feel the ground suddenly starting to rumble. “Your judgement is honestly terrible…” She raised her axe and was fully ready to strike me.
Then, without warning, she sighed and dropped her axe. The earth’s rumbling subsided. “Ugh… Fine, Xander. You win. You can have your friend back and I won’t kill you either.”
I was stunned. “R-Really?”
“Yeah… You’re pathetic. I wouldn’t even feel right if I killed you now. She looked me right in the eyes. “Heh… It’s funny. Glacia used to give me the exact same look.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank the gods…” (Yes, I do realize that one of said gods was just about to kill me, but that was irrelevant.)
I winced; my relief abruptly switched with a pain in my temple. I must’ve overused my power summoning that shield. I fell to the ground, immediately exhausted. I felt my eyes beginning to close. Before they did completely, I could see that the same thing was happening to Travis as well. I smiled weakly. I had my friend back.
Suddenly, I felt a pure wave of calming energy rushing through every inch of my body. I rose to my feet, completely revitalized. When I turned around, there was a girl standing behind me with unmistakably brilliant blonde hair and golden eyes. “A-Ana?”
She shook her head. “Dia.” I was surprised by how identical she was to Ana. The only difference between the two was their voices, Dia’s being slightly deeper and more sophisticated, and their clothes, Dia wearing a white habit. “Pleasure to meet you.” She winced when she made eye contact with me, clearly taking note of my gray pupils. Unlike her sister, she at least had the decency to conceal her uneasiness, moving along to heal Strelitzia, who was still laying right next to me.
I turned around to look at Travis. Ana was doing the same thing to him as Dia did to me. He was up and running in no time as well.
“Good to see everything went as planned.” I jumped and turned to my right to see Krysta standing next to me again.
“Mind showing up like a normal person next time?” I sighed.
“I find this is far more efficient,” Krysta answered. “I’m frankly just glad that everything worked itself out. There were far too many variables in that plan. It was making me a bit nervous.”
It was the moment she said that when I realized something. She was the one who separated me and Travis. It’ll work out better this way… Trust me. Those were her exact words. From anyone else, that statement would be normal enough. But from someone who had the power to see into the future? Part of me refused to overlook that as a coincidence. “Did you-” I started.
“Plan every single moment since you got to Lumos? Yes,” Krysta interrupted. “Even Travis’s Trance was part of my plan.”
Wait… Now that I thought about it… What caused Travis’s Trance? Travis was never the type to fly into that much of a rage. I walked over to Travis. “Travis… What happened to you?”
Travis clenched his fists in a way eerily reminiscent of Glacia’s. “I saw… One of those Umbran idiots.” He told me.
Strelitzia overheard. “An Umbran? In the city of light?”
“Yeah I saw one of them too. He tried to take Ana thinking she was Dia.” I informed her.
Travis continued. “I was so pissed… To see one of them here.”
“I get the picture…” I said. Travis hadn’t been showing it, but losing his entire home had to be hurting him.
“I’m so sorry…” Travis lamented.
Krysta approached Travis from behind me. “It was inevitable for us to have an eventual quarrel with Terra,” Krysta told him. “I just decided that it would be the wisest to get that problem out of the way immediately.”
“I see…” I didn’t need to be told what Krysta’s essence was. The way she made all of these decisions so quickly without us even noticing… It had to be wisdom. I’d heard stories of the god of time being cunning, always being one step ahead of the other gods. Krysta was the walking, talking embodiment of that.
Dia and Ana both cleared their throats. We all turned to look at the two of them. “Excuse me…” Dia started.
“What, pray tell, are you talking about?” Ana finished.
“Ah!” Strelitzia exclaimed. “I suppose still haven’t told you why we came seeking you, have we?”
Strelitzia then proceeded to explain everything to the two of them.
“So long story short…” Dia said. “You need me because of one of these ‘disciples’ prophesied to bring about the end of the Umbran Empire?”
Ana looked at us suspiciously. “And we’re supposed to believe you? Even though you came with this Glacian scum?” She glanced at me as she said that last part.
“I’ll have you know that this ‘Glacian scum’ saved your life,” Krysta told her. “Unless you’re just conveniently skipping over that part.” Ah. So, she must’ve planned that part as well. If I had gone with Travis, I wouldn’t have been there to save Ana, and she wouldn’t have that leverage.
“That’s… True… I suppose.” Ana replied hesitantly. “But… You can’t just…”
Dia gently put her hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I understand that the fate of the world lies in my hands.” Dia told us. “I know what must be done.”
“Dia please!” Ana pleaded. “Don’t leave me alone again…”
Dia put her finger to her lips, shushing Ana. She gave her sister a smile. “I will come with you,” Dia told us. “But I must insist that my sister comes as well. I will not leave her alone.”
Strelitza glanced at Ana and then at Krysta. Krysta nodded. “I know that you won’t back down if we don’t let your sister join us so very well.”
Ana grinned. “Dia…” She hugged her sister tightly.
“So, when do we leave?” Dia asked. “Tomorrow?”
“Right now,” Krysta answered.
“Are you joking?” Ana gasped. “We need to pack!”
I couldn’t help but laugh at her. Now that I’d thought about it, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d truly laughed. Being all alone on an island was torture. But now… With these people… I felt like I finally had a family.
“First thing you should know about Krysta,” I said, still chuckling. “She never jokes.”




Chapter 5
“Weigh anchor, Strelitzia!”
“Travis, we’re in the middle of the ocean.”
“I’ve just always wanted to say that!”
“Would you two be quiet? Some people are trying to sleep!”
“Aw, you’re no fun Ana…”
After picking up Dia and Ana, we’d departed on Krysta’s ship. There was no way that all five of us were going to fit on that tiny canoe, so Krysta took us all on her personal ship, the Excelsior. It was a massive armed battleship, the quarter deck having nine spacious rooms. I couldn’t help but wonder if Krysta had planned that number out, considering that was the perfect number to hold all nine Disciples.
We were taking shifts steering the ship to Pyros, which was pretty much just straight ahead. It was Travis, and Strelitzia’s shift. Krysta, the Luz sisters, and I, were in our rooms. Really, I was pretty sure Travis was just mucking about while Strelitzia steered the thing. Ana, being the wonderful person, she was (note my sarcasm), was not having it.
“We can hear you from our rooms, you buffoon!” Ana yelled from her room. I could vaguely hear Dia trying to calm her sister down to no avail. “The walls are thinner than paper!”
“C’mon, Ana! Where’s your sense of adventure?” Travis called from the stern.
The two continued loudly bickering, but I just ignored them. I was sitting on my bed, trying to see if I could reach out to Glacia, who’d gone silent after the encounter with Terra. She’d mentioned something about a war… The ‘War of the Heavens’ she’d called it. Glacia’s mind was merged with mind. I felt her presence within me. However, it was like there was a thin line between her thoughts and mine. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking at any given point in time. She was hiding something. I knew it.
I continued trying to reach out to her, trying to break through that thin line. This went on for a while before a knock on my door broke my concentration.
I heard Dia’s voice on the other side. “Xander? May I come in?” She knocked again.
I blinked. “Sure, just a sec,” I told her. I hastily ran to the door and opened it. “What’s up?”
“I’m sorry to bother you,” Dia apologized. “Ana just needed some time to herself. She is prone to motion sickness, which makes her quite irritable.”
“I understand,” I said. I’d never been at sea myself and the feeling wasn’t exactly pleasant. “But why did you come here?”
“Well… I figured now would be the best time to… Ask you some questions…” Dia was clearly nervous about something. It was probably my eyes, being a Glacian and all.
“Me? Okay then. Come in.”
Dia came into my room, closing the door behind her. I invited her to sit on my bed, but she rejected. I shrugged and sat on the bed. The way she was just standing over me made this feel more like an interrogation than a conversation.
“So, tell me…” She started, still hesitant. “What does…
One of your kind… Have to gain from saving Ubiaxus?” Dia may have not blatantly said a ‘Glacian’ but she may as well have.
I just sighed. “Nothing really…” I answered. “It’s more about what comes while saving Ubiaxus for me.”
Dia just stared at me suspiciously. “And what would that be?”
“It’s… Complicated, okay?” I replied. “Why all the questions?”
Dia hesitated for a moment, and then spoke. “I suppose there’s no point in hiding it from you…” She submitted. “And you do deserve an explanation. Are you familiar with the Church of Lumos?”
“Yes,” I told her. “Strelitzia mentioned something about it.”
“Then I suppose you also should know that I am a priestess at the Church?” Dia inquired.
“Yes,” I answered.
“Good, that saves plenty of explanation,” Dia said. “What you probably don’t know is that I am more than just a priestess. I am actually the high priestess of the church. I took the position from my parents after they passed away.”
“Oh…” I lamented. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
Dia looked away wistfully. “They were murdered,” She said. “By Glacians.”
“What?!” That was impossible… Glacians couldn’t even be on the mainland. “But how? How did the Glacians get to Lumos?”
“They didn’t,” Dia said. “My parents went to Glacia to try and treat with the Glacians. They never came back.”
“Ah…” I remembered what they did to outsiders. They truly believed that they were superior to all of the others in Ubiaxus. Outsiders were executed or exiled. It seems like the former was the option that they chose. “I’m sorry…”
“After they died, Ana was devastated…” Dia’s voice faded as she took a moment to listen to Ana in the next room, still yelling at Travis. “I promised her that I would always be there for her. That I would never leave her alone. Because I love her after all.” As she thought of her sister, she smiled and began to suddenly radiate an amber light that filled the entire room. I felt power in her light. It was energizing and calming at the same time. I could hear Travis and Ana abruptly stop arguing.
I realized something. I’d heard stories of the god Lumos being the kindest to his followers. When they prayed to him, he could save them even from the icy grip of death itself. He could give them the strength to do anything. It was his love for his followers that was his power. Hers had to be the same. Her essence had to be love. What I was feeling right now was the physical embodiment of the love that she had for her sister.
“Your power… It’s incredible…” I remarked, astonished by the wave of bliss I was experiencing. I suddenly winced, feeling a strange sensation on my side. I lifted up my shirt. A long scab that I’d gotten while on a mission a few days before Strelitzia came was completely gone.
“It would be, wouldn’t it…” Dia said. “Were it only not just as much of a curse as a blessing…”
“What do you mean?” I inquired.
Dia shook head. “Sorry…” She said. “I’m afraid I don’t trust you enough to tell you that much.”
“Fair enough I suppose,” I replied.
I could hear Ana retching. Dia turned to leave. “Oh my, that doesn’t sound pleasant…” She said, concerned. “I should go check on her. I’m sorry for wasting your time.
“No problem.” I said, as the beautiful lady exited my quarters.
She had her own reason to fight, just as I did, just as Strelitzia did, and just as Travis did. Her love for her sister drove her forward, and her determination to always stay by her sister’s side shone brighter than any light. Her love was the source of her strength.
I felt a smile creep onto my face. “Stay strong, Dia.”
 

 
A couple of hours later, and still no luck reaching out to Glacia. It was Krysta and my shift steering the ship. I tried striking up a polite conversation but talking to Krysta was just annoying. She kept finishing my sentences before I was done with them, saying conversation was pointless considering she already knew everything I was going to say before I even finished speaking. I’d eventually realized that conversation was pointless and gone back to my mission to try and contact Glacia.
I was sitting on the floor near the mast, meditating. I could feel myself bridging the small gap between our consciences. But Glacia still felt just as far away as ever. An idea suddenly came to mind. I looked at Krysta. “Hey, Kry-”
“You want to know what Glacia’s hiding, don’t you?” She interrupted me yet again. “Honestly, I figured you would ask me a few minutes sooner.”
I nodded. “She’s hiding something from me,” I said. “Some type of war. The ‘War of the Heavens,’ she called it.”
Krysta looked at me apprehensively. She began to open her mouth but closed it again. This was the most indecisive I’d ever seen her. After what felt like a few minutes, she spoke. “I know of this war,” She informed me. “It took place in an age before mortal conception. In a time when the gods still inhabited Ubiaxus. So, I, being gifted with Kronos’s blessing, am the only mortal who knows of it.”
“Wait… But that would mean…”
“Yes,” Krysta told me. “The war took place between the gods themselves.”
“But why would-”
“Xander, at this point, you ought to know how much I hate questions.” Krysta cleared her throat. “The chronicles tell of the nine gods wandering the plains before creating all of Ubiaxus. But they skipped a part in between. The War of the Heavens.”
Krysta sighed and continued. “After they wandered the plains, the gods wanted to claim land for themselves. But as time went on, they grew more separate.  Eventually, their greed and want for land and power overshadowed their judgement, and soon a full-on war was waged. The most massive war to ever take place. War of the Heavens.”
“The war extended for a century. By its end, the world of Ubiaxus had been nearly destroyed. Her plains were burned to deserts. The very oceans we sail in right now were drained dry. The mountains were crumbled. There was no light. No darkness. No time. Just a barren wasteland, all the magic drained from it.”
“It was only then that the gods realized the error of their ways. They realized that they were unworthy of Ubiaxus. They didn’t deserve the land they walked on. So, to right their wrongs, they restored the Ubiaxus to the beautiful land it is today. And with it, they created us, their followers. People who could usher Ubiaxus into beautiful place it is today. As a result, the gods were completely drained of their power. And so they faded away. The end,”
I realized something didn’t quite add up. “But Glacia is more powerful than any of the of the other gods,” I said. “So how come she didn’t win the war instantly?”
“Simple,” Krysta said. “Glacia remained strictly neutral. She didn’t win the war, because she didn’t participate in the war.”
“Huh? Why not?”
“That much, I don’t know,” Krysta explained. “I can see all the events of the past, but I can’t see the intentions of the people who spurred them into the action. I can guess. But I can’t really infer any logical reason why Glacia would stay out of the war.”
“So, we’re back at square one…” I muttered.
Krysta looked out into the sea. “It shouldn’t be much of an issue anyway,” She answered. “Just focus on the task at hand. Find all the Disciples and work with them to defeat the Umbran Empire. You will have your answers soon enough.”
“Fair enough.” I started to get up off the floor. “Our shift will be over soon, right?”
“Yes, but that’s unimportant,” Krysta answered. She pointed forward. “The kingdom of Pyros is just up ahead.”
I looked around the mast. As if on cue, a blob of land started to come into view. As we came closer, I noticed a strange smell. Soon, I was coughing and wheezing for air. “Ack!” I covered my mouth and nose. I looked at Krysta, who was beginning to put on an air mask. She tossed me one, which I swiftly put on. “You could’ve warned me,” I said, still hacking.
“I know I could have, but this was far more entertaining.” Somehow, I got the feeling that she was smirking through her air mask. “The kingdom of pyros radiates fire magic just as the kingdom of light radiates light magic. So, the air is so hot it’s on the verge of burning. Your aura should protect you well enough from the effects it should have on your body.”
“Get down here!” Krysta called to our friends in the quarterdeck. “We’re less than three minutes away from Pyros!
Our group hastily assembled on the upper deck. Krysta handed each of them an air mask. Strelitzia was the only one who didn’t need one, being Pyrean.
Speaking of Strelitzia, something was off about her. Her eyes were too the floor and she was frowning, visibly dismayed about something. You’d think that she would be happy, returning home. Instead, she seemed to be saddened by something. As we walked off the gangplank onto the dock, I tried asking her what was wrong. But she just shook her head and told me she was fine even though she clearly wasn’t. However, I decided that it was probably best that I leave her be.
As we exited the dock, we were greeted by a man dressed in a black tunic. “Ah, Lady Strelitzia. You have finally returned.” He gestured to a large horse drawn carriage behind him. “Please do come in. You and your companions as well.”
Strelitzia put on a regal smile that could only be fake considering the way she was acting when we stepped onto the gangplank. “Thank you,” She said. She glanced at the rest of us. “Do come on. We haven’t a moment to lose.” We all filed into the spacious carriage.
Travis seemed awestruck. “A horse drawn carriage. Is this what it’s like being royalty?”
This comment was answered by a small giggle from Ana. “Anyone with money can ride in a carriage,” She remarked, still laughing. “Do you not have them where you come from?”
“There aren’t even horses in Glacia,” I answered for Travis.
“Oh…” On that note, Ana went silent and remained silent for the remainder of the trip.
I cast my gaze to Strelitzia, who was sitting in front of me. Her fake smile seemed to have disappeared the moment she’d stopped speaking to our driver, replaced by an expression of worry and tenseness. But I knew she wouldn’t answer me if I pressed her about it, so I just rode the rest of the way in silence.
Instead, I focused on something different. The moment I stepped foot onto the port, I’d felt a sudden bit of discomfort. Like every fiber of my being was telling me not to be here. It was so subtle that I didn’t notice it at first, but the carriage moved further inland it only got stronger. It was sapping away at my strength at this point. I couldn’t help but slump a bit in my seat.
Strelitzia noticed and tossed me a small vial. I just barely caught it. “Drink that. It’ll help.” She said.
I looked at it skeptically. “What is it?” I asked.

“The discomfort you’re feeling right now is called ethereal rejection.” Strelitzia explained. “I felt it too, when I was coming to Glacia. Being a Glacian, the land of Pyros itself is rejecting you. In that vial is a tonic that should fortify you.”
“And if I don’t take it?”
“The further inland we get, the more uncomfortable you’ll get, until the discomfort eventually turns into excruciating pain.” Strelitzia answered.
I shuddered at that thought. “I get the picture. Down the hatch.” I forced down the questionable contents of the vial and the discomfort went away immediately.”
Strelitzia’s manservant called from the front. “We’ve now arrived at Castle Cadenza.” The carriage stopped and a few moments afterwards, the manservant opened the carriage doors for us. One by one, we all filed out.
I was simply awestruck by the majesty of the castle. My cottage back home may have been cozy and comfortable, but it had absolutely nothing on this. In fact, my cottage could fit into this place about 10 times.
Strelitzia guided us all in through the grand entrance into the foyer. Waiting for us there was a couple probably in their mid-forties. “They would be my parents. Please conduct yourselves properly.” Her eyes seemed afraid and sad at the same time.
Her parents on the other hand were all smiles. “Ah! You’ve finally arrived!” Strelitzia’s father said. He was a portly man with scarlet hair, the same shade as his daughter’s. Aside from that, I found no similarities between them. At first glance he seemed happy to see us but upon further inspection there was also something off about his expression. His eyes seemed… angry. At the moment, I just dismissed it as my imagination. “I am King Corvus Cadenza.”
Her mother was a stunning beauty with bright vermillion black hair and a slender figure, dressed in a vermilion gown. Save for the hair, I would say that she looked the most like Strelitzia. She smiled at us all elegantly. Still, I noticed something very off putting about her eyes. They looked straight through us, as if they were silently judging us all. Her voice, on the other hand, was soft and gentle. “I am Queen Lucinda Cadenza. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
King Corvus called to a maid on the other side of the room. “Caroline! Show our guests to their rooms!” The maid, apparently her name was Caroline, scurried to the nearby stairway.
“Caroline will take you all to your rooms,” Queen Lucinda said. “Be in the great dining hall in an hour. We shall dine together.”
Caroline guided us all to our rooms. Mine was on the end of the hall next to Travis’s and across the hall from Strelitzia’s. Caroline gave me some clothes and told me to change into them. Looking at them, my mouth fell agape. It was a navy-blue suit lined with fur and gold. The kind of clothes a noble would wear.
I fumbled until I managed to put the thing on. The large coat that accompanied the outfit was surprisingly light in my shoulders. I turned and looked into the mirror. I looked like a true noble, unlike the outcast I was when I was in Glacia. Looking up, I noticed something different about my face. My hair typically blocked the view of one of my eyes. I’d always styled it that way and kept it that way. Even if it fell to the other side, I always put it back. But it’d fallen this time and I didn’t even notice it.
 Then I realized the reason why I used to hide my eyes. Because they were the only unchangeable sign of who I was. A reminder of my failure. Of how unworthy I was to be considered a Glacian. But on that day when Strelitzia came and I found out just how strong I truly was, I became prouder of who I was.
Snow-white hair and cloudy gray eyes now meant something different. Thanks to the Umbrans, I was the last of my kind. No. I was the only one of my kind. Snow-white hair and cloudy gray eyes were the sign of just one person. The sign of the Disciple of Glacia. The sign of Xander Faust.




Chapter 6
After getting dressed, had nothing else to do for another half hour (Yes, it took me half an hour to get dressed. I couldn’t figure out how to put on the confounded tie, okay?). I didn’t want to leave my room and get lost in the castle, so I decided to take a nap in my room. I was tired out from the long journey here on the ship, and it seemed that this would be my only time to get some sleep.
I found myself yet again in Glacia’s empty white void within my mind. She sat at her table alone as usual, a sullen expression on her face.
“Xander, sit down,” She said, urgently. “There are matters we must discuss.” I hesitantly sat down with her.
I could feel a scowl beginning to form on my face. “You’re damn right there are matters we need to discuss,” I remarked. “I was trying to talk to you the entire time we rode on the ship. You didn’t respond to me. What the hell are you hiding?”
Glacia furrowed her brow and opened her mouth, but almost immediately closed it, shaking her head. “I fear that you are not ready to know-”
“Just tell me already!” I shouted, frustrated. “I just need to know what you’re hiding from me… Krysta told me about the War of the Heavens. But what I want to know is why you didn’t take part. You could have ended it all before it got destroyed. All of the gods still could be alive right now! So why… Why did you not end it?”
Glacia looked wistfully off into the distance yet again. Eventually, she sighed and responded. “Because the war was inevitable regardless,”
“What?”
“We couldn’t have stopped the war from happening. You see… It all has to do with Umbra.” Glacia’s fists began to tighten.
“The goddess of darkness? What’s she got to do with it?”
“As well as being the goddess of darkness…” Glacia started. “She is also the goddess of evil and chaos. It is the secret of the formation of Ubiaxus,”
“The formation of Ubiaxus?” I raised by eyebrows. “What do you mean by that?”             
“There is a name that refers to both of those gods,” Glacia stated. “Those two are also known as the Dyad. The rest of us are known as the Pleiad.”
“Huh? What’s the difference?”
Glacia drew a small breath. “As the name implies, the Pleiad consists of seven gods. Pyros, the god of fire. Aqua, the goddess of water. Terra, the goddess of earth. Ventus, the god of wind. Fulgur, the god of storms. Kronos, the god of time. And me, Glacia, the goddess of ice. We are those who govern the laws of the physical realm. Forces of nature that are outside of the control of man.”
I took all of this in and nodded. “And the Dyad?”
“The Dyad consists of two members. You know Lumos as the god of light and Umbra as the goddess of darkness...” Glacia hesitated a bit, before shaking her head and continuing. “But that’s only the tip of the iceberg, no pun intended.”
“There’s more to them than that? What else could there be?” I asked.
“We in the Pleiad control the physical realm. But there’s more to reality than that. There’s also the abstract realm that must be kept in check. That responsibility falls to the Dyad.” Glacia explained. “Lumos controls all that is good in the world. Light, life, joy, love, and order. Umbra is the opposite. She controls all that is horrible in the world. Darkness, death, misery, hatred, and chaos. Coincidentally, these are also the Essences of the gods. Love and hatred respectively. They are polar opposites. But nonetheless, they serve to keep balance in the world. There is no light without darkness. There is no life without death, no joy without misery, nor order without chaos.”
I contemplated all of this. “Alright, I think I pretty much understand the Dyad and the Pleiad,” I said. “But what does any of that have to do with why you didn’t stop the war?”
Glacia stopped staring into the white void and looked me in the eye. “The Dyad cast two powerful spells on the world itself to keep the balance. One of them was a curse that planted seeds of evil into the hearts of all of Ubiaxus, even some of the gods themselves. The other was a blessing of that planted seeds of kindness and good within the hearts of Ubiaxus. But the former was far more powerful. So powerful in fact that it made war nigh upon inevitable.”
“I get it. So, you didn’t fight because you knew that it wouldn’t matter. You would need to kill all of the gods to end the war, and without them, Ubiaxus itself would crumble to nothing. So, you had no choice but to let the war play out,” I concluded.
“That is correct,” Glacia said. “Umbra’s curse lingers still today. It was slightly diminished, but there are some hearts in which it still stays strong. Within her children. Within the Umbran Empire.”
“I see…” I said, taking all this new information in. So, the reason that the Umbran Empire craved war was directly because of the goddess darkness herself. In fact, she was the reason that all evil existed.
“Now, if you’re satisfied with that response, there are other things we must discuss,” Glacia said. “The matter of the girls you met in Lumos… Dia and Ana.”
“Those two?” I inquired. “What about them?”
“As I mentioned before, the god of light is special. There are two sides to him. The side that controls the light itself and the side that controls all the good in the world,” Glacia explained. “It seems that Dia and Ana have a shared blessing, whether they know it or not. They aren’t just twins. They are two parts of a whole Disciple.”
“Wait… So, they’re both Disciples?” I asked.
“Yes. Ana has complete control over light itself, whether she knows that or not. And Dia…” Glacia paused.             
“She controls all the good in the world,” I finished, filling in the blank. I remembered the flood of soothing energy that she conjured back on the ship. That must have been the powers she had over life, happiness, and love.
“Correct,” Glacia said. “However, they have yet to awaken to their full potential. But that may be a good thing…”
“Huh? Why’s that?”
“Having the powers of the Dyad… It can give people horrible temptation… temptation that would throw off the balance between bad and good.” Glacia said. “Those two are righteous… So, they may seek to destroy all that is evil… forever.”
I tilted my head. “And that’s… A bad thing?”
“As I said, the world needs balance.” Glacia said. “An attempt to eradicate darkness would result in a relative flood of light. It would be a horrible, horrible thing. It could very well be the end of the world as we know it.”
“Oh… That definitely sounds like a bad thing.”
Glacia sighed. “But as of the moment, it seems as though neither sister has awakened to their true power. So, whether or not this is of any consequence is unknown. Do not mention this to anyone. Especially those two.”
“Got it.”
“Very well. That is all. Now Xander Faust. Awake-”
“Wait!” I interrupted her before she could awaken me. “There’s one last thing I need for you to tell me.”
The goddess sighed and looked off into the distance again. “And what would that be…” She asked, even though it was obvious that she knew what I was about to ask her.
“Terra told me that I was too weak to make full use of your power. Is that true?”
I could tell by the way her expression changed that she had been dreading this question. But she reluctantly answered, nonetheless. “There’s… A vital power that you seem to be missing. A power that will be vital in taking down the Umbran Empire.”
“I am? What’s that?”
“Terra was referring to a singular, extraordinarily powerful spell. The Everlasting Frost. It could create a glacial explosion that could very well freeze over the world of Ubiaxus itself if untamed.” Glacia explained. “It requires such a massive amount of magical power that your average mortal would die before they even completed the spell. Thusly… You could single-handedly win the war if you used it. Which is exactly why I chose a person too weak to inherit it.”
“That sounds... dangerous…” I said. “But if it could end the war then why would you keep it away from me?”
“Because even if you were to tame it, it would still be enough to wipe out the entire empire at a minimum. Which would consequently…”
“Upset the balance between light and dark.” I understood now. Terra thought that this was necessary to end the war. But she didn’t understand that it would all be for naught if it resulted in this flood of light.
“The war must be won peacefully. Just the mere threat of your power is enough. We need to keep the casualties at a minimum. You aren’t weak. In fact with training, you could be the strongest of all the Disciples. But I’m intentionally keeping this power away from you. Do you understand now?”
“Yes… I do.”
“Good. Now, Xander Faust… Awaken,” Glacia said. The last thing I saw before the dream ended was Glacia’s solemn face.
 

 
Immediately after I awakened, I heard I knock at my door. I hastily got up out of my bed and answered it. It was Caroline, with the other Disciples in tow. “You would be Master Faust, correct? It is time for your audience with King Cadenza in the dining hall. Please follow me.”
“Ah… Yes.” I filed in behind Strelitzia, who was following behind all of the other Disciples. She still wore that fake smile, but I chose not to mention it.
Soon, we reached the main dining hall and my eyes widened. Laid out on the long table with more food laid out than I had ever seen. King Corvus and Queen Cadenza sat on opposite ends of the table. Strelitzia took the seat nearest her mother. Travis took a seat across from Strelitzia and I took the seat next to her. I glanced at the queen and almost flinched. She was looking at me out of the corner of her eye. Was she… glaring at me? It was then, seeing the two of them next to each other that I realized she had the exact same fake smile on her face that Strelitzia did. But hers was different. Instead of sadness behind the queen’s fake smile, there was… malice.
I shook my head and dismissed it as me overthinking things. I was in the presence of royalty. These thoughts alone could get me beheaded. And the way she was looking at me, I’m not entirely sure that the queen would oppose it.
After we were all seated, King Corvus spoke.
“Welcome, esteemed guests of Strelitzia!” He said. “We have been told that you are the Disciples that will save the world from falling at the hands of the Umbran Empire! Well met!”
“Thank you for welcoming my guests, father,” Strelitzia said. “Now if you would excuse me, I would like to address them myse-”
Corvus abruptly cut her off, continuing. “Never in my life would I ever have imagined that such an assortment of guests would arrive at my gates!” He swept his eyes across the table. “The high priestess of the Church of Lumos and her sister, the Seer of Kronos, one of the last surviving followers of Terra, and…” His eyes stopped on me. “A Glacian…” He quickly shot me the exact same glare that Queen Lucinda was giving me.
“Yes, they are remarkable, father…” Strelitzia cut in again. “Now if I may-”
“I, for one, do not believe
that this is wise,” This time it was Queen Lucinda that interrupted her. “A Glacian? Here? This has disaster written all over it. What business does one of them have saving Ubiaxus? They’re just as bad as the Umbrans, I Swear-”
“That’s enough, mother!” Strelitzia exclaimed, cutting her off. “You know as well as I that the Glacian’s isolation was unjust! Now please stop making such rude comments in front of my guests!”
King Corvus scoffed. “Unjust? They are a danger to us all. Even this single Glacian is a threat to our nation’s security.” He looked me right in the eyes. There was no fake smile anymore. There was only seething rage. “One of them has no place here. And regardless of your foolish desires, none of them ever will.”
“I thought you had changed, father!” Strelitzia blinked, wiping a tear out of her eye. For some reason, that definitely struck a chord. “But I see now that all you are is a cruel, unforgiving, horrible excuse for a king!” She suddenly got up from her seat and stormed out of the dining hall, crying.
King Corvus blinked and nervously glanced around the room. “You must forgive her…” he said. “The girl simply refuses to accept the truth of this world.  She’ll learn eventually.” He looked specifically at me. “As for you… Strelitzia may have the authority to keep you in this place. But I will never accept one of your kind. I am told that your island’s village was raided, and that you were the last remaining survivor. After you save the world from the wrath of the Umbrans, you alone will be banished to your little island. And there will you live out the rest of your days. Away from all of the good people of Ubiaxus.”
I bolted up from my seat. I was about to give him a piece of my mind, but I bit my tongue. No matter what kind of man he was, the undeniable thing was that he was a king. I couldn’t talk back to someone in his position of power. What mattered right now weren’t my feelings, but Strelitiza’s. So, I sprinted out of the open doorway to go find her.
I noticed that I could run slightly faster than I usually could. I suppose that the power of the Defender extended farther than just protecting people from harm, but also as far as protecting them emotionally. With my enhanced speed, it didn’t take long for me to find her.
Strelitzia was sitting on the stairway near the entrance, wiping tears from her eyes. I hesitantly approached her. I sat down next to her on the stairway and pulled out a handkerchief from my pocket. “I’m… sorry,” I apologized.
Strelitzia took the handkerchief from my hand and wiped her tears. “What are you apologizing for? It was all my father’s fault. That imbecile…”
“I suppose you’re right,” I said. “What’s his problem with Glacians anyway?”
“He holds fast to his beliefs,” Strelitzia said. “It was the first king of Pyros that decreed that Glacians be banished to the Isle of Glacia. That was one of his ancestors. He refuses to accept that the first king’s judgement was mistaken.”
“I see…” I said. I couldn’t help but wonder one thing. “And what’s your stance on the matter?” I asked.
Strelitzia scoffed. “I disagree wholeheartedly,” She said. “Banishing a group of people just because they’re stronger than the rest? That has to be the most unjust thing I’ve ever heard of.” She sighed, her voice softening. “No, this is not the way the nation should be… We should all be coming together at a time like this… But the kingdoms have only been pushing each other farther away.” She clenched her fists. “I will not stand for this. But I can do something about it. Which is why when I become the queen of Pyros, I will use my influence to bring all of Ubiaxus together.” Her vermillion eyes shone with resolve. Looking at her hair, I could see embers starting to rise from it. She was no longer saddened by her father’s ignorance. All I could see on her face was resolve. She saw injustice in the world and wished to be rid of it. I couldn’t begin to think of anyone more worthy to inherit the essence of the just.
I couldn’t help but grin at her determination. “I’ll fight with you,” I said. She looked at me, surprised. “I share the exact same dream. So, I’ll fight for it with you.” As the last surviving, and most powerful Glacian, I realized that I had influence as well. As I said before, I wanted to be a symbol of peace. So, in certain ways, our dreams aligned. 
“I shall serve you as well as I can, Lady Strelitzia.”
Strelitzia smiled. “Very well then, Sir Xander,” She laughed. “I shall enjoy our time working together.”




Chapter 7
The following morning, Strelitzia gathered us all in the dining hall again while her parents were still sleeping, to avoid their rude outbursts. “Now that we are all gathered…” Strelitzia started. “I would like to proceed in discussing our next course of action. Lady Krysta, if you would?”
“Yes.” Krysta proceeded to explain the plan to us. “I have used my powers to search all across our time period for the remaining Disciples. The first one that we should pursue is a woman by the name of Valerie Tempest, the Disciple of Fulger, the god of storms. The next Disciple we should target is Zephyr Makani, the Disciple of Ventus, the god of wind. I figure we can split into two teams and locate them faster. Any objections?” The way Krysta glared across the room, however, made it clear that we were not to object.
“I do not have any objections to this plan,” Strelitzia said. “What do you have in mind for the two units?”
Krysta paused for a few seconds, thinking. I shuddered, realizing that this was the same expression she’d made when making calculations back in Lumos. She was about to take a risk, I could tell. After a few moments, she spoke, having made up her mind. “The first team shall consist of Xander, Travis, and Ana,” (On that note, I heard an annoyed groan from Ana). “And they will be going to find Valarie in the Dominion of Fulger. The rest of us will go to a small town in the country of Ventus to find Zephyr.”
Strelitzia nodded. “We depart in an hour, before my parents awaken. Please make sure that all of your preparations are made before we make our way to our respective destinations.” It was obvious that she wished to prevent another incident like the one we’d had the previous evening.
On that note, we all began our preparations to go to our respective locations. Within an hour, Travis, Ana, and I were on our way to the Dominion of Fulger.
 

 
About half an hour after leaving Pyros, we arrived in Fulger. Just as Krysta said, it wasn’t too far away. Still, that didn’t stop Ana from rushing to the dock to vomit the moment we reached dry land. Travis and I walked off the gangplank together, observing our surroundings. What we saw was simply… Incredible.
There were skyscrapers as far as the eye could see. The streets looked completely immaculate and were lined with wires. I could see small sparks of electricity coming from the edges of the streets. It was more machine than city. My thoughts were soon interrupted by the harsh sound of thunder, echoing in the distance. A bolt of lightning illuminated the sky. It struck a tower that stood higher than any of the skyscrapers. I could see the ground below me beginning to glow. Soon, a carriage sped my way. Travis and I stood on the side of the road, waiting for it. Ana joined us soon afterward.
The carriage stopped in front of us. Observing it, I noticed that there were no horses pulling it. In fact, there wasn’t even a driver in the front. It was a fully automated vehicle. Apprehensively, I walked into the mysterious vehicle. Travis and Ana followed soon after me.
“So… How does this thing work?” Travis asked. Suddenly, a panel on the front of the carriage began to glow.
A message was displayed on the panel. “INPUT DESTINATION.” it said.
I shrugged and I said, “Take us to Valerie Tempest,” as clearly as I could. The moment I completed that sentence, I could feel the engine revving up.
The message on the screen changed. “CALCULATING ROUTE TO VALARIE TEMPEST’S LABORATORY. PLEASE FASTEN YOUR SEATBELTS.”
Obeying it, we all fastened our seatbelts. Instantly, the panel changed once more. “THANK YOU FOR YOUR PATRONAGE.”
The entire interior of the car began to glow brightly with a violet light. The engine roared even louder. An instant later, my stomach almost jumped out of my mouth. The carriage moved at breakneck speed. I could hear Travis and Ana screaming and I would have joined them had I been able to open my mouth. Not even a full minute later, the carriage stopped.
Ana jumped out and ran to the nearest trash can and vomited again. I swore that girl’s weak stomach would be the death of her someday. But then again, Travis and I weren’t faring much better. We got out of the carriage in a daze.
After my vision cleared, I noticed that we were in a completely different part of town, in front of a shabby-looking building that was pale in comparison to the towering skyscrapers in the other part of the town.
A woman who looked as though she was in her thirties exited the shabby-looking building. She was dressed in a lab coat and had dirty blonde hair. She had bags under her eyes that made her looked as though she’d lost several nights of sleep. She held a clipboard and was writing furiously, muttering something under her breath. She glanced up at us and then back to her clipboard again, writing more. “I see… I must have forgotten to calibrate the car to accommodate for people as well as heavy objects…”
“Um… Hello?” I said, trying to get the woman’s attention to no avail. “I’m looking for-”
“Valerie Tempest, am I correct? That would be me.” She cut me off. I blinked and looked over her. She couldn’t have possibly been one of the Disciples… Right? But then again, I wasn’t very much to look at either, so I wasn’t really one to judge. “Do you have business with me?” She inquired.
“Yes, I do,” I said. “May I please come inside?”
She nodded. “Sure. Make yourselves at home.”
The three of us walked into Valerie’s laboratory. I was amazed looking around the place. There were blueprints of several different types of armor and weapons scattered across almost every table. In fact, there were pods that actually had the completed versions of a few of the inventions listed in the blueprints. Looking at some of the blueprints, I noticed that some of them contained outlines of the road and the carriage we’d traveled on. My eyes widened. Just how much has this woman made?
Travis, Ana, and I sat down in chairs near the door. Valerie stood in the area that looked to be her main workbench, tinkering with something that I couldn’t wrap my mind around. We explained our situation and told her that she was a Disciple.  For most of the discussion, she seemed uninterested, but she perked up the moment we mentioned the fact that she could control an above average amount of magic.
“Beings with magical power paralleled only by the gods?!” Valerie could barely contain her excitement. “How utterly fascinating! And it may be just what I need!” She became shrouded in a violet aura. She pressed her hands together. I could see violet-colored energy between the gaps in her fingers, growing brighter and brighter every second. Once it was about to burst free, she freed it and launched it out of her hands into the air. The ceiling folded in and the energy flew into the clouds. The clouds sparkled with electricity and became darker. All of a sudden, a massive bolt of lightning struck the tower we had seen when we’d first arrived. Suddenly, the dimly lit lab was full of light.
I swept my eyes across the room, my mouth agape in amazement. The suits of armor and weapons seemed more vibrant now than ever. There were tens of them lined up against the wall. Had she really built all of this?
“It’s the strangest thing…” Valerie started. “Whenever I get a burst of innovation, my storm magic grows exponentially. Of course, I used that as a basis for my greatest creation. The Omega Lightning Rod that powers the entire town.”
“The entire town?! How?” I asked, both stunned and intrigued.
“That much is simple. The constantly stormy weather in this place creates the perfect atmosphere for me to create a bolt of lightning. This free surplus of energy ensures that we never run out of power.”
I could see Travis’s dumbfounded face out of the corner of my eye. Valerie seemed to take note of it as well. “The power hits the tower, and boom. There’s power in the whole town,” She summarized.
“Oh yeah, I get it now!” He said. I almost smacked my forehead with my hand at that point.
“That’s all fine and dandy, but we’re getting off topic,” Ana jumped into the conversation. “Will you come with us or not?”
“I will… But I need for you to do me a favor first,” Valerie had an peculiar spark (no pun intended) in her eyes.
“Depends on the favor. What do you want?” Ana looked at Valerie skeptically.
“Well, my latest experiment has resulted in a massive failure,” Valerie explained. “I am referring to the armor sets you see laid out before you.” She gestured to the suits of armor that lined the walls.
“Really?” Travis seemed confused. “They look awesome.”
“As far as armor goes, yes they are. But these aren’t just plain suits of armor. They’re Magitech armor sets.” Valerie said.
“Magitech?”
“They contain specific materials that hyper-attune them to the user’s specific elemental ability, bolstering their power,” Valerie said. “But the problem is that I haven’t been able to find anyone with magical energy in their bodies strong enough for the armor to detect. However… You Disciples just may have enough innate magical power for the Magitek to react.”
“I see…” I said, understanding now what she wanted. “So, you must want for us to test the armor you’ve built.”
Valerie nodded. “Yes. Once you do that, I will join you,” She said. “And if the test is successful, you can even keep the armor,” She added. That was a definite plus. We’d stand a better chance against the Empire with one of those on our side. “So. Do we have a deal?”
I thought about this for a few moments and stood up. “Yes, we do,” I said.
Valerie practically jumped with excitement. “Yes! Thank you so much! Now if you would please-”
“Sorry to disappoint…” A voice started behind me.
It was neither Travis nor Ana. I looked behind my seat and jumped up, turning around. It was one of them… An Umbran. “But she now belongs to us.”
This Umbran soldier… He was far different from the rest of them. I could sense his aura from where I stood. I’d never felt an Umbran aura, but I knew this feeling instantly. The air radiating from him felt like it was sucking all of the life from me. It was overwhelming. I could hardly breathe. It was a miracle that I was still on my feet.
I chanced a glance at Travis and Ana. They were both passed out on the ground. Valerie was standing safely behind me, but she was trembling in fear. Meaning that the only one here to fight him off… was me. “Wh-What is… One of you… Doing here…” I could barely speak. How could someone have an aura this strong?
The Umbran laughed. “I am not like the Umbrans that you have faced before,” He said. “I am the general of the Umbran Army. General Tenebris Finis!”
“You didn’t… answer the… question…”
Tenebris sneered at me. “We need to kill all of the Disciples. That is my mission here.” He looked around the room. “Oh, what have we here? Four in one place? How considerate of you to gather them all.”
Tenebris extended his hand, and a greatsword of pure darkness manifested itself in the ground in front of him. As he pulled it out, shadowy tendrils wrapped around his arm. He slowly walked toward us, carrying the sword effortlessly. As the distance between us grew, his aura only grew stronger, forcing me to my knees.
It was all over… It had grown obvious at this point that we didn’t stand a chance. I couldn’t even move at this point. I looked at Travis and Ana’s bodies, collapsed on the floor next to me, and Valerie behind me, who had fallen with them. I couldn’t understand why I was even conscious, when they were still on the ground.
Suddenly, I recalled something that Glacia had told me, moments before my journey began. “From this moment on, your desire to defend shall be your power,” she had said. “You shall not err so long as you hold onto this fundamental desire with all your might. I bestow my full might upon you so that you might conquer any foe. This is my gift to you, my Disciple.”
I clenched my fists. I still desired to defend my friends. Travis and Ana… Right now, I could feel their souls calling out to me. It was my duty to defend them.
I rose to my feet. Tenebris looked at me in shock. “How can you still be standing?! What… Are you? No mortal is powerful enough to fight against my aura!”
I glared at him with no remorse. The same beautiful shield that Glacia had summoned when fighting off Terra manifested itself before me. I grabbed it. I now understood what this shield was. It was the sign of our contract. The embodiment of my desire to defend.
I reached out to the shield and it appeared in my open hand. “Haven’t you heard?” I asked. I swung the shield to my side. In that moment, a blast of cold filled the room, almost blowing Tenebris back. This was my aura. My power, cutting through his like a knife through butter. “I am no mortal. I am Xander Faust!”




Chapter 8
Tenebris ignored me and charged at me with his greatsword, yelling and swinging with all his might. I raised my shield, bracing myself. To both of our shock, when the greatsword hit the shield, I didn’t even flinch. It clanged against the shield and he was rocketed off of his feet, slamming into the wall.
“You have become a shield to repel all,” I recalled Glacia telling me. It dawned on me that this shield was as strong as my desire to defend. With this, I could repel any attack. He couldn’t touch me as long as I had this.
Still, Tenebris rose off of the ground. “It seems that there is more to you than meets the eye,” He said, looking directly into my eyes. “I was a fool not to realize who you were sooner, Glacian.” His sneer returned. “But I’m glad! Now I get to enjoy a fight with everything I’ve got!”
Suddenly, the lights in the room went out, and the only light left in the room was the moonlight. Tenebris smirked and used this opportunity to fade into the shadows. I swept my eyes across the entire room. He had vanished.
I remained on my guard. He was still somewhere in this room, just hidden. I could feel his aura. Before I could even get my bearings together, however, I felt an impact smashing against my back, knocking me onto my stomach.
“It’s about time you learned your place, Glacian!” Tenebris mocked me, fading back into the darkness. “No one can stand against the might of the Umbran Empire!” He suddenly appeared above me, stomping on my back. “We are the ones destined to plunge this world into chaos!”
 I knew I had lost. I couldn’t get up off of the ground. He had me pinned. At the very least, I’d given my very best to protecting my friends. I waited for the final impact to come. I closed my eyes and braced for impact. But it never came. The Umbran suddenly took his foot off of my back.
“You’re not done yet, Glacian!”
“I’ve got you covered Xander!”
“Do not roughhouse in my laboratory!”
I opened my eyes, confused. I rose to my feet and turned. A bright, almost blinding light had filled the room. I looked to my left and saw Ana, awake and holding a light in her hand as bright as a miniature sun.
Travis, meanwhile, had summoned the same axe that Terra summoned to fight me. That must have been the embodiment of the contract of his bond as the Warrior. He smacked Tenebris with the bulk of the axe, knocking him down.
Valerie, who had put on one of her suits of armor, was standing above the Umbran. Her open hands crackled and sparked with electricity and she brought them down upon the Umbran’s head, both electrocuting him and knocking him out. She stared at her own hands, surprised. “The field test was successful! I must document this!”
I gazed at them, shocked. “You guys… How did you…”
“Your aura must have temporarily run counter to his, canceling it out,” Valerie answered. “In theory, that would deactivate it long enough for us to get our bearings and wake up.”
I stared at Ana,, dumbfounded by the fact that she had helped me despite my being a Glacian. She noticed me and started to blush. “I-I couldn’t very well let you die after you tried to save my life, Glacian…” She stammered. “I simply didn’t wish to be in your debt! Think nothing else of it!”
I smiled. So she really did have a heart after all.
Travis was looking at his new axe in awe. “Woah…” He said. “This thing is awesome! Where the hell did it come from?” All of a sudden, the axe turned to dust in his hands and blew away. “Huh? What happened?”
Now that I thought about it, my shield had disappeared as well. It had melted and was now a puddle at my feet (Valerie later lectured me about how I should be careful about spilling water in her lab). I suppose that now that I had nothing to protect anyone against and Travis had nothing to fight, the weapons had faded away.
Valerie cleared her throat. “So, I believe that this more than marks my experiment as a success,” She said, her armor still crackling with electricity.
“So, will you join us?” I asked.
“Um… Are you kidding? Of course!” Valerie seemed like she could burst with excitement. “There are so many more experiments that I would like to try on you all! Your power opens up all sorts of possibilities!”
“Good to hear!” I said. “Now let’s get back to the-”
“Uh… Guys…” Ana said. “He’s gone.”
I looked at the area where Tenebris had been. Sure enough, he wasn’t there anymore. I stomped my foot in anger. “Dammit!” I raged. “He got away!”
Travis patted me on the back. “Don’t worry, Alex. We’ll have a chance to kill him later,” He said. “We drove him off. Something tells me he won’t be bothering us again for awhile.”
Ana nodded. “For once the buffon is right,” She remarked. “We should be getting back to Pyros to rendezvous with Krysta, Strelitzia, and Dia.”
“Yup,” Travis said, on his way out the door. But then he paused, turning back around. “Wait… Who are you calling buffoon?!”
We all laughed at Travis’s expense, even Travis himself. We all returned to the ship together, joined by our newest ally, Valerie Tempest.
 

 
Once we had returned to the ship, I felt the exhaustion from my trip. With that exhaustion came sleep, and with that sleep came another vision of Glacia.
Arriving in Glacia’s white room again, the goddess seemed pleased with me. I took my usual seat across from her.
“Well done, Xander!” Glacia exclaimed, beaming. “I knew that you would be strong, but strong enough to summon half of Aegis Glacia on your own?! Incredible!”
“What’s that?” I asked.
“My divine weapon,” Glacia said. “Each of the gods has a weapon as a symbol of their divinity. Mine is Aegis Glacia.”
“Oh, so that’s what the shield is!” I realized. “But wait… there are two of them? I only summoned one and that felt taxing by itself.”
“Yes, there are two,” Glacia said. “The right Aegis of Determination and the left Aegis of Sacrifice. You managed to summon the right Aegis of Determination. But luckily there was no reason for you to tap into the Aegis of Sacrifice. Together, they form an unparalleled shield known as Aegis Glacia.”
“Why do you say ‘luckily?’” I inquired.
“Aegis Glacia divided into two parts: determination and sacrifice,” Glacia said. “The Aegis of Determination is formed as the manifestation of your will to defend. The Aegis of Sacrifice is formed by your will to give your life to defend.”
“So, what would happen if I summoned both?”
“You would form a shield that nothing would be able to break through. However…” Glacia’s expression turned solemn. “That much power comes at a price. It is only to be used when your life and the lives of everyone around you are in jeopardy.”
“What kind of price?” I asked.
“You would be able to form the almighty shield for about a minute before it drained all the magic from your body, and you would either die or lose your magic forever. And which one happens isn’t your choice,” Glacia said.
I gazed at her in shock. Was this truly the kind of power that slept within me? The same one who couldn’t even control his power less than a week ago?
Glacia’s expression softened. “But there is no need to speak of that possibility at the present,” she said. “There is something else I wish to inform you of. Another power that sleeps within you.
“There’s more?”
“You are not yet capable of using it, so I will leave you to find what it is,” Glacia informed me. “But I will give you a small hint. The strength of your bonds will reveal everything about to this power to you.”
“Well that’s vague…” I said, disappointed. “But thanks for telling me.”
“You’re welcome. That is all I wished to discuss with you. I will return you to the surface now,” She said. “Xander Faust… Awaken!”
 

 
I awoke to find that we’d docked. I grabbed the air mask that was hanging off of my door, putting it on and heading out of the quarter deck. Travis, Ana, and the newest member of our team, Valerie, awaited me. We all stepped off of the gangplank together.
Krysta, Strelitzia, Dia, and a man with striking green hair and eyes were waiting for us on the docks. I took it that this man was Zephyr Makani, the Disciple of Ventus.
Krysta breathed a sigh of relief. “Whew… I saw a future for a brief second that involved you dying. Thank god that didn’t happen.” (Later, I had a serious conversation with her about telling us these things before we ended up almost getting killed. She said she’d think about it. She didn’t.) “Anyways, this is Zephyr Makani. Zephyr, say hi.” The way she said that made her sound more annoyed that she had found him than pleased.
“Heya! The name’s Zephyr! Nice to meet ya!” I was about to shake his hand, but he didn’t even look at me. Instead, he just kept talking. “Isn’t Pyros so awesome? And are we really gonna be living in a castle? How big is it? And-”
“So you’ve met Zephyr,” Krysta cut him off before he could go on a tangent. “As you can see, he likes to talk. A lot. Do not let him carry a conversation.”
I expected Zephyr to get mad at this, but he just shrugged. “Eh. Live and let live I guess! Now let’s kick some Umbran ass, fellas!”
“His unique characteristics aside, he will definitely make our next task much easier,” Krysta said. “Everyone, if you would, please head back onto the ship.”
The eight of us headed back onto the ship (Much to Ana’s displeasure). Krysta was the last one onboard.
“Now that we’re all here, we will now be proceeding to find the next Disciple,” Krysta informed us. “His name is Kai Strom, the Disciple of Aqua.”
I had been dreading this one. The Aquan Peninsula was on the coast of Ubiaxus on the opposite side of the map. Getting there would take a week at a minimum, and at the rate the Umbrans were trying to pick up Disciples, part of me doubted that we would even have that long before an Umbran found Kai first.
Judging by the looks Krysta got from everyone, I could tell that they were thinking the same thing. Krysta, however, looked as though she had a plan. “The trip would ordinarily take a week at a minimum,” Krysta said, as though she had read my mind. “However,… We have something that can change that. Zephyr.”
“Zephyr?” Ana asked, glancing skeptically at Zephyr. “How will he make any difference?”
Zephyr smirked confidently. “I see what you’re getting at, Krysta! Leave it to me!” All of a sudden, he rose off the ground and started floating high above us. “Hope you’re ready for something awesome!” He called down from above.
I could feel the ship beginning to shift in the water. The sails went from flat to full of wind. All at once, the ship began to slowly hoist itself out of the sea. Soon enough, the ship was flying just as high as Zephyr. “How do you like that?!” Zephyr said. “Your boat has turned into an airship! Feel free to bow down to my awesomeness!”
I couldn’t help but gape in awe at what I was experiencing. That Zephyr could carry the entire ship using his wind magic alone was incredible. Not only that, but now we could reach Aqua in record time. Within just a few minutes, everyone had gone from annoyed at Zephyr to amazed by him.
Krysta cracked a rare smile. “Just as I predicted…” She said. “Now Zephyr! Full speed ahead!” She commanded.
“On it!” Zephyr exclaimed. The ship suddenly lurched forth. Soon, it was soaring through the sky as fast as a bird, carried by Zepyr’s wind. He flew on the right side of the ship, steering it adeptly through the sky. We we all stared at him, amazed (Well, except for Ana, who was preoccupied with blowing chunks off of the other side).
“Isn’t this awesome?” He called out to us. “Flying is the absolute best, isn’t it?!”
“Yeah! It’s Epic!” Travis called back.
Zephyr did a flip in midair. “I’ve always wanted to travel the world!” He said. “So when I heard that this was a chance to, I said sign me right up! I feel so free!” At this point, he was doing tricks in midair, flipping and turning. He was glowing brightly, his vibrant green aura shining all around him.
There were stories about how of the gods, Ventus, the god of wind, traveled around the world of Ubiaxus twenty times, completely apart from the other gods. He desired freedom above all else. Zephyr was clearly the same. Freedom seemed to be etched into his entire being. It was instantly clear that that was his essence. He was one of the most amazing people I've ever met.
“By the way…” He said suddenly, as though just realizing something important. “Where is the Village of Aqua?” Looking at my compass, I realized that Zephyr was actually taking us farther away from the Village than closer to it.
I take it back. Maybe he wasn’t that amazing.




Chapter 9
“So… Remind us why we’re doing this again? What’s taking the ladies so long? Shouldn’t we be looking for the Disciple of Aqua? And what about-”
“Zephyr, please shut up,” I said, aggravated at Zephyr’s barrage of questions that even I couldn’t answer. “How should I know? Krysta hardly ever tells us her plans beforehand.”
We’d arrived at the Aquan Peninsula just about half an hour ago. The whole place seemed like it was one massive beach resort. There were tons of people, some of which I noticed weren’t even Aquan. I suppose that a place this nice made for a nice vacation spot even with the current tensions within Ubiaxus.
As soon as we got to the dock, Krysta handed us all swimsuits and told us to change into them. I thought this was a curious instruction, but I decided it was best to go along with her. Zephyr, Travis, and I were already changed, but the ladies were taking much longer. So, we sat on the bench outside of the changing room, waiting for them.
I could barely hear their muffled voices through the door. “Krysta, you can’t possibly expect me to wear this! It shows so much skin that I may as well be naked!” Strelitzia’s voice exclaimed.
“Just deal with it, it’s vital for the plan,” Krysta’s voice replied. “Besides… I’m pretty sure a certain Glacian will love it.”
“Wh-What do you think you’re talking about, Krysta?”
I could feel my cheeks starting to burn. Travis smiled wryly. “You hear that, Xander? Someone likes you.”
“Y-You shut up too, Travis,” I stammered. “It’s Krysta. She’s probably just pulling her leg.”
The ladies finally emerged from the changing room, dressed in their new swimsuits. As expected, all of them looked stunning. Dia and Ana were wearing matching one-piece dark blue swimsuits that complimented their long, luxurious golden hair. Looking at them side by side, I couldn’t even tell them apart.
Something about Krysta looked a bit different than usual. She’d aged herself, most likely to grow and fill out her swimsuit. Well it worked and even I had to admit that she was drop-dead gorgeous.
Strelitzia was the next one to file out of the room after Krysta, and when she did, my mouth almost went agape. Krysta had chosen a red string bikini for Strelitzia. Strelitzia always dressed in a cloak, so I’d never noticed just how… voluptuous she was. This was definitely one of the moments that I was actually more grateful for Krysta’s subtle sadism than appalled by it.
I tilted my head a bit. “Where’s Valerie?” While the others had all come out, she was still nowhere to be seen.
“Right about now, she’s probably looking at herself in shame,” Krysta replied with a self-satisfied smirk.
“Considering the swimsuit, you got her, I’m not surprised… It would even take an exhibitionist a few minutes to recover from it,” Ana said. She suddenly turned, glaring daggers at Travis, who was staring at Dia, almost drooling. “And what might you be staring at, buffoon?” she seethed. Huh… So that was Travis’s type… Travis later told me that a very Krysta-like smirk appeared on my face.
“I… Uh… You see…” Travis stammered. “Hey, look it’s Valerie!” He quickly shifted the conversation to her, blushing.
The moment I saw Valerie in the skimpiest bikini I had ever seen, I wasn’t sure whether I should have been grateful to Krysta or sorry for Valerie. I decided a bit of both would be the most appropriate.
Valerie said nothing, but was giving Krysta a look that said, “You will regret this.”
“Now that the fun-I mean-preparations are done…” Krysta started.
“Wait, did you just say fun?” Strelitzia questioned.
Krysta ignored her. “The next Disciple will be a bit more difficult to locate.” She said. “She’s working at an extremely exclusive restaurant somewhere along the beach. As it stands, there’s only one way in.”
Travis started to reach for his axe, which was, as always, strapped to his back. “Force our way in?”
“Don’t be a buffoon,” Krysta said. She gestured to a few men in tuxedos that were scattered around the area. “Those gentlemen may appear to be simple butlers, but then they’re actually elite mages. A direct confrontation would be dangerous.”
“So what’s the plan?” I asked.
“Conveniently, today also happens to be the day of Aquos’s annual swimsuit contest. With this collection of beautiful women, I doubt that they wouldn’t let us in.” Krysta said. “Meanwhile, you boys will pretend to be in our audience, looking for our Disciple of Aqua. Any objection to the plan?” She asked this question in her usual arbitrary manner that indicated that there was no room for objection.
And so, we proceeded with Krysta’s plan.
 

 
As Krysta predicted, they let us into the restaurant with no issues. Before we went in, Krysta told me to put in some blue contacts and a blue wig to hide my Glacian heritage. Apparently, even though this place was accepting of people from just about any of the nations, it seemed that even this place feared Glacians.
Travis, Zephyr, and I were positioned near the back of the restaurant, so we had a view of the entire place.
“So Xander? Any sign of he?” Travis asked.
“Nope. I haven’t felt anything so far.”
Before we went in, Krysta had taught us how to sense the presence of other Disciplines.
“As you all know, each and every magical being in the world has an aura,” She had said. “This applies to us Disciples as well. But ours are slightly different.”
“How?” I had asked.
“Our auras are so potent that they can be subtly sensed by anyone in proximity, assuming that they are within the area. It’s such a small difference that no one who’s not looking will ever notice it. But we are looking.”
“Can you describe the way it feels?” I asked.
“Hmm… It’s hard to describe,” Krysta pondered. “It’s just a certain… divinity that they have that others don’t. It’s the same for all Disciples. Anyways, I have full confidence that you’ll know it when you see it.”
I pondered this for a few moments. We’d been in here for almost ten minutes and I still hadn’t noticed any particular divinity to anyone in particular.
“Uh… Guys?” Zephyr started. “It looks like we have other problems.” He gestured subtly to a nearby table to our left. “That group of eight men… They’re Umbrans. All of them.”
Crap… so now we had them to deal with? If we didn’t hurry and figure this out, we were going to have a fiasco.
A few moments later, our waiter came to us. “Gentlemen? May I take your order?” He was a rather plain-looking man, nothing special about him at all. But still, something drove me to look at his name tag just to be safe. My eyes widened. “Kai Strom” Was the name on the tag. Our target had quite literally come to us. But I had to be sure. “My arms are sore from the long journey to the village.” A quick lie that Krysta told me to say if I couldn’t sense his aura right away. The Aquans were hospitable and would agree to even the most bizarre requests.
And it worked. Kai reaches to hand me a napkin without so much as a second thought. I focused on his hand as it moved towards mine. This would have to be fast, or else it would all be for nothing. I literally had an instant to pull this off.
As his hand inched closer to mine, I started to feel the presence of his aura. It had a sort of humidity to that it, as expected from a follower of the goddess of water. But there was something more beneath that… Something more powerful. More divine. It was the same as the indescribable feeling that I had when Strelitzia touched my hand back in Glacia.
There was no doubt about it. This was our guy.
Unfortunately for us, we I wasn’t the only one who noticed. The Umbrans next to us abruptly darted up from their chairs. They didn’t have quite the same overwhelming presence as Tenebris, but I could tell that they were at least three quarters as strong.
The man who seemed to be their leader smashed his hand against the table. The sound resonated throughout the room.  The entire restaurant went silent. The man spoke with authority, his voice booming loud enough for everyone to hear. “I am here under the orders of the esteemed empress of the Umbran Empire, lady Nox Nihil!” He said. The nearby waiters gasped. They drew rapiers of water, forged from the moisture in the air.
“I wouldn’t use those if I were you…” The Umbran leader advised. It would take you a lot of effort to kill me. And time. And my soldiers may get bored and decide to entertain themselves by collecting your guests’ corpses.”
So, this was his game… He wasn’t like the rest of the Umbrans that I had met. The others that I had met forced themselves in and made a point of killing everyone in sight. This one seemed averse to that strategy.
“Anyways, we came here on business,” The Umbran said. “There’s no need to fear. We aren’t going to kill you unless you give us a reason to. We’re here for one specific person. A man by the name of Kai Strom. If he comes to us, then there’s no need at all for anyone to get hurt.”
“But I would hurry,” he added. “My boys tend to get a bit angry when they’re bored. I would hate for something to happen to your customers.”
Shit… So, they’d managed to rope us all into a hostage situation… And Kai Strom was the ransom. I turned to Kai. To my surprise, he was smiling despite everything.
He turned to face the Umbrans. “And what if I don’t want to come with you?” He inquired.
The Umbran leader blinked. “Then I’ll have to force you, of course.”
Even in the situation he was in, I heard a small chuckle escape Kai’s mouth. “And if I were to stop you from doing so?”
The Umbran laughed. “That’s not happening. I’m one of the strongest- AGH!” The Umbran’s sentence was cut off. Literally. In almost an instant, Kai whipped out a rapier and sliced the Umbran’s throat. The Umbran’s head rolled off his body and fell to the floor with a thunk.
“Oh my, how rude of me…” Kai said nonchalantly. “It seems that I have gotten blood on our pristine floorboards.” He glanced to the remaining Umbran lackeys, who were still reeling with shock. “I take it that was the strongest one in your party. I would hate for the floor to be stained with more blood, so I would recommend that you take your leave as well.” He pointed his rapier at them threateningly. The Umbrans hesitantly made their way through the open door. “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the disturbance. Please return to your meals.” Kai said. Moments later, everyone returned to their meals as though nothing had ever happened.
Kai turned back to the Umbran, but the corpse was gone. “Well, that’s disappointing…” He muttered.
I got up and walked over to Kai. He was definitely our man. The way he took down that Umbran… there was no doubt about it. He was a Disciple. I tapped on his shoulder. Turned around and looked me in my eye. “Listen… May I speak to you? It’s important,” I asked.
“Yes sir. Anything you wish.” Kai sat down in an extra chair that just so happened to be at our table. “So. What is it that you wish to discuss with me?”
We explained our situation to him. He sat patiently and listened to us. “So in short, we need for you to come with us to stop the Umbran Empire,” I finished explaining. “So. Will you come with us?” I asked.
Kai thought about this for a few moments. “Your plan has merit… But are you sure that all it will take to defeat an empire is just nine people?”
“We have the Seer of Kronos on our side,” Travis reassured him. “And if she says so, she’s probably right.”
Kai nodded apprehensively. “Very well then,” he said. “If this will soothe the unrest in Ubiaxus, then I will be happy to help you. Where are the others in your party?” He asked.
Just then, a voice called from the restaurant’s stage. “Ladies and gentlemen! Let the annual swimsuit competition begin!”
All eyes darted to the stage, where the swimsuit models had arrived. At the center of them all were Strelitzia, Ana, Dia, Krysta, and Valerie, all in their new swimsuits.
“That… Would be them…” I said.
Kai’s eyes widened. “Gentlemen, at this very moment, any cause for concern has left me.”
And so, we picked up the eighth member of our team. Our progression should have pleased me, but instead, it filled me with dread. For I had realized that now there was only one Disciple left to find.
The Disciple of Umbra herself. 




Chapter 10
Soon after the swimsuit competition was over (Strelitzia was the winner, much to her chagrin.), we made our way back to the ship. Krysta gathered us all at the front deck to discuss our next order of business.
Once we were gathered at the front deck, Krysta spoke. She had reverted to her original, smaller, form after we made it back to the ship. “To begin with, I would like to welcome Kai to our team,” She began. “He, like all of you, will be an asset to the team.”
Kai bowed courteously. “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Lady Krysta. I do hope that my presence will be a boon to all of you.”
“Yes…” Krysta responded. “With that out of the way, let us proceed to discuss the next Disciple that must join our ranks.”
I lowered my head. “The Disciple of Umbra…”
“Yes, Xander,” Krysta nodded. Everyone looked at her tensely. “Her name is Adriana Nihil, the daughter of Empress Nox Nihil of the Umbran Empire.”
“The daughter of the Empress?!” Travis stopped his foot. “No way! No way in hell!”
“I’m afraid we have little choice in the matter, Travis…” Krysta looked at Travis gravely. “She will be one of the valuable pieces we have on our board, if not the most valuable. Besides… If she is not with us, she will fight against us.”
“Then we’ll just kick her ass then,” Travis fumed. “She. Is. An. UMBRAN! She can’t be trusted.”
“Travis, I’ve seen down that road.” Krysta sighed. “Every possible future where we don’t have all nine Disciples leads in disaster. If we don’t speak to her, she kills us. She is a skilled fighter. She can kill all nine of us including Ana without breaking so much as a sweat. We need her. Whether you like it or not, Travis, she is joining us. She has to.”
Travis clenched his fists. I placed my hand on his shoulder. “I know exactly how you feel Travis. Most of us probably feel it too. But we need all nine Disciples for this plan to work.”
He looked down. I could tell he knew what had to be done. But whether he was willing to do it or not was an entirely different question. I moved in front of Travis, facing him. He raised his head to look me in the eyes.
“Look at my eyes, Travis. Who am I?” I asked.
“Y-You’re Xander Faust, my best friend.”
“No, Travis,” I replied. “Who am I?”
Travis thought about it more deeply before nodding his head and coming up with the response I wanted. “You’re a Glacian.”
“Right. A Glacian,” I said. “I am a Glacian. And there are some people who would see me killed just for being one. People who would outcast me, hurt me, and fear me just for being who I am.”
“Yeah, I know that,” Travis scratched his head. “But what does that have to do with… Oh...” He finally seemed to understand.
“That’s right, Travis. Right now, you may be justified, but your mindset is only slightly better than that of one of those people.”
Travis contemplated this for a few moments before nodding. “I… understand…” He submitted. “What’s the plan, Krysta?”
Krysta smiled a bit. “I’m glad you’re on board, Travis. Now onto business.” She proceeded to explain the plan to us. “Adriana may be the daughter of the empress of the Umbran Empire, but her mother has given her rule over the nation of Terra, which was recently taken over by the Umbrans.”
I looked to my left to see Travis clenching his fists, his eyes burning with resolve. “So… It’s finally time.” He muttered.
“I use the word ‘rule’ rather loosely though,” Krysta continued. “She spends most of her days within the confines of her castle grounds, doing absolutely nothing. Her security will be off the charts, which means that there is only one way in. Walking in through the front door.”
All of us just stared at her, completely lost. “What do you mean through the front door?” Ana asked Krysta what we were all thinking.
“For sport, Adriana has people both Terran and Umbran duel each other,” Krysta explained. “She doesn’t mind where people hail from. All she wishes for is entertainment. The reward for the strongest of the duelists is a private audience with her. She will grant a single request, no matter what it may be. She would even offer her own body as a reward.”
“So, if we compete and win, we can have her join us?” I asked.
“Essentially,” Krysta said. “However, I can only have a single one of you enter the competition.”
“Huh? Why is that?” Streltitzia asked.
“Think about it,” Krysta replied. “This is dueling. She only rewards the strongest, so if all of us entered, we would have to face each other. A massive waste of time, wouldn’t you agree?”
So, this was to be a solo mission. “Who should be the one to go?” I inquired.
“Funny you should be the one to ask,” Krysta answered. “I was thinking that you would be our chosen duelist, Xander.”
“Me? Why me?”
“Above all else, Adriana wishes to see duels the likes of which she has never seen,” Krysta said. “She has seen people from just about every nation fight. Except for one. She has never seen a Glacian fight before. So being able to see one do battle right before her very eyes would almost certainly put you in her good graces.”
“I see…” I scratched my chin. “Understood. I’m your man.”
“Very well then. That concludes this meeting. Xander will be executing this mission on his own. The rest of you, minus Zephyr, may return to your quarters for the time being.”
Zephyr nodded and took off, Krysta taking care to tell him which direction Terra was in this time. And we set off to our newest destination.
The faraway Dominion of Terra.
 

 
The Dominion of Terra lay just to the north of the Aquan Peninsula. It had but a single city, a massive haven within a desert. It was the only landlocked city in Ubiaxus. Fitting, really. We landed on the sands just outside of the city.
I made my way to the castle grounds at the center of town. I wore a black cloak with a hood, so as not to reveal my Glacian heritage just yet. I was not to reveal myself as one until the duel.
As I walked through the streets, I took in my surroundings. There were merchants lining the streets, both Terran and Umbran. People moved past me, chuckling and chattering. The peace struck me as odd. Most of the Umbrans I had seen before were full of malice and bloodlust, but the ones here seemed content. It was both unsettling and comforting at the same time.
Eventually, I made it to the castle gates. Two Umbran guards stood at the front, protecting the gates. When I made my way to them, they stopped me.
“Halt!” The one standing to my left said. “What is your business here?”
I carefully repeated the words Krysta told me to say. “I wish to compete for an audience with Lady Adriana Nihil.”
The guard to my right grabbed my arm, sizing me up. “Hmm… You seem pretty scrawny. You don’t seem like you’d give Lady Nihil much of a show…” He sighed, shrugging. “What’s your name, kid?”
“Xander Faust.”
“Well… We haven’t had many duelists lately. It’s your funeral, kid. Follow me.”
He turned around and opened the gates. I followed him through the entrance. We walked for just a few seconds before we made it to the castle dueling grounds. Two men and five women stood in a line before a single lady sitting on a golden throne. I filed in at the end of the line.
“Ah, I see that you have found another one,” The lady on the throne said. She wore a luxurious black gown and had her pure black hair curled. As she swept her eyes across the room, an expression of pure delight appeared on her face. There was no doubt about it. This was the one I was looking for. Adriana Nihil.
“Yes ma’am,” The guard bowed before her. “His name is Xander Faust.”
Adriana nodded. “Thank you, my good man. You may return to your post.” The guard bowed again and left the room. Adriana’s gaze swept over all of us once more. “Hmm… That should be enough to entertain me,” she said. “Now it’s just a matter of who I shall have go first… Hmm…”
I cleared my throat. Adriana turned her attention towards me. Once I had her attention, I knelt before her and spoke. “Your majesty, may I please offer a suggestion?”
She smiled at me, amused. “Oh? This is a first.” Adriana smiled. “I will hear you out. What do you wish to suggest… Xander, was it?”
I nodded. “I would like to do battle with all of these duelists at once.” I turned over to the rest of the duelists, who were staring at me with their mouths agape. “The one of them who can even scratch me can have the reward. But if I manage to defeat all of them…” I smirked. “I will receive a reward large enough for all of us combined.”
It was Krysta’s plan. The reason why she postponed my meeting with Adriana today was because she knew that all of today’s duelists would be weaker than me. If I had come here on any other day and tried this, I would be taken out almost instantly. Now it was just a question of whether Adriana would accept my proposition.
Adriana smiled, laughing. “Oh, my! In all my years! That sounds simply BRILLIANT! I agree wholeheartedly! I like this one!” She composed herself, her expression suddenly becoming sober. “Although… I must ask… From where do you hail?” Adriana was suddenly staring daggers at me. “Why do you wear that hood and hide your face?”
I removed the hood from my head. The men and women to my left gasped. Adriana herself simply seemed awestruck. “Oh, my word! I never expected for a Glacian to bless these halls!” She exclaimed. “Another change of plans! All of you, shoo!” She shooed all of the duelists out of the room except for me. All of the other duelists shuffled out of the room, glaring at me as though they meant to murder me.
“Now that we are away from prying eyes…” Adriana addressed me after all of the other duelists had left. “I wish to speak to you… Disciple of Glacia.”
I blinked. “How did you-”
“The entire population of the Island of Glacia was destroyed.” Adriana interrupted me.. “I received word of that from my mother just a few days ago. But the strange thing about that was that the Disciple was nowhere to be found. It only makes sense that the Disciple would be you, the last remaining Glacian.”
So, she knew about the Disciples and had figured out that I was one of them. From the elated look on her face, I couldn’t tell if this was a good thing or a bad thing. I flinched as she stood up, stepping down from her throne. “I have yearned for this moment!” Adriana raved. “A Disciple! A good fight to be had! How exhilarating! I’ve been so bored!” She began to glow with a black aura. I stepped back from her slowly, not quite sure what to expect.
“How about a new game, Xander Faust?” Adriana asked me. “You clearly came here because you want for me to join you. So if you are able to defeat me, in a duel, I shall join you without a fuss! So! Do we have a deal?”
I searched her eyes for any sort of ulterior motive, but I couldn’t find any. All she wanted was a good fight. She didn’t even ask to receive anything if she won the duel. Something about this made me nervous though… It didn’t seem like Krysta had predicted this outcome at all.
I dismissed these thoughts. “Very well,” I said. “Let’s do this!” If it was a fight she wanted then it was a fight she would have.
She began to twitch with excitement. “Yes! This shall be absolutely lovely!” She summoned a scythe wrapped in darkness. The light around her began to fade away. Soon, the entire room gave way to shadow.
The two of us stood alone in a black void, just a single white light shining high above us like a spotlight. Other than that, there was nothing, just the two of us standing in the darkness. “Welcome to the abyss! Nothing will interrupt us here!” Adriana smiled at me. “Now we shall begin!”
She suddenly rushed at me with her scythe with blistering speed. She hit me with the blunt end of it before I could even react. She knocked me off my feet effortlessly. “And you better not hold back either. I sure won’t.”




Chapter 11
I didn’t even have enough time to stand before Adriana struck again. I rolled to the left, barely dodging her slash.
I was in a bad spot. Without anyone at my side to defend, I couldn’t use the full extent of my power. Adriana, meanwhile, seemed to have full access to hers. For now, all I could do was fight with my daggers.
Adriana’s first attack was a warning strike. Now she was attacking me nonstop, swinging at me mercilessly with her scythe. It was the best I could do just to keep dodging her.“Is that all you’ve got?” She mocked me as she continued slashing at me. It was the best I could do to d “I thought that Glacians were supposed to be strong. Give me a good fight or else!”
I managed to dodge the final strike in Adriana’s barrage, only to get hit in the chest by a blast of dark energy from the tip of the scythe. I winced as it knocked me back to the ground.
She walked towards me, frowning. “Is that all? I thought Glacians were supposed to be the most powerful mages in Ubiaxus.” She stopped, swinging her scythe over her shoulders. “I thought that you’d at least last about five minutes.”
“Sorry… to disappoint…” I said through gritted teeth. A black circle appeared on my chest where Adriana had struck me. I felt indescribable pain, like something was digging deep into my skin. It was the best I could do to stand. “What… Did you do to me?”
“Allow me to answer that question with another question,” Adriana replied. “What happens when you banish the darkness?”
“It makes... light?”
Adriana nodded. “Yes. Light and darkness are a perfect contradiction. It’s what separates them from the other elements. If you get rid of one, it creates another. There is no in between.”
“Yeah? And what does that have to do with-AGH!” I circle in my chest pierced through my final layer of skin. Slowly, the circle began to turn white. “What’s… happening to me?”
“As I said, banishing darkness creates light. The same applies to the abstract realm that the Dyad governs. So, if I get banish the shadows within your heart, your desire to defend will shine brighter than ever,” Adriana answered.
All at once, the pain in my chest disappeared. The circle of light was still on my chest, but the pain that it brought was gone. I found myself unable to move. And when next my mouth opened, I found that the words weren’t my own.
“So… A forced trance… Interesting,” Glacia said. She had taken control of my body again, just as she had back in Lumos. “I would like to dismiss this as an accident, but that seems too good to be true.” She shot Adriana a harsh look. “So, what do you want… Umbra?”
Adriana seemed taken aback for a moment, before she laughed again. “As I expected. Nothing gets past you, Glacia. What tipped you off?”
Glacia reached out into the abyss of darkness around us. “This darkness isn’t normal. It’s empty. Devoid of any light at all, despite the one you’re shining down on us. Only the goddess of darkness herself could create darkness this perfect. You’re no Disciple. You’ve put the girl in a permanent trance.” I felt my face twist into a scowl. “That and you were always fond of your games. So I’ll ask you again. What do you want, Umbra?”
“Oh, I just wanted to be able to hear the anguish in your voice as I tell Xander here all of the lovely things that you’ve kept hidden from him,” Umbra replied. “And see if any of it will dissuade him from proceeding with your little plan.”
Glacia tensed, clenching her fists. “No, you won’t.”
She summoned Aegis Glacia, charging at Umbra. Umbra dodged the strike and, in a single fluid movement, cut the shield in two with her scythe.
Glacia paused, looking at the shield, which had melted into a puddle on the ground. Umbra chortled at her. “You didn’t honestly think that would work, did you? I specifically banished the shadows obscuring you. But that didn’t change the fact that you still have nothing to defend. You’re powerless.”
“Glacia, what’s she talking about?” I asked from within the confines of our mind. “Let her talk or tell me yourself. What are you hiding?” For the longest time, I had known that there was something that Glacia was hiding from me. I was done wondering. I had to know.
Glacia remained completely silent. Umbra smirked at her. “By the look on your face, I can tell that the boy wants to know your secrets too. Very well. So do you wish to tell him or shall I?”
“I will…” Glacia said muttered. “There’s no point in hiding it now, I suppose. I would rather he hear it from me than from you.”
“Very well,” Umbra said. “You may speak to him privately if you wish. But he must know of the price that will come with saving Ubiaxus. He deserves to know.”
Umbra waved her hand, getting rid of the bright circle on my chest. And the second she did, I could feel my mind moving back into Glacia’s white room…
 

 
Glacia’s room was different this time. There was no table. No seats. No cups of tea. Glacia simply stood in front of me with a grave look in her eyes.
She began immediately. “I’m sorry for all the lies, Xander. I truly am. I should have told you the whole truth a long time ago.” She was staring directly at me, not looking into the distance anymore. “That ends right now. It’s past time you know what you’ve signed up for. I swear from this moment, only words of truth will come from my lips.”
“When first we met, I told you that you were a Disciple. One who has inherited my power and the embodiment of my essence. But this is but half of the truth. I have not told you just how much of my essence you have…”
“What do you mean?” I asked. “I know I have plenty of your essence. Isn’t that where my strength comes from?”
“I haven’t just given part of my soul to you. I have given you all of it. The same applies to all of your friends as well. The moment you and I forged our contract, you lost all trace of your mortality.” She stared at me with a grim expression on her face. “You are not a man anymore, Xander. You are a god. The god of ice. That is the power that now lies dormant within you.”
“I’m… A god?” I scarcely believed the words coming out of the goddess’s mouth. But still… I knew that they were true. She had fully joined my mind with hers. The wall between her thoughts and mine was gone. I knew that every word she spoke was true.
“Yes, Xander. You are a god… after a fashion. But you are in a very fragile state of immortality. There is but one mortal part of you that remains. The strongest part of you. Your soul.” Glacia hung her head down low. “But even that… Is fleeting.”
I clenched my fist. “What are you saying, Glacia?” I already knew the answer to the question. I would be a fool not too.
“We have exactly one day before every trace of your mortality is gone. Before your soul is gone forever. The same applies to the rest of your friends as well. Come this time tomorrow… we will no longer share your bodies. Your souls will die… And only those of the gods will live on.”
I found myself lowering my head as well. My next twenty-four hours…  would be my last. Me, Travis, Strelitzia, Dia, Ana, Valerie, Zephyr, and Krysta… All of our lives were forfeit from the very beginning. “Is that all we ever were? Pawns in your game?” My despair soon turned into seething rage. “Did you never even plan on telling us? Did our lives never mean anything to you?”
Tears started rolling down Glacia’s face. “Of course, they did!” She cried. “You are our children! But when we weigh nine lives against all the lives in the world… This is what had to be done.”
What Glacia said made complete sense, but I still refused to accept it. That a goddess would be so willing to sacrifice the last of her followers. I was furious. I was scared. I felt like running away.
And so… I did.
“Glacia… I’m done.”
“What?” The Goddess looked up at me, her eyes full of tears.
“You heard me. I’m done. I refuse to be the pawn of the same goddess who would cast me aside like I am worth absolutely nothing. Your contract means nothing to me. Take my body. Take all of Ubiaxus. But my soul will never be yours.”
My jaw clenched. My throat tightened. I felt myself beginning to fade away. Glacia reached out to me, but I kept getting further away from her. I left her with these final parting words.
“You are no goddess. A goddess who gets rid of her children without giving them a choice is no goddess at all. None of you are. Goodbye, Glacia.”
These words slowly escaped from my mouth. “Glacia, the false goddess of ice… Awaken.”
 

 
I opened my eyes. My hands. I stared at them. They shone with a vibrant white aura. They were real. They were here. I was here. This body no longer belonged to Xander Faust. It belonged to me. Glacia, the false goddess of ice.
Having escaped from my prison within Xander’s mind, I should have been overjoyed. But still, his final words weighed heavily upon my mind. “You are no goddess.”  The words rang true. After what I had done to the last of my followers, what right did I have to call myself a goddess?
A voice chortled in front of me. I looked up at… that woman. That vile, evil woman. The goddess of all evil herself. Umbra. “So, the boy is gone, isn’t he?”
“Be quiet, Umbra.” I would have killed her on the spot, if not for that damned balance. Killing her would bring something far worse. A flood of light, enough to eradicate the world itself.
Umbra simply ignored me. She banished the darkness around us and sat down on her throne. “There’s no defeating my empire, Glacia.” The goddess looked down on me, smirking. “Coming to get Adriana was a mistake. I’ve broken the girl’s mind. She has retreated, just like your Disciple. Which leaves you two Disciples short of the prophecy.”
“We’ll… We’ll think of something.” But I knew she was right. In the end, we had sacrificed the lives of all nine Disciples for nothing. The prophecy wouldn’t come true. The world would be plunged into darkness and there would be nothing anyone could do about it.
“We’ll think of something?” Umbra scoffed. “No one will trust you. Xander is gone because of you. Who will stand at the side of a false goddess who would lead them to their deaths?”
I lowered my head. She was right. If Xander was any good indication, then no one would stand by my side. But still. I had to try. For the sake of Ubiaxus. Even if I stood alone, I would defend this world to my dying breath. “Hopeless though it may be, I will see this world saved, Umbra. I promise you that.”
Umbra smirked. “Very well then. Let the games begin. May the best goddess win.” I began to pull my cloak over my head and had barely started to leave when Umbra stopped me. “Since you have a handicap, I will grant you a boon. I will give you my Disciple. Her soul still yet resides within this flesh. All you need to do is awaken it.”
Suddenly, Umbra’s black eyes began to twinkle. She fell down at my feet, unconscious. She was gone… for now. She was no longer a goddess, but a Disciple. Adriana.
“Always games with you, Umbra…” I muttered, exasperated. I picked up the girl and made my way out of the door. The guard tried to stop me on the way out. I simply waved my hand. His feet froze to the ground and his mouth froze shut. I calmly left the castle grounds and made my way back to the ship.
I clenched my fist with icy resolve, tugging my cloak’s hood, bringing it closer to my face. I would save this world from oblivion. I had to.




Chapter 12
It didn’t take me long to find the ship. Xander’s best friend… Travis I think his name was… awaited me on the gangplank. He looked up at me and smiled brightly. “Xander! It’s about damn time you showed up!” He took note of Adriana, who was still passed out on my back. “And I see you’re not alone…” His shoulders slumped. “You found her… The Umbran. Why is she knocked out?”
“I would like to discuss that with everyone, Travis,” I said. “Gather everyone at the front deck. There are grave matters we must needs discuss.” I was done hiding things from all of them. It was time I told them everything.
“Umm… Okay?” Travis furrowed his brow. “Are you alright, Xander? You sound… different.”
“I’ll explain everything on the ship,” I assured him. “This is something you all need to hear.”
Travis nodded and went to retrieve everyone from their quarter decks. I went up to the front deck and gently placed Adriana down next to me. A few moments later, everyone started filing out. Once they arrived, I told them everything. About what happened with Umbra. About what happened to Xander. And about how they only had about a day left to exist.
I pulled off my hood. “This body no longer that of a mortal. It is that of a goddess. It is that of Glacia. The false goddess of ice…”
All of the Disciples standing before me were at a loss for words. The worst part was the silence. The gloom that hung in the air as everyone realized the hopelessness of our situation.
Travis Bronwyn, the Disciple of Terra, couldn’t look me in the eye. But still, he was the one to break the silence. “So Xander… He’s gone?”
“Yes,” I said, finding that I was unable to meet his eyes either. “I… I’m sorry.”
Travis’s deep brown eyes began to shine. “You’re sorry? Do you honestly believe that’s even near enough of an apology?!” Travis approached me, visibly ready to knock my head off. Honestly, would have let him. It’s what I deserved. “My best friend is GONE because of you! If you weren’t a god, I would kill you here and now!” He stopped and looked me in the eye. He was crying. He fell to his knees. “What… What is there to fight for anymore?” He rose to his feet, leaving with his head held low.
Dia and Ana Luz, the twin Disciples of Lumos, gazed at me, visibly distraught. They turned to each other. Ana curled her fists. “I always knew that the Glacians were the ones to fear… But I’m starting to think their goddess is the worst of all.” She turned back and ran back to the quarter deck, fuming.
Dia spared one final glance, disappointment writ clearly upon her face. “For almost my entire life, I have served at the Church of Lumos… I have worshiped the gods. But now… I see just how twisted they truly are.” She followed her sister’s example and left.
Valerie Tempest, Disciple of Fulger, looked at me hopelessly. Looking her in the eyes hurt me more than a thousand needles on my skin. They were empty. They had lost their spark, now darker than ever. “I… I need some time to process this.” She retreated back to the confines of the quarter deck.
Zephyr Makani, the Disciple of Ventus, for the first time, seemed to be at a loss for words. I didn’t blame him. The god he worshiped had robbed him of the thing he loved most in the world. His freedom. “Yeah… I should probably get outta here too.” He flew high into the sky, soon disappearing from our sight.
Kai Strom, the Disciple of Aqua crossed his arms. He didn’t seem upset or even saddened. He just stood there with a blank expression. “I see… So, this is it then.” He said, finally. He turned and went back to his quarters without another word.
Strelitzia Cadenza, the Disciple of Pyros, faced me, her eyes ablaze with hatred. “So. You would cast us aside like the pawns we are? Is that all we are worth to you?” Suddenly, the fire in her eyes vanished. Something had broken in her. “Is this… Truly what is right? Sacrificing lives for lives?” She turned around, her back to me. “I… Need some time alone too.” She, like the others, walked back into the quarter deck.
Krysta Tanda, the Disciple of Kronos, was the only one who remained. Or… was it her? Something didn’t seem the same.
“It sure has been a while since we spoke, Glacia.” It was immediately clear that it was not Krysta talking, but Kronos, the god of time. “At least in the flesh. Although I do wish our reunion were under better circumstances.”
“Kronos…” It was he who had concocted the plan to save Ubiaxus. It was he who delivered the prophecy to his Disciple, Krysta. “How did you-”
“Glacia, you know damned well I hate being asked questions,” Kronos said, annoyed. “You were going to ask me how I seized control of this body, weren’t you?”
I nodded, taken aback. I then came to the answer I was looking for on my own. “Did you…” Everything became clear in an instant. “Kronos, you sly fox.”
“Yes. I’ve been using the girl as a puppet from the very beginning,” Kronos said. It made sense. Even as the Disciple of Kronos, Krysta shouldn’t have known about the War of the Heavens. It was an event that happened before the formation of Ubiaxus, before the beginning of time itself. “I didn’t even need a trance. The real Krysta simply relinquished her soul to me after I told her who I was. She couldn’t handle the responsibility of being my Disciple. I mean… I knew she couldn’t and that’s why I chose her.”
I furrowed my eyebrows at him. “So now we’re just killing mortals for the fun of it?”
Kronos shrugged. “The girl would have been poisoned just a few hours later. She’d have fallen painfully ill and died within three days. I saved her the agony. If anything she should be grateful. Besides, she was never necessary. The ‘Disciple of Kronos’ was never supposed to be anything more than a guide for the heroes. Nothing we needed for the prophecy to come true.”
I sighed. That was Kronos for you. Always putting practicality over morals. Still, talking to him was a relief. He could give me the answers I sought. “So, Kronos. Please tell me that losing my Disciple and the trust of all the others was part of your master plan.”
“Sadly… No.” Kronos seemed sullen. “It was Umbra… She’s been playing us all since the very beginning. She predicted our every move from the very beginning.”
I tilted my head. “But you’re the god of time. Surely you predicted this.”
Kronos sighed. “Spoken like one who doesn’t understand the fundamentals of time magic.” Seeing my confused expression, he explained. “Timelines are divided into three types of events. Past, present, and future. The first two are set in stone. There is no changing what is happening and what has happened. The future, on the other hand, is sloppy.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“There are multiple events that shape the future. Every action or inaction creates an infinite number of other timelines. So, after the past and present, time spreads out, just as the branches of a tree. But still, I can usually pick out the biggest branch, the most likely event. Umbra, however, broke the rules and played me for a fool.”
I was utterly lost at this point. “But how did she-”
“Goodness, Glacia, enough with the questions! I was getting there!” Kronos cleared his throat. “As you know, Umbra is the goddess of all that is horrible in the world. Among those things is chaos. Chaos bends the branches of time itself, mixing them together and distorting them. That’s what she’s been doing from the very beginning. It was so subtle that I didn't even notice the difference. As it stands, my ability to see into the future is unreliable. It will take years, or even decades, for me to make sense of the future.” Kronos stared at the ground at a loss for words.
I slumped my shoulders. There was no plan. Umbra was just playing games with us, as she always did. Making us think what we did was right. She had won her game. There was no hope. “So… We’ve lost.”
Kronos shook his head. “I… Didn’t say that. I do have an idea that may work.”
I blinked. “And what’s that?”
“Remember, Glacia. There is no life without death, no joy without misery, nor order without chaos.” I knew those words. I had said those words before, to Xander. It was the law of balance that kept the universe in check. “Everything has a counterpart. The Dyad keeps all in check. So if Umbra can distort a timeline…”
My eyes widened. “Then Lumos can bring order to it again.”
“Exactly. With Lumos’s magic, we can undo Umbra’s spell and I can see into the future. A timeline exists where we are victorious. Umbra couldn’t obscure that much. We simply need to find it. Lumos can light the way.” Kronos suddenly looked away. “However… actually accessing Lumos’s power will be easier said than done.”
I sighed. I would need to convince Dia, and after what I did to Xander, I doubted she’d want to let assist us. I looked up at Kronos hopefully. “Do you think you can convince the girl to let us use his power?” Kronos had always been better at convincing people to do things. Probably because he always knew what to say to them.
This time, however, Kronos simply shook his head. “Nothing I say will restore her faith in the gods,” he said. “I don’t need to see into the future to know that the words will mean nothing coming from my mouth. They need to come for you, Glacia.”
I had a feeling he’d say something like that. I was the leader of the gods. Our course of action was my decision. I was the one to blame. “Very well. I shall talk to the girl.”
I walked around Kronos to enter the quarter deck. I gently knocked on the door of Dia and Ana’s room. The door opened a crack and a pair of bright golden eyes peered through it. “Ana’s asleep,” Dia whispered. “What do you need?”
“I was hoping I could speak to you,” I answered. “About everything.”
Being the polite girl she was, and likely for no other reason, Dia agreed. She left her chambers, closing the door behind her.
“Follow me,” I said. “We have much to discuss.” Dia followed me out to the front deck. Kronos was out of sight, probably listening from afar.
I stopped once I reached the farthest end of the deck. I looked out at the empty expanse of desert surrounding Terra. It was beautiful. And as much as I despised myself for it, a part of me was filled with glee. I had longed for this. To be back in the lands that I once wandered.
I shook my head, remembering the nine lives that I had forfeited for this feeling. Nine people that I had relegated to the same fate as the gods. This was wrong. And I realized that no number of words could make it right.
But still… I had to try.
I pulled the hood off my head, letting my snow-white hair fly free. I took a deep breath, taking in everything around me. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I asked Dia. “For centuries I have been alone in nothingness, longing to return to Ubiaxus. I would have given anything for this. And yet now that I have it… all I can feel is guilt.”
“And for good reason, too.” Dia’s expression was a combination of grief and rage. “Nine lives. Nine.”
“It was for the good of Ubiax-”
“Don’t give me that crap,” Dia interrupted me. Her usual sweet, calm voice was gone. “I refuse to believe that it was all for the good of Ubiaxus. Maybe that was your excuse. Maybe it was part of the reason. But no. You made this decision because you wanted to come back. To wander the plains of Ubiaxus once more. Look me in the eyes and tell me I’m wrong.”
But I couldn’t. I wanted to be able to tell her that everything we did was for the good of Ubiaxus but that would have been a lie. I had told her myself after all. I had been longing for centuries to return.
“And what of Ana?!” Dia raged. “I know you heard everything that Xander heard. What of my sister?!” Tears streamed down her face as she spoke. She radiated an aura of pure amber light. “I made a promise to her! That I would never leave her side. That even when all was gone, I would be there for her! And now, thanks to you false gods, she will be left with nothing! NOTHING!”
On that last word, a shockwave of magical energy emitted from Dia, strong enough to knock me to the ground. The blast of power seemed to take her by surprise.
Dia herself fell to her knees. “For my whole life, I revered the gods. But now… I despise them.” Tears streamed from her amber eyes.  She had the look of a woman defeated. “Xander was right. About all of you. You’re no gods. You’re just mortals with too much power.”
I didn’t know how to respond to that. How could I? She was right after all. There was nothing I could say to console her. Nothing I could do to restore her faith.
Dia… Stay strong.
Dia looked up at me, taken aback. It took me a few moments to realize that I had said those words aloud.
I looked up into the sky, at the sunlight pouring through the clouds. It was time for me to make this right. Not for Ubiaxus. Not for myself. But for the Disciples that I had forsaken.
I took a deep breath and looked Dia in the eyes. “I would so love to say that you’re wrong. That I didn’t at least partially do this to wander Ubiaxus once more. But I did. And I am immeasurably sorry.”
“But still,” I continued. “Ubiaxus is truly in danger. As much as it pains me to say this, we must needs still carry on. I need you, Dia. The world needs you. Your sister needs you.”
“Dia. You are the key to ensuring that the balance between light in dark remain in check. So please.” I knelt before her. “Help us.”
Dia was completely silent, still on her knees as well. She was broken. Unsure. She didn’t know what to trust anymore. “I just… don’t know what to do anymore.” Dia said. “Every road leads to disaster. Nothing seems right anymore. I’m not sure what path to take…”
“Dia…” A voice suddenly spoke behind her. Ana’s. She knelt down beside her sister, placing her hand on her shoulder. Dia looked up at her, shaken. “The path made for you to walk may be unclear. And there’s little I can do to remedy that… But… No matter what path you chose… Just know that no matter what I will walk it with you. This goddess is offering us a path. And I believe that we should at least see where it leads.”
Dia gazed at her sister for a few moments. A small smile appeared on her face. She rose to her feet. She looked down upon me, her eyes full of resolve. “My sister and I are of the same mind.” Her voice was even. She spoke clearly and confidently. “No matter what the path, even if I must give up my life in the process, I will take it. I forgive you, goddess. I am at your service.”
I stood up. I could do this. I could bring all the Disciples back together.
And not only that. I recognized those words that I spoke to Dia, telling her to stay strong. They were the same words that my own Disciple had spoken to her once before. I hadn’t said them. Those words were his.
It was faint, but I could feel his soul stirring within mine. There was still hope for Xander, which meant there was still hope for the rest of the Disciples as well. If I could bring him back, I could bring them all back. I could make everything right.
I felt a smile sneak its way onto my face as well. “Very well then. Let’s get down to business.




Chapter 13
Kronos appeared shortly after I managed to reconcile with the twin Disciples of Lumos. Just as I had, he explained everything to them. He explained who he was, and all the mistakes that the gods had made, and all the lies we told.
He knelt before the two of them. “I apologize to you both. But still… Ubiaxus must be saved. We must carry on,” he stated simply.
“We know the price now,” Dia said, nodding. She glanced at her sister, who was gazing at her solemnly. “Nine lives for one world. Unwittingly or not, this is the price that we have agreed to pay. And we must see it through to the end.”
Ana cast her gaze downwards, her voice wavering. “Lest our deaths be for naught.”
Kronos nodded in agreement. “But in order to come up with a new plan, we need clarity. And there is only one person who can give us that clarity. I am, of course, referring to Lumos, the god of light.”
It was then that he told them the truth of the power that they possessed. About the truth of the Dyad. The nine gods’ greatest secret.
Dia gasped. “But wait… If Ana is a Disciple too… Doesn’t that mean…”
“I’m afraid it does…” I grimly replied. “When the time comes you won’t be the only one to lose a soul, Dia. Ana will as well.” I looked up at both of them. “But that doesn’t mean there’s no hope…” I told them about the feeling that I’d had a short while ago. The feeling of Xander’s soul still stirring for the first time since our encounter with Umbra. “It may not be much to go by… But it’s hope.”
Kronos looked at me, scratching his chin. “So, you still feel Xander within you, even though his soul should be gone. How peculiar.” He shrugged, turning back to the girls. “But that’s not important now. What we need to focus on now is your role in all of this.”
Dia placed her hand on her chest. “Our roles?”
“You have the full power of the Dyad on your side,” I explained. “With that, we can cleanse the timestream and come up with a battle plan.”
Kronos nodded. “Lumos’s soul may be split among the two of you, but the power to summon order lies within only one. Dia.”
Dia tilted her head, skeptical. “But I have no idea how to do that,” she said. “I know how to control light and how to heal people, but summoning a concept like order itself? How am I supposed to do that?”
“Please allow me to put my hand on your chest,” Kronos spoke curtly.
Dia’s eyes widened. She took a step back, covering her ample bosom with her arms. “What? Of course not!”
“Get your mind out of the gutter, child.” Hearing Kronos stay that in the body of a 12-year-old girl felt strange. “I must touch your heart to unlock your power.”
I nodded. “The touch of a god is able to draw out one’s full power. It’s typically most effective when it’s done to the chest.” I leered in Kronos’s direction. “Although the touch of a goddess will suffice if the idea of a man touching your breast makes you uncomfortable.”
Dia sighed. “To be honest, the fact that you’re in Xander’s body right now makes me even more uncomfortable. But I suppose it’s better than the alternative. Go ahead.” She lowered her arm, giving me access to her chest.
I placed my hand on it, concentrating. I could feel the blissful power of light coming from her aura.  I wrapped my own aura around hers, allowing them to fully permeate each other. I felt a shiver begin to pass over her. I slowly began to pull my hand away before the cold overwhelmed her. Our auras separated. She stumbled back, in a daze.
Ana gave her sister a concerned look. “Dia? Are you okay?”
His voice seemed to snap her out of her stupor. “Y-yes,” Dia stammered. “Just a little chilly is all.”
Kronos shrugged. “I did give you an alternative, you know.”
I lightly punched Kronos on the shoulder. “You’re getting off topic, pervert.” I turned back over to Dia. “So, Dia? Do you feel any more powerful?”
Dia looked down at her chest where my hand had just been. “It’s… It’s less that I feel more powerful than that I feel as though I’m more in control of my power. It feels like a wellspring of light within me has turned into a dam.”
“Excellent!” Kronos exclaimed.  “Your aura has been stabilized. It should be much simpler to induce a trance now.”
Dia tilted her head. “Trance? What’s that?”
“It’s the ultimate connection between a mortal and a god’s essences,” I explained. “It essentially will allow Lumos to take temporary control over your body.”
Ana shot me a worried look. “Lumos is going to take over her like you’re doing to Xander?”
“Not quite,” I reassured her. “While the godly soul will be dominant, the mortal soul will still remain completely intact. If you’ll recall, Travis was in a similar state when we were back in the See of Lumos.”
“Oh, so that’s what that was,” Dia recalled. She suddenly seemed worried as well. “Wait! Will I fly into a rage like Travis did?”
Kronos and I shared a look and burst into laughter. Dia and Ana stared at us, bewildered. “You certainly don’t need to worry about that,” Kronos chortled. Lumos was known for many things, but his temper was certainly not one of them. He would sooner die than even hurt a fly.
“The essence of Lumos is love,” I explained through laughter. “So, the idea of him ‘flying into a rage’ is just… ridiculous.”
After Kronos and I calmed down a bit, we decided to move on to the next phase of the plan: getting Dia into a trance. “Think of nothing but your love for your sister,” Kronos directed her. “That emotion should be enough to put you into a trance.”
Dia closed her eyes and focused. A few moments went by.  She began to shine with an amber aura. The light grew brighter and brighter until it was almost blinding.
But then, all at once, it faded. The veil of light surrounding Dia shattered and Dia fell to the ground. “Dia!” Ana rushed to her side. Dia sat up, regaining consciousness.
Ana breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank the g—” she paused, realizing that she was, in fact, in the presence of two of the gods she was giving praise. She turned back to us. “What happened? Shouldn’t she be in a trance right now?”
I furrowed my brow, thinking. The way things were going, Dia should have gone into a trance. And I could only think of one reason why.
“Kronos… This may not work.”
Kronos turned over to me. “Yes, I can see what you’re getting at.”
Dia and Ana both had confused expressions on their faces. “What do you mean?” Dia asked. “Why won’t it work?”
“Kronos and I are able to take control of the bodies of Xander and Krysta because our full souls are within them,” I explained. “But with you, things are different.”
Kronos picked up where I left off. “Lumos’s soul is split amongst the two of you. So, without a full godly soul, a trance may be impossible.” He cursed under his breath. “Dammit! Why did it have to be twins?”
I scratched my chin, deep in thought. There had to be some other way to get Dia into a trance. Suddenly, the image of Ana placing her hand on Dia’s shoulder to calm her down raced through mind. “Maybe…” I had an idea. It was a longshot, but an idea, nonetheless.
“Ana, may I place my hand on your chest as well?” I asked.
“Huh? Sure.” Ana walked in front of me.
Kronos piped up. “Or I could—”
“Shut up, Kronos, this is serious.” I placed my hand on Ana’s chest, intertwining my aura with hers as I had done with Dia a short while ago. The moment I released Ana’s aura from the cold embrace of mine, Ana began to glow brilliantly. She looked at herself in astonishment.
“Alright, now that that’s done… Ana, join hands with Dia.”
Ana shrugged and reluctantly touched Dia’s hand. The light of Ana’s Aura spread to her sister and cradled them both. At first, nothing happened. Then, the light of their auras merged into one blinding, pure ball of light, consuming them. I closed my eyes to avoid being blinded. Upon opening them, there was but a single figure standing before me. She was beautiful, clad in a dress of pure light. Her radiant platinum blonde hair seemed to be made of light itself.
When she spoke, she did so with a voice that was a combination of delicacy and maturity. The voice of Lumos. “Ah, Glacia! I was wondering when you would figure it out!” He rushed to me with his arms extended.
I sidestepped to avoid his attempt at a hug. He tripped over his dress and fell onto his belly before Kronos.
Kronos smirked. “Tis good to see you again, comrade.”
Lumos looked up to see Kronos standing over him. He popped to his feet, grinning ear to ear. “Kronos! It’s been ages!”
Kronos stood still, rolling his eyes as Lumos pat him on the back. “Closer to centuries, but I suppose you were never the best at keeping time.”
Lumos pouted. “Aw, you’re no fun, Kronos…”
“If the two of you are done catching up, we have business to attend to,” I interrupted. Lumos tended to be a bit… affectionate if you let him persist. 
“Ah yes!” Lumos exclaimed. “You the timeline put back in order, don’t you?”
Kronos nodded. “Yes, if you would.”
“Very well.” Lumos closed his eyes, radiating amber light. He squinted, knitting his eyebrows. “Ugh… She sure did a number on it, huh?” Lumos shook his head. “No matter. Anything she can do, I can undo!” Lumos opened his eyes, his aura dispersing into an amber stardust that seemed to scatter as far as the eye could see.
Kronos shut his eyes and opened them again, smiling. “The distortion is gone! I can see all the timelines with absolute clarity!”
My ears perked up. Finally, some good news. “And do you see a timeline where we take down Umbra’s empire?”
“Let’s see… Out of all the infinite timelines from this point onward…” Kronos’s face sank. “There’s only one timeline where we’re victorious.  And if everything isn’t executed perfectly, it won’t happen.”
“I see…” Part of me hoped that there would be a single pathway that led to our victory, but I suppose that was just wishful thinking. “So, Kronos. What’s the plan?”
Kronos began to speak, but then winced.
Lumos tilted his head, giving Kronos a concerned look. “What’s the matter?”
Kronos hesitated. “There’s… a problem. If I tell Glacia what our plan is at any point… The timeline will be shattered. And Umbra will rule the world.”
Being the god of time, there were few things that seemed to genuinely catch Kronos of guard. But although he clearly was trying to appear calm, the look of despair and shock in his eyes was undeniable. Just what had he seen? Just what cost would need to be paid to bring about the world’s salvation. These were the questions that rang in my mind.
Kronos drew a breath, before moving on. “But I digress. There is one thing that I can tell you, though. About Adriana, the Disciple of Umbra.”
I crossed my arms, glancing towards Adriana, still collapsed in a heap against the wall. “What did you find out?”
Kronos curled his fist into a ball. “She’s worthless.”
“What?”
“Umbra pulled another one over on us,” he said. “Lumos, you could tell from the very moment you saw her, couldn’t you?”
Lumos’s eyes widened as he examined Adriana. An unusually serious expression appeared on his face. “Oh, yes… I can tell,” he said. “There is a sizable quantity of darkness within her… but it’s no where near the amount of darkness that lies within Umbra.”
Kronos nodded. “Exactly. That’s because Umbra’s soul has left her. My guess is that this was never her Disciple at all.”
I went cold. “What?” I couldn’t believe my ears. “But how? Was Adriana not the Disciple you saw in the prophecy?”
“We’ve already established that the prophecy was bullshit,” Kronos replied, annoyed. “Adriana will fight by our side. But she is no Disciple.”
“Well then… Who is Umbra’s Disciple?” I asked.
“Someone I’m sure you know, I’m afraid…” Kronos said. “The Umbran you met while in the Dominion of Fulgur.”
“Tenebris…” I muttered under my breath. I should have known there was something abnormal about him. The aura he radiated was unnatural. It radiated pure darkness. The same as Umbra.
Sure, Xander had defeated him once before. But this was Umbra we were dealing with. That fight could have just been one of her games as far as we knew. We had no way of knowing what kind of tricks she had up her sleeve.
“But either way, that doesn’t mean that we gain nothing from recruiting her,” Kronos added. “She is a master of the Imperial fighting technique. She’s a master at almost all forms of combat.”
Lumos raised his hand. “Oh! If that’s the case, I can use my magic to get her out of that coma!”
“How long do you think that will take?” I asked. Even I could feel the seeds of darkness that Umbra had planted in her heart. Removing them would be no small feat, even for the god of light himself.
Lumos gave Adriana a passing glance. “Given the amount of darkness in her… I’d say it would take about an hour.”
Kronos gave us the usual smirk he wore when everything was going according to plan. “Perfect,” he said. “While you do that, I have another task for you, Glacia.”
I raised an eyebrow. “And what’s that?”
“The rest of the Disciples,” He responded. “They are still uncertain of whether or not they should follow you. You need to talk to go talk to them as well.” He took a moment to think. “I can convince Valarie, Zephyr, and Kai to join us. But Travis and Strelitzia… They will only listen to you.”
It made sense. Out of all the Disciples, those two were his greatest confidants. They were the ones who would be the most distraught by his absence. They were the ones who I had wronged the most. “Very well,” I said. “I shall talk to both of them.”
And so, the three of us each went to complete our respective tasks. Kronos went off to find Zephyr, who had flown off to a place only Kronos could find. Lumos went into Dia and Ana’s room to heal Adriana. And I walked into the quarterdeck, preparing to face Travis and Strelitzia.
 

I stood at Travis’s door for what felt like hours, thinking of what I could possibly say to him. Of what words could possibly make him want to forgive me for taking away his best friend. Part of me wanted to run away. It couldn’t bear to see the broken man that would await me when that door opened.
But I knew what had to be done. Reconciling with him was my only choice. And thanks to Kronos’s prophesy, I knew I could do it. The only question was how.
I let out a defeated sigh. As much as I wanted to delay the inevitable, I couldn’t. No matter how much I thought about what to say to him, nothing came to mind. All I could do was speak from my heart. That was all I had.
So, taking a deep breath, I knocked on his door.
“Go away.”
My shoulders slumped. I knew he wouldn’t be easy to talk to, but he had literally rejected me before I even walked through the door. “Travis… Can we talk?” I tried again, this time speaking.
“What part of ‘go away’ do you not understand, Glacia?” His voice blared through the door. “Go away. Before I make you.”
I clenched my fists. “Travis… This isn’t a game.” I could feel tears slowly beginning to form in my eyes. “Countless lives are on the line. Everything I do, I do to help the people of—”
Travis’s door swung open, hitting me in the face and knocking me to the floor. “Oh, don’t you give me that shit,” Travis seethed. “We’re supposed to bend to your will for the greater good, are we? For life and light and all that bullshit? Well, what about Xander’s life? What about My life? What about all of the lives that need to be thrown away?”
I hesitated, rising to my feet. “It had to be done to save Ubiax—”
My statement was interrupted by a left hook to my cheek, knocking me back off my feet. “SHUT UP!” Travis bellowed. “Xander is GONE! The only friend I’ve ever had is gone and it’s ALL. YOUR. FAULT! You may as well have murdered him in cold blood!”
I grabbed my cheek. Blood and tears dripped down the side of my face. But as much as my face stung from the blow, it was nothing compared to the pain that his words had brought. He was right after all. It was my decision that brought about his end. I was just as good as a murderer.
Travis let out a sigh, unclenching his fists. “Got anything left you wanted to ‘talk’ about?” He asked facetiously. I had no answer. “Didn’t think so.” He turned to go back into his room as I watched him, completely speechless.
Travis… Who am I?
Travis stopped in his tracks. He turned around, glaring at me. “What was that?”
I recognized those words. Xander had asked that question just hours before. I could feel his soul stirring within mine once more.
I continued where Xander left off. “Who am I, Travis?”
Travis almost seemed ready to punch me again, but instead, he just stood in place. “I… Don’t know.” All his fighting spirit seemed to have left him. “How am I supposed to know who you are… If I don’t even know who I am?”
“Understandable,” I said. “To be honest, even I don’t know who I am anymore. I used to think myself a goddess. For a while, I was just a wayward spirit. But honestly… I have no idea who I am now.”
I closed my eyes, standing once more. We weren’t too different, Travis and I. Now that I thought about it, the same answers that I was seeking just now he had been seeking for his entire life. An entire life of not knowing who he was or where he belonged.
I turned to exit the ship. “You may choose to follow me, or you may not. Should you follow me, I can tell you more about who you are.” I began to walk out of the quarter deck. “Who knows? Maybe it’ll give you a reason to fight.”
I went back to the front deck and headed down the gangplank. I was almost down before I heard Travis’s footsteps behind me.
“Fine,” He said. “I’ll play your game, Glacia. But nothing you say will convince me to fight for you.”
“We’ll see about that.”
And the two of us walked into the bustling Dominion of Terra.




Chapter 14
The town around us buzzed with energy. The merchants were making their trade and the passerby citizens were loud and boisterous. I pulled my cloak over my head.  Travis followed closely beside me as we wandered through the commons. He gazed around, taking everything in.
The Dominion of Terra had been like this for as long as I could remember, even after the Umbrans came. The Terrans were an optimistic folk after all. Even the end of their world as they knew it couldn’t crush their spirits. But something about this still seemed unnatural. The number of Umbrans wandering through the town was significantly dwarfed by that of the Terrans. Should the Terrans have wished to stage an uprising, it wouldn’t be difficult at all. But still, they trudged along as always, as though this were commonplace.
“Why…” Travis’s voice suddenly cut through my thoughts.
“Hmm?”
“Strelitzia told us that the Umbrans began their siege long before the Disciples came,” He said. “So why are you gods only just now bothering to do something about it?”
I couldn’t meet his gaze. What seemed like an eternity went by before I could finally answer him. “Because we couldn’t do anything about it.” I looked into the sky. “The stories you mortals tell about us will make us to be unstoppable beings of pure power.”
Travis cocked his head. “And they’re wrong?”
I stifled a laugh. “We’re far more powerful than any of you mortals, I’ll give you that. But we have our limits.”
Travis’s eyes brimmed with curiosity. “What kinds of limits?”
“Well, for starters, the stories will tell you that we can never know the embrace of death. That we’re immortal,” I explained. “They’re almost true. We can live for a very long time. Our lives end when our bodies have expended the last of their nigh-upon infinite magical power. We used the last of it to create you mortals and to form Ubiaxus as you know it today.”
“Then how are you back now?” Travis asked.
“While our bodies are ephemeral, our souls last forever,” I answered. “It is as Xander said. We are no gods. We are just mortals with way more power than we know what to do with. When our bodies die, our souls lie in limbo until they can find bodies that are suitable for them. ‘Suitable’ meaning having souls that are similar to ours.”
Travis nodded, seeming to understand. “I see… So, these ‘Disciples’ are your new bodies.”
“Correct. The reason we could not take action to save Ubiaxus is simple: Because you, the Disciples, were not born yet. And subsequently, we could not intervene.”
Travis looked around at the people around him, clenching his fists. “So, if what you’re saying is true… if we had been born but a few years earlier, my parents would still be alive?” He stomped his foot in frustration, the ground shaking lightly beneath his feet. “I wouldn’t have needed to spend my whole life on that island, questioning who I was and where I came from?”
I looked into his brown eyes, brimming over with tears. “Well… You could think about it like that…”
Travis scoffed. “Hmph. What other way is there to think about it?”
“A short while ago, Kronos told me something.” I said. “Every action or inaction creates an infinite number of other timelines. Anything that happens creates an entirely different stream of events.”
Travis blinked. “Huh?”
“Think of it like this. If your parents had never run away from the Dominion, you never would have met Xander. And if you had never met Xander, he wouldn’t have any reason to fight.”
Travis tilted his head. “Why not?”
“Travis, I literally share a brain with the man,” I said. “When he made his decision to join the Disciples, his first thought was about you. About the dangers that you would need to face alone had he not accompanied you.”
Travis was silent.
I sighed. “Listen, Travis… For all it’s worth… I truly am sorry that Xander is gone.” I gestured around us. “He wanted this for you. For you to find the place where you belonged. So… I had to give it to you.”
Travis looked at our surroundings, and at all the people surrounding us. “These people… I don’t know why, but… it looks like they’ve lost their will to fight. They may seem happy at a glance, but underneath… They’re screaming in outrage.” His balled fists clenched even tighter. I saw something new form in his eyes. Determination. He faintly glowed with a dark brown aura. “So, I’ll fight for them. To free the people who have lost their will to.”
I beamed at him. “That’s the spirit.”
Willing to fight until the bitter end. Looking at the resolve in his eyes, I couldn’t help but think of Terra. Travis had the same look in his eyes that she always did.
The look of a warrior.
 

 
With Travis’s determination restored, the two of us returned to the ship. Kronos, Valerie, Xephyr, and Kai awaited us.
“Perfect,” Kronos sighed in relief. “I saw a few timelines where you couldn’t convince Travis to join you… Luckily, that wasn’t the case.”
I swept my eyes across everyone around me. Valerie’s eyes had regained their spark. Zephyr wore his usual smile. And Kai was looking off into the distance, just as calm as ever. They were ready for the battle ahead of us.
Now that Travis had joined us, there was just one more person we needed to complete our roster of Disciples. “Where’s Strelitzia?” I asked Kronos.
Kronos seemed distant, his eyes wandering off to the endless sea of dunes that were to our left. “She said she needed some time to herself…” He said. “She went off into the desert about half an hour ago.
“And you let her?!” Kronos knew as well as I that aside from the Terrans and the gods themselves, there wasn’t a living being in the world that could survive the desert. The resistance to the heat that being Pyrean gave her would only help her so much.
Kronos seemed pensive. “There was something different about her. There was a blazing aura that surrounded her. I have reason to believe…” He swallowed. “That she’s entered a trance.”
I felt all of the color leave my face. This was bad. Pyros didn’t think, he just went in headfirst to deliver justice. With him at the wheel, there was a strong chance that he would go and try to storm the Umbran Empire on his own, jeopardizing our entire plan.
“We need to do something.” I started to walk off of the ship, but Kronos grabbed my arm, stopping me.
“No. You can’t do that,” Kronos said.
“I damn well can, you idiot,” I said through gritted teeth.
“No, you can’t.” Kronos let go of my arm. “You know that as well as I do.” He looked deeply into my eyes. “While looking into the timeline… I found something out. You’re weaker, Glacia. Losing Xander’s soul… Took away a part of you. You just barely have as much power as a mortal.”
I looked down. So, he’d noticed. With Xander’s soul gone, I felt like I was getting weaker by the second. His soul was helping his body slowly adjust to the transformation into a god. And now with his soul gone, his body was unable to withstand my power all at once. It was slowly breaking apart.
I curled my fists into a ball. “Yeah, and what of it? I will not let Ubiaxus fall because I was too weak to walk through a desert.”
Kronos stepped back. “I sense that there is no changing your mind.” He sighed. Very well… Just… be careful.”
I turned to leave, but Travis stood in my way. “Xan—Glacia… I’m coming with you.”
“What?”
“As a Terran, the harsh desert shouldn’t affect me, right?” He said. “In case anything bad happens, I wanna be there to help out.”
I nodded. “Thanks, Travis.”
The two of us headed far into the desert. It only took a few minutes for me to get fatigued. It was as though these vibrant sands sucked the life out of whoever walked on them. I probably wouldn’t have made it if Travis were not at my side helping me stand.
We walked like this for what felt like hours on end until we saw a red speck in the distance. Strelitzia. Travis and I shuffled across the sand as fast as we could, until we finally caught up with her.
“Strelitzia!” I called out with no success. I tried again, using a different name. “Pyros!”
Pyros stopped, then turned around to face me. “Glacia.” He looked at me with a neutral expression. “What do you want?”
“You know exactly what I want!” I said, furious. “What I want is to know what the hell you’re thinking!”
“I’m thinking about ending a war,” Pyros scoffed.
I shook my head. “Pyros, did the War of the Heavens teach you nothing? Gods can’t defeat gods! Trying to defeat Umbra on your own is tantamount to suicide! It’s Insane!” I yelled at him. “We need all ten of the Disciples for this to work. We need Strelitzia.”
Pyros’s face remained neutral. “Even if I let Strelitzia out of this trance, she won’t listen to you, Glacia,” he said. “She was looking forward to creating a new world after this was over. One where all was just. We have dashed those hopes, Glacia. She won’t be alive to see justice brought into this world.”
“But…” But I faltered. “But… I have to at least try. For Ubiaxus.” I clenched my fists. “Should Strelitzia be unable to, I will be the one to bring the justice she wishes for into this world.”
Suddenly, some of the light in Pyros’s eyes faded. His aura seemed to dim. “You… You want what is best for everyone.” These words weren’t Pyros’s. They were Strelitzia’s. “You want the same justice that I do.”
I nodded. “Yes, Strelitzia. With all my heart.”
The vermillion aura surrounding Strelitzia faded until it all was gone. She fell to her knees. “What am I doing… This isn’t just.”
I moved closer to Strelitzia, placing my arm around her. “No, Strelitzia. You have every right to be upset.”
She looked up at me. “Huh?”
“I admit, the gods messed up. If we had used every last drop of our power, we definitely could have taken Umbra down,” I said. “But we were selfish. We knew that doing that would kill us. So, we knowingly took the lives of ten of our followers. That… is an act beyond redemption.”
I drew her into an embrace, my strength fading by the second. “Remember, Strelitzia… Your justice is the strongest thing in the world.”
The two of us collapsed on the sand, smiles on our faces.




Chapter 15
I opened my eyes, finding myself back in the emptiness of my white room. Alone again. I rose to my feet, wandering through it for a while. There was nothing. No one. I was all alone here.
Or… Was I?
I felt a presence, growing stronger and stronger by the second. A voice spoke to me through the silence, distorted and static.
“G… LAC…IA. AW… AKEN.”
I shot up, looking around in a panic. I was back in Xander’s old quarter deck. Kronos was sitting at my bedside. “Rise and shine.”
“Ugh… Rise and pain.” My body ached from yesterday’s excursion. “Is Strelitzia okay?”
“Yes,” Kronos replied. “As are you, for that matter. You should probably thank Travis next time you see him. He’s the one who carried both of you all the way back to the ship.”
“Noted,” I remarked, rubbing my throbbing head. “How long have I been out for?”
“About twenty hours.”
“Twenty?” I hastily got up out of my bed. “That leaves us with only four hours to take down the Empire!”
“Glacia, I’m the god of time. Trust me, I know. Relax. I have Zephyr on route to the imperial island as we speak. We’ll make it in time.” Kronos rolled his eyes. “And it’s more like seventeen hours and fifty-five minutes.”
I sighed, calming down a bit. I could hear the sound of the sea through the walls. “Has Lumos awakened Adriana yet?”
As if on cue, there was a knock on the door. “Hello. May I come in?” Dia’s voice said from the other side of the door.
“Ah, yes,” Kronos said. “Come in.”
Dia opened the door and entered. “Oh! Glacia! It’s good to see you awake.” She seemed like she was in higher spirits than the last time I saw her. I smirked. Lumos tended to have that effect on people. “I think Zephyr was hoping for some sort of epic speech before we went into battle.”
I laughed. That sounded exactly like something Ventus would say. The joker. “Unfortunately, I doubt that there will be anything of the sort,” I chuckled. “How’s Adriana?”
“She woke up about an hour ago. Physically, she’s a hundred percent, but mentally… Let’s just say she’s a bit… confused.”
“May I talk to her?” I asked.
“Sure, I don’t see a problem with that. Unless you do, captain Kronos.” She glanced at Kronos.
“Captain Kronos?” I raised an eyebrow.
Kronos snorted. “It’s just a nickname that they’ve taken to calling me. Surprisingly, I kind of like it.” He turned back to Dia. “As for your question, yes I believe it would be best for Glacia to speak to Adriana.” He smirked. “She seems to have gotten really good at giving reassuring speeches these days.”
I punched him lightly on the shoulder. “Gee. Thanks.”
Dia guided me into her room. Adriana was sitting on the edge of the bed, talking to Ana. “Wh-Who are you?” She asked, the moment I walked into the room. I noticed her shuddering. She was panicked. Afraid.
Ana patted her on the back, consoling her. “Don’t worry, Adriana. She’s a friend.
Adriana’s eyes flitted back and forth between Dia, Ana, and me. She stood, extending her arm. “It’s n-nice to meet you,” She stammered.
I took her hand and shook it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too,” I said. “I am Glacia, the goddess of ice.”
Adriana’s eyes widened. “You’re a goddess?” She placed her hand over her mouth, “Oh my, isn’t that something…”
“Lumos says she has some sort of trauma-induced amnesia,” Dia said. “She’s forgotten about Umbra, and the Empire, and even her own mother.”
“But there is one thing she seems to remember,” Ana said. “Try attacking her.”
“What?” Adriana and I both said in unison.
“Just… Trust us,” Dia said. “You’ll be amazed.”
I shrugged. I drew a blade of ice out of thin air and slashed at her with it. I wasn’t quite sure what happened after that, but the next thing I knew, I was on my butt, the sword of ice shattered. I looked her and gasped. She had drawn the greatsword of Umbra herself. Abyss Umbra. The look in her pitch-black eyes was a sharp contrast to the one that she had just a few moments ago. It was almost demonic, and full of bloodlust.
Adriana blinked, and the terrifying look in her eyes going away. She stared at the sword in her hands, aghast, as though just realizing it was there. She dropped it, stepping back. The sword disappeared, evaporating in a hazy dark mist.
“It’s incredible,” Dia remarked, scratching her head. “Even though she can’t remember a thing, when she’s threatened, her natural battle instincts still seem to shine through.”
I stood, amazed by how quickly Adriana forced me to the ground. But more than that, she was able to wield a godly weapon even though she wasn’t the Disciple of Umbra? I suddenly remembered what Umbra had called her before she left us. A handicap. Umbra had always loved her little games, and I could tell that this was no exception. She didn’t just want to win this game. She wanted to have fun doing it. And what better way to spice things up than by giving her opponents an advantage?
Still though, something worried me. Even for an Umbran, training in the Imperial fighting style, she was on a completely different level. It was more than just self-defense. It was a weapon. Why would an Umbran princess need to have that much power? Just what dark memories did this girl hold?
I dismissed my thoughts. I was overthinking things. As of right now, she was on our side. We were but mere hours away from our journey’s end. I had to prepare for the battle ahead of us.
I looked Adriana in her deep black eyes. “Adriana… You have an enormous amount of power. You are strong. You can fight.” She stared at me, seeming to understand. I continued. “But with that power comes a burden. A question. Will you use it? Will you fight alongside us?”
Adriana looked distant for a few moments, before responding. “Yes. I will fight with you. Right now, you are all I have. So yes. I will fight for you with my all.”
“Good to hear,” I said, smiling and patting the girl’s head. “Now, I need to prepare myself for the fight ahead of us. Ana, Dia, see that she is equipped for battle.”
Dia and Ana nodded, and I exited their room. I went up to the front deck, where the rest of the Disciples were awaiting me. They were all geared for battle in what looked to be some of the suits of Valerie’s magitech armor.
Valerie herself was the first to notice me. “Oh, yay! Glacia’s ready!” She ran over to me. “Please, right this way!” She practically shoved me back into the quarter deck and into her room. I looked around, awestruck. She had turned her room into a makeshift lab, with a massive workbench in the center.
“We stopped by Fulgur just a while ago, so I could pick up my things,” Valerie explained. “As I’m sure you noticed, I’ve equipped everyone with a suit of magitech armor. Yours is on the table. I’m positive you’ll be pleased with the results!”
Valerie exited her room as I put on my armor. As I put it on, it felt as though it was becoming one with my being. I felt it intertwining with my aura and attuning to it. Although the armor was thick, it felt almost weightless the moment it touched my skin. As I put the last part on, I noticed that its color was beginning to change to match the snow-white of my aura.
After putting on the armor, I walked out of Valerie’s lab. She awaited me just outside. “So… What do you think?” Valerie asked, her eyes gleaming.
“I love it,” I said. “It fits like a glove.”
Valerie beamed at me. “Now remember, that’s no ordinary suit of armor. That’s a mark one prototype suit of magitech armor!” She explained. “It attunes to and enhances your aura. Even the most basic of spells can come out ten times as strong with that thing on, so make sure you don’t go around casting spells willy-nilly.”
I nodded. “Alright. I’ll keep that in mind.” Xander’s body still hadn’t recovered from taking on the burden of my soul. But this armor felt like it was sharing the burden, becoming one with my being. “I have to say, Valerie, I’m impressed.”
A blush appeared on Valerie’s face. “Well, what did you expect? Compared to designing an entire city, I would say that this was a breeze.”
“I suppose you have a point.”
“Anyways, did Kronos tell you the plan?” Valerie asked.
I cocked my head. “Plan? What plan?”
“I’ll take that as a no. I suppose I’ll have to fill you in.” Valerie began explaining our battle plan. “As I’m sure you know, the entire Umbran island is essentially one massive military base.”
I nodded. The people of the Island of Umbra had agreed a long time ago that their military might was more important than domestic life. Each and every citizen was a trained soldier.
Valerie continued. “We have two primary targets. One is the Disciple of Umbra and the general of the Umbran Empire. Tenebris Finis. The other is the Empress herself. Nox Nihil. We can find the two of them in the castle, at the very center of the island. But reaching that point… That’s the difficult part.”
“How so?”
Valerie sighed. “Tenebris has placed the entire Empire under high alert, no doubt under Umbra’s direct instruction. Which means that it’s going to be almost impossible for us to slip in undetected.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Almost?”
“In placing so many defenses around the city as a whole, she actually decreased the amount of defense on the most likely place for us to enter,” Valarie said. “The front gates. We can literally head in through the front door. If we head through there, there shouldn’t be met with much resistance at all.”
Somehow, though, I didn’t think it would be that simple. If I knew Umbra, she had some kind of grand trick waiting for us. A trump card that even Kronos couldn’t know about.
I dismissed these thoughts, knowing that if Kronos couldn’t predict anything Umbra could throw at us, I didn’t even have a chance. “Are there any other details that I should be aware of?”
“Not really.” Valerie shrugged. “For the most part, Kronos was pretty vague. He said that if we knew what events were going to happen, they wouldn’t. He says that we should just follow our hearts and they will lead us to victory.”
“Interesting…” I recalled the expression on Kronos’s face while he was looking into the future the day before. It still worried me. It took a lot to frighten Kronos, and the look that appeared on his face was definitely one of fear.
I recalled telling Xander that our journey would be rife with danger. But now that he was gone, I would be the one to face it. I had to be prepared for the very worst.
“But anyhow, that’s pretty much all,” Valerie said. “As you saw, everyone is on the front decks. Ana, Dia, Kronos, and Adriana all came out while you were getting changed. We should join them.”
The two of us headed back to the quarter deck. When we arrived, the sun was no longer shining. The sky overhead was painted the purest black. A massive island loomed in the distance, threatening us with its presence alone.
Our time had come. Here, we would begin the ultimate battle against light and darkness. Our journey was finally about to come to an end.
We had made it to the doorstep of the Umbran Empire.




Chapter 16
The moment we stepped foot on the island’s shore, I knew something was off. There were no soldiers awaiting us. No ambush. Just emptiness.
“Uh… Anybody got a match?” I heard Zephyr’s voice ask. “I can’t see a damned thing.”
“I’m afraid that a simple match won’t do,” Kronos said in response. “There is only one light powerful enough to banish Umbra’s darkness. The light of Lumos.”
“I suppose that’s my cue then.” Ana began to radiate a brilliant amber glow. The area around us flooded with light, illuminating our path.
“Excellent,” Kronos said. “Now that we can all see five feet ahead of us, we should all carry on. Follow me.”
Kronos guided us through the Umbran territory. The further we moved, the more uneasy I became. We walked for what felt like ages, but still there wasn’t an Umbran soldier in sight. Valerie had told us that we wouldn’t be met with much resistance, but this was ridiculous.
I tapped Kronos on the shoulder. He peered at me out of the corner of his eye. “What is it, Glacia?”
“Something about this… doesn’t feel right,” I answered. “We should have at least run into one Umbran soldier by now. But I haven’t seen a single one.”
Kronos kept on moving, unflinching. “Don’t worry, Glacia. Everything is going precisely according to plan.” He had a faraway look in his eyes. I had seen that look before. Even though he stood before me, his mind was in another place. In the future.
I sighed in defeat, deciding to keep moving. Kronos was clearly hiding something from all of us. But at this point, we had little option but to continue moving forward.
Eventually, the sand that we were walking on turned to cobblestone. We’d made it to the grounds outside of the castle. The only defense keeping us from entering was a single gate. Still, there wasn’t an Umbran in sight.
Until we opened the gate.
“What the… Holy shit!” Travis yelled out.
Easily over a hundred Umbran soldiers were laying in wait for us behind that gate, barring our path. With no other viable option, we ran, the soldiers giving chase.
I cursed under my breath. I knew this was a trap. What I didn’t know was why Kronos would keep it hidden from us. I let out a sigh. It wasn’t the time to be asking myself these questions. The only question that should have been on my mind was how to dispatch all of these Umbrans.
Luckily for us, there was a large tree not too far behind us. “Everyone, behind that tree!” I shouted. All of the Disciples moved in behind the tree.
Suddenly, the soldier’s movements became slower, eventually creeping to a halt. I looked to my left to see Kronos glowing purple.
“What the hell were you thinking?” I hissed. The only thing stopping me from slapping him was the fact that doing so would break his concentration, sending the soldiers stampeding our way. “You knew this would happen! You had to have known! And yet you’ve led us straight into an ambush!”
Kronos answered calmly but ambiguously, despite the fact that I could see him shaking in fear. “I… I did what I had to do.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I can’t hold time like this forever.” Kronos changed the subject. “You’ll need my help in order to navigate the castle. Which means… One of you will need to stay behind and fight the horde.”
“What?” What Kronos was asking for was impossible. The Disciples were strong, but there was no way a single one of them could take down an entire fleet of Umbrans.
“I’ll do it,” Zephyr spoke suddenly, unusually serious. All eyes moved to him. “I’ll take down the soldiers.”
“Y-you?” Travis seemed concerned. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah,” Zephyr said. “I can fly high, so they can’t even touch me. The moment Kronos unfreezes time, I’ll make you guys a path and hold these guys back as long as I can.”
We all stared at him in awe. Kronos’s eyes were the widest of all. “Wow… When I saw this in the timestream, I thought it was an anomaly. Who could have possibly guessed that Zephyr would actually say something smart?”
“Hey! That’s mean!” Zephyr pouted. “It’s just… I kinda have to take this seriously, you know… The freedom of everyone in Ubiaxus is at stake.”
Freedom… His essence. It was then that I knew that no matter what, there was no changing Zephyr’s mind. Ventus was the same way. When he saw someone being robbed of their freedom, he had to act. It was practically a reflex.
I looked at him intently. “Zephyr… Are you a hundred percent sure you want to do this?”
Zephyr nodded, his face somber for the first time since we’d met him. “Yes. Surer than anything I’ve ever been sure of in my life.”
“Very well then,” I said. “Kronos… Let him go.”
Kronos nodded. “Good luck Zephyr.”
Kronos snapped his fingers and all at once time unfolded. Zephyr flew high into the air and the soldiers stopped, shaken. Then he moved his hand in a single, fluid movement. A gust of air overpowered them all, sweeping them both to the right and to the left and leaving a gaping path in the middle of their ranks.
“Now’s your chance guys! Run!” Zephyr ordered.
We obeyed, running through the path that Zephyr had created for us, taking advantage of the soldiers’ disorientation. As we ran, I could hear Zephyr’s voice taunting them. “Is that all you’ve got? Come on at me you Umbran assholes!”
We made it past the Umbran fleet and ran to the castle. I stopped the moment I reached the door, the sound of rushing wind filling my ears. All of us turned around to see something simply incredible.
A tornado.
A hint of a smile worked its way across my lips, and I saw the same smile come to the lips of the Disciples as well. We all knew the same thing. He wasn’t going down without a fight.
But still, there was but a single person who watched the spectacle unfold with dread. Kronos.




Chapter 17
The castle interior was as dark and foreboding as its exterior. Torches lined the walls, filling the halls with a dim light. The light should have brought comfort, but instead it only brought worry.  It felt as though the further we walked down the hallway, the closer we were getting to our deaths.
We walked through the halls in painful silence, none of us daring to speak. Umbra was cunning. She knew better than to place all of her soldiers in one place. She’d likely placed all of the weaker, expendable ones out front and had the strong, elite ones stationed here.
We carried on for a long time before a familiar voice broke the silence. “You were fools to come here.”
Footsteps echoed down the hall. A single Umbran man rounded the corner, not bearing the look of a soldier at all. He dressed in a black lab coat, the garb of an Umbran scientist.
I recognized him. It was the same Umbran that Kai had decapitated the day we went to Aquos.
All of us stopped to size him up. Well… Almost all of us, Kai kept walking as though the scientist were no more than a flea.
The scientist glared at Kai as he walked past. “And where do you think you’re going?”
Kai sighed, stopping. He turned around, still not facing the scientist, but the rest of us. “Are we actually going to pretend that this rubbish is worth our time?”
“Rubbish?” The scientist fumed. “I’ll have you know that I am Sir Merrick Colton! The most esteemed scientist in all of Umbra!”
“Excellent, you’re a scientist!” Kai applauded mockingly. “So, you should be able to calculate the exact number of shits I give. None.”
“Don’t mock him so casually…” I looked up to see who spoke. Valerie. She was shaking. Afraid. “This man… He’s designed every single weapon in the Umbran Empire. Weapons capable of destroying entire civilizations in an instant. He’s the true inventor of magitech.”
A twisted smile came to Merrick’s face. “Ah, I see at least someone has heard of me! A fan I presume?”
Valerie clenched her fists. “Never…”
Merrick raised an eyebrow. “Beg pardon?”
“You call yourself a scientist…” Every syllable she said was filled with rage. “Science should be used to make the world a better place for everyone. Not just a singular nation or Empire, and certainly not to kill.”
“Hmph. And here I thought that I had come across a fellow intellectual.” Merrick scoffed. “How naïve. You speak of science like it’s a tool. Science is a weapon, dear.”
“What?!”
“Over the course of five years as an Umbran soldier, I have constructed over a thousand weapons for the Empire,” Merrick said. “As a result, the nation has prospered, and is now becoming a global superpower. What could possibly be wrong with that?”
“I…” Valerie faltered.
“You’re no scientist,” Merrick mocked her. “Fulgur is at rock bottom. It hasn’t gained territory in decades. I’d bet you haven’t even invented two devices to help your nation.”
Valerie clenched her fists tighter. “Shut up.” She looked up at the scientist with a look colder than any ice even I could produce.
Merrick flinched. “What?”
“I’ve lived in Fulger for thirty-six years…” Valerie became shrouded in a violet aura, sparks flying from her open hands. “Would you like to guess again about the number of inventions I’ve produced?”
“Um…” Merrick glanced around nervously. “I don’t know… But it can’t be more than—”
Merrick’s sentence was cut off by an electric punch to the face. Valerie stood over him, scowling. “I don’t know either,” she said. “I lost count after I hit the septuple digits.”
“Septuple?” Merrick scrambled to his feet. “But that would mean—”
Valerie punched him to the ground again “That’s right. I’ve created over a million inventions.”
Merrick scrambled across the ground, reaching for something in his pocket He pulled something out: a small remote. “Hmph. Lies and slander,” he said, although he was trembling. He pressed a glowing black button on his device. “It’s time I showed you the power of true sci—”
Kai pulled out his rapier, cutting Merrick’s throat again in an instant. “You believe your head to be the most valuable apart of you, correct?” He asked the scientist’s dissipating corpse. “Then let’s see how valuable it is when its separated from your body.”
So, Kai defeated the scientist… But the victory was short lived. A rumbling sound came from the corridor Merrick had exited from. Exchanging a look, we all ran past the corridor. I turned to see we were being chased by a massive robotic soldier.
“What the hell is that?!” Travis looked up at the colossus.
“I don’t know…” Valerie said. “You guys keep moving. Don’t worry. I’ll find a way to disable it. I’ll come and find you once it’s gone.”
“Not alone, you won’t,” Kai retorted. “This thing looks formidable. I’ll fight it with you.”
Kronos nodded. “Very well. Zephyr should be here to join you soon enough. Keep fighting.”
The rest of us ran down the hall, leaving Valerie and Kronos behind to fight the mechanical beast.
 

The rest of the hallway led us to a spiral staircase. We started off running, but after what felt like an eternity, we began to slow down.
“Kronos…” Ana huffed. “How much longer?”
“It should just… be a little farther…” Kronos said, although he seemed a bit unsure himself. “We just need to get up these stairs…”
“Why bother… We’re just going to fail. We have no chance of defeating Umbra.”
My head shot up and I glanced around. “Who said that?”
Everyone remained silent. They were like zombies, shuffling aimlessly, as though each step up the staircase was draining them.
“Xander Faust is gone… We may as well just give up now…” That mysterious and yet familiar voice rang in my mind. “Give up. Succumb to the darkness…”
Every word the voice said made my knees drop more. I tried to stop, to regain my focus, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop walking.
“And even if we do save Ubiaxus, what do we gain from it?” I sunk further. “We get to save a world we no longer get to live in? What’s the point? We may as well just succumb to the darkness…”
We all came to a halt, falling to our knees, crushed by the weight of despair. My eyes were blurred with tears. I heard footsteps echoing down the stairs. The man who came down from them was none other than the Umbran Xander had seen in Lumos. The one who ran away.
“Yes… Succumb to darkness,” He said. “Succumb to despair. Succumb to me.”
“W-what are you… doing…” I fought back a sob. “Why… can’t I stop… crying?”
“Despair,” he said. “Darkness works in tandem with despair. By manipulating one, I can manipulate another.”
“Just who are you?” I gasped. “That was one of the secrets of the Dyad! Who could Umbra possibly trust enough to tell that?”
“No one of any importance…” His tone was dry his tone wasn’t mocking or full of madness. Every word was laced with layers upon layers of despair. “My name is Ciaran if you must know… I suppose it would be rather rude to not let you know the name of the person who’s going to kill you.”
I gritted my teeth. “Someone’s confident…” But even though the words were brimming with confidence, Ciaran still maintained the same tone as before. Was it confidence? Or did he truly know for a fact that we would be defeated.
“Hmph… Nice try.” Ana suddenly stirred behind me.
Dia and Ana both rose to their feet. “Your darkness can’t possibly hold a candle to our light,” Dia said.
Ciaran’s gaze shifted to the twins. “What? How are you still standing? You should have been crushed by the weight of your despair!”
Dia rubbed a single tear from her eye, looking at it and frowning. “I’ve felt worse.”
Ana grabbed her sister’s hand. “We’ve both felt worse. But we can get through it all without breaking a sweat. Because we have each other.” The two began to radiate an incredibly vibrant amber light. The Umbran winced, blinded. The despair left me in an instant.
“Our light is keeping his magic at bay!” Dia said. “You should be able to keep going up the stairs now! We’ll hold him here!”
The remaining five of us nodded and continued up the stairway.
But as we ran, I noticed a grim look in Kronos’s eyes. Even though we were inches away from our goal, the despair never left his face.
Just what would be awaiting us at the top of the castle?




Finale
Walking through that final door, every step was a reminder that I had to keep going. For those I had lost. For those I could yet save. For those I would lose. For myself.
The door led me to a throne room. The room was bare. It had a single window, in the very back of the room, allowing the moonlight to flood in. The only light that filled the place.
The throne cast a massive shadow, but I could still see who sat atop it. A woman with hair and eyes of the purest ebony. Her dress perfectly black, absorbing any small amount if light that touched it. She stood, walking towards me.
“You have done well to make it this far… Glacia.” A crazed look suddenly appeared in her eyes. 
No… It couldn’t be… 
“Two queens stand alone at the end of the chessboard. Both desperate to claim the other’s kingdom. Doesn’t that make for a lovely game?”
I trembled at the word game. “Umbra?! But how? Kronos—”
“Yes, Kronos trapped my body in time,” Umbra said. “But while you can trap a body, it’s impossible to trap a god’s soul. It reaches beyond time once it’s released.”
I looked to the door behind me. “What happened to Kronos?” But I knew the answer to the question. I just didn’t want to confront it.
“I killed him,” Umbra answered. “But not just him.” She snapped her fingers. “Bring them in.”
The door behind me opened. I gasped at who walked in. Cronan Blake, Ciaran, and Merrick walked through the door, holding the lifeless bodies of the Disciples.
“Isn’t it sad?” Umbra asked mockingly. “All their souls have been ripped from their bodies. They’re gone. Every last one.”
I clenched my fists. No… I couldn’t accept it. I wouldn’t accept it.
“So here you stand at the end of your journey, all alone and powerless! Just in time to witness everything you have be thrown away!”
I couldn’t… Accept it…
“You’ve lost, Glacia.”
I… Had… To accept it… I had failed.
I closed my eyes, defeated.
 

“From this moment on, your desire to defend shall be your power.”
“What?”
I opened my eyes and found myself back in the white room. The table was back. And sitting across from me was none other than my Disciple. Xander Faust himself.
“You shall not err so long as you hold onto this fundamental desire with all your might.” Xander looked up at me. “For a while, those words had meaning. I felt like I could truly do anything. But now… Here we are just days later and we’re on the verge of losing everything.”
I let loose a defeated sigh. “I suppose I am just a false goddess after all… What chance did I ever have of defeating Umbra, a member of the Dyad?”
“Glacia, do you know why you’re so weak right now?”
I knew the answer to that question. But I didn’t want to say.
“Something tells me you know the real reason why.” Xander glared at me, looking into my soul. “I’ve shared I mind with you for so long that there’s nothing you can’t hide from me anymore. So tell me. Why are you so weak?”
I curled my fists into a ball. “Because… I’ve lost the will to defend.”
Xander nodded. “For a while, I felt the same. I thought that all hope was gone. I felt like… I had nothing to defend.” I sensed something behind his eyes… The light of hope. “But still… When all hope is gone, you must stand firm. Do not lose your will.”
“But what if it’s hopeless? What if I can’t win no matter what?”
“You probably can’t…” Xander said. “But lucky for you, you don’t have to do it alone.” He rose from his seat and extended his hand. “Let’s end this, Glacia. Together.”
I smiled. Filling me with hope when all was lost… It was then that I knew that Xander Faust was more of a god than I would ever be.”
As I took his hand, our souls became one. But his will was stronger. It overtook mine in a matter of seconds. A smile appeared on my face.
Xander Faust had returned.
 

 
“You’ve lost, Glacia.”
Those words rang through my ears sharper than a thousand needles. A cold colder than the coldest ice filled my chest. The power returned to my body all at once, a blizzard stirring within my heart.
So, I released it.
Shards of ice shot out of every pore of my body. They ruthlessly impaled all of the Umbrans around me, tearing their bodies to bloody shreds within seconds. The only one left standing was Umbra herself, shrouded in a barrier of dark energy.
Umbra staggered back, shaken by my sudden assault. “W-What?” She stammered. “How the hell did you do that? Your body should have been crushed by the weight of your soul! How did you break free, Glacia?”
“I’m afraid that Glacia is gone.” I glared daggers at her, my expression as cold as ice. “My name… is Xander Faust.”
“What?” Umbra gasped. “You’re supposed to be gone! I cast your soul into the abyss!”
“You did,” I said. “But luckily, I had a little bit of help getting out.”
“Well… It’s of no importance,” Umbra said, although she was still visibly shaken. “There is no way that a mere mortal can defeat me.”
But she was wrong again. I wasn’t a mortal. I felt Glacia’s spirit intertwined with mine, her strength covering every single weakness and every single insecurity that I had. I felt strong. I could do this. I could defeat Umbra.
Umbra drew and brandished her scythe. I unsheathed both of my daggers from my belt. I took a deep breath.
I had a battle to win.
I rushed Umbra, slashing at her. She sidestepped, attempting to strike me with her scythe. I blocked the strike with the dagger in the other hand and slashed at her again. She jumped back, startled, almost getting grazed by the attack.
“Hmph. I’ve had enough of this farce,” Umbra said. “It’s time that I brought my full might to bear!”
Umbra slammed her scythe down to the ground. The bodies of all of my friends rose, glowing with a pale dark light.
“You’ve come this far because you with to defend your friends,” Umbra said. “But let’s see how you feel when it’s their power that’s being used against you!”
Suddenly, small lights began to rise from each my friends’ chests. Each of the lights was the color of their aura.
I felt Glacia gasp from within me. No… She wouldn’t!
What do you mean? What’s going on, Glacia? I asked.
She’s taking their souls! Glacia said, shocked. She’s taking their power, along with the power of all the gods. But she can’t handle that much power! The body she’s chosen hasn’t even had the chance to adjust to her power alone! If she absorbs the souls of seven gods…
It’ll destroy her, I finished.
“Umbra! I know what you’re doing!” I shouted. “You need to stop! Your body can’t handle that much power! You’ll die!”
“Silence, mortal!” Umbra yelled. “I am the alpha and the omega! The world began with darkness and it is with darkness that the world shall end! Nothing can defeat me! Darkness is eternal!”
All of the souls flew into Umbra at once. She shone with a pure black aura, overwhelming me with power. I flew backwards, all the way back into the wall.
Umbra grimaced as she limped towards me. She was clearly in tremendous pain, barely managing to stand. But still, she had the air of someone who had won the fight.
“You have lost, Xander Faust,” Umbra said. “I have transcended every being in the entire world. I’m the most powerful being in the world! I control earth, fire, thunder, wind, water, light, darkness, and time itself! You have no hope of defeating me!”
She slowly extended her arm. "Now it is your turn! The darkness must command dominion over ALL things! Your pathetic ice included!"
I tried to run away, but when I did, dark tendrils grabbed me and held me against the wall. I struggled desperately, trying with everything I had to free myself from the tendrils. I knew that in this state, any single strike from Umbra would kill me.
I was this world’s last hope. I couldn’t die. But the more I struggled, the more I realized that there was no escape. The tendrils held me with an iron grip that was impossible to break.
A thought suddenly crossed my mind. What if in order for Kronos’s prophecy to come true, I had to die? What if the end of the world could only be averted through sacrifice?
Sacrifice. The word rang loudly in my mind. I then realized that there was only one thing I could do that would save the world.
I closed my eyes and stopped resisting. I stopped resisting. I thought of every moment I had spent on this journey. All the friends I’d made. All I had learned. All of the sadness. All of the joy. All of the pain. All of the people that I had to defend.
I opened my eyes. I knew what I had to do.
Umbra let loose her final attack.
In that instant, I let all of my power leave me. All of my being. I put it all into creating the most powerful weapon in the universe. The embodiment of sacrifice. A shield to repel all.
The completed Aegis Glacia. The Aegis of sacrifice.
By the time Umbra realized what I had done, it was already too late. She let loose a blast of pure, godly power, all the elements rolled into one. It struck the shield, and the shield did exactly what it was supposed to do. 
It repelled.
Umbra was struck by the full force of all the power she wielded. I was blinded by a bright light. I felt the dark tendrils wrapping around me disintegrate into nothingness. I fell to the ground.
When the light faded, I saw Umbra on her knees, coughing up blood. There was a gaping hole in her stomach. “But… How…” She choked. “I am… darkness… I am… E… tern… al…” 
That was the last word to come from her mouth. 
She was gone. The goddess of darkness lay defeated by her own lust for power.
I watched as all of the souls flew from her corpse, back into the bodies they once inhabited. All except one. Her own. It twinkled, hanging in the air, getting smaller and smaller, until it faded away into nothingness.
My friends’ eyes flittered open. They slowly rose to their feet. I wanted to run to them. To wrap them all in an embrace. But I knew I couldn’t. My time in this world was almost up.
I collapsed.
Travis rubbed his head. “Ugh… What the hell…” He turned his head towards me. Dammit. I was hoping he wouldn’t see me like this. “Xander!” He ran to me. Once they had gotten their bearings, the others did the same.
I looked up at them with the last bit of my strength. “Hey guys…” My voice came out softer than a whisper.
Travis clenched his fists. “Xander… What happened? Where’s Umbra?”
I smiled weakly. “Gone.”
Strelitzia put her hand over her mouth. “You… defeated her?”
“Yeah… But I’m afraid it took everything I had…” I said. “It’s taking all of the strength I have just to talk to you right now…”
“No…” Strelitzia’s eyes brimmed over with tears. “Why did it have to be you…”
“Don’t cry…” I tried to comfort her. “The Empire is gone. So are the Glacians. There’s nothing stopping you from creating a world where everyone can be happy.”
“But…” Tears streaked down Strelitzia’s face. “We were supposed to do it together! We were supposed to reshape this world together!”
“I… I’m sorry.” I looked down. “I did what I had to do, and I paid the price. I can’t join you in reshaping Ubiaxus,” I said. “But everyone here shares the same dream that you and I do. They can help you just as well as I can.”
Strelitzia stared at me in silence, before suddenly running at me and pulling me into an embrace. “Your sacrifice will always be remembered, Xander. Always.”
She let go of me and walked away. Travis walked to me next.
“So… This is it, huh buddy?” Travis seemed as though he was fighting back tears.
“Travis… I’m sorry I had to—”
“Don’t give me that crap,” Travis said. “If anything, I should be the one saying sorry…”
“Huh?”
“It was me…” Travis muttered. “You left the island because I left the island. If I had stayed—”
“Travis…” I interrupted. “Don’t you give me that crap.”
“Huh?”
“If you had declined Strelitzia’s invitation, I would have still made you go with her,” I said. “You wouldn’t have been happy. I chose to let you go. There’s nothing in the world that would have stopped me. It’s what best friends are for.”
Despite his best efforts to hold back his tears, a few managed to escape Travis’s eyes. He walked over to me and wrapped his arm around me, giving me a light noogie. “I promise that I’ll never forget you, pal. I’ll keep moving forward no matter what.”
I smiled. For a few seconds, things were just as they once were. Travis sat by my side and I smiled lightly. We sat like that for seconds that felt like hours.
Eventually, I felt myself beginning to slip away. The last thing I saw before I died was Travis’s smiling face. Everything was as it should be. Closing my eyes, I welcomed oblivion.
As I drifted into nothingness, I could have sworn I heard Glacia’s voice.
Sleep well, Xander Faust.
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