It’s Quiet…Too Quiet

“It’s quiet…too quiet.”

“Did you just make that joke?”

“Aww come on. You have to admit it fits, right?”

Entering further and further into the ethereal depths of the Capra Whitewood was a rather odd duo.

One was a blonde boy in a hooded green jacket with green eyes who had his arms folded behind his head. Next to him was a boy of similar age dressed in a black and gray hooded coat. His face was obscured, but the impression he gave off was dour yet equable compared to his compatriot’s clear cheerfulness.

“I mean, look around.” Soma gestured to their surroundings. “You see it too, right?”

“Nothing but forest?” Cress quipped monotonously.

“Yeah! This far with not an Iblis in sight, even with two Motus around.”

The other boy shrugged. “Pretty odd, but what else can you do besides investigate?”

Iblis were creatures made from and drawn to strong emotions. When someone’s emotions ran high, they emanated Anima which entered the natural world. Drifting through the air, Anima would eventually converge into Iblis of varying shapes, forms, and powers. These Iblis would then try to feed on the Anima of other beings for sustenance and evolution.

So that begged the question, why weren’t there any Iblis?

Cress cupped his chin in thought.

‘If we follow the cliches…it’s probably closer than we think.’

He glanced to the sides. Nothing.

He checked behind him. Nothing.

He looked above. Noth-

Cress sighed.

“Found it.”

And of course, it had to be a giant spider.

‘What is this? A bad horror movie?’

Cress and Soma were moving fast as their arachnid foe chased them through the woods as its girth threatened to snap trees in two by brushing against them. Its imposing size proved more foreboding when combined with its strength and durability.

"F#cking hell."

Splendorous Interruptions

The sound of dozens upon dozens of heeled boots stampeded over the barren earth of the ravine.

Soldiers in light armor were rushing to exit the pass. Each of them carried an assortment of weapons ranging from an infantryman’s sword to a flanged mace. At their backs was a crooked branch sprouting a sword, the symbol of the Fyrjian Empire.

The officer spearheading the group heard a faint laugh from above. Turning his head up, he stopped and held an arm to the side as his vision filled with red.

“Everyone, halt!” he shouted.

He raised his shield just as a wall of wind and flame slammed into him. His muscles strained; arms arching, and legs fighting to keep him on his feet. When the torrent ended, he was drenched with sweat as the laughing became clear.  

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!!!”

He warily peeked over his shield.

It was a crouching young woman whose frame was obscured by a crimson cloak. He could see a spiky blonde ponytail appearing to flicker and catch fire. Held in both hands was a rapier with a burning tip like a candle.

She stood up, treating the soldiers to a toothy smirk and bright red eyes.

“More hounds of Fyrjjia. How droll. Unfortunately…”

The stranger pointed her blade at the soldiers.

“I’m afraid you shall be tarrying with my splendorous self. If you seek to pass, then, I, Rozen Von Friedrich, shall be your opponent!” She flourished her blade. “En garde!”

A Friendly Spar (1)

Standing at opposite ends of a sealed grey arena was a dark-haired boy in a hooded jacket and a ponytailed girl with a tank top who had metal bracers on her hands. Both had come for a spar.

The girl tapped both fists together. “You ready for this, Cap?”

Cress cracked his neck. “Ready when you are, ‘Mura.”

Homura grinned excitedly. “Alrighty! On three! One.” She entered a fighter’s stance. “Two.” Then a runner’s position.

Cress put a hand in his pocket. Homura’s feet ignited.

“Three!”

She rocketed towards him with a bang. Crossing the distance in the blink of an eye, she threw a burning straight at Cress.

Bending back, the punch passed over Cress’ face as he pulled out a dagger. He swung towards her neck.

Homura leaned low and dodged with a head slip before punching towards his midsection. In response, Cress backflipped away as her punch cracked the earth.

As his feet touched the ground, he aimed his right index finger at her. They glowed green before firing several bullets of wind.

Undeterred, the girl ran forward and raised her right arm to block. The weaponized air hit her flesh with loud impacts but barely left welts. She closed the distance again and threw a flurry of punches, weaving left to right completely astir.

Cress’s eyes narrowly squinted as he watched her movements closely. With no arcane enhancement, each blow only grazed him as he evaded them all.

Homura’s fists caught fire.

“One!”

Cress jumped back as she threw an uppercut.

“Two!”

She threw a burning right hook which shot a crescent of flame. He dropped to the ground.

Homura’s feet glowed as she raised a leg.

“Three!”

In a risky movement, Cress leaped forward in a burst of agility. As her leg went down, he vaulted over her shoulders and shot into the air. The earth around her cratered as spires erupted with the completion of her ax kick.

Before Cress could reach the ground, Homura ran towards a spire, jumped, and kicked off it. She flew towards him with a flying kick.

“Four!”

Her opponent narrowed his eyes, feet glowing green. He kicked lightly, a burst of wind appearing for a second, pushing him out of the burning kick’s path.

Homura shattered the wall with a resounding boom as Cress landed with a somersault.

Coming to a stand, he saw Homura racing towards him again. He glanced at her feet. They weren’t glowing.

He ran forward.

The brawler entered swinging distance and drew an arm back. Cress prepared to dodge before noticing her feet begin to glow red.

He pivoted to his left.

Homura’s figure blurred from his front to his back, leaving a burning semi-circle in the ground. She threw a left cross while her eyes widened.

Cress was facing her.

Slipping an arm under her’s, he stepped into her guard, kicked her front leg off-balance, gripped a second point, and threw her onto the ground headfirst.

She crashed into the ground with a bang and an explosion of dust.

A few moments later, the dust cleared to reveal Cress dusting off his hands while Homura cradled her head on the ground.

“Owowowow…” she whimpered.

Cress cracked his neck. “First round’s mine.”

It’s Quiet…Too Quiet Pt 2

"Forsooth, who could have seen this coming?"

"Less jokes, more fighting."

The hooded boy strafed out of an extended leg's path as it stabbed through a tree behind him. Vaulting over a large tree root, he pulled a knife out of his coat, charged it full of Ventus energy, and flung it at one of the spider's eyes. A gust of wind propelled it forward as a current spun around the tip like a drill.

He clicked his tongue at seeing it only deal a scratch. Endo and exoskeletons were one thing, but armored eyes too? That was problematic.

"Heads up!" Soma warned.

Cress looked up to see him swiftly gliding over the Iblis with wind jetting from his feet. His bracelets sparked as he opened his palms.

"Spark!"

The hooded boy leaped back as tendrils of electricity flared from Soma's palm like a shotgun blast. Crackling lances of Fulgur energy ran over the screeching Iblis' body like a current, leaving light burns.

Two of its front legs rose with a scream before slamming into the earth.

Both boys directed a hand towards the rising debris and expelled blasts of Ventus to push it away.

Recovering first, Cress saw its maw moving.

"Venom attack incoming!"

The arachnid spat a stream of black liquid at Soma only for him to smoothly drift away without being touched.

"Thanks!"

"Not over yet," Cress replied. He looked at the Iblis' scratched eye and the scalding liquid.

He had an idea.


Lessons in Pukka
“Roz, remind me again why I have to take etiquette lessons for a f#cking gladiator tourney?” Cress groaned from behind his desk.

The source of his ire merely put a palm to her chest with a head held high, seemingly oblivious to his mood. “My captain, this is a chance to allow all of Atman to bask in our splendor!” For emphasis, she slashed a line under the largest text on the board with her baton. “Pukka!”

“Pukka?” he questioned dully.

Rozen crossed her arms and nodded fervently. “Yes, my captain. Pukka!”

“The hell does that mean?”

The proud blonde puffed her chest with a grin before snapping her baton at the board.

“Your class.”

Snap.

“Your presentation.”

Snap.

“Your splendor!”

Rozen, eyes almost sparkling, finished with all the text on the board alight with flame.

‘If that sh#t breaks, I’m not paying for it,’ Cress thought.

Unaware of his inner monologue, Rozen continued.

“This is what Pukka is in Atman culture. And our band of warriors is nothing short of the highest quality. So naturally, our Pukka must reflect it!”

Cress nodded with no change in expression. “Okay, so Atman slang, and making impressions. Got it. You’re not making me wear a suit, are you?

Rozen’s eyes brightened, grin widening.

Her captain’s denial was immediate.

“F#ck no!”

He jumped out the window.

“Ohoho! You seek to challenge my agility? Let me oblige you!”

She grabbed the board and carried it with her as she followed him.

A Friendly Spar (2)

Rozen and Homura zipped around the training hall in a back-and-forth exchange of blows. Defense and offense were the same for the two fighters radiating ignis energy. Homura threw flurries of straights while Rozen either danced out of the way or parried before riposting. The brawler was covered in scratches while the fencer was untouched but had singes over her clothes.

In the stands, Soma and Cress watched with drinks in hand.

“Not looking too good for ‘Mura,” the blonde spellcaster commented. “But they’ve been at this for a while, so Roz might kick it first. Who do you think’s got this, Cap?”

“First strike wins it.”

Soma perked up. “Oh?”

Cress nodded and took a sip from his tea. “Roz is faster while ‘Mura’s got better endurance, but they’re both beatsticks. Different types, but beatsticks.” He watched Rozen go in for a quick stab Homura parried with the metal plate on her gloves. She forced the blonde to retreat with a fiery jab. “And neither of them got a good hit in yet.”

Below, the fencer and brawler continued to clash. Rozen’s rapier continued to graze Homura’s skin and leave light scratches while she kept trying to land a punch. The fencer’s terpsichorean steps allowed her to avoid a decisive strike while her opponent’s stamina let the brawler bulldoze through the hits she took.

Rozen thrust again.

Homura grabbed the rapier.

Grinning, she decked Rozen square in the face.

Again.

And again.

And again.

Cress nodded.

“Match set.”
