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Chapter 1







Raphael  stood  in  the  skies,  held  aloft  upon  wings  of  golden light  that  stemmed  from  his  shoulders.  Ryu-To-Ki,  the  mystical energy that was the birthright of every dragon—or Dragon Magus—

flowed from the Draconic Braziers within his soul and suffused every fiber of his being. 

 It is time, he decided, and he raised Heavenly Peal, a glaive imbued with potent Holy Magic. 

The  Dragon  Sigil  blazed  from  his  soul  and  took  its  place among the heavens. It was the mark of Namakhut, the Dragon God, and  it  took  the  form  of  an  inverted  triangle,  its  base  open,  lines stemming  from  its  heart  and  running  along  its  sides,  all  in  the brightest of burning gold. 

Sitting  just  below  the  clouds,  the  Dragon  Sigil  shed  its radiance over the Defiant Citadel, a flying fortress with curtain walls and outer turrets of shimmering blue force and a main keep of equal parts lumenstone and draconic obsidian. Eight thousand Hell Drakes

—mages, armsmen auxiliaries—manned its battlements and turrets as it soared to battle. They turned their eyes heavenward toward the Dragon Sigil, and it fed them strength and resolve, heightening their prowess and banishing their doubts. 

A  collective  roar  of  battle  fury  thundered  from  their  throats. 

Blades  and  axes  surged  into  the  air,  thrust  high  in  jubilant  fists. 

Spells crackled or hissed into life across readied staves. Trebuchets and ballistae snapped to calibration. 

The Dragon Sigil had the opposite effect on the Hell Drakes’

foes:  seven  thousand  dark  goblins,  their  ranks  bolstered  by  two dozen  hydras  and  arrayed  beneath  three  thousand  harpies.  Fifty ogres were in command. 

Every  monster  flinched  and  quailed  before  the  Dragon  Sigil as it sapped their will and withered their might, from the lowliest red-skinned,  gangly  limbed  goblin;  the  maniacally  twitching,  feathered forms  of  the  harpies;  the  grotesque  hydras  with  their  gigantic, misshapen bodies and nine fang-filled maws atop an equal number of  sinuous  necks;  all  the  way  to  the  ogres,  massive  blue-skinned humanoids  with  uncannily  human  features  beneath  horned  scalps and brows. Thirty of the ogres were clad in heavy plate armor. The rest wore dark robes adorned with alien runic script. 

Raphael knew this thanks to the light of the Dragon Meridian, a  mental  discipline  that  allowed  him  to  count  vast  numbers  in  the blink  of  an  eye  with  unerring  accuracy.  It  also  gifted  him  a  perfect memory, the ability to imitate actions with flawless precision, and the capacity to instantly learn any language he heard or beheld. 

Most  importantly  of  all,  it  was  also  his  connection  to  his friends and family. 

“We’re  ready,  Raph,”     Koshi  said,  his  mental  voice  ringing clearly through the light of the Dragon Meridian. The dragon lingered in  the  skies  above  the  Defiant  Citadel.  Black  scales,  gleaming beneath  the  golden  light  suffusing  the  heavens,  covered  his  sleek and  powerful  form  and  his  vast,  leathery  wings.  Tongues  of  flame and  tendrils  of  lightning  dripped  from  the  sides  of  his  fanged  maw. 

Crimson  eyes  blinked  within  a  deep-set  draconic  brow.  Horns  of ferocious silver swept across his skull. 

Koshi was Raphael’s father through deed and in spirit, and in a  previous  lifetime,  he’d  been  the  Knight  of  Platina  the Justicebringer,  a  mighty  dragon  that  championed  righteous  causes. 

Thanks  to  Raphael’s  magic,  he  had  been  reborn  as  a  true  dragon, and he now flew alongside his son, ready to bring ruin to their foes. 

“Thanks,  Koshi,”  Raphael  sent  back  through  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian. 

“I won’t let you down, Raphael!”    Shiomi promised. The force dragon,  resplendent  in  sapphire-hued  scales,  hovered  close  to Koshi. She was much smaller than him, and thanks to the light of the

Dragon Meridian, Raphael could readily perceive how her heart was awash  in  equal  parts  eagerness  and  trepidation.  Once  the  barest fraction  of  her  much-more  powerful  and  ancient  namesake’s  soul, Shiomi  had  been  given  new  life  through  Raphael’s  magic  as  well, taking to the skies as a precocious yet conscientious and thoughtful youngling. 

“I  know  you  won’t,”  Raphael  replied,  sending  a  reassuring pulse  of  approval  and  confidence  toward  Shiomi  alongside  his response.  He  looked  to  his  left.  Eliza  was  by  his  side,  as  always. 

Skyfang, a golden sword forged entirely of  Ryu-To-Ki, blazed in her fist and gave her the ability to fly, though not as adroitly as Raphael’s Heavenward  Dance  wings  did  or  as  swiftly  as  any  of  the  dragons could. 

Eliza  brushed  a  stray  strand  of  blonde  hair  aside,  before lowering  the  visor  of  her  helm  over  her  bright  blue  eyes.  Then  she drew  upon  the  strength  of  the  first  three  Draconic  Braziers  she’d ignited.  The  First  made  her  swifter.  The  Second  granted  her strength. The Third layered scales of golden light over the half-plate armor  that  encased  her  slender  and  tightly  muscled  frame.  She nodded wordlessly to Raphael, her heart entirely in tune with his, her purpose inextricably entwined around his destiny. 

She was his Dragon Knight, as Koshi once was Platina’s. 

Raphael  found  his  gaze  drawn  to  the  tower  of  twisted  black stone behind the monsters. It reached more than a hundred feet into the skies. Strange, crimson vines swarmed from its base and spread all  across  in  a  two-mile  radius,  leeching  the  very  life  from  the  land and  feeding  it  into  the  misshapen  structure,  which  in  turn  bent  the earth’s stolen vitality to a dark purpose. 

Violet  light  lanced  from  the  tip  of  the  tower,  and  Raphael knew  that  if  he  followed  the  eerie  radiance  above  the  clouds,  he would see swirling expanses of similar hue. These were warp clefts, unholy  rifts  in  the  very  fabric  of  reality  itself.  With  them,  the  ogres sought  to  establish  a  stable  connection  between  their  realm  and Raphael’s, so that they might flood this world with more of their kind. 

Raphael had laid waste to two of six such towers already, the first  with  his  war  party  and  the  second  with  the  aid  of  the  Hell Drakes. After both occasions, he had also restored the ravaged land with his magic. Today, he would do the same for the third time. 

An  armored  ogre  raised  his  curved  sword  then,  and  roared defiantly  into  the  skies.  The  hydra  upon  which  he  stood  reared  its nine heads back, before thrusting them forward again, maws agape. 

Columns  of  fire  lanced  from  each  of  the  heads  toward  the  Defiant Citadel.  They  fell  short,  of  course,  since  the  flying  fortress  was  still more  than  a  hundred  feet  from  and  fifty  feet  above  the  foremost ranks of the ogre forces. The hydra’s spit arced downward to crash amongst a cluster of goblins instead, instantly turning a dozen of the monsters to ash and badly singeing the limbs of twice that number. 

The  goblins  shrieked  and  gibbered,  but  Raphael  could  see that  now  their  horror  stemmed  from  their  masters  rather  than  the Dragon  Sigil  burning  across  the  skies.  The  harpies  chittered amongst themselves at the sight, and the fury in their deranged eyes grew tenfold. In a single brutal gesture, the ogres had stabilized the morale of their underlings. 

Raphael  nodded  to  himself.  The  ogres  were  cruel  and callous, but they were not wasteful with their resources, one of which was  goblin  flesh.  They  were  formidable  foes,  the  least  of  them  a deadly  warrior  or  a  powerful  mage,  and  Raphael  had  learned recently that they stemmed from another world, one corrupted by a malevolent being of great power known only as the Void Tyrant. 

But Raphael’s allies were formidable too. Janan Rosya, High Captain of the First Seat, commanded the Hell Drakes. Those who fought  under  her  banner  also  termed  themselves  Janan’s Kingmakers. If he looked over his shoulder, he would easily spot the High  Captain  upon  her  command  platform,  surrounded  by  her advisors and staff behind layers of magical barriers and a cordon of heavily armored armsmen. Janan was a true goblin, one of the last of her kind, and Raphael knew that she held no mercy in her heart at all for her twisted kin. 

The  Hell  Drakes  responded  to  the  hydra  with  a  barrage  of trebuchet  fire.  Hundreds  of  leaden  balls  arced  from  behind  the Defiant Citadel’s curtain walls amidst the swish of reinforced beams and  thumps  of  descending  counterweights.  Ballistae  strings twanged,  moments  before  clouds  of  barbed  bolts  filled  the  skies beneath Raphael. 

Goblins  and  harpies  cried  out  in  unison  as  the  leaden  balls burst  in  midair  and  doused  them  with  fire,  ravaged  them  with spreading  frost,  or  ripped  through  their  bodies  with  swirling  sparks. 

They  fell  in  droves  as  ballistae  bolts  scythed  through  their  ranks, smearing  their  viscera  and  scattering  their  limbs  across  the  vine-strewn landscape. 

The  hydra-mounted  ogre  raised  his  blade  once  more  and bellowed. Magic amplified his voice over the clamor and carried his commands to his troops. As one, the harpies surged forward. Ogre mages raised their staves and chanted, tearing sweeping swathes of earth free and sending the goblins standing upon them skyward, that they might board and assault the Defiant Citadel. 

Strips  of  flesh  peeled  from  the  backs  of  the  hydras  and spread into hideous, insectile parodies of wings. As one, the massive beasts rose into the air, each of them bearing a cluster of ogres upon their backs. They were a formidable armada capable of tearing the Defiant Citadel apart all on its own. Hydras couldn’t normally fly, but their ogre masters had coursed dark magic through spikes of ancient dragon bone, which they then hammered into the flesh of the multi-headed beasts, warping their forms and heightening their strength. 

A gray, shapeless bulk thrice as large as Koshi streaked past the  Defiant  Citadel.  It  was  the  chimera  named  Tian  Mo,  a  bizarre creation of the Chimeric Emperor and the mount and companion of Huo  Xian,  the  vain  and  quick-tempered  Thirteenth  Grand  Prince  of the  Chimeric  Empire.  Huo  Xian  stood  upon  Tian  Mo’s  expansive bulk,  clad  in  intricate  crimson  armor  and  ringed  by  his  bodyguard, who wore plate harnesses of a similar hue but much simpler design. 

He  was  also  accompanied  by  Orfeo  Vitelli,  a  formidable  knight  of Lucario. Orfeo tipped his gauntleted hand up in a salute to Raphael

as he passed, his white armor gleaming beneath the radiance of the Dragon Sigil. In contrast, Huo Xian wore a contemptuous sneer upon his too-perfect face. 

“Let’s get this over with,” the Grand Prince barked, before his chimera carried him dozens of feet from Raphael and into the midst of the advancing harpies. Hundreds of tendrils tipped with spikes and blades flashed from Tian Mo’s amorphous body, cleaving through the feathered  creatures  and  hurling  their  dismembered  bodies  from  the skies.  A  cluster  of  harpies  beyond  the  chimera’s  immediate  reach leveled  their  graphite-tipped  spears  and  loosed  bolts  of  lightning from their weapons. 

Amidst  the  chaos,  Raphael  spotted  Orfeo  raising  his  hands and  chanting  a  series  of  arcane  syllables.  Discs  of  ice  swirled  into existence  around  Tian  Mo,  intercepting  the  lightning  bolts descending upon the chimera. A heartbeat later, fiery spheres burst from Huo Xian’s palms to spin into the harpies’ midst. The spheres detonated  in  Tian  Mo’s  wake,  setting  the  skies  ablaze  with  roaring flames.  A  hundred  harpies  turned  into  ash  instantly.  Twice  that number plummeted to the ground, their wings and claws reduced to charred, crumbling ruin or their faces melted from their skulls. 

“Should  we  go  now?”  Shiomi  asked.  “He’s  going  to  get surrounded, isn’t he?” 

“Huo  Xian  will  be  fine.  But  yes,  it’s  almost  time,”     Raphael replied. “Be ready.” 

The  chimera  burst  through  the  swarm  of  harpies  and  fell  on the  hydras  behind  them.  Shrieking  in  fury,  the  many  headed monsters surged forward in response. Fanged maws gnashed upon swarming  serpentine  necks,  gray  bladed  limbs  writhed  and  cut, spells  flew  as  torrents  of  searing  flame  or  blistering  ice,  and  steel clashed  against  steel  as  Huo  Xian,  his  entourage,  and  his  chimera took  on  a  squadron  of  flying  hydras  and  the  ogres  astride  their backs. 

“That’s  our  cue ,”   Koshi  sent  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian. 

 Yes, go,  Raphael agreed. 

“Be  careful,  Raphael!”     Shiomi  added.  The  two  dragons blasted forward through the skies, making their way above a horde of harpies advancing upon the Defiant Citadel and Raphael. 

The  Grand  Prince’s  advance  had  stalled  in  the  face  of  two dozen flying hydras. Tian Mo had already cleaved apart four of the gargantuan  beasts,  which  was  no  mean  feat,  since  a  single  hydra was more than a match for even Koshi, as far as pure brute strength was concerned. As the butchered hydras tumbled from the skies in ichor-trailing  chunks,  fiery  comets  pursued  and  struck  them, wreathing  them  in  flame.  Hydras  enhanced  by  dragon-bone  were largely immune to fire, but such was the potency of Huo Xian’s spells that  Raphael  felt  the  bone  spikes  embedded  in  the  monsters’  flesh crack  and  shatter  beneath  the  heat,  releasing  the  soul  fragments trapped within them. 

Koshi  and  Shiomi  came  to  the  Grand  Prince’s  aid  then, hurling  beams  of  fire,  lightning,  and  force  from  their  maws  into  the flanks and rears of the multi-headed beasts and their ogre riders. A pair of ogre mages tumbled from the back of a hydra, cut in half by a ravening lance of force pulsing from Shiomi. A heavily armored ogre warrior  collapsed  into  a  molten  heap  beneath  Koshi’s  flames, clearing  the  way  for  Orfeo  to  charge  into  the  midst  of  four  robed ogres and hack them apart with his halberd. 

“Here  they  come,”  Eliza  whispered,  pulling  Raphael’s attention  back  to  the  advancing  harpies.  He  met  her  gaze  as  she adjusted her grip on Skyfang and flashed a confident grin Raphael’s way. Raphael returned her grin. 

A  heartbeat  later,  the  first  of  the  feathered  monsters advanced  close  enough  for  them  to  use  their  lightning  spears,  and they did so, leveling their weapons and hurtling streams of crackling electricity at Raphael and Eliza. 

Raphael  raised  his  left  hand.  Images  of  unblemished  light, sensations  of  coldness,  and  notions  of  denial  flashed  through  his mind,  and  he  bathed  them  in  the  mana  pulsing  from  his  soul. 

Bubbles  of  white  light  flashed  into  existence  across  Raphael’s  and Eliza’s bodies. The lightning bolts from the harpies’ spears struck the Spirit Shields Raphael had conjured and dissipated harmlessly. 

The monsters gibbered and yipped in frustration at the sight. 

The  foremost  among  them  hurled  their  spears  aside  and  charged, their  black  claws  and  yellowed  fangs  poised  to  rip  and  tear  into Raphael’s flesh. 

Eliza  didn’t  let  them  get  close.  The  Dragon  Knight  countercharged  the  harpies,  and  Raphael  watched  in  awe  as  her  blade flashed and spun, scything the monsters’ limbs from their torsos and cleaving their skulls apart in a wondrous display of swordsmanship. 

Eliza  redressed  Skyfang  into  readiness,  and  thirty  harpies  tumbled from the skies, trails of blood marking their descents. 

The  rest  of  the  feathered  monsters  squawked  in  horror  and continued  their  advance  past  Raphael  and  Eliza,  giving  the  two  of them  a  wide  berth  in  search  for  easier  prey.  More  ballistae  bolts greeted them, while Hell Drakes archers atop the battlements raised their bows and loosed, cutting swathes from the monsters’ advance. 

The  goblins  sent  skyward  by  the  Earth  Magic  of  their  ogre masters  fired  their  bows  too  as  they  neared  the  Defiant  Citadel. 

Clouds  of  wickedly  barbed  arrows  hurtled  toward  the  fortress. 

Statues  made  up  of  pure  force  were  arrayed  across  the  Defiant Citadel’s  curtain  wall,  every  one  of  them  a  miniaturized  likeness  of Shiomi the Defiant, the ancient dragon who shared the same name as the youngling by Koshi’s side. 

Beams  of  shimmering  blue  force  pulsed  from  those  statues now  to  intercept  the  arrows,  reducing  many  of  them  into  kindling. 

The  scant  few  that  made  it  through  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  magical defenses  rattled  off  harmlessly  across  its  formidable  walls  and  the raised shields of the Hell Drakes upon its outermost battlements. 

More  ballistae  bolts  sliced  out,  butchering  goblins  and harpies,  while  trebuchet  fire  annihilated  one  rising  platform  of monsters after another. Ogre mages on the ground began chanting in  concert.  Raphael  sensed  immense  amounts  of  magical  energy

congregating over their raised staves. Before the ogres could loose their  spells,  however,  columns  of  force  descended  from  the underside  of  the  Defiant  Citadel  and  lanced  into  the  ground  a  few strides away from each of them. 

The  columns  of  force  peeled  away  on  one  side,  revealing bands  of  Hell  Drakes  within  their  heart.  Armsmen  charged  out, supported by mages, and they fell upon the ogres and their startled goblin  bodyguards.  As  Raphael  watched,  an  armsman  decapitated an  ogre  mage  while  his  comrades  butchered  every  goblin  within reach of their blades. 

 Assault  platforms.  Raphael  couldn’t  help  but  grin  in satisfaction. After annihilating the previous ogre tower, he’d retrieved and  then  purified  the  desecrated  spike  of  dragon  bone  embedded into its base, releasing the fragment of Shiomi’s soul trapped within to  oblivion.  In  return,  a  portion  of  the  ancient  dragon’s  power  had become Raphael’s to wield, and he’d used it to further enhance the Defiant  Citadel,  adding  assault  platforms  to  the  flying  fortress’s myriad enchantments. The Hell Drakes put the assault platforms to good  use  now,  sending  strike  teams  past  enemy  lines  to  eliminate their vulnerable mages. 

The platforms had a limited range though, only extending as far as sixty feet and only from the underside of the Defiant Citadel. 

Otherwise,  Raphael  would  have  taken  one  and  had  it  convey  him directly  to  his  target,  the  ogre  commander,  the  one  who’d  sounded the advance of his forces in his first place. 

But he soon realized he needn’t have bothered. The armored ogre glared at Raphael from across the battlefield. He’d passed his blade  to  another  ogre  standing  by  his  side  and  was  now  holding  a massive bow in his hands, a four-foot long arrow nocked and ready. 

An ogre mage gestured and chanted over the arrow, wreathing the shaft  in  swirling  blue  and  purple  light.  Three  other  armored  ogres formed  up  behind  the  commander,  their  curved  swords  held  at  the ready, as if melee combat were imminent. 

Raphael  fed  more   Ryu-To-Ki  into  his  Draconic  Braziers, letting  them  burn  hot  and  clean.  The  Eighth  was  already  blazing within his soul as it gave life to the Dragon Sigil hanging high in the heavens. He took his glaive in both hands and readied it in a combat stance. 

The  ogre  commander  fired  his  arrow,  sending  it  streaking across  the  battlefield  as  a  bolt  of  swirling  violet  light.  The  shaft flashed  unimpeded  through  everything  in  its  path,  be  they  hydras biting and clawing at Tian Mo or straggling harpies as it sped toward Raphael. 

“Magus, that arrow looks like me when I don’t want to touch,” 

Rayne  said  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  Raphael glanced  briefly  down  at  his  belt  pouch.  The  faerie  dragon  was nestled within one of its compartments, no larger than a tiny mouse, yet  Raphael  knew  that  if  it  wanted  to,  Rayne  could  grow  to  fifteen feet long, its form wreathed in bluish scales and its head adorned by a  purple  crest,  all  held  aloft  upon  wings  more  akin  to  those  of  a butterfly than a true dragon’s. 

Rayne  could  also  become  temporarily  incorporeal  and bestow a similar state upon anyone it touched as well. That was why the  faerie  dragon  was  able  to  recognize  the  nature  of  the  magical energy shrouding the approaching arrow, Raphael thought. He sent a pulse of wordless appreciation back to Rayne. 

 There’s  more  than  one  spell  or  enchantment  on  that  arrow too,  Raphael  thought,  focusing  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  on the  arrow.  He  recognized  a  complex  spatial  enchantment  upon  its length, as well as a fairly standard—but still potent—array of power and speed enchantments focused upon its tip. 

The  arrow’s  incorporeal  enchantment  fell  away  as  it approached.  Raphael  arced  his  glaive  into  its  path.  Blade  met arrowhead  with  a  resounding  crack,  as  magical  energy  warred against  condensed   Ryu-To-Ki.  The  latter  prevailed  easily.  Raphael smashed the arrow from its flight, shattering it into pieces. 

The  arrow’s  spatial  enchantment  unfolded  next.  Across  the battlefield,  the  ogre  commander  and  five  of  his  armored  kin disappeared  into  spheres  of  blue  light.  Similar  spheres  flashed  into existence  where  the  arrow’s  broken  pieces  spun,  and  the  ogres emerged from them, blades held high and shadowy wings sprouting from their shoulders. 

Raphael  had  expected  this.  Ogres  were  vainglorious  and headstrong,  and  few  of  them  would  turn  down  any  opportunity  to wreath themselves in glory. That was why he’d exposed himself so prominently  in  the  first  place:  to  tempt  the  most  powerful  ogres amongst  the  enemy  forces  to  attack  him  in  hopes  of  claiming  his head and all the accolades performing such a feat would earn. He’d even  sweetened  the  deal  by  sending  Koshi  and  Shiomi,  a  pair  of dragons, ahead to fight alongside Huo Xian, ostensibly ensuring that they would be too occupied to aid Raphael instead. 

Drawing  deeply  upon  the  might  of  the  Draconic  Braziers, Raphael  swept  his  glaive  around  and  met  the  ogre  commander’s blade  with  his.  Heavenly  Peal  lived  up  to  its  name  then,  filling  the skies with a sweet, metallic note as it clashed against ogre steel. The ogre was superlatively strong, but Raphael was even stronger, and by  many  magnitudes.  His  parry  flung  the  ogre  commander  back, sending  his  heavily  armored  form  into  an  awkward  tumble  through the air. 

As the ogre commander spun away, another ogre advanced and hacked his blade down toward Raphael’s skull. Raphael twirled his  glaive  up,  slamming  its  butt  against  the  flat  of  the  descending sword with enough force to tear it from its wielder’s grasp and send it spiraling  earthward.  He  then  pirouetted  in  the  skies,  following through  on  his  previous  blow,  and  swept  his  glaive  up  and  across. 

The arc of his blade caught the third ogre charging at him across the chest.  Heavenly  Peal  sliced  through  enchanted  plate  armor,  flesh, and  bone  alike,  and  the  ogre  spun  heads-over-heels  away,  blood spiraling from his rent torso. 

Eliza plunged Skyfang and her corrosive dagger through the kidneys  of  the  second  ogre  before  he  could  recover  from  his

disorienting  spiral.  The  ogre  shrieked  in  agony,  went  into convulsions, and plunged from the skies. She sheathed her dagger, took out a small, rainbow-hued cube from her belt pouch, and tapped its thrice with a finger. The Pocket Dimension Prism spun above her palm, spiraling prismatic walls from its heart. 

Sylvia and Fenix emerged from its depths, the former astride her flying sword Willowflight and the latter aloft upon his Dark Wings spell, his shoulders adorned with magical wings not unlike those of the ogres. 

“Finally!” Sylvia cried. “I was getting bored in there, so bored I was  just  about  to  start  picking  Fenix’s  nose  and  feeding  him  his boogers!” 

Fenix  gagged  visibly  at  the  elf’s  words,  and  despite  the situation,  Raphael  had  to  fight  down  his  gorge  as  well.  He  felt  no embarrassment in drawing upon the light of the Dragon Meridian to do so. 

“Let’s  get  to  work,”  Fenix  muttered,  adjusting  his  broad-brimmed  hat  with  one  hand  and  conjuring  a  cluster  of  crimson spheres above his other. He turned to an ogre, who’d flinched upon the sudden appearance of the elf and the battlemage, and thrust his spell-wreathed palm forward. 

Explosive  Orbs  swirled  from  Fenix’s  hand,  struck  the  ogre, and detonated in rapid succession, tearing off shards of plate armor and chunks of flesh. He then cast Blink and disappeared in a pulse of blue light, before reappearing above and behind Raphael, both of his hands raised and his crimson cape streaming from his shoulders. 

Chain  Lightning  roared  from  Fenix’s  fingertips  and  poured over  the  twenty  harpies  swooping  down  to  their  masters’  aid.  The feathered  monsters  shrieked  and  went  into  bone-breaking convulsions, even as their flesh peeled from their bodies in charred, smoking strips. 

Sylvia  intercepted  a  pair  of  ogres,  preventing  them  from taking Raphael’s flank. She clasped her palms against the flat of an ogre’s blade, halting its descent upon her skull entirely in its tracks. 

The massive ogre, twice as tall and at least four times as heavy as the  slender,  silver-armored  elf,  had  time  to  blink  once  in  surprise before Sylvia kicked her flying sword forward, placed her feet against its crossguard, and plunged it through his heart. 

As her first opponent fell away, Sylvia raised her hands and conjured a dozen shadowy copies of Willowflight. The second ogre roared in defiance and swung his sword out in a massive horizontal arc, seeking to cut the elf in half. The first shadow sword slammed into  his  skull,  slicing  cleanly  through  his  helm.  The  next  two  drove through his heart. The rest turned the ogre into a pincushion, before disappearing as his armored bulk spun toward the ground. 

The  ogre  commander  was  now  alone.  His  eyes  flickered momentarily with fear and indecision, before hardening with fatalistic resolve. Raphael sighed and readied his glaive once more. The ogre had  chosen  to  fight  to  the  death  instead  of  fleeing,  more  out  of hateful  spite  than  any  true  loyalty  to  his  master,  the  ogre  lord Vukaste the Unholy. 

“I  am  Zendrak,  Dragon  Magus!”  the  commander  roared, charging Raphael. “I will be your death!” 

Raphael  spun  his  glaive  over  his  right  hand,  its  blade deflecting Zendrak’s. He punched the ogre in the side with a sharp left hook. Plate buckled and cratered beneath the impact. The crisp snap of multiple breaking ribs filled Raphael’s ears. Blood burst from Zendrak’s  mouth,  and  he  began  to  fold  over,  his  blade  falling  from suddenly  nerveless  fingers.  Raphael  thrust  him  back  with  a  palm against his shoulder, then raised Heavenly Peal. 

“No, you will not,” he said, before arcing his glaive down and cleaving Zendrak from collar to hip. The ogre commander’s body fell away  in  halves  and  began  their  tumbling  descent  from  the  skies. 

Raphael  returned  his  attention  to  Huo  Xian’s  struggle  against  the hydras. 

As  Raphael  watched,  the  Grand  Prince  brought  down  a roaring column of flame upon a hydra. Meanwhile, Orfeo slew all the riders  astride  another  as  its  spin  was  filleted  from  its  misshapen

torso by Tian Mo’s bladed tentacles. The dragons tore a third hydra apart  with  the  combined  effects  of  their  Elemental  Breaths.  Of  the two dozen hydras that had fallen upon Huo Xian and Tian Mo, only four remained alive, with nine ogres scattered unevenly across their backs. 

An  ogre  mage  reached  into  his  robes.  A  moment  later,  he vanished in a flash of blue light. That signaled the beginning of the end  for  the  ogre  forces,  as  his  comrades  swiftly  followed  his example, falling upon their people’s curious mastery of spatial magic to  flee  the  battle.  Abandoned  by  their  riders,  the  remaining  hydras were corralled and slain by the collective efforts of Huo Xian, Orfeo, Tian Mo, and the dragons. 

A  quick  glance  over  his  shoulder  revealed  that  the  goblins’

attempt to board and assault the Defiant Citadel had failed entirely. 

Hell Drakes across the battlements were butchering the red-skinned monsters and hurling them from the walls. Harpies were fleeing in all directions, squawking with horror as incessant ballistae and bow fire cut them down from behind. 

The  battle  was  won.  Raphael  exchanged  appreciative glances with the nearby members of his war party: Eliza, Sylvia, and Fenix. They’d been with him from the start, since his first day as an armsman  of  the  Hell  Drakes.  Eliza  smiled  radiantly  at  him.  Fenix gave him a stoic nod. Sylvia’s grin was full of mischief and mayhem. 

But they all understood what came next. There was one more thing to do. Leaving them behind, Raphael pulled his golden wings tight  across  his  back  and  streaked  toward  the  now-undefended tower.  Huo  Xian  shot  him  another  sneer  as  his  flight  brought  him past  Tian  Mo.  Raphael  smiled  and  shook  his  head.  The  Grand Prince had joined their cause only a few days ago, but he’d already proven to be a valuable and ferocious ally, which meant that Raphael was  more  than  willing  to  put  up  with  his  acrid  mannerisms  and haughty demeanor. 

“Finish  it,  Dragon  Magus,”  Huo  Xian  said,  before  turning away  from  the  tower.  Tian  Mo  began  flying  back  to  the  Defiant

Citadel, leaving Raphael to approach the ogre tower alone. 

Shiomi  and  Koshi  flew  to  him  next.  The  youngling  was exhausted but exuberant. 

“We did it, Raphael!” she cried, wagging her tail in a curiously doglike fashion. “We won!” 

“Yes,  we  did,”  Raphael  replied,  reaching  out  and  scratching her gently upon the head, right between her eyes. The action elicited something like a purr from the force dragon, which contradicted the frantic activity of her tail. “Well done, Shiomi.” 

“A  good  fight,  Raph,”  Koshi  said.  “We  have  struck  a  mighty blow against our foes this day.” 

“We  definitely  have,  Koshi,”  Raphael  agreed.  “You  and Shiomi were magnificent out there!” 

“We  were,  weren’t  we?”  the  dragon  replied,  a  grin  creasing his leathery lips. Koshi had spent most of his existence in a human body,  so  he  carried  many  of  the  latter’s  mannerisms  across  to  his draconic form. He nodded, then. “Go on and wrap things up, so we can call it a day.” 

“Alright,” Raphael said. “I won’t take too long. Why don’t you both head back to the Defiant Citadel now and get some rest?” 

“We  will!”  Shiomi  did  an  airborne  flip,  her  tail  wagging endlessly. “And get some food too! I’m so hungry I could eat a horse-shaped barrelful of apples!” 

Koshi  chuckled  at  the  youngling’s  words.  He  nodded  once more to Raphael before flying to the Defiant Citadel, Shiomi close on his tail. 

Raphael resumed his flight toward the ogre tower. Along the way, he withdrew his  Ryu-To-Ki  from the Dragon Sigil, allowing it to fade from the heavens, and turned his focus from the Eighth Brazier to  the  Seventh  instead.  He  came  to  a  halt  a  short  distance  away from the ogre tower and looked to the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

The Seventh Brazier held within its fiery depths the power of the  Draconic  Trace,  which  allowed  him  to  conjure  a   Ryu-To-Ki

simulacrum  of  any  dragon  he  had  knowledge  of.  Raphael  seized upon his memories of Platina the Justicebringer, allowing her mighty visage and great power to come to the forefront of his consciousness and coalesce into a mental crucible. He then poured  Ryu-To-Ki  into this crucible, filling its every nook and cranny. 

A  mighty  dragon,  much  larger  than  Koshi,  blazed  into existence,  the  platinum-hued  light  of  which  it  was  composed emanating  from  Raphael’s  body.  For  a  few  brief  moments,  Platina the Justicebringer was given life once again. At Raphael’s command, she inhaled sharply, then snapped her open maw forward to unleash a tide of silvery flames—the Fires of Judgment—upon the tower. 

Platina’s Elemental Breath washed over the twisted structure. 

The Fires of Judgment held neither heat nor force in their silver tides. 

They  burned  only  those  that  held  evil  in  their  hearts  and  undid  the touch of dark magic. The latter effect came into play now, as silver flames coruscated over the ogre tower. 

A moment passed. 

A titanic crack resounded through the skies. Then there was another. A chunk of unnaturally warped stone fell free from the top of the  tower.  It  was  followed  by  many  others,  as  misshapen  rock,  no longer  held  in  place  by  the  fell  sorceries  of  the  ogres,  cascaded  to the ground in pieces. 

The skies above the tower, a bruised, tortured, and purplish mass lightened, as they opened up once again to the sun’s radiance. 

The  crimson  vines  infesting  the  tower’s  base  shriveled,  then  broke apart  into  motes  of  red  light  that  swiftly  crumbled  into  nothingness. 

The soil through which the grotesque plants had taken root writhed and roiled as its tormentors perished and their ruinous touch faded. 

Every ogre tower warped and twisted the landscape in which it  was  embedded,  turning  the  air  poisonous  and  the  soil  barren. 

Once,  such  ruination  was  thought  to  be  permanent.  But  Platina’s Fires of Judgment had proven otherwise. In time, true plants would grow  where  the  tower  once  stood,  bringing  with  them  all  the accompaniments of natural life. 

Raphael released his Draconic Trace and let Platina’s mighty likeness  fade  from  existence.  The   Ryu-To-Ki   construct  seemed  to smile  as  it  disappeared,  but  Raphael  knew  that  the  actual  dragon herself hadn’t returned to the world, of course. 

Spreading  his  wings,  Raphael  descended  upon  the  ruins  of the  tower.  As  he  neared  the  ground,  he  lowered  his  left  hand. 

Explosive  Orbs  fell  from  his  palm,  blasting  scattered  chunks  of scorched  stone  into  shards  to  reveal  an  ogre-sized  slab  in  which  a spike of dragon bone had been embedded. 

Raphael  reached  out  and  tore  the  spike  free.  It  was  a substantial piece of Shiomi’s remains, and the soul fragment trapped within it was large enough to be sentient, at least to the extent that it was capable of suffering. He crushed the spike in his fist, the ancient dragon bone crumbling easily beneath the might bestowed upon him by the Second Draconic Brazier. Shiomi’s soul fragment drifted free, though it was still too confused and tormented to pass on to peaceful oblivion. 

Nodding  to  himself,  Raphael  cast  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian  onto  that  piece  of  Shiomi’s  essence  and  reached  out  to  it with  his  mind.  The  deceased  dragon  responded  immediately,  her pain and confusion echoing through Raphael’s consciousness. 

“Dark!  Cold!  Hurts!”  Shiomi’s  disembodied  mental  voice hissed. “Where am I? What have I done?” 

“It doesn’t matter anymore, Shiomi,” Raphael told her. “You’re free to go.” 

“But I killed them!” the dead dragon protested. “They trusted me! Loved me! And I killed them all! Oh, my beloved Ishin! How he suffered! I—“

Raphael bowed his head in the face of Shiomi’s lamentations. 

Eons  ago,  dragons  lived  alongside  humanity  as  protectors, champions, and on rare occasions, even lovers, such as Shiomi and the Thunder Guardian known as Ishin, once upon a lifetime. But then the  Chimeric  Emperor  had  spread  a  curse  amongst  all  dragonkind, 

driving  them  mad  and  turning  them  into  murderous,  ruinous creatures. 

During  this  era  of  dragon-rage,  countless  humans  perished beneath the claws and Elemental Breath of those they once revered, trusted,  and  loved  before  they  were  finally  forced  to  retaliate.  The Chimeric Emperor played his hand then, sending chimeras such as Tian  Mo  to  fight  alongside  humanity,  and  soon  enough,  dragonkind fell into extinction and would have remained thus for eternity if not for Raphael’s emergence as the Dragon Magus. 

“That  was  a  long  time  ago,”  Raphael  said.  “Ishin  no  longer feels any pain. You don't have to, either.” 

“He... he doesn’t?” Shiomi asked. “I... I don’t? I can go, now? 

Just go and look for him?” 

“That’s  correct,”  Raphael  said,  looking  to  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian.  Arcane  syllables  fell  from  his  lips,  giving  life  to Deliverance,  a  Holy  Magic  spell.  According  to  Eliza,  only  one individual other than Raphael had ever cast Deliverance: Selenaia, a mage  of  a  bygone  era  so  mighty  she  ascended  to  divinity  and became Luna, the Goddess of the Crescent Moon. 

Raphael cast that same spell now and reached out to Shiomi once more. 

“You can go now, Shiomi,” he told her, angling the light of the Dragon  Meridian  so  that  it  illuminated  the  path  to  oblivion.  “Just follow  the  light,  and  you  can  leave  this  pain,  sadness,  and  anger behind.” 

“If I go, if I leave this place, will I find him? Will I find Ishin?” 

she  asked  tremulously,  her  spiritual  voice  bearing  a  heartbreaking note of hope. 

“I don’t know,” Raphael said. “But you can try.” 

“I  will,”  Shiomi  decided.  “I  will  search  for  him  in  eternity’s endless depths. I will find him, and if I ever do, I will say I’m sorry, so sorry for what I did, and beg for his forgiveness.” 

“I wish you all the best, Shiomi.” Raphael heightened the light of the Dragon Meridian, so that the dragon might better find her way. 

“Now, go.” 

“Thank you, Magus,” she replied. “Thank you...” 

Shiomi’s  soul  fragment  washed  away  into  oblivion.  Raphael opened  his  eyes  to  see  the  world  awash  in  white  light.  Rayne emerged  from  his  belt  pouch  and  flew  overhead.  The  white  light swirled beneath the faerie dragon’s spread wings, coalescing into a single radiant sphere. 

Rayne swooped another circuit above Raphael’s head before releasing the sphere and letting it fall into his soul. Raphael seized it with  his  will  and  sequestered  it  away.  Later,  he  would  use  the magical  power  he’d  acquired  from  releasing  Shiomi  into  oblivion  to further enhance the Defiant Citadel. 

But for now, his work was done. Rayne flew back into his belt pouch.  Raphael  spread  his  wings  once  more  and  soared  into  the skies. 



Chapter 2







The  Defiant  Citadel  had  undergone  many  changes  since  its emergence  from  the  depths  of  the  earth.  It  was  still  missing  more than half of its original basement floors, but its shattered stairwells, disintegrating corridors, and crumbling pillars had been repaired with magically  transfigured  draconic  obsidian,  largely  thanks  to  Shiomi’s efforts  and  the  expertise  of  numerous  Hell  Drakes  artisans, architects, and stone masons. 

Raphael looked out a refurbished window in his room at the curtain walls ringing the main keep of the Defiant Citadel, marveling anew  at  the  way  their  surfaces  of  pure  force  shimmered  and gleamed in the dying sunlight.  Those had been his doing, the earliest enhancement he’d given the Defiant Citadel shortly after it saw the light of the day for the first time in perhaps a thousand years. 

“No,  not  that  long,”  Rayne  chimed  in.  “The  smaller  Shiomi told me that the Defiant Citadel ended up being buried two or three hundred  years   after  the  era  of  dragon-rage.  So  it  hasn’t  been underground that long.” 

“I see. Thanks, Rayne.” Raphael reached down and stroked the faerie dragon between its ears. 

Rayne purred in pleasure, and Raphael returned his gaze to the  curtain  wall  and  his  thoughts  to  the  Defiant  Citadel.  The  next enhancement he’d added to the flying fortress were the small force statues  of  ancient  Shiomi  across  the  battlements,  and  the  most recent  additions  were  the  assault  platforms  that  could  be  used  to send troops straight into the heart of battle. 

“I  wonder  what  I  should  add  next,”  Raphael  mused,  turning away from the window and straightening the tunic he’d just pulled on. 

His  gaze  wandered  over  his  left  forearm  and  the  bracer  strapped

across it. The rest of his armor, scoured clean of gore, sat in a neat pile on a sturdy wooden table against the wall. There was a weapon rack in his room too, but it was empty, since Heavenly Peal sat within the spatial enchantment of his bracer, ready to spring into his grasp at the speed of thought. 

He  made  a  mental  note  to  thank  Connell  Cadogan  and  his daughter,  Aoife  Cadogan,  again  for  their  work.  The  arcane armsmiths  had  truly  outdone  themselves  this  time,  having  forged  a sturdy  suit  of  armor  for  Raphael  that  could  also  spare  him  the cumbersome  task  of  hauling  a  seven-foot  polearm  everywhere  he went. 

And Raphael definitely wanted to be armed at all times. The Defiant  Citadel  was  stationary  now  and  sitting  low  in  the  skies, allowing  contingents  of  Hell  Drakes  to  traverse  easily  between  its lower  floors  and  the  ground  as  they  went  about  the  tedious  task  of harvesting spell cores from thousands of slain monsters. If the ogres wanted  to  counterattack  now,  they  could  have  asked  for  no  better opportunity. 

Janan  was  aware  of  this,  of  course.  Before  returning  to  his room,  Raphael  had  seen  scouting  parties  ride  from  the  Defiant Citadel  in  all  directions.  The  Hell  Drakes  wouldn’t  be  taken unawares, but Raphael would still much rather have his weapon by his side at all times. 

Someone  knocked  on  his  door,  then.  Raphael  walked  over and opened it. Eliza stood beyond, wearing a plain gray tunic and a similarly  hued  pair  of  sturdy  trousers.  Her  sword  and  dagger  hung from a leather belt across her hips. 

“Hi,  Eliza.  Sorry  for  taking  so  long,”  Raphael  said,  stepping into the hallway and closing the door behind him. “I guess I still need more practice in cleaning my armor.” 

“You  didn’t  take  much  longer  than  me,  Raph,”  the  blonde Dragon Knight replied, a smile on her face. “I just got mine sorted out a few minutes ago. Shall we go see Janan now? We’ll be a bit early, but I don’t think she’ll mind.” 

“We might as well start heading out,” Raphael said, casting a meaningful  glance  a  few  doors  down  the  corridor,  where  Sylvia’s room was. The elf was probably drunk and comatose by now, which meant  that  they  likely  wouldn’t  be  early  to  their  scheduled  meeting with Janan, especially if they had to bring Sylvia along. 

“Oh, she’s not there,” Eliza said, putting Raphael’s worries to rest. “Sylvia has actually gone ahead because she wanted to stop by the forge first. She said she’d meet us in Janan’s office.” 

“Alright,”  Raphael  replied,  wondering  what  business  the  elf had  with  the  Hell  Drakes’  armsmiths.  Her  magical  flying  sword, Willowflight,  was  virtually  indestructible  and  far  outclassed  any weapon human or even dwarfen smiths could create. Her armor was a Regal Veil, which Raphael had recently learned was self-repairing and  provided  more  protection  than  even  the  heaviest  suit  of enchanted plate while weighing a tenth of a pound. 

“How are the others doing?” he asked as he and Eliza made their way through the Defiant Citadel’s corridor. 

“Shiomi  ate  a  few  apples  and  went  straight  to  bed,”  Eliza said, a slight frown creasing her lovely features. “Rayne’s with her. I wonder if I should wake her up later and make sure she gets cleaned up  first  before  going  back  to  sleep.  Can’t  have  her  developing  bad habits at this age.” 

Raphael chuckled inwardly. The younger Shiomi had existed for  many  centuries  as  a  disembodied,  confused  specter  before returning to life as a force dragon, which meant that she was much older than Eliza, even if her words and mannerisms often suggested otherwise.  Perhaps  her  juvenile  body  affected  and  determined  her mindset, he wondered. 

The same could be said for Koshi. Prior to his rebirth, Koshi had been a frail, withering old man. As a vanguard dragon just past the point of draconic adulthood, Raphael’s adoptive father was now an energetic warrior in his prime, though he was still unfailingly wise, compassionate, and righteous. 

“Koshi’s  helping  the  artisans  repair  some  of  the  damaged trebuchets,”  Eliza  reported,  her  thoughts  in  complete  synchronicity with  Raphael’s,  something  which  had  begun  to  happen  more  and more frequently over the last few days. Perhaps it had something to do  with  the  fact  that  she  was  his  Dragon  Knight.  Or  maybe  it  was because they had undergone many sessions of dual cultivation, an intimate—yet  utterly  platonic—process  in  which  they  aided  one another in heightening the strength of their  Ryu-To-Ki. 

Or perhaps it was simply because he felt his heart lighten and joy  suffuse  his  soul  whenever  he  looked  upon  or  spoke  to  her  and she felt the same way too, judging by the light in her sapphire-hued eyes, the smile upon her lips, and the bounce in her step... 

Raphael  returned  his  focus  to  the  present,  nodding  in response to Eliza’s report on Koshi. 

“I’ll  go  help  him  after  our  meeting  with  Janan,”  he  said.  “An extra set of hands wouldn’t hurt.” 

“Fenix  is  in  his  room,  studying  up  on  some  spells,”  Eliza continued.  “I  told  him  about  how  you  cast  his  Spirit  Shield  spell  as draconic magic, and he was really impressed. I think he might have a few new spell-casting ideas very soon.” 

“That  sounds  great!”  Raphael  said.  “I  can’t  wait  to  see  what he’s come up with. How’s Gabby?” 

“Surprisingly bored, actually,” Eliza replied. “The Hell Drakes took  no casualties today. There are plenty of flesh wounds, bruises, and  broken  bones,  of  course,  but  nobody  died,  or  even  got  really badly hurt, which is amazing since we destroyed an entire ogre army many thousands strong. This means Gabby doesn’t have much to do except  moon  over  Ueno,  which  is  surprisingly  concerning  and actually very inappropriate.” 

“It...  actually  is.  All  of  it,  how  amazing  it  is  we  didn’t  lose anyone  and  how  concerning  Gabby’s  behavior  around  Ueno  is,” 

Raphael agreed, heartened by the former and amused and alarmed by the latter in equal measure. Gabriella de Lucario was the Crown Princess  of  Lucario,  gifted  in  Healing  Magic  and  skilled  with  Ice

Magic.  She  was  also  Eliza’s  half-sister,  and  she  was  sixteen,  while Ueno, a Hell Drakes armsman, was in his early forties, considerably older  than  twice  her  age,  as  Raphael  had  heard  her  initially speculate. 

Ueno had given Gabriella nothing but cold politeness, but that had only served to inflame the willful princess further. The armsman had actually approached Raphael once already, hoping that Raphael could  do  something  to  prevent  Gabriella  from  hounding  him throughout the Defiant Citadel. 

“I’ll have to talk to her again.” Raphael sighed, scratching the back of his head. “She shouldn’t be bothering Ueno like that. If their roles were reversed, Ueno would quickly become a pariah.” 

“Leave that to me,” Eliza promised, steely resolve blazing in her eyes. “I’ll sort her out.” 

“Thanks, Eliza,” Raphael said, exhaling in relief. “In any case, it’s  good  that  she  doesn’t  have  much  to  do.  Alright,  if  everyone’s sorted out, let’s just go find Janan now.” 

Many Hell Drakes greeted Raphael and Eliza on their way to Janan’s office. Some of them raised cheers in his honor, much to his embarrassment, while others were content to share sincere words of appreciation  and  encouragement.  Raphael  responded  earnestly  to all who spoke with him and Eliza. He’d learned a short time ago from Cailee  Brightsoul  the  importance  of  forging  a  reputation  and establishing connections, though he still had no taste for politicking or  manipulating  others,  which  was  why  he  made  sure  that  every word  passing  from  his  lips  was  polite,  but  also  honest  and  as unambiguously clear as the limitations of speech would allow. 

The Hell Drakes took well to Raphael’s approach, it seemed. 

From the lowliest auxiliary to the highest ranking mage, they voiced their resolve to follow him into battle against the ogres and destroy their monstrous hordes whatever the cost. 

“High Captain Janan was right about you, Raphael!” 

“The  damned  ogres  don’t  stand  a  chance  now,  with  you  on our side!” 

“Looks  like  we’ll  finally  be  wrapping  this  war  up  thanks  to you!” 

“Kill for wealth! Slay for glory!” 

The  last  was  the  Hell  Drakes’  motto,  which  Raphael  had always felt was rather uncharacteristic for Yun Shen, the genial and studious  Guild  Master,  to  have  come  up  with.  Perhaps  one  of  the nine High Captains had been responsible for composing the motto, with Janan, Bjorn, or even Sylvia being the most likely suspects. 

There  was  another  reason  why  the  Hell  Drakes  were  so taken with Raphael as well: his Dragon Sigil, the power hidden within the  Eighth  Draconic  Brazier.  After  the  first  time  he’d  used  it,  Fenix had attempted to quantify its effects with a bevy of analytical spells he’d cast alongside Gabriella. As far as the two mages could tell, the Dragon  Sigil  literally  doubled  the  strength,  swiftness,  and  resilience of  everyone  enjoying  its  beneficial  aspect,  while  also  making  their spells  twice  as  effective  and  their  souls  immune  to  any  unnaturally induced fear or malignant mind-warping effects. 

On the flip side, Raphael’s enemies could bring no more than three  quarters  of  their  might  to  bear  beneath  the  radiance  of  the Dragon  Sigil,  unless  they  shrugged  its  influence  off,  which  most  of the ogres seemed capable of doing. The same, however, couldn’t be said of the goblins, harpies, and even hydras. That was why the Hell Drakes  had  won  such  a  resounding  victory  today,  a  fact  that  they were well aware of. 

Raphael  and  Eliza  eventually  arrived  at  Janan’s  office,  a spacious chamber on the fifth floor of the Defiant Citadel. Thanks to his glimpse into the ancient Shiomi’s memories, Raphael knew that the  chamber  had  once  served  as  a  conference  hall  in  which  the Thunder  Guardians  would  hold  lively  debates  and  discussions regarding their battles against the ogres. 

Now, it housed the heart and mind of the Hell Drakes, Janan and her bevy of advisors. Raphael nodded to the quartet of armsmen in heavy plate standing guard outside the office and raised his hand in greeting. 

“Hello. We’re here to see Janan,” he said. 

“She  told  us  to  let  you  in  right  away,”  one  of  the  armsmen replied, stepping aside and pushing one of the double wooden doors open. “Go ahead, Raphael. High Captain Sylvia’s supposed to show up too, right?” 

“Yes,” Eliza said. “She’s not here yet, Goran?” 

“No.” Goran shrugged. “We’ll keep an eye out.” 

“Thanks,  Goran.  Thanks,  everybody,”  Raphael  said,  walking through the door alongside Eliza. 

Janan’s office, as expected, was bustling with activity. Robed advisors scribbled frantically on charts pinned to the standing boards lined across the walls. They took down pieces of paper and pinned their  replacements  in  place.  In  a  corner  of  the  office  was  a  long, wooden table, where a dozen mages sat, poring over leatherbound tomes and yellowing scrolls. 

Janan’s  desk  sat  in  the  center  of  the  room.  Raphael remembered  seeing  it  last  in  her  command  tent  within  the  Hell Drakes  base  upon  the  Uwajima  Region’s  southern  border. 

Somewhere  along  the  way,  she  must  have  had  it  retrieved  and brought to the Defiant Citadel. 

Wearing a fine but simple high-collared tunic of black silk, the High Captain was perched upon a tall chair, not because she desired to  tower  over  everyone,  but  because  she  was  short,  even  for  a goblin,  if  Sylvia  were  to  be  believed.  Corporal  Makoto,  the  Hell Drakes’  quartermaster,  stood  by  her  side,  a  wooden  board  with sheets  of  paper  clipped  to  its  surface  and  a  pencil  in  her  hands. 

Janan spotted Raphael immediately and waved him over. 

“We will be ready to resume our advance in six hours,” Janan said,  not  bothering  with  any  pleasantries.  “From  here,  it’s  a  day’s flight to the next closest tower. This means that you have thirty hours until our next battle.” 

“Got  it,  Janan,”  Raphael  replied.  “Is  that  enough  time  to regroup and resupply?” 

“We  have  no  casualties,”  Makoto  said,  confirming  Eliza’s earlier report. “And I don’t expect any Hell Drake to still be wounded in  twelve  hours.  We  have  enough  artillery  and  bow  ammunition  for another five conflicts on the scale of the one fought today. We also have  sufficient  provisions  and  miscellaneous  supplies  to  last  us through the next two months.” 

“Hear that?” Janan asked. A rare smile flashed briefly across her  face  when  Raphael  nodded.  “Morale  is  high  amongst  the  Hell Drakes,  mostly  thanks  to  you,  Raphael.  Your  Dragon  Sigil  turned what  would  have  been  a  bloody  and  grinding  battle  into  an overwhelming victory. We’re going to need more of that in the days to come, especially when we advance upon the Wind Bastion itself.” 

“You’ll have it, Janan,” Raphael promised. The Wind Bastion was  where  the  bulk  of  ancient  Shiomi’s  remains  lay  and  where  her soul  had  been  broken  into  fragments  and  trapped  within  individual pieces of her fossilized bones. It was also where all the warp clefts birthed  by  the  ogre  towers  had  been  sent.  Fei  Xue,  the  Twelfth Grand  Princess  of  the  Chimeric  Empire,  was  held  in  captivity somewhere within the Wind Bastion. Lastly, a mana vortex lay there as  well,  if  the  testimonial  of  Yao  Yu,  a  murderous  and  cunning vampire, held any truth at all. 

The  Wind  Bastion  was  a  vital  location,  one  which  Raphael wanted to get to right away. Yet he knew that if the Defiant Citadel traveled  there  immediately  from  Nihako  City,  its  embarkation  point, the  fortress  would  leave  itself  vulnerable  to  getting  flanked  and  cut off  by  the  ogre  forces  guarding  each  tower.  That  was  why  the  Hell Drakes  had  to  attack  and  eliminate  each  tower’s  defenders  first, before finally advancing upon the Wind Bastion. Demolishing the vile structures themselves was also crucial, since every fallen tower was another patch of land reclaimed from the ogres corrupting magic and one less source of warp clefts for Vukaste’s nefarious purposes. 

“How long do you think it’ll take for us to get every remaining tower?”  Raphael  asked.  “Assuming  every  one  of  them  is  guarded like the one we destroyed today, of course.” 

“My  staff  have  run  projections  and  cross-referenced  them with Makoto’s inventory,” Janan said. “I’d say a week, exactly seven days  from  now,  would  see  us  departing  the  ruins  of  the  last  ogre tower and making our way to the Wind Bastion.” 

“A week...” Raphael stroked his chin and furrowed his brow in thought. “I suppose it can’t be helped, then.” 

“I know you’re eager to confront Vukaste and lay waste to his designs once and for all, armsman,” Janan said. “But you’ve got to temper your anxiety, redirect it somehow. Huo Xian has managed to do that.” 

“Yes, he has.” Raphael nodded, thinking of just how anxious and  worried  the  Thirteenth  Grand  Prince  was  about  his  sister.  Huo Xian had found a coping mechanism of sorts, hosting elaborate art shows  and  demonstrations  every  night  in  the  upper  levels  of  the Defiant  Citadel.  Surprisingly  enough,  he’d  garnered  many appreciators among the Hell Drakes. “I’ll try to do the same.” 

“Don’t try. Do.” The High Captain grunted as she adjusted her perch on her seat. “Anything else?” 

“Actually, yes.” Raphael raised his right hand and opened his palm. A soft blue glow pulsed above his fingertips, the same hue as the force walls ringing the Defiant Citadel and the unmistakable mark of  Shiomi  the  Defiant  herself.  “I  can  enhance  the  Defiant  Citadel again. Any preferences or requests?” 

“Huh.” Janan gestured for her advisors to converge upon her desk.  She  swept  her  gaze  across  their  ranks  before  stopping  at  a heavily  muscled  man  with  a  dark  beard.  “Tajima,  you’re  the  field marshal. What do you say?” 

“Extending  the  range  of  the  assault  platforms  would  give  us more  options,”  the  Hell  Drake  mused,  scratching  his  jaw.  “Or perhaps not. The farther we send troops ahead, the more difficult it becomes for us to support them.” 

“Marchesi.”  Janan  pointed  at  the  mage  Raphael  had  seen overseeing the Defiant Citadel’s initial attempts at flight. “Speak.” 

“Those  force  statues  give  us  a  wonderful  defensive  array,” 

Sara  Marchesi  said.  “So  how  about  something  offensive  instead? 

Perhaps  siege  weapons  of  force  incorporated  into  the  very  walls themselves?  That  would  definitely  bolster  the  effectiveness  of  our mages, archers, and artillery.” 

“Makoto, you’re up.” Janan nodded at the quartermaster. 

“We’re definitely not short on storage space,” Makoto replied. 

“But the swifter we can travel from location to location, the easier it is to  plan  our  supplies  for  any  of  our  endeavors.  Maybe  you  could make the Defiant Citadel go faster, Raphael.” 

“That sounds like the best idea, actually,” Raphael said. “If I can double the speed of the Defiant Citadel, does that mean we can attack the next tower in fifteen hours?” 

“Eighteen,” Makoto corrected him. “Six for us to embark, and another twelve—instead of twenty-four—for us to arrive.” 

“Tajima,  Marchesi,  do  you  think  we’ll  be  ready  to  fight  in eighteen hours?” Janan asked. 

The  armsman  and  mage  exchanged  glances,  then  nodded. 

Janan  turned  back  to  Raphael,  a  grin  tugging  on  the  corner  of  her mouth. 

“There  you  go,  then,”  she  said.  “Get  us  moving  faster.  The curtain  walls  and  battlements  were  crucial,  but  the  statues  and platforms  less  so,  though  they’ve  already  more  than  proven  their worth.  I’d  say  greater  speed  and  maneuverability  lie  somewhere between the two.” 

“Alright, Janan.” Raphael nodded in agreement. “I’ll see what I can do to make the Defiant Citadel faster with Shiomi’s power.” 

“Good. Was there anything else?” Janan asked. 

“Sylvia.  She’s  supposed  to  be  here,  isn’t  she?”  Raphael pointed out. “Should we wait for her?” 

“Why? I’ve already told you everything she needed to hear,” 

Janan said, waving for her advisors to return to their tasks. “You can

pass it on. It’s not like this is the first time she’s skipped a strategy meeting anyway, High Captain or not.” 

Raphael sighed. Sylvia was a Hell Drakes High Captain just like  Janan,  though  the  differences  between  the  elf  and  the  goblin were readily apparent. 

“Alright, Janan, I’ll go over what we covered with her and the rest of my war party,” Raphael said. “Thank you.” 

“Dismissed,  armsman,”  Janan  said,  before  turning  her attention to an array of charts Makoto spread across her desk. 

Raphael and Eliza left, bidding the guards goodnight on their way out. 

“I’m  heading  to  the  Heart  Chamber,”  Raphael  said.  “If  we’re going  to  make  the  Defiant  Citadel  faster,  that  should  be  the  right place to direct Shiomi’s power.” 

Eliza nodded and followed him as Raphael walked down the corridor,  took  a  left,  climbed  a  stairwell,  and  ended  up  not  much closer  to  the  Heart  Chamber  after  five  minutes  of  walking.  The Defiant  Citadel  was  massive,  and  Janan’s  office  had  been  on  the fifth  floor,  while  the  Heart  Chamber  sat  on  the  summit  of  the  flying fortress, nearly thirteen floors up. 

Raphael  shared  a  grin  with  Eliza  and  walked  to  a  window instead.  Wordlessly,  she  stepped  close,  and  he  put  an  arm  across her  waist,  before  hopping  out  of  the  window  and  drawing  upon  the Sixth  Brazier’s  Heavenward  Dance  to  extend  wings  of  golden  light from  his  shoulders.  A  few  passing  Hell  Drakes  cast  curious  looks their  way,  but  the  mercenaries  had  grown  quite  accustomed  to Raphael’s penchant for flying. 

“It’s a beautiful night,” Eliza said as Raphael climbed into the skies.  He  spun  gently  in  the  air,  so  that  his  gaze  swept  across  the grassy  plains  of  the  Uwajima  Region  and  the  wooded  clusters interspersed across its expanse. The sun had set not too long ago, and  the  moon’s  pale  radiance,  stretching  across  the  heavens,  was as  cold  as  the  sensation  of  Eliza’s  body  against  his  was  warm. 

Raphael met her gaze. 

“Yes, beautiful,” he agreed. 

Eliza blushed furiously, but she didn’t look away. She stroked Raphael’s cheeks. Her lips, so close to his, parted and—

“There you are!” Sylvia cried, swooping up to them, her feet planted  firmly  on  the  flat  of  her  flying  sword.  “I’ve  been  looking  all over for you two!” 

“We were supposed to meet at Janan’s office, but you didn’t turn  up,”  Eliza  said,  her  voice  laden  with  just  a  tinge  more  acridity than was usually present. 

“Oh, that. I didn’t feel like talking to her after all, so I just didn’t go,” the elf said as she ascended to Raphael’s side. “But here I am!” 

“Yes, here you are,” Eliza muttered under her breath. 

“We’re  going  to  the  Heart  Chamber,  Sylvia,”  Raphael  said. 

“I’m going to use the power I got from freeing the latest fragment of Shiomi’s soul to enhance the Defiant Citadel’s speed.” 

“I  like  that  idea!”  Sylvia  declared.  “The  sooner  we  get  to where we need to be, the quicker we can start punching the faces of those whose faces need to be punched!” 

“Such as yours,” Eliza continued darkly. 

“Let’s get going,” Raphael said, forcing an uneasy smile upon his face and resuming his ascent before Sylvia started pawing at him in  her  usual  inappropriate  fashion.  Raphael  would  be  the  first  to admit that he wasn’t the savviest when it came to women, but even he  knew  that  the  elf—and  he—stood  on  a  razor’s  edge  at  the moment, teetering on the precipice above peril. 



Chapter 3







As Raphael, Eliza, and Sylvia flew up to the Heart Chamber, they passed an open-air courtyard on the sixteenth floor, where Huo Xian had arranged for members of his personal entourage to put on some  kind  of  theatrical  skit.  Raphael  spotted  Gabriella  there, standing in the corner of the courtyard with her arms crossed huffily and  her  face  dark  with  annoyance.  Orfeo  Vitelli  stood  beside  her, radiating serene knightly composure as he always did. 

“Let’s go find out what happened later,” Eliza said. 

“Alright,”  Raphael  agreed,  equally  curious  about  just  what had transpired between the princess and the knight. 

They  crested  an  overhanging  balcony  and  landed  upon  the Heart Chamber. It was a vast room, its old walls destroyed during the Defiant Citadel’s emergence from the depths of the earth. The Hell Drakes had opted to keep the Heart Chamber open to the heavens. 

Apparently, this allowed the mages to better pilot the flying fortress through  the  skies.  A  disc  of  black  stone  sat  in  a  similarly  shaped indent at the center of the Heart Chamber. It was a complex magical artifact  created  by  Shiomi  the  Defiant,  according  to  her  younger, present-day  namesake.  A  smaller  artifact,  an  inverted  pyramid  of black  stone,  sat  somewhere  on  the  fortress’s  eleventh  floor. 

Together, they bestowed flight upon the Defiant Citadel. 

Sylvia gestured briefly in the air as she hopped off her blade, and Willowflight disappeared in a brief pulse of violet light. Raphael dismissed his wings as a Hell Drakes mage, one of several dozen on duty in the Heart Chamber, approached him. 

“Dragon Magus,” the mage said, more than a little overawed. 

He  was  a  young  man  with  dark,  short  hair  and  a  lean,  yet  athletic frame. “I am Kenji Tanaka, my lord. How may I help you?” 

“Hello, Kenji. Please don’t call me your lord,” Raphael replied, wincing.  “We’re  all  Hell  Drakes  here.  You  can  use  my  name.  You know it, don’t you?” 

“Yes! Yes, I do! Raphael, my lo... sir!” Kenji said, fumbling his way to the military salute used only by Janan’s Kingmakers amongst the Hell Drakes. 

“You don’t have to salute me either,” Raphael added. 

“Actually,  I  do.  I’m  a  rank  ten  mage,  and  you’re  a  rank  one armsman,  which  makes  you  my  superior  in  the  Hell  Drakes,”  Kenji pointed out. 

“Did you just sign up with Janan in Nihako City?” Eliza asked. 

“Yes,  ma’am.”  Kenji  smiled  proudly.  “High  Captain  Janan Rosya put out the call, and I signed up. How could I not? The Hell Drakes  have  defended  the  Yamato  Republic  for  two  years.  This  is the least I could do!” 

“Welcome  to  the  Hell  Drakes,  Kenji.”  Raphael  reached  out and  clasped  the  mage’s  hand,  wrist-to-wrist.  “But  again,  no,  you don’t  need  to  salute  us.  We’re  not  part  of  Janan’s  war  party,  the Kingmakers,  like  you  are.  Our  High  Captain  is  Sylvia,  and  I  don’t think  we  do  salutes.  She’s  right  here,  in  fact,  so  you  can  ask  her yourself.” 

The  elf  had  been  taking  swigs  from  a  mug  of  beer  she’d produced  from  somewhere  and  scratching  her  rump  at  the  same time. She blinked and jumped slightly at the mention of her name. 

“Huh? Whassat?” Sylvia slurred. 

Eliza  snatched  the  mug  from  her,  ignoring  her  protesting squeals, took a sniff at its contents, and flinched. 

“This  isn’t  beer,”  she  said,  holding  the  mug  out  at  arm’s length. “It smells ten times as strong as potent liquor!” 

“It   is  beer!”  Sylvia  insisted,  trying  and  failing  to  wrestle  the mug back into her grasp. “Connell poured that for me, right out of his own  private  stock!  I  wanted  to  enjoy  it  slowly,  so  I  stuck  it  into  my pocket and brought it here! Give it back to me, Eliza!” 

 Pocket?  A quick glance told Raphael that Sylvia was clad in nothing  but  the  skin-tight  undersuit  she  usually  wore  beneath  her armor. He shook his head, forcefully halting his mind from attempting to make sense of the elf’s words. 

“That’s  dwarf  ale,  isn’t  it?”  Kenji  asked,  pointing  at  the  mug. 

“You’re supposed to mix a thimble of that stuff with a barrel of water, not drink it like that!” 

 Oh.  Oh,  no.  Raphael  caught  Sylvia  by  the  waist  as  she crumpled. Soft snores began rolling from the elf’s lips. 

“Somehow,  I’m  not  surprised  at  all.”  Eliza  sighed  and slumped her shoulders. “Dwarf ale is really expensive, so I should go return  this  mug  to  Mister  Cadogan.  There’s  nearly  an  entire  gold coin’s worth of the stuff here.” 

“Alright.  I’ll  get  Rayne  to—”  Raphael  began,  before  Kenji spoke up again. 

“My shift ends in a few minutes, sir, and I’d be happy to help you return the mug to Mister Cadogan,” the mage volunteered. 

“Thank you, Kenji,” Eliza said, handing the mug over. “As you can see, we have our hands full already.” 

“Hmm. Cucumbers,” Sylvia muttered in her sleep as Raphael brushed aside her pawing hands. Eliza frowned at the sight. 

“I’ll  carry  her,  Raphael,”  she  said.  “Why  don’t  you  go  ahead and sort out the Defiant Citadel?” 

“Thanks,  Eliza.”  Raphael  passed  the  comatose  elf  to  Eliza. 

Through the light of the Dragon Meridian, he saw her draw upon the power  of  the  Second  Brazier,  enhancing  her  physical  strength tenfold. Eliza then slung Sylvia unceremoniously over her shoulder. 

“Sir?” Kenji asked, following Raphael as he made his way to the  disc  of  black  stone  set  in  the  center  of  the  Heart  Chamber. 

Several  of  the  mages  standing  around  the  disc  turned  around  as well, curiosity written across their faces. 

“Relax, Tanaka,” said one of the mages, an older woman who wore  her  blonde  hair  in  an  elaborate  braid.  “Looks  like  our  Dragon

Magus is going to work another miracle on us, so sit tight and enjoy the show.” 

“Yes,  ma’am,”  Kenji  replied,  giving  the  mage  a  quick  salute before stepping away. 

“Name’s  Isabel  Ricci,”  the  mage  said  as  she  turned  to Raphael and shook his hand. “Anything we can do to help you out?” 

Raphael nodded gratefully to her. 

“Hello,  Isabel.  I’m  going  to  see  if  I  can  make  the  Defiant Citadel fly faster,” he explained. “I don’t think there’s anything for you and your team to do at the moment, but when I’m done, maybe you can check whether I succeeded?” 

“Yes,  we  can  do  that.”  Isabel  gestured  for  the  other  Hell Drakes  mages  to  step  away.  Her  colleagues  complied  readily, clearing  a  space  around  Raphael  as  he  crouched  down  beside  the stone disc and put his hand on its cold, unyielding surface. 

He  cast  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  inward  then, searching for the power released by Shiomi’s soul fragment upon its departure  into  oblivion.  The  power  came  readily  to  his  call,  and  he allowed it to surge from the depths of his soul and flow through his fingers, before passing through into the disc of black stone. 

An  intense  sapphire  radiance  blazed  briefly  from  the  disc’s surface.  Raphael  got  to  his  feet  and  stepped  away,  somehow knowing that he’d succeeded. The Defiant Citadel would traverse the heavens twice as swiftly from now on. Its increased speed wasn’t as showy an enhancement as the curtain walls of shimmering force and the defensive statues of Shiomi the Defiant, but Raphael was sure it would more than prove its worth in the days to come. 

“I’m  done,”  he  announced  to  the  surrounding  mages.  “The Defiant Citadel should be much faster now.” 

Isabel  and  a  quartet  of  her  fellow  mages  approached  and placed  their  palms  over  the  disc.  Tendrils  of  green  light  streamed from their fingertips to fall upon black stone. Isabel’s eyes widened in amazement. 

“Yes! I can sense it,” the mage said, her voice trembling with excitement. “This will cut down our traveling time significantly!” 

The  other  Hell  Drakes  mages  cheered,  breaking  out  into scattered applause or thrusting their fists into the air in jubilation. A disparate chant of “Dragon Magus” rolled over their ranks. 

Raphael  bowed,  before  returning  to  the  edge  of  the  Heart Chamber, where Eliza waited with Sylvia. 

“Have a good night, everyone,” Raphael said, before putting an  arm  around  Eliza’s  waist,  extending  his  golden  wings,  and stepping  into  the  skies.  Scattered  cheers  and  cries  of  “goodnight” 

followed them. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kenji make his way down a stairwell, presumably to return Connell’s mug. 

“Let’s  check  on  Gabby  first  before  tossing  Sylvia  into  her bed,” Eliza said. “She looked really annoyed.” 

“She did, didn’t she?” Raphael agreed, swooping down to the courtyard where he’d seen the princess last. 

When  they  arrived,  Huo  Xian’s  entourage  had  just  finished their  performance,  it  seemed,  and  every  soul  in  attendance  was standing, thunderous applause rolling from their clapping hands. The Grand  Prince’s  dancers,  all  of  them  clad  in  flowing  crimson  silks, bowed demurely before shuffling off the stage. 

“I wonder if we should catch one of his performances one of these days,” Eliza mused. “Everyone seems to really enjoy them.” 

“We  can  go  to  the  next  one,”  Raphael  said,  a  smile  on  his face. “It’d be nice to watch a show with you.” 

Eliza’s only response was a radiant smile and an enthusiastic nod. 

Gabriella was still standing where she’d last been seen, along with Orfeo. She was the spitting image of Eliza, both of them blonde and  blue-eyed,  though  Gabriella  was  two  years  younger  and perhaps an inch shorter. The princess seemed to have cheered up somewhat, perhaps because of Huo Xian’s dancers. Her eyes lit up as Raphael and Eliza descended to her side. 

“Hey, you two! You really missed out!” she said. “Huo Xian is a pompous ass, but he really knows his stuff. That was perhaps the best rendition of  Swirling Flames by the River I’ve ever seen!” 

“His dancers performed  Swirling Flames by the River?” Eliza asked,  agog  with  amazement.  “Here?  On  the  Defiant  Citadel,  the night after a battle?” 

“It’s  a  ballet,  Raph,  composed  by  Maestro  Manfredi,” 

Gabriella  explained,  swiftly  noticing  Raphael’s  confusion.  “Widely recognized  as  one  of  the  most  complex  and  difficult  performances throughout the world.” 

“I see. It’s a shame we missed it.” Raphael nodded to Orfeo. 

“Hello, Orfeo.” 

“Greetings, Raphael,” the knight said, sketching an elaborate courtly  bow.  “It  is  good  to  see  you.  I  saw  you  flying  to  the  Heart Chamber just now. Was there something you needed from there?” 

Raphael briefly described the enhancement he’d added to the Defiant Citadel. A grim smile spread across Orfeo’s lips. 

“That  means  we  can  come  to  grips  with  our  foes  more swiftly,”  he  said,  taking  a  deep  breath.  Raphael  didn’t  miss  the pained  concern  that  flickered  across  his  features  before  he continued speaking. “And enact our rescue of Lady Fei Xue.” 

“That’s  right,”  Raphael  agreed.  He  reached  out  and  clasped the knight reassuringly on the shoulder. “We’ll save her, Orfeo. Don’t you worry.” 

“How can I not?” Orfeo’s smile turned brittle. “She is the love of my life. Would that the ogres have taken me, instead.” 

“You’re not nearly as valuable a hostage as she is,” Gabriella said, directing a pointed glare at the knight. “In fact, the ogres might not even take you hostage at all. They’d probably just kill you, so that you can’t annoy them.” 

“Alright.” Eliza chuckled. “What is this about?” 

Gabriella stamped her foot and opened her mouth, ready to spew a torrent of complaints from her lips, but Orfeo spoke up first. 

“Her  Highness  has  been  behaving  most...  unbecomingly toward one Mister Ueno, a Hell Drakes armsman,” the knight said. “I caught  her...  making  a  most  insistent  advance  upon  the  gentleman despite  his  very  obvious  lack  of  interest  and  reciprocity.  Thus,  I decided to accompany her everywhere she goes this evening, in the hopes  that  my  conduct  might  prove  inspirational  and  exemplary  to her Highness.” 

“Insistent  advance?”  Gabriella  gasped,  raising  her  leg  in readiness to kick Orfeo in the shin. A stern glare from Eliza had her abandoning  her  attempt  and  crossing  her  arms  huffily  once  more. 

“I... I just wanted to touch those magnificent arms of his.” 

“Technically  true.”  Orfeo  furrowed  his  brow  in  disapproval. 

“Even  if  the  appendage  you  extended  toward  the  gentleman  was your tongue.” 

“Gabby!”  Eliza  chided.  “We  spoke  about  this  before!  Mister Ueno is married. And he’s too old for you! Besides, what were you thinking? You can’t go around  licking  people! Who even does that?” 

“She does,” Gabriella protested weakly, pointing at Sylvia. 

“Does  she?”  Eliza  was  horrified.  Orfeo  seemed  similarly startled and aghast. 

“We... probably don’t want to know,” Raphael said, sighing. 

“In  any  case,  Sylvia  is  the  last  person  you  should  be emulating,” Eliza said. “Leave Mister Ueno alone. And if you want to touch someone, make sure he agrees to it first!” 

“That’s  easy  for  you  to  say.”  Gabriella  grinned  and  nudged Raphael in the side. “You get to run your hands all over Raph all the time, sis!” 

“Gabby!” Eliza cried, her cheeks reddening. “That’s...!” 

“Here,  Eliza.  You’ve  been  carrying  Sylvia  all  this  time,” 

Raphael said. “Why don’t I take over and put her to bed, while you have a nice chat with Gabby?” 

“Alright,  Raphael.”  Eliza  passed  the  unconscious  elf  to Raphael and allowed her connection to the Second Brazier to fade. 

She rounded on Gabriella, her hands on her hips. 

“I  am  not  a  wise  or  prudent  man,  Raphael,”  Orfeo  said. 

“Nevertheless, I believe now would be an excellent time to make a swift egress. I will do so forthwith, and I recommend a similar course of action for you as well.” 

“I’ll  come  with  you,  Orfeo,”  Raphael  agreed.  He  turned  to Eliza. “See you in the morning?” 

“See  you  in  the  morning,  Raphael!”  Eliza  said,  flashing  him another  radiant  smile.  The  smile  faded  as  she  turned  back  to Gabriella, who was quailing beneath her sister’s glare. 

“Lady Wildwynd. Your Highness.” Orfeo bowed to each of the blonde  women  in  turn,  before  walking  alongside  Raphael  as  they joined  the  stream  of  people  exiting  the  courtyard.  Several  Hell Drakes cast curious glances at Sylvia’s unconscious form, but they simply shrugged and went on their way, obviously not wanting to get caught  up  in  the  elf’s  notorious  eccentricities.  Huo  Xian  was  there too, seated upon a chair of lacquered wood and fawned upon by his servants. 

 Just how many people did he bring along with him?  Raphael wondered, shaking his head. Orfeo must have noticed the quizzical look Raphael had directed at the Grand Prince, because he coughed politely into his fist and nodded in Huo Xian’s direction. 

“Lord  Huo  Xian  has  brought  with  him  only  fifty  personal attendants, sixty of his favored artists and academics, and thirty elite bodyguards,”  the  knight  explained.  “He  would  have  brought  more, but  we  had  to  depart  his  court  posthaste  for  Nihako  City  upon hearing of Lady Fei Xue’s abduction.” 

“How  did  he  carry  so  many  people  on  Tian  Mo?”  Raphael asked. 

“Lord  Huo  Xian  has  an  artifact  called  the  Shrunken  Manor that  possesses  potent  spatial  and  hospitality  enchantments,”  Orfeo said. “The Shrunken Manor weighs less than two pounds and is no larger than a common saddlebag, but it can house and provide high quality  food  and  drink  for  up  to  two  hundred  individuals  within  its

extra-dimensional  space.  Lord  Huo  Xian  used  the  Shrunken  Manor to transport his staff.” 

“I  see.  That’s  a  pretty  handy  artifact!”  Raphael  said  as  they descended  a  stairwell.  Orfeo  cast  a  curious  glance  at  the unconscious Sylvia. 

“Is Lady Shadowsoul alright?” he asked. 

“She’s  fine...”  Raphael  cast  a  dubious  glance  at  the  elf’s snoring visage. “I hope. She might have a headache in the morning though, but she should be mostly her usual self after some sleep.” 

“That  is  reassuring  indeed.”  Orfeo  nodded.  “Lady Shadowsoul  should  take  better  care  of  herself,  especially  after  her recent recovery from her grievous injuries.” 

“I’m  sure  she  knows  what  she’s  doing,”  Raphael  said.  He frowned.  “Actually,  no.  I’m  not  very  sure  at  all.  Still,  she  should  be fine. She’s a Sister of Chaos, after all.” 

“Indeed.” Orfeo’s expression brightened. “And you personally refreshed  the  complex  enchantments  carved  upon  her  very  bones. 

That was a mighty feat, Raphael.” 

“I’m  just  glad  it  worked  and  that  she’s  alright.”  Raphael sighed, shaking his head. “We were all so worried we were going to lose her.” 

“Oh,  no.  You’re  stuck  with  me,  Raph!”  Sylvia  said.  Raphael and Orfeo looked at her. She closed her eyes and slumped her head again, obviously false snores rolling from her lips. 

“If you’re awake, please get up and walk by yourself, Sylvia,” 

Raphael said in a neutral tone as he began to set the elf on her feet. 

“Bah!” Sylvia huffed, putting her fists on her hips as she finally stood up. “Is it too much to ask for you to carry me to bed, take off our clothes, and...” 

“Yes,”  Raphael  replied.  “What  were  you  doing  at  the  forge, Sylvia? You said you met up with Connell? Why?” 

“Oh, I just wanted to check on a custom order I placed with him  before  we  came  here,”  she  said.  “It’s  still  not  ready  yet,  so  he

gave me that beer to make up for it.  Where is my beer, by the way?” 

“I think you’ve had more than enough to drink tonight, Sylvia,” 

Raphael said. “Aren’t you still drunk?” 

“I  could  get   drunker,”  she  shot  back.  “Anyway,  like  I  said,  I didn’t feel like going to the meeting with Janan. I already know what she would have said: we won, we’re heading out soon, get ready to fight,  I’m  a  pompous  goblin  whose  bosom  is  bigger  than  her  head, and I also need to lose some weight. Did I miss anything?” 

 You  definitely  added  a  few  things.  Raphael  shook  his  head. 

“That’s  about  it.  The  only  thing  that  has  changed  since  is  we’ll  be reaching the next ogre tower a lot sooner than we’d thought.” 

“Oh  right.  Because  the  Defiant  Citadel  can  now  fly  faster thanks to you,” Sylvia said, which made Raphael start to wonder just how long the elf had been awake. “Stop looking at me like that! You told me what you were going to do on the way to the Heart Chamber. 

I  definitely  wasn’t  pretending  to  be  unconscious  and  hoping  you would be the one carrying me instead of Eliza.” 

 Of  course  you  weren’t.   Raphael  chuckled  weakly.  “I  expect Janan would have heard of my success by now, so her Kingmakers will be stepping up the pace of their preparations too. If the Defiant Citadel  is  now  twice  as  fast,  we  should  arrive  in  eighteen  hours  or so, according to Makoto.” 

“I  will  inform  Lord  Huo  Xian  of  this  change  to  our  itinerary,” 

Orfeo  said,  but  the  knight  continued  walking  by  their  side,  much  to Sylvia’s apparent annoyance. 

“Don’t you have something you need to tell Huo Xian?” the elf said. “Why don’t you be a good little pony now and run along, so I get Raphael all to myself? Stop dogging our heels!” 

“Lord  Huo  Xian  is  currently  preoccupied  with  his  post-performance symposium. I am due to meet him at dawn, when I will then  pass  on  the  news,”  Orfeo  said.  “As  for  your  heels,  Lady Shadowsoul,  I  am  not  dogging  them.  I  am  heading  to  my  quarters, which lie in the same direction as yours.” 

“Ugh!”  Sylvia  rolled  her  eyes  and  put  her  arm  through Raphael’s. “Fine. You get to watch.” 

 Watch  what?  Raphael  blinked  and  stopped  himself  once again from trying to follow the elf’s train of thought. He didn’t think his sanity would survive the process. “Sylvia, it’s getting late, and you’re swaying on your feet, which obviously means that you’re still drunk. 

Go get some sleep.” 

“But  I  don’t  want  to!”  the  elf  protested,  pulling  on  Raphael’s arm and directing him down a corridor that led not to the war party’s quarters,  but  to  one  of  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  many  open-air courtyards.  This  particular  courtyard  lay  a  few  minutes’  walk  from where Raphael’s room was, and he’d used it several times already for sparring and cultivation sessions with Koshi, Shiomi, Sylvia, and Eliza. 

“I see. You are going to train some more before turning in for the night,” Orfeo said. “Commendable conscientiousness, Raphael.” 

“That  really  wasn’t  what  I  had  in  mind...”  Raphael  began weakly, only for Sylvia to talk over him. 

“You’ve  got  your  Regal  Veil  ready  to  go,  right?”  the  elf  said, looking at the bracer of intricately forged white steel across Orfeo’s left arm. “What about your weapon? Do you have it with you?” 

“Always, Lady Shadowsoul.” Orfeo nodded. “My Glacial Edge is a mere summoning spell’s length from my grasp.” 

“Good. Come along, then.” Sylvia grinned slyly at the knight. 

“I changed my mind. You don’t just get to watch. You get to join in, too. Oh my.” 

“Sylvia...”  Raphael  frowned.  “Don’t  bother  Orfeo.  Let  him  go to bed.” 

“It is no bother, Raphael,” Orfeo replied, an eager light in his eyes. “The day has been an exerting one, but I stand ready for more training, and I would be happy to aid you in yours.” 

“Ooh,  yes.  The  two  prettiest  boys  in  a  hundred  miles, standing  ready,  thrusting  their  sweaty  poles  at  each  other...”  Sylvia

breathed huskily. “With me in the middle...” 

Raphael resisted the urge to cuff the elf over the back of her head as Eliza would have done. He rolled his eyes. 

“What  do  you  have  in  mind,  Sylvia?”  he  asked  as  they emerged onto the courtyard. A few other Hell Drakes were there too, some of them simply taking in the night air, while others were going over a few weapon drills. Orfeo strode a few paces away and began rolling his shoulders and stretching his legs. 

“Remember  that  custom  job  Connell  hasn’t  finished  yet?” 

Sylvia asked. “Well, he’s still managed to cobble together a stand-in so you can still get some practice in.” 

“You  placed  a  custom  order  with  Connell  for  me?”  Raphael was  bewildered  by  the  elf’s  generosity.  His  breastplate  and  spatial bracer had been forged by Aoife as part of her training. They were excellent armaments, but they were a far cry from her father’s best work.  Connell  Cadogan’s  customized  pieces  came  at  a  premium price, one that Raphael couldn’t quite afford, even if he were now a rank one Hell Drakes armsman, with its substantial salary. 

“Nothing I can’t afford.” Sylvia waved dismissively. She leered at Raphael, bringing her face very close to his. “Though if you want to pay me back, I can think of a few ways...” 

“What is it, Sylvia?” Raphael asked, not wanting to hear the entirety of her proposition. 

Sylvia  huffed  and  held  out  her  hand.  A  small  swirl  of  violet light appeared over her palm, and she withdrew a plain steel sword. 

It  was  a  well-forged  but  otherwise  unremarkable  weapon.  The  elf angled  its  hilt  so  Raphael  could  see  the  runes  acid-etched  over  its crossguard. 

“These  look  familiar  to  you?”  Sylvia  traced  a  finger  over  the runes. 

“They  do.”  Raphael  nodded.  “They’re  like  the  ones  on Willowflight. Is this a flying sword too?” 

“The  correct  term  for  such  an  enchantment  is  Blade  Dance. 

Which  means  that  Willowflight  is  a  Dancing  Blade,  if  we’re  being utterly  precise  about  things,”  Sylvia  explained.  “And  there  are degrees  of  Blade  Dance  enchantments,  too.  Willowflight’s  is  a Highest  Order  enchantment.  The  one  here  is  an  Intermediate  one. 

Still, it’ll be enough for you to practice.” 

“Practice?”  Raphael  recalled  how  Sylvia  had  magically imparted her eclectic style of swordsmanship to him when they were fighting for their lives against Vukaste’s pain wraith. “You want me to practice  your  Dancing  Blade  technique?  Actually,  is  that  what  it’s called? Did I use the right name?” 

“I  haven’t  actually  gotten  around  to  naming  my  blade technique yet.” Sylvia shrugged. “But after so long, if I haven’t done so, I probably never will. But yes, we’re going to practice a bit of that now, with this.” 

“Can’t I just practice with Willowflight again?” Raphael asked. 

“I’ve used your sword before, haven’t I?” 

“Wha...  what?”  Sylvia  gasped,  her  cheeks  filling  with  color. 

The  elf  seemed  truly  flustered.  She  punched  him  lightly  in  the shoulder.  “That...  that  was  when  we  didn’t  have  any  choice!  You can’t just... just ask me to do that with you!” 

“Uh,  alright.”  Raphael  scratched  the  back  of  his  head  and accepted the steel sword Sylvia pressed into his grasp. He thought back  to  the  time  he’d  established  a  mental  connection  with Willowflight.  It’s  pretty  much  a  matter  of  touching  the  weapon  with some mana. 

The  sword  stirred  in  his  hand  as  Raphael  bound  its enchantment to his will. He released the blade, leaving it hovering in the  air.  Then  he  raised  his  right  hand,  with  his  index  and  middle fingers  extended  and  the  others  tucked  into  his  palm,  before sweeping  it  to  and  fro,  shifting  his  weight  and  going  through  the footwork he’d seen in Sylvia’s memories. 

The dancing sword spun, dipped, and spiraled through one of the  basic  offensive  sequences  he’d  learned  from  Sylvia,  before

returning to readiness by Raphael’s side. 

“Nice!”  the  elf  said.  “You  didn’t  forget  how  to  use  a  dancing sword!” 

“I  don’t  forget  anything,  Sylvia,”  Raphael  pointed  out.  “But  it seems like you forgot that.” 

“Ha.  Ha.”  The  elf  rolled  her  eyes  in  exaggerated exasperation.  “Alright.  You  can  sling  a  sword  around.  That’s  good. 

But it’s not the whole point of what we’re going to practice tonight.” 

“Wait.  You  keep  using  the  word  ‘practice’,  and  you  said  this sword  is  a  stand-in.”  Raphael  felt  his  eyes  widen  in  astonishment. 

“Did  you  order  a  customized  dancing  sword  from  Connell  for  me, Sylvia? That’s really generous! How much did that cost?” 

“Oh.  Four  thousand  gold  coins,”  Sylvia  said  dismissively. 

“That’s  for  the  runework.  The  blade  itself  costs  another  three thousand  to  forge.  Putting  everything  together  comes  up  to  an additional two thousand.” 

“I’ll never be able to pay you back!” Raphael replied, feeling his  heart  skip  a  beat.  As  a  rank  one  armsman,  his  weekly  stipend was  twenty  gold  coins,  on  top  of  any  additional  bonuses  he  might earn. 

“I  never  said  you  needed  to,”  the  elf  pointed  out.  The mischievous light returned to her eyes again. “But if you insist, I do take payment in different currencies, such as your...” 

“Sylvia, no,” Raphael said. 









Chapter 4







“So  what’s  the  whole  point?”  Raphael  asked,  bringing  the dancing steel sword through a few more practice loops and spirals. “I could  still  use  some  practice  with  this,  but  you  wanted  to  work  on something else too?” 

“That’s  right,”  Sylvia  said.  “Take  out  that  fancy  glaive  of yours.” 

Raphael  shrugged  and  did  so,  activating  the  spatial enchantment  in  his  bracer  and  retrieving  Heavenly  Peal  from  its extra-dimensional  storage.  He  hefted  it  into  readiness  as  Sylvia turned to Orfeo, who’d finished his stretching exercises and was now standing ten or so strides away. 

“And you, get your pointy stick out too,” the elf demanded. 

“Pointy stick?” Orfeo frowned, more than a little displeased at what  she’d  called  his  weapon.  Still,  the  knight  complied,  gesturing into empty air and conjuring a swirl of violet light. He reached into its depths  and  pulled  out  Glacial  Edge,  a  magnificent  halberd  with  a five-foot-long shaft of lacquered wood over a studded steel core and a sweeping three-foot-long blade of ice-blue steel. 

“Alright,  Sylvia.  Now  what?”  Raphael  asked.  “Are  we  just going to spar, then?” 

“Yes, but I want you to bring the dancing sword into play too,” 

the elf instructed. “You can’t use some of the techniques you picked up from me without at least a single free hand though, so keep that in mind.” 

“How interesting,” Orfeo said. “I would be happy to assist you in  incorporating  this  extra  dimension  to  your  glaive  work,  Raphael. 

From what I know of dancing swords however, this won’t be an easy

task,  given  the  mental  toll  they  exact  on  their  users’  attention  and focus.” 

Raphael  nodded.  He’d  briefly  used  Sylvia’s  Willowflight against Vukaste, and it had been a challenging experience, requiring nearly all his will and focus to wield the blade against the ogre lord. 

He  wasn’t  sure  how  effectively  he  could  wield  a  dancing  sword alongside his glaive, even with the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“The only way to get better at something is to keep doing it,” 

Raphael said, giving Orfeo an appreciative nod. “Thanks for helping me out, Orfeo.” 

“You’re  very  welcome.”  The  knight  uttered  a  few  arcane syllables.  A  translucent  field  of  magical  energy  enveloped  his graceful  form,  telling  Raphael  that  he’d  cast  Highest  Fortify  upon himself. Orfeo was now nearly as strong and as resilient as Raphael would  be  with  six  out  of  the  eight  Draconic  Braziers  within  his  soul ablaze. More arcane syllables fell from Orfeo’s lips, and more magic swirled into existence around his limbs. 

 That’s  Higher  Hasten,  Raphael  realized.  The  last  time  we fought, he only used Intermediate Hasten. I’ll need to go above the Sixth Brazier to match him in strength and speed. 

“Get your armor on too,” Sylvia said. “You’ve got a Regal Veil, right? Put it on.” 

“Is that necessary?” Orfeo asked. “This is but a practice bout, is it not?” 

“Your  Regal  Veil  makes  you  stronger  and  faster  too,”  Sylvia said,  smirking.  “You’re  going  to  need  it  if  you  want  to  keep  up  with Raphael.” 

“I am?” A dangerous light had entered Orfeo’s eyes. Raphael realized  then  and  there  that  a  warrior’s  heart  lurked  beneath  the knight’s  refined  demeanor  and  gracious  mannerisms,  alongside  a smoldering sense of pride that was entirely deserved. 

“Sylvia...”  Raphael  began,  uneasily  aware  that  they’d acquired  an  audience  from  the  Hell  Drakes  in  the  courtyard.  One after  another,  the  armsmen  and  mages  set  their  training  and

contemplations aside and gathered in a loose ring around Raphael, Sylvia, and Orfeo. 

“Very well, Lady Shadowsoul. I will endeavor to  keep up with Raphael,” Orfeo said, raising his armored wrist. White light washed over his frame, leaving it encased in intricate plate armor of a similar hue. The knight tapped a rune on his gorget. A sleek helm slid over his skull, before a steel mask that perfectly emulated his features fell across  his  face.  When  the  knight  spoke  next,  his  words  traveled crisply  and  readily  from  behind  the  mask,  carried  upon  threads  of magic stemming from one of the many enchantments woven into his helm. 

“I am ready, Raphael.” Orfeo spun his halberd once in the air, generating a downdraft powerful enough to hurl Raphael’s hair back from his face, before snapping it into a combat posture. 

Awed  murmurs  and  whispers  arose  from  the  gathered  Hell Drakes. 

“Alright,  Orfeo,”  Raphael  replied,  looking  to  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian and bringing to life the First through Sixth Braziers. 

Scales of golden light covered his body, and his wings flared from his shoulders.  He  fell  into  a  battle  stance  as  well.  The  dancing  sword drifted awkwardly to his side as Sylvia stepped away. 

“Play nice now, boys,” the elf said, grinning. “And remember, Raphael,  if  you  don’t  score  at  least  a  single  hit,  no  matter  how glancing, with your sword, it’ll be considered your loss.” 

“Got it.” Raphael nodded to Orfeo. “Shall we begin?” 

“Yes.” Orfeo charged, halberd leveled at Raphael’s throat. He closed the distance between him and Raphael in the blink of an eye and extended his blade in a deft, measured thrust. 

Raphael parried with the blade of his glaive, smacking Glacial Edge’s  spiked  tip  off-course,  before  stepping  in  and  chopping  at Orfeo’s shoulder with a tight backhand. The knight pulled his halberd in, hooking the underside of its blade over the top of Heavenly Peal’s and foiling the arc of its path. 

Orfeo pivoted off his lead foot next and brought the butt of his weapon  scything  up  and  across,  in  a  crushing  blow  directed  at Raphael’s  chest.  Raphael  hastily  retracted  Heavenly  Peal  and  was just  able  to  bring  its  shaft  up  to  meet  Glacial  Edge’s,  thwarting  its path  prematurely.  With  their  weapons  locked  against  one  another, Orfeo thrust both his arms out in an attempt to push Raphael back. 

Raphael didn’t resist. He rode the momentum of the knight’s rebuffing maneuver and hopped back, his wings flaring and holding him  aloft  in  the  air  so  he  didn’t  lose  his  balance.  Several  strides’

worth  of  space  opened  up  between  him  and  Orfeo,  perfect  for halberd and glaive work. 

The knight didn’t hesitate. He spun Glacial Edge once in his grasp to build momentum in the arc of its blade, before hacking the halberd down upon Raphael’s skull in a titanic blow. Raphael brought Heavenly  Peal  around  and  across  his  body  in  the  figure-of-eight spiral Sylvia had taught him, imbuing the glaive with momentum and leverage as well, before meeting Orfeo’s blade with his own. 

A tremendous metallic clash resounded across the courtyard, accompanied  by  a  shockwave  of  displaced  air  that  flung  hair  from faces and peeled cloaks from shoulders. Excited whoops and shouts arose  from  the  Hell  Drakes.  Out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye,  Raphael caught Sylvia whispering furiously to a small group of armsmen. 

 Is she taking bets?  he wondered, feeling irritation gnaw at his patience.  The  idle  thought  fled  his  mind  swiftly  then  as  Orfeo followed  through  with  a  second  devastating  chop,  then  a  third. 

Raphael  repelled  Glacial  Edge  each  time,  marveling  at  the  knight’s skill.  Orfeo’s  technique  was  considerably  more  polished  than  his. 

Raphael  was  holding  his  own  simply  because  he  was  slightly stronger  and  faster,  thanks  to  the  Draconic  Braziers  blazing  within his soul. 

Raphael  smashed  Heavenly  Peal’s  blade  against  Glacial Edge’s, seeking to tear the weapon from Orfeo’s hands, or at least rattle it in his grasp. The knight rode the impact masterfully, adjusting his  grip  and  shifting  his  feet  through  a  graceful  and  intricate

sequence that preserved his balance and the bearing of his combat posture.  He  jabbed  out  repeatedly  with  Glacial  Edge,  forcing Raphael to abort any attempt at a counterattack and fall back into a defensive sequence, spinning and twirling his glaive in frantic blocks and parries against the halberd’s spike. 

Orfeo  found  an  opening  in  Raphael’s  defenses  then,  and caught  him  in  the  shoulder  with  a  deftly  placed  thrust.  Raphael’s draconic armor bent and flexed beneath the blow, losing a handful of golden  scales  in  the  process.  Another  thrust  slipped  through  and clipped  him  across  his  left  hip.  More  golden  scales  peeled  away, before disintegrating into nothingness. 

Raphael  hurled  himself  back,  wings  carrying  him  up  and away. Orfeo executed a cross-step, released his left-hand grip on his halberd, and thrust Glacial Edge out, letting the halberd’s shaft slide across his right palm before he caught it once more just above the butt. The result was equivalent to adding three feet to Glacial Edge’s already considerable length, allowing its range to surpass Raphael’s withdrawal and hammer its spike squarely into his abdomen. 

The air left Raphael’s lungs in a strangled gasp as the impact blasted  a  starburst  of  golden  scales  from  his  draconic  armor  and hurled  him  across  the  courtyard.  He  cast  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian  across  the  sharp  agony  coursing  through  his  lungs, drowning it from his consciousness, and did a full back-flip in midair, before  landing  on  his  feet  nearly  a  dozen  strides  from  where  he’d been struck. 

Orfeo’s  blade  came  to  a  halt  right  by  his  neck.  The  knight nodded, then withdrew his weapon and saluted Raphael. 

“This is my victory,” he declared as cheers and applause rose from the watching Hell Drakes. 

“Yes,  it  is,”  Raphael  agreed,  wincing  as  he  rubbed  his stomach  gingerly.  His  draconic  armor  flickered  over  his  abdomen, battered and nearly broken beneath the bite of Orfeo’s weapon. He fed it with more  Ryu-To-Ki, layering fresh scales of golden light over its surface. 

“As  you’d  surmised,  I  hold  the  edge  in  terms  of  skill  with  a polearm,”  Orfeo  said.  “If  you’d  shifted  the  contest  into  another dimension, perhaps with spells or empty-handed combat like our last bout, the victory would have gone once more to you.” 

“Maybe.”  Raphael  held  his  glaive  aside  and  clasped  the knight’s hand, wrist-to-wrist. “Well done, Orfeo. Thanks for the spar.” 

“You’re  welcome,  Raphael.”  Orfeo  unfolded  one  of  his graceful, courtly bows. 

“You’re  not  done  yet!”  Sylvia  cried,  stalking  forward  and smacking  Raphael  across  the  shoulder.  “You  didn’t  even  use  your sword!” 

“I couldn’t find any space to do so,” Raphael said. “I had more than enough to worry about already. You saw how skilled Orfeo is.” 

“Fei  Xue’s  pony  knows  a  thing  or  two  about  handling  pointy sticks,  it’s  true,  but  you  fought  him  entirely  on  his  terms,  when  the whole  point  of  us  being  here  is  you  putting  your  dancing  sword  to use,” Sylvia said. 

“Pony...”  Orfeo  groaned  at  the  elf’s  irreverent  term.  Raphael couldn’t  help  but  feel  sorry  for  the  knight.  He  put  his  hand  over Sylvia’s mouth before she could inevitably spout anything about Fei Xue’s riding habits. 

“Alright,  Sylvia,  we’ll  go  again,”  he  told  the  elf,  casting  a sidelong  glance  at  Orfeo  as  he  spoke.  “If  you’re  fine  with  that,  of course.” 

“I am.” Orfeo nodded, before turning and walking ten strides away,  where  he  fell  back  into  a  combat  stance.  “Ready  when  you are, Raphael.” 

“Use your sword this time!” Sylvia reminded him. “Remember, you can’t use the more complex techniques without at least one free hand, but the simpler ones shouldn’t be a problem. Also, the simpler a technique, the less conscious thought it needs.” 

The  elf  walked  away,  gesturing  to  the  armsmen  she’d  been speaking  with.  They  smirked  as  Sylvia  handed  them  three  gold

coins. 

 That’s  right,  Raphael  realized.  Basic  punches,  tackles,  or throws  became  second  nature  to  a  trained  warrior,  as  did fundamental strikes and blocks with a glaive or a sword. These alone wouldn’t prevail against someone as formidable as Orfeo, but if used alongside  more  complex  techniques,  from  an  alternate  angle  and with an additional blade... 

“Let’s go, Orfeo!” Raphael cried, readying Heavenly Peal. The knight  nodded,  but  before  he  could  advance,  Raphael  charged, taking the initiative this time. 

He began with another figure-of-eight cut, sending the blade of  his  glaive  arcing  powerfully  toward  Orfeo’s  head.  The  knight parried,  skillfully  negating  Raphael’s  greater  strength  with  his technique,  before  redressing  his  halberd  in  readiness  for  a counterattack. 

Orfeo  had  to  turn  his  riposting  thrust  into  yet  another  parry, however,  when  Raphael  had  the  dancing  sword  swoop  in  on  the knight’s  flank  and  take  a  simple  cut  at  his  neck.  Orfeo  dashed  the sword  aside,  but  in  doing  so,  he  allowed  Raphael  to  attack  again. 

Heavenly Peal scythed at his ribs, only to have its blade bounce off Glacial Edge’s shaft. 

The  halberd  descended  upon  Raphael’s  skull  then,  even  as he  fought  to  recover  from  his  jarringly  repelled  cut  at  Orfeo’s  side. 

But  the  knight  had  to  abort  his  counter  once  more  to  bat  away  the dancing sword as it jabbed at his back. 

Raphael  spun  on  his  heel,  bringing  his  glaive  in  a  full  circle around so that its blade whistled toward Orfeo’s neck. Assailed from multiple  fronts,  Orfeo  couldn’t  find  the  space  to  execute  a  proper defense. He ducked instead, allowing Heavenly Peal to whistle over the top of his head. From a crouching position, the knight jabbed his halberd up at Raphael, who caught its spike against the crossguard just beneath the blade of his glaive, locking both weapons in place. 

Orfeo  twisted  his  halberd  in  his  grasp,  deftly  freeing  the polearm  from  captivity,  and  surged  to  a  standing  stance,  Glacial

Edge’s spike leading the way. Raphael managed to bring Heavenly Peal  up  and  jam  its  shaft  against  the  blade  of  Orfeo’s  halberd, halting the polearm before its spike could drive into his throat. It was a desperate block, and it left Raphael unbalanced upon his back foot and rendered his grasp on Heavenly Peal tenuous. 

The knight capitalized on Raphael’s uncertain grip now, once again twisting Glacial Edge in his fists and driving it to his right. The halberd tore Heavenly Peal from Raphael’s hands, then swung back to a stop with its blade once more against his neck, but Orfeo didn’t proclaim victory so readily this time. 

The  dancing  sword’s  tip  rested  against  the  base  of  the knight’s  skull,  having  dived  into  position  while  Raphael  lost  his polearm.  Another  round  of  cheers  and  applause  rippled  across  the Hell  Drakes.  Armsmen  began  chattering  excitedly  amongst themselves,  while  mages  speculated  how  the  bout  would  have unfolded  differently  if  either  Raphael  or  Orfeo  had  cast  spells,  as they’d done in the first time they’d sparred. 

“Excellent  work,  Raphael,”  Orfeo  said,  withdrawing  his weapon and holding it to the side. He tapped his gorget once more, causing his helm to recede from his skull and the steel mask to peel away from his face. “This round is a draw, I’d say.” 

“That  sounds  about  right,”  Raphael  agreed,  calling  the dancing  sword  back  to  hover  above  his  left  shoulder.  “I  think  I’ve become slightly more comfortable with using a dancing sword now.” 

“I’m  glad  I  could  help.”  Orfeo  bowed  again,  before  picking Heavenly  Peal  up  and  handing  it  back  to  Raphael.  “You  directed your sword to my right flank, where I am least able to defend. That was  some  good  thinking,  especially  in  the  heat  of  battle.  Also,  do keep  up  your  practice  with  the  glaive.  From  what  I  have  surmised and gathered from Princess Gabriella and Lady Valente, you picked up  that  weapon  only  recently,  yet  you  already  fight  like  a grandmaster. It won’t be long before you attain truly sublime heights in the art of the polearm.” 

“Thanks, Orfeo. I’ll definitely keep practicing.” Raphael turned to Sylvia and smiled. “With the dancing sword, too. Thanks, Sylvia.” 

“You’re very welcome,” the elf said, cackling as the armsmen she’d gambled with emptied their pockets and piled a small heap of copper  and  silver  coins  at  her  feet,  grumbling  and  groaning  all  the while.  She  shooed  them  away  as  soon  as  they  were  done  and walked over to Raphael. 

“I knew the pony wasn’t a match for you. Still, Fei Xue does know  how  to  pick  her  pets,”  Sylvia  continued,  nodding  in  Orfeo’s direction. “This one is both capable  and pretty, not like the fellow she had  last  century.  Yeah,  I  remember  now.  He  was  a  big,  bald  man who could sling a mean warhammer, but he just wasn’t very easy on the eyes. And he definitely wasn’t a pretty pony. More like a boar, I’d say.” 

“Sylvia...”  Raphael  groaned  at  the  frown  spreading  across Orfeo’s features. “Orfeo, I...” 

“I bid you goodnight, Raphael,” the knight said stiffly. He gave Sylvia a curt nod. “Lady Shadowsoul.” 

“See you later, pony.” The elf gave him a dismissive wave as Orfeo turned on his heel and stalked away. The Hell Drakes, seeing that  the  show  was  over,  began  dispersing  as  well.  Some  of  them congratulated  Raphael  on  his  display  of  skill.  Others  offered  a  few pointers  and  speculations.  Many  minutes  passed  before  he  and Sylvia were left to themselves. 

“Did you have to be so rude to him?” Raphael asked, helping the elf gather the coins from the floor. 

“Who?  The  pony?”  Sylvia  asked,  pulling  at  the  collar  of  her undersuit  and  tossing  one  coin  after  another  down  into  her  bosom. 

The  coins  disappeared,  probably  into  some  kind  of  spatial enchantment,  instead  of  bulging  against  the  fabric  of  her  strange clothing. “Eh. Don’t worry about it. I know his type. He’s got a thick skin underneath all those silk and ribbons. He’ll be fine.” 

“Still, it wouldn’t hurt you to be a little nicer to him,” Raphael said,  plucking  the  dancing  sword  out  of  the  air  and  dismissing  its

enchantment.  He  returned  it  and  Heavenly  Peal  to  the  extra-dimensional  storage  of  his  bracer.  “He’s  our  ally,  after  all,  and  he’s been nothing but pleasant and honorable to all of us.” 

“You already use up all the niceness I have, Raphael,” the elf said,  leering  as  she  draped  an  arm  across  his  shoulders.  “In  fact, why don’t you show me some appreciation for all the niceness I’ve lavished on you so far?” 

Raphael sighed. He peeled off Sylvia’s arm and pressed the handful  of  coins  he’d  picked  up  firmly  into  her  hand,  ignoring  her gestures that beckoned him to drop the money down her collar. 

“Let’s  go  get  a  drink,”  he  said,  patting  his  own  coin  pouch. 

The  Hell  Drakes,  like  any  mercenary  band  worth  their  salt,  had established  a  well-stocked  tavern  somewhere  in  the  depths  of  the Defiant Citadel. 

“Any chance we’ll get so drunk we wake up in my bed with an empty jar of strawberry jam and half-eaten cucumbers and...” the elf began. 

“No, not at all.” Raphael shook his head. “But I’m buying.” 

Sylvia threw her hands up into the air and cheered. 

Chapter 5







Dawn  saw  Raphael,  Koshi,  Shiomi,  and  Eliza  on  the  top  of the  Defiant  Citadel,  standing  upon  a  platform  high  above  the  Heart Chamber.  Eons  ago,  it  had  been  a  perch  for  visiting  dragons,  but time  and  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  haphazard  reemergence  had destroyed  it.  Thanks  to  Shiomi’s  efforts,  however,  the  platform  had been  rebuilt,  only  with  draconic  obsidian  instead  of  dwarf-crafted lumenstone. 

Raphael leaned back and inhaled deeply, trying to catch his breath.  Seated  across  from  him,  Eliza  was  panting,  her  face streaked  with  sweat  and  her  eyes  heavy  with  fatigue.  They’d  just completed another session of dual cultivation, an exerting but highly rewarding  process  that  had  heightened  Eliza’s   Ryu-To-Ki  reserves so  much  that  she  now  stood  on  the  cusp  of  the  Fourth  Draconic Brazier. 

The  rate  of  her  progression  was  astounding,  according  to both  Koshi  and  Shiomi.  Even  Raphael  had  only  managed  to  ignite the  Fourth  Brazier  during  his  first  encounter  with—and  desperate struggle  against—Huo  Xian.  Still,  he  hadn’t  had  anyone  to  perform dual cultivation with, especially not someone who was already close to igniting the  Ninth Draconic Brazier. 

“Are  you  alright,  Eliza?”  he  asked,  getting  to  his  feet  and helping Eliza to hers as well. 

“Yes, Raphael,” she replied, wiping her brow with the back of her  hand.  “I  think  we  made  some  good  progress  today.  We  almost got you to the Ninth Brazier, didn’t we?” 

“I  think  my   Ryu-To-Ki  is  strong  enough  for  that  already,” 

Raphael said. “I just need to awaken it in battle.” 

Eliza  nodded  gravely.  She  was  a  Dragon  Knight,  capable  of progress  purely  through  cultivation.  As  a  Dragon  Magus,  Raphael was  seemingly  subject  to  different  rules.  He’d  ignited  the  first  two Braziers  through  his  own  cultivation,  but  the  Third  and  every subsequent one had only come to life in the heat of battle. The Ninth Brazier already lay in his reach, but only by facing suitably powerful foes could he seize and wield its might. 

“How’s  Shiomi  doing?”  Raphael  asked  Koshi.  The  older Dragon Knight was looking sternly at the youngling, who’d assumed her  humanoid  form:  a  young  girl  no  older  than  twelve  but  with luminous  blue  shoulder-length  hair  and  foreclaws  and  back-jointed draconic legs in respective places of hands and feet. 

Shiomi was seated in the customary lotus position. Her eyes were closed, and her face was tight with strain. Through the light of the  Dragon  Meridian,  Raphael  sensed  her  bringing  her  cultivation cycle to a close. She opened her eyes and gasped for breath. 

“There’s some work to be done yet before she lights the First Brazier,”  Koshi  said,  his  features  softening  into  a  smile.  He  patted Shiomi gently on the head. Koshi, of course, was in his human form as  well,  which  he  greatly  preferred,  since  he  was  older  than  even Sylvia, and he’d spent the majority of his long, long life as a human being, albeit one gifted with the power of a Dragon Knight. 

Koshi was a lean, tightly muscled man who stood nearly half a head shorter than Raphael. His features were timelessly youthful, but  his  eyes  gleamed  with  ancient  wisdom,  resolute  courage,  and profound compassion. His hair was white and short, swept back from his skull as if perpetually wind-blown. According to Fenix, that was a vestigial  magical  effect  that  resulted  from  the  mana  naturally emanating from Koshi’s soul. 

But Koshi still didn’t know any spells, despite Shiomi’s efforts at  initiating  him  into  the  mysteries  of  Draconic  Magic.  Koshi’s  forte lay  in  the  manipulation  of   Ryu-To-Ki,  a  skill-set  with  which  Shiomi struggled.  Still,  the  youngling  had  risen  to  the  challenge  gamely, 

putting herself through grueling cultivation sessions under Koshi’s or Raphael’s supervision, though not without complaint. 

“Koshi,  my  head  hurts!”  Shiomi  said,  tears  brimming  in  the corners of her eyes. “My sides hurt too. In fact, everything hurts!” 

“I know, I know,” Koshi replied, adopting the reassuring tone Raphael had known so well as a child. “You did well today, Shiomi. 

It’s time for us to go get some rest.” 

“Alright.”  Shiomi  sniffed  and  hugged  Eliza  tightly  around  the waist as the blonde woman approached. “I want some apples. Then a nap!” 

“We’ll  go  get  some.”  Eliza  chuckled,  patting  the  youngling’s head.  “And  you  can  have  your  nap.  It’ll  be  a  while  yet  before  we arrive.” 

 Ten  hours,  to  be  precise,   Raphael  thought,  checking  the sun’s position in the sky. The Defiant Citadel had resumed its journey right on schedule, and Isabel and Sara had both confirmed that the next  ogre  tower  was  roughly  a  twelve-hour  flight  away,  thanks  to Raphael’s latest enhancement to the flying fortress. 

Eliza stifled a yawn, then. She smiled as Raphael caught her eye. The Dragon Knight must be at least as exhausted as Raphael felt.  They  could  both  use  some  rest.  He  crouched  down  and  let Shiomi  detach  herself  from  Eliza  and  climb  onto  his  back.  He  then put an arm around Eliza’s waist and pulled her close. 

Koshi chuckled at the sight. 

“What?” Raphael asked, smiling at his father. 

“You’ve  grown  up,  Raph,”  the  Dragon  Knight  said,  a  wistful smile  on  his  face.  “It  seems  like  only  just  yesterday  you  were  four years old and running around the junkyard, screaming with glee. And look at you now. A stranger would see a husband, a wife, and their child.” 

“Koshi!” Eliza protested, blushing furiously. 

“But I’m not Raphael’s and Eliza’s child,” Shiomi said, cocking her head curiously. “I’m a dragon. Eliza didn’t lay the egg I hatched

from.” 

“Me? Lay eggs?” Eliza gasped, utterly aghast. 

“That’s  right,”  Rayne  chimed  in  from  his  hiding  place  in Raphael’s  pocket.  “Shiomi  isn’t  Raphael’s  hatchling.  Neither  is  she Eliza’s.” 

“Let’s  not  talk  about  hatchlings  and  eggs,”  Raphael  said, finding the notion more than a little disturbing. It wasn’t the first time the  topic  had  been  brought  up,  and  Raphael  had  been  similarly discomforted  by  the  previous  discussion.  “Besides,  I  won’t  have hatchlings,  right?  And  Eliza  won’t  lay  eggs,  now  matter  how  many Draconic Braziers she ignites, right? Right, Rayne?” 

The faerie dragon poked its head out from Raphael’s pocket, looked up at him, and rolled its tiny shoulders, a gesture he’d come to recognize as Rayne’s equivalent of a shrug. 

“Who  knows?”  Rayne  replied.  “You’re  the  Magus,  after  all. 

Many things are possible.” 

“That doesn’t sound very reassuring at all,” Eliza pointed out, directing  an  accusatory  glance  at  Raphael  that  he  felt  was  rather unwarranted and quite unfair. 

“When I grow up, my hatchlings will be the smartest, prettiest

—or  the  most  handsome,  if  they’re  boys,”  Shiomi  decided.  She frowned, then. “But I’ll have to find another boy dragon first, won’t I? 

Raphael,  make  sure  the  next  dragon  you  bring  back  to  life  with Spontaneous Transmigration is a boy, and he’s got to be handsome and smart too, alright?” 

“I... I can’t promise anything like that, Shiomi,” Raphael said, sighing. “I don’t think Spontaneous Transmigration works that way.” 

“I know, I know. Koshi is a boy dragon, but that’s just  wrong.” 

Shiomi yawned again, while everyone else except Rayne exchanged uncomfortable  glances.  “Let’s  just  get  going,  alright?  Food,  then sleep.” 

“Yes, let’s,” Eliza agreed, suddenly unwilling to look Raphael in the eye, even as her cheeks blazed with color. 

Chapter 6







No  battle  awaited  the  Hell  Drakes  at  their  destination.  The ogre tower was where it was supposed to be, but no army had been arrayed in its defense. Only a few thousand goblins were there, still working desultorily amongst the crimson vines swamping the tower’s base,  with  a  trio  of  robed  ogres  in  charge.  The  ogres  fled  with  the Spatial  Magic  their  people  were  so  uniquely  gifted  in  almost immediately  upon  being  spotted  by  Koshi  and  the  lookouts  posted along the Defiant Citadel’s walls, leaving their hapless subordinates behind. 

The  goblins  fled  too,  scattering  in  all  directions  before  the shadow of the flying fortress as it approached. If the Uwajima Region ever  were  to  be  reclaimed,  the  scattered  goblins  would  need  to  be hunted down, but that was a task for another day, and for someone else entirely, as far as Janan was concerned. 

“Well. I guess we win by default,” the High Captain said. She was  at  her  battle  command  post,  atop  one  of  the  tallest  and  most expansive  towers  of  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  inner  keep.  Raphael, Sylvia, and Koshi were there as well, the latter having reverted to his human form once it was clear that there was to be no fighting. 

“I’ll go bring the tower down, then,” Raphael said. “After that, we can set off right away for the next one.” 

“A moment.” Janan held up her hand in a forestalling gesture. 

She  nodded  to  one  of  her  ever-present  aides,  who  unfurled  a  map and  quickly  pinned  it  to  a  standing  board.  Janan  produced  a  slim wooden wand from her belt and jabbed its tip at the map. 

“We’re here,” she said, before pointing to two other locations in  succession.  “The  next  ogre  tower  lies  here,  and  the  last  one  is there, right before Towa Valley.” 

“Get to the point, Janan,” Sylvia said, yawning into her fist. “I was raring to kill some ogres today, but instead I have to listen to you and  wonder  why  your  bottom  is  so  big.  Maybe  it’s  because  you’re always  sitting  down.  We  should  get  you  a  standing  desk.  I  heard those are good for your health.” 

“As I was trying to say, our intended route is a long one, even with  the  added  alacrity  of  the  Defiant  Citadel,”  Janan  continued, grinding  her  sharp  teeth  and  starting  murderously  at  Sylvia.  “The traveling  time  alone  from  tower  to  tower  would  take  us  nearly  a week, after which we will need yet another two weeks to fly from the last tower to the Wind Bastion and crush the ogres for good.” 

“You’re  thinking  that  if  we  don’t  need  to  bring  the  Defiant Citadel  to  the  remaining  towers,  we  can  cut  down  on  our  traveling time and get to the Wind Bastion sooner,” Raphael said. 

“Yes.” Janan pointed her wand to the northernmost tip of the Uwajima Region, where the Wind Bastion lay. “We are a week away from here. If the other towers have no forces that might encircle and flank us, then there is no reason we have to attack them in force. But we  can’t  be  sure.  The  prudent  thing  to  do  would  be  to  stay  the course and advance with our forces consolidated and ready.” 

A  massive  shadow  fell  over  Janan’s  command  post,  then.  It was  formless,  rippling  in  time  to  the  swaying  breeze  of  the  skies. 

Tian Mo extended a tentacle downward. Huo Xian and Orfeo stood upon the appendage. 

“If we can save time, we will,” Huo Xian said, stepping off the gray tentacle and onto the tower’s surface. Orfeo trailed him, taking a  position  behind  the  Grand  Prince’s  shoulder.  “Need  I  remind  you that the ogres are holding my sister captive?” 

“You needn’t,” the High Captain shot back. She looked up at Tian Mo. “The chimera can fly faster than a dragon, right?” 

“Yes,  he  can,”  Orfeo  said,  before  bowing  respectfully  to Koshi. “No offense was meant, Sir Dragon Knight.” 

“None  was  taken,”  Koshi  replied  politely,  though  Raphael could sense the tension in his father’s voice as he looked up at the

chimera. Eons ago, Tian Mo and his kin had slain many maddened dragons. Koshi didn’t bear the chimera any grudge, though he was still uncomfortable around the shapeless creatures. 

“How  fast  do  you  think  you  can  get  here  on  your  chimera alone?” Janan asked, pointing to the next ogre tower. 

“At full speed? Perhaps four hours,” Huo Xian said. His eyes flickered  across  the  map,  and  Raphael  knew  the  Grand  Prince’s superhuman mind was running over a series of complex calculations that  likely  took  into  account  wind  direction,  air  currents,  and  many myriad  other  factors.  A  few  heartbeats  later,  Huo  Xian  nodded  and spoke once more. “I can effect a tactically viable scouting mission on all these locations by the end of the day with Tian Mo. No. Let us be slightly  more  conservative.  This  can  be  done  by  two  hours  after dawn tomorrow. You will then know which towers are fortified, if any.” 

“I  should  go  with  you,”  Raphael  said.  “If  a  tower  isn’t defended,  I  can  simply  destroy  it  and  purify  any  draconic  remains embedded in its base, which will save us some time. We don’t know how the ogres are planning to use the warp clefts, but the fewer they have,  the  better,  so  we  can’t  skip  out  destroying  the  towers  and undoing their effects.” 

Huo  Xian  gritted  his  teeth,  as  if  he  were  undergoing  some kind  of  inner  struggle,  but  at  last,  he  tipped  his  head  in  a  reluctant nod. 

“That  is  accurate.”  The  Grand  Prince  cast  Raphael  a disdainful glare. “Very well. We shall travel together. If enduring your putrid presence is the price I have to pay for saving my sister, it will be one I pay readily, though not gladly.” 

“Thank you, Huo Xian,” Raphael said. The Grand Prince and Raphael  were  the  unnatural  creations  of  Yao  Yu,  a  malevolent sorceress-turned-vampire,  and  a  side-effect  of  their  grotesque shared  parentage  was  an  inherent  repulsion  amongst  the  Grand Principalities, which also included Raphael. 

Sylvia, as a Sister of Chaos, was a primitive prototype of the process  that  had  eventually  led  to  the  births  of  the  Grand

Principalities.  Her  presence  revolted  and  nauseated  them  as  well, though she had no such effect on Raphael, and vice versa. 

Perhaps this lack of revulsion had to do with the fact that both Sylvia and Raphael had natural-born bodies that were subsequently implanted  with  immense  power,  while  the  Grand  Principalities  were crafted and forged in the Chimeric Emperor’s laboratories by mages carrying  out  Yao  Yu’s  instructions.  But  the  only  ones  who  would possess  any  real  knowledge  of  this  were  Yao  Yu  or  the  Chimeric Emperor himself, and neither were likely to provide any answers. 

“Excellent.” Janan nodded. “Depart as soon as you’re ready. 

We will hold this position and wait for your return.” 

“Meet me in the skies in an hour,” Huo Xian said to Raphael. 

“Tian Mo can carry up to fifty riders and still move at top speed. Bring your  war  party.  Sir  Orfeo  Vitelli  will  accompany  me,  along  with  as many of my bodyguards I can accommodate.” 

“That’s  great!”  Sylvia  crowed.  She  ran  over  to  Tian  Mo’s tentacle  and  hugged  it.  “It’s  been  too  long  since  I’ve  ridden  you, buddy! This is going to be fun!” 

“Don’t  touch  him,  Shadowsoul!”  Huo  Xian  barked  shrilly.  “I don’t want you getting more of your stink over my precious Tian Mo than is necessary!” 

Sylvia  stuck  her  tongue  out  at  the  Grand  Prince.  Then, maintaining eye contact all the while, she licked Tian Mo’s tentacle. 

The chimera withdrew its limb. Its vast body shuddered against the sun. 

“You—!”  Huo  Xian  fumed,  pointing  his  finger  at  Sylvia. 

Raphael flinched at the gesture. One of the Grand Prince’s favorite spells, Annihilation Ray, was a beam of fiery destruction that lanced from the tip of his index finger. Huo Xian had nearly killed Raphael, Fenix, and Eliza during their first encounter. 

“Your  Imperial  Highness,  let  us  make  our  preparations  to depart,”  Orfeo  said,  stepping  in  front  of  Huo  Xian  and  performing another  of  his  flawless  courtly  bows.  “We  have  little  time  to  spare

and  less  energy  to  waste,  especially  on  irreverent  and  irrelevant trifles.” 

“You’re  an  irrelevant  trifle!”  Sylvia  shot  back,  hopping  in  the air  as  she  tried  to  catch  Tian  Mo’s  dangling  tentacle.  It  might  have been  Raphael’s  imagination,  but  annoyance  and  disapproval seemed to roll off the shapeless creature’s mass. 

“Indeed.” Huo Xian gestured, and a fiery disc appeared a few inches off the floor. He stepped upon his surface. Orfeo did likewise. 

The disc rose into the air, clearing the guardrail of Janan’s command post tower, and began its descent into the inner keep of the Defiant Citadel. 

“I’ll  see  you  in  a  bit,  Huo  Xian,”  Raphael  called  after  the Grand Prince. 

Huo Xian gave him a terse nod in response. Up in the skies, Tian Mo moved away as well, ignoring Sylvia’s protests. The chimera drifted  to  an  open-air  courtyard  on  a  lower  level  and  extended  its limbs,  allowing  the  crimson-armored  spearmen  that  served  as  Huo Xian’s bodyguard to debark. 

“Koshi,  will  you  be  alright,  riding  on  a  chimera?”  Raphael asked. 

“You  don’t  have  to  worry  about  me,”  Koshi  said,  grimacing. 

“There are many trials and tribulations ahead of us, son, and this is but a minor, though unpleasant, one that I will overcome. I will inform the  rest  of  the  war  party  and  have  all  of  them  meet  up  with  you shortly. In the meantime...” 

“Yes.”  Raphael  turned  to  the  tower.  “I’ve  got  some  work  to do.” 

“Indeed  you  have,  armsman,”  Janan  agreed.  The  High Captain was already stalking to a descending stairwell, trailed by her entourage  of  aides  and  advisors.  “Get  to  it,  if  you  will.  I  want  your report before noon tomorrow.” 

“Yes,  ma’am,”  Raphael  said,  snapping  a  crisp  salute  in  the fashion of the Kingmakers. The gesture drew a rare, brief smile from the High Captain before she disappeared down the stairs. 

“Aw,  Tian  Mo’s  such  a  crybaby,”  Sylvia  complained  as  she walked over. “I only licked him once, not like the other time, seventy years ago, when I—“

Koshi  cleared  his  throat  loudly,  providing  a  prompt  and welcome  interruption  to  another  of  Sylvia’s  undoubtedly  rambling and disturbing anecdotes. 

“Go on, Raph,” Koshi said, looking at the tower. “Get it done.” 

Raphael nodded, spread his wings, and flew into the skies. 







Chapter 7







The  fragment  of  Shiomi’s  soul  in  the  unguarded  tower  had little to say to Raphael. She sobbed wordlessly, then whispered faint words of thanks as he helped her to oblivion. He soon realized why this was the case after Rayne gathered the power released from the soul fragment’s dissolution and transferred it into Raphael’s soul. 

 It’s weak, much weaker than the others,  he thought. The Hell Drakes had been attacking the ogre towers in order of nearness to Nihako  City,  and  the  nearer  a  tower  was,  the  more  recently  it  had been  built.  This  meant  that  the  towers  that  lay  deeper  within  the Uwajima  Region  had  existed  longer,  and  the  soul  fragments powering their dark sorceries had been exploited for a greater length of time. 

 Which also means that there will be less and less of Shiomi’s power and soul left the older the tower is,  Raphael thought grimly as he looked up into the clearing skies. The violet light above the now-demolished  tower  had  been  fainter  than  that  above  the  previous ones. There had been fewer warp clefts as well. At first, Raphael had thought those were good signs. Now, he knew better. 

“I don’t think you can enhance the Defiant Citadel again with that, Magus. It’s not enough,” Rayne pointed out. The faerie dragon was  perched  on  Raphael’s  shoulder,  and  it  slumped  its  wings  and crested head despondently. 

“The  important  thing  is  that  this  piece  of  Shiomi’s  soul  has gone to rest, Rayne.” Raphael patted the faerie dragon comfortingly before  taking  to  the  skies  once  more  and  returning  to  the  Defiant Citadel. 

The  Hell  Drakes  upon  the  curtain  wall  battlements  were thinning out as Janan canceled the call-to-arms and replaced it with

a standard-vigilance order. Raphael had paid close attention to how the  High  Captain  led  and  commanded  her  forces,  picking  up concepts  such  as  combined-arm-deployments,  supply  chain management,  troop  rotations,  and  so  forth.  He  didn’t  know  if  he would  ever  have  to  command  an  army  one  day,  but  having  such knowledge at hand surely couldn’t hurt. 

Raphael found the rest of the war party waiting for him upon the dragon-perch platform above the Heart Chamber. Fenix wore an uncomfortable  expression,  and  Raphael  could  understand  his unease at the prospect of traveling with Huo Xian, who’d nearly killed him  in  Vitoria.  Still,  the  battlemage  squared  his  shoulders  and nodded to Raphael as he landed. 

“Riding  a  chimera,  eh?”  Fenix  said.  “Never  thought  I’d  ever get  the  chance.  They’re  considered  holy  creatures  of  the  Chimeric Empire, you know? It’s actually a great honor to be astride one.” 

“I  don’t  like  them,”  Shiomi  said,  shuffling  her  feet  uneasily. 

“Didn’t they drive all of us mad a long time ago?” 

“That  was  the  Chimeric  Emperor.  The  chimeras  merely carried  his  curse  to  the  dragons,”  Eliza  pointed  out,  ruffling  the youngling’s blue hair. “I don’t think they’re going to do that again.” 

“I know.” Shiomi turned to Raphael. “And even if they do, we have our Magus now. No curse of madness or rage will ever cloud our minds, as long as he casts the light of the Dragon Meridian upon our souls!” 

“That’s  a  lot  of  pressure  to  put  on  someone’s  shoulders,” 

Fenix  said,  grinning  at  Raphael.  “But  you’re  used  to  that  by  now,  I figure. Don’t forget we’re here to help, though. You’re not doing this all alone.” 

“I am not.” Raphael clasped the battlemage on the shoulder and returned his grin. “I’ve got all of you on my side.” 

“Don’t  you  forget  it,”  Fenix  said.  He  turned  to  Eliza  as  she approached,  a  potion  belt  hanging  from  each  of  her  hands.  The battlemage took one and strapped it on, muttering his thanks. 

Raphael smiled as he did the same, meeting Eliza’s gaze as she  stepped  in  closer  and  adjusted  the  buckles  of  his  breastplate. 

Eliza  had  been  raised  as  a  squire,  and  she  was  more  comfortable with  and  knowledgeable  about  armor  than  anyone  else  in  the  war party  except  for  Sylvia  and  perhaps  Koshi.  Rayne  hopped  over  to Eliza’s shoulder and nuzzled her cheek, much to her delight. 

“Alright,  Rayne,  alright,”  she  said,  laughing.  “I’ll  get  you  a treat later. Just let me get everyone’s gear sorted out first.” 

“You’re  an  armswoman  now,  Eliza,  not  an  auxiliary,”  Fenix said. He pointed to a cloth sack on the floor. “Those are the rest of the  potion  belts,  right?  I’ll  hand  them  out.  On  that  note,  maybe  we should think about recruiting an auxiliary into this war party.” 

“Thanks,  Fenix,”  Eliza  replied,  her  eyes  widening  in appreciative surprise. She nodded, then. “You’re right. We could use an auxiliary.” 

“Well,  many  candidates  abound,”  Fenix  said  as  he  walked over to the sack and opened it. “We’ll find one eventually.” 

“What  are  you  staring  at  me  for?”  Gabriella  said,  glaring  at the battlemage. The princess was clad in a sturdy traveling robe of gray-white  cotton,  and  she  had  a  wooden  staff  topped  with  a  blue crystal  sphere  strapped  across  her  back.  The  staff  had  come  from Orfeo, who’d claimed it was a gift from Huo Xian to honor his sister’s protégé. 

“I’m  not.”  Scowling,  Fenix  retrieved  a  potion  belt  from  the sack and thrust it into her hands. “Don’t flatter yourself.” 

“You’re  not  thinking  to  recruit   me  as  an  auxiliary,  are  you?” 

Gabriella said, placing her fists on her hips. “I’m your crown princess, Alonzo Moreno!” 

“Right here and now, I’m Fenix Hellstorm, rank one mage of the Hell Drakes, and you’re a tagalong who isn’t even getting paid,” 

Fenix  retorted  as  he  took  another  potion  belt  out  and  handed  it  to Koshi,  who  was  chuckling  in  amusement  at  the  unfolding  disaster between the battlemage and the princess. “Besides, can you cook? 

Clean? Keep books? I doubt it. You would make a terrible auxiliary.” 

Fenix  didn’t  relent,  speaking  over  the  princess  even  as  she opened her mouth to protest. 

“Also,  even  if  you  did  formally  join  the  Hell  Drakes,  you’re very skilled in Healing and Ice Magic, and there aren’t many mages who around who offer as much versatility and utility as you do with your unique magical aptitude,” the battlemage said, passing a potion belt to Sylvia, who was tittering gleefully in anticipation of Gabriella’s explosive reaction. “So why would we relegate you to the role of an auxiliary  when  there’s  so  much  else  you  could  be  doing?  You’re worth much more than that.” 

Gabriella  seemed  to  deflate  at  the  sudden  complimentary turn in Fenix’s words. 

“Really?”  she  managed  to  squeak  after  a  few  moments.  A self-satisfied smile began to spread across her lips. “Why, thank you, Fenix, for being so cognizant of my worth.” 

“Aw,  I  was  hoping  she’d  knock  his  lights  out,”  Sylvia grumbled,  strapping  on  her  potion  belt.  “We  haven’t  been  beating Fenix enough recently.” 

“You’d  be  cognizant  of  your  own  worth  too,  if  you’d  only stopped for a moment to think,” Fenix said, walking up to Gabriella and tapping his temple with his index finger. 

“Uh,  Fenix...”  Raphael  began,  wanting  to  convince  the battlemage to quit while he was ahead. 

“There’s a brain inside that skull of yours somewhere. Maybe use it sometime,” Fenix continued. “And you won’t come off as such an empty headed nitwit.” 

Raphael winced at the sound of an open-handed slap against flesh. 

Sylvia cheered and clapped her hands. 

Koshi  sighed.  Eliza  did  too,  before  reaching  into  her backpack and retrieving another healing potion. 

“I’m not surprised, actually,” she said. “Not at all.” 

“Raphael? Is Fenix still breathing?” Shiomi asked, pointing at the battlemage’s crumpled form. 

“Yes, he is,” Raphael said, walking over and pulling Gabriella away before she could render his words false. “Alright, Gabby, let’s take a few deep breaths. Calm down, now.” 

“I  am calm,” the princess insisted, though her reddened face proved otherwise. “I’ll be calmer after I put my boot up his—“

“Fenix  was  being  tactlessly  abrasive,  but  you  didn’t  need  to behave the way you did either,” Raphael said firmly. 

“He  can’t  talk  to  me  like  that!”  Gabriella  replied.  “I’m  the Crown Princess of Lucario! He’s my subject!” 

“That makes you his leader,” Raphael pointed out. “What kind of leader brutalizes her followers? I can think of a few examples.” 

“The ogres.” Gabriella hung her head in shame. “You’re right, Raph. I haven’t been my best self lately. There was that whole mess with Ueno and now Fenix. I’m sorry.” 

“Is everything alright?” Raphael asked, suddenly reminded of the  princess’s  age.  Despite  her  courage  and  magical  prowess, Gabriella de Lucario wasn’t quite a grown woman yet, at least by the standards  of  the  kingdom  she  was  destined  to  rule.  “What’s  been bothering you, Gabby?” 

“It’s  about  Master  Fei  Xue.”  The  princess  sniffed.  “We  know just how horrible the ogres are, and I just can’t bear the thought of her all alone amongst them. And then there’s father. He must be so angry with me for running off with you, Raph. He—“

“He  will  be  overflowing  with  pride  upon  your  triumphant return,”  Koshi  said.  “I  am  not  the  best  judge  of  people,  but  King Lucian the Fourth is an open book. His love for you is written all over his  face,  and  he  knows,  deep  down,  that  sequestering  you  away behind  castle  walls  and  bodyguards  would  be  untrue  to  that  love.  I can say this with confidence, because I am a father too, and I am as proud of Raphael as King Lucian is of you.” 

“Thank you, Koshi,” Gabriella wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. 

“We’ll rescue Fei Xue soon enough, Gabby,” Raphael said. “I promise you that.” 

“I know.” Gabriella nodded resolutely. “We will, right after we drive the ogres back into whatever deep, dark hole they came from. 

And then burn that hole out, leaving nothing but ash inside.” 

A  massive  shadow  fell  over  the  war  party,  then.  It  was  Tian Mo,  with  Huo  Xian,  Orfeo,  and  a  small  contingent  of  the  Grand Prince’s  bodyguards  atop  the  chimera’s  back.  Huo  Xian  cast  his gaze downward. 

“Well  said,  your  highness.”  A  cruel  smile  flickered  over  the Grand Prince’s features. “I especially like the part about burning.” 

“We are ready, Huo Xian,” Raphael said, glancing sidelong at Fenix,  who  was  being  hauled  to  his  feet  by  Eliza.  The  tremendous bruise across the battlemage’s face was fading rapidly, thanks to the healing potion administered into his bloodstream by Eliza. 

“Good.”  Huo  Xian  nodded,  and  Tian  Mo  lowered  a  massive tentacle to the dragon-perch. 

The chimera’s appendage was nearly twenty feet across, but merely a few inches thick. Gabriella cleared her throat, then strode confidently  upon  the  tentacle.  She  looked  over  her  shoulder  and gestured for the rest of the war party to follow her. 

“Come  on.  Tian  Mo’s  got  us,”  she  said.  “There’s  nothing  to worry about.” 

“That’s right! Let’s get going! Riding a chimera is even more fun  than  riding  Murderclaw!”  Sylvia  whooped  as  she  leaped  to  the princess’s side. 

“Is  she  talking  about  me?”  Shiomi  asked.  “My  name  isn’t Murderclaw!” 

“Sylvia’s just being silly again,” Eliza said, walking over to the youngling and taking her by the hand. “Remember what I said to do when she’s like that?” 

“Ignore her?” Shiomi followed Eliza across the dragon-perch and  onto  the  tentacle.  “Yes,  I  can  do  that.  In  fact,  I  think  everyone should.” 

“Hey!” Sylvia protested. “You can’t ignore me! I’m too pretty! 

And brilliant! And—“

Shiomi ignored her. 

“You alright?” Raphael asked Fenix. 

“Yes.” The battlemage nodded, looking uneasily at Huo Xian. 

“Well, if he tries anything funny, he won’t have it all his way this time. 

We’ve both come a long way, Raphael.” 

“We definitely have,” Raphael agreed as Fenix walked up the tentacle. He turned to Koshi next. His father radiated discomfort and distaste, but Koshi’s features were unshakably resolute. 

“Let’s  go,  son,”  Koshi  said,  visibly  suppressing  a  sigh  as  he stepped  onto  the  tentacle  alongside  Raphael.  “The  sooner  we  get this done, the better.” 

Tian Mo retracted his appendage as soon as everyone in the war  party  was  upon  it.  His  gray  flesh  roiled  across  his  shapeless body, bringing them to where Huo Xian and Orfeo stood. The knight bowed in greeting. 

“Welcome,  all  of  you,”  Orfeo  said.  “We  will  depart  forthwith, that we might facilitate the rescue of Lady Fei Xue and bring about the downfall of our enemies, the ogres invading the fair realm of the Yamato Republic.” 

“Their  leader  is  named  Vukaste,  right?”  Huo  Xian  asked, looking at Raphael. Ribbons of flame danced in the Grand Prince’s eyes,  and  veins  writhed  over  his  temples  in  a  decidedly  inhuman fashion. “He is a formidable foe, you say?” 

“He is,” Raphael confirmed. 

“I will burn him to ash an inch at a time for what he has done to my beloved sister,” Huo Xian snarled. “When the time comes, he is mine, Dragon Magus, mine to torment and slay.” 

“Not if I get to him first,” Raphael replied. 

Chapter 8







It  was  a  curious  experience,  flying  upon  a  chimera’s  back. 

Though the war party were soaring through the heavens above the clouds  at  a  speed  easily  four  or  five  times  beyond  anything  Koshi could manage, neither the howling wind nor the freezing air touched their flesh. The elaborate silken ribbons that trailed from Huo Xian’s armor  moved  only  when  the  Grand  Prince  did,  and  he  remained virtually motionless throughout the entire flight. 

Orfeo  had  a  small  tendril  of  gray,  shapeless  flesh  upon  his palm.  Once  in  a  while,  it  would  reach  out  and  curl  gently  around Gabriella’s wrist. The tendril was all that remained of Feng Mo, Fei Xue’s  chimera.  Feng  Mo  had  been  badly  mauled,  first  by  Aruna’s dragon-bone  staff,  then  by  a  horde  of  revenants  that  captured  his mistress.  Chimeras  spoke  through  physical  contact,  so  Raphael wasn’t surprised or startled when a tentacle emerged from Tian Mo’s expansive back and slithered toward him, before coming to a halt an arm’s length away. 

“What...?”  Koshi  began,  but  Raphael  clasped  his  father  on the shoulder reassuringly. 

“Don’t worry, Koshi,” he said. “I think Tian Mo has something to tell us.” 

Huo  Xian  cast  a  sidelong  glance  over  his  shoulder  before turning  away,  seemingly  unperturbed  by  the  fact  that  his  chimera wanted to speak to Raphael. 

“Be careful, Raph,” Koshi said, his voice laden with suspicion. 

“I know it’s on our side for now, but... but just be careful, alright?” 

“I  will.”  Raphael  nodded,  then  reached  out  to  the  tentacle, allowing Tian Mo to curl an appendage over his wrist. 

 Cousin.  Glad  to  fight  alongside  you.  Huo  Xian  is  too.  Glad. 

Tian Mo withdrew his tentacle back into his flesh. 

“Thank you, Tian Mo.” Raphael smiled, unsure of what else to say to the enigmatic chimera. “I’m glad to fight alongside you, too.” 

“Our  arrival  is  imminent,”  Huo  Xian  announced,  his  words causing  his  crimson-armored  bodyguards  to  stand  rigidly  to attention. “Have your entourage stand ready, Dragon Magus.” 

 Already?  Raphael was surprised at the chimera’s speed, but he  nodded  and  turned  to  the  war  party.  Eliza  and  Koshi  met  his gaze, resolute and alert. Sylvia and Shiomi had been engrossed in some kind of guessing game played with their fingers. The elf ruffled the youngling’s hair and gave Raphael a thumbs-up. Fenix put aside the small, leatherbound book he’d been scribbling in and flexed his gloved fingers, even as Gabriella walked back to the war party and unslung her staff. 

Raphael retrieved his glaive from the spatial enchantment of his  bracer.  Whatever  awaited  them  beneath  the  clouds,  they  were ready for it. 

“Descending,” Huo Xian said, placing his hands on the hilts of the  swords  hanging  by  his  hips.  Orfeo  allowed  Feng  Mo  to  slither away before hefting his halberd into readiness. 

Raphael looked into the distance. The telltale violet glow that marked where an ogre tower stood filled the skies, interspersed by streaks of unclean lightning. No warp clefts were present, however. 

 This  means  that  this  tower’s  work  is  almost  done,  Raphael thought  darkly.  That  also  meant  that  the  fragment  of  Shiomi’s  soul used  to  power  the  structure  they  were  descending  upon  had  likely been tormented beyond sentience or self-awareness.  I’m  still  going to free her. Vukaste, you have much to answer for. 

The clouds came up to meet then drift past them as Tian Mo began  his  descent  well  before  they  reached  the  tower.  A  horrifying vista  greeted  Raphael  as  they  emerged  from  the  underside  of  the canopy and the chimera came to a complete stop. 

The land was ravaged, infested for miles around by crimson vines  radiating  from  the  base  of  the  tower.  There  was  no  soil, vegetation,  or  water  left,  just  grayish  dust  through  which  the  ogres’

grotesque  plants  writhed.  A  faint  red  mist  hung  in  the  air,  getting thicker  nearer  to  the  tower,  comprised  of  the  strange  spores  that gusted from misshapen protuberances spread across the vines. 

Gabriella raised her staff and began chanting, as did several members  of  Huo  Xian’s  bodyguard.  A  few  minutes  later,  fields  of faint green light encased everyone standing upon Tian Mo’s back. 

“Cleansing  Shroud,”  the  princess  explained,  when  Raphael looked at her. “No poison or toxin can take root in your system while this spell is in effect. Looks like some of His Imperial Highness’s men know it too.” 

“Raphael.  Dragon  Magus,”  Huo  Xian  said,  his  gaze  fixed upon the tower. “You sense it, don’t you? There is something amiss. 

The  ogres’  touch  is  evident  upon  the  land,  but  there  is  something else, grasping and reaching...” 

“Yes.  Something’s  wrong,”  Raphael  agreed  as  he  cast  the light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  upon  the  distant  tower.  He  turned  to Fenix. The battlemage’s brow was furrowed, his expression troubled. 

“The  fluctuations  of  magical  energy  here  are  familiar,”  Fenix said. “We’ve encountered this before, Raphael, in Vitoria.” 

“A  geomantic  loci,”  Raphael  said.  “A  geomantic  loci  has awoken, it’s begun extending its reach here.” 

“Yes.”  Fenix  nodded.  “It’s  not  quite  here  yet,  but  soon,  this part  of  the  Uwajima  Region  will  become  part  of  it,  making  it  even stronger than it already is. If I had to guess, the geomantic loci has already subsumed the land around the remaining two ogre towers. ” 

“Well  done,  the  two  of  you.”  Huo  Xian  looked  over  his shoulder briefly, the ghost of a smile flashing across his lips. “I have never sensed such immense amounts of dark magic riding the winds before, not in the entirety of my endless existence.” 

“What’s the matter, Huo Xian?” Sylvia said as she walked up to  stand  beside  the  Grand  Prince.  “We’ve  fought  geomantic  loci

before.  The  last  one  was  just  three  hundred  or  so  years  ago,  don’t you remember?” 

“That one spanned perhaps several dozen miles of land,” the Grand Prince said. “This one could comprise as much as an eighth of the Uwajima Region, judging by the level of ambient dark energy radiating from the north and the west of here.” 

“That simply means it’ll be more exciting to take down,” Sylvia replied, cracking her knuckles. “And here I was, worried that things were going to be too easy.” 

“A geomantic loci? Here? And you say it’s nearly one eighth the size of the Uwajima Region? By Namakhut! It could destroy all of the Yamato Republic, if not the entire world!” Koshi hissed. “How did this  creature  come  to  exist?  My  knowledge  of  such  fell  beings  is limited, but from what I understand, they can only be created through complex  magical  rituals  involving  immense  horror,  blood  sacrifices, and...” 

The  Dragon  Knight’s  voice  trailed  off  as  his  words  became obvious descriptions of the ogre towers. 

“They  wouldn’t...”  he  whispered,  after  a  moment  of  silence. 

“Would  they?  Are  the  ogres  insane  enough  to  bring  such  a  horrific monster  into  existence  just  to  hinder  our  advance  upon  the  Wind Bastion?” 

“I wouldn’t put it past them, Dragon Knight Koshi,” Huo Xian said. “Ogres are ruthless enough to enact any measure in pursuit of their  goals,  no  matter  the  collateral  damage.  By  conjuring  a geomantic loci over their towers, the ogres would be free to pull their forces  back  to  the  Wind  Bastion,  while  we  deal  with  a  threat  we cannot afford to ignore.” 

“Difficult  to  ignore  something  spanning  hundreds  of  miles,” 

Sylvia agreed. “No, we’ll have to take the geomantic loci out of the picture  first.  The  last  thing  we  want  is  to  be  caught  between  it  and the Wind Bastion.” 

“How...”  Shiomi  gulped.  “How  do  we  fight  something  that large?” 

“Its  size  aside,  how  do  we  even  fight  it?”  Gabriella  asked. 

“Isn’t it literally just part of the earth?” 

“It’s a spiritual entity that seizes control of an expanse of land, while also enslaving and tormenting the minds of any living creatures within its domain, so that it might feed on their pain,” Fenix corrected her. “If we can sever this entity’s connection to the land, its essence will  fall  apart.  Failing  that,  we  target  its  core.  Every  geomantic  loci requires a physical core from which its influence radiates. Destroying that results in the destruction of the loci as well.” 

“Astutely stated, battlemage,” Huo Xian said. “You mentioned encountering  one  in  Vitoria?  I  presume  that  drove  you  to  research such creatures?” 

“Yes, uh... your Imperial Highness.” Fenix gulped nervously at being  addressed  directly  by  Huo  Xian.  “But  research  might  be overstating  it.  I  merely  read  up  on  a  bestiary  entry  or  two  from  the archives  of  the  Hell  Drakes  Guild  House  in  Lucia  City.  Our  war party’s loremaster is Eliza, not me.” 

“There is not much else anyway.” Huo Xian gave a dismissive wave.  “Lore  on  geomantic  loci  is  scant,  and  for  good  reason, because  it  is  impossible  to  dissect  and  analyze  such  an  entity.  But no matter. We only need to know how to destroy it, and we do.” 

“But do we?” Fenix asked. “Yes, destroying its core will slay the  geomantic  loci,  but  if  its  body  is  so  large,  how  are  we  going  to find its core?” 

“It  can  be  in  only  one  of  two  locations,”  Raphael  said,  his answer drawing an approving nod from Huo Xian. 

“What?  How  do  you  know  that?”  Gabriella  asked,  before realization  dawned  in  her  eyes.  “It’s  the  towers  and  Shiomi’s  soul fragments, right? Geomantic loci feed on the torment and suffering of those it enslaves with its magic, and Shiomi’s suffering would be like a  fine  aged  wine  compared  to  the  goblins  or  harpies  caught  in  its influence.” 

“And the closer its core is to a particularly delectable source of  sustenance,  the  more  readily  the  geomantic  loci  can  savor  its

flavor,” Fenix added. “The core will be at one of the towers. It will not try  to  remove  any  draconic  remains  from  the  towers  or  move  them around,  since  Shiomi’s  continued  suffering  is  contingent  on  the ogres’  spells  remaining  intact,  which  in  turn  depends  on  them  not being tampered with. So we don’t have to worry about any enslaved goblins or harpies running away with Shiomi’s bones.” 

“We’ll  have  to  contend  with  these  creatures  as  well,  when they  come  to  the  geomantic  loci’s  defense,”  Huo  Xian  said. 

“Speaking  of  defenses,  I  am  categorically  immune  to  its  mental enslavement magic, as is my chimera, but my bodyguards are not. 

Thus,  I  will  be  sequestering  them  within  an  extra-dimensional dwelling,  where  they  will  be  spared  our  adversary’s  influence.  Your entourage  are  welcome  to  take  refuge  alongside  my  servants  as well, Dragon Magus.” 

“I think we’ll be fine, Huo Xian,” Raphael said. He could cast the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  down  the  bonds  he’d  forged between his soul and those of his friends and family, rendering them immune to any magic that sought to strike at their minds. 

“If  you  say  so.”  The  Grand  Prince  smiled  savagely  as  he swept his gaze across the war party. “If any of them are taken by the geomantic  loci,  however,  I  will  not  hesitate  to  put  them  out  of  their misery.” 

“You  won’t  have  to  worry  about  that.”  Raphael  looked  at Orfeo.  “What  about  you,  Orfeo?  Will  you  be  hiding  with  Huo  Xian’s bodyguard  as  well?  Unfortunately,  I  can’t  extend  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian to you.” 

“I  am  not  sure  what  that  entails,  Raphael,  but  no,  I  am  not taking refuge in His Imperial Highness’s Shrunken Manor,” the knight replied.  He  tapped  the  rune  on  his  gorget,  causing  his  helm  and mask  to  slide  into  place  over  his  skull.  “My  Regal  Veil  provides  me with  sufficient  protection  against  any  spells  or  magical  effects  that might affect my mind.” 

“Great.” Raphael nodded. “So here’s what we’re going to do. 

We’ll proceed to the towers, as we’d planned. The core will be at one

of them. We will fight the geomantic loci and destroy it.” 

“Simple enough.” Sylvia grinned. “I like it.” 

“Bold  of  you  to  presume  you  can  give  me  orders,  Dragon Magus,” Huo Xian huffed. “But your stated course of action is what I would have done anyway.” 

“The Hell Drakes and the Defiant Citadel can’t help us,” Koshi mused. “We’re on our own.” 

“That  will  be  more  than  enough,  Dragon  Knight  Koshi,”  the Grand Prince declared. He pointed at the tower before Tian Mo. “Go then, Dragon Magus. Do what you have to do, and then let us be on our way. We have a geomantic loci to hunt.” 

Chapter 9







The  soul  fragment  in  this  tower  was  even  more  devoid  of consciousness than the last, whimpering into oblivion with little more than  an  echoing  trail  of  pure  pain.  Raphael  sighed  as  he  let  the ancient  powdered  dragon  bone  fall  through  his  fingers.  He  flew away,  leaving  a  pile  of  broken  black  stone  atop  barren  gray  sand behind. 

Platina’s Fires of Judgment had wiped out the crimson vines and extinguished the violet light filling the heavens, but the damage to  the  land  hadn’t  been  reversed.  It  had  been  caused  by  the geomantic loci’s extended reach, and until it was defeated, the land would abide by the monster’s will. 

The  power  he’d  acquired  from  releasing  the  soul  fragment was  minuscule  as  well,  barely  even  a  quarter  of  what  he’d  gotten from  the  previous  fragment.  Raphael  wondered  if  there  were anything left of Shiomi the Defiant in the last two towers. The longer she  was  subjected  to  the  ogres’  tormenting  spells,  the  less  of  her very  self  she  retained,  it  seemed,  her  essence  ground  down  and degraded into pure suffering. 

Perhaps  this  was  what  made  the  towers  so  palatable  to  the geomantic loci’s appetites. If the monster fed on pain, it would enjoy nothing more than the torment and horror the towers provided after they’d stripped the soul fragments within them of Shiomi’s thoughts, memories,  or  preoccupations,  the  unfathomable  dimensions  of  her being. 

Raphael  clenched  his  fists  and  accelerated  his  flight.  He landed wordlessly on Tian Mo’s back. Everyone in the war party took one look at his face and mirrored his silence, even Sylvia. 

He felt a hand slip into his then, and he turned to see Eliza by his  side,  her  blue  eyes  filled  with  comforting  warmth.  She  said nothing.  She  didn’t  need  to.  But  she  calmed  the  rage  swirling through  his  heart  and  peeled  away  the  despair  that  threatened  to cloud his vision. He smiled gratefully to her. 

On  the  other  side  of  the  chimera’s  back,  the  last  of  Huo Xian’s  bodyguard  vanished  into  what  appeared  to  be  a  miniature model  of  an  ornate  mansion.  The  model  sported  bright  green terraced roofs, richly hued crimson walls, and even a courtyard and pond. The Grand Prince handed the small manor over to Orfeo, who then  placed  it  on  Tian  Mo’s  back.  The  chimera’s  flesh  parted  to absorb the manor into its body. 

Huo Xian cast Raphael a sidelong glance. 

“Ready?” he asked. 

“Yes. Let’s go,” Raphael replied. 

Tian  Mo  ascended  above  the  clouds  and  sped  north, streaking  through  the  skies.  According  to  Huo  Xian,  the  next  tower was  a  two-hour  flight  away.  Raphael  called  for  the  war  party  to gather close. 

“What  can  we  expect  to  face  when  we  come  up  against  a geomantic  loci?”  Raphael  asked.  “Sylvia,  you’ve  fought  one  before, right?” 

“Remember Vitoria, with the shifting forests?” the elf said. “A geomantic  loci  can  alter  the  landscape  it  possesses  at  will. 

Depending  on  how  powerful  it  is,  it  can  also  distort  the  passage  of time within its domain.” 

“Golino’s   Bestiary  contains  a  brief  account  from  someone who somehow survived being trapped inside a geomantic loci for two days,” Eliza said. “When his rescuers, the High Mage Calistra among them,  destroyed  the  creature  and  retrieved  him,  he’d  aged  at  least twenty years, and his sanity was no longer intact.” 

“Speaking  of  sanity,  Raphael,  you’re  sure  your  Dragon Meridian  light  can  shield  us  from  being  enslaved  by  the  monster?” 

Fenix asked. “I think I read the same account Eliza mentioned, and it

says  that  there’s  no  spell  capable  of  fending  off  a  geomantic  loci’s ability to dominate the minds of any living creature inside its borders. 

You’re either immune to it, one way or the other, or you’re not.” 

“I’m sure,” Raphael said. “Don’t worry, Fenix.” 

“Alright.”  The  battlemage  nodded,  readily  accepting Raphael’s reassurances. “If it can alter the landscape, we can expect it to simply throw chunks of stone and dirt at us. It might even try to shape  the  earth  into  snares.  Given  its  size,  we  might  even  have  to worry  about  it  forming  spontaneous  volcanoes  and  spewing  molten rock at us.” 

“How  do  we  fight  against  something  like  that?”  Gabriella asked.  “I  know  it  seems  like  I  can’t  stop  asking  that  question,  but  I don’t  think  I’m  being  entirely  unreasonable  here.  Fighting  a geomantic loci isn’t like fighting a bunch of ogres and their lackeys. 

It’s like fighting the earth itself. How does one do that? And yes, we need to find and destroy the core, I know, but let’s say we do locate the core. What’s stopping the monster from simply moving its core or hiding it?” 

“We  pin  it  in  place  with  my  Shadow  Crucifix  spell,”  Sylvia said, before jerking her chin in Huo Xian’s direction. “Or his Infernal Binding  spell.  That’s  what  we  did  the  last  time  Huo  Xian,  Fei  Xue, and I took on one of these things. It wasn’t even a very challenging fight. We’ll be fine.” 

“It  took  two  Grand  Principalities  and  you  to  overcome  a geomantic loci a few dozen miles large,” Fenix pointed out. “The one we’re  facing  is  much  vaster,  and  judging  by  everything  we’ve  seen from  the  ogres  so  far,  we  can  expect  it  to  have  a  few  extra enhancements too, courtesy of our horned friends.” 

“Maybe.”  Raphael  sighed  and  quickly  explained  his conjecture on how the towers eroded Shiomi the Defiant’s essence from  her  trapped  soul  fragments,  leaving  nothing  but  endless  pain behind,  the  perfect  delicacy  for  a  creature  such  as  the  geomantic loci. Koshi and the youngling Shiomi visibly paled at the notion, and even Sylvia seemed nauseated. 

“If  the  last  two  towers  have  stripped  the  soul  fragments  of much  of  their  power  and  anything  remotely  draconic,  what  remains behind might have nothing to offer the geomantic loci, save pleasure and  sustenance,”  Fenix  concluded.  “This  means  that  the  monster won’t  be  empowered  or  influenced  in  any  way  by  the  ogres,  apart from their initial role in its creation.” 

“We don’t know that for sure,” Eliza pointed out. “What we do know is...” 

Her  words  trailed  off  as  Huo  Xian  and  Orfeo  approached. 

Raphael turned to the Grand Prince and the knight, before nodding politely to them. 

“Hey, Huo Xian, we were just going over what we know about a geomantic loci...” Raphael began. 

“Indeed. Let me add my knowledge to the discussion as well,” 

the  Grand  Prince  said.  “A  geomantic  loci  senses  magical  energy, which  you,  Shadowsoul,  the  dragons,  and  I  are  brimming  with.  Sir Vitelli, the princess, and the battlemage are potent mages, but their inherent  humanity  masks  their  connection  to  magic,  thereby rendering them insignificant to our adversary’s perceptions, at least to a relative degree. The same can be said for Eliza Wildwynd, your Dragon Knight.” 

“We can hold the geomantic loci’s attention and keep it from sensing Eliza, Orfeo, Fenix, and Gabby while they strike at its core,” 

Raphael reasoned. “Is that what you’re suggesting?” 

“In a sense,” Huo Xian said. “The individuals you have named will  still  be  perceivable  to  the  mundane  senses  of  any  creatures under  the  sway  of  the  geomantic  loci.  Also,  its  core  can  only  be destroyed by a single blow of monumental, overwhelming power.” 

“I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve,” Fenix said, grinning as he flexed  his  fingers.  “I  am  now  capable  of  quad-casting  your Annihilation Ray spell as Battle Magic, Your Imperial Highness.” 

“Are  you  now?”  The  Grand  Prince  quirked  a  brow.  The faintest of smiles tugged at his lips. “I believe that should do the job. 

Still,  what  if  you  get  incapacitated  or  slain,  battlemage?  You  are, 

after  all,  only  human.  Frail  and  fallible,  even  if  you  are  capable  of quad-casting Annihilation Ray.” 

“I will guard him with my life, Your Imperial Highness,” Orfeo said. “As long as I draw breath, Master Fenix Hellstorm will come to no harm.” 

“Uh, thanks?” Fenix scratched the back of his head. He made a sweeping gesture that encompassed Gabriella and Eliza. “I’ve got the two of them on my side too. I think we’ll be fine, I think, as long as  you,  Raphael,  Sylvia,  and  the  dragons  make  sure  the  worst  of what we’ve got to contend with are goblins or harpies.” 

“You can count on us, Fenix,” Raphael promised. 

“Yeah!” Shiomi chirped nervously. “We’ll keep the monster so busy it won’t see you coming until it’s too late.” 

“How is this going to work, exactly?” Koshi asked. “Fenix has a  flying  spell,  while  Eliza  has  Skyfang,  but  Sir  Vitelli  and  Gabriella can’t  fly.  Also,  is  the  core  simply  going  to  be  exposed  upon  the ground somewhere close to one of the ogre towers?” 

“Of  course  not.”  Huo  Xian  clicked  his  tongue  and  turned  to Sylvia. “The last time we fought a geomantic loci, you fixed its core in place, while I tore the very earth apart and my sister struck the killing blow. Remember?” 

“Yeah, I do.” The elf looked uncharacteristically troubled. “You had to burn nearly a mile deep into the ground before you got to its core. A geomantic loci of this size would have its core even further down, and I don’t think any of us will have nearly enough time to dig around for it.” 

“I must bring it to the surface by threatening to take away its soul  fragments,”  Raphael  said.  “I  am  currently  holding  onto  the power of two released fragments. If the geomantic loci senses that, then it can figure out what I am capable of doing to the fragments in the towers too.” 

“Even if it doesn’t realize right away, it definitely will after you bring  one  of  the  two  remaining  towers  down  and  dispose  of  that fragment,” Fenix reasoned, before frowning. “That means you won’t

be  flying  overhead  and  keeping  the  geomantic  loci  occupied.  You’ll have to be at the base of a tower, drawing its attention squarely upon you.  That’s  a  bit  dangerous,  isn’t  it?  The  monster  will  hit  you  with everything it has.” 

“Not  everything.”  Sylvia’s  grin  reasserted  itself.  She  slapped Huo  Xian  on  the  shoulder,  much  to  the  Grand  Prince’s  visible disgust. “We’ll be there too, impossible for it to ignore.” 

“How  so?”  Gabriella  asked.  “Attacking  the  core  is  the  only way to kill it, right? Why would it bother with you, Koshi, Tian Mo, or the others in the sky when it has Raph to worry about?” 

“Who  says  it  only  has  Raphael  to  worry  about?”  Sylvia replied. “He can only lure it to the surface, remember? It’ll take me or Huo  Xian—probably  the  both  of  us—to  hold  the  core  in  place  with our  magic.  Koshi  and  the  others  will  have  to  keep  us  safe  in  the meantime.” 

“While  we  do  the  same  for  Raphael  and  Master  Hellstorm upon the surface,” Orfeo said, following the elf’s plan. “This will be a challenging endeavor.” 

“It is probably better for Shiomi and me to follow... Tian Mo’s lead,”  Koshi  said,  with  some  difficulty.  “I  am  still  not  as  adroit  as  I could be in the air, and Shiomi is a youngling. Also, Tian Mo’s power far outstrips ours.” 

“Well said, Dragon Knight.” Huo Xian wore an expression of genuine  admiration  upon  his  face.  “Your  humility,  wisdom,  and pragmatism  are  truly  wondrous  to  behold.  Henceforth,  any  who doubt that you deserve your heroic reputation will answer to me.” 

“I  need  no  one  to  safeguard  my  reputation,  Your  Imperial Highness,”  Koshi  replied  mildly.  “My  deeds  and  my  conscience  will suffice.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Tian Mo is tougher, but I bet I’m better at magic than  him,”  Shiomi  huffed,  folding  her  arms  and  puffing  out  her cheeks. 

“You most certainly are, Lady Shiomi, because Tian Mo, like all  of  his  kin,  cannot  cast  spells,”  Orfeo  said,  a  faint  smile  washing

across  his  lips  as  the  youngling  dragon  indignantly  stuck  her  blue tongue out at him. 

“It’s settled, then.” Raphael nodded. “We have a plan. When we  confront  the  geomantic  loci,  I’ll  draw  it  to  the  tower.  Sylvia  and Huo  Xian  will  hold  it  in  the  area  until  it  emerges  onto  the  surface. 

After that, Fenix will destroy it. Koshi, Tian Mo, and Shiomi will guard Sylvia and Huo Xian. Orfeo, Eliza, and Gabriella, Fenix and I will be counting on you to watch our backs.” 

“As far as strategies go, I have composed and executed ones far more elaborate and subtle.” Huo Xian grinned. “But it will suffice.” 

“Can you imagine the size of the spell core a geomantic loci would yield?” Fenix asked. “There might be other treasures as well, since  it’s  drawn  to  magical  energy  and  would  probably  pull  every enchanted item within its borders close to its core.” 

“I  don’t  think  we  can  afford  to  think  about  loot  right  now, Fenix,” Eliza said, shaking her head. 

“On the contrary, we do, and we must,” Fenix replied. “We’re going to have a hard time dealing with the geomantic loci. The ogres at the Wind Bastion might not have the same sheer power as such a monster,  but  do  you  think  they’ll  be  any  less  difficult  to  overcome? 

No.  We’ll  need  every  edge  over  them  we  can  secure,  be  it  in  the form of more troops, new spells, or powerful magical artifacts.” 

“And we might very well get our hands on some after killing this pesky ball of mud,” Sylvia agreed, rapping her knuckles across her silver breastplate. “I got the materials for my Regal Veil from the last geomantic loci I killed. In fact, we found enough harmonic mithril to make  three sets of Regal Veils. Huo Xian is wearing his, and Fei Xue gave hers to Orfeo.” 

The knight bowed his head and clenched his gauntleted fist. 

He trembled a bit. 

“My lady has never told me about the history behind this most glorious of gifts,” he said at length. “I will thank her afresh when I see her once more.” 

“It’ll  be  sooner  than  you  think,”  Huo  Xian  promised.  “We’ll both see her very soon, Orfeo.” 

 Did  Huo  Xian  just  comfort  someone?   Raphael  thought  in amazement.  Then  again,  if  Fei  Xue  held  Orfeo  high  enough  in  her regard  to  give  him  a  Regal  Veil,  then  there  was  no  reason  to  be surprised  by  Huo  Xian’s  concern  for  and  admiration  of  the  knight. 

 After all, Orfeo would be the closest thing Huo Xian would have to a brother-in-law. 

“What’s harmonic mithril?” Raphael asked. 

“A rare, magically transmuted metal ore,” Eliza said. “It can’t be mined or smelted from anywhere in the world. It only appears in dense  coagulations  of  magical  energy  or  within  the  spell  cores  of extremely powerful monsters.” 

“Such as the geomantic loci we’re going to pick a fight with,” 

Fenix  said,  exchanging  an  excited  grin  with  Sylvia.  “If  something  a few  dozen  miles  long  yields  enough  mithril  for  three  sets  of  Regal Veils, then I cannot even begin to imagine what we’ll get from killing one as large as an eighth of the Uwajima Region.” 

“There was still a fair amount left over after the creation of our armor,”  Huo  Xian  said.  “Fei  Xue  and  I  decided  to  concede  the remainder to Shadowsoul. She used it to forge her sword.” 

“Some  of  it,  yes.”  Sylvia  shrugged.  “Willowflight  is  mostly made up of plain steel.” 

“Some?”  Huo  Xian  frowned  in  puzzlement.  “Then  what  did you do with the rest?” 

“That’s for you to find out,” Sylvia said, tapping the side of her nose. For some reason, she shot Raphael a conspiratorial wink. 

“Not  that  I  care.”  Huo  Xian  waved  dismissively,  turned,  and strode  away.  “Tian  Mo  says  that  we  will  be  entering  the  creature’s domain  proper  in  minutes.  Enact  your  mental  defenses,  Dragon Magus,  and  like  I  said,  if  any  of  your  entourage  are  taken  by  our adversary, they die.” 

Raphael  nodded  and  looked  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian.  He  cast  it  first  upon  his  soul  and  saw  immediately  the threads  of  different  colored  light  that  bound  him  to  his  friends  and family.  Koshi’s  were  solid  gold,  signifying  the  unbreakable  bond between father and son. Bright green-blue threads connected him to Shiomi, representative of the young force dragon’s bright, inquisitive, yet ultimately loving nature and her regard for Raphael. 

Cords  of  red  and  green  bridged  Fenix’s  soul  to  Raphael’s. 

The battlemage’s brilliance was a ceaseless source of inspiration for Raphael, and he knew that in his own way, he too inspired Fenix and drove him toward greatness. 

Gabriella’s  thread  was  a  stately  regal  blue,  and  it  had thickened considerably since their first meeting. The proud princess had learned a lot from her time in the war party, and her friendship with and respect for Raphael was profound and unshakeable. 

A  net  of  silver  and  black  was  woven  between  Sylvia’s  and Raphael’s  souls.  The  elf  had  begun  as  a  mentor,  and  despite  her eccentricities,  Raphael  deeply  valued  her  guidance.  Now,  she  was as much an ally as a teacher, and he could count on her to fight by his side until the end. 

To  his  surprise,  he  discovered  a  slender  but  solid  thread  of pure  white  connecting  him  to  Orfeo.  Raphael  had  admired  the knight’s refined elegance and undeniable prowess from the first time they’d met. It seemed that he’d impressed Orfeo similarly as well. 

And lastly, there was Eliza, his Dragon Knight. Pink and white threads joined her cause to his, radiating warmth and affection. She cared for him more than she did for anyone else, and Raphael had to admit  to  himself  that  he  felt  the  same  way,  too.  Perhaps,  when  the ogres  were  defeated,  they  would  find  some  time  to  discuss  their feelings. 

Raphael sent the light of the Dragon Meridian flowing across those  threads,  illuminating  the  minds  of  his  friends  and  family.  No unnatural  fear  would  touch  them.  Neither  would  their  wills  ever  be subverted. 

Fenix touched his temple then, his eyes filling with awe. 

“This...  you’re  sharing  your  Dragon  Meridian  thing  with  us, aren’t  you,  Raphael?”  the  battlemage  said.  “I  know  you’ve  done  it before,  but  this  time,  it’s  so  strong  I  can  actually  feel  it.  That’s amazing!” 

“You’re free to share anything with me at any time, Raphael,” 

Sylvia  drawled  as  she  walked  over  and  draped  an  arm  over  his shoulders, all while ignoring the daggered glares lancing from Eliza’s eyes. The elf winked at the blonde woman. “Even—no,  especially—

bodily fluids.” 

“Sylvia,  no,”  Raphael  sighed,  extricating  himself  from  her arm,  before  turning  to  Fenix.  “Yes,  that’s  right.  No  magic  on  earth, not  even  a  spell  cast  by  the  Chimeric  Emperor  himself,  can  reach your mind now.” 

“Wow.” Gabriella was similarly awed. “My mind feels so clear and free. Is this how it’s like for you all the time, Raph? No wonder you’re always so calm!” 

“That’s what the Dragon Meridian is capable of in the hands of  a  Magus,”  Shiomi  said.  “The  rest  of  us  can’t  quite  do  what Raphael does. That’s why the time of dragon-rage happened. But it never will again, not as long as we have Raphael.” 

“I can feel it too,” Orfeo said. “How wondrous. My Regal Veil grants  me  enough  protection,  but  still,  you  have  my  thanks, Raphael.” 

“You’re very welcome, Orfeo,” Raphael replied. 

The heavens ahead turned violet then, awash in the unclean radiance of feeble, stillborn warp clefts. They had arrived. 

Tian  Mo  began  his  descent  into  the  skies  above  the geomantic  loci.  The  chimera  extended  a  gray  tendril  once  more. 

Raphael nodded and touched it with his fingertip. 

 Cousin.  The  enemy  is  below,  and  your  destination  is heartbeats away. Soon, it will spot us. Make ready for battle, Tian Mo

said.  Everyone  should  move  as  soon  as  I  bring  us  beneath  the clouds. 

“Thanks, Tian Mo.” Raphael withdrew his finger and turned to the war party. “Get ready, everyone. We’re heading in!” 

Chapter 10







Spreading his wings, Raphael followed Tian Mo as he fell into the  clouds.  Rayne  was  by  his  side,  already  in  his  larger  form  with Gabriella  and  Fenix  astride  his  back.  Koshi  and  Shiomi  trailed  the chimera  in  their  draconic  aspects,  their  wings  spread  and  their Elemental Breaths at the ready. Eliza held Skyfang in one hand and her  enchanted  dagger  in  the  other  as  she  descended  alongside Raphael. Golden scales covered her body. The Dragon Knight’s soul blazed with the might of three Draconic Braziers. Sylvia stood upon Willowflight’s  flat,  an  eager  grin  upon  her  face.  Shadowy  flames flickered within her eyes. 

Only  Huo  Xian  and  Orfeo  remained  upon  Tian  Mo’s  back. 

The  knight  held  his  halberd  out  to  the  side,  while  swirls  of  frost danced across the fingers of his free hand. Orfeo had declined a ride upon Rayne’s back, claiming that he would make his own descent to the ground. 

Huo  Xian’s  lips  moved  soundlessly.  His  hands  trailed  subtle patterns  into  the  air.  Immense  magical  energy  roiled  and  writhed around  the  Grand  Prince,  ready  to  manifest  as  Fire  Magic  of  the Highest  Order.  Huo  Xian’s  temples  crawled  with  grotesque  veins, and his irises were beads of crimson flame against sclera the hue of ash.  He  caught  Raphael’s  eye  one  last  time  before  the  clouds engulfed him then the war party. 

In the face of battle, the Grand Prince’s inhuman nature was on  full  display.  He  was  an  avatar  of  the  Chimeric  Emperor’s  wrath, one of thirteen culminations of dark arcane science and unthinkable technologies. 

 I would be the fourteenth, I guess,  Raphael mused absently. 

He  no  longer  found  the  notion  as  disturbing  as  he  once  did,  after

having  met  Yao  and  come  to  terms  with  his  creation,  and  then spending time with Huo Xian and Tian Mo. 

The  Grand  Prince’s  flesh  wasn’t  human,  but  his  fierce protectiveness and love for his sister provided incontrovertible proof of  his  humanity,  as  was  his  genuine  preoccupation  with  art,  music, and various sundry crafts. Yes, he was vain, cruel, and haughty, but those were very human qualities too. 

Raphael  had  no  siblings,  but  in  Huo  Xian,  Tian  Mo,  and perhaps Fei Xue, he might have found  cousins. As a Sister of Chaos and  a  prototype  of  the  horrific  science  from  which  the  Grand Principalities  and  Raphael  were  born,  Sylvia  could  technically  be deemed  a  cousin,  too.  Surprisingly  enough,  the  notion  that  he  had extended  family  filled  him  with  delight  and  amusement,  despite  the dark circumstances of their creation. 

 Calling  Sylvia  my  cousin  would  be  really  weird  though. 

Raphael  chuckled  inwardly,  before  grimacing.  Calling  her  my  aunt feels horrifying, even though that’s technically more accurate. 

The clouds thinned before his vision. Raphael shoved his idle musings  to  the  back  of  his  mind  and  heightened  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian,  so  that  it  washed  even  more  strongly  over  the souls of the war party. 

And then they were through. Eliza gasped sharply at what lay beneath them upon the ground: not one, but  two ogre towers side by side,  wreathed  in  a  morass  of  crimson  vines  and  stretching  to  the skies amidst a sea of gray ash. 

“That  makes  sense,  actually,”  Fenix  called  from  Rayne’s back.  “It  can’t  move  the  towers  easily,  but  it  can  move  the  ground beneath the towers. And here they are, both in the same location so that the geomantic loci can feed upon the pain of two soul fragments simultaneously.” 

“Well, that saves us some time,” Sylvia said. “We don’t have to travel all the way to the other tower now. And we can be sure that the core is here.” 

“It  has  detected  us,”  Huo  Xian  announced,  spreading  his arms. Flames swirled into existence across the Grand Prince’s body, before  coalescing  into  fiery  runes  that  spun  across  his  wrists  and hands. He looked at Sylvia. “Go, Shadowsoul. I’ll begin with Infernal Binding.  You  layer  Shadow  Crucifix  over  it  from  a  south-easterly bearing.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Sylvia replied. “Do your part, Huo Xian, and I’ll do mine.” 

The  elf  sped  off  into  the  dark,  tormented  skies  above  the towers. 

“Shiomi and I will guard Sylvia while she maintains her spell,” 

Koshi  said.  He  nodded  to  Shiomi.  The  two  dragons  snapped  their wings back and streaked after Sylvia. 

“Should  Orfeo  stay  with  you  here  to  watch  your  back?” 

Raphael asked Huo Xian. 

“Tian Mo will be all I require,” the Grand Prince said. “Now go. 

I will draw its attention and its initial attacks toward me.” 

“Initial  attacks?  How  does  a  geomantic  loci  a...”  Gabriella’s words  died  in  her  mouth  as  the  very  earth  itself  seemed  to  boil. 

Ashen harpies burst from the swirling ground right beneath Tian Mo, screeching into the heavens as they flooded toward Huo Xian. 

“Go!”  the  Grand  Prince  commanded,  his  lips  twisting  into  a cruel  smile.  Dozens—no,  hundreds— of  fiery  spheres  swirled  into existence above his shoulders. 

“That’s Meteor Storm, cast ten times in the space of a single breath,” Fenix whispered. 

“Let’s  move!”  Raphael  barked,  wrapping  an  arm  around Eliza’s  waist.  He  snapped  his  wings  back  and  blasted  through  the skies, heading straight for the towers. Rayne squeaked and followed him.  Out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye,  Raphael  saw  Orfeo  sheath  his entire  armored  form  in  ice,  then  hop  off  Tian  Mo’s  back  to  crash down into the midst of the ascending harpies. 

“I’m  sure  he  knows  what  he’s  doing,”  Eliza  whispered  into Raphael’s ear, her draconic armor sparking as it pressed against his. 

“I  know.”  Raphael  cast  her  a  quick  sidelong  smile,  then reached  out  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  toward  Koshi  and Shiomi. 

His father responded readily, imparting his vision to Raphael’s consciousness  as  he  flew  after  Sylvia.  The  elf  had  attracted  the geomantic loci’s attention, too. Instead of harpies, massive tendrils of ash  had  emerged  from  the  ground  and  now  writhed  toward  her. 

Beams  of  force  poured  from  Shiomi’s  maw,  slicing  apart  the  ashen appendages,  but  more  and  more  emerged.  Raphael  felt   Ryu-To-Ki surge  in  Koshi’s  soul.  A  moment  later,  lightning  lanced  from  the dragon’s  mouth  in  a  web  of  crackling  electricity.  Koshi’s  Elemental Breath  wrapped  around  an  entire  cluster  of  ashen  tentacles  and disintegrated them. 

“Something new I put together,” Koshi sent, a flicker of pride underlying his thoughts. 

“That’s amazing, Koshi,” Raphael replied. “We’re nearly at the towers.” 

“Alright, Raph. Watch out. I think I spotted goblins there,” the dragon  said  as  he  continued  laying  waste  to  the  geomantic  loci’s attempts  to  ensnare  Sylvia  or  pull  her  from  the  skies.  “Sylvia’s slowing down. I think we’ll be in position shortly.” 

“Got  it.  I’ll  bring  the  geomantic  loci’s  core  right  beneath  the towers,”  Raphael  said,  allowing  his  connection  to  Koshi’s  mind  to dim.  He  flared  his  wings  wide,  coming  to  an  airborne  halt  as  he reached  the  towers,  then  angled  his  body  downward  and  began  a diving  descent.  Rayne  did  the  same,  with  Gabriella  and  Fenix hanging  on  for  dear  life,  while  startled  shouts  and  yelps  escaped their lips. 

As  Koshi  had  said,  a  horde  of  goblins  had  amassed  at  the base of the tower, their fists filled with curved swords or bows. Their eyes  were  vacant,  bearing  an  ashen  hue  similar  to  that  of  the  land

warped  by  the  geomantic  loci.  Feral  roars  of  rage  and  hate  blared from their open, fang-filled mouths. 

Fenix thrust out his left hand and sent a cluster of Explosive Orbs  hurtling  ahead  of  their  descent.  The  crimson  spheres  fell amongst  the  goblins  and  detonated,  ripping  their  limbs  from  their torsos and splattering their viscera across the dark stone surfaces of the towers. 

A  space  had  been  cleared,  expansive  enough  for  Raphael and  Rayne  to  land.  He  released  Eliza  ten  feet  above  the  ground, allowing  Skyfang  to  hold  her  aloft,  before  he  crashed  down  and scythed  Heavenly  Peal  around  in  a  full  circle.  Chain  Lightning washed  from  the  tip  of  his  glaive,  electrocuting  every  goblin  within fifty  feet  and  reducing  them  into  charred  heaps  or  piles  of smoldering, convulsing limbs. 

Eliza and Rayne touched down a heartbeat later. The faerie dragon  shrank  to  the  size  of  a  small  mouse  and  darted  into  Eliza’s belt pouch. Gabriella and Fenix dropped three feet to the ground. 

“I  don’t  know  about  the  rest  of  you,  but  we  could  really  use Cyrano and Ginerva right now,” Gabriella cried, raising her staff and conjuring  a  ring  of  slick  ice  which  formed  a  cordon  around  the towers. 

“We’ll  have  to  manage,”  Fenix  said,  hurling  Explosive  Orb after  Explosive  Orb  into  the  horde  of  goblins  as  they  struggled  to regroup, his spells blasting them apart in droves. 

Eliza twirled her blades and nodded to Raphael. “Go ahead. 

We’ve got this.” 

Raphael  returned  her  nod  and  cast  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian upon the towers, the arcane syllables of Deliverance falling unbidden  from  his  lips.  He  located  Shiomi  the  Defiant’s  soul fragments  immediately,  each  of  them  nearly  shorn  of  the  ancient dragon’s  essence,  leaving  behind  little  more  than  raw,  resonating pain. 

The  soul  fragments  wavered  in  their  suffering,  suddenly aware  of  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  Raphael  reached  out  to

them. 

“Look,” he said. “Look to the light. Go to it, and leave all your pain behind.” 

It was then that  something reached out for the soul fragments as well, something infinitely malevolent and alien. It tried to close its spiritual  grasp  over  Shiomi’s  immaterial  remains  and  trap  them  in this world, so that they might continue feeding it with their torment. 

 The  geomantic  loci!  Raphael  extended  his  will  and  blocked the  monster’s  attempt  to  seize  the  soul  fragments.  Still,  the geomantic  loci’s  spiritual  presence  cast  a  shadow  over  the  light  of the  Dragon  Meridian,  clouding  the  soul  fragments’  path  to  restful oblivion. They lingered, confused and in endless pain. 

The  monster  turned  the  full  extent  of  its  will  upon  Raphael next. Dimly, the startled cries of Eliza, Fenix, and Gabriella filled his ears.  He  knew  that  all  around  the  tower,  the  very  ground  itself  had erupted  into  ashen  claws,  fangs,  and  tendrils  the  size  of  buildings, hurling  the  goblins  into  disarray  even  as  they  charged  into Gabriella’s ice, Eliza’s blades, and Fenix’s battlemagic. 

But  he  also  knew  that  the  geomantic  loci  didn’t  dare  bring tons  of  ash  crashing  down  upon  him  and  his  allies,  not  when  they stood so close to the towers and their intricate sorceries that kept the soul fragments in perpetual agony. 

 MINE.  THEY  ARE  MINE.  ALL  IS  MINE,  the  geomantic  loci screeched into Raphael’s soul.  YOU ARE MINE. 

 No,  they  are  not.  Raphael  drew  deeply  upon  all  eight  of  the Draconic Braziers. His soul blazed with torrential tides of  Ryu-To-Ki. 

He  heightened  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian,  so  that  its  golden radiance cut through the darkness radiating from the geomantic loci. 

The soul fragments began their drift toward oblivion once more. 

 MINE! MINE! 

A  tremendous  pressure  rolled  suddenly  from  the  geomantic loci.  It  was  strong  enough  to  buckle  Raphael’s  grapple  upon  its spiritual  presence  and  force  him  physically  to  his  knees.  His  glaive clattered from his grasp. Liquid warmth poured down his cheeks and

over  his  lips.  He  was  bleeding  from  his  eyes,  nose,  and  ears.  He heard  Eliza  cry  out  in  concern,  but  her  voice  was  a  distant,  tinny thing,  far  removed  from  his  titanic  struggle  against  the  geomantic loci. 

Despite  the  agony  coursing  through  his  soul,  Raphael grinned. The monster had brought its core to the surface, allowing it to  emerge  right  between  the  towers  so  that  it  might  exert  the  full strength of its will upon Raphael. It was a gray, featureless sphere, twice as large as he was tall. 

 CRUSH YOUR SOUL. DEVOUR YOUR FLESH. RIP YOUR

 —  the  geomantic  loci’s  ranting  cut  off  as  massive  spears  of  flame descended from the skies, disintegrating everything in their path as they formed a fiery ring around the towers. 

 That’s  Infernal  Binding.   Raphael  glanced  heavenward  and saw  the  Grand  Prince  with  his  hands  outstretched  and  his  posture tight with strain. Tian Mo spun and swirled beneath Huo Xian’s feet, dicing every harpy that came close in a flurry of bladed limbs. 

The  advent  of  Huo  Xian’s  spell  also  revealed  their  plans  to destroy  the  geomantic  loci.  The  monster  recoiled  immediately, seeking  to  submerge  its  core  and  forcibly  drag  the  soul  fragments away, heedless of any further destruction it might inflict upon them. 

The  fiery  spears  wavered  and  flickered.  Huo  Xian’s  form trembled  and  faltered.  His  spell  wasn’t  strong  enough  to  hold  the geomantic  loci’s  core  in  place.  Raphael  tightened  his  grasp  on  the monster’s  spiritual  presence,  seeking  to  thwart  its  flight.  He succeeded  somewhat,  temporarily  pinning  the  geomantic  loci  in place, but he knew he couldn’t maintain it. In another heartbeat, the monster would tear itself free, taking a huge chunk of Raphael’s soul with it, and sink its core into the depths of the earth. 

Barbed  shadowy  chains  fell  upon  Huo  Xian’s  spears, reinforcing  the  ring  of  magic  around  the  towers.  Koshi  shared  his vision through the light of the Dragon Meridian then, filling Raphael’s mind with images of Sylvia enacting her spell, Shadow Crucifix. The elf’s  hands  were  raised,  and  her  head  was  thrown  back  as  arcane

syllables  spilled  from  her  lips.  Shiomi  was  a  sapphire  flash  around Sylvia,  lancing  force  beams  into  ashen  tentacles  or  scything  them apart  with  her  claws  and  fangs.  As  Raphael  watched,  a  column  of flames burst from Koshi’s maw, turning an ascending cluster of ash spikes into a falling cascade of molten glass. 

 NO! NO!  the geomantic loci screeched. Unable to escape, it turned  its  wrath  upon  Raphael  instead.  Columns  of  ash  hurtled skyward,  flinging  hordes  of  goblins  over  Gabriella’s  icy  ring  and sending  them  tumbling  down  onto  Raphael.  At  the  same  time,  it turned  its  grasp  on  the  soul  fragments  upon  Raphael’s  soul  and squeezed.  A  fresh  torrent  of  blood  burst  from  Raphael’s  mouth. 

Agony  speared  through  his  nerves.  He  fell  on  his  back,  his  limbs convulsing nearly to the point of snapping. 

“Raphael!”  Eliza  screamed.  The  Dragon  Knight  flashed through  the  air,  her  golden  sword  and  enchanted  dagger  cutting goblins apart, but some of them made it through her web of steel and Ryu-To-Ki.  Fenix  encased  Gabriella,  Raphael,  and  Eliza  in  Spirit Shields,  before  sending  webs  of  Chain  Lightning  flooding everywhere. Gabriella hurled spikes and beams of ice from the tip of her staff. Goblins died quickly. 

But not quickly enough. 

A trio of the monsters pushed through Gabriella’s magic. One of them swung its sword at her and dashed her staff from her grasp. 

A second tackled her and pinned her to the ground by the throat. A wicked dagger flashed in its fist, even as the third continued charging toward Raphael, blade held high. 

Fenix  slew  the  sword-wielding  goblin  with  a  burst  of  Chain Lightning, only to take a barbed arrow in the thigh, dropping him to his knees. He blew the archer apart with a cluster of Explosive Orbs. 

Another  arrow  clipped  him  across  the  shoulder,  sending  him spinning. 

A  goblin  caught  Eliza  by  the  ankle  in  midflight,  slowing  her down enough for a dozen more to pounce onto her and rip her from

the skies. Their blades rose and fell, chipping away scales from her draconic armor even as she fought to get free. 

The goblin astride Gabriella lined its dagger up with her eye even  as  she  hammered  her  fists  futilely  against  the  monster’s forearm. 

 I  must...  I  must...  Raphael  roared  and  surged  the   Ryu-To-Ki blazing  within  his  soul.  Golden  light  burst  from  his  body  to  wash across  the  goblins.  Goblin  archers  shrieked  as  the  radiance  stole their sight. The monsters piling atop Eliza flinched, and she took the chance to wriggle free, her blades finding hearts, groins, and throats. 

Fenix  staggered  to  his  feet  and  slew  another  two  dozen goblins  with  Explosive  Orbs.  He  turned  to  Gabriella.  Her  attacker was  still  on  top  of  her,  crying  out  in  alarm.  Its  daggered  fist descended. 

Glacial Edge’s spike tore through its chest from behind. The halberd  swung  up,  flinging  the  slain  monster  into  the  air,  before scything  left  and  right,  its  ice-wreathed  blade  turning  every  goblin within  its  reach  into  spinning  wreckages  of  broken  limbs,  severed heads, and spilled viscera. Orfeo had arrived. 

He helped Gabriella to her feet, placed her staff back into her hands, then stepped away. A heartbeat later, the knight was dancing across  the  cordon,  his  weapon  cleaving  apart  goblins  in  a  flash  of blue and white. 

“Couldn’t  you  have  simply  come  down  with  us?”  Fenix grumbled as he sent another tide of Chain Lightning washing over a cluster of goblins. Gabriella rushed to his side, Healing Magic pulsing into life from the tip of her staff, even as Eliza picked off any goblins that survived Fenix’s spells. 

“There were three hydras close to where we first descended beneath  the  clouds,”  Orfeo  explained  calmly,  his  magical  helm carrying  his  voice  clearly  to  everyone’s  ears,  despite  the  clamor  of screeching  goblins  and  thrumming  magic.  “I  decided  to  slay  them first, far away from here so they wouldn’t trouble Raphael.” 

 He killed three hydras by himself?  Raphael chuckled inwardly in  admiration,  before  returning  his  focus  to  his  struggle  against  the geomantic loci. The monster was bucking and heaving, but in biting down  on  Raphael’s  soul,  it  had  given  him  the  chance  to  trap  its spiritual teeth within his very being. The core wasn’t going anywhere, and neither were the soul fragments. 

Raphael  struggled  to  his  feet  and  raised  his  hands.  The gesture  was  unnecessary,  but  it  mirrored  the  core’s  ascent  into  the air as Raphael tore it utterly free from its ashen refuge. The monster reached out to him. 

 NO. PLEASE. WHO ARE YOU?  it pleaded. 

 I am the Dragon Magus,  Raphael replied, clenching his fists. 

He  opened  his  mouth  and  breathed  a  torrent  of  flames  against  the core.  His  Elemental  Breath  washed  across  a  colorless  field  of protective magic that encased the gray sphere and began peeling it away. 

“That’s  my  cue!”  Raphael  heard  Fenix  cry,  before  the battlemage’s voice rose into the cadences of spell-casting. 

A moment later, four fiery beams lanced over Raphael’s head and  tore  right  through  the  core’s  defenses  before  ripping  into  its heart.  Cracks  immediately  began  forming  across  its  surface.  A wordless spiritual scream echoed across Raphael’s soul. 

 NO! NO! YOU WILL ALL DIE WITH ME! DIE!  The geomantic loci abandoned its struggles to escape and turned its will earthward. 

The ground began to shake. Fissures opened up beyond Sylvia and Huo  Xian’s  magical  cordon,  each  of  them  large  enough  to  engulf  a full-grown dragon. 

 No,  we  will  not.   Raphael  let  his  Elemental  Breath  die  out, then  directed  his   Ryu-To-Ki  inward,  pouring  its  burning  touch  upon the fangs the geomantic loci had thrust into his soul. The monster’s spiritual shrieks rose in pitch and intensity as its very being began to dissolve. 

Fenix’s four-fold Annihilation Rays punched clean through the core  then,  and  the  battlemage  clawed  them  outward,  so  that  they

carved  the  sphere  into  crumbling  eighths.  The  geomantic  loci screamed  once  more,  before  the  broken  pieces  of  its  core  fell  and scattered into dust at the feet of the towers. A tide of silence washed across everything. 

The  goblins  and  harpies  died,  keeling  over  in  the  ash  or falling from the skies. A ripple of magical energy pulsed from where the core had fallen, and the ever-pervasive ash turned suddenly into sand, dirt, and rock. 

The geomantic loci was dead, Raphael knew, as he coughed out  another  mouthful  of  blood,  peeled  off  one  of  his  gauntlets,  and wiped his lips with the back of his now-exposed sleeve. 

But the towers still stood. Picking up his glaive and returning it to the extra-dimensional storage space within his bracer, Raphael reached  out  to  the  soul  fragments  once  more.  They  were  numb, nearly mindless from shock and pain, but they turned to the light of the  Dragon  Meridian  and  floated  into  eternity.  Pools  of  faint  white radiance  flashed  into  existence  around  him.  Rayne  buzzed  through them,  collecting  their  power  beneath  its  wings,  before  letting  it  fall into Raphael’s soul. 

Raphael  reached  out  and  stroked  the  faerie  dragon’s  head before  he  turned  around  and  met  the  gazes  of  his  friends.  Eliza seemed elated, relieved, and concerned all at once. She dismissed Skyfang  and  sheathed  her  dagger,  before  running  over  to  his  side. 

Fenix  was  hunched  over  with  exhaustion,  but  his  features  were bright with triumph. Gabriella was sitting down, a tired smile on her face.  Orfeo  removed  his  helm  and  saluted  Raphael.  In  the  skies, Tian Mo, Koshi, Shiomi, and Sylvia were descending. 

“Raphael!” Eliza cried as she reached him. “You’re bleeding! 

You’re—” 

“I’m fine, Eliza.” Raphael smiled. “Could you get everyone to stay away from the towers? I’ve got one last thing to do before we’re finished here.” 

Eliza nodded, then spun on her heel, shouting for everyone to back away. The dragons, chimera, and Sylvia must have heard her

cries as well, as they slowed, then halted their descent. 

Raphael turned his gaze heavenward and spread his wings. 

He  soared  high  into  the  skies,  until  he  was  at  least  fifty  feet  above the towers. The might of the Seventh Brazier burned brightly in his soul as he prepared to evoke Platina’s likeness once more and bring her Fires of Judgment to bear. 

But it was different this time. His  Ryu-To-Ki heeded his cry far more readily and flowed much more smoothly through the channels of  his  soul.  Its  golden  light  was  brighter.  The  Draconic  Trace  of Platina shone into existence, and the Fires of Judgment poured over the towers, reducing them to piles of broken black stone. 

It was only when Raphael dismissed the Draconic Trace and allowed the fires of the Braziers to simmer down that he realized the Ninth had come to life, and its power was now his to command. He was still smiling in awed surprise as he flew back to Eliza and landed beside her. 

The Dragon Knight noticed that there was something different about him too. She looked at him closely, then stepped forward and threw her arms around his neck. 

“You’re alright,” she whispered. “You’re alright.” 

“I told you I was already, didn’t I?” Raphael smiled, returning her  embrace  and  stroking  her  head.  As  he  looked  up,  he  noticed similar expressions of awe and confusion on Gabriella’s and Fenix’s faces. Even Orfeo seemed unsettled. 

“Congratulations, Raphael! I knew this would happen, sooner or  later!”  Shiomi  said  as  she  descended  to  his  side.  Koshi  landed next, then Sylvia. The dragon exhaled slowly, his crimson eyes wide with disbelief. Sylvia seemed stunned too, and Raphael’s confusion only grew when Huo Xian stepped off Tian Mo’s tentacle and wore a similar expression on his face. 

“What? What would happen? What’s going on? Why are you all looking at me like this?” he asked. 

“That golden aura radiating from your skin...” Huo Xian said, pointing  with  a  trembling  finger.  “That’s  not  the  Draconic  War  Aura

you’ve exhibited so far. It’s...” 

“Divine  power,”  Sylvia  breathed.  “We  know  you  have  a fragment of Namakhut’s power within your soul, but now it has come fully to the forefront. I’ve only seen this happen once before...” 

“Selenaia...”  Huo  Xian  continued.  “You’re  talking  about Selenaia,  aren’t  you,  Shadowsoul?  I  know  you’ve  met  her  before. 

I’ve seen this too, but in someone else: my Father.” 

“Selenaia?  You  mean  Luna,  the  Goddess  of  the  Crescent Moon?” Koshi hissed. “You’re saying that Raph is now a god? And Your  Imperial  Highness,  what  do  you  mean  by  your  father?  Is  the Chimeric Emperor a god as well?” 

“He  is  the  Sun  in  the  Sky,  Unchallenged  Changer  of  Flesh, Master  of  Magic,  Emperor  of  the  Chimeric,”  Huo  Xian  intoned.  The Grand Prince’s face was pale.“My Father carries the light of divinity within him, and you, Dragon Magus... you are now like him.” 

“You’re...  so  shiny,  Raph,”  Gabriella  said.  “So...  perfect.  I mean,  you  were  already  ridiculously  good  looking  before,  but  now, looking  at  you  is  like  looking  at  a  picture,  if  that  picture  were composed by the greatest artists in the world after their talents had somehow been magnified tens of thousands of times.” 

“It’s  your  Draconic  Glamour,  Raphael,”  Fenix  pointed  out, grinning. “It’s at least a thousand times stronger than it was before, which  means  your  Draconic  Magic  spells  will  be  much  more powerful,  and  it’s  also  laden  with  threads  of  power  that  aren’t  quite magical. I can only conclude that they’re divine.” 

“You’re  Namakhut  reborn,  son?”  Koshi  asked  shakily  as  he reverted back to his human form. “Will... will you leave us, now that you are a god?” 

Raphael walked over to his father and embraced him. 

“No, Koshi,” he said. “I’m not Namakhut reborn. I’m your son. 

I will never leave you, any of you.” 

“That’s  right,”  Shiomi  interjected.  “Raphael  is  Raphael. 

Namakhut no longer exists, but Raphael isn’t quite ready to step in

as the actual Dragon God yet.” 

“He’s still our Magus!” Rayne chirped, flying to Raphael and landing  on  his  shoulder.  The  faerie  dragon  nuzzled  against  his cheek. “And he’ll stay with us!” 

“I  definitely  will,  Rayne,”  Raphael  agreed,  before  looking Koshi  in  the  eye.  “I  ignited  the  Ninth  Brazier  just  now,  sometime during the fight with the geomantic loci. Maybe whatever happened to  me  is  simply  what  the  Ninth  Brazier’s  hidden  power  is.  I’m  still Raphael,  and  you’re  still  my  father,  Koshi.  Gabriella,  Fenix,  Sylvia, and Shiomi are my friends. And Eliza...” 

The  blonde  woman  looked  at  him  curiously.  As  he  walked back to her and took her in his arms. She gasped as he kissed her. A moment  passed.  And  then  she  was  kissing  back.  Raphael  savored the sensation of her lips against his, her scent suffusing his senses. 

He  heard  Fenix,  Gabriella,  and  Sylvia  cheering  in  the  background. 

Metal gauntlets smacked against each other as Orfeo applauded. 

At length, Raphael pulled away and looked into Eliza’s eyes. 

She  seemed  dazed  but  overjoyed.  He  didn’t  feel  the  need  to  say anything further, and neither did she. 

“About  time,”  Fenix  said,  laughing  as  he  tilted  his  hat  in  a salute  to  Raphael  and  Eliza.  “The  two  of  you  certainly  took  long enough.” 

“Well,  congratulations,  sis!”  Gabriella  said.  “You  bagged yourself a god! What else is there to say about that?” 

“I didn’t  bag Raphael!” Eliza protested as Sylvia walked over and clapped the both of them on their backs. 

“Way  to  go,  you  two!”  the  elf  cried.  “I  have  to  agree  with Fenix. The two of you did take your time.” 

“You  can’t  flirt  with  Raphael  anymore,”  Fenix  pointed  out. 

“And it’s not like he ever reciprocated anyway, so keep your distance from him from now on, elf.” 

“Eh. Not going to happen. Besides, I don’t mind sharing. Not like Eliza’s going to be able to keep up all the time anyway, not with

that godly vitality and what not. I’m sure she’ll appreciate someone filling  in  for  her  every  once  in  a  while,”  Sylvia  said  with  a  shrug, ignoring the multitude of daggered glares cast her way. 

“I  don’t  understand,”  Shiomi  said,  tugging  at  Koshi’s  sleeve with her teeth. 

“I’ll explain it to you when you’re older,” Koshi replied. “Maybe in two centuries. Actually, make that five.” 

“Aw.”  The  youngling  slumped  her  head.  Her  expression brightened  then,  and  she  turned  to  Gabriella.  “Gabby!  You’re  the expert on naughty things! Can you tell me?” 

“Naughty things? Who told you that?” Gabriella protested, her eyes  wide  as  she  frantically  tried  to  put  her  hands  over  Shiomi’s mouth. It was a futile gesture, since the dragon’s snout was as long as the princess’s entire torso. 

“You did...” Shiomi managed to mumble before Gabriella put one hand on the top of her snout and another beneath her jaw and pressed her mouth shut. 

“We’re 

wasting 

time 

here,” 

Huo 

Xian 

snapped. 

“Congratulations,  Dragon  Magus,  on  your  apotheosis.  Your  power might now outstrip even mine, thanks to your newfound divinity. But let  us  not  lose  sight  of  what  is  important  here.  We’ve  slain  the geomantic loci and destroyed all of the ogre towers. This means we are now free to march upon the Wind Bastion and rescue my sister.” 

“That’s right, Huo Xian,” Raphael agreed. “We should go back to the Defiant Citadel right now and tell Janan what happened.” 

“Amongst  other  things,”  Sylvia  cackled,  patting  Raphael  and Eliza on the shoulder, before wiggling her eyebrows lasciviously. The elf’s  mirth  turned  into  a  pained  squeal  as  Eliza  reached  out  and tweaked her pointy ear. 

“Not  just  yet,”  Fenix  said,  gesturing  at  where  the  geomantic loci’s  core  had  fallen.  A  massive  purplish  sphere  hung  in  the  air, shimmering  with  traces  of  magical  energy.  The  battlemage’s  eyes shone with glee.“That’s the largest spell core I’ve ever seen! Sorry, 

Raph. I’m taking this one back to the Defiant Citadel and handing it over to Janan. There is no way I’m going to let this go to waste.” 

“That’s  right!”  Gabriella  released  Shiomi  and  hopped  from one  foot  to  another  in  excitement.  “Treasure!  Didn’t  you  say  a monster like this would have a lot of treasure?” 

“I  definitely  did!”  Fenix  scrambled  forward,  rushing  past Raphael and toward the spell core. “If we dig a bit underneath there, who knows what we might find? Enchanted artifacts? Heaps of gold? 

Diamonds?” 

“Gold?  Diamonds?”  Shiomi’s  ears  perked  up.  She  began running  after  Fenix,  trailed  closely  by  Gabriella.  “I  love  gold  and diamonds! All dragons do! Wait for me!” 

Koshi  simply  shrugged  when  Raphael  cast  him  a  quizzical glance. 

“Not  me,  maybe  because  I  wasn’t  born  a  dragon,”  he  said. 

“Shiomi’s  right,  though.  Dragons  have  a  tendency  to  be  fascinated with  precious  metals  and  gemstones.  Platina  had  a  tremendous hoard  hidden  somewhere  in  the  mountains  far  to  the  west  of  Lucia City.” 

“Ooh.  The  Justicebringer’s  hoard.”  Sylvia  leaned  her  elbow upon  Koshi’s  shoulder.  “Do  you  remember  where  exactly  in  the mountains it’s kept?” 

“Yes.” Koshi glared at the elf. “And no, don’t even think about it.” 

“Sorry, Huo Xian,” Raphael said to the Grand Prince. “I think we’ll be here for a bit longer.” 

“It’s fine.” Huo Xian waved dismissively and climbed on Tian Mo’s tentacle again. “I expect a full share of whatever the battlemage uncovers,  however.  After  all,  I  played  my  part  to  perfection  in  this endeavor.” 

“You  definitely  did,”  Raphael  agreed.  “And  yes,  you’ll  get whatever you deem fair.” 

“Good.”  Huo  Xian  sniffed,  then  turned  to  Orfeo.  “You  are owed a share too, Orfeo. Go ahead and see what there is, or take your pick after the commoner is done delving.” 

“I will assist Master Hellstorm, Your Imperial Highness,” Orfeo said, bowing. 

“Very well. I will meditate now, so that I might recuperate my expended strength. Let Tian Mo know when you are ready to leave,” 

the Grand Prince instructed as the chimera lifted him into the air. 


Orfeo  walked  over  to  Raphael  while  Koshi  and  Sylvia bickered over Platina’s hoard. The knight wore a strange, almost shy expression. He bowed, first to Eliza, then to Raphael, who remained fascinated at just how such a ridiculous gesture became elegant and refined when performed by Orfeo. 

“Raphael,  when  you  listed  Master  Hellstorm,  Lady Shadowsoul, Princess Gabriella, and Lady Shiomi as your friends, I admit I felt a bit left out when my name didn’t pass your lips,” Orfeo said. He offered a gauntleted hand. “Perhaps I am unworthy of your regard. Nevertheless, I must express just how honored I am to fight by your side.” 

Raphael clasped Orfeo’s hand readily, wrist-to-wrist. 

“You’re  my  friend,  of  course!”  he  said.  “And  I’m  honored  to fight alongside you too, Orfeo!” 

“That is most gratifying to hear,” Orfeo replied, smiling. “Our enemies will rue the day they crossed us.” 

“They definitely will,” Raphael agreed. 

Eliza  tugged  at  his  arm.  “Should  we  go  see  what  Fenix  and Gabriella managed to find?” she asked, her features radiant with joy. 

“Someone  might  need  to  keep  an  eye  on  Shiomi  too,  because  it looks like she’s getting really worked up.” 

Raphael  followed  Eliza’s  gaze  and  saw  that  she  was  right. 

The  force  dragon  was  tearing  away  at  the  ground  with  her  claws, covering  Fenix  in  upturned  earth  while  being  cheered  on  by

Gabriella.  The  battlemage  was  shouting  in  protest,  trying  to  shield the massive spell core from the geomantic loci with his body. 

“Yes, we’d better,” Raphael said. 

Hand-in-hand with Eliza, he hurried over to his friends. 

Chapter 11







The haul was a fairly substantial one. Fenix laid out a variety of  items  across  Tian  Mo’s  back  as  the  chimera  commenced  its journey back to the Defiant Citadel. First, there were three spheres of twisted stone the size of Raphael’s torso. Strangely enough, each of them weighed little more than a pound, despite their size. 

“Petrified  spell  cores,”  the  battlemage  explained,  noticing Raphael’s  quizzical  expression.  “Spell  cores  usually  disintegrate within  several  days  after  their  emergence,  often  sooner.  For  one reason or another, these haven’t. Instead, they’ve undergone some kind  of  fossilization  and  condensation  process,  which  makes  them many  dozens—perhaps  hundreds—of  times  more  potent  than normal spell cores of equal size. Not that there are many spell cores so large anyway.” 

“Each  of  these  spheres  is  worth  a  fortune,”  Orfeo  said.  “Not just for the spell dust they would yield, but also because the spiritual essence  of  the  beasts  from  which  they  emerged  might  still  linger within  their  hearts.  A  powerful  mage  could  use  one  of  these  to fashion a spirit familiar.” 

“I  claim  that  one  as  my  share,”  Huo  Xian  announced.  He pointed  to  the  middle  of  the  three  spell  cores  laid  out  across  Tian Mo’s  back.  “I  sense  lingering  Fire  Magic  within  its  heart,  which means that it came from a mighty beast of flame.” 

“Could  it  be  a  phoenix,  Your  Imperial  Highness?”  Orfeo asked. 

“Perhaps.”  The  Grand  Prince  shrugged.  “But  as  the battlemage  pointed  out,  the  presence  of  a  spiritual  essence  is  a mere possibility, not a certainty. Still, one can have all the riches in the world and still never have too much spell dust.” 

“Alright,  it’s  yours,  Huo  Xian,”  Raphael  said.  He  swept  his gaze over the war party. “Does everyone agree?” 

Everyone nodded or shrugged. Orfeo set aside the spell core chosen by Huo Xian and gestured to the rest. 

“What  about  these?  To  whom  should  these  go?”  the  knight asked. “Or should we just hand them over to High Captain Rosya? 

As far as I know, the Hell Drakes aren’t exactly running short on spell dust,  but  like  His  Imperial  Highness  said,  no  one  who  uses  Vector Magic can ever have too much of it.” 

“Why  don’t  we  come  back  to  those  later  and  take  a  look  at the other items first?” Gabriella asked eagerly. She held up a jeweled bangle  adorned  with  gleaming  sapphires,  rubies,  and  emeralds.  “I don’t know what this does, but it’s definitely heavily enchanted, and it looks so pretty!” 

“Don’t put it on yet!” Fenix snapped, smacking the princess’s wrist. “What if that thing is cursed?” 

“It  is,”  Huo  Xian  said,  his  eyes  flashing  briefly  with  flames. 

“That  piece  of  jewelry  carries  a  Greater  Vampirism  Curse.  It  will heighten the powers of a vampire or turn the mortal who puts it on into one.” 

Gabriella dropped the bangle with horrified squeak. 

“Never  mind,  then,”  the  princess  said  dejectedly.  “It’s  really pretty though.” 

“Did you just forget we have a veritable living god sitting right here?” Sylvia pointed out. The elf picked up the bangle and tossed it to  Raphael,  who  frowned  as  he  caught  and  held  it  out  at  arm’s length. 

“And what do you expect me to do about this?” he asked. 

“You  can  use  Holy  Magic,  can’t  you?”  Sylvia  said.  “Strip  the curse  off  that  thing,  and  Gabby  will  have  a  nice  little  accessory  to bring home.” 

“Ooh,  can  you  do  that,  Raph?”  Gabriella  asked,  her  eyes gleaming.  “I  already  have  my  battle  robes  and  the  Amplification

Stave Master Fei Xue gave me, so I don’t really need anything else. 

But a pretty bangle would be nice!” 

“I don’t know how, Gabby,” Raphael said. “The only two Holy Magic  spells  I  know  are  Deliverance  and  Spontaneous Transmigration. Fenix knows Banish. That’s a Holy Magic spell too, and it works against undead creatures. Do you think that’s going to work here?” 

“No.” The battlemage shook his head. “Like you said, Banish works  against  undead   creatures,  not  a  curse  that  turns  mortals undead. I can dig around in my grimoires and see if I can diagram the  Consecration  spell  for  you  in  Draconic  Magic  format.  You  can give that a shot, then.” 

“Why can’t you just cast Consecration in regular Vector Magic format,  Fenix?”  Gabriella  demanded,  jabbing  Fenix  in  the  shoulder with her finger. “Would it kill you to be nice to a girl for once?” 

“Holy  Magic  spells  are  very  difficult  to  cast,”  Fenix  replied irritably.  “Banish  is  technically  a  Holy  Magic  spell  of  the  Lowest Order,  so  it’s  still  within  reach  of  most  mages.  For  anything  else beyond that, you’ll need a deity’s blessing, which Sanctified Priests of  the  Crescent  Moon  do...  or  be  an  actual  deity  yourself,  like Raphael.  That’s  how  he’s  been  able  to  cast  Deliverance  and Spontaneous  Transmigration,  which  are  beyond  the  reach  of  every priest or mage except Luna herself.” 

“The Dragon Magus is not a deity,” Huo Xian interjected, his voice laden with more than a tinge of his customary impatience and haughtiness.  “True  deities  are  utterly  invulnerable,  transcending existence  itself.  They  can’t  be  killed  or  hurt  in  any  way.  But  ask yourself this, Dragon Magus: does that apply to you now?” 

“No.”  Raphael  shook  his  head.  “I’m  certainly  not indestructible. If Fenix hit me with four Annihilation Rays like he did with the geomantic loci’s core, I’d be done for.” 

“Well,  there  you  go,  then.”  Huo  Xian’s  lips  curled  up  in  his usual  smirk.  “You’re  no  god,  Dragon  Magus.  The  spark  of  divinity

within  you  has  come  to  the  forefront,  but  you’re  neither  Luna  nor Namakhut.” 

“Speaking  of  Namakhut,  how  did  he  die,  then?”  Gabriella asked. “He was the Dragon God, right? And gods are supposed to be eternal, so what happened?” 

“A  god’s  transcendent  power  and  divine  existence  are contingent on many factors,” Huo Xian explained, a frown spreading across his face. “You are my sister’s protégé, Your Highness, and I’m surprised she hasn’t gone over such elementary aspects of theology yet.” 

“Eh, knowing Fei Xue, she probably just didn’t want to bother, especially  not  with  this  one,”  Sylvia  said,  chortling.  She  chucked Gabriella  under  the  chin,  drawing  a  dangerous  glare  from  the princess. “Can’t blame her though. I stopped thinking about gods a long time ago.” 

“Namakhut  perished  because  he  had  no  worshippers  left, save me,” Koshi said, bowing his head. “And my prayers were likely too late, misguided, or both. After Platina’s death, I fell into despair, and it wasn’t until I received a vision telling me to wait for Raphael that I started having faith once more. But as it turns out, it was Yao Yu,  not  Namakhut,  who  sent  me  that  vision.  The  Dragon  God  was perhaps long gone by then, with every dragon and Dragon Knight in the grave save me.” 

“Gods need prayers to stay alive,” Raphael concluded. “But I don’t.” 

“Ergo,  you  are  not  a  god,”  Huo  Xian  said,  snapping  his fingers.  “Simple  as  that.  And  neither  is  my  Father,  glory  to  His name.” 

“So...  what  are  we?  What  am  I?”  Raphael  asked  the  Grand Prince. “Do you know?” 

“I  think  the  term  for  someone  who  is  divine  yet  not  a  full-fledged  god  is  an  Ascendant,”  Eliza  said.  “It’s  the  term  many scholars, ranging from Maestro Oscuro to High Alchemist Ren, have come  to  a  consensus  on.  An  Ascendant  remains  in  the  material

realm, accruing power both divine and mundane. Selenaia, upon her apotheosis, turned away from the path of an Ascendant and became Luna,  which  means  that  now  she  can  only  interact  with  the  world through the Order of the Crescent Moon.” 

“Well,  why  would  anyone  choose  to  be  a  god,  if  that’s  the case?”  Gabriella  shook  her  head  in  puzzlement.  “Wouldn’t  it  be better to always be an Ascendant? At least that way, you’re still here, and you can still do things and make things happen.” 

“But Luna did make things happen,” Koshi pointed out. “The Order  of  the  Crescent  Moon  is  perhaps  the  most  popular  and widespread  faith  throughout  every  human  realm  today,  and  her followers—her priests, monks, and nuns—all make the world a much better place than it otherwise would have been.” 

“Also, not every deity begins as an Ascendant,” Eliza added. 

“In  fact,  most  of  them  don’t.  According  to  Maestro  Palmeri’s Pantheon Dialectics, Netura the Sea God and Demesto the Harvest Goddess  were  never  mortals.  Rather,  they  were  birthed  from  the hopes  and  prayers  of  countless  human  souls  as  they  traveled  the oceans and toiled within the fields.” 

“My family says prayers to Netura before they cast off on their boats,”  Fenix  pointed  out.  “Even  though  they  primarily  worship Luna.” 

“Your  father  is  an  Ascendant,  isn’t  he,  Huo  Xian?”  Raphael asked. “You said so yourself. How did he become one? Isn’t he just a mage?” 

The  Grand  Prince  scowled  at  Raphael’s  casual  mention  of the Chimeric Emperor. 

“My  Father,  glory  to  His  name,  isn’t   just  a  mage.  He  is  the greatest mage in this world and all others!” Huo Xian snapped. “As for  how  he  attained  his  divine  spark,  the  answer  is  simple.  Accrue enough  power,  and  divinity  is  yours  to  seize.  My  Father’s  power  is insurmountable by all, so being an Ascendant is but one of his many deserved accolades.” 

“Just  having  enough  power  turns  you  into  an  Ascendant?” 

Raphael  shook  his  head  in  disbelief  and  confusion.  “I  don’t  think that’s  right.  Huo  Xian,  I  don’t  think  I’m  more  powerful  than  you  or Sylvia, but neither of you are Ascendants.” 

“It  also  depends  on  what’s  up  here,  Raphael,”  Sylvia  said, tapping her temple. “Power alone isn’t enough. You need conviction as well, be it to conquer the world, like the Chimeric Emperor’s, or to protect  it,  like  yours.  I  don’t  have  any  such  thing,  and  neither  does Huo Xian. Or Fei Xue. In fact, most of the Grand Principalities I know are uniquely incapable of having any real conviction whatsoever.” 

“I am too preoccupied with art and beauty.” Huo Xian sniffed fastidiously  as  he  cast  Sylvia  a  sidelong  glance.  “Whereas Shadowsoul’s indulgences lie primarily in intoxication and idiocy.” 

“You’re  absolutely  right  about  that!”  Sylvia  cried,  grabbing Shiomi by the neck and nibbling on the dragon’s ears while she tried in vain to fight the elf off. 

“Help! Eliza! Gabby!” Shiomi squealed. “Sylvia’s being weird to me again!” 

As  the  sisters  peeled  Sylvia  off  the  dragon  by  her  ears,  a disturbing thought occurred to Raphael. 

“Vukaste  is  very  powerful.  He  might  have  gotten  even  more powerful since we last saw him,” he said. “And he certainly doesn’t lack any conviction. Could he become an Ascendant as well?” 

“That... is a surprisingly disturbing thought,” Huo Xian said, a genuinely  unsettled  expression  washing  over  his  features. 

“Ascendants accrue further power and develop new abilities at highly accelerated rates. If the ogre lord becomes one...” 

“Then  we’ll  have  a  real  fight  on  our  hands,”  Sylvia  finished, grinning savagely even as her reddened ears throbbed. “Besides, we beat him once. We’ll do it again.” 

“Sylvia, you said  most of the Grand Principalities don’t have what it takes to be Ascendants,” Raphael mused. “Does that mean some do?” 

“A singular name comes to mind.” Huo Xian clenched his jaw. 

Veins writhed across his temples. “My fifth brother, Shi Kung. We all knew he was obsessed with pursuing avenues of magical research forbidden  by  my  Father,  but  we  never  suspected  he  would  muster enough audacity to collude with the ogres!” 

“What  avenues  did  your  father  forbid  Shi  Kung?”  Raphael asked, though he had a feeling he already knew the answer. 

“Warp  rifts,”  Huo  Xian  spat.  “Shi  Kung’s  aptitude  for  Spatial and  Time  Magic  equals  mine  in  Fire  Magic  and  Fei  Xue’s  in  Ice Magic.  For  centuries,  he  contented  himself  with  the  occasional forbidden tome or sponsorship of illicit researchers or rogue mages, and  we  all  indulged  him,  Father  included,  thinking  that  his  interest stemmed from his magical forte. Now, we know better. He is a traitor, and I will denounce him as such before Father and our third sister, who now serves as Imperial Regent.” 

“We must rescue Lady Fei Xue first, Your Imperial Highness,” 

Orfeo  blurted  before  he  could  stop  himself.  The  knight  bowed  his head  shamefacedly.  “Forgive  me.  I  spoke  out  of  turn.  It  is  not  my place to remind you—” 

“No,  it  isn’t.”  Huo  Xian  sighed.  “But  that  has  never  stopped you,  Sir  Vitelli,  from  speaking  your  mind  and  tempering  the  worst impulses of my sister and myself. Perhaps that is why she cherishes you so. And yes, rescuing her is my greatest priority now. There will be time to punish my brother soon enough.” 

“Enough of all this gloomy business!” Sylvia cried. “Let’s get back to the fun stuff: sorting out our loot!” 

She picked up a small flask of red clay and twirled it upon her index finger. 

“I’m taking this,” the elf declared. “This one has a freshness enchantment!  I’ll  never  have  to  worry  about  my  booze  going  warm again!” 

“Wait. That’s not what it is,” Fenix said, squinting at the rune inscribed  upon  the  flask’s  side.  “That’s  a  Twofold  Infusion  rune.  It

makes  whatever  substance  you  pour  inside  that  container  twice  as potent!” 

“Good.  It’ll  help  me  get  drunk  twice  as  fast.”  Sylvia  held  up the flask triumphantly. “Anyone have any objections?” 

Nobody did. 

“I  recognize  this  item,”  Koshi  said  next,  pointing  at  a  golden ring. “It generates a barrier of invisible force around its wearer, much like a suit of armor, doesn’t it?” 

“That’s  right.”  Fenix  raised  the  ring  and  angled  the  rune etched  upon  its  side  for  everyone  to  see.  “This  is  a  Warding  rune, and judging by the magical energy emanating from this ring, the rune is at least a Higher Order one.” 

“I  think  this  should  go  to  Shiomi,  Gabby,  or  Fenix,”  Raphael said. “Shiomi still can’t manifest her draconic armor yet, while Gabby and Fenix, neither of you wear any actual armor.” 

“Which is why Fortify is the next spell I intend to learn,” Fenix said, wincing as he patted his thigh, where an arrow hole was visible upon the leathers he wore. Gabriella had healed the wound, as she had done with the gash across his shoulder. “Or maybe Armorflesh. 

I’ll figure something out. Give that ring to someone else.” 

“Shiomi should have it,” Gabriella said. “She puts herself into danger more often than me. Like I said, I already have my robes and stave.  They  might  not  look  like  it,  but  my  robes  are  tougher  than plate steel, while still being as soft and as light as silk.” 

“But how am I going to wear a ring?” Shiomi asked, holding up  her  foreclaws.  “It’s  too  small  for  me,  isn’t  it?  Even  if  you  can squeeze it over one of my digits now, it probably won’t fit when I turn back into my dragon form, right?” 

“We can cut a slit in one of your nostrils, put the ring in, then heal  your  flesh  over  it,”  Sylvia  said,  cackling  and  pinching  the dragon’s nose. 

“No!”  Shiomi  protested.  “I  don’t  want  that!  Raphael,  I  don’t want to cut my nose!” 

“You don’t have to cut anything to put this on,” Fenix said. He held  the  ring  to  one  of  Shiomi’s  claws.  The  enchanted  piece  of jewelry  expanded,  fitting  around  the  dragon’s  appendage  easily. 

“There you go. It’ll adjust accordingly when you change forms. Also, the  enchantment  comes  only  into  effect  when  you’re  attacked,  so you don’t have to worry about magical barriers suddenly popping up around you.” 

“Thanks, Fenix!” Shiomi held up her ringed digit, a huge smile on her face. “It’s pretty!” 

“We  found  a  small  assortment  of  spell  wands  and  rods,” 

Orfeo said. “Two of them have been charged with Intermediate Heal. 

One has Stonewall, which you don’t see often on a wand. This red one here is Fireball, and the blue one is Frost Spike.” 

“Eliza or Koshi should take these,” Fenix suggested. “Neither of them can cast spells, but activating a spell wand is simply a matter of pointing it and pressing down on its control rune. Having these at their disposal will definitely give them more options.” 

“I have Sunkiller and my Elemental Breath,” Koshi said. “The Fireball and Frost Spike wands won’t do me much good. But having a  way  to  heal  myself  or  others  at  hand  would  certainly  come  in useful.  I’ll  take  one  of  those  healing  wands.  Eliza  should  take  the other.” 

“Here  you  go,  Koshi.”  Raphael  handed  his  father  one  of  the Intermediate Heal wands, then turned to Eliza. “What do you think?” 

“Fenix  is  right.”  Eliza  nodded.  “Being  able  to  cast  Fireball, Frost  Spike,  and  Intermediate  Heal  from  wands  would  definitely come in handy.” 

“Orfeo,  you  haven’t  chosen  anything  for  yourself,”  Raphael pointed  out  as  Eliza  stowed  the  wands  into  loops  upon  her  belt. 

“What do you want? We have a sword and... some kind of wooden box left.” 

The knight reached for the wooden box and undid its clasps. 

It was empty. He smiled. 

“I’ll take this,” he said. 

“Really?”  Fenix  asked,  scratching  the  back  of  his  head.  “It’s probably the least magical item there. The only enchantment it has is probably a Lesser Preservation one.” 

“Indeed,” Orfeo said, taking off his gauntlets and running his fingers  over  the  smooth  surface  of  the  box.  “That’s  how  it  has remained flawless, despite being buried so deep in the ground.” 

“That’s ebonwood, isn’t it?” Raphael asked, glancing at Koshi, who confirmed his guess with a nod. 

“It is.” Orfeo shut the box. “My Lady Fei Xue has expressed her desire for a jewelry box. This will more than suffice.” 

“Jewelry?”  Gabriella  cocked  her  head  curiously.  “I  thought Master  Fei  Xue  didn’t  really  like  jewelry.  She  always  said  she couldn’t be bothered with bangles, earrings, pendants, and the like.” 

“She likes the ones Orfeo bought for her,” Eliza said, smiling at the knight, who bowed wordlessly at the waist in response. 

“See,  Raph?  Now  that’s  how  you  treat  women,”  Gabriella said, punching Raphael playfully in the upper arm. “I expect you to shower my sister in gems, riches, and whatnot.” 

“I  can  think  of  a  whatnot  he  can  shower  Eliza  with,”  Sylvia guffawed. 

Everyone ignored her. 

Raphael took Eliza’s hands in his and looked into her eyes. 

“I  will  always  give  her  whatever  she  wants,”  he  promised. 

Eliza blushed furiously. 

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” she warned. 

“Before  you  two  start  staring  into  each  other’s  eyes,  let’s finish up here,” Fenix said. His interruption earned him a cuff across the  back  of  the  head  from  both  Shiomi  and  Gabriella  that  knocked his  hat  off  his  perch.  Raphael  caught  it  by  the  brim  before  it  could tumble  from  Tian  Mo’s  back  and  beyond  the  strange  magical  field that held the rushing wind and biting chill at bay. 

“That’s a sword of Yamato design,” Koshi said, pointing at the blade’s curved length and the intricate silken bindings across its hilt. 

“Only  Sylvia  and  Eliza  are  skilled  with  swords,  so  perhaps  one  of them should take this?” 

“I  already  have  a  sword,”  Sylvia  said.  “It’s  yours,  Eliza.  It’s obviously much better than that Cadogan blade you have right now.” 

Along  with  her  corrosive  dagger,  Eliza  also  carried  a  rapier bearing  basic  enchantments  of  keenness  and  durability,  and  she’d been  summoning  Skyfang  over  its  length.  The  blade  came  from Connell  Cadogan’s  forge,  but  it  was  one  of  his  workmanlike products,  sturdy,  reliable,  but  unremarkable.  The  curved  sword  in front  of  the  war  party  practically  hummed  with  magic  to  Raphael’s senses. 

“It’s  not  cursed,”  Huo  Xian  confirmed.  “But  I  don’t  recognize the  runes  etched  upon  its  blade.  You  will  have  to  consult  Master Cadogan to find out, I believe.” 

“I will,” Eliza said, picking up the sword and returning it to its sheath  of  lacquered  wood,  which  also  hummed  with  magic.  She nodded resolutely to Raphael. “I’ll protect you with this.” 

“Thanks, Eliza,” Raphael said, returning her smile. 

“That  means  that  the  only  ones  who  didn’t  get  anything  are you  and  me,  Raphael,”  Fenix  said,  leaning  back.  “That’s  alright.  I already have all that I need.” 

“So  you  don’t  want  one  of  these  gigantic  spell  cores?” 

Gabriella asked, poking at the stone spheres with her finger. “Alright then. I’m sure Janan will appreciate all that spell dust.” 

“You  should  take  that  one,  battlemage,”  Huo  Xian  said, pointing to one of the spheres. “I sense the remnants of potent Wind Magic  within  it.  Given  your  penchant  for  Chain  Lightning,  that  spell core might yield a spiritual essence that resonates with your magical forte.” 

“Huh.” Fenix hefted the spell core in question before placing it within his spatially enchanted satchel. “Alright. I’ll see what I can do with  it.  If  anything,  it’ll  give  up  enough  spell  dust  to  keep  Sylvia, Gabriella,  and  me  fully  supplied  for  a  few  months.  Besides,  we  did

harvest  more  than  enough  spell  cores  from  all  those  dead  goblins and harpies to keep Janan very happy already.” 

“That leaves only you, Raph,” Gabriella said. “You didn’t get anything  from  the  haul.  Why  don’t  you  take  one  of  the  spell  cores and use Deliverance on it? I know that makes you more powerful.” 

“No. Let’s hand it over to Janan. I’m sure the Hell Drakes will find some use for it.” Raphael shook his head. Using Deliverance on spell  cores  only  deepened  his  mana  reserves,  which  were  now  so vast and recovered so quickly that he could cast spells continuously for  days  before  he  even  began  to  deplete  them.  He  still  found grinding  up  spell  cores  to  be  a  macabre  and  grim  process,  but  he also recognized how crucial Vector Magic was for his allies. 

Vector  Magic  was  the  only  weapon  humanity  had  against monsters  such  as  the  ogres,  and  even  if  he  would  always  find  its practice  distasteful,  he  would  never  presume  to  judge  mages  such as  Fenix,  Sylvia,  Gabriella,  or  any  member  of  the  Hell  Drakes.  A quick  glance  at  Koshi  told  him  that  his  father  approved  of  his decision as well. 

“Sounds good to me.” Gabriella shrugged. 

“Are you sure, Raph?” Fenix asked. “The Hell Drakes are well supplied, and like I said, we’ll be bringing them a huge haul of spell cores already. We don’t need to give them this one too.” 

“I’m sure.” Raphael wrapped his arm around Eliza’s waist. “I have my treasure already.” 

“And I have mine,” she replied, returning his embrace. 

Chapter 12







Dusk  had  fallen  by  the  time  Tian  Mo  arrived  at  the  Defiant Citadel and dropped his passengers off upon an open-air courtyard. 

The  Grand  Prince  dismissed  his  bodyguards,  then  strode  toward  a contingent of his personal attendants, who filled the air with puffs of perfume and scattered flower petals in his path even as they helped him out of his armor. 

Orfeo  left  next,  after  promising  Sylvia  to  meet  her  and Raphael  at  the  training  courtyard  the  next  morning.  The  elf  wanted Raphael to get more practice with a dancing sword, and she’d found the perfect sparring partner for him in the knight. 

“Here  are  all  the  spell  cores  we  gathered,  Raphael,”  Fenix said,  placing  a  bulging  cloth  sack  in  his  hands.  “Get  it  to  Janan’s people.” 

“Alright,  Fenix.  I’ll  see  to  it.”  Raphael  nodded.  “You  seem  to be in a hurry. Is something wrong?” 

The battlemage patted his satchel. 

“I’m going to do some reading on familiars, then get to work on that spell core I took,” he said. “Who knows? I might get lucky.” 

Fenix hurried away before Raphael could wish him luck. 

Shiomi  was  asleep  on  her  feet,  and  she  had  her  arms wrapped  tightly  around  Eliza’s  waist.  The  blonde  woman  smiled  as she  picked  up  the  youngling,  easily  hefting  her  weight  with  the strength of the Second Brazier. 

“I’ll put her to bed,” Eliza said, meeting his gaze. “And then...” 

She  walked  away,  leaving  her  promise  lingering  in  the  air. 

Sylvia  followed  her,  making  a  bunch  of  crude  gestures  in  the  air  to Raphael.  He  shook  his  head  as  the  two  of  them  and  a  snoring Shiomi disappeared down a stairwell. 

“Gabriella,”  Raphael  said  as  the  princess  tried  to  sneak  by him. “Don’t go and bother Ueno. Try to get some rest.” 

“Aw.”  Gabriella  slumped  her  shoulders  and  slouched  away. 

She cast Raphael a mischievous look over her shoulder just before she entered the stairwell leading away from the courtyard. “You know Invigorate, right? Don’t forget to use it later with Lizzy!” 

“You...!”  Raphael  began,  but  the  princess  was  gone,  leaving behind nothing more than echoing laughter. 

“The  child  is  incorrigible,”  Koshi  said,  chuckling  as  he approached. He clasped Raphael on the shoulder. “I’m happy for you and  Eliza.  Truth  be  told,  I  thought  it  was  a  bit  overdue,  but  you youngsters  work  at  your  own  pace.  Now,  son,  remember  what  our talks about how you should treat women with respect and...” 

“Koshi,  keep  this  up,  and  I’ll  start  asking  you  about  Sister Amalia,”  Raphael  said,  grinning.  The  Dragon  Knight  cleared  his throat uneasily. 

“No,  please  don’t,”  he  said.  “I’ll  see  you  in  the  morning. 

Goodnight, Raph.” 

“Goodnight, Koshi,” Raphael replied. 

Koshi hugged him briefly, then left. 

Tian  Mo  lingered  above  the  courtyard.  He  extended  a shapeless appendage down. Raphael touched his fingertip to it. 

 Good  work  today,  cousin,  the  chimera  congratulated  him, before withdrawing his limb and flying away. 

Left  all  alone,  Raphael  shrugged,  spread  his  wings,  and made  his  way  to  Janan’s  office.  The  armsmen  standing  guard outside the entrance ushered him in immediately. 

“You’re late,” the High Captain said, looking up from a ledger and putting down her quill. 

Raphael  quickly  recounted  the  day’s  events.  When  it  was done, Janan furrowed her brow in thought and stroked her chin, her body  language  radiating  equal  parts  relief  and  trepidation.  After  a few  moments,  she  nodded  and  turned  to  Sara  Marchesi,  who  had

been  poring  over  a  chart  with  the  High  Captain  when  Raphael arrived. 

“Tell Ricci I want the Defiant Citadel on the move by dawn,” 

Janan instructed. 

Sara saluted sharply, before turning on her heel and striding away. The High Captain looked at Makoto next. Raphael had handed over  all  the  spell  cores  the  war  party  had  acquired  to  the quartermaster while Janan had been preoccupied with her thoughts. 

Makoto had emptied the spell cores out into a crate before returning the enchanted sack to Raphael. 

“Put  those  to  use,”  Janan  said,  nodding  at  the  spell  cores. 

“And make sure we’re squared away for departure.” 

Makoto  saluted  as  well  before  leaving.  A  burly  auxiliary picked  up  the  crate  and  followed  the  quartermaster  out  of  Janan’s office.  The  Hell  Drakes  had  set  up  a  core  grinder  chamber somewhere in the Defiant Citadel, according to Fenix, and Raphael figured  that  Makoto  would  be  heading  there  now,  amongst  other places. 

 I must be really tired,  Raphael thought, fighting down an urge to  yawn.  His  thoughts  wouldn’t  have  been  drifting  idly  toward  the quartermaster’s destinations otherwise. He turned to the light of the Dragon Meridian, allowing its radiance to sweep away the cobwebs from his mind. 

“So, a damned geomantic loci, eh?” Janan chuckled, shaking her head. “If it were anyone else telling me this, I’d be calling him a liar,  but  you’ve  been  nothing  but  honest  to  a  fault,  armsman. 

Congratulations on your victory.” 

“Thanks,  Janan,”  Raphael  said.  “Is  there  anything  else  you need help with?” 

“Help?  No.”  The  High  Captain  leaned  back  in  her  chair  and steepled  her  fingers.  “But  I  do  want  to  give  you  some  perspective, armsman.” 

“Perspective?” Raphael asked. “What do you mean?” 

“Think  about  it.”  Janan  frowned.  “We  faced  thousands  of enemy troops at the third ogre tower. There were none at the fourth, fifth, and sixth. Was it because Vukaste had no soldiers left?” 

“No.” Raphael sighed. “He was responsible for the geomantic loci,  so  he  must  have  pulled  the  goblins,  harpies,  and  hydras guarding  the  towers  away,  almost  certainly  back  all  the  way  to  the Wind  Bastion.  The  monsters  that  were  guarding  the  geomantic  loci simply didn’t withdraw quickly enough.” 

“So what would that mean?” the High Captain pressed. 

“We’ll  be  facing  a  really  strong  ogre  army  at  the  Wind Bastion,”  Raphael  concluded.  “Maybe  as  many  as  four,  perhaps even five times our number.” 

“Exactly,”  Janan  agreed.  “And  Vukaste  made  sure  you  saw how each tower successively generated fewer and fewer warp rifts, so that you would know in no uncertain terms that their work is done and whatever plan he has is coming to fruition. He knows we can’t afford to withdraw, muster more troops, and then advance upon the Wind  Bastion  in  greater  force.  We  have  to  strike  now  and  fight  an unwinnable battle, Dragon Sigil or no.” 

“The Wind Bastion is also a fortress, right?” Raphael asked. 

“I’ve  seen  pictures  of  it  in  books  before.  It  won’t  be  the  same  as attacking an ogre tower, which is out in the open.” 

“Yes. The Wind Bastion is nigh unassailable, which begs the question  of  how  the  Wind  Mages  got  annihilated  in  the  first  place. 

But  that  is  a  conundrum  for  another  day.  Now,  here  is  the perspective I just mentioned.” The High Captain growled. “We will be attacking  a  foe  that  is  numerically  superior  and  entrenched  behind formidable fortifications. We will also have to launch our offensive in haste, with no time to bring conventional siege tactics or strategies into  play.  Like  I  said,  this  is  an  unwinnable  battle,  is  it  not, armsman?” 

Janan  was  testing  him,  Raphael  realized.  He  grinned  and shook his head. 

“If it’s unwinnable, then we don’t fight it,” he said. “Or rather, we don’t fight the battle the ogres want us to fight.” 

“Explain.” Janan folded her arms, an expectant look upon her face. 

“The  battle  that  we  can’t  win  is  the  one  that  pits  the  Hell Drakes  and  the  Defiant  Citadel  against  the  ogres  and  the  Wind Bastion.  The  one  we   can  win  is  one  that  has  me,  Sylvia,  and  Huo Xian killing Vukaste, putting an end to his plans with the warp clefts, and rescuing Fei Xue. And of course, we’ll also be sending Shiomi off to her eternal rest too, which means the ogres will no longer be able to enhance their troops.” 

“How  do  you  propose  we  accomplish  all  that?”  the  High Captain pressed. “The warp clefts are obviously meant for a magical ritual  of  some  sort,  which  will  almost  certainly  be  conducted  in  the depths  of  the  Wind  Bastion,  behind  stone  walls  and  thousands  of goblins and harpies. Given what we know of the ogres’ magic so far, we can expect Vukaste to be there, using Fei Xue as some kind of sacrificial catalyst. How are you going to get there? Are you going to just walk in?” 

“Not  quite.”  Raphael  chuckled  at  the  grin  spreading  across Janan’s  lips.  “We’ll  use  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  assault  platforms  to punch a path right into the depths of the Wind Bastion. From there, we’ll track Vukaste down and get the job done. Once we’re finished, we’ll  come  back  to  the  Defiant  Citadel,  and  we  can  all  leave.  The Hell  Drakes  will  have  to  hold  out  in  the  meantime,  but  that’s  a  lot easier than throwing themselves at the Wind Bastion’s defenses.” 

“My  thoughts  exactly,”  Janan  said.  “Inform  your  war  party  of your strategy. We have a week before we arrive. I will be drilling my Kingmakers accordingly. I suggest you and yours do the same.” 

“We will, Janan. Thank you,” Raphael said. 

“Dismissed,  armsman.”  The  High  Captain  waved  him  aside and turned her gaze back to the open ledger upon her desk. 

Chapter 13







The moon was high in the sky as Raphael soared toward it, Eliza in his arms. He came to a halt a hundred feet above the Defiant Citadel,  the  radiance  of  his  wings  drowned  out  by  the  lunar  light suffusing the heavens. 

Before  he  could  say  anything,  she  kissed  him  passionately. 

Many moments passed before she pulled away, a mischievous grin on her lips. 

“Finally,”  she  said,  laughing  softly.  Her  cheeks  were  awash with color. “You took so long I started wondering if I was imagining it all, if you had too much on your mind to think about such things, or if... Sylvia was the one you actually wanted.” 

“Did  you  seriously  think  that?”  Raphael  asked  incredulously, before  joining  her  in  laughter.  Many  moments  passed  before  their mirth  was  spent  and  he  could  speak  again.  “Sylvia  is  a  friend.  A beloved friend. But a friend.” 

“You’d  better  not  let  all  her  talk  about  sharing  get  to  your head,” Eliza warned. Her expression grew serious, then. “If you’re to be mine, then you’re to be only mine, and I only yours... but...” 

“But what, Eliza?” Raphael tilted her chin up, so that he could look into her eyes. 

“Is  that  too  much  to  ask?”  Eliza  said,  her  voice  trembling. 

“You  are...  you,  Raphael.  The  Dragon  Magus.  And  an  Ascendant too, of all things. I don’t have to be a mage to see the weight of your destiny. The fate of the world hinges upon you.” 

“That doesn’t have anything to do with me and you.” 

“Does it not? Every Hell Drake beneath us, even Janan, will fight and die for you. They cheer at the sight of you flying through the skies  on  golden  wings,  and  they  chant  your  name  when  your  Sigil

lights  up  the  heavens.  Eternity  itself  opens  its  gates  at  your command, so that you can send the deserving to their rightful rest. 

Because of you, dragons take flight once more, and thanks to you, a lost, lonely girl managed to find some way to live her life.” 

Eliza  squeezed  his  hand  tightly.  Tears  welled  up  in  the corners of her eyes. 

“What are you trying to say, Eliza?” Raphael asked. 

“Precisely that. I’m a lost, lonely girl you took pity on and had enough  mercy  in  your  heart  to  share  part  of  what  you  are  with.” 

Eliza’s  eyes  flashed  with  fervent  resolve.  “And  as  your  Dragon Knight,  I  will  guard  you  with  everything  I  have,  serve  you  with everything I am! I—” 

“Do  you  think  that’s  what  I  want,  Eliza?”  Raphael  brushed away the tears rolling down her cheeks with a finger. “A bodyguard? 

A servant?” 

“But  that  might  be  all  I  deserve  to  be,”  she  said,  her  voice breaking.  “And  it  would  still  be  far  beyond  the  highest  honor someone like me could ever hope to have. I am the bastard child of a disgraced hedge knight. My mother didn’t want me, and I...” 

“I’ve not met your father and never will, Eliza,” Raphael said softly.  “But  from  what  I’ve  heard,  I  would  have  really  liked  to.  He sounds like he was a very courageous man, and he must have loved you very, very much.” 

“He did, yes.” Eliza sniffed. 

“I’ve  not  met  your  mother  either,  but  I’ve  definitely  had  the pleasure  of  meeting  two  of  her  daughters.  One  is  bright  and  witty. 

The other is strong and kind. Both are very brave.” 

He looked deeply into her eyes. 

“And I care about the elder one very, very much,” he said. 

“But... why? I’m... me, and you’re  you.  Why  would  you  want to be mine? And why would you want me to be yours?” 

“Well,  yes,  you’re  you.”  Raphael  smiled.  “But  who  exactly  is Eliza Wildwynd? I know who she is. Let me tell you. She’s someone I

met  lost  and  confused  in  the  junkyard,  wandering  in  a  desert landscape without any food or even a waterskin.” 

“You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?” Eliza pouted. 

“No,” Raphael replied smoothly, before continuing. “She’s the one who helped me care for my father when he got sick. She’s the one  who  was  by  my  side  when  we  fought  against  those  sanguine treants  in  that  forest.  She  pulled  me  from  a  Grand  Prince’s  spell, even when it burned her arms and her face.” 

“I  could  go  on  and  on,”  he  said,  stroking  her  cheek.  “But  to sum  it  up,  she  was  there  for  me  when  I  felt  lost  and  scared  in  the world. When what I was became too overwhelming, when everything seemed dark and hopeless, she was my source of light, even more so than the Dragon Meridian. She helped me find myself, and even if I  did  end  up  having  to  return  the  favor,  it  was  all  worth  it.  Eliza Wildwynd, you’re a Dragon Knight and all that, but more importantly, you’re  you,  like  you  said,  one  of  the  most  amazing  people  I  know, and I love you.” 

“You do?” Eliza’s eyes were wide with disbelief. 

“You’re  not  going  to  respond  with  something  like  ‘I  know,’

right?”  Raphael  asked,  grinning.  “Though  I  do  understand  the temptation  to  do  that.  In  fact,  if  you’d  said  it  first,  I  might  not  have been able to resist.” 

“You  wouldn’t!”  Eliza  gasped  in  mock  outrage  and  smacked him playfully on the shoulder. She met his gaze squarely. “I love you too, Raphael, and I will follow you to the ends of the earth.” 

He  kissed  her  then,  and  many  heartbeats  passed,  as  they clung to each other amidst the moon-washed skies. 

Eventually, they pulled away. Eliza had a worried look in her eyes. Raphael knew what it was about. 

“Let’s get out of here before Sylvia somehow shows up?” he asked. 

“Oh yes,” she agreed. “Let’s go.” 

Chapter 14







The Wind Bastion was a week’s flight away, and Raphael was determined  to  make  the  most  of  the  time.  He  spent  his  early mornings cultivating with Eliza, while Shiomi did the same by herself under  Koshi’s  strict  supervision.  After  that,  he  went  to  meet  Orfeo and  Sylvia,  where  he  sparred  against  the  knight,  doing  his  best  to use his dancing sword alongside his glaive. 

Sometimes, in fits of boredom, Sylvia would take on  both  him and Orfeo and thrash them soundly. The elf hadn’t been her best self when  she’d  fought  Vukaste,  Raphael  realized.  Either  that,  or  the arcane surgery he and Gabriella had performed upon her to heal her injuries had somehow strengthened her. In any event, Sylvia was far more formidable than she’d been during the attack on Hanko City. 

Afternoons were spent in teamwork drills with the war party. 

Raphael  thought  back  to  Cyrano’s  lessons  on  fighting  ogres  and their  servants.  With  the  help  of  Orfeo  and  Eliza,  he  managed  to cobble  together  a  formation  that  would  make  the  best  of  their strengths and shore up their vulnerabilities, especially when fighting within the confines of a subterranean space, such as the depths of the Wind Bastion, where Raphael couldn’t really take flight and the dragons would have to remain in their humanoid forms. 

Raphael  and  Orfeo  took  point  in  the  formation,  with  Sylvia serving as a rearguard and Eliza sweeping the flanks. Koshi’s place was in the middle, where he could bring his deadly archery to bear. 

Fenix,  Gabriella,  and  Shiomi  were  arrayed  alongside  the  older Dragon Knight, ready to unleash their spells to destroy their foes or support their allies. 

Huo  Xian,  naturally,  refused  to  participate  in  these  drills, though of course, he insisted on assaulting the Wind Bastion, with or without Raphael. He would be accompanied by his bodyguards, the

Grand  Prince  had  said.  He  had  also  insisted  that  he  would  be  the one claiming Vukaste’s head. 

Raphael  knew  better  than  to  press  the  issue,  so  he  simply focused on getting his war party ready. Hell Drakes who had time to spare would often leap in to assist, playing the part of mock foes or using their spells to create obstacles. But more often than not, they were caught up in their own preparations and training exercises, as Janan ruthlessly drilled her subordinates in defensive tactics and ran them through one contingency scenario after another. 

After the evening meal, Raphael would walk with Koshi, tools in  their  hands,  and  together,  they  would  carry  out  small  repairs throughout  the  Defiant  Citadel.  Sometimes,  Shiomi  accompanied them,  and  she  and  Raphael  would  use  Obsidian  Flow  to  patch  up walls or reinforce pillars at Koshi’s direction. 

He  conferred  with  Gabriella  and  Fenix  at  night.  The battlemage had diagrammed several Vector Magic spells for him as Draconic  Magic,  the  first  of  which  was  Consecration,  as  Fenix  had promised.  Raphael  then  dispelled  the  curse  hanging  over  the jeweled bangle Gabriella claimed for herself, much to the princess’s delight.  The  other  spells  Fenix  had  diagrammed  for  him  included Banish, Sonic Pulse, and Stonewall, the latter being present on one of the wands Eliza had taken. 

“Those  are  all  very  useful  spells  in  close  quarters,  I  think,” 

Fenix explained. “I’m going to learn them as Battlemagic too. In any case,  better  to  have  those  spells  on  hand  and  not  need  them  than the other way around.” 

Raphael  agreed  and  promised  to  learn  all  the  spells  the battlemage had diagrammed for him before they arrived at the Wind Bastion. 

When  the  day  was  done  and  he  returned  to  his  room,  Eliza would be waiting for him. Sometimes, they had to chase Sylvia away, which  made  Raphael  wonder  if  the  elf  still  maintained  an  active eavesdropping  spell  over  the  rest  of  the  war  party.  Eventually,  he decided that some things were simply not worth pursuing. After all, 

he  had  much  better  avenues  to  direct  his  attention  and  energy toward, the most prominent being Eliza. 

Three  days  of  the  week  unfolded  thus.  On  the  fourth  day, Connell  Cadogan  and  his  daughter,  Aoife,  swung  by  the  training courtyard  after  the  war  party  had  finished  their  drills.  The  arcane armsmiths set down fully loaded crates at their feet, filled with freshly forged and woven equipment at Janan’s request. 

Koshi  received  a  potently  enchanted  brigandine  that heightened his swiftness and blurred the outlines of his body, making him far more difficult to detect and strike at. The surface of his new armor  was  also  as  tough  as  mundane  steel  plate  but  weighed  little more than a silken shirt. 

In  addition,  he  was  given  a  new  bow  that  had  thrice  the power  of  his  previous  one  and  three  quivers  full  of  enchanted arrows.  They  weren’t  nearly  as  potent  as  Sunkiller,  but  using  them wouldn’t  expend  Koshi’s   Ryu-To-Ki.     The  Dragon  Knight  was overawed  at  the  equipment,  but  he  accepted  it  nevertheless, promising to put his bow and armor to good use. 

Eliza  received  a  fresh  set  of  heavy  but  well  balanced  plate armor,  along  with  a  belt  containing  a  handy  spatial  enchantment  in which  she  could  store  up  to  three  full-sized  weapons  and  several quivers of enchanted crossbow bolts. The left gauntlet of her armor contained a switch which when depressed, projected a sturdy heater shield  which  could  be  entirely  detached  from  or  left  secured  to  her forearm. 

Aoife  handed  Eliza  a  heavy  mace,  a  massive  arbalest,  and the  curved  sword  the  war  party  had  acquired  from  their  battle  with the  geomantic  loci.  Connell  had  polished  the  blade  and  its  sheath and  fully  identified  their  enchantments.  The  sword  was  an  ancient Yamato  artifact  called  Cloud  Slicer,  forged  to  slay  hydras.  It  was lethally keen and virtually indestructible, the armsmith explained, and any  wound  inflicted  upon  a  hydra  by  its  edge  would  remain unhealed, festering until the beast expired. 

Raphael wasn’t sure how effective such a weapon would be against  hydras  enhanced  by  the  ogres’  dark  magic,  but  as  Eliza picked up Cloud Slicer and let it sing through several of her offensive routines, he knew that she would use the blade to devastating effect on their foes, be they goblins, harpies, hydras, or ogres. 

The sheath heightened the strength of its wielder, and when Eliza  playfully  layered  it  atop  the  might  of  her  Second  Draconic Brazier, wrapped her arms around Raphael, and picked him up, he estimated  that  the  might  the  sheath  bestowed  upon  her  was  the equivalent of what she would have upon attaining the Fourth Brazier. 

Raphael was given further additions to his armor, courtesy of Aoife.  His  breastplate  had  been  completely  refurbished  and replaced, becoming much tougher and lighter in the process. Short spikes  had  been  added  to  his  pauldrons.  Raphael  had  mixed feelings  about  how  they  looked.  On  the  one  hand,  his  new  armor was undoubtedly much more durable and effective. On the other, the spikes reminded him slightly of an ogre’s horns and how he’d broken his hands upon Vukaste’s skull. 

“Don’t be such a wet blanket, Raph!” Aoife protested as she tickled Rayne under the chin and fed the faerie dragon slices of dried fruit. “After all, don’t you want to look as tough and as intimidating as those stupid ogres?” 

“Why  would  I  want  to  look  like  people  you  call  stupid?” 

Raphael  asked,  scratching  his  head.  Eventually,  he  shrugged, strapped  on  the  armor,  and  thanked  Aoife  heartily.  The  younger armsmith had invested a lot of effort into her work, and perhaps she wasn’t entirely wrong about the value of intimidation, after all. 

“Where’s my sword?” Sylvia demanded, grabbing Connell by the collar of his coveralls and shaking him when the armsmith turned to leave. “Where is it? Isn’t it done yet?” 

“I told you it would take a long time!” Connell protested. “Your commission isn’t easy, you know?” 

“Aw, drop everything else and just work on my sword!” the elf cried,  shaking  the  dwarf,  who  was  becoming  less  and  less

impressed with her behavior by the moment. 

“Janan  will  have  my  head  if  I  do  that,”  Connell  grunted  as Raphael, Orfeo, and Eliza peeled Sylvia off him. “Anyway, I’m almost done. Expect to hear some good news in two days or so. And don’t think I’ve forgotten how you stole my ancestral mug and a pint of my ale, Shadowsoul! If it weren’t for Raphael, I would have tossed your work  into  the  garbage  by  now.  Next  time,  if  you  want  a  drink,  you only have to ask!” 

“Great!  Let’s  go  drink  right  now!”  Sylvia  chirped.  “Getting drunk seems like an excellent idea right now.” 

“Sylvia, no,” everyone groaned, even Orfeo. 

Fenix  called  Raphael  to  an  unused  chamber  within  the Defiant Citadel late into the evening of the fifth day. Eliza, Gabriella, and Shiomi accompanied him. 

The  battlemage  had  chalked  an  intricate  arcane  diagram upon the floor of the chamber, complete with lit candles interspersed across  its  ringed  borders.  The  spell  core  he’d  claimed  as  his  prize sat  at  the  heart  of  the  diagram,  a  faint  yellow  radiance  emanating from  its  surface.  He  was  crouched  over  the  spell  core,  while everyone else stood near the chamber’s doorless entrance, several strides away from the diagram. 

“What...  what  are  you  doing,  Fenix?”  Gabriella  demanded, hefting  her  staff  as  if  she  intended  to  brain  the  battlemage  with  it. 

“Are you trying to summon some kind of dark, fell beast from another realm? I’m going to knock your skull off your shoulders if you are!” 

“Of  course  not!”  Fenix  snapped,  glaring  at  the  princess.  He stood  up  and  turned  to  Raphael.  “There’s  definitely  a  Wind-aligned spiritual essence within this spell core. With any luck, I might be able to  summon  a  powerful  elemental  entity  and  bind  a  familiar,  which might  be  an  asset  in  the  battles  to  come.  Either  that,  or  I  get something even better from the entity. We’ll see.” 

Rayne peeked his head out of Raphael’s belt pouch. 

“Oh,  this  should  be  interesting,”  the  faerie  dragon  said.  “I wonder what he’ll get.” 

“I’m  curious  to  find  out  too,”  Raphael  replied,  scratching Rayne’s head gently. 

Fenix  looked  at  the  faerie  dragon,  then  at  Raphael.  He grinned. 

“It’s really unsettling, you know, how it’s so obvious the two of you are talking, but I can’t hear what you’re saying,” the battlemage said. “In the event that I do bind my own familiar, you’ll get to find out how that feels, Raphael. And Rayne, you too!” 

“I  don’t  care  if  I  can’t  hear  what  he  and  his  familiar  will  be saying to each other, Magus.” Rayne gave the draconic equivalent of a shrug. “Sometimes, I think he’s really silly.” 

“Now,  now,  Rayne,”  Raphael  sent  through  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian. “There’s no need to be rude to Fenix.” 

“Do you need any help, Fenix?” Eliza asked, quirking a brow. 

“No. Why would I?” the battlemage shot back. 

“Then why are we here?” Gabriella yawned loudly. “I need my beauty  sleep.  Unlike  you,  some  of  us  actually  care  about  looking presentable!” 

“Fenix, if you don’t need our help, then we’re leaving,” Eliza said,  looping  her  arm  around  Raphael’s.  “You  can  tell  us  all  about your new familiar in the morning.” 

“Seriously?”  Fenix  said,  more  than  a  little  disgruntled.  “I  call you here to witness a pivotal moment of my inexorable advancement toward  becoming  an  Archmage,  and  you’re  scoffing  because  you prefer instead to indulge in your base, carnal desires?” 

The battlemage cast Gabriella a pointed glare. “Or languish in dimwitted sloth?” 

“Fenix, will this take long?” Raphael spoke up hastily, seeing the  dangerous  light  in  the  eyes  of  both  blonde  women  and Gabriella’s tightening grasp upon her staff. 

“No, not at all. In fact, I’m just about done.” Fenix cracked his knuckles,  then  raised  his  hands.  “Behold!  Come  forth,  creature  of

wind  and  wildness!  Come  forth  and  face  me!  I,  Fenix  Hellstorm, battlemage, command you!” 

Yellow light filled the room. 



Chapter 15







A gale rose in the chamber, even though it had no windows and  sat  near  the  heart  of  the  Defiant  Citadel.  The  flames  of  the candles  within  the  diagram  danced  wildly  but  remained  lit.  Fenix’s hat tumbled from his head, aloft on arcane winds, and spun toward Raphael.  Rayne  darted  out  of  his  pocket,  became  as  large  as  a housecat, and snatched the hat between its teeth. 

“Eliza,  remember  when  Rayne  first  appeared?”  Raphael asked  the  Dragon  Knight.  “Is  something  like  that  going  to  happen too? Will something hatch out of that spell core and become Fenix’s familiar?” 

“The  spell  core  isn’t  an  egg,  Raphael,”  Eliza  explained, squinting her eyes against the yellow radiance filling the room. “If it contains a spirit essence, it acts as a conduit to an elemental plane and  establishes  a  small,  temporary  tunnel  between  that  plane  and our  world.  From  there,  the  mage  can  try  to  contact  an  elemental entity and negotiate a pact with it.” 

“Wait.”  Gabriella  pointed  at  some  of  the  markings  of  Fenix’s diagram. “That’s not a circle of communion! That’s a challenge seal! 

Fenix! What are you trying to do? Aren’t you going to communicate with an elemental entity and come to some kind of agreement?” 

“No.” The battlemage grinned, lowering his hands and flexing his gloved fingers once more. “I’m going to beat one into submission and take some of its power for myself permanently.” 

“What?” Eliza yelled. “Are you crazy?” 

“I  don’t  like  this,  Fenix,”  Raphael  said.  “How  isn’t  this  like what the ogres are doing with Shiomi?” 

“It’s  completely  different,”  Fenix  shot  back.  “For  one,  every elemental entity can see the challenge seal and the conditions it lays

out in no uncertain terms. If one steps up to the challenge, it does so of  its  own  will  and  with  full  knowledge  of  what’s  at  stake.  Then  I’ll defeat it and exact my rightful reward, be it an elemental artifact, a new  spell,  or  an  avatar  that  will  remain  in  this  world  and  do  my bidding.” 

“What  if  it  beats  you,  instead?”  Gabriella  asked.  The princess’s face was pale, and she was licking her lips nervously. 

“You already know the answer, so why ask?” Fenix said. His glance flickered to Raphael. “Oh, right. Raphael doesn’t. The entity gets my soul.” 

“Fenix!” Raphael cried. “That’s a huge risk to take, isn’t it?” 

“Maybe.” The battlemage shrugged. “But the power I’ll get if I triumph  will  definitely  come  in  handy  when  we  attack  the  Wind Bastion.” 

“You’re  not  going  to  get  anything  if  you  die,  you  nitwit!” 

Gabriella  shrieked,  pointing  at  the  diagram  chalked  onto  the chamber’s  floor  again.  “I  don’t  see  any  limiting  wards.  That  means that an elder lightning elemental or fifty could appear!” 

“If  they  turn  out  to  be  hostile,  wouldn’t  the  entire  Defiant Citadel be at risk?” Raphael asked, withdrawing Heavenly Peal from his bracer and filling his soul with the might of the Draconic Braziers. 

Eliza did the same and drew her sword. Raphael poured  Ryu-To-Ki through  the  link  between  their  souls,  causing  Skyfang  to  blaze  into life across Eliza’s blade. “Gabby, go tell Janan. We might need her to send some armsmen and mages—” 

“No,  wait!”  Fenix  said  irritably.  “Do  you  think  I  would  be  that stupid and irresponsible? The entity cannot leave this room while it is here, and it will be banished to its plane of existence the moment the effects of the challenge seal expire.” 

“Taking  your  soul  with  it,  if  you  lose!”  Gabriella  snapped. 

“Terminate the seal now, Fenix! It’s not worth it!” 

“If  I  do  that,  this  spell  core  will  disintegrate,  leaving  nothing behind, not even spell dust.” Fenix shook his head. “I’m not going to waste something so valuable like that.” 

“We’ll  help  you  defeat  the  entity,  Fenix,”  Raphael  said,  but Eliza shook her head. 

“I  don’t  think  that’s  going  to  work,”  she  said.  “I  remember reading up on this in the Academy of Battle Magic. If we intervene in the  fight,  then  all  binding  stipulations  within  the  challenge  seal  are rendered  null  and  void,  and  the  entity  can  then  render  the  tunnel permanent,  bring  as  many  of  its  kin  over  and  launch  a  full-fledged invasion into our world.” 

“Exactly.”  Fenix  gave  Raphael  and  the  sisters  a  thumbs-up gesture.  “I  invited  you  three  here  to  enjoy  the  show  and  perhaps learn something new.” 

“I  don’t  like  you  at  all,  Fenix,  because  you  look  weird,  wear ugly  clothes,  and  try  to  sound  a  lot  smarter  than  you  really  are,” 

Gabriella declared, every item on her list further deepening the frown on the battlemage’s face. “But I don’t want to see you die!” 

“Except  he  won’t  die.”  Eliza  turned  to  Raphael,  her  eyes bright with worry. “The entity will take his soul and torment it for all eternity.” 

Rayne  dropped  the  hat  on  the  floor  and  perched  upon Raphael’s shoulder. 

“And if Fenix is not in this plane, Magus, you won’t be able to send him to oblivion with Deliverance,” the faerie dragon pointed out. 

“Fenix,  call  it  off,”  Raphael  decided.  “It’s  not  worth  it.  You’re already a very powerful mage. There’s no need for you to take such a risk.” 

“There absolutely is,” Fenix said, a fierce light flashing in his eyes. “You’re an Ascendant, Raphael. I will match and surpass that, but on my own terms and in my own way. Now stand back, put your weapon away, and like I said, enjoy the show.” 

Raphael  opened  his  mouth,  ready  to  voice  a  fresh  wave  of objections,  only  to  let  his  words  die  unspoken.  Fenix  was  his comrade-in-arms, but he was also a peer... and a rival, perhaps even more so than Orfeo was, despite the numerous times Raphael had sparred  with  the  knight.  Raphael  thought  back  to  the  threads

connecting his and Fenix’s soul: red and green, symbolic of how they each  inspired  one  another  to  greater  heights.  Fenix  had  taught Raphael Vector Magic and then pushed him toward Draconic Magic, driving him to attain new zeniths of power. Now it was Raphael’s turn to return the favor, even if his only role was to believe in Fenix and witness  the  battlemage’s  confrontation  with  whatever  creature stepped out of the light dominating the center of the room. 

“Alright, Fenix. Good luck.” Raphael returned Heavenly Peal to  its  magical  storage.  He  placed  a  hand  on  Eliza’s  shoulder.  She met his gaze and nodded wordlessly. Skyfang disappeared back into the  depths  of  the  Fourth  Brazier.  Her  curved  sword  returned  to  its sheath. 

“Seriously?” Gabriella asked incredulously, her eyes bulging. 

“You know he’s going to die, right? Alright, maybe not die, just have his  soul  become  the  eternal  plaything  of  some  creature  from  the elemental plane of...” 

“Wind,” Fenix supplied, the grin returning to his face. 

“Fine,  wind!”  The  princess  stamped  her  foot.  “But  he’ll  be dead, for all intents and purposes! We’ll probably have to mercy-kill the  mindless  husk  he  leaves  behind  upon  losing  his  soul.  I’m  not doing that, Raph! I’m not!” 

“You  won’t  have  to,”  Fenix  declared.  “Because  I’m  going  to win.” 

“Raph...”  Gabriella  pleaded.  “Make  him  stop.  Run  in  there now and beat him senseless. I’d do it myself, but...” 

“Fenix will be fine, Gabby,” Raphael said, patting the princess on  her  shoulder.  “You  know  for  yourself  just  how  powerful  he  is. 

Otherwise, you wouldn’t be asking me to go knock him out for you.” 

“If you want a spell duel, Princess, I’d be more than happy to oblige,”  the  battlemage  said  smugly,  his  hands  on  his  hips.  “You could do with a huge dose of humbling, if nothing else. Don’t blame me if that pretty dress of yours gets burned though.” 

“Why  you  little—”  Gabriella  began,  raising  her  staff,  only  to have Eliza catch her by the upper arms and pull her back. 

“It’s alright, Gabby.” Eliza gestured at the center of the room. 

The  yellow  light  that  had  previously  filled  its  interior  had  congealed into a singular glowing sphere of similar hue. “Challenge seals only last  a  few  minutes  upon  activation,  right?  No  elemental  entity  has appeared yet, so maybe none will. You might have just wasted this spell core after all, Fenix.” 

“It was always a possibility that no entity heard or wanted to meet my challenge,” Fenix said, grinding his teeth in frustration. He peered into the depths of the sphere. “If so, then yes, the spell core has been wasted, but at least I tried. I’ll just have to get power some other way.” 

“There  will  be  other  opportunities,”  Raphael  agreed.  “Don’t worry, Fenix.” 

“I’m  not  worried.”  Fenix  sighed  and  stepped  away  from  the sphere of light as it began to shrink. “This is but a minor setback. I will—” 

The yellow light turned a vivid blue. 

The gale swirling through the room stilled. 

As  Raphael  watched,  the  sphere  broke  apart,  turning  into  a web  of  sapphire-hued  light  that  extended  to  every  corner  of  the room.  Fenix  barely  managed  to  slam  a  Spirit  Shield  over  his  body before  the  web  fell  across  him.  Tendrils  of  blue  light  fizzled  into nothingness against the white radiance of the battlemage’s magical barrier.  Fenix  brought  another  Spirit  Shield  into  existence  beneath his first, fully rebuffing the web and causing the ends it had extended toward him to crumble and fall away into sapphire motes. 

“Interesting,” the battlemage said, raising his hands and filling them with Explosive Orbs. 

“Fenix!”  Raphael  cried  as  the  arcane  diagram  upon  the chamber’s floor pulsed briefly with light and a field of magical energy swirled into existence around its perimeter. He took a step forward, only for Fenix to stop him with a shake of his head. 

“Don’t  step  into  the  diagram,  Raphael,”  the  battlemage warned.  “If  you  do,  the  challenge  seal  is  nullified.  Eliza  already

warned you about the consequences. The last thing we need on our way  to  the  Wind  Bastion  is  some  crazed  elemental  entity  running amok in the Defiant Citadel.” 

“The last thing we need is you dead,” Gabriella retorted. “Why couldn’t  you  just  have  set  up  a  communion  circle  instead  of  a challenge seal?” 

“A pact formed by a communion circle places the familiar and the  mage  on  equal  footing,”  Eliza  said.  She  frowned  at  Fenix.  “But that’s not what you want, isn’t it? You don’t want a partner. You want a servant. A slave.” 

“I  want  power,”  the  battlemage  replied.  “And  I  will  have  it, even if it comes in the form of an elemental entity bound to my will.” 

“Boldly said,” a melodious feminine voice sang. The center of the  web  writhed  and  roiled,  before  coalescing  into  an  eight-legged form with a bulbous body as large as Fenix was tall. Flakes of blue light  peeled  away  from  the  creature’s  body,  revealing  its  dark, chitinous spidery limbs and the exo-skeletal armored plates encasing its  torso.  Framed  by  long,  straight  silver  hair,  a  woman’s  face  sat atop  the  distinctly  arachnid  body.  It  had  delicate  cheekbones,  a slender  nose,  and  thin  lips.  When  it  raised  its  gaze,  Raphael  saw four orbs swimming in each of its eye sockets. 

“Who  are  you?”  Fenix  demanded,  leveling  a  fistful  of Explosive Orbs at the spider. “Speak quickly, or I’ll start blasting your legs from your body.” 

“You may call me Joro, Fenix Hellstorm,” the creature replied. 

“I have come to answer your challenge, for I have tasted the scent of your  soul,  and  it  has  awakened  a  desire  within  me  to  torment  and devour it for all eternity!” 

“What do you offer should I defeat you, Joro?” Fenix asked. 

“Better  make  it  good,  or  I’ll  send  you  straight  back  to  the  cesspool from whence you came, minus four or five of your legs.” 

“Ardent and bloodthirsty...” Joro tittered. “How... human. Very well.  If  you  best  me,  you  may  take  one  of  my  daughters  as  your servant. She will be at your disposal for as long as you draw breath. 

You may command her to do  anything, and she will be unable to do anything but comply.” 

“That’s  the  closest  he’ll  ever  get  to  touching  a  woman,” 

Gabriella  said,  earning  herself  a  flick  across  the  ear  and  an  angry hiss from Eliza. 

“What will that do for me?” The battlemage frowned. “I don’t need a useless pet. No. I want something else.” 

“Very well.” Joro smiled unnervingly. Her eight eyes gleamed with  obvious  intrigue.  “What  do  you  suggest,  battlemage?  What  do you want?” 

“You.  Or  more  exactly,  your  power,”  Fenix  said,  letting  the Explosive Orbs fade from one hand before pointing at the spider with his index finger. “You’re a wind elemental entity, but I know of Joro, the  Veil  Weaver,  she  who  traverses  freely  between  worlds.  How opportune that you, of all entities, show up now that warp clefts have appeared in our world.” 

“Astutely  observed.”  Joro’s  smile  widened.  “The  immaterial rifts  in  your  realm  undoubtedly  factored  into  my  decision  to  answer your  call,  Fenix  Hellstorm,  as  did  the  fact  that  you’re  a  key  player amidst  all  this  chaos.  If  I  remove  you  from  the  picture,  your  friends will flounder, and your world will be lost to the appetites of the Void Tyrant. That is a prospect beyond my ability to resist.” 

“You  want  the  ogres  to  win  and  hand  our  world  over  to  the Void Tyrant?” Raphael asked. 

Joro turned her gaze upon him and bowed her head. 

“Hail, Dragon Magus,” she said. “It is truly an honor to behold one of your kind. But to answer your question, no, not exactly. I am no ally of the Void Tyrant. Indeed, He abides no equals, only slaves. 

All entities that exist beyond the realms of flesh and bone fear and avoid Him, parting before His will like schools of minnows before an advancing shark.” 

“There  are  sharks  where  you  come  from?”  Raphael  blurted, before  sighing  and  shaking  his  head  at  the  irrelevancy  of  his question. 

“It’s  the  challenge  seal,  Raphael,”  Eliza  explained.  “It translates  Joro’s  words  into  terms  comprehensible  to  its  creator. 

Fenix’s family are fishermen, aren’t they? That’s why she brought up a shark.” 

“Your friends are knowledgeable, Fenix Hellstorm,” Joro said, returning  her  gaze  to  the  battlemage.  “But  I  sense  your  patience wearing thin, so here is my answer to your proposal. It is acceptable. 

If you win, I will teach you a single spell, Veil Weave. With it, you can exert  control  over  the  roiling  energies  of  warp  clefts  and  perhaps even their greater counterparts, warp rifts or warp stars, depending on your skill and resolve.” 

“If  I  win,  I  get  your  soul,”  the  Weaver  continued,  licking  her lips.  “I  will  flay,  devour,  and  excrete  it  repeatedly  for  the  first thousand  years,  and  then  I  will  hand  it  to  my  daughters,  so  they might desecrate and defile every fiber of your very being for the next thousand. After that, we’ll see.” 

“Ow!”  Gabriella  squeaked,  clutching  her  ear.  She  glared  at Eliza.  “What?  I  didn’t  say  anything  about  Fenix  and  women  this time!” 

“You  were  about  to,”  Eliza  replied,  before  turning  to  Fenix. 

“Don’t do it, Fenix. Dissolve the challenge seal and let her go. I think you should still be able to do that. Neither of you have accepted any terms yet.” 

“No.”  The  battlemage  shook  his  head.  “You  all  heard  what she said about warp clefts. I cannot afford to turn down her offer. At first, all I wanted from this exchange was power. Now, this is about something else entirely.” 

“Let me help you, Fenix,” Raphael offered. “I can fight in your place and learn the spell.” 

“Absolutely not,” Joro interjected. “I am not foolish enough to challenge  a  Dragon  Magus.  Neither  can  I  lay  any  claim  to  an Ascendant’s  soul.  Merely  touching  it  will  destroy  me.  If  the  Dragon Magus  intervenes,  this  conversation  is  over,  Fenix  Hellstorm.  I  will leave, and you will have nothing, save my disdain and scorn.” 

“He won’t,” Fenix said, looking over his shoulder and meeting Raphael’s gaze. “I accept your offer, Joro. I rip your incarnation into pieces, and I learn Veil Weave. If you kill me, you can do whatever you want to my soul.” 

The  challenge  seal  pulsed  with  light  once  more,  signifying what  could  only  be  Joro’s  acceptance  of  the  terms.  Joro’s  eyes turned  crimson,  and  the  smile  upon  her  face  became  a  malevolent leer. 

“The challenge has been finalized,” she announced, glancing briefly  at  Raphael.  “If  you  intervene  now,  Dragon  Magus,  either  by attacking  me  or  even  by  stepping  into  the  challenge  seal,  I  will  be free  to  disgorge  a  thousand  of  my  peers  from  my  native  plane  into your world, and they will devour as many humans as they can before you slay them all.” 

Raphael  gave  Fenix  a  single  nod,  then  pointedly  folded  his arms and took a step back. 

“Raph...” Gabriella lowered her staff and tugged at his elbow. 

“You can’t just let him...” 

“Fenix will be fine, Gabby,” Raphael said. “He’ll win, and he’ll learn Veil Weave.” 

Fenix grinned at Raphael’s words. He turned back to Joro. 

“Let’s  get  this  over  with,  then,”  he  said,  beckoning  to  the Weaver. “Come on. Do your wo—” 

Joro flashed from her perch atop her web, moving so swiftly Raphael was only able to track her movements thanks to the might of  the  Draconic  Braziers.  Her  two  foremost  spiked  limbs  plunged toward Fenix and sliced into his chest before crunching into the floor. 

Gabriella shrieked in horror, but the battlemage winked out of existence. Raphael felt a grin tug at the corner of his mouth. 

 That’s Mirror Aspect. Fenix was never there, not even when we arrived,  he thought, casting the light of the Dragon Meridian upon the  chamber.  He  found  the  battlemage  readily  enough,  at  its opposite  corner  where  Joro’s  webs  had  been  cleared  away  by

another  Spirit  Shield  spell.  Fenix  thrust  his  hands  out  and  hurled  a barrage of Explosive Orbs at Joro. 

The Weaver aligned her web so that its sapphire threads fell into the path of the Explosive Orbs. Fenix clenched his fists, and the crimson  spheres  flattened  themselves  out,  turning  into  needles  of condensed  Fire  Magic  instead  that  slipped  through  the  holes  in Joro’s web. 

The  Weaver  hurled  herself  to  the  ceiling,  above  Fenix’s modified  spells,  and  clung  there,  her  legs  adhering  readily  to  the lumenstone surface. She growled, and her pieces of web spun free, turning into blades of blue light that scythed toward Fenix, even as his Explosive Orbs detonated against the far side of the chamber. 

To Raphael’s surprise, the ancient walls weren’t damaged at all.  Eliza  must  have  noticed  the  puzzled  look  on  his  face,  because she nodded and squeezed his arm. 

“A  challenge  seal  generates  a  special  kind  of  extra-dimensional field,” she explained. “Nothing can reach outside it save for  light  and  sound,  and  neither  Fenix  nor  Joro  can  leave  until  the challenge is decided one way or the other.” 

“This  means  Fenix  can  unleash  the  full  power  of  his  spells without  worrying  about  damaging  the  Defiant  Citadel,”  Raphael mused. “But so can the Weaver.” 

The  Weaver’s  web  blades  broke  apart  upon  the  surface  of Fenix’s  Spirit  Shield.  He  pointed  at  Joro.  Arcane  syllables  fell  from his  lips.  A  heartbeat  later,  an  Annihilation  Ray  lanced  out  from  his fingertip. The fiery beam sliced the web apart and took off one of the Weaver’s  legs.  She  screamed  and  fell  from  the  ceiling,  trailing  a stream  of  ichor,  but  as  soon  as  she  touched  the  floor,  she  dashed forward  again  into  a  scuttling  charge,  closing  the  distance  between her and Fenix in the blink of an eye. 

Raphael  felt  his  heart  skip  a  beat  as  he  realized  the battlemage  wasn’t  going  to  be  able  to  react  quickly  enough.  But Fenix  hadn’t  counted  on  reacting.  Instead,  he’d  pre-empted  the Weaver’s  chage,  disappearing  in  a  pulse  of  blue  light  via  his  Blink

spell  so  that  Joro’s  spiked  limbs  plunged  through  empty  air  once more. 

But  the  Weaver  was  a  canny  and  seasoned  combatant  as well,  quickly  guessing  Fenix’s  destination.  She  spun  her  grotesque bulk around and filled the space behind her with bladed webs and a gob of hissing fluid that she spewed from her mouth. Blades of blue light  and  horrific  venom  fell  upon  the  battlemage  just  as  he rematerialized. 

All eight of the Weaver’s crimson eyes widened as her webs and  spit  passed  harmlessly  through  yet  another  Mirror  Aspect.  As the illusionary copy vanished, she turned again, back to where she’d last seen Fenix. 

The battlemage wasn’t there either, but Joro didn’t have far to look.  Fenix’s  Blink  destination  hadn’t  been  behind  the  Weaver. 

Instead, he’d brought himself a mere five feet to his left with his spell, and  he  was  now  standing  next  to  Joro,  with  both  hands  leveled  at her face. 

An Explosive Orb slammed into the Weaver’s head, hurling it back and ripping chunks of flesh from her skull. As Joro staggered, bleeding  and  disoriented,  Fenix  swept  another  Annihilation  Ray through  her  torso,  cutting  the  Weaver  in  half  and  spilling  her steaming innards all over the floor. 

The  bottom  half  of  Joro’s  body  clattered  upon  the  pooling ichor and piling guts, while the upper half lashed out one final time as  it  fell:  Joro’s  fangs  sank  into  Fenix’s  left  forearm  before  tearing free, trailing droplets of venom from the bite wound. 

The  battlemage  lurched  away,  but  though  his  face  was  pale and drawn, Fenix kept his composure, placing his right palm over his mangled  left  forearm  even  as  the  arcane  syllables  for  Minor  Delay fell  from  his  lips.  The  bubbling  and  hissing  arising  from  his  flesh slowed to a crawl as his spell took effect, slowing the onset of any venom or infection to a virtual standstill, but only for a few minutes. 

That  was  more  than  enough  time  for  Fenix  to  win  his  duel against the Weaver. 

As  Joro  writhed  weakly  in  a  pile  of  her  spilled  viscera,  the battlemage pointed an index finger at her face. Crimson light began to build upon his fingertip. 

“No, wait!” the Weaver cried. “I yield! I yield! By the bindings of  our  challenge,  this  is  your  victory,  Fenix  Hellstorm!  Please  don’t destroy  my  corporeal  shell  completely!  It’ll  take  me  hundreds  of years to reform!” 

“Fine.” Fenix lowered his hand and stepped away, his breath coming in shallow, raspy gasps. “Give me my prize, creature. Now.” 

“Are  you  sure  you  wouldn’t  have  one  of  my  daughters instead?”  Joro  asked,  forcing  a  tremulous  smile  upon  her  mangled face. The remaining four orbs within her left eye socket gleamed with renewed malice. 

“Stop  wasting  my  time!”  Fenix  snarled.  His  uninjured  hand shot  out.  A  deftly  placed  Explosive  Orb  ripped  the  Weaver’s remaining  eyes  from  her  skull,  drawing  fresh  screams  from  her tattered  lips.  The  challenge  seal  pulsed  one  final  time,  and  Joro began to fade into nothingness. 

A slender beam of blue light briefly joined Fenix’s forehead to the  Weaver’s.  Raphael  saw  Fenix’s  eyes  flicker  beneath  their lowered  lids  and  the  battlemage’s  body  roll  through  a  brief shuddering  fit.  Fenix  recovered  swiftly  enough  though,  shaking  his head even as he regained his balance. 

“Enjoy  your  prize,  Fenix  Hellstorm,”  Joro  whispered.  “This has been most entertaining. I will remember you and look forward to the day we meet again.” 

“Well, I won’t,” Fenix shot back, but the Weaver was already gone.  The  arcane  diagram  beneath  his  feet  took  on  a  dead,  inert appearance, and Raphael sensed that its magic was gone. And so was the spell core, he realized, reduced to a pile of ash at the center of the chamber. 

“Well  done,  Fenix!”  Raphael  congratulated  him,  striding forward  and  steadying  the  battlemage  as  he  swayed  on  his  feet. 

Eliza and Gabriella hurried to his side as well. The Dragon Knight put

his hat back on his head, while the princess yanked his arm out and began chanting arcane syllables over his mangled flesh. 

“Thanks, Raphael,” Fenix replied, before giving off a low sigh. 

“I  know  Veil  Weave  now.  It’s  a  very  complicated  spell,  but  I’ll  try  to get it diagrammed in both Vector and Draconic formats so that you, Gabriella, Shiomi, and maybe even Sylvia can also learn it. I have a feeling that the more of us know this spell, the better.” 

“What does that spell do?” Gabriella asked waspishly as she finished  casting  her  Healing  spells  and  tossed  Fenix’s  arm  aside. 

“Did  it  make  you  any  more  powerful?  Was  it  worth  risking  your  life like that?” 

“The  spell  does  exactly  what  the  Weaver  said  it  would  do, which  is  allow  me  to  manipulate  streams  of  warp  energy,”  Fenix answered.  “As  for  power,  perhaps,  but  unlikely,  since  I  have  no intention of generating and weaponizing warp clefts. As for your last question, yes. Absolutely. I held the upper hand at every stage of my duel against the Weaver. It was an easy and decisive victory for me. 

You had absolutely nothing to worry about, and if you did, well, then you  are  seriously  lacking  in  judgment  and  battle  experience.  But that’s no big deal. You’ll have plenty of chances to accrue more of it in the battles to come.” 

Raphael  sighed  inwardly  and  patted  Rayne  on  the  head  as the  faerie  dragon  nuzzled  his  cheek.  Fenix’s  assessment  hadn’t been completely accurate. He had won because he was a powerful mage  and  a  cunning  and  experienced  combatant.  But  the  Weaver was far stronger and faster than him, and if he’d lapsed in focus or luck for even the briefest of instants, she would have caught him and torn him to pieces within the blink of an eye. The battlemage’s victory was undoubtedly decisive, as he’d said, but things could also have gone just as easily in the opposite direction. 

It  seemed  that  Gabriella  shared  his  opinion.  The  princess glared  at  Fenix,  obviously  unconvinced  by  the  battlemage’s reasoning and inflamed by his uncharitable words and caustic tone. 

“You  arrogant,  stupid  man!”  Gabriella  said,  raising  her  fist. 

Eliza caught her by the forearm before she could strike him. 

“Gabby,  leave  Fenix  alone,”  Eliza  chided,  before  turning  to Fenix. “And you. You need to thank her for healing your wounds and purging the Weaver’s venom from your veins.” 

“Huh.” Fenix adjusted the brim of his hat, before sketching a mockery  of  a  courtly  bow  to  the  princess.  “My  sincerest  gratitude, your highness. Please, accept the thanks of I, Alonzo Moreno, lowly commoner and most loyal subject of Lucario, for saving my unworthy life.” 

“Fenix, if you don’t cut that out right now,  I am going to punch you,”  Eliza  warned.  “What’s  wrong  with  you?  Gabriella  just  saved your life!” 

“That doesn’t give her the right to tell me what to do,” Fenix said.  “Yes,  she’s  the  crown  princess  back  home,  but  we’re  in  the Uwajima  Region  now,  where  her  title  means  even  less  than  her opinion.” 

“Fenix...”  Raphael  began,  but  Gabriella  spun  on  her  heel, unshed tears glinting in the corners of her eyes, and stomped off. He sighed. 

“I’ll  go  talk  to  her,  Raphael,”  Eliza  said,  squeezing  his  hand briefly before running after her sister. 

“And  there  they  go.  Which  is  just  as  well,  since  I  could definitely use the silence.” Fenix winced as he picked at his mangled leather sleeve. “Ugh. Looks like this one is done, at least until I can get it repaired by a tailor.” 

Raphael  knew  that  the  battlemage  had  several  pristinely maintained  sets  of  the  same  attire  stashed  away  somewhere.  He chuckled as a sudden thought occurred to him. 

“You  didn’t  ask  Gabriella  here  simply  because  you  wanted her to heal you if you got hurt, did you?” Raphael asked. 

“Of course I did,” Fenix replied, a little too quickly. “Why else would I have requested her presence, otherwise?” 

“I  know  Healing  Magic  too,  enough  to  draw  out  the  venom and heal your wounds, at least,” Raphael pointed out. “So she didn’t need  to  be  here  at  all.  Fenix,  if  you  wanted  to  impress  her,  I  don’t think  you  succeeded  tonight.  In  fact,  you  may  have  very  well  done the opposite.” 

“Well,  I...”  Fenix  grunted  and  folded  his  arms  across  his chest.  He  sent  an  accusatory  glare  Raphael’s  way.  “I  suppose  I should defer to your greater expertise on women now, Raphael.” 

“Hardly.”  Raphael  chuckled  and  clasped  the  battlemage  on the  shoulder.  “Truth  be  told,  I’m  just  as  clueless  as  you  are.  I wouldn’t mind having someone to swap pointers with, though.” 

“Orfeo  Vitelli  would  be  your  best  bet  for  such  things.”  Fenix cricked the muscles of his neck and began walking to a corner of the chamber,  where  a  mop  and  a  bucket  of  water  stood.  “An  aspiring archmage such as myself has more important things to worry about.” 

“I’m sure.” Raphael smiled. “But you’re right about Orfeo. One of  these  days,  we  should  sit  down  with  him  and  pick  his  mind  on what he knows about women.” 

“We  should,”  Fenix  agreed  as  he  picked  up  the  mop  and swirled it within the bucket. 

“After  all,  such  knowledge  would  be  valuable  for  an archmage, wouldn’t it?” Raphael teased. 

The  battlemage  scoffed,  but  a  grin  tugged  at  his  lips.  He slapped the wet mop upon the floor and began the tedious process of cleaning the arcane diagram from its surface. 

“It definitely would,” he said. “Goodnight, Raphael.” 

“See  you  later,  Fenix.”  Raphael  left  the  battlemage  to  his chore and headed back to his room. 

Chapter 16







That night, after Raphael drifted off to sleep with Eliza in his arms, he opened his eyes and found himself standing amidst a vast, white  expanse,  empty  save  for  two  chairs  of  golden  light  and  the large green-blue globe between them. 

He knew this place, though he didn’t think he’d be here again. 

After all, Wu Xin had said so himself. 

“Yes, I know, I know, Raphael,” a familiar voice said. “Though to  be  fair,  I  didn’t  expect  you  to  reach  such  heights  so  quickly,  but since you did, I thought we should talk once more like this, before we meet in the flesh. Forgive my premature presumption.” 

Raphael turned to find a tall, powerfully built man wearing a black  robe  adorned  with  intricate  golden  trim  around  its  cuffs  and high collar. The man’s face was a flawless specimen of masculinity: strong jaw, patrician brow and cheeks, clear eyes that seemed to be every color at once. Raphael had never seen it before, yet he knew exactly who this man was. 

“Hello, Wu Xin,” Raphael said. “It’s been a while.” 

“Not  too  long,  if  you  think  about  it,”  the  Chimeric  Emperor replied, striding forward and clasping hands with him, wrist-to-wrist, as one warrior to another. “It is good to see you again.” 

“I’m  happy  to  see  that  you’re  doing  a  lot  better,”  Raphael made  a  brief  gesture  that  encompassed  the  obvious  strength  and vitality of Wu Xin’s body. “And though I would also like to say that it’s good to see you, I have learned many troubling things about you, sir, and I am not sure just how angry I should be at you.” 

Wu  Xin’s  perfect  face  fell.  Raphael  knew  that  the  Chimeric Emperor  was  as  accomplished  in  deceit  as  Yao  Yu  was  and  could easily  and  convincingly  fake  any  expression  or  sentiment. 

Nevertheless,  he  believed  that  the  guilt  and  pain  that  furrowed  Wu Xin’s brow and tightened his jaw were genuine. 

“I cannot begin to ask for your forgiveness, Raphael,” Wu Xin said,  sighing.  “Your  world  is  but  the  latest  one  of  many  to  have suffered my countless atrocities.” 

“I cannot forgive you, Wu Xin,” Raphael replied. “Because all those horrible things you did weren’t to me, but to many others. It is far too late to apologize to most of them now, and at this point, far too meaningless, I’m sorry to say.” 

“You  are  right.”  Wu  Xin  gestured,  and  all  of  a  sudden,  they were  standing  by  the  chairs  of  light,  with  the  green-blue  globe between  them.  The  Chimeric  Emperor  waved  his  hand,  and  the globe  shrank  to  the  size  of  his  fist.  Then  he  sat  down,  before gesturing for Raphael to do the same. 

“What  do  you  want,  Wu  Xin?  Raphael  asked,  keeping  his tone as politely neutral as possible. “Why are we here?” 

“We are here because as a fellow Ascendant, I feel obliged to give you an orientation, of sorts, into just what that entails,” Wu Xin explained.  “Also,  the  other  two  Ascendants  are  diametrically opposed to our mutual goals, which makes you and I allies, at least for now.” 

“Two  other  Ascendants  opposed  to  you.”  Raphael  felt  his eyes widen in horror. “There are  two ogre Ascendants? One of them has got to be Vukaste. Who is the other?” 

“One  of  them  is  indeed  the  ogre  lord  himself.  But  the  other isn’t an ogre.” Wu Xin drummed his fingers across the armrest of his chair. In their previous meetings, the golden chairs had been stools, little more than stumps of light. Now, they sported intricate carvings of leaves, flowers, and... dragons. 

“Do you know who it is?” Raphael asked. 

In response, Wu Xin raised his left hand and pointed into the distance.  Raphael  let  his  gaze  follow  the  Chimeric  Emperor’s gesture.  Dark  mist  swirled  roughly  ten  strides  from  where  they  sat. 

He’d  seen  something  this  before,  when  he’d  entered  a  trance  with Yao Yu. Wu Xin was going to share his memories. 

The  mist  peeled  away  to  reveal  an  opulent  throne  room, adorned  with  priceless  jade  sculptures,  fabulous  tapestries,  and jeweled gold-wrought chandeliers. A massive throne of ruby-studded gold  sat  atop  a  tall  plinth,  accessible  only  by  a  hundred  steps  cut from the finest marble. 

Mighty  warriors  wearing  ornate  armor  the  color  of  polished, burning brass stood at the foot of the plinth. They carried massive, sweeping halberds in their gauntleted hands, and they wore fabulous swords at their hips. 

Raphael looked at the throne, hoping to see its occupant, but he  was  disappointed.  A  silken  screen  had  been  placed  before  it, thick  enough  to  thwart  even  his  keen  sight,  but  sheer  enough  to reveal that someone did indeed sit behind it. 

To his surprise, he saw Huo Xian and Fei Xue in the throne room  as  well.  The  Thirteenth  Grand  Prince  was  clad  in  his  finest robes, bedecked in ribbons and gems. The Eleventh Grand Princess wore a simple sleeveless blue dress that was ragged at the hem. 

At  the  foot  of  the  plinth,  the  siblings  stood  a  fair  distance apart  from  each  other,  thanks  to  the  strange  sense  of  revulsion amongst the Grand Principalities, but as they glared at a third robed figure, Raphael couldn’t doubt the unity of their purpose. 

“The  Thirteenth  and  the  Eleventh  have  always  enjoyed  a curious  fellowship,  despite  their  contradictory  natures  and  magical fortes,”  Wu  Xin  mumbled  absently.  “None  of  the  other  Principalities exhibit  such  closeness,  which  is  just  as  well.  Otherwise,  what  has already transpired would have happened centuries before your birth, Raphael, and our world would have been lost.” 

Raphael  peered  at  the  subject  of  Huo  Xian’s  and  Fei  Xue’s ire.  He  was  tall  and  gaunt,  his  head  shaven,  and  his  timeless features grim and severe. He gave off an air utterly unlike Huo Xian’s primping  snobbishness  and  Fei  Xue’s  wild  roughness,  but  it  was clear that this man, clad in gray robes, was also a Grand Prince. 

“The  Fifth,  for  better  or  worse,  has  always  aspired  to  my example and cloven the most closely to my ways,” Wu Xin said. “So closely that when I chose to change them, he balked.” 

 The  Fifth.  That’s  Shi  Kung,  Raphael  thought.  Your  ways? 

How did they change, Wu Xin?” 

“When  was  the  last  time  the  Chimeric  Empire  expanded, Raphael?” Wu Xin asked. “When was the last time an entire nation declared its dissolution and became a Chimeric province?” 

Raphael  actually  knew,  having  learned  this  fact  in  school during  one  of  Maestro  Colombo’s  interminably  boring  history classes. 

“One hundred and forty two years ago,” he answered, swiftly calculating  and  rounding  down  the  years  in  his  head.  “The  Warrior Queen Bodikka knelt at your throne, gave you her crown, and took her own life. Her daughters cut their own throats as well.” 

“I didn’t ask them to do that,” Wu Xin said, his brow twitching in  obvious  annoyance.  “But  yes,  Icenea  was  the  last  nation  I conquered.” 

“I  remember  my  school  teacher  also  mentioning  how  the Empire  continued  swallowing  up  bits  and  pieces  of  territory  from other countries over the years that followed,” Raphael pointed out. “A port here, a city there. So maybe it would be more accurate to say the  Chimeric  Empire  has  always  been  expanding,  even  until  this day.” 

“I played no role in any such intrigues.” Wu Xin chuckled and shook his head. “My... children did.” 

“Alright. So let’s say we agree that you stopped attacking and conquering nations more than three hundred years ago. Even if that were true, what are you trying to get at, Wu Xin?” Raphael pressed. 

“What is the point you’re trying to make?” 

“The point is that I changed my ways. I stopped waging war and  pulled  back  my  armies.  The  Eleventh  was  overjoyed.  She’d never  had  the  stomach  for  conquest  and  slaughter  of  humans. 

Ogres, on the other hand... those stoked her bloodlust. She’d always been the truest to her purpose.” 

“Her  purpose.”  Raphael  smoothed  his  brow  and  tried  not  to glare at Wu Xin. “She is a weapon. They all are. You made them to fight the ogres.” 

“Indeed I did, Raphael.” Wu Xin met his gaze evenly. “Just as Yao  Yu  forged  you  to  be  so  effective  in  wreaking  havoc  upon  and unraveling the order I have imposed upon this world, so too have I crafted  the  Principalities  as  living  weapons  against  the  vilest  foes humanity has, the ogres.” 

“I know who they are,” Raphael said. “They came from  your world. They were once humans, too.” 

“Once is the operative word here.” Wu Xin’s eyes grew hard and flinty. “Now, they are something less, and they need to be killed, every last one of them.” 

“So why didn’t you?” Raphael asked. “You could have, right? 

Back  in  the  day,  especially  with  an  army  of  chimeras.  Or  were  the chimeras created to kill dragons instead?” 

“They  were,”  Wu  Xin  admitted  readily.  “And  when  their  job was done, I culled their numbers until I was inexplicably struck by a fancy to gift one of them to each of my next projects. And look how well  that  went,  the  remaining  chimeras  becoming  loyal  companions to their far more problematic and disappointing successors.” 

“But no,” the Chimeric Emperor continued. “I could not have slain  the  ogres  then.  Not  even  with  an  army  of  chimeras,  which incidentally, was left with but a small fraction of their original number after the era of dragon-rage.” 

Raphael  took  a  deep  breath,  seeking  to  calm  the  growing anger within his heart. The Chimeric Emperor was unburdening his soul,  at  long  last,  and  he  was  doing  so  with  great  relish,  but  his callous  pride  and  cold  pragmatism  marred  and  obscured  his otherwise genuine contrition. 

“You  needed  the  Grand  Principalities  to  command  your armies,” Raphael said. “And they drove back the ogres for you. Then

they started conquering the world.” 

“Yes.”  Wu  Xin  closed  his  eyes  briefly  before  opening  them again.  “Until  I  told  them  to  stop.  As  I  said,  the  Eleventh  was delighted. So was the Thirteenth, because he would then be free to indulge in his love for the myriad arts. The others were much more ambivalent, either content to luxuriate in the riches of their respective courts  or  satisfy  their  lust  for  battle  in  meaningless  skirmishes  with human or ogre warriors.” 

“But  Shi  Kung  was  different,”  Raphael  said.  “He  wanted  to keep going. He wanted to conquer the world and kill all the ogres.” 

“I  had  no  objections  to  the  latter.  But  you  know  just  how impossible it is to lead an invasive expedition into ogre-held territory. 

Well,  was— because you’re somehow able to undo their corruption upon the soil and skies, yes? Incidentally, Platina wasn’t able to do the same when she was alive. Her Fires of Judgment, when wielded by you, are different, somehow.” 

“I suppose.” Raphael nodded. 

Wu Xin gestured to the scene in the throne room once more. 

“Father! Why?” Shi Kung bellowed. He took a step toward the throne, only for his way to be barred by the crossed halberds of the two foremost guards. 

“Step  back,  your  Imperial  Highness,”  one  of  the  guards requested.  “Your  Father  has  not  given  you  leave  to  approach  His throne.” 

Shi  Kung  blinked,  then  complied.  He  took  a  deep  breath, making a visible effort to calm himself. Raphael had a feeling that the Fifth Grand Prince wasn’t usually so distraught, but he certainly was in this memory. 

“My armies had the kingdom of Lucario surrounded. A single unified  advance  would  have  brought  it  beneath  our  fold,”  Shi  Kung said,  before  pointing  an  accusatory  finger  at  Huo  Xian.  “Yet  this buffoon  came  to  my  generals  three  days  ago  and  told  them  to withdraw  every  single  warrior  from  the  field.  And  when  they hesitated,  he  slew  them  all,  took  command,  pulled  eight-hundred-

thousand  soldiers  behind  our  borders,  then  disbanded  the  entire force!” 

“Yes, that is exactly what happened, Father,” Fei Xue chimed in.  “Though  I  helped  Thirteenth  Brother  here  kill  some  of  Fifth Brother’s generals. They were plundering the Lucarian countryside, you know?” 

“Ha!” Shi Kung’s pointing finger swept to Fei Xue, then back to Huo Xian. “So the two of you admit your treachery!” 

“Did  we  do  what  you  said  we  did?  Yes.”  Huo  Xian  yawned delicately.  “But  was  it  treachery?  No.  Like  I  told  you,  I  was  just following Father’s instructions.” 

“And  besides,  where  were  you?”  Fei  Xue  asked.  “If  you’d been with your generals, I don’t think Thirteenth Brother and I would have been able to pull off our feat.” 

“Feat?  Do  you  know  just  how  much  chaos  eight-hundred-thousand  suddenly  unemployed  soldiers  can  cause?”  Shi  Kung demanded. 

“Oh,  I  do.”  Huo  Xian  tittered  and  examined  his  gold-painted nails. “I just didn’t care.” 

“Where  were  you,  Fifth  Brother?”  Fei  Xue  pressed.  Her  lips curled into a sly smile. “I know. You were in Lucia City, weren’t you? 

Poking around at that strange junkyard place again. Don’t try to deny it.  My  spies  are  as  reliable  as  yours.  What  were  you  doing  there, Fifth  Brother?  Father  explicitly  told  us  to  stay  away  from  the junkyard.” 

“But  you  didn’t.  Or  couldn’t,”  Huo  Xian  added.  “Maybe because it speaks so much to your Time and Space Magic? Is that why  you’ve  been  so  hung  up  on  Lucario,  that  small  backwater kingdom?” 

“I...” Shi Kung glared at his siblings and turned to the throne. 

“Father.  I  have  begun  mustering  my  forces  once  more.  I  promise you, Lucario will be part of your empire by the end of the month.” 

“No,”  a  thin,  wheezing  voice  gasped  from  behind  the  silken screen. “Huo Xian was enacting my command. You shall enact mine. 

Hear my edict now in no uncertain terms, Fifth Grand Principality of the Chimeric Empire.” 

The Grand Principalities sank to their knees before the throne and  pressed  their  foreheads  against  the  floor.  The  hundreds  of courtiers within the opulent room did the same. 

“We await your Imperial Edict, oh Mighty Emperor,” Shi Kung led the chorused chant that burst from a multitude of throats. 

“All military expansions into territories held by humans are to cease,”  the  Emperor  declared.  “The  same  applies  to  the  dwarfen mountain holds. All Principalities are to reduce their standing armies to  a  holding  disposition  and  see  that  the  warriors  leaving  their command  are  provided  for.  The  Kingdom  of  Lucario  is  to  remain untouched. Under no circumstances will the Chimeric Empire make war upon it.” 

“Fei  Xue,  Eleventh  Grand  Principality,  you  are  to  establish diplomatic ties with the Kingdom of Lucario. See to it at your earliest discretion,” the Emperor continued. 

“I obey, Your Imperial Majesty,” Fei Xue said. 

“Huo  Xian,  Thirteenth  Grand  Principality,  you  are  to  take  up primary  residence  here,  in  my  palace,”  the  Emperor  commanded. 

“You  may  maintain  your  court  and  your  current  households,  but  I expect you close by my side.” 

“I  obey,  Father,  I  mean,  Your  Imperial  Majesty,”  Huo  Xian said, in a tone that was both delighted and overawed. 

“Shi Kung, Fifth Grand Principality, turn your eyes to the north and east,” the Emperor went on. “Our ancient foe holds territory that borders  a  province  under  your  rule.  Keep  them  at  bay.  Dispel  all notions of further conquest. Those days are done.” 

“I obey, Your Imperial Majesty,” Shi Kung said, his voice acrid with bitterness. 

“My  edict  is  thus.  Go  forth  and  bring  my  will  to  pass,”  the Emperor finished. 

“Glory  to  Your  name!”  the  Grand  Principalities  and  the courtiers chorused, before getting to their feet. Dozens of men and women,  uniformed  in  red  and  green,  rushed  from  the  throne  room, their hands filled with sheets of ink-covered paper. 

“My  messenger  corps,”  Wu  Xin  said  to  Raphael  from  his golden  chair.  “You’d  think  that  with  all  the  magic  at  our  command, we’d  be  able  to  establish  a  much  better  system  of  communication. 

Unfortunately,  all  of  the  spells  I  used  in  other  worlds  to  send  and receive  thoughts  simply  don’t  work  here.  I  don’t  know  why.  In  any case, we had to rely on messenger pigeons back then.” 

“We  still  do,”  Raphael  observed.  His  gaze  hadn’t  left  Shi Kung. “He’s the fourth Ascendant, isn’t he? And he’s betrayed you?” 

“Yes, he is. And yes, he has,” Wu Xin said, shaking his head. 

A  faint  smile  of  pride  tugged  at  his  lips.  “Then  again,  it’s  not  like  I didn’t  see  this  coming.  The  Fifth  has  always  been  the  most formidable  of  his  siblings,  and  the  moment  he  balked,  for  the  first time, at my commands, I knew he would be the one to rebel against me.” 

“Can’t you just put him under arrest or something?” Raphael asked. “You’re the Emperor after all, aren’t you?” 

“Not  when  my  realm  is  in  a  state  of  civil  war.”  Wu  Xin chuckled  at  Raphael’s  shocked  expression.  “Oh  yes.  The Thirteenth’s  and  the  Eleventh’s  provinces  are  as  yet  far  removed from  the  conflict,  but  the  Fifth  has  convinced  the  First,  Fourth, Eighth, Tenth, and Twelfth to rise in rebellion against me. They have actually  managed  to  slay  the  Second  and  the  Seventh,  who  have remained  loyal.  And  now  the  Eleventh  is  in  captivity.  War  rages through  the  Chimeric  Empire,  Raphael,  even  as  the  ogres  move  to end us all.” 

“And Huo Xian is with me, which means you have only three of your children left on your side,” Raphael concluded. “Do you need help? Will you be alright?” 

Wu Xin laughed heartily at the offer. He slapped the armrest of  his  chair  and  drummed  his  heels  on  the  white,  featureless expanse. And after many moments, when his mirth was at last spent, he had a tear in the corner of his eye. 

“I  am  mocking  neither  you  nor  your  offer  of  aid,  Dragon Magus  Raphael,”  he  said,  holding  up  his  hands  in  a  placating gesture.  “What  I’m  amused  at  is  the  irony  of  how  you,  one  of  Yao Yu’s creations, turned out to be so righteous, possessing a soul so radiant  with  courage  and  compassion.  In  contrast,  the  Principalities are  grotesque  parodies  of  humanity,  too  horrific  to  love,  yet  too powerful and useful to cull.” 

“I  have  Koshi.  He  calls  me  his  son,”  Raphael  replied  softly. 

“They have  you. You call them numbers.” 

Wu  Xin’s  smile  fled  his  face.  For  the  briefest  of  moments, rage  washed  over  his  features,  and  a  flicker  of  fear  entered Raphael’s heart. And just as swiftly and suddenly as it had emerged, the  Emperor’s  anger  was  gone,  replaced  by  a  sad  and  thoughtful light in his eyes and a somber cast to his jaw. He sighed and leaned back in his chair. 

“Touché, Raphael. Touché,” Wu Xin said. His broad shoulders trembled, and he seemed once again like the frail old man Raphael had first met, in this curious dreamscape. 



Chapter 17







“The  junkyard...”  Raphael  said,  after  a  few  moments  of uncomfortable  silence.  “I  know  that’s  where  you,  Yao  Yu,  and  the ogres  first  arrived  in  this  world.  I  saw  you  cast  a  spell  in  Yao  Yu’s memories. It’s the reason why the junkyard keeps changing.” 

“Yes,  my  inner  circle  and  I  created  a  space-time  flux,  but  I never meant it to destabilize so rapidly over the years and become so widespread,” Wu Xin replied, his eyes flickering to Shi Kung. The Chimeric  Emperor’s  reenacted  memories  had  frozen  to  a  standstill, and in them, the Fifth Grand Prince was glaring up at the throne, his teeth bared in a snarl and his temples crawling with veins. 

“The  Fifth’s  forte  is  Spatial  and  Time  Magic,”  Wu  Xin continued.  “Of  course,  he  would  be  drawn  to  the  largest  and  most mysterious space-time anomaly in our world. I cannot say for sure, but if I had to guess, he would have made first contact during one of his  many  forays  into  the  junkyard,  until  I  banned  the  Principalities from that place.” 

“First  made  contact...”  Raphael  made  the  connection instantly.  “The  Void  Tyrant.  You’re  saying  that  the  Void  Tyrant somehow managed to speak to Shi Kung in the junkyard.” 

“As  I  said,  that  would  be  my  guess,  yes.”  Wu  Xin  smiled bitterly. “And if I had to take it one step further, the Fifth offered up our world to the Void Tyrant then, only to be turned down.” 

“Because there’s no mana. The Void Tyrant isn’t interested in worlds without mana,” Raphael said. 

“Not exactly,” Wu Xin shook his head. “A world without mana still has souls to enslave and torment. The Void Tyrant would hardly decline  such  a  prize.  He  passed  this  world  by  because  devoid  of

mana, it is virtually imperceptible to his senses. To put it simply, he can’t  see us, which is why he hasn’t devoured us yet.” 

“That’s  why  you  created  the  mana  vortexes,”  Raphael reasoned.  “You  drained  all  the  mana  from  the  world  so  that  it became invisible to the Void Tyrant.” 

“Yes, I did,” Wu Xin confirmed. “And then I slew the dragons, because their souls were inherent wellsprings of mana. Perhaps they could  have  been  spared,  but  I  didn’t  want  to  take  the  risk.  I  had  to protect this world. It is the last one in multi-versal reality that remains free of the Void Tyrant’s dominion, , as far as I can tell.” 

“Was there no other way?” 

“No,  because  I  have  tried  them  all,  and  I  have  failed  each time.” Wu Xin slumped in his seat, and his perfect features sagged with  fatigue,  but  he  continued  speaking  before  Raphael  could  ask him  to  elaborate.  “I  have  lived  ten  million  lifetimes,  Raphael,  on hundreds  of  thousands  of  worlds,  and  wherever  I  drew  breath,  I fought the Void Tyrant. And I lost each time. I would flee, reestablish myself  on  another  world,  renew  the  fight,  lose  once  more,  and  flee again, starting the cycle anew. In the end, I realized that fighting was futile.” 

“So you chose to hide instead. And everything you did was to hide this world from the Void Tyrant.” 

“Yes.”  Wu  Xin  took  a  deep  breath  and  looked  again  at  Shi Kung. “After he was scorned by the Void Tyrant, the Fifth must have devoted  his  will  to  locating  and  unraveling  the  mana  vortexes.  He wanted  to  undo  my  grand  design,  heedless  of  the  consequences. 

Oh, how he must have hated me.” 

“I  know  Yao  Yu  hated  you,  and  she  wanted  to  unravel  the mana  vortexes  too,”  Raphael  said.  “But  why  does  Shi  Kung  hate you?” 

“Is it so inconceivable that he does?” Wu Xin grinned, but his eyes were filled with pain and regret. “You said it yourself. I call them numbers. That is by far the least of the torments and horrors I have put them through. My... children hate me, Raphael, and rightfully so. 

I  would  say  that  such  are  my  just  desserts,  but  I  deserve  far,  far worse, as I’m sure you’d agree.” 

“I don’t know exactly what you deserve or don’t deserve, Wu Xin.”  Raphael  smiled  and  nodded  at  Huo  Xian.  “But  I  know  this  for sure.  Huo  Xian,  your  son,  loves  you.  And  though  I  don’t  know  her very  well,  I  believe  Fei  Xue  does  too.  If  you  look  closely,  maybe some of your other children do as well.” 

Wu Xin blinked and covered his mouth. For a few moments, the Chimeric Emperor was silent. 

Raphael  took  the  time  to  look  at  Wu  Xin  closely  and  think back  on  the  Chimeric  Emperor’s  words  and  mannerisms.  He  soon realized  that  though  Wu  Xin’s  body—at  least  in  this  dreamscape—

brimmed with power, his mind was brittle with fear, his resolve was worn threadbare by fatigue, and his heart was broken with loss. 

Raphael  didn’t  need  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  to  see all  this.  He’d  seen  the  same  in  Koshi  a  long  time  ago,  before  his rebirth as a dragon. The only difference was that Koshi had Raphael, while Wu Xin had...  no one. 

“You  brought  up  Yao  Yu,  which  is  just  as  well,  since  I  was going  to  mention  her  too,”  Wu  Xin  said  at  length.  “She  shared  a common goal with the Fifth, though you were her means of achieving it.  We  know  they  eventually  joined  forces,  and  he  learned  of  the location of the mana vortexes from her.” 

“But  he  isn’t  able  to  destroy  them,”  Raphael  said.  “I  can, according to Yao Yu, possibly because of my Draconic powers.” 

“A creature whose soul inherently generates mana would be a necessary but insufficient condition to bring about the unraveling of a mana vortex,” Wu Xin said. “The other requirement is the spark of divinity.  As  a  Dragon  Magus,  you  fulfill  both  conditions,  especially now  that  you  have  become  an  Ascendant,  thereby  bringing  your formerly  latent  divinity  to  the  forefront.  The  Fifth,  in  contrast,  does not.  Therefore,  though  he  has  also  become  an  Ascendant,  he  will never be able to break a mana vortex.” 

“But  Vukaste  can.”  Raphael  frowned.  “At  this  point,  there  is no doubt Shi Kung is working with the ogres, and Vukaste can ignite Draconic Braziers. It is only a matter of time before he also becomes able to use mana.” 


“Think  carefully,  Raphael.”  Wu  Xin  stroked  his  chin.  “When did you first cast a spell? When did you feel the presence of mana within your soul?” 

“When  I  cast  Deliverance  on  some  slain  sanguine  treants,” 

Raphael answered. “I sent them on their way to their eternal rest.” 

“Therefore, an entity does not acquire mana simply by having Ryu-To-Ki alone,” the Chimeric Emperor reasoned. “Yes, your father, Koshi, and the reborn Shiomi have mana, but they are full-blooded dragons, and mana is as much a natural part of their physiognomy as their wings and scales. You and Vukaste aren’t. This means that the  ogre  lord  doesn’t  necessarily  have  mana  and  thus  cannot unravel the vortexes by himself.” 

“That’s why he was using those towers to create and collect warp  clefts,  right?”  Raphael  asked.  “The  warp  clefts  are  meant  to make up for what Vukaste and Shi Kung lack. Do you know how?” 

“I  was  Yao  Yu’s  mentor  in  metaphysical  manipulation,  and knowing  what  I  do  of  her  body  of  work,  I  have  some  speculations about  the  magical  apparatus  the  Fifth  and  the  ogre  lord  might  be using to harness warp energy and use it against the mana vortexes.” 

Wu  Xin  waved  dismissively.  “But  they  are  irrelevant,  since  warp energy  is  inherently  unstable,  and  if  left  alone,  it  will  dissipate  into nothingness.  The  ogre  lord’s  designs,  whatever  they  are,  can  be thwarted  simply  by  slaying  him  and  razing  the  Wind  Bastion  to  the ground.” 

“And you want me to do it, because you’re too busy dealing with a civil war,” Raphael said, nodding. “Don’t worry, Wu Xin. I have every intention of confronting Vukaste anyway and stopping him from desecrating Shiomi the Defiant’s remains any longer. But aren’t you worried about having me in the presence of a mana vortex? What if I decide to break it? What if I tell you now that I do intend to do so?” 

Wu  Xin  smiled  brightly.  “Destroying  one  simply  places  a larger strain on the remaining two. Now, destroying  two, on the other hand,  will  result  in  a  partial  return  of  mana  to  the  world,  at  least enough to draw the attention of the Void Tyrant.” 

“I’m going to destroy all three,” Raphael promised. “And when the Void Tyrant comes, I’ll fight him. And I’ll win.” 

“I  want  to  believe  you,  Raphael.  I  really  do.  With  any  luck, you’ll  have  ample  opportunity  to  convince  me  that  you  can  indeed bring  your  words  to  fruition.  But  our  talk  has  run  long,  and  we  still haven’t gotten to why I invited you here in the first place.” 

“You wanted to talk about what it means to be an Ascendant.” 

Raphael scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “This happened after I ignited the Ninth Draconic Brazier. I haven’t taken the time to look  within  its  depths  yet  and  discern  its  power,  but  perhaps  that’s just it? Becoming an Ascendant?” 

“You’re  reluctant  to  delve  into  the  mysteries  of  your  own power because you’re afraid it might lessen your humanity,” Wu Xin said,  his  tone  laden  with  sympathy.  “I  know  how  that  feels.  I  went through  it  myself,  a  long  time  ago.  But  I  can  tell  you  now  that  no, your  Ascendancy  does  not  wholly  stem  from  your  Ninth  Draconic Brazier.  An  Ascendant  is  born  from  a  confluence  of  power, circumstance, and will. Nothing more, and nothing less. Your ignition of  the  Ninth  Brazier  might  have  fulfilled  the  first  of  the  three conditions, but the second comes from your actions, while the third is birthed by your resolve. With that said, that is why anyone—human, ogre,  elf,  or  dragon—can  potentially  Ascend  and  acquire  new dimensions to his existing abilities.” 

“New  dimensions...”  Raphael  mused.  “So  becoming  an Ascendant doesn’t simply make me more powerful. Rather, it allows me to use my spells and Draconic Braziers in different ways.” 

“Indeed.  As  to  the  exact  nature  of  how  they  have  changed with  your  Ascendancy,  you  must  discover  for  yourself.  For  me,  I acquired the ability to transfer my consciousness from one physical shell to another, bringing along the full suite of my martial skills and

magical  mastery  each  time.  That  is  how  I  have  persisted  for countless millennia.” 

“That  does  sound  amazing.  But  is  that  all  you  got  from becoming an Ascendant?” 

“No, of course not.” Wu Xin tapped the side of his nose and smiled wryly. “But a man must keep some of his own secrets, mustn’t he?” 

“So  if  becoming  an  Ascendant  means  different  things  to different  people,  how  can  you  help  me,  Wu  Xin?”  Raphael  asked politely. “Whatever you experienced or gained might not be the same for me.” 

“That is true, Raphael, but there are certain common changes experienced  by  all  Ascendants,”  the  Chimeric  Emperor  explained. 

“For  one,  neither  time  nor  disease  can  touch  any  flesh  we  inhabit, should we will it so. Toxins, poisons, and venoms of all kinds cannot affect us either, again, if we don’t want them to.” 

Raphael  smiled.  “Because  how  would  you  get  drunk otherwise, right?” 

“Exactly!”  Wu  Xin  guffawed,  slapping  his  armrest.  “How humdrum and drab eternity would be if one couldn’t be intoxicated by the finest wines or the most exquisite drugs! I wouldn’t wish that on anyone!” 

“So when you appeared as an old man, it was because you wanted to?” 

Wu  Xin  sighed.  “Yes,  Raphael.  I  was  yearning  for  death, though I knew that it would never come for me, even if the passage of  years  and  relentless  neglect  withered  my  husk  to  utmost decrepitude.” 

“In  any  case,  it’s  good  that  you’re  on  your  feet  again,” 

Raphael said. “What else is there to Ascendancy?” 

“Turn  your  senses  inward  to  your  soul,”  Wu  Xin  instructed. 

“You  do  this  through  something  called  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian, don’t you?” 

“Yes.”  Raphael  complied,  looking  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian and casting its radiance upon his own soul. To his surprise, he found a  third source of power, alongside his mana and his  Ryu-To-Ki. Where the latter was a burning golden in hue and the former was  a  shimmering  blue,  this  new  power  shone  with  a  colorless radiance. 

“That  is  your  divine  essence,”  Wu  Xin  said.  “As  I  said,  your Ascendancy  bestows  new  dimensions  to  your  existing  abilities, giving  them  what  I  term  Ascendant  Aspects.  You  use  your  divine essence to fuel your Ascendant abilities, be they martial techniques, spells, or other more esoteric powers.” 

“Like  mana  for  my  spells  and   Ryu-To-Ki  for  my  Braziers,” 

Raphael  reasoned.  “What  happens  when  I  run  out  of  divine essence?” 

“It  will  replenish  itself,  over  time.  As  for  expanding  your reserves of divine essence, you must continuously take actions that pull upon the very threads of fate and causality, like you first did to initially Ascend.” 

“So  I  can  Ascend  further?  Like  how  I  can  advance  through the Draconic Braziers, improve my ability to cast spells, or get better at fighting?” 

“Yes.” Wu Xin smiled faintly at Raphael’s eagerness. “Though not  through  cultivation,  meditation,  or  training,  like  I  said.  Again, momentous  deeds  and  accomplishments  are  what  bring  growth  to an  Ascendant’s  divine  spark.  With  time,  that  spark  becomes  a blazing star, whose radiance can be seen across worlds.” 

The  Chimeric  Emperor’s  smile  turned  smug  then,  telling Raphael  that  he,  Wu  Xin,  had  been  and  perhaps  still  was  a  star shedding its light over many different realms. 

“And  you  don’t  even  have  to  become  some  kind  of  abstract entity, divorced from material reality like Selenaia, to do so,” Wu Xin continued.  “In  many  ways,  an  Ascendant’s  power  and  effectuality outstrip those of an actual god’s.” 

“Is the Void Tyrant a god?” Raphael asked. 

His  question  wiped  the  smile  from  Wu  Xin’s  face.  The Chimeric  Emperor  leaned  back  in  his  seat  and  laced  his  fingers across his chest, before exhaling slowly. 

“He  is  more...  or  less  than  a  god,”  Wu  Xin  said.  “The  Void Tyrant  cannot  physically  interact  with  any  material  world,  but  the space  between  worlds,  the  void,  is  utterly  his  domain.  But  he  can manifest  avatars,  beings  of  great  power,  to  carry  out  his  will.  But most horrific of all is his ability to corrupt and eventually dominate the denizens of any world that suffers his touch. He has devoured actual gods and any number of Ascendants.” 

“Can he be beaten at all?” 

“I don’t know.” Wu Xin laughed bitterly. “You tell me, Raphael, since  you’re  the  one  intent  on  revealing  your  world  to  him  and challenging his might.” 

“Alright,  Wu  Xin.”  Raphael  forced  a  confident  grin  onto  his face. “I’ll let you know when I figure something out.” 

“I  hope  you  do,”  Wu  Xin  commented  softly.  “Like  I  said,  the horrors  I’ve  inflicted  upon  your  world  are  only  the  latest  in  an endless, winding chain of atrocities I’ve committed, commanded, or allowed  to  happen.  I  can  tell  myself  that  everything  I  did  was  in defiance of the Void Tyrant, but after the first thousand millennia, that starts  to  sound  like  an  excuse.  And  after  another  ten  thousand  of that,  that  excuse  is  now  a  lie,  worn  thin  with  desperate,  unfounded rationalizations.” 

“You’re tired. You don’t want to fight anymore.” 

“I am, and you’re correct. I don’t.” Wu Xin buried his face in his  hands  and  sighed,  his  shoulders  shuddering.  “It’s  your  turn, Raphael, your turn to battle the Void Tyrant, if you can prove to me that you’re up to the task. If you can’t do that, I will kill you and your dragons. Then I will re-forge the mana vortexes and hide, hoping the Void Tyrant passes us by. Or perhaps I will kill every living thing on this world instead, if only to deny the Void Tyrant their souls.” 

“How do I prove myself?” Raphael asked, flinching as Wu Xin raised  his  face.  The  Chimeric  Emperor’s  eyes  were  now  wholly

black, and tendrils of dark lightning danced across his fingertips. 

Wu Xin smiled yet again, but terrifyingly this time. “I think you know,  Raphael.  At  the  end  of  the  day,  beneath  all  our  words  and ideals and moral posturing, only one thing ultimately matters: power, the ability to crush your foes and enact your will upon existence. You know this to be true. So, with that settled, I turn your question back upon you. Tell me, Raphael, how can you prove you have power?” 

“By beating Vukaste. Stopping Shi Kung. Breaking the mana vortexes.” Raphael met Wu Xin’s gaze squarely. “And then defeating you.” 

“Yes!  Exactly!”  Wu  Xin  threw  his  head  back  and  laughed hysterically,  his  mirth  laden  with  madness.  Tears  rolled  down  his cheeks. His fists hammered upon the armrests of his chair, and his heels  drummed  against  the  dreamscape’s  floor.  Raphael  realized that  he  was  witnessing  the  complete  mental  breakdown  of  an ancient, powerful, and tormented being. A chill crept down his spine as  he  wondered  if  he  were  looking  at  a  mirror  to  the  future  and seeing his reflection many, many centuries hence. 

“Goodbye, Wu Xin.” Raphael stood up and reached out to the blue-green globe. He expanded it to its original size with a thought. 

“I’ll see you soon.” 

The  Chimeric  Emperor  kept  laughing  as  the  globe  filled Raphael’s  vision.  Raphael  blinked,  and  then  he  was  falling  through the skies. The upper towers of the Defiant Citadel came up to meet him. He passed through their floors, descending into his room, where his body lay, entwined with Eliza’s. 

He  opened  his  eyes.  Eliza’s  scent  and  the  feel  of  her  skin over  his  washed  over  his  senses  as  she  shifted  in  his  arms  and mumbled softly in her sleep. He knew, then and there, that he would never end up like Wu Xin, not when he had his friends and family by his side. 

Raphael smiled and held Eliza tighter. 

Chapter 18







“She is late,” Orfeo said, looking up and marking the position of  the  sun  in  the  sky.  He  dismissed  Glacial  Edge,  returning  the halberd to its extra-dimensional storage. “Very late.” 

“Yes.” Raphael sighed and shook his head. He put Heavenly Peal aside too. “Sorry, Orfeo. But you know how Sylvia is.” 

“I  do  indeed.”  The  knight  shrugged.  “But  no  matter.  We completed  a  few  hours  of  solid  sparring,  so  I  wouldn’t  count  the morning  wasted,  Raphael.  Your  skill  with  the  polearm  is  coming along  nicely.  I  daresay  you  will  be  my  equal  within  a  year  or  two, provided you keep practicing.” 

“I’ll do my best.” Raphael clasped hands with Orfeo. “Thanks for your time. I really appreciate you training with me like this, Orfeo.” 

“You’re very welcome, Raphael, but I needed the practice too, and you have proven to be an excellent sparring partner.” The knight bowed.  “I  am  due  to  meet  with  Lord  Huo  Xian,  so  I  shall  bid  you farewell for now. I will return later in the afternoon to train alongside the rest of your war party.” 

“See you later.” Raphael nodded. 

Orfeo  walked  over  to  the  far  end  of  the  courtyard  and reached  for  the  door  to  a  hallway  that  led  into  the  depths  of  the Defiant  Citadel.  Before  his  fingers  could  close  around  its  steel handle,  the  door  exploded  off  its  hinges  and  slammed  into  the knight’s face, hurling his armored form into the air before dropping it into a rolling tumble that ended at Raphael’s feet. 

“Orfeo!” Raphael cried, leaning over the knight and frantically casting  a  Lesser  Heal  on  his  crumpled  form.  Fortunately  for  Orfeo, his Fortify spell hadn’t worn off yet, and he was still clad in his Regal

Veil, so the worst of his injuries were a bruised jaw, a bleeding nose, and a sizable lump on the back of his skull. 

“Hey, it isn’t broken, is it?” Sylvia asked, striding through the demolished walkway with a horrified Eliza in tow. The elf gestured at the dazed knight as she approached, ignoring Raphael’s glare. “His nose, I mean. Wouldn’t want Fei Xue’s pony to become less pretty.” 

“Greetings,  Lady  Shadowsoul,”  Orfeo  said  stiffly  as  he struggled  to  his  feet  and  rubbed  his  jaw.  “I  see  you  are  your  usual spirited self. Alas, I am engaged elsewhere and cannot train with you this morning.” 

“Eh, it’s fine.” Sylvia slapped the knight’s pauldron. “We don’t need you right now. Run along, then.” 

“Lady  Wildwynd,”  Orfeo  said,  bowing  to  Eliza.  “A  good morning to you.” 

“Are you alright, Ofeo?” she asked, her eyes wide with horror. 

“You flew nearly thirty feet. I saw it!” 

“I  healed  his  injuries,”  Raphael  said,  wincing.  “But  Orfeo,  I think you should check in with Gabby later, just to be sure. You did hit your head pretty hard just now.” 

“I  will.”  Orfeo  touched  the  back  of  his  head  gingerly.  He bowed once more, then strode away unsteadily. 

“Sylvia!”  Eliza  snapped,  tweaking  one  of  the  elf’s  ears.  “You could have hurt him badly! What were you thinking? Did you need to destroy another of the Defiant Citadel’s doors?” 

Raphael looked past the squirming elf at the wreckage of the door  she’d  kicked  in.  He  shook  his  head.  Not  even  Koshi  could salvage that mess. 

“He’ll  be  fine!”  Sylvia  yelped.  “And  who  cares  about  the doors? Nobody, I tell you, nobody!” 

“You’re  late,  Sylvia,”  Raphael  said  as  Eliza  finally  released the  elf,  leaving  her  to  moan  and  rub  her  reddened  ear.  “What happened?” 

“Remember that custom order I placed with Connell?” Sylvia asked,  all  traces  of  her  earlier  dismay  vanishing  in  the  blink  of  an eye. “It’s ready!” 

“That’s great, Sylvia,” Raphael said. “Where is it?” 

“Let’s  discuss  recompense  first,”  Sylvia  replied,  leering  at both  Raphael  and  Eliza.  “We’ve  already  established  that  I  take payment  in  many  forms.  Now  that  you  and  Eliza  are  playing  hide-the-cucumber every night, I suppose she can also help you pay off your—ow!” 

“Sylvia,  no,”  Eliza  said,  giving  the  elf’s  other  ear  one  last tweak before releasing it. “I mean it.” 

“No  one  has  a  sense  of  humor  these  days,”  Sylvia complained, rubbing both her ears. 

“Sylvia, I’d be happy to pay you back the money, but it’s going to take a while,” Raphael said. “Also, if we do find any more precious enchanted items in our travels, you can have my share.” 

“Deal!” Sylvia nudged Eliza. “Get your blade out! We’re going to work a bit on swordplay now.” 

Eliza  met  Raphael’s  gaze  and  grinned  as  she  drew  her sword.  She’d  fought  alongside  him  all  this  time  but  never  actually sparred  against  him.  The  eager  light  in  her  eyes  told  Raphael  she was looking forward to crossing blades with him. 

“Better not let down your guard, Raphael,” she said teasingly as  she  strode  to  the  center  of  the  courtyard  and  fell  into  a  combat stance. “Otherwise, I might—” 

“Poke him instead of the other way around?” Sylvia cackled, her  fingers  flashing  through  an  increasingly  obscene  series  of gestures. 

Eliza rolled her eyes while Raphael groaned inwardly. 

Raphael  retrieved  the  dancing  steel  sword  from  his  bracer and let it hang in the air beside him. He extended the first two fingers of  his  left  hand  while  keeping  the  others  tucked  into  his  palm.  The

sword  spun  into  readiness  as  he  raised  his  left  hand  and  traced  a circle in the air. 

“Ready?” he asked Eliza. 

The Dragon Knight’s grin widened as she sheathed her body in draconic armor. 

“I  am,”  she  replied,  raising  her  blade,  Cloud  Slicer.  “First scale lost?” 

“Works for me.” Raphael smiled, falling into a combat stance as well. “You’d better—” 

Sylvia  walked  over,  snatched  the  sword  by  the  hilt,  and tossed it over her shoulder, breaking the mental connection between the blade and Raphael. 

“What...?”  Raphael  began  before  the  elf  smacked  him  over the back of the head. “Sylvia! Hey!” 

“Why are you using that plain old thing when I had this made for  you?”  Sylvia  asked,  before  uttering  a  few  arcane  syllables  that brought  a  swirl  of  violet  light  into  existence  over  her  palm.  The  elf drew out a sword of black steel and tossed it, hilt-first, into Raphael’s grasp. 

Raphael’s  eyes  widened  as  he  took  a  closer  look  at  the weapon. Its blade was straight and wide, tapering to its point nearly four feet from the top of its hilt. There was no crossguard. Instead, it had a spherical twist of dark metal immediately beneath the blade. A silvery bead sat at the heart of the sphere, held in place by lines of metal webbing from the inner walls of its encasement. The hilt was contoured  to  Raphael’s  grip,  and  it  sat  comfortably  in  his  palm. 

Another  spherical  twist  served  as  the  sword’s  pommel,  neatly mirroring  the  one  between  the  hilt  and  the  blade;  it  had  a  silvery bead at its heart too. 

He reached out to it with his mind, and the sword responded immediately, latching onto his will and leaping free from his grasp to hang in the air before him. 

“This is wonderful, Sylvia!” Raphael said. “You had this sword made for me?” 

Sylvia  retrieved  her  own  blade,  Willowflight,  and  patted  it fondly upon the pommel. 

“Willowflight  here  wouldn’t  stop  going  on  about  how  you deserved  a  dancing  sword  of  your  own  after  you  wielded  her  so gloriously against Vukaste,” the elf explained, referring to her sword as  a  feminine  entity  in  her  usual  fashion.  “I  agreed  too,  and  I  was going  to  get  one  made  when  we  returned  to  Lucia  City.  But  then Connell showed up here, and the rest is history!” 

“Thanks,  Sylvia!”  Raphael  angled  the  blade  horizontally  as Eliza walked over to take a closer look. 

The Dragon Knight’s eyes widened in amazement. “This must have cost a fortune! Sylvia, I know you have a ridiculous amount of money stashed away, since the only thing you’ve ever bought over the last decade is alcohol, but you must not have a lot of it left now, thanks to this sword.” 

“And it’s worth every copper!” Sylvia punched Raphael in the shoulder, hard enough to make him wince. “Now go on! Try it out!” 

“Does it have a name?” Raphael asked. 

“That’s up to you.” The elf smiled, dismissing Willowflight and crossing her arms. “It’s your sword, now. You name it!” 

Raphael  turned  to  Eliza,  but  the  Dragon  Knight  shook  her head and laughed. 

“Go ahead, Raphael,” she said. “I’m with Sylvia on this one. 

She had this sword made just for you, so you should be the only one to give it a name.” 

“Alright.”  Raphael  looked  at  the  dancing  sword  and  cupped his chin in his left hand. Rayne peeked its head out of his belt pouch. 

“You can do it, Magus,” the faerie dragon said. “After all, you named me, didn’t you?” 

“I’m  not  sure  it’s  the  same,  Rayne,”  Raphael  replied, scratching the dragon gently across the back of its head. The faerie

dragon  purred  with  pleasure.  “Your  name  popped  into  my  head almost as soon as I saw you. It’s almost as if  you told me who you are,  and  I  simply  felt  that  ‘Rayne’  best  described  everything  about you.” 

“Yeah!”  Sylvia  petted  Rayne  as  well,  much  to  the  faerie dragon’s delight. “I got to name this little fellow Facekiller, so you get to name your dancing sword. Fair is fair, right?” 

“My  name  isn’t  Facekiller,”  Rayne  protested,  rearing  back from  the  elf’s  touch  in  annoyance,  though  of  course,  the  faerie dragon’s words came out as unintelligible squeaks to Sylvia, as they did  to  anyone  beyond  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  “Hey!  No! 

Stop being weird, elf!” 

Rayne’s  irritated  squeaks  turned  into  an  squawk  as  Sylvia yanked the faerie dragon out of Raphael’s belt pouch and rubbed its cheek against hers. 

“Aw,  you  little  cutie,”  the  elf  crooned.  “We’ll  get  you  some brandy soaked apples after this, Facekiller!” 

“Apples?”  Rayne’s  ears  perked  up.  The  faerie  dragon abandoned its attempts to bite Sylvia on the nose. “I like the sound of that!” 

“We’ll get you some apples, Rayne,” Eliza said, sighing. “But absolutely no brandy for you. Dragons shouldn’t get drunk.” 

“But  I’m  not  a  true  dragon,”  Rayne  complained  petulantly.  It perched  itself  on  Sylvia’s  shoulder  and  flapped  its  wings  excitedly. 

“Let’s go, elf! The Magus and Knight Eliza can train. Though they’ll probably give up halfway, go back to their room, and mate instead. 

Again.” 

“Rayne!” Eliza gasped, her cheeks burning. 

Raphael  blinked  in  surprise  and  horror  at  the  words  falling from the faerie dragon’s mouth. Rayne had become much more self-aware and articulate over the last few weeks. 

“Sylvia  can’t  understand  you,  Rayne,”  Raphael  said,  before he caught the mischievous glint in the elf’s eyes. Raphael looked at

her.  “Unless  she’s  used  an  eavesdropping  spell  to  hear  my thoughts...” 

“Now, Raphael, we’ve been over this before.” Sylvia chuckled weakly. “You know I would never do such a thing.” 

“Sylvia...”  Eliza  rounded  on  the  elf  as  she  began  to  back away,  Rayne  still  perched  on  her  shoulder.  “What’s  this  about  an eavesdropping spell?” 

“Oh,  you  know,  Mind  Tap,  a  Mind  Magic  spell  of  the Intermediate  Order.  Allows  you  to  sense  whatever  the  target  of  the spell is sensing.” Sylvia shrugged, before clearing her throat uneasily as  Raphael  glared  at  her.  “Not  that  I  would  ever  cast  and  maintain such  a  spell  on  any  of  you,  not  when  it’s  nigh  undetectable,  nearly impossible to dispel, and consumes almost no spell dust at all after its initial cast...” 

“Oh.  I  think  you’d  better  get  going  now,  elf.”  Rayne  bumped its snout against Sylvia’s ear. “Get me those apples first before the Magus and Knight Eliza start yelling at you.” 

“Rayne!”  Raphael  chided,  appalled  at  the  faerie  dragon’s betrayal. 

“That’s  a  good  idea,  Facekiller,”  Sylvia  said,  confirming Raphael’s  worst  suspicions.  The  elf  turned  and  fled  across  the courtyard, dodging Eliza’s attempt to tackle her. She paused at the ruined  doorway,  waved  once,  then  disappeared  into  the  Defiant Citadel. 

“I  can’t  believe  it...”  Eliza  said,  shaking  her  head incredulously. “Did Rayne just...  abandon us? For apples?” 

“It  definitely  seems  that  way,”  Raphael  replied.  “I  was  just thinking about how Rayne’s changed a lot recently. Maybe the more Draconic Braziers I ignite, the smarter Rayne becomes.” 

“Gabby  and  I  are  going  to  tickle  the  faerie  dragon  so  hard later,” Eliza promised, before turning back to the dancing sword. “But in the meantime, we’d better get back to our training. Any ideas for your sword’s name yet?” 

“Nocturnal Gleam,” Raphael decided, after a few moments of pondering. The name reflected the blade’s predominantly black hue and  the  gleaming  silver  adorning  its  edges  and  the  spheres  above and below its hilt. It also paid suitable homage to Sylvia Shadowsoul, which  he  certainly  felt  she  deserved,  no  matter  how  annoyed  he currently was with her. 

“That’s  quite  fitting,”  Eliza  said,  absently  looping  her  arm around his. She’d sheathed her own blade sometime ago. Raphael brought Nocturnal Gleam around in an experimental cut through the air  from  five  feet  away  before  placing  the  sword  inside  the  spatial enchantment  of  his  bracer.  Eliza  grinned  at  the  sight  and  held  him tighter. 

“We’re not going to train, are we?” she asked. 

Raphael  matched  her  grin.  “No,  we  aren’t,”  he  said  as  he began leading her out of the courtyard, trying hard not to think about Sylvia’s eavesdropping spell. 

Chapter 19







The  sixth  day  passed,  and  as  the  seventh  day  dawned, Janan sent out runners across the Defiant Citadel to announce that they  would  be  arriving  at  the  Wind  Bastion  within  eighteen  hours, spurring the Hell Drakes into making their final preparations for war. 

In contrast, the war party decided to rest. They’d done all the training and drilling they could. Fenix had managed to diagram Veil Weave into scrolls for Sylvia, Gabriella, and Shiomi the previous day, but Raphael had taken one look at how complex the spell was and quickly  realized  that  no  one  would  be  able  to  learn  it  before  their arrival at the Wind Bastion. Fenix would be the only mage capable of casting Veil Weave during their confrontation with Vukaste. Gabriella and  the  battlemage  still  weren’t  on  speaking  terms,  but  Eliza  was certain that the rift between the two would heal in time. 

Up on the dragon-perch, Raphael brought Eliza to the Fourth Draconic Brazier. She laughed in delight as she brought Skyfang into her  grasp  using  her  own   Ryu-To-Ki.  That  was  the  only  draconic weapon that she could wield by herself, though. She would still need Raphael’s assistance if she wanted to use Ragebane or Sunkiller. 

“Thanks,  Raphael,”  Eliza  said,  dismissing  the  golden  sword. 

“It feels so strange bringing out Skyfang by myself.” 

“Using  the  draconic  weapons  drains  a  lot  of   Ryu-To-Ki,” 

Raphael  reminded  her.  “My  reserves  are  still  much  greater  than yours, so feel free to draw upon them instead.” 

“I know.” She took her hands in his and smiled. “I know I can always count on you.” 

Koshi  and  Shiomi  arrived  upon  the  dragon-perch  then,  the latter in her draconic form. The older Dragon Knight walked over to Raphael, trailed closely by the youngling. 

“Raph, you wanted to speak to us here?” Koshi asked. 

“Yes,”  Raphael  said.  He  looked  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian and cast it over Koshi, Shiomi, and Eliza. “After destroying the last three towers, I freed the soul fragments used to create them. 

But the draconic power I got from doing that isn’t enough to enhance the Defiant Citadel again.” 

“I  see,”  Koshi  said  somberly.  “Yes,  I  can  sense  it.  The  last three  towers  took  a  huge  toll  on  Shiomi  the  Defiant.  I  shudder  to think about what state the rest of her soul is in at the Wind Bastion.” 

“Poor  Shiomi,”  the  youngling  Shiomi  said,  referring  to  her older namesake. “I feel so bad for her, but we’ll help her. Won’t we, Raphael?” 

“We will.” Raphael patted Shiomi on the head. “By the end of tomorrow, Shiomi the Defiant will be able to truly pass on to her final rest.” 

“What can be done with this power, then?” Eliza asked. “Can you use it to get you to the Tenth Draconic Brazier?” 

“I don’t think so.” Raphael smiled sheepishly. “I haven’t even taken a good look at what lies within the Ninth yet. But to get back on track, no. The power I obtained from casting Deliverance on the last three soul fragments isn’t nearly enough to advance me to the Tenth Draconic Brazier.” 

“We’ll  get  you  there  the  traditional  way,”  Eliza  promised,  a grin tugging at her lips. 

Raphael  nodded,  mirroring  her  grin.  Undergoing  dual cultivation with Eliza had allowed Raphael to make astounding leaps and  gains  in  strengthening  his   Ryu-To-Ki.  He  didn’t  doubt  that  it wouldn’t be long before the Tenth Draconic Brazier lay within reach. 

“I  was  thinking  that  I  could  somehow  use  this  power  on  the three  of  you,”  Raphael  said.  “Koshi,  you  can’t  go  beyond  the  Sixth Draconic Brazier, right? 

“That  is  correct,  Raph.  No  further  Braziers  exist  within  my soul,” Koshi confirmed. “I cultivate now to retain my  Ryu-To-Ki, but I

can neither strengthen nor expand it any further.” 

“That’s  what  I  thought,”  Raphael  said.  “Now,  it’s  taken  me several days to figure out how, but I think I can do something about that.” 

“What?” Koshi blinked in astonishment. “Are you saying that you might be able to give me a path to the Seventh and beyond?” 

“No, not exactly. I did give it some thought though, and I took a long and careful look at the Seventh and Eighth Braziers through the light of the Dragon Meridian,” Raphael said, furrowing his brow. 

“At the moment, I don’t think the Seventh Brazier and the power of the  Draconic  Trace  is  accessible  to  Dragon  Knights  or  dragons. 

Neither are the Eighth Brazier and the Dragon Sigil. But what I think I can do is create  more  Braziers alongside the First and at least all the way up to the Fourth. If you manage to ignite all those Braziers, you should  get  double  their  effects  and  have  access  to  yet  another draconic weapon.” 

“That would be truly wondrous,” Koshi said. 

Eliza nodded as well, her eyes wide with awe. 

Shiomi  rolled  her  shoulders  in  the  draconic  equivalent  of  a shrug.  “I  haven’t  even  been  able  to  ignite  even  the  First,”  she  said ruefully. “But I’m getting there!” 

“You  definitely  are,”  Koshi  agreed,  casting  a  proud  smile  at the dragon, before turning back to Raphael. “How would that work, Raph? What must we do?” 

“Nothing at all. Just look to the light of the Dragon Meridian,” 

Raphael said, gesturing for the two Dragon Knights and Shiomi to sit around  him.  They  did  so,  with  their  eyes  closed  and  their  postures meditative.  First,  he  reached  for  the  strange  well  of  energy—his divine  essence—that  sat  alongside  his   Ryu-To-Ki  and  mana reserves,  withdrew  a  small  amount,  and  held  it  closely  to  the  very core  of  his  being.  Next,  he  brought  out  the  draconic  power  he’d acquired after releasing Shiomi the Defiant’s soul fragments and let it mix  with  his  divine  essence,  before  pulsing  it  through  the  threads that connected his soul to those of Koshi, Eliza, and Shiomi. 

Koshi’s  and  Eliza’s  eyes  shot  open  in  surprise.  The  older Dragon Knight was the first to speak. 

“By Namakhut, Raph!” he said. “I think you succeeded! I can sense it now, four unlit Braziers set alongside my ignited six!” 

“I can feel it too,” Eliza confirmed, her features stricken with wondrous  awe.  She  reached  out  and  squeezed  one  of  Shiomi’s foreclaws gently. “What about you, Shiomi?” 

“Yes, if I look closely enough through the light of the Dragon Meridian,  I  can  sense  exactly  what  Raphael  described.”  Shiomi nodded eagerly before she frowned, as if an unpleasant thought had just occurred. 

“What’s wrong?” Raphael asked her. 

The youngling sighed. “I just realized I now have a lot more cultivation to do before I’ll be done,” she grumbled. Shiomi shrugged again. “Oh well. Koshi keeps saying that hard work builds character. 

I’ll work hard, and I’ll be the best dragon there ever was!” 

“I’m  sure  you  will!”  Raphael  agreed.  He  looked  at  Koshi.  “I know  you’ve  been  working  on  getting  used  to  your  dragon  form, Koshi, but now you can also continue cultivating your  Ryu-To-Ki and ignite more Draconic Braziers.” 

“That’s  right.”  Koshi  grinned  eagerly.  “I’ll  be  able  to  attain greater  heights  of  power.  By  Namakhut,  I’ve  not  felt  this  way  in eons.” 

“Eliza,  we  can  also  work  on  igniting  these  ‘parallel’  Braziers instead of reaching for the Fifth or Sixth,” Raphael said. “I’ll leave it up to you to decide.” 

“We’ll  see  which  best  serves  our  purposes  at  the  moment.” 

Eliza  closed  her  eyes.  Through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian, Raphael  sensed  her  cycling  her   Ryu-To-Ki  through  her  system, allowing  it  to  briefly  touch  upon  the  unlit  Braziers  beside  her  First through Fourth. “This is really amazing, Raphael.” 

“If  you  bring  another  dragon  to  life,  can  you  do  this  for  him and maybe his Dragon Knight too?” Shiomi asked. 

“I believe I have enough power left to do the same for another dragon,”  Raphael  said.  “And  I  think  any  Dragon  Knight  chosen  by this  dragon  would  also  have  these  new  Braziers  within  his  or  her soul.  I  might  even  be  able  to  do  this  for  more  dragons  after  I  cast Deliverance on the rest of Shiomi’s soul fragments.” 

“A  contingent  of  dragons  and  their  Knights  empowered  thus would be a force of unparalleled power, Raph,” Koshi mused. 

Raphael looked into the distance, where the Wind Bastion lay many hours away. He thought back to his conversation with Wu Xin. 

“I  think  we’re  going  to  need  as  much  power  as  we  can  get, Koshi,” he said. 

Chapter 20







Raphael  was  standing  beside  Janan  at  her  command  post when  the  Wind  Bastion  came  into  view.  It  was  a  mighty  fortress, nearly as large as the Defiant Citadel used to be, before Shiomi the Defiant’s  death.  The  Wind  Bastion  had  three  concentric  rings  of thick,  unyielding  stone  curtain  walls,  each  of  them  replete  with battlements  and  many  dozens  of  turrets  upon  which  archers  could be massed and artillery could be mounted. Behind each curtain wall lay four defensive keeps, their fortifications covering every direction. 

At  the  heart  of  the  Wind  Bastion  stood  its  main,  central  keep,  a towering  structure  of  solid  stone  bristling  with  turrets  and battlements. 

“Look  at  those  walls,  armsman,”  Janan  snarled.  “Tell  me. 

What do you see?” 

“They’re  undamaged,”  Raphael  replied,  sweeping  his  gaze over  the  Wind  Bastion’s  fortifications.  “The  ogres  didn’t  break  them down to capture this place. They were probably let in.” 

“That’s  right.”  The  High  Captain  clenched  her  fists.  “I’ll  bet you a thousand gold coins the Wind Mages have gone underground somewhere in the Yamato Republic.” 

“I’m  not  going  to  take  that  bet,  ma’am,”  Raphael  replied. 

“What are we going to do about them?” 

“Right  now?  Nothing,”  Janan  said.  “If  we’re  still  alive  at  the end of all this? I’ll personally fund several of my captains to take their war  parties,  hunt  down  the  treacherous  bastards,  and  skin  them alive.” 

Raphael  turned  his  attention  back  to  the  Wind  Bastion.  He was  now  close  enough  to  see  how  it  was  packed  with  so  many goblins  that  they  spilled  over  its  walls  and  covered  the  open  plains

beyond.  The  skies  above  the  Wind  Bastion  swarmed  with  harpies and  winged  hydras,  each  of  the  nine-headed  monsters  bearing  an assortment of armored and robed ogres upon its back. 

As the Defiant Citadel advanced, ominous whistling filled the air. A moment later, Raphael spotted hundreds of ballistae bolts and boulders  soaring  toward  the  Defiant  Citadel,  only  for  all  of  them  to fall short and slam into the plains below. 

“A  ranging  volley,”  Janan  growled.  “They  have  artillery.  Of course.  Why  wouldn’t  they?”  She  turned  to  one  of  her  aides.  “Full stop. Now.” 

The Hell Drake ran to the edge of his platform and waved a red  flag.  Raphael  knew  that  someone  on  a  lower  ledge  would  see the  flag  and  pass  on  the  message  all  the  way  to  the  chamber  in which  the  inverted  pyramid  of  black  stone  sat.  That  was  where  the Hell  Drakes  piloted  the  Defiant  Citadel.  The  Heart  Chamber,  sitting so high up in open air, was too vulnerable. 

The Defiant Citadel came to a complete halt readily enough, just in time for the ogres’ forces to launch another volley of bolts and boulders. This time, a few ballistae bolts actually traveled far enough to strike the Defiant Citadel’s curtain walls. Sparks flared beneath the impact  of  steel  against  surfaces  of  shimmering  blue  force,  but without exception, all of the bolts broke apart and fell earthward in a cascade of metallic shards and wooden splinters. 

 We’re still too far,  Raphael realized.  Even if they hit us from here, it won’t be with a lot of force. 

“Do your thing, armsman,” Janan prompted. 

Raphael  nodded,  then  fed   Ryu-To-Ki   to  the  Eighth  Brazier. 

The Dragon Sigil blazed from his back and took its place in the skies. 

A thunderous cheer arose from the Hell Drakes manning the Defiant Citadel’s  battlements  and  turrets.  In  contrast,  a  collective  groan  of fear  and  despair  oozed  from  the  goblins  and  harpies.  The  goblins amassed on the plains directly in front of the Defiant Citadel wavered and quailed as the Dragon Sigil’s light fell upon them, but the ogres

standing  amidst  their  ranks  soon  restored  order  with  their  fists, whips, and barked threats. 

“Advance!”  Janan  commanded.  The  aide  with  the  red  flag raised another one in his fist and waved it again. The High Captain turned to another Hell Drake. “Order the artillery crews to commence frontal  bombardment.  I  want  the  ballistae  to  engage  in  counter-battery fire. Have the trebuchets target massed infantry formations.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” the Hell Drake ran off, colored flags clutched in her fists. 

A massive shadow swooped over the command post. It was Tian Mo, bearing Huo Xian, Orfeo, and the Grand Prince’s crimson-armored  bodyguards.  The  Grand  Prince  would  fight  alongside  the Hell  Drakes  until  the  Defiant  Citadel  was  in  position  to  send  an assault  platform  directly  into  the  central  keep  of  the  Wind  Bastion. 

According  to  missives  from  Yun  Shen,  the  Guild  Master  of  the  Hell Drakes,  Shiomi’s  remains  and  the  Wind  Mages’  ritual  chambers were  located  in  the  subterranean  levels  of  the  main  keep.  The chambers’  walls  were  covered  in  amplification  runes  and  myriad long-lasting spells that amplified any magical endeavors. This meant that  Vukaste  would  be  conducting  whatever  ritual  he  thought  could destroy  the  mana  vortex  there  too,  using    the  warp  energy  he’d collected  from  the  towers.  And  if  that  were  the  case,  then  Fei  Xue would almost certainly be present as well. 

The  Defiant  Citadel  began  its  advance.  It  was  nearly  two hundred  feet  above  the  ground,  already  as  high  in  the  skies  as  it could  ascend.  That  gave  it  a  huge  positional  advantage  over  the ogres’  artillery,  Raphael  realized,  as  more  ballistae  bolts  and boulders  screeched  toward  the  curtain  walls  of  force.  More  of  the siege projectiles struck home this time, but most of them did so at an awkward angle, falling away uselessly without hurting any of the Hell Drakes upon the outermost battlements. 

They were now close enough for Raphael to see the goblins manning  the  ogres’  artillery  positions.  The  gangly,  red-skinned

monsters hollered and capered as they reloaded their war machines and cranked their mechanisms back to readiness. 

But  now  it  was  the  Hell  Drakes’  turn.  Swishes  and  thumps filled the air as trebuchet arms flung their loads through the skies. A moment later, leaden spheres burst apart in the air above the plains, sending torrents of flame and frost washing over screaming goblins. 

An ogre ballista battery atop a turret burst apart beneath the impact of  a  half-dozen  bolts.  The  mangled  remains  of  its  goblin  crew tumbled  through  the  air  to  fall  among  their  massed  kin.  More ballistae  fire  annihilated  a  brace  of  trebuchets  atop  the  Wind Bastion’s battlements. 

And then the Defiant Citadel was swooping above the goblins on the plains. The monsters raised a sea of bows and sent clouds of barbed arrows arcing toward the underside of the flying fortress. But the Defiant Citadel was too high up in the skies. The goblins’ arrows strained  upward  until  their  flight  was  spent,  only  to  fall  back  down again, amidst those that had loosed them. 

Ogre  ballistae  bolts  sliced  toward  the  Defiant  Citadel,  this time  with  enough  accuracy  and  power  for  the  flying  fortress’s magical defenses to register them as threats. The statues of Shiomi ringing  the  battlements  intercepted  the  incoming  shafts  with  beams of force, turning many of them into clouds of splinters, but some still got  through.  As  Raphael  watched,  three  bolts  slammed  into  an artillery position atop one of the Defiant Citadel’s turrets, slaying its crew and sending them tumbling from the skies in bloodied chunks. 

A cluster of armsmen and mages manning the battlements vanished suddenly, turned into crimson mist by the flight of a hurtling boulder. 

Human screams of pain and loss began to rise into the air. 

“The  enemy  has  begun  boarding  attempts,  High  Captain,” 

one of Janan’s aides said, reading off a strip of paper passed to him by  a  Hell  Drake  runner.  “Goblins  ascending  on  Earth  Magic platforms.  Harpies  beginning  their  airborne  advance.  We  will  be assailed from every direction, including the underside.” 

“All  Hell  Drakes,  stand  by  and  repel  boarders!”  Janan commanded, her voice carrying magically from her command post to wash over the fortress’s defenses. “Our enemies are upon us! Slay them and cast their carcasses from our walls!” 

The  Hell  Drakes  roared  in  assent.  Blades,  axes,  and hammers  rose  in  mailed  fists.  Magical  energy  swirled  across  the battlements in the form of readied spells. Eight thousand Hell Drakes stood ready for battle against at least ten times their number. 

Janan  gestured  for  a  pair  of  aides  to  take  away  the assortment of charts, maps, and diagrams that usually accompanied her. The Hell Drakes, armsmen both, dropped the documents into a steel lockbox, before shoving it through a doorway, which they then shut and locked. Janan hefted her weapon, a two-handed battleaxe with  sweeping  blades,  and  grinned  savagely.  Her  bodyguards  drew their weapons too and stepped into formation around her. 

Raphael  hefted  his  glaive.  Nocturnal  Gleam  floated  by  his side,  its  silvered  edges  thirsting  for  the  blood  of  his  foes.  Dancing swords,  he’d  realized,  especially  powerful  ones,  had  some semblance  of  consciousness.  He’d  suspected  as  much  when  he’d wielded Willowflight against Vukaste, but now he knew that for a fact, with Nocturnal Gleam bound fully to his will. 

“Your war party better hold the platform rooms until we’re in position, armsman,” Janan said. “Or we’ll be heading into our doom.” 

“They will,” Raphael promised her. 

The Defiant Citadel cast its assault platforms from expansive chambers located in its lowest levels, which would be exempt neither from the wrath of the goblins ascending on tides of Earth Magic nor the  fury  of  the  swarming  harpies.  The  rest  of  the  war  party  were already  there,  alongside  a  complement  of  other  Hell  Drakes.  They would  have  to  hold  the  platform  rooms  until  the  Defiant  Citadel arrived  at  the  Wind  Bastion’s  main  keep.  Once  that  happened, Raphael  and  Huo  Xian  would  join  them,  and  they  would  take  the fight to Vukaste himself. 

Raphael and Huo Xian remained above, the latter in the skies and  the  former  radiating  the  Dragon  Sigil  from  atop  Janan’s command post. They were there to draw the attention of the ogres’

elite  warriors,  and  they’d  definitely  succeeded  in  doing  so,  judging from the dozen hydras that barged through the clouds of swarming harpies and converged upon the command post. 

“Concentrate  artillery  fire  on  those  stupid  bastards,”  Janan growled. 

An  aide  rushed  away.  Moments  later,  massed  ballistae transfixed a hydra’s torso, before leaden spheres broke apart across its  body  and  set  its  riders  ablaze  with  magical  fire.  The  nine-head monster writhed and roared as it plummeted from the skies and into the midst of shrieking goblins, crushing dozens of them beneath its exploding bulk. 

Another  hydra  fell,  then  another.  Empowered  by  the  Dragon Sigil,  the  Hell  Drakes  artillerymen  worked  their  siege  weapons  at  a blistering  pace  and  with  horrific  lethality.  Only  four  hydras  closed enough to descend upon the command post, their hides bristling with arrows  and  crossbow  bolts  and  savaged  by  magical  ice,  fire,  and lightning. 

Tian Mo swooped forth to meet them. The chimera lashed out with  a  swarm  of  bladed  limbs.  The  hydras  snapped  their  fanged maws and breathed columns of fire at Tian Mo. Huo Xian retaliated with flames of his own, thousands of times hotter and more furious than  that  which  spewed  from  the  ogres’  grotesque  mounts.  His bodyguards engaged the ogres that hopped upon Tian Mo’s body. 

Still,  a  single  hydra  made  it  through.  It  crashed  down  upon Janan’s  command  post.  Two  of  its  heads  snapped  out,  instantly decapitating a pair of Hell Drakes armsmen. A third head snatched up  a  mage  and  forced  his  kicking  and  screaming  body  down  its throat.  The  remaining  six  heads  glared  at  Janan  and  opened  their mouths. Flames poured from their maws. 

Raphael stepped in front of the High Captain and opened his own mouth. A titanic beam of force lanced out, originating from the

sphere  of  sapphire  light  that  had  blazed  into  existence  a  foot  from Raphael’s  lips.  The  force  beam  tore  into  the  hydra’s  flames, scattered  it  to  the  winds,  and  then  ripped  into  the  monster’s  torso. 

Raphael  swept  the  beam  up,  slicing  the  hydra  in  half  and dismembering  three  of  its  riders.  The  remaining  five  ogres  hopped off its back. All of them were armored, and Raphael recognized their leader. 

“Dragon  Magus!”  Subtha  hissed  as  he  charged  at  Raphael and lashed out with a massive two-handed sword. “I will claim your skull this time!” 

Raphael dashed aside the ogre blademaster’s weapon with a sweep  of  his  glaive.  Nocturnal  Gleam  darted  forward  to  carve  a bloodied  furrow  across  Subtha’s  torso,  the  dancing  sword  slicing readily through his breastplate of dark steel. 

The  blademaster  didn’t  relent.  He  pressed  forward,  trailing blood  in  his  wake,  and  arced  his  sword  around  into  an  intricate offensive  routine,  feinting,  dipping,  then  cutting  at  Raphael’s  throat and  eyes.  Raphael  spun  Heavenly  Peal  to  his  defense,  locking  the blade  of  his  glaive  with  Subtha’s  sword,  then  tearing  it  from  the ogre’s grasp with his superior strength and leverage. 

Subtha  backpedaled,  barely  avoiding  Raphael’s  riposte  that would  have  hacked  him  in  half  at  the  waist.  The  ogre  snarled  and drew a pair of smaller swords from his belt. Raphael took a moment to glance over his shoulder. 

Harpies had descended upon the Defiant Citadel, and goblins were at the walls. All across the flying fortress, Hell Drakes fought, killed, and died, even with the Dragon Sigil blazing in the skies. More and more hydras engaged Tian Mo and Huo Xian, and more ogres landed  upon  the  command  platform.  Janan  was  trading  blows  with an armored ogre who also wielded an axe, while her bodyguard kept her flanks and back clear. 

Subtha  surged  to  the  offensive  once  more,  and  Raphael charged  in  to  meet  him.  Heavenly  Peal  descended  upon  the  ogre blademaster’s skull. Subtha blocked the glaive with crossed blades. 

Raphael gashed him across the side and hip with Nocturnal Gleam, sending  him  reeling,  before  being  forced  to  redirect  the  dancing sword into the throats of two other ogres that had managed to circle around  and  behind  him.  A  dozen  armored  ogres  crashed  down  in front of Raphael, their flashing blades preventing him from advancing upon Subtha and finishing the blademaster off. 

Raphael  called  sensations  of  warmth,  security,  and  strength to his mind, before bathing them in mana from his soul. The arcane syllables  of  Obsidian  Flow  poured  from  his  lips.  The  lumenstone beneath  his  feet  roiled  and  writhed  as  it  turned  into  draconic obsidian.  Raphael  raised  the  gleaming  black  stone  into  the  air  with his will, then shaped it into a barrage of earthen needles. He roared as he blasted the slender obsidian spikes from his body in a frontal arc, so that they ripped through enchanted plate armor, shields, and magical barriers before reducing the ogres in front of him into clouds of crimson mist. 

The  blademaster  whirled  his  swords  and  managed  to  cut nearly three dozen obsidian needles from the air. He surged through the  spinning  shards  of  black  stone  and  charged  at  Raphael  once more.  Raphael  sent  Nocturnal  Gleam  out,  aiming  its  edges  at  the ogre’s  ankles.  Subtha  hopped  over  the  dancing  sword.  His  blades clashed a hundred times against Raphael’s in the space of a single heartbeat.  The  blademaster  had  grown  stronger  since  their  last battle, Raphael realized. Much stronger. 

He  focused  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  upon  Subtha, and to his horror, he detected  Ryu-To-Ki  pulsing  through  the  ogre’s soul, ablaze within three Draconic Braziers. It stemmed from studs of petrified dragon bone embedded into his heart. 

“You  finally  noticed,  Dragon  Magus!”  Subtha  crowed  as  he whirled his blades, seeking to bury their edges into Raphael’s flesh. 

“I  have  taken  the  dead  blue  harlot’s  power  for  myself,  just  like  my Master,  Lord  Vukaste!  I  am  now  as  strong  as  he  was  when  he trounced you, and he has become more powerful still!” 

“So  have  I,”  Raphael  retorted,  setting  his  Draconic  Braziers ablaze with the full force of his  Ryu-To-Ki. His next blow obliterated one of Subtha’s blades. As the ogre reeled, momentarily unbalanced by  the  loss  of  his  weapon,  Raphael  readied  Heavenly  Peal  and struck  again.  The  glaive’s  blade  plunged  into  Subtha’s  chest, cleaving  through  his  heart.  Blood  burst  from  the  ogre’s  mouth. 

Raphael  heaved  him  into  the  skies  and  brought  his  left  hand  up, index and middle fingers extended. He arced that hand down, then up and across, before bringing it through another swirling loop. 

Nocturnal  Gleam  spun  through  the  air,  the  blade’s  dance echoing  the  movements  of  Raphael’s  fingers.  Its  silvered  edges hacked  first  through  Subhta’s  spine,  then  his  neck  as  the  ogre opened his mouth to scream. The dancing sword continued cutting, until  Subtha  was  nothing  more  than  a  mass  of  bloodied  chunks  in midair, aloft on nothing more than fading skyward momentum. 

Raphael  slammed  Heavenly  Peal’s  butt  into  the  floor  and brought his hands up. Explosive Orbs hurtled from his open palms, followed  by  arcs  of  Chain  Lightning.  The  spells  vaporized  Subtha’s remains,  but  more  importantly,  they  utterly  destroyed  the  dragon bone  studs  in  his  flesh,  freeing  the  soul  fragments  trapped  within. 

These were smaller fragments compared to the ones that had been embedded  in  the  towers,  and  they  would  be  drawn  to  the  larger ones, which Raphael knew were in the Wind Bastion’s bowels. 

 I’ll get to those soon enough,  he thought. 

As the blood-soaked wind cleared the smoke from his spells, Raphael  realized  that  the  Hell  Drakes  had  won  the  command  post and driven the ogres back, at least for now. Janan tore her axe free from  the  skull  of  the  ogre  she’d  been  dueling.  A  third  of  her bodyguards lay dead, their remains heaped upon those of an equal number of robed and armored ogres. 

Dismembered  and  lifeless  hydras  cascaded  from  the  skies, slain  by  Tian  Mo  and  Huo  Xian.  As  Raphael  watched,  the  Grand Prince sprouted fiery wings from his back and descended to his side. 

Grotesque veins pulsed at his temples, and he wore a savage snarl upon his face. 

“It is time,” Huo Xian declared. “Let’s go get my sister back.” 

“I  agree.  The  Defiant  Citadel  is  in  position,”  Janan  said, before  turning  to  Raphael.  More  Hell  Drakes  surged  upon  the command  post,  taking  up  defensive  positions  alongside  the  High Captain,  even  as  another  wave  of  hydras  approached.  “I  think  you slew  one  of  their  best  just  now,  armsman,  while  His  Imperial Highness wreaked a horrendous toll upon the ogre’s elite vanguard. 

I’ll take it from here. Go.” 

“Alright, Janan.” Raphael nodded as he followed Huo Xian to the edge of the command post. “We’ll be as quick as we can. Stay alive.” 

“Damn right I will.” Janan hefted her axe and grinned. “Get to work, armsman.” 

Raphael  turned  to  Huo  Xian,  but  the  Grand  Prince  was already gone, descending into the depths of the Defiant Citadel upon wings of fire and incinerating any harpy in his path. 

 I’d better catch up.  Raphael spread his own wings of golden light.  He  saluted  Janan  once  more,  before  plummeting  after  Huo Xian. 

Chapter 21







Carnage  unfolded  across  the  Defiant  Citadel  as  Raphael descended.  Everywhere  he  looked,  he  saw  Hell  Drakes  fighting  to the death against the ogres’ forces. 

Armsmen battered and chopped goblins from the battlements they  manned,  even  as  harpies  fell  upon  them  and  tore  their  limbs from  their  bodies.  Mages  raised  their  hands,  staves,  or  wands  and filled  the  air  with  magical  death.  Hydras  crashed  down  amidst artillery  positions  to  devour  the  crew.  Switching  to  short-range shrapnel  ammunition,  ballistae  and  trebuchets  on  both  sides shredded human and monster flesh. 

Raphael  fell  through  skies  soaked  in  screams  and  blood. 

Harpies flocked to meet him, leveling their lightning wands or striking out with their claws. He repelled the lightning with Spirit Shield and hacked  them  apart  with  his  glaive  or  his  dancing  sword,  leaving  a trail  of  bloodied  feathers  and  butchered  limbs  in  his  wake  as  he followed Huo Xian. 

The Grand Prince eventually landed upon a courtyard where the  Hell  Drakes  had  been  pushed  back  and  a  band  of  ogres  stood victorious.  Huo  Xian  scythed  down  three  armored  ogres  with  an Annihilation  Ray  before  drawing  his  swords  and  rushing  into  the midst  of  several  robed  ones.  Raphael  landed  a  moment  after.  He hurled Nocturnal Gleam into an ogre mage’s throat, before spinning around  to  engage  a  pair  of  axe-wielding  ogres.  Heavenly  Peal clashed  against  dark  steel  thrice  before  two  ogre  heads  rolled  free from their shoulders. 

Raphael  kicked  a  headless  corpse  aside  as  it  began  to  fall upon him and saw that Huo Xian was done, too. The Grand Prince flicked  the  blood  off  his  blade  and  spat  on  the  dismembered  ogre mages  at  his  feet.  He  gave  Raphael  a  single  terse  nod  before

striding  through  a  doorway  and  into  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  interior. 

Raphael followed. 

Goblins  had  made  their  way  in,  he  quickly  realized,  and they’d slaughtered a path through hapless auxiliaries. Huo Xian and Raphael  followed  the  trail  of  human  bodies,  seeing  as  it  led downward  to  the  platform  chambers,  and  they  fell  upon  the  red-skinned monsters from behind. Huo Xian sent a wave of fire washing through  their  midst,  turning  a  swathe  of  them  into  ashen  piles. 

Raphael  swept  in  after,  arcing  his  glaive  and  his  sword  through goblin flesh. 

An  armored  ogre  burst  from  the  bloodied  and  charred remains  of  his  lackeys.  He  held  a  spiked  mace  in  one  hand  and  a curved  sword  in  the  other.  The  runes  adorning  his  armaments hummed  with  magical  energy.  Huo  Xian  clicked  his  tongue  and hurled a cluster of fiery spheres from the tip of his sword. The ogre batted half of them aside with his mace, ducked under several more, and  took  a  single  one  to  his  pauldron,  which  warped  beneath  the heat of Huo Xian’s spells, but held nevertheless. 

 A champion, just like Subtha,  Raphael thought as he locked blades  with  the  ogre.  He  heaved  Heavenly  Peal  up,  hurling  his opponent  back,  before  lancing  Nocturnal  Gleam  into  the  ogre’s abdomen and doubling him over.  But not nearly as formidable. 

Huo  Xian  strode  forward,  leaving  his  swords  hanging  in midair  upon  tongues  of  flame,  and  grasped  the  ogre’s  face  in  his hands.  The  Grand  Prince  snarled,  baring  his  teeth.  The  ogre shrieked in agony as his skull melted, then dissolved in Huo Xian’s grasp. 

“Let’s  keep  moving,”  Raphael  said  as  Huo  Xian  flicked cooked  ogre  flesh  and  molten  steel  from  his  fingers.  The  Grand Prince nodded and gestured to his swords. The blades flew back into their sheaths. 

A  column  of  armsmen  and  mages  thundered  down  the corridor. Their captain saluted Raphael and Huo Xian, before leading the  Hell  Drakes  toward  the  courtyard.  The  sounds  of  fighting  and

slaughter resounded across the lumenstone confines of the Defiant Citadel a moment later. 

“I  will  direct  my  bodyguard  to  reinforce  them.  The  Defiant Citadel must not fall,” Huo Xian said as he strode alongside Raphael. 

The Grand Prince had left another contingent of his crimson-armored warriors in the platform chambers. They were supposed to accompany him when he entered the Wind Bastion. Now, it seemed, Huo Xian would be descending only with the war party. 

Raphael and Huo Xian reached the platform chambers soon after. The war party were there, standing amidst a tremendous pile of goblin and harpy corpses. Several slain ogres were strewn all across the lumenstone and obsidian floors, too. The platform chambers had been  attacked,  but  it  seemed  that  the  ogres’  forces  had  been repelled, at least for now. 

Crimson-armored warriors marched toward Huo Xian, but the Grand Prince held up his hand and barked a series of orders at their captain,  a  grizzled  veteran  with  a  short,  black  beard.  The  captain nodded  and  led  his  followers  away,  marching  them  back  into  the Defiant Citadel. 

Forty  Hell  Drakes  were  present  as  well,  led  by  Sara Marchesi. The mage walked over to the war party, her face bloodied and weary. 

“Get going,” she said. “We’ll hold this position as long as we can,  but  it’ll  only  be  a  matter  of  time  until  we’re  overrun.  If  that happens, we won’t be able to retract the platform and retrieve you. 

You’ll have to make your own way back up here.” 

“That  will  be  impossible,”  Huo  Xian  declared,  looking  down through one of the ten openings in the floor of the platform chamber. 

The  skies  beneath  the  Defiant  Citadel  swarmed  with  harpies  and ascending  goblins.  Crimson  flames  danced  in  his  eyes.  “Janan Rosya’s warriors will not prevail here.” 

“I  will  stay  behind,”  Koshi  decided.  He  clasped  Raphael  on the shoulder. “I’ll keep the way home open for you, son.” 

“Eh. So will I, I guess,” Sylvia said. “Can’t let the old man do everything by himself. He might throw his hip out, otherwise.” 

“No.”  Huo  Xian  growled  and  clenched  his  fists.  The  Grand Prince was trembling with fury and frustration. He turned to Raphael. 

“The Defiant Citadel cannot fall.  I  will remain here and summon Tian Mo to me. You will need all your closest allies by your side, Dragon Magus,  and  I  am  not  one  of  them.  Go  now,  and  bring  my  sister back.” 

The Grand Prince turned to Orfeo next. 

“Bring her back, Orfeo,” he whispered. “Please.” 

“I will, Your Imperial Highness,” the knight bowed. He glanced meaningfully at Raphael. “We will.” 

“Alright, Huo Xian.” Raphael nodded. “Thanks.” 

Sara gestured to the Hell Drakes. A pair of mages rushed to a  series  of  force  columns  against  a  wall.  Shimmering,  translucent runes adorned the columns. A mage pressed down upon a rune, and a platform of force appeared over one of the openings in the floor. 

The  war  party  mounted  the  platform.  Eliza  reached  out  and gave  Raphael’s  hand  a  brief  squeeze.  He  shot  her  a  tight  smile, which she returned. Raphael quickly swept his gaze across the war party. Gabriella was pale but resolute. She gave Raphael a nervous thumbs-up gesture as she adjusted her grip on her staff. Orfeo was a picture of knightly serenity. Only the most minute tremble to his brow betrayed his eagerness to rescue his beloved Fei Xue. He nodded to Raphael, then lowered his steel mask over his face. 

Koshi  was  calm,  too.  He  ran  his  fingers  lightly  over  his bowstring  and  checked  his  quivers,  before  patting  Shiomi reassuringly  on  the  back.  The  youngling  was  much  more  nervous. 

She  wore  a  mail  shirt  across  her  torso  and  a  sallet  helm  over  her skull,  and  she  obviously  found  the  armor  extremely  uncomfortable. 

But  she  met  Raphael’s  gaze  squarely  and  gave  him  a  determined squeak. 

Sylvia  was  singing  softly  to  herself  and  tapping  her  feet  in time  to  her  own  song.  She  winked  at  Raphael,  before  casting  a

meaningful  glance  at  Fenix.  The  battlemage  hadn’t  quite  been himself  after  learning  Veil  Weave,  and  it  seemed  that  his  condition had only worsened since then. His complexion was pale and waxy, and  he  carried  huge  dark  rings  beneath  his  eyes.  His  gaze  darted back and forth, as if he were seeing things that weren’t there, and his lips  moved  constantly,  mumbling  what  sounded  like  gibberish  to Raphael’s keen hearing. 

Fenix flinched as Raphael walked over to him. 

“I’m  fine,”  he  insisted,  before  Raphael  could  say  anything. 

“I’m  fine.  Don’t  worry  about  me.  I  can  sense  it,  you  know?  All  that warp  energy  directly  beneath  us.  Feel  it.  See  it  when  I  close  my eyes. Dream of it even when I’m awake.” 

“Fenix...” Raphael began. 

The  battlemage  took  a  deep  breath,  exhaled,  and  began speaking again. 

“It’s  just  that  spell,  Raphael.  Veil  Weave,”  he  said,  waving dismissively.  “Casting  it  grants  me  the  ability  to  manipulate  warp energy, but in order to do so, it also alters my perceptions, which is annoying and a bit distracting, but not enough to make me lose my focus. So like I said, there’s nothing to worry about. I can handle it. 

But maybe the others shouldn’t cast Veil Weave. And neither should you.” 

Raphael looked closely at Fenix and spotted a strange violet light  in  his  eyes.  But  he  also  sensed  the  battlemage’s  resolve through the threads that connected their souls. 

“We should take a break after all this. Maybe we can all go on some kind of vacation,” Raphael said, drawing a chuckle from Fenix. 

“I’m with you on that.” The battlemage massaged his temples with his fingers. “But first things first. Let’s go kill some ogres, help a dead dragon, rescue a princess, and save the world.” 

Raphael  nodded,  turned  to  Sara  Marchesi,  and  gave  her  a thumbs-up gesture. Sara waved to the two Hell Drakes by the force pillars.  One  of  them  pressed  down  on  another  rune.  Walls  of  force

rose into place around the wall party. The same Hell Drake pressed another rune. 

Raphael  looked  down  and  saw  a  column  of  force  spike earthward. It tore through swarms of harpies before lancing into the top  of  the  Wind  Bastion’s  main  keep.  Reinforced  stone  fell  apart beneath the inexorable blue beam with a tremendous crash. Titanic clouds of dust and mortar rose into the air. 

The other Hell Drake pulled a force lever. 

And the war party fell. 

Chapter 22







Raphael  had  not  gotten  the  chance  to  try  out  the  Defiant Citadel’s  assault  platforms,  but  as  he  thundered  into  the  depths  of the Wind Bastion upon one, he came to appreciate just how powerful and useful they were. 

Encased in a column of nigh-impregnable force, the war party dropped through the skies. Harpies swooped to intercept them, only to  bounce  off  walls  of  shimmering  blue  force.  A  hydra  wrapped  its necks  and  latched  its  fanged  maws  around  the  sapphire  column, even as the ogre mages upon the monster’s back hurled their spells ineffectually at its surface. Nothing could stop their descent. 

But  using  the  assault  platform  also  rendered  the  Defiant Citadel even more vulnerable to attack from below. The bright blue column  of  force  was  a  beacon  for  the  ogres’  forces.  As  Raphael watched,  the  ogres  astride  the  hydra  that  had  tried  to  stop  the  war party gestured skyward and sent a cloud of harpies soaring toward the platform chambers. 

“Lord Huo Xian will keep them at bay,” Orfeo said. The knight pointed at a gray, shapeless mass that had oozed to the bottom of the Defiant Citadel. “Especially with his chimera.” 

Raphael  nodded  wordlessly  just  before  the  assault  platform thrust them into the demolished heart of the main keep. The column of  force  extended  no  more  than  three  hundred  feet,  but  he  had arranged  for  it  to  terminate  right  at  the  ground  floor  of  the  Wind Bastion’s central building. 

The walls of force peeled away as the platform arrived at its destination.  Yun  Shen,  the  Guild  Master  of  the  Hell  Drakes,  was once a regular visitor to the Wind Bastion. He’d known the fortress well  and  had  even  commissioned  a  map  of  its  main  keep  and  the

ritual  chambers  beneath  it.  It  seemed  that  the  Guild  Master  hadn’t entirely trusted the Wind Mages to maintain the wards on Shiomi the Defiant’s  remains,  Raphael  thought.  In  any  case,  he’d  memorized the map before leaving Lucia City, shortly after his last meeting with Yun Shen, so he knew where exactly the war party had to go. 

“Stay  close!  We  have  to  keep  moving!”  Raphael  said  as  he charged  through  the  wreckage  of  the  hall  in  which  the  assault platform had halted. The war party cried out in assent and followed. 

Almost immediately, they ran into resistance in the form of a horde of screeching goblins led by a trio of ogres, two armored and one  robed.  The  monsters  had  been  in  the  hall  breached  by  the assault  platform,  and  though  they  seemed  somewhat  stunned  and dazed  by  the  sudden  appearance  of  the  column  of  force,  they  still managed  to  pull  themselves  together  enough  to  stand  in  the  war party’s path. 

A  Spirit  Shield  flashed  into  existence  over  Raphael.  A moment  later,  Chain  Lightning  streamed  across  his  shoulders  to wash  over  the  foremost  goblins.  The  gangly  limbed  monsters shrieked  and  convulsed  as  their  flesh  burned  and  their  ligaments snapped.  Fenix  Blinked  past  Raphael,  Explosive  Orbs  pulsing  from his  palms  and  flying  into  the  midst  of  the  goblins  before  blasting them  apart,  scattering  their  limbs  and  viscera  all  across  the  dust-filled  hall.  An  Annihilation  Ray  lanced  from  the  index  finger  of  his right  hand  and  vaporized  an  armored  ogre’s  head.  Fenix  gestured with his left hand, throwing out a throbbing wave of sound that burst the ogre mage’s eyes into dribbling jelly. 

Another Annihilation Ray sliced the second armored ogre into ashen  halves,  and  then  Fenix  was  striding  through  the  remains  of the burnt and pulverized goblins. He passed the blinded ogre mage that  was  on  his  knees,  shrieking  and  clawing  at  his  ruined  eyes. 

Fenix  compressed  an  Explosive  Orb  into  the  size  of  a  needle  and flung it into the ogre’s ear. The mage’s skull blew apart a heartbeat later,  showering  Fenix  in  brain  matter  and  skull  fragments.  He brushed  the  ogre  detritus  impatiently  from  his  cheeks  and  brow, before looking over his shoulder at the war party. 

“Come with me,” Fenix said feverishly. “I can sense the warp energy  the  ogres  have  collected.  They’re  doing  something  with  it, and I think they’re going to succeed very soon!” 

“Let’s move!” Raphael ordered, raising his voice to shock the war party out of their astonishment at the carnage Fenix had enacted upon their enemies. Orfeo and Eliza were the first to comply. Koshi dragged Shiomi along grimly, while Sylvia had to prod Gabriella on her way. 

“Is Fenix alright?” Eliza asked through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “He’s...” 

“He’s become a lot more powerful,” Raphael replied. “But no, I don’t know if he’s alright. Maybe we should have stopped him from contacting the Weaver.” 

“We  will  have  to  worry  about  him  later,  Raph,”  Koshi  sent. 

“Right now, he’s doing the best he can, and so must we.” 

Fenix led the war party through a set of doubled brass doors and  into  a  dark,  stone  corridor.  Goblins,  Raphael  had  learned  from Janan, could see in the dark, and ogres didn’t enjoy well-lit spaces either,  which  explained  why  the  torch  scones  lining  the  hallways  of the Wind Bastion sat dark, unlit or unoccupied. 

“That  way,”  Fenix  said,  pointing  toward  the  right  turn  at  the northern end of the corridor. 

Raphael  nodded.  According  to  Yun  Shen’s  map,  taking  that turn  would  lead  them  to  another  hall,  at  the  center  of  which  lay  a winding  stairwell  into  the  subterranean  levels  of  the  Wind  Bastion, where the ritual chambers were. 

The  war  party  raced  through  the  darkened  corridors,  their way lit by spheres of light conjured by Shiomi and Gabriella and the golden  radiance  emanating  from  Raphael’s,  Eliza’s,  and  Koshi’s draconic armor. Perhaps the Wind Bastion had been richly furnished once, Raphael thought, but its stone walls were now bare or covered by  goblin  obscenities  scrawled  in  some  kind  of  crimson  ink.  Empty mountings  interspersed  across  the  ceilings  spoke  of  absent

chandeliers  or  lamps.  The  war  party  passed  rooms  containing nothing but piles of ashes, the remains of burned books. 

They  turned  a  corner,  tore  through  a  column  of  startled  and confused  goblins,  then  burst  into  an  antechamber  guarded  by  a group of ten ogres. Orfeo and Raphael took the lead this time, their polearms  lancing  into  the  hearts  and  throats  of  the  two  foremost armored ogres. 

Sylvia hurled shadowy copies of Willowflight from her palms to  slice  apart  the  ogre  mages  at  the  far  end  of  the  antechamber before they could finish chanting their spells. 

Gabriella  put  an  ice  spike  through  a  blue  face,  moments before  Shiomi  followed  it  up  with  an  even  larger  spear  of  draconic obsidian. 

Arrows  sang  from  Koshi’s  bow  to  punch  through  an  ogre’s skull. 

Eliza dueled an ogre briefly before her blade slipped past his and the ogre’s head rolled from his armored shoulders. 

The  survivors  turned  to  run,  only  to  have  their  torsos vaporized by Fenix’s Annihilation Rays. The battlemage lowered his hands, his breaths coming in harsh gasps. 

Before  Raphael  could  say  anything,  Fenix  pointed  to  the doorway the last ogres had been fleeing toward. 

“There. Then down,” the battlemage said. His eyes were wide and manic. “Very far down. The warp rifts! The...!” 

“Shush!”  Gabriella  grabbed  Fenix  forearm,  pulled  down  his glove  to  expose  his  flesh,  and  touched  her  fingertips  to  his  wrist. 

White  light  pulsed  briefly.  The  princess  frowned.  “You’re  not  hurt  at all. Just tired. Very tired.” 

“I’m fine,” Fenix insisted, pulling free of Gabriella’s grasp. He retrieved a glass vial from his leathers, which he then crushed in his fist. A cloud of spell-dust wafted into the air, before quickly swirling into his spell vectors. 

Raphael grimaced inwardly at the sight. This ghoulish aspect of Vector Magic would always be distasteful to him, but he’d resolved long ago to keep his misgivings about it to himself. 

 I should make sure everyone’s ready,  he thought. 

“Orfeo, Sylvia, do the two of you need to replenish your spell dust, too?” Raphael asked. “What about you, Gabby?” 

“I’m nowhere near depleted,” the princess said. “No one has gotten hurt so far, so I’ve only used that little bit of Ice Magic just now and a few Invigorate spells when we were still in the Defiant Citadel.” 

“I’m good, Raphael,” Sylvia reported. “I won’t need any spell dust anytime soon. I haven’t been hurling spells around like Fenix.” 

“A  moment,  Raphael.  I  have  over  half  of  my  spell  dust reserves  left,  but  I  suspect  we  will  be  heading  into  the  thick  of  our foes imminently. It’s better if I replenish myself preemptively,” Orfeo said.  The  knight  pulled  out  a  glass  vial  from  his  belt  pouch  and crushed it. He nodded as he absorbed the multi-colored powder that emerged into his spell vectors. “There. It is done.” 

“I haven’t been casting many spells at all, so I’ve got plenty of mana left, Raphael,” Shiomi announced. “I did blast a few ogres to pieces  with  my  Elemental  Breath  though,  before  you  came  to  find us.” 

“The fighting in the platform chamber was pitched, but I don’t believe Shiomi, Eliza, or I have depleted our  Ryu-To-Ki,” Koshi said as he readied another arrow upon his bow. 

“We’re  ready,  Raphael,”  Eliza  confirmed,  twirling  her  sword gracefully. “Let’s get this done.” 

Raphael  hefted  his  glaive,  nodded  to  the  war  party,  and charged through the doorway. 

Chapter 23







Another group of goblins led by an ogre emerged to oppose the war party as they began to fight their way into the bowels of the Wind Bastion. Raphael hacked an ogre warrior’s skull apart with his glaive,  then  sent  Nocturnal  Gleam  scything  through  a  cluster  of goblins, spilling their viscera across the stairwell. He kicked the slain ogre  in  the  chest,  sending  his  armored  bulk  crashing  through  a wooden door, and then charged into the first basement level of the Wind Bastion. 

There,  he  was  confronted  by  a  quartet  of  ogre  swordsmen who converged upon him from all sides. Orfeo’s halberd intercepted a blade descending upon Raphael’s right flank, while Eliza engaged the ogre trying to strike at Raphael from the left. 

Raphael ducked beneath the arc of a blade whistling toward his  throat,  then  threw  himself  into  a  roll,  past  the  sword-wielding ogres  and  into  the  midst  of  another  half-dozen  ogre  mages.  He rammed  his  glaive  into  the  torso  of  a  blue-skinned  mage.  Koshi’s arrows  found  the  eyes  and  throat  of  another.  The  last  two  backed away,  only  to  slip  on  the  slick  pool  of  ice  that  had  formed  beneath their  feet.  One  of  them  fell,  bashing  his  head  upon  the  floor.  The other  flailed  his  arms,  his  spell  going  awry.  Raphael  cut  him  down before he could gather himself. 

An ogre’s armored form flew past Raphael, its torso impaled upon Willowflight, before landing on the fallen mage with a sickening crunch. He looked over his shoulder. Orfeo had slain two of the four ogre  swordsmen.  Eliza  had  killed  another,  and  the  fourth  one  lay lifeless over the squirming, broken body of the mage that had slipped on Gabriella’s conjured ice. 

Raphael  finished  the  hapless  ogre  off  quickly,  only  to  have the  door  at  the  far  end  of  the  basement  burst  inward,  admitting

another swarm of goblins. He held Heavenly Peal out to the side and placed  his  left  hand  on  the  floor.  Obsidian  Flow  turned  the  stone beneath his palm into swirling obsidian. Shiomi pulled it up with her own Obsidian Flow spell and shaped the swimming dark liquid stone into  a  cloud  of  tiny  spiked  spheres.  Raphael  sensed  the  youngling exert her will. 

The spiked spheres hurtled into the goblins’ midst, punching through  armor,  flesh,  and  bone  and  scything  down  the  entire  front rank of the red-skinned monsters. Fenix followed up with a stream of Chain  Lightning  that  wiped  out  the  rest  and  set  their  ogre  leader, lurking  behind  the  doorway,  ablaze.  The  massive  robed  humanoid burst  into  view,  shrieking  and  flailing.  Koshi  silenced  him  with  an arrow to the throat. 

“Down.  Down,”  Fenix  muttered,  his  face  pale  and  clammy. 

“We don’t have much time, Raphael.” 

“What  are  they  trying  to  do  down  there?”  Gabriella  asked. 

“Are they opening some kind of tunnel or portal for the Void Tyrant to come into our world?” 

“No, Gabby, I don’t think so,” Raphael said. “Remember what I  told  you  about  my  conversation  with  Wu  Xin?  Even  if  they  did manage  to  do  that,  the  Void  Tyrant  wouldn’t  care  as  long  as  there isn’t mana in this world.” 

“The  Chimeric  Emperor  himself...”  Gabriella  gulped.  “Yes,  I remember. And he also told you one of the mana vortexes is here. 

So that means that the ogres are trying to break it, probably with the warp energy they’ve collected.” 

“She  is  down  there,”  Orfeo  said  suddenly.  The  knight  had  a ring  upon  his  palm.  It  was  a  simple  golden  band  adorned  with  a small white stone. The stone pulsed faintly with light. “Lady Fei Xue gave this to me on a whim, joking that its light would warn me of her presence.” 

“Yes.” Fenix swayed on his feet. His eyes were bloodshot. “I can sense them aligning the warp energy around an entity of great

power. That can only be Fei Xue. I don’t know what exactly they’re hoping to achieve by that, but we have to stop them. Quickly!” 

The  war  party  set  off  once  more.  Goblins  and  ogres confronted them at every turn, and each step forward had to be won in  bloodshed.  Raphael  soon  lost  track  of  how  many  enemies  he’d slain. Every basement floor the war party fought their way into was startlingly  similar  in  design:  vast  stone  chambers  with  unadorned walls  and  empty  plinths.  He  wondered  idly  if  the  Wind  Mages  had once stored valuable relics or artifacts within the depths of the main keep. He shrugged. It didn’t matter. After all, everything of value had already been plundered by the ogres. 

After  the  war  party  cut  down  the  last  of  their  foes  on  the fourth  basement  floor,  Raphael  called  for  a  brief  pause.  The  main ritual  chamber  lay  below.  There,  he  would  find  Vukaste,  and  he wanted to be ready for the confrontation against the ogre lord. 

“Gabby,  Orfeo  needs  some  Healing  Magic,”  he  said, gesturing  to  the  knight,  who  had  charged  fervently  into  battle  upon realizing that Fei Xue was nearby and lashed out at the ogres’ forces with  reckless  abandon.  He’d  cut  through  the  monsters  at  a  rapid pace,  allowing  the  war  party  to  advance  much  more  quickly  than they  otherwise  would  have,  but  he’d  also  been  struck  many,  many times. 

“Got it, Raph.” Gabriella rushed to Orfeo’s side and winced as the  knight  turned  to  face  her.  His  Regal  Veil,  formerly  pristine  and magnificent,  was  now  bent  and  battered,  hanging  off  his  bloodied frame. His steel mask had been ripped from his face when he’d lost his helm to a glancing blow from an ogre’s war pick. The left side of his  skull  bled  profusely,  and  one  of  his  eyes  was  swollen  shut.  His right arm hung limply by his side, the shoulder joint little more than crushed pulp. Blood pooled around his boots, stemming from at least one,  if  not  two,  deep  abdominal  wounds.  Still,  the  knight  stood  tall and undaunted. 

Raphael  sighed  and  turned  his  attention  to  himself.  He’d taken  several  hits  as  well.  One  of  them,  dealt  by  the  enchanted

warhammer  of  a  particularly  swift  and  cunning  ogre,  had  buckled Raphael’s breastplate, blasted a fair segment of his draconic armor from existence, and likely bruised one of his ribs. He quickly cast a Lesser Heal twice on himself, and the dull, pinching ache in his side faded away. His lesser injuries would have to heal by themselves. 

“I’ll  handle  the  dragons,  Raphael,”  Sylvia  declared,  walking over to Shiomi and Koshi. “Fenix needs some help too, but he can wait for a bit. I’ll get to him soon. Go check on Eliza.” 

“Alright, Sylvia,” Raphael agreed, hurrying over to Eliza, who was leaning against a bloodied wall as she tried to catch her breath. 

She raised her head and smiled at him as he approached. 

“Thanks, Raphael,” she said as he unbuckled her breastplate, set it aside, and placed his hands over the gaping wound across her ribs. Eliza had been covering Raphael’s back and flanks, as always, and she’d taken a glancing blow in the side from an ogre’s sword for her  efforts.  The  massive  curved  blade  had  stripped  an  entire segment  of  golden  scales  from  her  draconic  armor  before  tearing through the mail links between the upper and lower segments of her breastplate and ripping into her flesh. 

 No, not just flesh. It bit into bone, too,  he thought, clenching his  jaw  and  casting  Lesser  Heal.  Fortunately  for  Eliza,  the  ogre’s blade hadn’t managed to reach her lung. She gasped as Raphael’s spell begun to work. 

“You’re  very  welcome,”  Raphael  said,  cupping  her  chin  with his other hand and bringing her eyes to meet his. He smiled, hoping to  distract  her  from  the  discomforting  sensation  of  her  nicked  ribs pulling together, while her torn flesh crawled back into wholeness. 

Eliza  returned  his  smile  and  held  his  gaze,  allowing  him  to lose himself momentarily in her bright blue eyes. The respite lasted only  several  heartbeats,  however.  Raphael  finished  healing  her injury, and she kissed him briefly on the lips as he helped her back into her breastplate. 

A few paces away, Koshi and Shiomi muttered their thanks to Sylvia  as  the  elf  stepped  away.  The  former  had  been  bleeding

profusely  from  a  scalp  wound,  and  the  latter’s  foreclaws  had  been badly  burned  by  an  ogre  mage’s  magical  flames,  but  Sylvia  had healed their injuries. 

The elf pinched Shiomi on the cheek before walking over to Fenix,  who  was  clutching  his  hip  where  he’d  been  clipped  by  an ogre’s thrown mace. 

“Armorflesh  isn’t  good  enough,  I  guess,”  the  battlemage gasped as Sylvia approached him. “Maybe I should stack that on top of Fortify.” 

“Fortify  takes  a  bit  of  getting  used  to,”  Sylvia  said.  “And  it drains  a  lot  of  spell  dust  if  you’re  keeping  it  up  while  casting  other spells  at  the  same  time.  That’s  why  most  mages  don’t  use  it.  Try Repulsion instead. Now, hold still.” 

Raphael grinned at the sight, and he noticed Eliza mirroring his expression. The elf and the battlemage bickered so much and so often that it was easy to forget that as Fenix’s High Captain, Sylvia was supposed to mentor him in the ways of magic and adventuring. 

Neither  of  them  had  established  any  such  dynamic  yet,  likely because of Fenix’s pride and Sylvia’s eccentricities, but perhaps they would do so in the future. 

Gabriella’s  dismayed  groan  snapped  Raphael  from  his thoughts. The princess had her hands upon the tattered remains of Orfeo’s gorget. Her eyes shone with tears. 

“What’s wrong?” Raphael asked. 

“He’s  taken  all  the  Healing  Magic  he  can,  but  he’s  still  too badly  hurt!”  Gabriella  said.  “I’ve  stopped  most  of  his  internal bleeding,  but  if  he  continues  fighting,  his  wounds  will  reopen,  and there’ll be nothing anyone can do, then.” 

“You’re not going to stay back from the fighting, aren’t you?” 

Eliza  asked  the  knight,  a  frown  appearing  upon  her  face.  “You’re going  to  charge  headlong  into  melee,  like  a  true  knight  of  Lucario would.” 

“How  could  I  do  any  less?”  Orfeo  replied,  a  faint  smile flickering  over  his  lips.  “Like  you  said,  Lady  Wildwynd,  I  am  a  true

knight  of  Lucario  and  a  devotee  to  honor,  love,  and  beauty,  which Lady Fei Xue embodies.” 

“Wait.”  Raphael  shook  his  head.  “Listen,  Orfeo.  You  know many  Ice  Magic  spells,  right?  So  here’s  what  we’ll  do.  When  we head down there, Eliza, Sylvia, and I can fight at the front, like we’ve been doing. You keep your distance and cast your spells. That way, you’ll  be  less  likely  to  get  hurt.  That’s  how  Gabby  and  Fenix  fight, and both of them do it quite well. I’m sure you can manage too.” 

“He’s a  knight, Raph,” Gabriella said, as if that explained her anguished  expression  and  the  air  of  fatalistic  resignation  hanging around Orfeo. Or perhaps it did, Raphael realized, glancing at Eliza and noticing the sad and angry expression upon her face. Lucarian knights,  he’d  learned  in  school,  fought  in  accordance  with  a  very specific  chivalric  code.  For  one,  they  refused  to  use  bows  or crossbows; such weapons were for men-at-arms of common birth or squires. 

“He won’t listen,” Eliza said, glaring at Orfeo. “Because of his stupid vows.” 

“My  stupid vows, Lady Wildwynd?” Orfeo was aghast. 

“Yes, stupid,” Eliza snapped, her eyes bright with anger. “You heard  what  I  said.  You  and  I  used  crossbows  when  we  trained  as squires  under  our  fathers.  But  then  you  knelt  before  Lucian  the Fourth and mumbled some words, and now you can only fight like an idiot!” 

“Everyone,  calm  down,”  Raphael  said  firmly.  “Orfeo,  you’re not throwing your life away by jumping into melee again. I don’t think you’d be very good at it right now anyway, with such injuries. I want you to stay back and use your Ice Magic.” 

Orfeo  stiffened,  as  if  gravely  insulted,  but  Raphael  kept speaking, denying the stubborn knight any opportunity to protest. 

“Listen to me. You’re part of a Hell Drakes war party now, so you will fight like us,” Raphael declared. “I haven’t been a Hell Drake myself  for  long,  but  if  I  know  anything  about  being  one,  it’s  about fighting hard, but more importantly, fighting  smart. If you die crossing

blades with an ogre, which you will, now that I’ve taken a closer look at you, we’ll be denied your strength. Our morale will also suffer. But if you stay back and use your Ice Magic, you remain effective for far longer.” 

“My honor...” Orfeo spluttered. 

“Are you saying Gabby isn’t honorable? Or Fenix?” Raphael said.  “I’m  not  asking  you  to  hide  behind  everyone  else,  Orfeo.  I’m just telling you what the best way you can fight the ogres is, and right now,  it’s  by  staying  behind  me  and  Sylvia  and  casting  your  spells. 

Besides,  you  go  on  and  on  about  how  much  you  love  Fei  Xue.  Do you think she’d be happy if you died? You have to stay alive, Orfeo, if not for yourself, then for those that love you.” 

Orfeo bowed his head in silence for a moment, before looking Raphael in the eye. 

“You  are  absolutely  right,  Raphael,”  he  said.  “I  must  not perish. I must look Lady Fei Xue in the eye once more and hold her in my arms again as I declare my love for her anew.” 

Gabriella and Shiomi sighed in adoration. 

“Ugh,” Fenix groaned. He looked at Gabriella. “I thought you didn’t like knights? I definitely heard you say how stupid and useless they  were  on  multiple  occasions.  You  even  talked  about  abolishing Lucario’s  knightly  orders  and  modernizing  the  kingdom’s  military once you took the throne!” 

“Really, Gabby?” Shiomi asked, walking over to the princess and tugging at the hem of her robe. “But I heard you tell Mister Ueno yesterday that you’d make him a knight if he left his wife and married you instead.” 

“Shush,  you  two!”  Gabriella  clamped  her  hand  over  the dragon’s mouth. She chuckled weakly. “Fenix is an idiot and Shiomi’s being silly again. I would never...” 

“Gabby!” Eliza chided, pointing an angry finger in her sister’s face.  “We  talked  about  this!  You  were  supposed  to  leave  Ueno alone!” 

As  Eliza  began  scolding  Gabriella,  Raphael  sighed  in  relief and clasped Orfeo on the shoulder gently. 

“I know you’re not an actual Hell Drake, Orfeo, but thanks for listening to me,” he said. 

“You and your friends have been the best comrades-in-arms I’ve  ever  had  the  honor  of  fighting  alongside,  Raphael,”  Orfeo replied.  He  tapped  his  left  bracer,  and  the  tattered  wreckage  of  his Regal  Veil  vanished,  revealing  the  rent,  torn,  and  bloodied gambeson  he  wore  beneath  his  armor.  “I  will  honor  myself  best  by honoring you.” 

“You do know that you don’t need to wear  anything beneath a Regal  Veil,  right?”  Sylvia  pointed  out  as  she  walked  over  and prodded at Orfeo’s gambeson in disgust. She winked at Raphael. “I certainly don’t, but you know that already, don’t you, Raphael?” 

“Sylvia...”  Eliza  turned  away  from  her  sister  and  growled threateningly at the elf. 

“Perhaps  we  should  proceed  if  we’re  ready,”  Koshi suggested. “This respite was necessary, but the Hell Drakes are still fighting and dying above us.” 

“Yes,  let’s  get  going,”  Raphael  said.  He  nodded  to  Orfeo. 

“Alright, you’re with Fenix and Gabby. Follow Fenix’s lead.” 

The  collective  screech  of  massed  goblin  voices  and  the thunder  of  ogre  boots  against  stone  filled  the  air,  then.  The  clamor came from above and behind the war party. It could only mean one thing:  the  ogres  had  finally  responded  to  the  unexpected  incursion into the depths of their stolen fortress. Judging by the din, Raphael estimated that at least four hundred goblins and perhaps fifty ogres had been dispatched to hunt down and crush the war party against the forces defending the ritual chamber. 

“Ah, well.” Sylvia sighed resignedly. “I wanted a rematch with horn-boy, but I guess I’ll have to leave him to you, Raphael. Go on ahead. I’ll hold them here.” 

Raphael’s  first  instinct  was  to  protest,  to  say  that  the  war party would stand and slay all their pursuers first before proceeding

into the ritual chamber, but he realized that that would be the wrong choice.  The  war  party  had  expended  much  of  its  strength  fighting their  way  down  here  already.  If  they  wore  themselves  out  even further against the ogres’ forces, they would have defeated the entire purpose of their daring strike into the heart of the Wind Bastion. So he nodded instead. 

“We’ll be counting on you, Sylvia,” Raphael said. “We’ll finish things up quickly below and come back for you.” 

Sylvia  grinned  before  turning  wordlessly  to  the  entrance  to the  fourth  basement  level.  She  spun  Willowflight  into  readiness.  A dozen  shadowy  copies  of  the  elf  and  her  flying  sword  flashed  into existence across the room. 

“Let’s  go,”  Raphael  said,  heading  to  the  stairwell  that  would bring them to the ritual chamber. 

Chapter 24







The Wind Bastion’s ritual chamber was far larger than any of its preceding basement levels, Raphael realized, as he stepped over the corpses of the two ogres guarding its entrance archway. He also realized  that  the  chamber  was  less  of  a  room  and  more  of  a  vast, subterranean  cavern,  spanning  hundreds  of  feet  in  length  and breadth, with walls of carved rock instead of cut stone. 

Blue  glowing  spheres  hung  amidst  the  shadow-wreathed surface  of  the  distant,  stalactite-riddled  ceiling,  shedding  their ephemeral  light  all  across  the  cavern.  An  enormous  pit  sat  in  the center,  ringed  by  heaps  of  broken  stone,  and  within  the  pit  stood Vukaste.  The  ogre  lord  was  alone,  surprisingly  enough,  except  for another  much-smaller  robed  figure  Raphael  recognized  from  Wu Xin’s memories: Shi Kung. 

The sight of Vukaste standing next to the Fifth Grand Prince of the Chimeric Empire horrified Raphael and made his heart skip a beat.  He  looked  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian,  trusting  its radiance  to  calm  his  thoughts  and  allow  him  to  take  in  a  massive sphere  of  dark  metal  floating  in  the  air,  the  collection  of  petrified dragon  bones  arranged  before  it,  behind  the  bones,  and  the  huge slab  of  ice  sitting  next  to  the  bones,  all  of  them  wreathed  in  an unnatural violet hue. 

“Magical  resonances  arrayed  in  principles  of  anathema,  the resultant  effect  amplified  a  million-fold  by  warp  energy,”  Fenix babbled,  trying  to  push  past  Raphael  and  stumble  toward  the  pit. 

Eliza and Gabriella held him back, the former easily restraining the battlemage with the strength of the Second Draconic Brazier. 

 Shiomi,  a  creature  filled  with  mana  in  life,  and  Fei  Xue,  a living  weapon  of  Vector  magic.   Raphael  ran  Fenix’s  words  swiftly

through  his  mind.  They’re  magical    opposites,  and  Shi  Kung  is somehow using this contrast to do... whatever he’s trying to do. 

“Greetings,  Raphael,”  Vukaste  said,  his  booming  voice carrying clearly across the cavern. “It is good to see you.” 

The  ogre  lord  was  just  as  imposing  as  he’d  been  when Raphael had first met him. His features would be those of a warrior king, square-jawed, strong of brow, noble countenance, if not for the bluish  hue  of  his  complexion  and  the  horns  sweeping  across  his skull.  He  was  clad  in  crimson  plate  armor,  replete  with  spiked pauldrons  and  elbow  sheaths.  He’d  also  regrown  his  lost  arm,  and Raphael  didn’t  doubt  that  the  other  half  of  Shiomi  the  Defiant’s petrified  heart  now  beat  within  his  chest.  Vukaste  wore  a  massive sword with an ornate hilt on his belt. 

“No!”  Orfeo  hissed,  before  Raphael  could  reply.  The  knight shook  his  halberd  angrily.  “You  fiends!  What  have  you  done  to  my lady?” 

 Fei  Xue’s  there,  Raphael  thought,  his  gaze  streaking  to  the slab of ice beside the dragon bones. As the Grand Princess’s injured chimera  had  revealed,  Fei  Xue  had  sealed  herself  within  an unbreakable cocoon of frost upon her abduction. The surface of her icy  prison  was  covered  in  minute  cracks,  and  Raphael  could  just about make out Fei Xue’s tortured silhouette within its depths. 

“Ah,  this?”  Vukaste  grinned  over  his  shoulder  at  Shi  Kung, who  was  seated  in  a  cross-legged  position  in  front  of  the  floating sphere. “The Eleventh Grand Princess is my guest, but a poor one she’s been, not deigning even to emerge from her refuge and grace us  with  pleasant  conversation.  But  no  matter.  Her  presence  will suffice.” 

“Just  kill  them,”  Shi  Kung  spat.  Veins  crawled  across  the Grand  Prince’s  temples  and  shaved  skull.  “Why  are  you  speaking with these insects? You should never have let them reach here in the first place.” 

“I  definitely  had  no  intention  of  conducting  my  reunion  with Raphael here,” Vukaste said, his tone pleasant and amiable. “If what

my  warriors  above-ground  have  told  me  is  true,  he  smashed decisively  through  our  defenses,  he  and  the  Hell  Drakes  of  Janan Rosya,  and  then  cut  his  way  down  here  in  a  most  unexpected  and audacious fashion. Well done, Raphael. Well done. Once again, you impress me with your strength and boldness.” 

“I’m not here to chat with you, Vukaste,” Raphael replied. “I’m here  to  deliver  Shiomi  the  Defiant  to  her  eternal  rest  and  save  Fei Xue. I’m also going to break the mana vortex, which I’m guessing is that sphere over there.” 

“It  is.”  Vukaste’s  arrogant  smile  widened  at  the  scowl  that spread across Shi Kung’s face. “We are aligned then, Raphael, in its destruction. Where we differ is the disposition of Shiomi the Defiant’s remains.  I  intend  to  defile  her  body  and  torment  her  soul  for  all eternity. As for the Grand Princess, she dies alongside you.” 

“Then there really is nothing more to say, Vukaste,” Raphael said, spinning his glaive to readiness and advancing upon the ogre lord. 

“Ah. You are correct, Raphael,” Vukaste said, his voice laden with a tinge of genuine regret. “I had hoped to speak more with a foe as  worthy  as  yourself.  But  what  better  conversation  can  we  have than the clash of blades and the shedding of blood?” 

“Raphael!” Fenix gasped, pointing at Shi Kung. “I can sense it!  He’s  not  just  trying  to  break  the  vortex!  He’s  trying  to  replace  all the mana it’s drained with warp energy and repurpose it to create a permanent rift in our world!” 

“Indeed  it  will,  human  mage,”  Vukaste  said,  nodding  in admiring surprise. “How remarkable that you can discern this simply by looking upon our little arrangement here.” 

“A permanent rift?” Raphael asked the battlemage. “Like the one in the junkyard?” 

“No.”  Fenix  clutched  his  temples  as  sweat  poured  down  his cheeks.  “That  one’s  unstable.  This  one  won’t  be.  Anyone...  or anything can pass through this rift safely to... elsewhere.” 

“That  elsewhere  being  the  ogres’  native  world,”  Raphael guessed. He leveled his glaive at the ogre lord. “Am I right, Vukaste? 

Are you trying to join our world with yours?” 

“It  might  be  the  world  of  my  people,  but  it  is  hardly   mine.” 

Vukaste shrugged in an alarmingly human fashion. “I was born and raised here, Raphael.  This is my world, as much as it is yours. But to answer  your  question,  yes,  I  do  intend  to  establish  a  permanent bridge between the realm of my ancestors and this one.” 

“Damn  your  idiocy,  Vukaste!”  Shi  Kung  snarled.  “You  didn’t need to reveal anything! Kill them! Kill them now!” 

“I  will,  Fifth  Grand  Prince,”  Vukaste  replied,  chuckling  as  he drew his sword. “Return to your labors and cease your worries.” 

“We can’t let Shi Kung finish his work, Raphael!” Fenix cried, raising his hands. “We have to attack! Now!” 

Vukaste  spun  on  his  heel.  His  sword  plunged  into  the  dirt beneath his feet. A massive bubble of shimmering force flashed into existence,  encasing  Shi  Kung,  the  mana  vortex,  Fei  Xue,  and Shiomi’s remains. 

“Come, Raphael,” the ogre lord said, turning back around and beckoning  to  the  war  party.  “Let  us  do  battle  once  more.  I  will  slay you and your allies...” 

Vukaste’s voice trailed off suddenly, and it didn’t take Raphael much  more  than  a  moment  after  that  to  realize  why.  Fenix  was  no longer  standing  in  the  midst  of  the  war  party.  He’d  cast  Blink  and reappeared   inside  the  ogre  lord’s  force  barrier  before  its manifestation. 

Vukaste growled and raised his sword, in readiness to deliver a  backhand  stroke  through  the  sphere  of  sapphire-hued  force. 

Raphael knew that the barrier wouldn’t deny its creator, and that the arc of the ogre lord’s blade would cleave Fenix in two from behind. 

Flooding  all  nine  Draconic  Braziers  with   Ryu-To-Ki,  Raphael hurled  himself  at  Vukaste.  He  thrust  his  left  hand  out,  index  and middle fingers extended, and sent Nocturnal Gleam slicing ahead of him.  The  dancing  sword  plunged  toward  the  ogre  lord’s  throat. 

Vukaste  was  forced  to  redress  his  blade  into  a  parry  that  deflected Nocturnal  Gleam  from  its  oath.  The  silver-edged  black  blade  spun away,  but  its  flight  bought  Raphael  enough  time  to  close  the distance,  take  his  glaive  in  both  hands,  and  bring  it  crashing  down upon the ogre lord’s head. 

Vukaste  raised  his  sword.  The  clash  of  steel  against  steel rang through the cavern, followed by a tremendous shockwave that emanated  from  the  point  of  impact,  as  Raphael  matched  the  full extent  of  his  power  against  the  ogre  lord’s...  and  realized  that Vukaste was stronger still. 

The  ogre  lord  scythed  his  blade  down,  lowering  Raphael’s glaive  forcibly  as  well.  Raphael  tore  his  weapon  free  and  leaped back, taking to the air as he spread his golden wings. Heavenly Peal darted out, its blade slicing toward Vukaste’s face even as Nocturnal Gleam arced its edge toward the ogre lord’s neck. 

Vukaste  parried  the  glaive  with  a  deft  twirl  of  his  sword. 

Pivoting on his lead foot, he backhanded the dancing sword from its path  with  his  gauntlet.  Then  he  riposted  with  a  flurry  of  thrusts. 

Raphael  brought  his  glaive  around  defensively,  the  polearm’s flashing blade and spinning shaft foiling the first flickering stab at his heart, then the second, third, and fourth. The fifth broke through his defenses  and  carved  his  pauldron  from  his  breastplate.  Raphael dipped and whirled in the air, seeking an angle from which the ogre lord would have difficulty striking. 

Vukaste  rose  to  the  challenge  readily,  his  feet  shifting  in perfect tempo beneath his massive bulk as he brought his blade to bear. The ogre lord unleashed a sweeping horizontal cut at Raphael, who  blocked  it  upon  the  shaft  of  his  glaive.  The  impact  smashed Raphael  out  of  the  air  and  back  onto  the  ground,  though  he  still managed to land on his feet. 

A  panel  on  Vukaste’s  breastplate  slid  open  then,  revealing the blue glow of draconic force. The ogre lord angled the open panel downward upon Raphael, who rolled out of the way. An instant later, a beam of force lanced into where Raphael had been standing. 

Raphael retaliated by opening his mouth and breathing a tide of  fire  over  the  ogre  lord.  Just  before  the  flames  washed  over Vukaste, a smaller bubble of force flashed into existence across his armored bulk. The ogre lord surged through the torrential fire, utterly unscathed beneath his barrier. 

A  golden  arrow  sliced  through  the  blue  light  suffusing  the cavern.  It  burst  ineffectually  against  Vukaste’s  force  bubble.  The ogre lord pointed his sword past Raphael’s shoulder, right at Koshi. 

The bubble of force across his body shrank and ran up the length of his blade.  A sapphire-hued beam flashed from its tip then, but Koshi was  already  moving,  hurling  himself  into  a  rolling  dive  that  brought him out of the path of danger. 

Vukaste’s  force  beam  tore  into  the  wall  beside  the  cavern’s entrance, slicing free chunks of rock. Koshi fired Sunkiller again, the golden  bow  blazing  in  his  grasp.  Two  arrows  whistled  out.  Vukaste snatched one out of the air with his gauntleted left fist. He took the other  on  his  breastplate,  grunting  as  the  ornate  plate  bent  and buckled, but did not yield. 

Another  force  beam  cut  across  the  cavern,  but  this  time,  it was  from  Shiomi.  The  youngling  had  resumed  her  draconic  aspect and  was  now  flying  close  to  the  ceiling.  Vukaste  caught  her  force beam in his palm. The ogre lord growled with effort and adjusted the angle  of  his  hand.  Shiomi’s  Elemental  Breath  sliced  upward  and away to blast several loose stalactites from the ceiling. 

And then Orfeo was there too, standing beside Raphael and attacking  from  as  far  as  the  reach  of  his  halberd  would  allow  him. 

Glacial  Edge  jabbed  in,  scoring  a  minor  furrow  across  Vukaste’s gorget. Icy spikes burst from the halberd’s blade to crash stingingly against the ogre lord’s face. Vukaste snarled and scythed his blade out at the knight in reprisal. 

But  then  Eliza  was  there,  lunging  in  from  Vukaste’s  flank, scything Cloud Slicer, encased in Skyfang’s power, at the ogre lord’s neck.  Vukaste  abandoned  his  riposte  and  turned  it  into  a  parry, before  kicking  out  at  Eliza.  Raphael  smashed  the  butt  of  his  glaive

against the side of Vukaste’s armored knee with just enough force to alter  its  path  and  prevent  the  ogre  lord’s  boot  from  crashing  into Eliza’s abdomen. 

Vukaste  backhanded  a  cluster  of  icicles  hurtling  from Gabriella’s  open  palm  into  cascading  shards,  then  pounded  his  fist upon  the  ground.  Sapphire  light  rolled  from  the  panel  upon  his breastplate before rushing into the dirt. 

“Watch out!” Raphael cried, tossing his glaive into the air. He grabbed Eliza and Orfeo and spread his golden wings as he hurled all three of them backward. Massive spikes of force blasted out from the ground beneath where each of them had been standing. 

The  spikes  of  force  turned  into  spheres  as  they  left  the  dirt, and Vukaste batted them out with his fist or his sword, sending them hurtling  toward  Koshi,  Shiomi,  and  Gabriella.  Koshi  intercepted  the force spheres headed his way with a barrage of arrows, dissipating them before they could reach him. Shiomi did the same with another beam of force from her open maw. Gabriella tried to fling herself out of the way, but the princess was far too slow. She screamed as the force spheres descended upon her. 

At  Raphael’s  command,  Nocturnal  Gleam  sliced  into  the midst  of  the  sapphire  projectiles.  They  burst  apart,  blasting  the dancing sword away into a spinning arc that ended with its tip deeply embedded in the cavern’s ceiling. 

“Marvelous,  Raphael,”  Vukaste  breathed.  “I  have  grown immensely in power since we last met, and so have you. Your allies are competent too, and you all fight well together. Excellent. Simply excellent.” 

Raphael  didn’t  know  what  to  say.  He  wasn’t  in  the  mood  to acknowledge  the  ogre’s  compliments.  Nor  did  he  want  to  praise Vukaste’s  greater  power,  since  it  had  been  stolen  from  Shiomi  the Defiant. 

 He’s advanced all the way to the Ninth Brazier too,  Raphael thought, casting the light of the Dragon Meridian upon Vukaste and seeing foul, corrupted  Ryu-To-Ki flowing through nine swirling points

of darkness within the ogre lord’s soul. Vukaste’s form was wreathed in scales of ashen smoke, and a violet radiance encased his blade. 

This meant that he had acquired a draconic weapon as well and had imbued  its  power  over  his  very  keen,  very  intimidating,  and  very physical sword. 

The  flexibility  and  versatility  Vukaste  had  demonstrated  with the  draconic  force  within  his  chest  meant  that  he’d  attained  some foul  and  twisted  equivalent  to  Elemental  Breath,  and  the  ease  with which he’d kept up with an airborne Raphael could only stem from a ready familiarity with flight. 

 So  he  probably  has  Heavenward  Dance  and  can  cast  Wind Cradle  as  well.   Raphael  helped  Orfeo  and  Eliza  to  their  feet  and strode over to where his glaive had fallen. Vukaste didn’t try to stop him.  He can probably use Draconic Trace too, but it’ll leave him wide open.  Any  Dragon  Sigil  he  throws  up  here  won’t  be  much  help either... 

“Ah,  Raphael,  are  you  that  curious  about  the  nature  of  my power?” Vukaste chuckled darkly. “I can sense the radiance of your scrutiny. Fear not. I shall keep nothing from you. You only need ask, and I shall answer.” 

“May  the  Void  Tyrant  devour  your  soul,  Vukaste!  What  is wrong with you? Kill them all, then annihilate this vermin before me!” 

Shi Kung shrieked from behind the force barrier. The Grand Prince hadn’t shifted from his seat. Instead, he glared impotently at Fenix, who’d fallen to his knees in front of him. The battlemage’s eyes were closed, but his hands were raised, and his lips moved soundlessly, as  if  in  the  throes  of  spell-casting,  though  Raphael  could  hear  no arcane syllables rising into the air. 

“Oh? Does the human mage vex you so, Fifth Grand Prince?” 

Vukaste  asked.  “He’s  not  attacking  you?  Can’t  you  dispose  of  him yourself?” 

The fact that Shi Kung couldn’t suspend his efforts to join the world  with  the  ogres’  and  slay  Fenix  was  readily  apparent,  even  to

Raphael. Vukaste must obviously have been aware of this limitation as well, yet he taunted his apparent ally. 

 It’s almost as if he doesn’t care whether Shi Kung succeeds or not,  Raphael thought. 

“This vermin can manipulate warp energy,” Shi Kung spat. “I don’t know how a mere mortal attained such power, but he’s trying to wrest control of this ritual spell from me. If he succeeds...” 

“You fail. Raphael and his allies break the mana vortex. The Void  Tyrant  finds  this  realm  sooner  or  later,  thanks  to  the  mana suffusing its winds.” Vukaste shrugged. “They’ll try to slay you. You’ll try to slay them. One of you might succeed. Or perhaps you will all perish  beneath  my  blade.  The  possibilities  are  boundless,  both  in scope and entertainment, wouldn’t you say?” 

“Madness! You’ve gone mad, Vukaste,” Shi Kung spat. 

Raphael  wondered  if  perhaps  there  was  some  truth  in  the Grand  Prince’s  words.  Vukaste’s  demeanor  was  certainly  different this  time.  Did  tapping  the  malevolence  seeping  from  Shiomi’s desecrated remains somehow affect his sanity? Or had his sudden surge  of  power  and  rapid  progress  with  the  Draconic  Braziers  laid waste to his mind? 

Or  perhaps...  Vukaste  had  never  cared  at  all  from  the beginning.  All  he  wanted  was  power,  and  now  that  he  had  it,  he’d become  ambivalent  toward  the  ambitions  of  his  people  and  any promises to his allies. 

“The  spark  of  divinity  within  you  has  come  to  the  forefront, Raphael,”  Vukaste  said.  “But  more  importantly,  after  our  previous battle,  it  awakened  a  similar  epiphany  in  me  too.  However,  where you  hid  from  it,  in  fear  of  its  implications,  I  focused  my  will  upon  it and  brought  it  to  fruition.  That’s  right,  Raphael.  I  am  an  Ascendant like you. And so is the Grand Prince, but he has somehow managed to overwhelm his divinity with his banality.” 

“That’s  how  you  ascended  so  quickly  through  the  Draconic Braziers,”  Raphael  said,  glancing  sidelong  at  Eliza  and  wordlessly signaling  her  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  to  check  on

everyone and ready them for battle. “You used your divine essence to fuel the growth of your  Ryu-To-Ki.” 

“That,  and  also  to  imbue  several  of  my  most  promising apprentices with power similar to ours,” Vukaste said. “I sensed your slaughter  of  Subtha,  Raphael.  It  is  a  shame,  but  even  now,  his similarly  empowered  fellows  travel  south,  ready  to  enact  my  will upon the world.” 

“We’re  ready,  Raphael,”  Eliza  sent  through  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian. She adjusted her grip on her sword and drew her enchanted  dagger  from  its  sheath.  To  Raphael’s  horror,  Vukaste’s gaze snapped to her. 

“Oh, a touch less haste, I beg, little Dragon Knight,” Vukaste said. “Allow me to savor the imminent moments before your deaths just a little longer.” 

 He  can  sense  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian!  Raphael thought frantically. He hefted his glaive and called Nocturnal Gleam to his side. The ogre lord was too dangerous to be left alive. Raphael surged  the   Ryu-To-Ki   within  his  Ninth  Brazier  in  readiness  to manifest  its  full  strength.  After  his  conversation  with  Wu  Xin,  he’d finally delved within its depths to uncover the true nature of its power, and what he’d found amazed and horrified him in equal measure. 

Vukaste  must  have  sensed  him  reaching  for  the  Ninth Brazier, as the ogre lord’s smile widened. 

“Yes, Raphael. Do it,” he said. “Let us unleash the full extent of our strength. It might mean the deaths of your allies and perhaps even  the  Fifth  Grand  Prince  here,  but  that  is  a  risk  I  am  willing  to take.” 

Raphael’s gaze flickered involuntarily to the low ceiling of the ritual chamber, beneath which Shiomi hovered, her wings beating in uncomfortable, restrained arcs. Vukaste was right. If both he and the ogre  lord  manifested  the  power  of  the  Ninth  Brazier  here,  the  war party would be annihilated. Clenching his jaw, he lessened the flow of his  Ryu-To-Ki to the Ninth Brazier. 

“Ah,  I  thought  so.”  Vukaste  chuckled.  “I  wonder  if  I  should admire  or  pity  your  restraint,  Raphael.  Perhaps  I  had  it  once,  but these  days,  after  my  epiphany,  I  feel   freer,  my  primary preoccupations  no  longer  revolving  around  the  ancient,  petty,  and spiteful hatreds of my people.” 

“So  you’d  be  open  to  withdrawing  your  forces  from  the Uwajima Region?” Eliza asked. 

“Quite frankly, yes.” Vukaste shrugged. “But if I gave such an order,  the  Horned  Elders  of  my  people  would  merely  relieve  me  of command  and  appoint  another  lord  in  my  stead.  And  besides,  little Dragon  Knight,  even  if  I  were  willing  to  walk  away  from  this  all, your... beloved wouldn’t let me, would he?” 

“No,  Vukaste,”  Raphael  said.  “Not  after  what  you’ve  stolen from Shiomi the Defiant. Not after how you’ve tormented her.” 

“Vukaste!” Shi Kung screamed again. The Grand Prince was trembling,  and  so  was  Fenix.  A  shrill  hum  had  begun  to  emanate from  the  metal  sphere.  “Forget  about  the  others!  Slay  this  vermin! 

Slay  him  now!  He’s  seized  control  of  half  of  the  warp  energy,  and he’s unraveling it into nothingness!” 

“Ah, so he  is beating you, Fifth Grand Prince,” Vukaste said, laughing. “A truly pathetic display, my friend. How embarrassing for you.  But  fine.  We  are  allies  after  all,  and  I  should  play  out  my agreed-upon role.” 

The ogre lord began to turn away from Raphael and raise his sword, as if to bring it down upon Fenix. He immediately snapped it back into position as Raphael charged in and swept Heavenly Peal at the ogre’s neck. They locked blades once more with a tremendous clash  of  opposing   Ryu-To-Ki,  generating  once  more  a  shockwave that knocked the debilitated Orfeo off his feet and forced Eliza back several steps. 

“Alas, Fifth Grand Prince, I am otherwise engaged,” Vukaste said, baring his teeth in a savage grin at Raphael. 

Vukaste  shoved  Raphael  back,  unlocking  their  blades. 

Raphael regained his balance swiftly, planted his feet, and raised his

glaive.  Nocturnal  Gleam  leveled  its  edge  at  the  ogre  lord’s  neck. 

Vukaste spun his sword into a two-handed grip. 

A storm of blows ensued, with Raphael and Vukaste hacking, parrying,  and  riposting  at  each  other.  Shockwaves  boomed  from every  impact  of  their  weapons  so  frequently  that  their  energies began  to  overlap,  eventually  coalescing  into  a  whirlwind  of  swirling Ryu-To-Ki  —shadowy  black  mingled  with  burning  gold—around  the both of them. 

“I can’t get close enough!” Eliza cried in dismay through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

Golden  arrows  exploded  ten  feet  from  Vukaste’s  head  and shoulders.  A  beam  of  force  from  Shiomi’s  maw  washed  uselessly across  swirls  of  shadowy  and  golden  draconic  energy.  Out  of  the corner of his eye, Raphael saw Orfeo backing frantically away from the  rapidly  expanding  vortex  of   Ryu-To-Ki,  pulling  a  very  reluctant Eliza along with him. 

“Raphael!”  Shiomi  sent.  “My  Elemental  Breath  isn’t  reaching the ogre!” 

“My arrows can’t get through, either!” Koshi added, his mental voice laden with equal parts of horror and awe. “Your clashing  Ryu-To-Ki  is so strong that you’ve formed a Draconic Arena around you both!” 

“Draconic Arena?” Eliza asked. 

“That’s what happens when two elder dragons decide to duel each other to the death,” Koshi explained. “Their warring  Ryu-To-Ki traps the combatants in an impregnable arena that will dissolve only upon the deaths of one, or both of them!” 

“I  can’t  bring  you  through   Ryu-To-Ki,  Magus!”  Rayne  cried. 

The faerie dragon was able to turn itself and anyone it was touching incorporeal.  Raphael  had  relied  on  this  ability  to  escape  more  than one dire situation, but not this one, it seemed. 

“Don’t worry, Rayne,” he told the faerie dragon absently as he traded blows with Vukaste. “I’ll beat him!” 

“Raphael!” Eliza cried. “Hold on! I’ll try to break through!” 

“No, Eliza!” Koshi sent. “It’s too dangerous! Stay back! We’ll have to trust in Raphael’s strength!” 

Raphael  sent  a  faint  mental  pulse  of  appreciation  to  Koshi, the bulk of his focus locked upon his battle with Vukaste. The ogre lord was stronger than him, swifter, more skilled and experienced. In a  direct  conflict,  Raphael  was  no  match  for  Vukaste,  a  fact  he  was quickly realizing as the ogre lord began to overpower him. 

First  one,  then  another  deep  wound  appeared  across  his torso  and  shoulder  as  Vukaste’s  sword  wove  through  Raphael’s increasingly desperate blocks and parries and ripped golden scales, plate  armor,  and  strips  of  flesh  from  his  body.  Raphael  sent Nocturnal  Gleam  hurtling  toward  the  ogre  lord’s  head,  while  he attempted  a  mighty  sweeping  cut  at  Vukaste’s  legs  with  Heavenly Peal at the same time. The ogre lord blasted Raphael’s glaive aside with a looping parry, deflected the dancing sword with a sweep of his horns, then drove his empty gauntleted fist into Raphael’s torso. 

The air fled Raphael’s lungs. His draconic armor creaked and bowed,  buckling  his  battered  breastplate  so  badly  that  its  straps broke and the tortured armor segment came entirely free of his torso. 

Vukaste  punched  out  with  his  other  fist  then,  slamming  the  cross guard  of  his  sword  across  Raphael’s  jaw  and  snapping  his  head back. 

Stars  filled  Raphael’s  eyes  as  he  reeled  away,  gasping  for breath  that  wouldn’t  come.  He  fell  to  his  knees  a  few  strides  from Vukaste, but the ogre lord didn’t follow up and finish him off. Instead, Raphael  felt  a  gauntleted  fist  close  upon  the  scruff  of  his  neck,  lift him up, and set him down upon his feet. He blinked and cleared his vision  just  in  time  to  see  his  glaive  thump  into  the  dirt  before  his boots. 

“Again,  Raphael,”  Vukaste  said.  “Come.  Pick  up  your  main weapon. Call out to your dancing blade. Let us go again.” 

Raphael  grunted  as  he  kicked  Heavenly  Peal  up  into  his grasp.  Nocturnal  Gleam  swirled  to  his  side  once  more.  With  a

determined roar, he charged in. 

Vukaste parried Raphael’s blow to his abdomen, flicked aside Nocturnal  Gleam  with  a  twirl  of  his  blade,  then  executed  a  riposte that  sliced  a  bone-deep  cut  across  Raphael’s  ribs,  the  ogre  lord’s stroke stopping just shy of piercing his lung. 

An  involuntary  cry  of  pain  escaped  Raphael’s  lips  as  he staggered back, blood sheeting across his waist from the wound in his  side.  But  before  he  could  bleed  out,  a  beam  of  white  light punched  through  the  imprisoning  ring  of  swirling   Ryu-To-Ki   and landed upon Raphael. As he watched, his horrific wound mended. 

“Raphael! That was Gabriella! Her staff extends the range of her Healing Spells by up to ten feet! And it looks like  Ryu-To-Ki can’t block  Healing  Magic!”  Eliza  sent  over  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian. “If you stay close to the edge of the Draconic Arena, she’ll be able to reach you, and I can tell her where to aim by tracking your position with the light of the Dragon Meridian!” 

“Thanks, Eliza. Thank Gabby for me, too,” Raphael replied. 

Vukaste  was  nonplussed  at  the  sight.  He  shrugged  and readied his blade once more. 

“Your ability to fight so well alongside allies is also one of your strengths,  Raphael,”  the  ogre  said.  “I  have  no  reason  to  deny  you their aid.” 

“It  seems  as  if  I  should  thank  you,  Vukaste,  for  being  so gracious and generous in battle,” Raphael said. “But I don’t feel like doing that, because to be honest, I really don’t like you. Actually, that might  be  understating  things.  It’d  be  more  accurate  to  say  I  detest and  despise  you.  Maybe  even  hate  you,  for  all  the  horrible  things you’ve done to Shiomi and to all the people you’ve killed.” 

“That is acceptable, Raphael,” Vukaste said. “After all, hatred is a purer and truer source of strength than many others.” 

A  sudden  chill  fell  over  the  Draconic  Arena,  then.  Frost crystals began to appear in the air, before coalescing into discs of ice that hovered into place between Raphael and Vukaste. 

“That’s Orfeo. He’s using Gabby’s staff too and casting his Ice Magic from  inside the Draconic Arena,” Eliza told him. “That’s Winter Blight, an Ice Magic spell of the Higher Order. It weakens and slows any who fall beneath its influence.” 

Raphael  pulsed  an  appreciative  acknowledgement  to  her  as he  raised  his  glaive  to  meet  Vukaste’s  charge.  The  ogre  lord guffawed  as  Orfeo’s  ice  discs  swirled  into  his  path  and  shattered upon his armor, leaving clinging trails of frost behind. 

“A feeble trick,” he said. “Such a mundane spell will have no effect on me.” 

But  Orfeo’s  spell   did  affect  Vukaste,  Raphael  realized.  The ogre  lord’s  movements  were  a  fraction  of  a  fraction  slower.  To Raphael’s  heightened  senses  and  reflexes,  that  was  a  world  of difference. 

 He’ll figure that out soon too,  he thought.  I’ll have to finish this fight quickly. 

Raphael  countercharged  Vukaste,  much  to  the  ogre  lord’s delight.  He  thrust  out  with  Heavenly  Peal.  Predictably  enough, Vukaste executed a perfect parry, dashing the glaive’s blade from its path.  But  the  parry  was  slower  and   weaker,  even  if  not  by  much, giving  Raphael  ample  time  to  block  the  ogre’s  graceful  riposte  and strike out once more. 

Another  formation  of  icy  discs  appeared  above  Vukaste before breaking apart and cascading over the ogre lord’s horns and shoulders. Vukaste shrugged the frost aside as he foiled Raphael’s cut to his neck. 

“How  refreshing,”  the  ogre  lord  said  sardonically.  “But  really, your ice mage should stop. It’s starting to become embarrassing for him. It’s that young human with the enchanted halberd, isn’t it?” 


Raphael  didn’t  bother  answering.  Instead,  he  focused  on picking apart Vukaste’s sword strokes, while not following up on the openings  that  were  now  beginning  to  appear  in  the  ogre  lord’s defenses. Vukaste’s strength and speed had diminished even further

after  Orfeo’s  second  cast  of  Winter  Blight,  but  not  enough  for Raphael to overpower Vukaste in one fell swoop. 

Just  as  that  thought  flashed  across  his  mind,  Raphael  saw another  Winter  Blight  wash  over  Vukaste  once  more.  This  time,  a tinge of genuine annoyance flickered across his eyes. 

“I  will  slay  your  ice  mage  next  after  you,  Raphael,”  the  ogre lord  promised.  “Perhaps  it  is  a  petty  thing  to  do,  and  fairly unbecoming conduct for one of my stature, but I have never enjoyed the cold, and I have always harbored a particular distaste for ice and frost.” 

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have captured Fei Xue!” Raphael retorted, seeing his opportunity and bringing the full strength of the Draconic  Braziers  to  bear.  He  opened  up  with  a  torrent  of  fiery Elemental Breath that Vukaste negated with a force barrier projected from his breastplate. 

Raphael dropped low and scythed Heavenly Peal at the ogre lord’s legs. This time, Vukaste’s parry was just a touch too slow and too weak. Raphael’s blade hammered past Vukaste’s before cutting into his right shin, biting through shadowy scales, thick plate armor, and ogre flesh. 

Vukaste  bellowed  in  pain  and  let  his  force  barrier  lapse  as Raphael tore his glaive free. Nocturnal Gleam sliced a gash across the  back  of  Vukaste’s  sword-wrist,  fouling  the  strength  of  the  ogre lord’s  descending  counterstroke  enough  for  Raphael  to  smash  it wide aside with a sweep of his glaive. 

Raphael  ripped  Heavenly  Peal  back  across.  Its  blade  cut through  Vukaste’s  draconic  armor,  scattering  shadowy  scales  in every  direction,  before  biting  into  the  ogre  lord’s  breastplate  and sinking into his flesh. Blood burst from Vukaste’s lips, as Raphael felt his blade cut into bone. 

The  ogre  lord’s  left  hand  clamped  down  on  the  shaft  of Heavenly  Peal,  preventing  Raphael  from  dragging  its  blade  further down  into  Vukaste’s  lung  and  chest  cavity.  A  beam  of  force  lanced from Vukaste’s bloodied and opened mouth. Raphael slipped past it, 

released  his  glaive,  and  hammered  a  vicious  roundhouse  kick  into Vukaste’s injured leg. 

The  ogre  lord  staggered  back,  momentarily  unbalanced  by the  impact  upon  his  broken  limb.  Raphael  surged  forward.  His golden  wings  carried  him  three  feet  into  the  air  as  he  thundered  a sharp  left  hook  across  Vukaste’s  jaw,  before  following  up  with  a powerful right, taking care this time to keep his knuckles away from the ogre’s horns. 

Raphael  felt  bone  and  teeth  break  beneath  his  punches. 

Vukaste  reeled,  his  eyes  crossing  as  blood  and  tooth  fragments dribbled from between his mangled lips. Flaring his wings, Raphael set  his  feet  against  Vukaste’s  chest,  took  hold  of  his  glaive  in  both hands,  and  then  tore  the  polearm  free  from  the  ogre  lord’s  wound and clutching gauntlet. 

Vukaste choked and gasped, swaying on his feet as Raphael leveled  Heavenly  Peal  at  his  stolen  heart.  With  a  roar  of  rage, Raphael thrust his glaive out, seeking to destroy the petrified organ and slay Vukaste in one fell stroke. Amazingly enough, the ogre lord was  still  able  to  execute  a  partial  parry  with  his  sword,  knocking Heavenly  Peal  downward  so  that  its  blade  plunged  into  Vukaste’s abdomen instead of his chest. 

Raphael  snapped  his  wings  back  and  blasted  upward, heaving  an  impaled  Vukaste  airborne  as  well.  He  flew  toward  the edge of the Draconic Arena and thrust the ogre lord into the swirling wall of  Ryu-To-Ki. Vukaste shrieked in agony as the tides of golden and shadowy energy rushed  into  him, held his body aloft in the air, and set his soul ablaze, all the while consuming it from the inside-out with their fury. 

Raphael  reeled  at  the  sight,  ripped  his  weapon  free  once more of the ogre lord’s flesh, and flew away, even as Koshi’s mental voice rang out through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“That’s what happens to the loser of a duel within a Draconic Arena!”  Koshi  sent.  “He  is  scoured  by  the  clashing   Ryu-To-Ki   and reduced to ashes!” 

Vukaste’s  screams  rose  to  a  fever  pitch  as  Raphael  landed beside Eliza, Gabriella, and Orfeo. Eventually, the last of the  Ryu-To-Ki  vented  its  wrath  with  a  thump  of  imploding  air.  The  ogre  lord’s scorched form struck the ground with a thunderous crash of rattling metal and the crisp snap of breaking bone. 

The force bubble encasing Shi Kung and Fenix winked out of existence. 

“Damn it, the Grand Prince spat. “Vukaste, you idiot!” 

Chapter 25







Before Raphael could react, Shi Kung surged to his feet and raced toward Fenix, his fingers reaching for the battlemage’s throat. 

Koshi  raised  Sunkiller  and  sent  a  pair  of  golden  arrows  streaking through the air toward the Grand Prince’s face. 

Shi  Kung  hopped  back,  barely  avoiding  the  shafts.  Koshi’s bow  sang  repeatedly,  driving  the  Grand  Prince  from  the  comatose Fenix.  Shi  Kung  raced  behind  the  heap  of  petrified  dragon  bones and took cover there. 

Raphael  raised  his  glaive  and  readied  Nocturnal  Gleam, ready to charge Shi Kung, but to his amazement, Vukaste stirred and groaned. A heartbeat later, the ogre lord was sitting up. His flesh was seared and both his legs and one arm were bent the wrong way, but he was still very much alive. 

 Maybe  he  survived  the  Ryu-To-Ki  backlash  because  of  his divine  essence,  Raphael  thought,  more  than  a  little  disappointed. 

Before  he  could  rush  Vukaste  and  finish  him  off,  however,  a  blue glow fell over the ogre lord, and he vanished, only to reappear by Shi Kung’s  side.  The  Grand  Prince  lowered  his  hand,  a  similarly  hued radiance  fading  from  his  fingertips,  and  dragged  Vukaste  behind cover as well. 

 Shi  Kung’s  good  at  Spatial  Magic,  Raphael  recalled.  Maybe that explains why the ogres are able to teleport so easily. They must have learned some special spells or gotten some magical items from him. 

Fenix’s eyes snapped open. He turned to Raphael. 

“I  did  it!  I’ve  unraveled  so  much  of  the  warp  energy  that  he can’t create a permanent rift in reality here anymore!” the battlemage cried jubilantly, slurring his words. 

“You  impudent  vermin,”  Shi  Kung  surged  from  behind  cover and extended his hand toward Fenix. The Grand Prince snapped his fingers. The air between him and Fenix seemed to ripple. 

“Fenix!” Raphael cried, racing toward the battlemage, but he knew he wouldn’t be fast enough to reach him and tackle him from the path of Shi Kung’s spell. 

A  sleek  sapphire-scaled  form  swooped  down  to  the  rescue instead. Shiomi latched her jaws around the top of Fenix’s cape and snatched  him  up  into  the  air,  barely  an  instant  before  the  space where the battlemage had been kneeling  bent  and  warped, leaving a small crater in the packed dirt. 

“Shiomi!  You’ll  break  his  neck  handling  him  like  that!”  Eliza cried. 

“Don’t  worry.  I’ll  heal  him,”  Gabriella  said.  “Or  leave  him  be. 

Maybe  he’ll  actually  be  tolerable  if  he’s  paralyzed  from  the  neck down.” 

But  Fenix  wasn’t  hurt,  Raphael  realized,  as  Shiomi  dropped the battlemage off in front of the blonde women. He was dazed, and his eyes were unfocused, but he’d taken no injuries. None that were visible, at least. 

Shi  Kung  growled,  but  before  he  could  cast  another  spell,  a golden arrow sliced across his forearm and ripped his sleeve open. 

A  handful  of  small  shiny  objects  tumbled  to  the  dirt.  The  Grand Prince grunted in pain and ducked behind the bones once more. 

“There!” Fenix cried, pointing at the items scattered in front of the mana vortex. “Raphael! Eliza! Look! Remember those?” 

“No,  not  really.  They  look  like  silver  rings,”  Eliza  said, furrowing  her  brow  in  confusion.  “Do  you  know  what  those  are, Raphael?” 

“I don’t...” Raphael began, only to realize that he did indeed know  what  they  were.  “Tiresias!  They’re  rings  like  the  one  Tiresias wore!” 

Tiresias  had  been  an  elf  and  one  of  Shi  Kung’s  agents,  but he’d  gone  mad  upon  realizing  the  truth  of  the  mana  vortexes. 

Raphael, Fenix, Sylvia, and Eliza had foiled his plans to kill an entire town  in  Vitoria  and  awaken  a  geomantic  loci.  Tiresias  had  mortally wounded  himself  upon  his  defeat  but  he’d  worn  a  ring  similar  in appearance to those scattered in front of the mana vortex. 

“The Guild Master said that with enough rings, he can locate the mana vortex connected to them,” Raphael told Eliza and Fenix. 

“Alright,  that’s  interesting,  but  we  already  know  where  this mana vortex is,” Eliza said, unslinging her crossbow and leveling its readied bolt at where Shi Kung was hiding. “Orfeo, grab Fenix and take  cover  somewhere.  Gabby,  check  if  he’s  hurt.  Shiomi,  go  with them.” 

“As you wish, Lady Wildwynd,” Orfeo replied, hauling Fenix to his feet. “Come with me, Master Hellstorm.” 

“I  hope  you’re  hurt,  Fenix,”  Gabriella  huffed.  “Just  so  I  can refuse to heal you.” 

“No, no! Wait!” the battlemage cried, before Orfeo could lead him  away.  Fenix  swayed  as  he  stood,  but  he  reached  out  with  his right  hand  and  grabbed  Raphael’s  shoulder.  “Listen  to  me!  Those rings  have  now  been  infused  with  a  warp  resonance.  If  the  mana vortex is destroyed in their presence, any one of them can be used to locate the others!” 

 Such  as  the  one  in  the  junkyard,  which  can’t  be  found because  of  its  shifting  landscape,  Raphael  realized.  He  turned  to Fenix. “What else has he managed to do with the warp energy?” 

“Whatever I didn’t get to, he’s managed to store inside some kind of container on his person,” Fenix said. “He still has more than enough  to  tear  apart  reality  permanently  in  a  place  with  severe space-time irregularities, such as the junkyard!” 

“We’ll finish him off here,” Eliza said, taking a potshot with her crossbow  as  Shi  Kung  reached  for  the  scattered  rings.  The  Grand Prince hissed and withdrew his hand. “He won’t have a chance to go anywhere.” 

“For  a  Grand  Prince,  he’s  rather  unimpressive,  isn’t  he?” 

Gabriella  commented.  “Huo  Xian  and  Fei  Xue  are  much  more powerful. And isn’t he supposed to be an Ascendant like Raph, too? 

From  what  I’m  seeing  right  now,  even   I  could  waltz  over  there  and give him a good beating.” 

“He’s  disoriented  and  weakened  from  struggling  with  warp energy like me,” Fenix said. “When he recovers...” 

“We’ll  just  have  to  kill  him  before  that  happens,”  Eliza  said, putting aside her crossbow and taking up her sword. She glanced at Raphael.  He  nodded  and  raised  his  glaive,  feeding  the  scant   Ryu-To-Ki he had left to the Draconic Braziers. 

Forty feet to their left, Koshi hovered in the air upon wings of golden  light.  He  had  a  golden  arrow  nocked  and  readied  upon Sunkiller. 

“Go. I’ll keep his head down,” Koshi sent through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“Alright, Koshi. Thanks,” Raphael replied, but before he could charge Shi Kung, Fenix blinked and shook his head. 

“Oh, no,” the battlemage said, his voice no longer slurred and his vision no longer unfocused. “I think...” 

Shi Kung emerged from behind Shiomi the Defiant’s remains, his face a mask of fury. 

Chapter 26







The Fifth Grand Prince of the Chimeric Empire strode out to meet Raphael’s charge. His gaunt form was draped in a simple gray robe, not too dissimilar in design from the one Raphael had seen him wear in Wu Xin’s memories. Shi Kung growled. 

And then he was suddenly standing right in front of Raphael, too close for a glaive to be readily brought to bear. 

 He’s a master of Time magic too!  Raphael managed to take a single  step  back  before  Shi  Kung’s  fist  crashed  into  his  jaw  with enough  force  to  send  him  reeling  and  staggering  away,  broken scales of golden light trailing in the air after him. 

The Grand Prince punched him again, then again, each blow a  sharp,  hammering  impact  that  filled  Raphael’s  eyes  with  stars.  A blow to his solar plexus broke through his draconic armor. Raphael grunted in pain as he felt a rib snap. 

He blinked past the pain just in time for Shi Kung to kick him in the face and send him sprawling upon his back. Raphael coughed and tried to scramble to his feet as Eliza lashed out at Shi Kung with her blades. 

The  Grand  Prince  gestured.  The  empty  space  between  him and  Eliza   bent.  And  then  Eliza  was  flying  away,  the  shattered remnants of her draconic armor trailing in her wake. 

“Eliza!”  Shiomi  and  Gabriella  screamed.  The  youngling dragon soared up into the air and caught Eliza in her foreclaws. 

“That’s  Blasting  Pulse!”  Fenix  said,  raising  his  hands  and filling his palms with Explosive Orbs. “This should be interesting!” 

“No, it won’t be,” Shi Kung replied, crooking the index finger of  his  right  hand  and  uttering  a  single  arcane  syllable.  Fenix vanished in a pulse of blue light, only to reappear a heartbeat later

right beside the Grand Prince. The battlemage blinked in confusion for  the  briefest  of  moments,  before  snapping  to  his  senses  and raising his spell-wreathed palms to Shi Kung’s face. 

Shi  Kung  kicked  Fenix  sharply  in  the  knee.  The  joint  bent backward  with  a  sickening  crack,  and  the  battlemage  howled  in agony.  Before  Fenix  could  fall  over,  the  Grand  Prince  grabbed  him by the throat and lifted him into the air. 

“You  have  caused  me  no  end  of  trouble,  vermin,”  Shi  Kung spat. And then he began to squeeze. 

“Fenix!”  Raphael  had  only  managed  to  make  it  to  his  hands and knees. His vision was still swimming, and every breath caused a starburst of agony to spread through his body. 

Orfeo  hacked  out  with  his  halberd  at  Shi  Kung.  The  Grand Prince gestured, and suddenly the knight was moving as if he were immersed in deep water. Shi Kung kicked Orfeo in the chest, filling the  air  with  the  crisp  snap  of  breaking  ribs.  Orfeo  began  hurtling backward, his movements still slowed to the point of near immobility. 

The  Grand  Prince  snapped  his  fingers,  and  then  the  knight  flew away as a kicked object normally would, tumbling through the air. 

Shiomi  caught  Orfeo  too.  The  youngling  dragon  was squealing in horror. Tears ran down her cheeks. 

“Don’t  worry.  You  will  have  your  turn,”  Shi  Kung  promised, pointing at Shiomi, before turning back to Fenix. “Now, where were we? Ah. Listen closely, vermin. I’m going to crush your throat, then slow  down  time  around  your  head  and  neck,  so  you  can  choke  to death over the span of an eternity or two.” 

Koshi  landed  beside  Shi  Kung.  He  seized  the  Grand  Prince by the wrist. Shi Kung scowled in disdain, only to find himself twirling through  air  and  landing  on  his  back.  Raphael  finally  managed  to stand and saw that Koshi had eased Fenix to the floor. The Dragon Knight  turned  back  to  Shi  Kung  as  the  Grand  Prince  vaulted  to  his feet. 

Shi Kung gestured. The space between him and Koshi  bent, but  Koshi  dived  headlong  into  the  Grand  Prince’s  Blasting  Pulse

spell, with his forearms raised to protect his face. Shi Kung’s Spatial Magic  spell  tore  the  draconic  armor  wreathing  Koshi’s  arms  into golden shreds, but the Dragon Knight powered through it, emerging battered, bleeding, but standing on the other side. 

The Grand Prince blinked once before Koshi tackled him and brought  him  down  to  the  ground.  Shi  Kung  bellowed  in  anger  and seized  Koshi  by  the  scruff  of  the  neck  with  one  hand,  obviously intending to hurl the Dragon Knight off with his superior strength. But Koshi  dipped  his  head  and  pivoted  off  his  perch  atop  Shi  Kung, twisting  free  from  the  Grand  Prince’s  awkward  grasp.  And  then  it was  his  turn  to  seize  Shi  Kung’s  outstretched  wrist,  pull  the  arm close to his body, and lock the extended limb into an armbar. 

Shi  Kung  cried  out  in  anger  and  pain  as  Koshi  levered  his right  elbow  the  wrong  way,  but  the  Grand  Prince’s  body  was  too resilient, his pure physical strength too great for Koshi to break, even with six Draconic Braziers blazing in the Dragon Knight’s soul. 

Raphael cast Lesser Heal on himself twice. He followed that with a single Invigorate spell, replenishing his  Ryu-To-Ki  by  a  small amount,  before  glancing  to  where  Shiomi  had  caught  Eliza  and Orfeo.  Gabriella  stood  there,  her  hands  awash  in  the  white  light  of Healing  Magic.  Eliza  was  on  her  hands  and  knees,  coughing, gasping,  and  shaking  her  head.  Orfeo  fared  much  more  poorly,  his body stretched out limply on the floor, his padded tunic caved in on the  left  side  of  his  torso.  Fenix  was  unconscious,  overwhelmed  by the agony of his wounds and the strain of his labors. 

 I’ve got to go help Koshi,  Raphael  thought,  returning  his  full attention  to  the  Dragon  Knight’s  struggle  against  the  Grand  Prince. 

Within the span of the ten heartbeats Raphael had taken to cast his spells  and  check  briefly  on  the  rest  of  the  war  party,  Koshi  had transitioned off the armbar, swooped into an elbow lock, rolled onto a heel  hook,  before  rotating  across  a  wrist  crank.  Each  technique strained  Shi  Kung’s  joints  and  ligaments  to  the  point  of  the  Grand Prince’s  obvious  and  visible  agony,  but  so  far,  Koshi  had  failed  to secure  any  decisively  incapacitating  grapples.  But  neither  had  Shi

Kung  managed  to  bring  any  of  his  deadly  spells  or  empty-handed striking techniques to bear. 

 That’s  the  best  way  to  fight  him,  Raphael  thought,  dropping his glaive and staggering forward. 

Shi Kung surged forcibly to his feet, only to have Koshi grab him by the wrist, redirect his momentum, and send him stumbling to Raphael.  Raphael  seized  Shi  Kung  by  the  lapels  of  his  robe  and hurled  the  Grand  Prince  over  his  shoulder,  slamming  him  into  the dirt. Shi Kung punched out with his left fist. Raphael ducked beneath its  arc,  secured  a  side  mount,  then  spun  to  a  full  mount  atop  the Grand Prince. 

Shi Kung raised his hand, intending to cast Blasting Pulse at point  blank  range,  but  Koshi  caught  the  Grand  Prince’s  extended limb  and  brought  it  into  yet  another  armbar.  This  time,  something clicked in Shi Kung’s elbow joint, drawing a scream of pain from the Grand Prince’s lips. 

Raphael hammered his fists into Shi Kung’s face a heartbeat later,  feeding  every  last  scrap  of   Ryu-To-Ki  into  his  Draconic Braziers. Shi Kung’s face bounced off the dirt, and Raphael punched him again. Then again. He managed to land a third punch before Shi Kung vanished in a pulse of blue light and reappeared in the air. 

Blasting Pulses radiated from his palms. Raphael and Koshi dived  aside  out  of  their  way,  but  the  Dragon  Knight’s  movements slowed  to  a  crawl  as  he  came  out  of  his  roll.  Shi  Kung  pointed  at Raphael  next.  Raphael  hurled  himself  to  the  side  again,  feeling  an invisible field of magical energy pass him by. 

 More  Time  Magic,  he  thought,  surging  to  his  feet  and charging at Shi Kung once more. But this time, the Grand Prince had wizened  up.  He  vanished,  then  reappeared  twenty  strides  away. 

Raphael tried to dodge the inevitable Blasting Pulses, but he was too slow,  too  hurt,  and  too  tired.  The  Spatial  Magic  spell  clipped  him across the hip, tore a huge swathe from his draconic armor, and sent him tumbling head over heels across the dirt. 

As Raphael came to a halt, he raised his head and saw Koshi flex his  Ryu-To-Ki and break free of Shi Kung’s slowing Time Magic spell. He managed to sidestep a Blasting Pulse, before being caught by another and sent sailing across the cavern. 

“Koshi!” Raphael cried, surging to his feet and pressing down on the stopper of his healing potion at the same time. The agony of his wounds faded slightly, as he began advancing on Shi Kung. 

The  Grand  Prince  vanished.  A  pulse  of  blue  light  in  his peripheral  vision  told  him  Shi  Kung  had  reappeared  by  his  side. 

Raphael threw a desperate punch. Shi Kung caught the blow in one hand and leveled his other at Raphael’s face. 

“Die,”  Shi  Kung  said.  A  Blasting  Pulse  built  upon  his fingertips, too close for Raphael to even begin thinking of dodging. 

   More blue light pulsed in the corner of Raphael’s eye. Fenix appeared by Raphael’s side, an Annihilation Ray already lancing out from the battlemage’s index finger. 

“You’re  not  the  only  one  who  knows  Spatial  Magic,”  Fenix spat. 

Shi  Kung’s  eyes  widened  in  horror.  The  Grand  Prince abandoned  his  Blasting  Pulse  spell  for  one  that  would  carry  him away. He vanished just  after Fenix’s Annihilation Ray ripped through his torso. 

Raphael  turned  in  the  direction  of  the  Grand  Prince’s agonized screams. Shi Kung had reappeared with a cauterized, fist-sized hole in his chest, just beneath his right collar bone. Blood burst from his lips. He fell to his knees. 

“Raphael, I don’t think I can cast Annihilation Ray by myself again,”  Fenix  said,  his  face  pale  and  drawn  with  pain.  One  of  the battlemage’s  legs  was  still  horrifically  broken.  Raphael  caught  him and held him up. 

“We’ll do this together, then,” he said. 

“Exactly what I was going to suggest.” Fenix grinned wanly. 

Raphael launched into the segment of Annihilation Ray he’d learned, speeding through the arcane syllables, converting the two-handed gestures into single-handed ones, and pushing the complex mental  concepts  through  his  mind.  Fenix  began  his  portion  of  the spell  midway  through  Raphael’s.  They  completed  Annihilation  Ray together. 

Raphael thrust his palm out. Fenix pointed his index finger at Shi  Kung.  A  beam  of  fiery  energy  lanced  out,  seeking  the  Grand Prince’s  flesh.  Shi  Kung  flinched  in  alarm  and  raised  his  hands. 

Arcane  syllables  poured  from  his  lips,  and  the  empty  space  before him bent once more. 

“Damn  it!  That’s  Distortion  Bulwark,  a  Spatial  Magic  spell  of the  Highest  Order,”  Fenix  gasped.  “It  can  redirect  any  magical energy it catches for as long as it lasts.” 

The  Annihilation  Ray  struck  Shi  Kung’s  Distortion  Bulwark and  halted  in  its  path.  The  Grand  Prince  sneered,  and  instead  of turning  Fenix’s  spell  back  upon  the  battlemage  and  Raphael,  he angled the fiery beam toward Fei Xue’s icy cocoon instead. 

The Annihilation Ray struck the slab of ice and began to vent its fury upon its unyielding surface. 

“Yes,  yes.  We  all  know  that  even  an  Annihilation  Ray  can’t break  through  a  Frost  Aegis  cocoon,”  Shi  Kung  spat.  He  clenched his  fists.  An  invisible  but   perceptible  power  pulsed  from  the  Grand Prince to his Distortion Bulwark. “But as you know, Dragon Magus, we Ascendants have means of bending and breaking the rules.” 

 He’s  infused  his  Distortion  Bulwark  with  divine  essence! 

Raphael realized. “No!” 

The Annihilation Ray quadrupled in size. It sank an inch into the  surface  of  Fei  Xue’s  cocoon.  Then  another.  Leaving  Fenix behind, Raphael broke into a sprint toward Fei Xue, but he knew he would  never  make  it  before  she  was  consumed  by  the  Annihilation Ray. 

Shi  Kung  screamed  once  more  in  agony,  and  suddenly  the Annihilation Ray was sweeping upwards and away from Fei Xue to

carve  a  massive  furrow  into  the  cavernous  ceiling  of  the  ritual chamber  before  dying  out.  Raphael  turned  to  the  Grand  Prince.  To his surprise, he saw Orfeo there, with his halberd buried deep in Shi Kung’s gut. 

Against  all  odds,  despite  his  horrific  injuries,  the  knight  had managed to get to Shi Kung and impale him upon Glacial Edge. 

But the Grand Prince’s newest wound, though grievous, was far  from  fatal.  Shi  Kung  tore  himself  free  from  the  blade  in  his  gut, ripped  the  weapon  from  Orfeo’s  now-feeble  grasp,  and  hacked  the knight in half, cleaving him diagonally from collar bone to hip. 

“Orfeo!” Raphael cried, running toward Shi Kung even though he knew it was too late. The Grand Prince picked up the upper half of Orfeo’s body and flung it at Fei Xue’s cocoon. The knight’s corpse struck the Frost Aegis’s half-melted surface with a sickening crack. 

“Scum. Filth,” Shi Kung spat as he tossed Glacial Edge aside. 

“I will kill all of you. Starting with you, Dragon Magus.” 

“Come  do  your  worst,”  Raphael  clenched  his  fists  and squared off against Shi Kung. 

“Why would I go over there, when I can simply rip you apart from here?” Shi Kung asked, a sneer tugging at his lips. The Grand Prince raised his hands. A Blasting Pulse began to build before his fingertips,  larger  and  more  potent  by  far  than  any  of  the  ones  he’d previously unleashed. 

Raphael  quickly  considered  his  options.  The  power  of  the Ninth Draconic Brazier was beyond his reach now, with his  Ryu-To-Ki reserves so depleted. Neither could he pull off a Draconic Trace. 

That  meant  that  his  most  potent  option  to  strike  back  at  Shi  Kung from afar was Elemental Breath. 

He  inhaled  sharply,  deciding  to  unleash  as  large  a  beam  of force as his remaining  Ryu-To-Ki would allow. It probably wouldn’t be enough,  but  Raphael  wasn’t  about  to  run  headlong  into  Shi  Kung’s spell or stand back and wait for it to kill him where he stood. 

 I  won’t  give  up,  he  thought,  as  a  sphere  of  sapphire-hued force spun into existence a foot from his mouth.  I won’t lose! I—

The crystalline sound of breaking ice filled the air. 

Chapter 27







The  last  time  Raphael  saw  Fei  Xue,  the  Eleventh  Grand Princess  of  the  Chimeric  Empire  was  in  a  healing  coma,  having suffered  horrific  injuries  in  a  battle  against  two  of  Vukaste’s apprentices.  As  she  stood  amidst  the  cascading  wreckage  of  her Frost Aegis, Raphael saw that she’d recovered from her wounds. 

She  now  had  both  her  arms,  and  she  used  them  to  cradle Orfeo’s  mangled  remains  against  her  torso,  not  caring  how  the knight’s blood and spilled viscera soaked into her robe of blue silk. 

Crystalline  tears  poured  from  her  dark  eyes  as  she  stroked Orfeo’s lifeless cheek, then pressed her lips against his pallid brow. 

Soft sobs rolled from lips, and her slender frame heaved with sorrow. 

Her  hair  was  long,  dark,  and  unkempt,  framing  a  heart-shaped  face  contorted  in  grief.  Her  bare  right  shoulder  sported tattoos that read  Vengeful Frost, and as she wept for Orfeo, the runic words burned with icy radiance. 

Shi Kung took a step back, then another, allowing his spell to fall apart. Vukaste was stirring too, having crawled to his hands and knees.  The  Grand  Prince  hissed  at  the  ogre  lord,  before  bending down to gather the silver rings scattered in front of the mana vortex. 

An Explosive Orb flew past Vukaste then, to land amidst the rings. Shi Kung managed to snatch one up before Fenix’s spell blew the  rest  of  them  into  wreckage.  The  explosion  staggered  Shi  Kung and hurled Vukaste prone once more, but it caused them little harm otherwise. 

“Raphael!  He  still  has  one  of  those  rings  left!”  Fenix  cried. 

Gabriella had made it to his side, and she was helping him lie down on the ground, so she could begin the agonizing process of setting, then healing his broken leg. 

“Indeed, vermin,” Shi Kung hissed, holding up the silver band triumphantly,  before  holding  it  to  the  mana  vortex.  He  reached  into his  robes  and  produced  a  rectangular  prism  that  pulsed  with  the unnatural  violet  light  of  warp  energy,  before  glaring  at  Raphael.  “I deny  you,  Dragon  Magus!  I  deny  you  the  honor  of  undoing  my Father’s work! It is mine!” 

“That’s  the  warp  energy  I  didn’t  manage  to  unravel!  There isn’t enough in it to open a rift in reality here anymore, but what’s left can still break the mana vortex, Raphael!” Fenix shouted, his voice tight with strain. “If he does that, he can attune that ring and locate the mana vortex in the junkyard! You’ve got to stop him!” 

Raphael loosed the beam of force he’d readied, but thanks to his depleted  Ryu-To-Ki reserves, his Elemental Breath emerged as a feeble and faltering sapphire spike that Shi Kung dodged easily. The Grand  Prince  touched  his  violet  crystal  to  the  metal  sphere  and uttered a series of arcane syllables. Half of the light within the crystal leaked out to fall over the mana vortex, which began to tremble, then vibrate violently. 

Raphael reached out to Nocturnal Gleam as he charged Shi Kung.The dancing sword flew to his side, and he sent it hurtling out at the Grand Prince. Nocturnal Gleam sliced through the air, its point driving toward Shi Kung’s throat. 

A  massive  form  rose  into  the  sword’s  path.  Armored  palms slapped against the flat sides of its blade, trapping Nocturnal Gleam and  bringing  its  flight  to  an  abrupt  halt.  Vukaste  flung  the  dancing sword away and grinned at Raphael as he approached. 

“Come,  Raphael,”  the  ogre  lord  said,  his  face  a  mangled wreck of scorched and bleeding flesh. He had popped his dislocated limbs back into place. “We still have unfinished business.” 

“Get out of my way, Vukaste!” Raphael cried, stepping in and slugging the ogre across the jaw with a looping right hook. 

Vukaste  reeled  away,  spraying  blood  and  teeth  from  his mouth,  only  to  come  surging  back  right  away  with  a  thunderous counter-punch that rocked Raphael back on his heels. Raphael felt

salty warmth flow from his broken nose over his lips, but he charged in  again  and  drove  his  fist  into  Vukaste’s  chest.  The  ogre  lord’s tormented armor buckled beneath the impact, and the panel over his stolen heart fell away, exposing the petrified organ. 

Raphael reached for it, only to take an armored fist to the gut that  drove  the  air  from  his  lungs  and  doubled  him  over.  Vukaste followed it with a backhand that broke something else in Raphael’s face and sent him staggering back. 

“Not this time, Raphael,” Vukaste said, his words emerging as broken gurgles through an obviously shattered jaw. 

Raphael  charged  in  and  hit  the  ogre  lord  with  a  looping uppercut  that  snapped  his  head  back  and  sent  more  blood  arcing into the air. Vukaste’s hand shot out, grabbed Raphael by the trailing ends of a torn breastplate buckle, and pulled him in close. The ogre lord’s  armored  knee  crashed  into  Raphael’s  abdomen,  sending scales of golden light flying and snapping another of Raphael’s ribs. 

Growling  with  frustration,  Raphael  broke  the  grapple  and  hit Vukaste with a right cross, then a left hook. The ogre lord staggered, but  wouldn’t  fall.  He  countered  with  a  tight  uppercut,  knocking Raphael back. 

All  this  time,  the  vibrating  hum  emanating  from  the  mana vortex  grew  to  a  fever  pitch.  Raphael  glanced  past  Vukaste,  his breath coming in sharp, shallow gasps, and saw that glowing cracks had appeared across the surface of the floating metal sphere. 

“Focus,  Raphael!  You  can’t  let  yourself  be  distracted  like that!” Vukaste chided mockingly as he smashed a stinging backhand across  Raphael’s  jaw,  before  looping  his  other  fist  around  for  a devastating haymaker. 

And  then  Eliza  was  there,  her  face  bloodied,  her  left  arm hanging limply from her shoulder, but her blade flashing. Cloud Slicer hacked  into  Vukaste’s  side,  drawing  a  bellow  from  the  ogre  lord. 

Eliza swept the blade up and across, hoping to disembowel Vukaste, but he caught her sword in an armored fist, preventing its passage through his flesh. 

“Little  Dragon  Knight.”  Vukaste  tried  to  smile  through  the ghastly wreckage of his face. “Glad you could join us.” 

“Go, Raphael!” Eliza cried. “I’ll take care of Vukaste! Stop Shi Kung!” 

Raphael  nodded,  sidestepped  Vukaste’s  clumsy  attempt  to kick at him, then ran past the ogre lord’s armored bulk and continued his  advance  upon  Shi  Kung,  who’d  put  the  light-filled  crystal  away somewhere,  probably  within  his  robes.  The  Grand  Prince  wore  a beatific look on his face as more and more cracks appeared across the surface of the mana vortex. 

And then it broke apart. 

There  was  no  tremendous  explosion,  no  whirlwind  of  light and  hurtling  metal  shards.  The  floating  sphere’s  vibrations  came  to an  abrupt  halt,  before  simply   dissolving.  Raphael  felt  something sublime and indescribable wash over him and roll out into the world. 

 Is...  is  that  mana?  he  thought,  before  shaking  his  head  and snapping his focus back to Shi Kung, who was now holding the silver ring high and marveling at the violet light in which it was awash. 

The  Grand  Prince’s  ensuing  triumphant  shout  turned  into  a gasp of choking rage as a tendril of violet radiance leaked out from the ring and vanished into the air. Raphael looked over his shoulder and  saw  Fenix  with  his  left  hand  outstretched  and  his  entire  body trembling with effort. 

The battlemage gestured again. His lips moved soundlessly. 

More light leaked from the ring. Shi Kung shrieked with anger, even as Fenix chuckled once, then passed out. 

“You!”  Shi  Kung  roared.  He  tucked  the  ring  back  into  his robes  and  began  striding  toward  the  unconscious  Fenix.  Raphael surged  into  his  path  and  hurled  a  punch  at  Shi  Kung’s  face.  The Grand Prince slipped past Raphael’s hurtling fist easily, before hitting him  with  a  spinning  kick  to  the  gut.  The  blow  ruptured  something inside  Raphael,  and  he  fell  to  his  knees,  choking  on  the  blood  that welled up his throat. 

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Vukaste smash Eliza to the  ground  with  a  backhand.  She  didn’t  get  up,  but  neither  did  the ogre lord press the attack. Instead, Vukaste staggered back and fell on his rump, bleeding from a dozen fresh wounds across his torso, neck, and arms. 

Shi Kung spat on Raphael once, then continued his advance on Fenix. Raphael reached out for the Grand Prince’s ankle, only to catch  nothing  but  air.  He  tried  to  stand,  but  his  legs  wouldn’t  obey him.  Desperately,  Raphael  used  up  his  last  healing  potion.  The horrific pain in his torso lessened slightly, but not enough for him to get to his feet. 

“Shi  Kung!”  he  gasped,  trying  to  speak  through  the  blood filling his mouth and leaking down his chin. “Come back here! We’re not done!” 

But  the  Grand  Prince  ignored  Raphael,  utterly  intent  on slaughtering  Fenix  instead.  Gabriella  rose  to  the  battlemage’s defense,  thrusting  her  staff  out  and  sending  a  barrage  of  icicles  at Shi  Kung’s  face.  Her  Ice  Magic  didn’t  even  slow  him.  Shi  Kung gestured  sharply  and  barked  a  single  arcane  syllable.  Space flickered before his fingers. Gabriella’s spell flew apart. The princess reeled from the magical backlash. Blood trickled from her ears, nose, and  the  corners  of  her  eyes,  but  she  rallied  swiftly  and  pointed  her staff at Shi Kung again. 

“Stay  back!”  Gabriella  cried.  More  icicles  lanced  toward  Shi Kung. 

This  time  the  Grand  Prince  leveled  his  palm  and  hurled  out an actual Blasting Pulse. The Spatial Magic spell ripped Gabriella’s Ice Magic apart and continued rolling toward her, and Raphael cried out in dismay, knowing that the princess wouldn’t survive a direct hit from a Blasting Pulse. 

But  then  a  wall  of  ice  slammed  into  existence,  the  magical energy  swirling  across  its  frozen  surface  stronger  than  anything Gabriella could conjure by many magnitudes. It repelled Shi Kung’s spell and pushed him physically back. The Grand Prince grunted in

surprise.  And  so  did  Raphael,  as  he  saw  Fei  Xue  through  the translucent  ice  wall.  She  stood  between  the  Grand  Prince  and Gabriella, her left hand raised in spell-casting, while her right cradled Orfeo’s grisly remains to her body. 

“Hello, brother,” Fei Xue said as the wall of ice shattered. The Grand  Princess’s  features  were  contorted  with  rage.  Veins  crawled and writhed across her temples. 

Shi  Kung  took  a  step  back,  his  demeanor  uncertain,  and Raphael  knew  why.  Though  the  Grand  Prince  had  maintained  the upper  hand  against  the  war  party  and  had  incapacitated  many  of them,  Raphael  included,  he  had  also  taken  many  injuries  and expended  a  good  amount  of  his  magical  strength.  At  this  point, Raphael  knew  that  Shi  Kung  could  readily  slaughter  the  war  party. 

But now that Fei Xue was here, things seemed much less certain. 

“Greetings, sister,” Shi Kung said. “It is good to see you.” 

“You killed my beloved,” Fei Xue said, walking forward. “I saw it. I saw it all from where I lay.” 

“Your  beloved?”  Shi  Kung  said  in  disgust.  He  took  a  step back.  “Rutting  with  vermin  is  disgusting  enough.  Actually  caring  for them is weak and degenerate.” 

“I am going to kill you, brother,” Fei Xue promised, continuing her advance. “I am going to pull your spin from your body and force your beating heart down your throat.” 

“You  can  try,  sister.”  Shi  Kung  sneered,  though  he  took several  more  steps  back,  moving  past  Raphael  and  eventually coming to a halt beside Vukaste. 

“You  know  me.”  Fei  Xue’s  smile  was  terrifying.  “I  don’t  try.  I do.” 

“There are plenty of things you can’t do.” Shi Kung clenched his fists. “Especially when you’ve just emerged from a healing coma, with your vectors virtually empty of spell dust, and your flesh frail and unsteady.” 

“I don’t need any magic to tear you limb from limb,” Fei Xue hissed.  She  knelt  then,  and  placed  Orfeo’s  remains  gently  on  the floor. There was little left of the knight except his shattered skull and perhaps a third of his torso. The sight filled Raphael with sorrow and anger. 

 I’m sorry, Orfeo,  he thought.  So sorry. 

“I  have  already  brought  about  the  deaths  of  several  of  our siblings,” Shi Kung said. “Even now, I orchestrate the demise of our Father. I think it’s time you go on ahead and save a seat for Him in eternity. After all, you were always one of His favorites. You and that imbecile, Huo Xian.” 

“We always thought  you were His favorite, Shi Kung,” Fei Xue said softly, standing up. “Oh how He praised you all the time and told us over and over again how we needed to take you as an exemplar, how you were the finest and greatest of His children...” 

“He...  He  did?”  Shi  Kung  whispered,  an  expression  of genuine shock unfolding across his face. 

“I  guess  it’s  a  good  thing  Huo  Xian  and  I  didn’t  heed  His thoughts  about  you,  then.”  Fei  Xue  continued  walking  toward  Shi Kung, moving past Raphael in the process. “I will make a gift to Him of  your  skull,  and  then  perhaps  I  will  personally  crucify  every  living soul in your court, brother.” 

“A  grand  promise,  sister.”  Shi  Kung  raised  his  hands.  His features  regained  their  murderous  cast.  “But  one  I  doubt  you  can keep.” 

The shadows beside Raphael began to writhe and roil. They streamed into a pool next to him and expanded. Raphael blinked at the curious sight, before realizing what he was witnessing. 

 Mana. Mana is back,  he thought.  And Sylvia... 

The  shadows  rose  into  a  column  nearly  as  tall  as  Raphael. 

They  swirled  for  the  span  of  several  heartbeats,  before  coalescing into  a  human  silhouette.  Flakes  of  darkness  peeled  away  then, revealing Sylvia, with her massive sword in her hands. 

“Hey, Raphael, I killed so many of the idiots they just stopped coming,” Sylvia said. “And then I got bored, but I also remembered that I didn’t bring any booze. So I thought to myself, what if I go find Raphael and grope him a little bit? Oh boy, wouldn’t that make Eliza mad, I also thought. But then I felt mana come back and... anyway, I’m here. So what did I miss?” 

Sylvia swept her gaze across the ritual chamber’s cavernous depths,  taking  in  Koshi’s  and  Eliza’s  unconscious  forms,  a  horrified and  cowering  Shiomi,  Gabriella  standing  protectively  over  a comatose Fenix, Raphael bleeding and battered in front of her, and finally Orfeo. Her eyes narrowed. She walked up to Fei Xue. 

“Hey, Fei,” the elf said. “Good to see you on your feet.” 

Then  she  turned  to  the  Fifth  Grand  Prince  and  leveled  her sword at his face. 

“Oh hi, Shi Kung,” she said coldly. 

  

Chapter 28







Shi Kung didn’t hesitate. Without another word, he ran over to Vukaste, grabbed the ogre lord by the shoulder, and gestured. The two of them vanished in a flash of blue light. 

Several  moments  of  stunned  silence  passed  before  Sylvia spoke again. 

“What?  Did  he  just  run  away?”  Sylvia  demanded.  “Did  he leave  just  like  that,  with  no  threats  or  rambling,  megalomaniacal monologues? Where’s the fun in that?” 

“Sylvia...”  Raphael  groaned,  shaking  his  head.  He’d  been trying  to  cast  Lesser  Heal  on  himself  for  the  last  few  minutes,  and he’d  actually  managed  to  succeed  once,  only  to  have  his  torn innards  reopen  and  his  internal  bleeding  start  all  over  again.  I’d better learn a more powerful Healing spell. 

The  elf  dismissed  her  sword  and  hurried  over  to  Raphael, even  as  Fei  Xue  made  her  way  over  to  where  she’d  placed  Orfeo and knelt beside the knight’s remains. 

“Yeah, I know,” Sylvia said, sighing as she crouched next to Raphael.  The  radiance  of  Healing  Magic  fell  from  her  palms, washing  the  agony  of  his  wounds  away.  He  coughed  out  another mouthful of blood before she patted him on the shoulder. 

“Alright,  you’re  not  bleeding  on  the  inside  anymore,  and  I fixed  everything  that’s  broken  in  your  face,”  the  elf  said.  “Your  ribs still  need  some  work  though,  and  so  do  your  hands.  Your  hip  is cracked  in  a  few  places  too,  but  that’s  all  the  Healing  Magic  your body can take for the next day or so. I know, I know. You’re going to grumble about me healing your face first instead of your other less pretty but more functionally important parts as if people actually care about that...” 

“No,  I  won’t.”  Raphael  staggered  to  his  feet  and  cast  her  a grateful look. “Thank you, Sylvia.” 

“You’re  welcome.”  Sylvia  glanced  at  Fei  Xue  weeping  over Orfeo and sighed again. “I should have finished up with those idiots faster and gotten here earlier. Then maybe things would have turned out differently. But there were so many of them.” 

“Don’t blame yourself, Sylvia, This is absolutely not your fault. 

It’s Shi Kung’s,” Raphael said, feeling a wave of relief wash over his heart  as  he  saw  Eliza  get  to  her  feet  and  begin  staggering  over  to him. The Dragon Knight had consumed both of her healing potions too, judging by the empty vials in her potion belt. Shiomi was helping Koshi  up.  The  youngling  dragon’s  face  burned  with  shame  and anger.  Raphael  reached  out  to  her  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian. 

“Shiomi,”  Raphael  sent.  “You  didn’t  do  anything  wrong. 

There’s  nothing  for  you  to  feel  ashamed  about.  You  were  very brave.” 

“I  froze,  Raphael!”  Shiomi  turned  her  head  to  him.  Tears rolled  from  her  eyes  and  down  her  scaled  cheeks.  “I  was  so frightened of that evil bald man called Shi Kung that I couldn’t move! 

He’s so much scarier than Vukaste!” 

“He definitely is in many ways,” Raphael agreed. He cast the light of the Dragon Meridian upon Shiomi’s soul, sharing his resolve with  her  and  washing  away  the  self-doubt  eating  at  her  mind.  “But you  didn’t  run  away.  You  overcame  your  fear  and  stayed  with  your friends.” 

“I’ll be braver next time, Raphael,” Shiomi promised, choking back  a  sniffle.  Supported  by  her  wings  and  foreclaws,  Koshi  rose slowly and painfully to his feet. He patted the youngling gently on the back and gave her an appreciative nod. 

“You  will,”  Raphael  agreed.  He  took  Eliza’s  right  hand  in  his as  she  approached  and  reached  out  to  him.  The  Dragon  Knight’s eyes  shone  with  unshed  tears  as  she  glanced  at  where  Orfeo  lay, but she gritted her teeth and gestured to Fenix and Gabriella. 

“Gabby  says  Fenix  has  taken  an  injury  to  his  head,”  Eliza reported.  “He  won’t  be  up  for  a  while.  She  also  says  that  my  body has taken as much Healing Magic as it can today, but my left arm is still broken, and several of my ribs are still cracked. I don’t know how much good I’m going to be in our fight back out to the platform.” 

“We’ll  worry  about  that  later,”  Raphael  said.  “Right  now,  I’m just glad you’re alright.” 

“I’m  glad  you’re  alright  too,”  Eliza  replied,  pulling  him  into  a gentle  embrace.  “Shi  Kung  hurt  you  so  badly.  Next  time  I  see  him, I’m going to return the favor tenfold.” 

“We’ll  do  it  together,”  Raphael  promised.  Sylvia  gave  him  a thumbs-up  gesture  before  striding  over  to  Fei  Xue.  Gabriella  was kneeling beside the Grand Princess, having left Fenix prone on the ground,  with  the  battlemage’s  cape  tucked  into  a  pillow  under  his skull  and  his  broken  leg  healed.  She  was  holding  her  magical instructor’s  hands  in  hers,  and  together,  they  both  wept  softly  over the gallant knight. 

“Orfeo was a true knight of Lucario,” Eliza said softly. “Brave, gentle, faultlessly chivalrous. He... Sylvia!” 

Raphael  joined  Eliza  in  a  horrified  gasp  as  he  followed  her gaze. Sylvia was walking back over to him, holding Orfeo’s mangled remains  at  arm’s  length.  Fei  Xue  was  glaring  at  the  elf,  frozen  in shock that Raphael knew would turn rapidly to murderous rage. 

“What?” Sylvia asked. She gestured at butchered torso in her hand. “No offense to the pretty and brave pony here, but I just didn’t feel like having him leak all over me, you know?” 

“What are you doing?” Raphael demanded. To his horror, the elf  peeled  Eliza  away  and  dropped  Orfeo  in  his  arms,  filling  his nostrils  with  the  stench  of  spilled  blood  and  opened  bowels.  He looked  past  Sylvia’s  shoulder  and  saw  Fei  Xue  stalking  over,  her hands curling into icy claws. 

“Bringing  him  to  you  so  you  can  patch  him  up,”  Sylvia  said, her words halting the Grand Princess in her tracks just as she was about to bury her claws in the elf’s back. 

“You...  you  can  do  that?”  Fei  Xue  whispered,  her  eyes  wide with grief and brittle hope. She fell to her knees before Raphael and pressed  her  forehead  to  the  ground.  “Please,  Raphael!  Please, Dragon Magus! Save him! Save my beloved! Bring him back to me!” 

“But I can’t...” Raphael blinked in realization as the light of the Dragon Meridian straightened out the chaos of his swirling thoughts. 

There  was something he could try to help Orfeo. He turned to Sylvia. 

The elf pointed at Koshi, who was walking over with Shiomi’s help. 

“Fei  Xue,”  Raphael  said,  crouching  beside  her  awkwardly. 

“Please, get up. I might be able to do something for Orfeo, but I can make  no  promises.  If  his  soul  has  already  departed  into  eternity,  it will be beyond my reach.” 

“No!  It  won’t  have!”  Gabriella  insisted,  stomping  over  to  Fei Xue’s side and helping the Grand Princess to her feet. “Orfeo loves Master so much. He can’t be gone already!” 

“I’ll see what I can do,” Raphael said, before standing up and turning  to  where  the  rest  of  Shiomi  the  Defiant’s  petrified  remains had  been  piled.  No.  Vukaste  still  has  half  of  her  heart.  He  won’t escape me next time. 

Eliza walked by his side. She couldn’t help him carry Orfeo, since  she  had  only  one  usable  arm  left,  but  her  warm  presence lightened the tremendous weight Raphael suddenly felt hanging over his shoulders, and her gentle smile drove away the darkness of his thoughts. 

Raphael  reached  the  petrified  bones  and  placed  Orfeo  atop them. Rayne peeked its head out of his belt pouch and sniffed sadly. 

“The  shiny  man  was  very  kind  and  gentle  to  everyone,”  the faerie  dragon  said.  “If  you  could,  Magus,  please  bring  him  back.  I think Shiomi the Defiant would have wanted that too.” 

“I’ll try, Rayne.” Raphael took a deep breath and cast the light of the Dragon Meridian upon the dragon bones, reaching out to the soul  fragments  of  Shiomi  the  Defiant  within  them.  They  responded immediately,  melding  into  a  collective  consciousness  that  took  the

form  of  a  mighty  dragon  with  sapphire  scales,  nearly  half  again  as large as Koshi. 

Raphael took a step back, his eyes widening as he realized Shiomi  the  Defiant  hadn’t  manifested  solely  as  a  phantasm  visible only to him. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that the rest of the  war  party—except  Fenix—saw  her  too.  Koshi  wore  an expression of sublime awe as did Gabriella and Eliza. Shiomi looked surprised  and  delighted.  Sylvia  beamed  radiantly.  Disbelief  and amazement cracked through Fei Xue’s mask of grief as she looked upon the ancient force dragon. 

But Shiomi the Defiant had not come back to life, of course. 

Her  body  ended  just  beneath  her  knees,  and  the  tips  of  her outstretched  wings  were  hazy,  indistinct  blurs.  It  was  a  spiritual projection of some sort, Raphael realized. 

“Shiomi  the  Defiant  was  a  dragon  mage  in  her  lifetime,” 

Rayne said. “She carried some of her magic with her into death.” 

“That  is  correct,  little  one,”  Shiomi  the  Defiant  said,  bowing her head so that her gaze was level with Raphael’s. “I hear your call, Magus.” 

“Hello, Shiomi,” Raphael said. “I’m here to help you on your way. I know what happened to you. It’s all in the past now. You can leave it all behind.” 

“Thank  you,  Magus.”  Shiomi  sighed.  “I  sense  that  you  have already delivered lesser portions of my soul to their eternal rest. My gratitude knows no bounds.” 

“You’re  very  welcome.”  Raphael  nodded.  “I’m  just  a  bit surprised that... no, never mind.” 

“You’re  curious  about  my  composure,”  Shiomi  said,  the faintest  of  smiles  tugging  at  the  corner  of  her  maw.  “What  you  see now  is  the  largest  sum  of  my  consciousness.  In  fact,  it  is   all  that remains in this world.” 

“And your greater wholeness keeps you more grounded and composed,”  Raphael  reasoned.  He  frowned  in  puzzlement.  “Wait. 

You said there are no other pieces of your soul left, but Vukaste still

has  half  of  your  heart,  doesn’t  he?  He  also  said  there  are  a  few ogres who still carry pieces of your remains in their flesh.” 

“He managed to expunge my essence from the half my heart embedded  in  his  flesh,  retaining  only  its  power.  Vukaste  did  the same thing for the other ogres as well,” Shiomi explained. “All those expulsed soul fragments returned here, to me. I suspect he did that because he faced some resistance from me with the other half of my heart.” 

“Yes,  he  did,”  Raphael  confirmed,  heaving  a  sigh  of  relief. 

Vukaste  still  had  his  stolen  draconic  power,  but  at  least  he  would inflict no further torment on Shiomi the Defiant. “That’s good to know, Shiomi.” 

“Thanks to you, Magus, the path to eternity yawns before me, and  I  am  more  than  ready  to  take  it,”  the  force  dragon  said.  “But there’s just one last thing I must see to. Think of it as a repayment for all that you and your allies have done for me.” 

Before Raphael could ask Shiomi what she meant, the force dragon’s spiritual projection reached out a ghostly claw and moved it through  the  air.  She  then  opened  her  claw,  revealing  a  flickering sphere of faint white light within her grasp. Shiomi waved again, and the sphere drifted to a halt over Raphael’s palms. 

“This is the soul of a brave and kind man. He was lingering, just as I did, unable to find his way to eternity,” Shiomi explained. Her eyes  fell  on  Fei  Xue.  “Bonds  of  love  and  longing  hold  him  here, though  if  given  enough  time,  those  bonds  would  become  barbed chains,  his  love  warp  into  resentment,  and  his  longing  degrade  to madness.  But  the  Magus  is  with  us,  with  him,  and  I  daresay  he would be spared such a fate.” 

 Orfeo! His soul hasn’t left yet!  Raphael realized. He glanced at Fei Xue. She looked at him pleadingly, her eyes bright with tears. 

He gave her a nod before returning his attention to Shiomi. “Thanks, Shiomi. I really appreciate it. You do know what I’m going to try to do, right? You don’t mind?” 

“I don’t, Magus.” Shiomi the Defiant cast a meaningful look at her younger namesake. “Because I see you’ve already done it once, with  magnificent  results!  I  wish  you  all  the  best,  little  one.  Great things await you by the Magus’s side.” 

“Thanks, Shiomi!” the youngling chirped walking to Raphael’s side  and  raising  her  awestruck  gaze  to  the  ancient  force  dragon. 

“You’re so pretty! I wish you could stay and we could talk more!” 

“You  were  birthed  from  my  flesh,  little  one,”  Shiomi  the Defiant said. “And though I can’t stay, I will always be with you.” 

“I  know,”  the  younger  Shiomi  replied.  “Goodbye!  It  was  nice meeting you!” 

“Farewell, little one.” Shiomi the Defiant met Raphael’s gaze one last time. “And thank you, Magus.” 

“As  I  said,  you’re  very  welcome.”  Raphael  smiled.  “Bye, Shiomi.” 

The  ghostly  visage  of  the  ancient  force  dragon  burst  into motes  of  white  light.  Rayne  soared  into  their  midst  and  spread  its wings to collect the scattered light. The faerie dragon looped once in the  air  before  coming  to  a  halt  above  Raphael’s  head.  Raphael closed  his  eyes  as  Rayne  let  the  draconic  power  fall  into  his  soul, then returned to his belt pouch. 

 Orfeo...   Raphael  reached  out  to  the  knight’s  soul.  It  didn’t respond to his call. Orfeo, after all, was wholly human, and he had not  lived  for  eons  as  a  Dragon  Knight  like  Koshi.  He  stood  beyond the light of the Dragon Meridian, but the threads that tied his soul to Raphael’s  still  persisted,  though  they  were  already  unraveling  with every passing moment. 

Raphael  seized  the  threads  and  held  them  in  place.  At  the same  time,  he  brought  forth  the  draconic  power  left  behind  by Shiomi’s  final  departure  and  let  it  wash  across  the  petrified  dragon bones at his feet. The force dragon’s remains—and Orfeo’s—came ablaze with golden light. 

“Orfeo,”  Raphael  called  to  the  knight  as  he  pushed  the glowing sphere that was Orfeo’s soul into the light. “It’s me, Raphael. 

Fei  Xue  is  here.  She  wants  to  speak  with  you.  Come  back  to  us. 

Come back to her.” 

 Raphael?  My  lady?  Raphael  thought  he  heard  the  knight’s voice echo faintly across his consciousness. He reached out through the threads once more. 

“Yes,  Orfeo.  It’s  me.”  Raphael  raised  his  hands,  palms upturned  as  he  cast  Spontaneous  Transmigration.  “And  yes,  she’s here.” 

The  golden  light  emanating  from  the  dragon  bones  and  the fallen  knight  grew  in  intensity,  drawing  a  collective  gasp  from everyone  in  the  ritual  chamber.  Eliza  shielded  her  eyes  from  the glare  with  her  hand  and  took  a  few  steps  back,  leaving  Raphael  to stand  amidst  the  radiance  of  his  divine  spell  as  it  expanded  to envelop him. 

Shiomi’s remains vanished as did Orfeo’s, into the light. And then Raphael heard a heartbeat. It was strong and loud, much more so  than  any  that  could  have  come  from  a  human  being’s  chest. 

Motion, scaled and immense, writhed before his eyes. A tremendous influx of air signaled the filling of mighty draconic lungs. 

“Come back to her, Orfeo!” Raphael cried, clenching his fists as  he  completed  the  Spontaneous  Transmigration  spell.  A  dragon, sheathed  in  snow-white  scales,  burst  from  the  light  and  spread  his wings. His thunderous roar shook the air. 

Raphael cheered as did Eliza, Sylvia, and Gabriella, but their jubilance  quickly  faded  as  the  white  dragon  thrashed  his  head  and barbed  tail  in  the  air,  battering  at  the  ceiling.  His  crimson  eyes burned with panic and confusion. 

“Shiomi!”  Koshi  cried,  golden  light  leaking  from  his  body  as he  began  his  draconic  transformation.  “He’s  scared  and  doesn’t know what’s going on! We have to calm him down!” 

“Got it, Koshi!” Shiomi squeaked, her voice trembling. 

The  white  dragon  slammed  his  head  against  a  cluster  of stalactites with enough force to tear scales from his brow. Droplets of

golden  blood  arced  through  the  air.  The  dragon  reeled  and  fell, crashing thunderously down onto the ground. 

“Raph! Get clear!” Koshi shouted. “He’ll maul you if you’re not careful!” 

Raphael and Eliza stumbled away as the dragon flailed and thrashed  on  the  ground,  his  barbed  tail  scything  back  and  forth. 

Koshi  completed  his  transformation  and  spread  his  black  wings. 

Shiomi scurried to his side, her ears pressed flat against her skull. 

“What now, Koshi?” the youngling asked. “What are we going to do, exactly?” 

“I’ll pin him down. You try and get his tail,” Koshi replied. The dragon glanced at Raphael. “Stand further back, Raph.” 

“Alright,  Koshi,”  Raphael  agreed,  backpedaling  even  more with Eliza in tow. “Be careful—” 

Raphael  choked  on  his  own  words  at  the  sight  of  Fei  Xue charging  past  Koshi  and  Shiomi  toward  the  white  dragon.  Sylvia chased after her, but the elf came to a skidding halt after a few steps. 

Even she was not reckless enough to run within the reach of flailing draconic claws and snapping fangs. 

“Master!” Gabriella shrieked in horror, her attempt to run after Fei Xue foiled by Sylvia’s grasp upon the scruff of her neck. 

“Eh. It’s not as if she hasn’t been ripped into pieces before,” 

the elf said, shrugging. “We’ll just glue or pin her parts back together again later.” 

“Let’s  go,  Shiomi,  now!”  Koshi  bellowed  as  he  surged forward, tucking his wings close to his body in readiness to pounce. 

“Wait,  Koshi,  wait!”  Raphael  said,  holding  up  one  hand  and pointing to Fei Xue with the other. The Grand Princess had skidded to a halt before the white dragon’s maw and placed her hands on his snout. 

Fei  Xue’s  touch  had  an  immediate  effect.  The  white  dragon fell silent immediately. Clouds of frost puffed from his nostrils as he righted his body, placing all four of his legs squarely on the ground, 

and  met  the  Grand  Princess’s  gaze  with  crimson  eyes  larger  than her head. 

“My  love...”  Fei  Xue  said  quietly  as  she  traced  the  dragon’s jaw and brow with her hands. A soft sob escaped from her lips. “Is that you? Are you there? Do you know who I am?” 

The  white  dragon  blinked.  Sanity  returned  to  his  eyes, replacing the fear and bewilderment that had previously roiled within his crimson gaze. Golden light enveloped his body once more, and when it faded, Orfeo stood there, unclothed but unharmed. He took Fei Xue into his human arms and held her close. 

“Yes, my lady,” the knight whispered. “I am here. I know who you are. I am sorry I couldn’t come for you sooner.” 

Fei  Xue  burst  into  tears.  Orfeo  clung  to  her  tightly,  his  eyes shining  with  moistness.  Raphael  turned  away  to  give  them  their privacy. Eliza looped her arm around his and smiled radiantly at him. 

She didn’t have to say anything. A world of love and warmth shone in her smile. He returned it and gave her a quick peck on the lips. 

“Well done, Raph,” Koshi said, having returned to his human form  once  more.  The  Dragon  Knight  sagged  with  pain  and exhaustion.  “It  seems  that  things  turned  out  fairly  well  in  the  end. 

Shiomi the Defiant has gone on to her eternal rest, and the ogres no longer have access to her power.” 

“Vukaste  and  the  scary  bald  man  got  away  though,”  Shiomi pointed out. “And Fenix said the bald man can find the mana vortex in the junkyard  and  create  a  rift  in  reality  there.  Raphael,  didn’t  the Chimeric  Emperor  tell  you  that  if  that  happens,  the  Void  Tyrant  will come into our world?” 

“He  did.”  Raphael  sighed  and  patted  Shiomi  on  the  head. 

“This  means  that  our  next  destination  is  the  junkyard  outside  Lucia City. He’ll be heading there right now, if he hasn’t already arrived.” 

“If he has, he might have accomplished his goals by the time we get there,” Koshi said grimly. “We might arrive in Lucia City to find it already overrun by ogres. Or worse, if the Void Tyrant does enter our world.” 

“I  think  we  might  have  a  little  time,”  Eliza  said,  turning  to Sylvia  and  beckoning  for  the  elf  to  come  over.  “I  handle  Sylvia’s letters for her, and she received one from the Guild Master before we left Nihako City. Do you remember what it said, Sylvia? You had me read it out to you.” 

“No,  I  don’t,”  the  elf  replied  immediately,  with  no  trace  of hesitation. “I don’t ever remember anything Bony says in his letters. 

That’s  why  I  hired  you,  remember?  You’re  supposed  to  handle  all that stuff for me. But then you had to go and get yourself promoted, so now I have to find someone else to do my laundry, clean out my chamberpots, and brush my teeth in the morning.” 

 Brushing  her  teeth...?  Raphael  clamped  his  jaw  shut, resisting  the  urge  to  comment  on  Sylvia’s  disgusting  personal hygiene.  He  caught  Shiomi’s  eye  and  shook  his  head  warningly  at her before she could say anything. 

“No, don’t. Please,” he sent to the youngling through the light of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  “It’s  never  worth  talking  to  her  about  such things.” 

“Alright,  Raphael.”  Shiomi  nodded.  “I  brush  my  own  teeth, though! Just thought you should know.” 

“That’s...  good,  Shiomi,”  Raphael  replied,  petting  the youngling on the head again. “Make sure you keep it up.” 

“The  Guild  Master  won’t  let  you  hire  an  auxiliary  for  such things,”  Eliza  snapped.  “Anyway,  after  Janan  and  Premier Matsumoto  conveyed  their  suspicions  regarding  Shi  Kung  to  the Guild  Master,  he  cast  a  powerful  Spatial  Magic  spell,  Dimensional Omission, over the entirety of Lucia City. No one without one of his Recall Charms will be able to teleport into Lucia City.” 

“Shi  Kung  is  highly  skilled  in  Spatial  Magic  as  well,”  Koshi said. “Could he break through the Guild Master’s spell somehow?” 

“Eh.  There’s  nothing  to  worry  about.”  Sylvia  waved dismissively. “Bony’s not good at many things, but when it comes to Spatial  Magic,  not  even  that  pipsqueak  Shi  Kung  is  his  match, 

especially  not  when  he’s  casting  a  spell  like  Dimensional  Omission from the Guild House.” 

“The  Guild  House  in  Lucia  City  is  a  massive  magical amplifier,  attuned  only  to  the  Guild  Master  and  his  Spatial  Magic spells,” Eliza explained to Raphael. “That’s why I said we have a bit of time. Shi Kung and Vukaste will have to make their way physically to Lucia City, and they’ll have to do so with an army. King Lucian the Fourth and his knights aren’t about to let a foreign military force waltz into the country’s capital, and neither will the Hell Drakes stand by.” 

“That  means  there’ll  be  a  siege.  Another  battle.  More  death and  destruction.”  Raphael  closed  his  eyes  and  sighed.  “But  I suppose it can’t be helped. Alright, I’m going to talk to Fei Xue and Orfeo. We need to start heading back to the Defiant Citadel. The Hell Drakes are still fighting.” 

A  clamor  of  voices  arising  from  beyond  the  entrance  to  the ritual  chamber  proved  Raphael  false,  though.  Armored  and  robed silhouettes poured into the cavernous room, all of them human and bearing  the  Hell  Drakes  insignia.  Janan  and  Huo  Xian  led  the  way, the latter trailed by his crimson-armored bodyguard. 

Huo  Xian  caught  sight  of  his  sister  then,  unharmed  and unscathed, standing in Orfeo’s embrace. The veins crawling across his  temples  faded  immediately,  and  a  smile  of  astonishment  and delight flashed across his face. The Grand Prince hurried toward Fei Xue, pushing past Eliza and Gabriella rudely in the process. 

“Sister!” Huo Xian cried. “You’re safe! You’re alright! I was so worried!” 

Fei  Xue  turned  to  him,  her  eyes  wide  with  surprise  and  joy. 

The  two  Grand  Principalities  stood  several  strides  away  from  each other, the strange mutual repulsion built into their flesh keeping them physically apart. But it did nothing to diminish the genuine love and affection between the siblings. 

“You’re here, little brother!” Fei Xue said. “Were you fighting alongside Raphael?” 

“I  had  to  hold  the  ogres’  forces  at  bay  while  the  Dragon Magus  came  down  here,  sister,”  Huo  Xian  said.  “It’s  good  to  see you’re alright. Where’s Shi Kung? I will burn him to ashes an inch at a time!” 

“He’s  not  here.”  Fei  Xue  grimaced.  “But  he’ll  face  his reckoning soon enough. It is so good to see you. Thanks for bringing Orfeo to me!” 

“Why is he undressed?” Huo Xian asked, a quizzical look on his face. 

Raphael  saluted  Janan  as  Fei  Xue  began  to  explain  what happened to Huo Xian. The High Captain grunted and returned the salute, a sardonic grin tugging at her lips. 

“I would ask you to report, armsman, but it seems fitting that I update  you  first,  given  the  circumstances,”  Janan  said.  The  High Captain’s face was covered in bruises and cuts, and her plate armor hung off her short frame in steely tatters. “Listen up. Approximately ten  minutes  ago,  every  ogre  withdrew  from  the  battle  using  Spatial Magic.  They  brought  their  hydras  with  them.  Without  their  masters, the  goblins  and  harpies  soon  broke  and  fled,  especially  with  that Dragon  Sigil  of  yours  shining  down  upon  them  from  up  in  the  sky. 

Good  thing  too,  because  the  Dragon  Sigil  faded  not  long  after.  I deployed our remaining forces to secure the Wind Bastion and clear out  any  survivors,  before  assembling  an  assault  team  of  my surviving elites.” 

Several tests had revealed that the Dragon Sigil would last a bit over an hour and a half once he stopped feeding  Ryu-To-Ki to it. 

During the attack on the Wind Bastion, Raphael had cut it off shortly before beginning his descent into the main keep’s basement levels. 

Judging by Janan’s account, the timing was just about right. 

“At that point, the most logical thing would have been for you to  come  check  on  us,  and  that’s  exactly  what  you  did,”  Raphael reasoned. “We really appreciate it, ma’am, but as you can see, we’re just about done here. We were about to come back up and rejoin the fight, actually.” 

“Good thing there’s no real fighting left to do then, because as I  can  see,  you  lot  are  no  longer  in  any  condition  for  battle,”  Janan replied,  her  gaze  sweeping  across  the  war  party.  “Even  the  Eighth Seat.  My  mage  sight  tells  me  she  can’t  receive  any  more  Healing Magic for the day, which means she’s probably wounded right now, though she’s hiding it.” 

“Aw, Janan.” Sylvia sauntered up to her fellow High Captain and draped an arm over her shoulders. She had to fall to a crouch to do so. “I didn’t know you cared. You’re a good friend, after all, even if you  could  stand  to  lose  some  weight  so  that  you’re  not  that  top heavy.” 

“Get  off  me  before  I  gut  you,”  Janan  growled,  wrapping  her fist  around  the  hilt  of  her  belted  dagger.  Sylvia  didn’t  listen.  In  fact, she  began  rubbing  her  cheek  against  Janan’s,  much  to  the  latter’s anger.  Raphael  sighed  in  relief  as  both  Eliza  and  Gabriella  peeled the elf away by her ears and the High Captain sheathed her blade. 

“Report, armsman!” Janan spat, her eyes blazing. 

Raphael  saluted  again  and  did  so,  swiftly  summarizing  the battle  against  Vukaste  and  Shi  Kung.  He  described  the  Grand Prince’s schemes and recounted his words. At the end of his report, the High Captain had a troubled look in her eyes. 

“Initial casualty reports indicate that we’ve lost more than two-thirds  of  our  forces,”  Janan  said.  “And  that’s  even  with  taking  into account the fact that many of the wounded will live to fight another day.  And  now  you  say  another  pitched  battle  awaits  us  in  Lucia City?” 

“What will you do, ma’am?” Raphael asked. 

“We  travel  to  Lucia  City  right  away,  of  course,”  Janan  said. 

“It’s where our Guild Master is, remember? We have to defend him at  all  costs.  Gather  your  war  party  and  head  back  to  the  Defiant Citadel, armsman. We’ll work out the details there. Dismissed.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Raphael saluted. 

Janan  returned  the  salute  and  walked  away,  barking instructions to her entourage of aides and bodyguards. 

Turning away, Raphael saw Fenix placed upon a stretcher by a pair of Hell Drakes auxiliaries. Gabriella followed them out, a string of instructions rolling from her lips. Koshi had fallen to his haunches, lines of pain and exhaustion deep on his face, while Shiomi fanned him helpfully with her wings. Eliza and Sylvia were still arguing over something. 

 We didn’t lose anyone in the end,  he thought, a smile tugging at his lips as Huo Xian, Fei Xue, and Orfeo walked over. The knight had Huo Xian’s cape draped across his body, showing just how high the Grand Prince held him in esteem. 

“Well  done,  Dragon  Magus,”  Huo  Xian  said,  giving  him  a grudging nod of approval. “You should not have let the ogre lord or my  treacherous  brother  escape,  but  you  did  your  best,  considering the circumstances. Thanks to you, I got my sister back.” 

The  Grand  Prince  cast  a  sidelong  glance  at  Orfeo.  “And  I didn’t lose a cherished friend,” he continued. 

“You’re  very  welcome,  Huo  Xian,”  Raphael  said,  but  the Grand  Prince  was  already  walking  past  him  and  out  of  the  ritual chamber.  He  shook  his  head  and  smiled.  As  far  as  expressions  of gratitude went, that had been profuse by Huo Xian’s standards. 

“Raphael, thank you so much,” Fei Xue said, approaching in her  brother’s  wake.  “I  thought  I  was  done  for  when  the  revenants caught me. I never expected that you’d come to my rescue.” 

“You  got  hurt  fighting  alongside  us  when  we  first  arrived  in Uwajima, Fei Xue,” Raphael replied. “I wasn’t going to abandon you.” 

“You  have  my  eternal  gratitude,  regardless,”  Fei  Xue  said. 

She looked at Orfeo, who stood by her side, her arm looped around his. “For saving the both of us.” 

“Raphael, I...” Orfeo chuckled as if embarrassed. “Everything was  cold  and  dark,  and  then  I  heard  your  voice,  talking  about  my lady,  and  you  shone  a  light  that  led  me  back  to  her.  Koshi  says you’re Namakhut reborn. I truly believe it now.” 

“I’m  not  Namakhut,  Orfeo,”  Raphael  replied,  reaching  out  to clasp Orfeo’s hand. “I’m just me, Raphael, your friend and comrade-

in-arms. How are you feeling right now?” 

“I  feel  magnificent.”  Orfeo  raised  his  hand  and  flexed  his fingers. “Stronger than I’ve ever been. I’m a dragon now, aren’t I?” 

“Yes,  you  are.”  Raphael  nodded  in  Koshi’s  and  Shiomi’s direction. “I’ll get them to talk to you about what it means. You might need some time getting used to your draconic form. You might even need to learn how to actually fly. But I’m sure we’ll figure something out.” 

“I don’t have spell vectors anymore,” Orfeo said. “But I feel a curious source of power within me that I know I can use to cast my spells. This must be mana, then?” 

“That’s  right,”  Raphael  told  him.  “It  just  occurred  to  me  that you’ll  probably  also  have  to  learn  how  to  use  Draconic  Magic.  It’s quite a bit different from Vector Magic, which you’ve been learning all your life.” 

“He’ll be fine!” Sylvia said. The elf and Eliza had walked over a  few  moments  ago.  “He  can  keep  casting  his  spells  the  way  he usually does. The only difference is that now he can fuel them with mana instead of spell dust.” 

“Oh, that’s right.” Raphael turned to Sylvia. “Mana has come back,  hasn’t  it?  At  least  to  this  part  of  the  world.  Do  you  feel  any different?” 

“To  be  quite  honest,  no.”  Sylvia  smiled  wistfully.  “I  always thought  that  I  really  missed  mana  and  True  Magic,  but  right  now, touching  it  again  after  more  than  a  thousand  years,  I  supposed  I really  didn’t.  Or  maybe  I  simply  learned  how  to  cope.  Don’t  get  me wrong.  Being  able  to  pull  mana  from  the  air  for  my  spells  is  pretty handy,  but  at  the  end  of  the  day,  it’s  not  that  much  different  from using  spell  dust.  I  am  really  happy  you  broke  that  mana  vortex though, Raphael. Thank you so much.” 

“I’m  glad  I  could  help,”  Raphael  said,  before  returning  his attention  to  Orfeo.  “Well,  there  you  go,  Orfeo.  You’ve  got  a  bit  of adjusting to do, but I don’t think it’ll be anything you can’t manage.” 

“There’s  this  light  too,”  Orfeo  said,  tapping  his  forehead curiously. “I’m not sure how to describe it. I’ve been seeing it out of the corner of my eye all the time since I... came back. It’s bright, but it’s  not  blinding.  In  fact,  whenever  I  look  at  things  through  its radiance, they become clearer.” 

“That’s  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian,  Orfeo.  You’re  a dragon, so you can see it right away. Knight Koshi and Knight Eliza had  to  cultivate  to  do  that,”  Rayne  said,  popping  out  of  Raphael’s belt  pouch.  The  faerie  dragon  looked  up  at  Raphael.  “I  think  you’ll have to teach him about it too, Magus.” 

“Did...  did  Rayne  just  speak?”  Orfeo  blinked  in  surprise.  Fei Xue gave him a nonplussed smile. 

“How  curious,”  the  Grand  Princess  said,  reaching  out  to scratch Rayne gently behind the ears. The faerie dragon cooed with pleasure.  “I  know  it’s  making  sounds  with  its  mouth,  but  I  cannot understand  the  little  dragon.  Perhaps  you  need  draconic  blood running through your veins to do so.” 

 Unless  you  have  some  eavesdropping  spell,  Raphael thought, darting a suspicious glare at Sylvia. The elf was fairly quick on the uptake, it seemed. She immediately became very interested in checking her fingernails. A soft, off-key tune whistled from her lips as she immediately began a blatant and utterly unsubtle withdrawal to where Koshi and Shiomi sat. 

“I’ll  go  check  on  them,”  Sylvia  said,  laughing  uneasily. 

Raphael grimaced and shook his head. He would have to leave the matter of the eavesdropping spell for later. 

“One other thing, Orfeo,” Raphael sent. “We can also deliver our thoughts through the light of the Dragon Meridian. This way, we can talk even when we’re far apart.” 

“But no more than a thousand miles or so,” Shiomi chimed in soundlessly from where she sat. The youngling dragon flapped her wings at Orfeo and smiled. 

“This...  this  is  a  lot  to  take  in,”  the  knight  said  verbally,  his eyes widening. “Is there anything else?” 

“Rayne  already  mentioned  cultivation,  but  we’ll  also  have  to talk  about  the  Draconic  Braziers  and   Ryu-To-Ki  later,”  Eliza  said, grinning. 

“Alright, alright, everyone,” Koshi sent through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “Give Sir Vitelli some space. There will be time to go over all that he needs to know later.” 

“Hmm.” Fei Xue frowned, her eyes flashing to Koshi and then back  to  Orfeo.  The  Grand  Princess  had  obviously  been  sharp enough to notice the startled look Orfeo had cast in the older Dragon Knight’s  direction.  “I’m  not  sure  I  like  this,  beloved,  you  having conversations I cannot hear with others.” 

“Don’t worry about it, Fei,” Sylvia called. The elf was lounging on Shiomi’s back. “All you need is the Mind Tap spell. Yes, yes, Mind Magic isn’t really your forte, but you should be able to handle it. Cast Mind  Tap,  then  spike  it  into  your  pretty  pony’s  skull,  then  you  can hear everything he does, even in his mind.” 

“That’s very invasive, isn’t it?” Fei Xue said, clutching Orfeo’s arm  tighter  to  her  body.  “I  would  never  do  something  like  that  to anyone I care about.” 

“Well,  I  did  that  to   everyone  I  care  about...”  Sylvia’s  words trailed off as she finally noticed the daggered glares cast her way. 

“Sylvia...” Raphael began, only to have the elf roll off Shiomi’s back, dodge past Eliza’s attempts to grab her, and disappear rapidly through the archway leading to the stairwell. 

Eliza’s eyes filled with dawning horror. 

“Wait,  I’ve  read  about  the  Mind  Tap  spell  before,”  she  said, looking at Raphael. “It allows the caster to vicariously   share what the subject  senses as well! And if she’s cast that on us...” 

The horror in her eyes turned into smoldering rage. 

“Sylvia!” Eliza cried, storming after the elf. “Get back here and undo your spell!” 

“She’s  not  going  to  catch  Lady  Shadowsoul,  is  she?”  Orfeo asked as Shiomi and Koshi began filing through the archway. 

“No.” Raphael shook his head. “I don’t think she will.” 

“Raphael, I have another question to ask you,” Orfeo said. “It is probably better if we state things clearly right away, here and now.” 

“I  know  what  you’re  concerned  about,  Orfeo,”  Raphael replied,  reaching  out  and  clasping  the  knight  on  the  shoulder.  “And the  answer  is  ‘no’.  You  are  not  bound  to  me  in  any  way,  human  or dragon. I would be delighted to fight alongside you, of course, but if you need to leave with Fei Xue, you’re perfectly free to do so.” 

“But you saved my life. Thanks to you, I have been reborn as a dragon, and you are the Dragon Magus. I...” 

“You  are  still  your  own  person,  Orfeo.  So  are  Shiomi  and Koshi. They’re helping me now because they want to, but if for any reason they felt they wanted to leave or do something else, I would never begrudge them their freedom and you, yours.” 

“You  are  as  gracious  as  you  are  mighty,  Dragon  Magus Raphael,” Fei Xue said, her eyes shining with gratitude. She leaned her head against Orfeo’s shoulder. “Beloved, let us leave this place. I haven’t seen daylight in ages.” 

“Of  course,  my  lady,”  Orfeo  said.  He  bowed  to  Raphael. 

“Thank you once again, Raphael. It seems I will have a lot to think about in the days to come.” 



Chapter 29







The  war  party  followed  Janan  and  her  strike  force  onto  the assault  platform,  which  began  retracting  skyward  as  soon  as Raphael  set  foot  upon  its  shimmering  blue  surface.  During  the ascent,  he  looked  up  and  quickly  realized  that  Janan  hadn’t understated their losses. The Hell Drakes had suffered greatly in the attack  on  the  Wind  Bastion,  and  so  had  the  Defiant  Citadel.  Huge sections  of  the  force  curtain  wall  had  been  demolished,  and according  to  some  of  Janan’s  aides,  the  inner  keep  had  been breached in numerous places. 

Slain  Hell  Drakes  lay  strewn  all  across  the  flying  fortress, vastly outnumbering the survivors, who even now labored grimly to collect  and  sort  their  corpses,  one  of  Janan’s  advisors  said.  The fallen  would  be  stacked  in  one  of  the  lower  floors  of  the  Defiant Citadel  and  covered  in  Ice  Magic.  Then,  depending  on  the  forms they’d signed upon joining Janan’s Kingmakers, their remains would be disposed of accordingly. 

They  arrived  at  the  platform  chamber,  and  Raphael  sighed, clutching  his  aching  ribs  as  he  watched  a  pair  of  Hell  Drakes auxiliaries  pick  up  Sara  Marchesi’s  butchered  body  from  the  floor and carry it away. An atmosphere of grim resolve hung in the air, and Raphael  understood  where  it  came  from.  The  Hell  Drakes  had defeated  an  ogre  army  many  times  their  number,  but  their  horrific losses tempered any euphoria or triumph they felt. 

“The  curtain  walls  will  reform,  you  say?”  Janan  asked Raphael as she stepped away from the assault platform. 

“Yes,  ma’am.  Any  force  surfaces  should  fully  regenerate within a day,” he confirmed. 

The  High  Captain  turned  to  Shiomi  next,  who  leaned  away shyly from Janan’s piercing gaze. 

“Shiomi, we will be counting on you to help with the repairs of the  inner  keep,”  Janan  said.  “Report  to  Corporal-Auxiliary  Makoto one hour after noon tomorrow morning. You can find her in my office or at her post. Eleventh floor, west wing, room eighteen.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” the dragon squeaked, raising a foreclaw to her brow. 

“Very  good.”  Janan  gave  Shiomi  a  genuine  smile.  She returned  her  attention  to  Raphael.  “I’ll  have  more  concrete  details regarding our immediate plans soon enough. For now, just know that we’ll be embarking for Lucia City as soon as everyone has returned to the Defiant Citadel.” 

“What  about  the  Wind  Bastion,  High  Captain?”  Eliza  asked. 

“And the stragglers of the ogres’ forces?” 

“The  Yamato  Republic  can  take  care  of  all  that,”  Janan replied.  “It’s  beyond  our  purview  now  that  we’ve  rescued  Grand Princess  Fei  Xue  and  fulfilled  our  contract  to  Grand  Prince  Huo Xian.” 

The  Grand  Principalities  and  Orfeo  hadn’t  taken  the  assault platform back up to the Defiant Citadel. Instead, a tattered Tian Mo had swooped down and carried them back to the flying fortress with his tentacles. 

“With  the  ogres  routed  and  their  source  of  stolen  draconic power gone, the Republican Guard will face much better odds now,” 

Koshi said. 

“That’s  assuming  they  ever  rebuild  it,  Dragon  Knight  Koshi,” 

Janan  replied.  The  High  Captain  shrugged.  “But  like  I  said,  it’s  not my concern, and I have a feeling you can’t afford to have it be yours, either.” 

“We do have more pressing matters at hand, High Captain,” 

Koshi agreed. 

“Is  there  anything  else  we  need  to  know,  ma’am?”  Raphael asked. 

“That’s it for now, armsman. I will send a runner when I have something new to tell you.” Janan spun on her heel and left, trailed by her aides and bodyguards. 

“She’s scary, but I feel like I have to try my best at everything she tells me to do,” Shiomi said, squaring up her chest. “I’m going to do the best repairs that have ever been done before!” 

“I’ll  come  help  you  with  the  repairs  tomorrow,  Shiomi,” 

Raphael said. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a lot of work, but we should be able to handle it.” 

“Thanks,  Raphael,”  Shiomi  said.  “But  maybe  you  should  get some rest instead—you, Eliza, and everybody else. I only had a few scratches here and there, and Gabby already healed them all.” 

“Let’s  see  how  I  feel  tomorrow  morning,”  Raphael  said, glancing  at  Gabriella,  who  was  already  hurrying  out  of  the  platform chamber. The princess would be heading to the infirmary, and there, she would try to save as many lives as possible. 

“I’ll  go  help  her  out,”  Sylvia  said.  “You  need  to  lie  down  and move as little as possible, or you’re going to start bleeding internally again. Same goes for you, Eliza.” 

“Thanks, Sylvia,” Raphael said, before turning to Eliza as the elf  grinned  and  walked  away.  “Did  you  manage  to  get  her  to  undo her eavesdropping spell?” 

“No,” Eliza huffed. “She wouldn’t admit to anything!” 

“I  thought  so,”  Raphael  said.  He  turned  to  Fenix,  who’d regained  consciousness  sometime  during  the  ascent  and  was  now doubled  over,  groaning  as  he  clutched  his  head.  “How  are  you feeling, Fenix?” 

“Like  everything’s  spinning  around,  and  I  have  to  throw  up, but  can’t.”  The  battlemage  tried  to  stand  straight,  but  couldn’t.  He looked  up,  his  gaze  pained  but  triumphant.  “We  sure  taught  those bastards a lesson, didn’t we, Raphael?” 

“We definitely did.” Raphael caught Fenix by the shoulders as he swayed on his feet. “Alright, let’s get you to your room. I’ll come check on you later, when you can receive more Healing Magic.” 

The  war  party  made  their  way  back  to  their  quarters,  and there,  Koshi  splinted  Eliza’s  broken  arm  before  washing  and bandaging  everyone’s  wounds  with  Raphael’s  and  Shiomi’s  help. 

The  moon  was  high  in  the  sky  by  the  time  they  managed  to  get something to eat and decided to retire for the night. 

“Lucia City is a long, long way from here. We’re pretty much at the northernmost tip of the Uwajima Region, which puts us many thousands  of  miles  away  from  Lucario’s  borders,  let  alone  its capital,” Eliza mused as she crawled into bed beside Raphael. “How long  do  you  think  we’ll  need  to  get  back  there  atop  the  Defiant Citadel?” 

“More  than  a  fortnight,  I  think.  Maybe  even  three  weeks,” 

Raphael replied, putting his arm around her. “I wonder if we should fly on ahead. Koshi and Shiomi should be able to make the journey in a few days, especially with the Wind Cradle spell.” 

“Do  you  think  Orfeo  will  join  us?”  Eliza  asked  as  she  rested her head against his chest. “We could definitely use another dragon on our side.” 

“That’s  up  to  him.”  Raphael  kissed  her  brow  tenderly.  They were too sore from their injuries for much more beyond that. “I think we’ll  have  to  stay  with  the  Defiant  Citadel  for  at  least  a  day  or  two though. We need to heal and resupply. Also, we really should have Koshi  and  Shiomi  help  Orfeo  understand  what  being  a  dragon  is about. At least the basics, anyway.” 

“I’m  guessing  we’ll  part  ways  with  Huo  Xian  and  Fei  Xue,  if they haven’t already left,” Eliza said. 

“That’s  all  but  certain,”  Raphael  agreed.  “They  have  to  go help their father. If the Chimeric Empire falls to the rebels, that could mean really bad things for the rest of the world.” 

“True.”  Eliza  sighed.  “Everyone  complains  about  how oppressive  the  Chimeric  Empire  is,  but  under  Shi  Kung,  things  will

be many times worse.” 

“We’ll  stop  Shi  Kung  at  Lucia  City.  And  Vukaste,  too,” 

Raphael promised. 

“And after that?” Eliza asked. 

Raphael stroked her cheek and kissed her gently. “We have everything to look forward to.” 
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The  Defiant  Citadel  must  have  embarked  sometime  late  in the  night.  Raphael  didn’t  know  when,  since  he’d  fallen  asleep  with Eliza  in  his  arms  by  then.  He  woke  before  she  did  and  cast  a  few healing spells on her as she slumbered on, mending her broken arm, a few cracked ribs, and the torn ligaments inside her shoulder joint. 

Eliza’s eyes flickered open as he finished his work, and she smiled, quickly realizing what Raphael was doing. 

“Thank you,” she whispered, reaching out and squeezing his fingers briefly. Raphael squeezed back and kissed her brow. 

“Get a little bit more rest,” he said. “I’m going to go stretch my legs.” 

Eliza nodded, and by the time Raphael had stepped out of his room,  she  was  asleep  once  more.  Raphael  smiled  and  closed  the door  behind  him,  then  made  his  way  to  the  courtyard  near  the  war party’s quarters. 

To  his  surprise,  he  spotted  a  host  of  Huo  Xian’s  liveried servants standing before its entrance. A man clad in a high-collared silken robe bowed as Raphael approached. 

“Greetings,  Dragon  Magus,”  the  servant  said.  “I  am Chamberlain  Fong.  His  Imperial  Highness  Huo  Xian  and  Her Imperial  Highness  Fei  Xue  await  you  beyond.  Sir  Orfeo  Vitllei  is present  as  well.  A  morning  repast  has  been  prepared  for  you  and your  companions.  We  will  leave  it  behind  for  you  to  enjoy  at  your leisure.” 

 Left  behind?  Raphael  nodded  to  the  chamberlain.  “Thank you, sir. I suppose I’d better go see what Huo Xian wants.” 

The liveried servants bowed deeply as Raphael walked past them  and  into  the  courtyard.  Sure  enough,  the  Grand  Principalities

were there, seated on backless chairs of intricately carved teak, with a  pair  of  round  tables  draped  in  golden,  tasseled  cloths  between them. The tables were laden with an array of expensive bowls, cups, plates, and silver cutlery. 

 Is that a jade cup?  Raphael’s eyes widened as he saw what Fei Xue held in her hands. The Grand Princess sipped at her drink before  setting  it  down  upon  the  table.  She  wore  a  sleeveless  blue dress  trimmed  with  white  silk.  A  pearl  necklace  hung  around  her neck. Fei Xue smiled as Raphael approached. 

“Hello, Raphael,” she said, getting to her feet and gesturing at one of the chairs by the table. “Please, take a seat.” 

“Thanks, Fei Xue,” Raphael replied, noticing how far the chair Fei  Xue  had  indicated  was  from  either  Grand  Principality  and  how both of them kept a distance of several arm’s lengths between one another. Huo Xian’s love for his sister was genuine, but so was the physical disgust each Grand Principality felt in the close presence of his or her siblings. That revulsion extended to Raphael as well, given their shared origins in Yao Yu’s dark designs. 

Feng  Mo,  Fei  Xue’s  chimera,  hovered  over  his  mistress’s shoulder.  Feng  Mo  was  the  size  of  a  large  dog  now.  The  last  time Raphael had seen him, the chimera had been only several inches of gray,  shapeless  flesh.  Feng  Mo  wriggled  as  if  in  greeting,  and Raphael  gave  the  chimera  a  smile  and  a  friendly  wave.  Just  as Raphael  began  wondering  about  Tian  Mo,  a  vast  shadow  fell  over the  courtyard.  He  looked  up  and  saw  Tian  Mo  hovering  in  the  air, easily keeping pace with the Defiant Citadel. 

The  chimeras  had  called  him   cousin.  They,  too,  were  Yao Yu’s creations, just like the Grand Principalities. And he had a feeling the  chimeras  called  the  Grand  Principalities  the  same  thing  too, which  meant  that  in  a  sense,  they  were  his  cousins  as  well.  A strange  feeling  of  happiness  washed  over  Raphael,  then.  He  was sitting  down  to  breakfast  with  his   cousins,  relatives  he’d  never imagined he had. It didn’t matter that they were Grand Principalities and chimeras. 

“Dragon  Magus,”  Huo  Xian  said,  dabbing  fastidiously  at  the corner of his mouth with a silken napkin. The Grand Prince wore a heavily embroidered robe of crimson silk and he had ribbons of lace trailing  from  his  hair.  His  fingers  and  earlobes  were  covered  in gemmed rings. “I thank you again for your assistance. Orfeo and my sister  have  given  me  a  full  account  of  what  transpired  beneath  the Wind  Bastion.  Your  unsettling  demeanor  and  uncouth  mannerisms aside, you are truly formidable, something I respect with every fiber of  my  being.  Greatness  lies  in  your  path,  and  I  have  every confidence you will seize it.” 

“It seems to me Raphael has already seized a good share of his destined greatness, though I’m sure there’s still a lot left for him to  attain  in  the  days  and  centuries  to  come,”  Fei  Xue  said.  She waved  at  the  array  of  dishes  spread  across  the  table.  “Go  ahead, have  a  bite.  These  are  all  delicacies  prepared  from  recipes composed personally by my little brother.” 

“Alright,  Fei  Xue.  I’ll  help  myself.  Thanks,”  Raphael  said, picking  up  a  small  plate  and  casting  his  gaze  over  the  laden  table. 

He  saw  fragrant  dishes  of  rice  and  herbs,  platters  of  braised  quail and steamed fish, spiced stews, and trays of brightly colored cakes and  pastries.  Leaning  across  the  table,  Raphael  served  himself some  rice  and  meat,  poured  himself  a  bowl  of  stew,  and  then hesitated, wondering if he should rouse the rest of the war party and have them come join him in this feast. 

“The  tableware  is  enchanted,  Raphael,”  Orfeo  explained, readily guessing the reason for his hesitance. “All the food here will remain hot and fresh for the rest of the day. You can invite everyone else here later.” 

“Later.  I  see.”  Raphael  nodded  and  sat  down  again.  He looked at Huo Xian and Fei Xue. “Are you leaving already?” 

“We  are,”  Huo  Xian  confirmed.  “I  have  already  paid  High Captain  Janan  Rosya  in  full  and  had  the  healers  amongst  my entourage  do  the  utmost  they  could  for  the  wounded  Hell  Drakes. 

Our business is concluded, and we will depart imminently.” 

“You’re  going  to  help  your  father  deal  with  your  rebellious siblings, right?” Raphael asked. 

“Exactly.  I  know  Shi  Kung,  the  instigator  of  this  rebellion,  is bound for Lucia City, but we must see to our Father’s safety first.” Fei Xue grinned ruefully. “This means that it will fall unto you to punish our  errant  brother,  Raphael.  I  would  reserve  such  a  pleasure  for myself, but circumstances demand otherwise.” 

“Don’t worry, Fei,” Sylvia said, sitting back down on her chair. 

The elf had a plate piled high quail in her hands. Raphael blinked in bewilderment, wondering where she’d come from. She took a bite of her food and continued speaking with a full mouth. “We’ll punch his teeth  down  his  throat  and  then  kick  him  in  the  rear  so  hard  they come right back up again. And that’s just for starters.” 

“I’ll be counting on you, then,” Fei Xue said, a sparkle coming into  her  eyes  and  the  formality  leaving  the  tone  of  her  voice.  “Beat the little bastard’s head in for me. Break his legs. Cut off his ba—” 

“It  is  time,  sister,”  Huo  Xian  said.  He  winced  at  the  sight  of Sylvia  stuffing  a  fistful  of  cakes  into  her  mouth  and  ignoring Raphael’s attempts to hand her a fork. “Let us go.” 

The  Grand  Principalities  rose  from  their  tables.  Huo  Xian’s servants  filed  toward  the  Shrunken  Manor  that  had  been  placed nearby  and  disappeared  into  its  extra-dimensional  enchantment. 

Orfeo picked up the artifact and handed it to Huo Xian. 

“Farewell,  Dragon  Magus,”  Huo  Xian  said.  “You  might  not believe me when I say this, but I truly enjoyed fighting alongside you. 

Hopefully, we will have further occasion to do so once again.” 

“Of  course,  Huo  Xian,”  Raphael  replied,  getting  to  his  feet and giving the Grand Prince a polite nod. “Have a safe journey.” 

Sylvia hugged Fei Xue, who endured the elf’s touch stoically. 

“See you later, Fei!” Sylvia said. “Come visit me more often! 

We’ll get drunk and slobber all over even drunker men, just like we used to do fifty years ago!” 

“I  don’t  do  that  anymore,”  Fei  Xue  replied,  laughing.  She glanced  down  pointedly  at  her  right  hand,  where  she’d  laced  her fingers through Orfeo’s. “In fact, I won’t do that ever again.” 

“Ah, right.” Sylvia sighed and scratched the back of her head. 

“Your  pony  just  got  upgraded,  which  means  he’ll  last  a  lot  longer than  a  few  decades  now.  That’s  fine.  You  know  where  to  find  me when you get sick of him.” 

“I never will!” Fei Xue protested. She exchanged another grin with the elf before turning to Orfeo and releasing his hand. Fei Xue kissed the knight, then stepped away. “I’ll see you soon, beloved.” 

“Yes, you will, my lady.” Orfeo bowed and pressed Fei Xue’s hand to his lips. 

“Wait. You’re not leaving with them, Orfeo?” Raphael asked. 

“But you were just reunited with Fei Xue! Don’t you want to be with her?” 

“And  I  will  be,  Raphael.  But  right  now,  I  am  certain  that  my place is with you,” the knight said. An uncharacteristic flash of anger lit his eyes briefly. “At least until we punish the churl Shi Kung and slay the fiend Vukaste.” 

“You’re  fine  with  this,  Fei  Xue?”  Raphael  asked  the  Grand Princess. “I could really use his help, but...” 

“As  Orfeo’s  lady,  it  is  my  duty  to  respect  and  honor  his decisions, whatever they may be,” Fei Xue replied. “I’m a bit sad he isn’t  coming  with  me  right  now,  but  we’ll  be  together  soon  enough. 

Besides, I like the idea of my beloved beating Vukaste and Shi Kung into a pulp.” 

Tian  Mo  lowered  his  tentacles.  Huo  Xian  stepped  onto  one, and the chimera lifted him into the skies. Fei Xue kissed Orfeo again and whispered a few words into his ear. Then she stepped onto Tian Mo’s  limb  and  rose  into  the  skies,  with  Feng  Mo  following  close behind her. 

Orfeo  and  Raphael  watched  as  the  chimera  streaked  away into the horizon, disappearing from sight in the blink of an eye. The knight smiled and turned to Raphael. 

“We’d  better  bring  the  others  here,  lest  the  elf  devour everything,” Orfeo said. 

Raphael saw Sylvia pour an entire tureen of soup down her throat. He sighed, wondering how the elf didn’t burn herself. 

“Yes, we should,” he agreed. 
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Eliza  and  Gabriella  were  agog  at  the  sight  of  the  feast,  the former more so at the cutlery and furniture left behind while the latter was stunned by the food. 

“Grand  Prince  Huo  Xian  is  an  internationally  renowned gourmet!”  Gabriella  cried.  “I  can’t  believe  he  actually  had  his servants  prepare  some  of  his  recipes  for  us!  Kings  have  lived  out their entire lives without eating so well! Sylvia! Stop that, you idiot!” 

The  princess  rushed  forward,  slapping  Sylvia’s  hands  aside as the elf tried to build a tower of cakes and pastries. 

“All the plates and bowls are worth a fortune, Raphael.” Eliza picked up one of the jade cups on the table. “This alone is probably worth fifty gold coins.” 

“That’s  very  generous  of  him,  then...?”  Raphael  replied, unsure of what else to say. 

Koshi  lifted  one  of  the  tablecloths  and  looked  at  a  leg.  His eyes widened. 

“That’s  ebonwood,”  he  said,  whistling.  “You  know  how expensive that is, Raph.” 

“I guess.” Raphael scratched the back of his head, turned in his  chair,  and  passed  a  plate  laden  with  food  to  Shiomi.  The youngling was in her humanoid aspect this morning, clad in a simple dress of sturdy gray cotton. She took the plate eagerly, set it on the table, and extended her foreclaws to a piece of quail. 

“Shiomi, no,” Eliza chided. She pointed at the cutlery in front of  the  dragon.  “We’ve  been  over  this  before.  Mind  your  table manners. Use a fork.” 

“Aw.” Shiomi picked up a fork. “But Sylvia...” 

“Do you really want to be like her?” Eliza asked. 

Shiomi grimaced and shook her head. 

“No, definitely not.” She looked down to her plate and began eating. 

“I heard that, you two!” the elf protested from the other end of the  paired  tables.  “What’s  that  supposed  to  mean?  Why  wouldn’t Shiomi want to be like me? I’m beautiful and powerful! What’s not to like?” 

“You  were  eating  rice  out  of  that  bowl  with  your  toes  just now,”  Fenix  pointed  out.  The  battlemage  sipped  at  his  cup  of  tea. 

“You took off your boots, and you picked up rice with your toes. Then you put the rice into your mouth, before chewing and swallowing it.” 

“What’s your point, Fenix?” Sylvia demanded. 

Koshi leaned over the table and refilled Orfeo’s teacup as the elf and battlemage started to bicker. The knight muttered his thanks. 

“Shiomi will be busy in the afternoon, but I won’t,” Koshi said. 

“Why don’t we start your training right away?” 

“I would be honored, Dragon Knight Koshi,” Orfeo replied. 

“I’ll  come  check  in  on  you  in  the  evening  too,  after  I’ve finished  helping  Shiomi  with  the  repairs,”  Raphael  said.  “But  you should be in good hands with Koshi. He’ll get you started on  Ryu-To-Ki  and  the  Draconic  Braziers.  The  good  news  is  that  you  already know how to use Hasten and Fortify, and you have a Regal Veil, so there’s no real rush to have you ignite any of the Braziers before we reach Lucia City.” 

“I... lol I must admit that I have failed to catch much of what you  just  said,  Raphael,”  Orfeo  said.  The  knight’s  eyes  blazed  with resolve. “But I will not be daunted. I will not let you down.” 

“We’ll  just  be  focusing  on  the  basics  today,  Orfeo,”  Koshi said. “Making sure you know how to shift between your draconic and human  aspects,  the  fundamentals  of  flight,  and  how  to  send  your thoughts  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  And  one  last thing, just call me Koshi. Honorifics of any sort make my skin crawl.” 

Raphael  dug  in  and  let  the  conversation  wash  over  him, savoring both the food and the words of his friends and family. When they  were  done  with  the  meal,  Orfeo  showed  them  another  of  the treasures Huo Xian had left behind: a gilded box, no larger than an average  traveling  chest,  enchanted  to  store  and  clean  all  of  the furniture, dressings, and cutlery. 

The sun was high in the sky by the time Raphael put the box away in his room, still marveling at Huo Xian’s generosity. He looked up at Eliza, who was sitting on the bed. 

“There’s still some time before you have to help Shiomi,” she said, grinning invitingly at him. 

Raphael returned her grin and moved to close the door to his room, only to find Kenji standing in the hallway. He waved nervously to Raphael, then to Eliza. 

“Hello,” Kenji said. “Mage Ricci told me to let you know that High Captain Janan wants to see you. She’s in her office.” 

Raphael  was  glad  that  the  young  mage  had  survived  the attack on Wind Bastion, but he couldn’t help but feel slightly irritated at Kenji’s poor timing. He sighed, nodded, and clasped Kenji on the shoulder. 

“Alright.  Thanks,  Kenji,”  Raphael  said.  “I’ll  head  there  right away.” 

“Great!”  Kenji  replied.  Raphael  began  to  turn  away,  but  the mage hadn’t moved. He remained in the hallway outside Raphael’s room,  wringing  his  hands  and  shuffling  his  feet  as  if  he  still  had something to say. 

“Is there anything else?” Raphael asked. Eliza had walked to his side by now, a faint mien of disappointment on her face. 

“Well...” Kenji scratched the back of his head and shuffled his feet even more. “It’s just...” 

“Out  with  it,”  Eliza  snapped,  frowning  at  the  young  mage. 

“And stand up straight!” 

“Yes, ma’am!” Kenji snapped to attention and saluted. “Sorry, ma’am!” 

“What  is  it,  Kenji?”  Raphael  asked.  “You  obviously  have something to say or a question to ask, so go ahead.” 

“I overheard some of your war party saying that you’re short an auxiliary,” Kenji blurted. “I was thinking of...” 

“No,” Eliza said right away. She turned to Raphael. “Look at him. Can you imagine what Sylvia is going to do to him?” 

Raphael thought about all the times Sylvia had choked Fenix to unconsciousness and winced. He shook his head. 

“Sorry,  Kenji,”  he  said.  “It’s  not  that  we  couldn’t  use  another auxiliary, but I’m not sure you understand what you’d be getting into if you join us.” 

“Nothing good, that’s for sure,” Eliza added. “You won’t enjoy it.” 

“I won’t?” Kenji asked, his jaw falling agape. 

“Think about it.” Eliza frowned at the mage. “First, you’d have to  leave  High  Captain  Janan’s  war  party  to  join  us.  Do  you  believe she’d look kindly on that?” 

Kenji  gulped  nervously.  “No,  she  wouldn’t,”  he  admitted, before  stroking  his  chin.  “Though  to  be  honest,  I’m  not  sure  she’d even notice if I did at all. I’m just a rank ten mage, and all I do is cast Shift  Stone  in  the  lower  Flight  Chamber.  No  one  would  even  care that I’m gone.” 

“Alright, how many spells can you cast?” Eliza asked next. 

The mage blinked, then raised his hand and counted off two fingers. 

“Shift  Stone.  Sense  Earth,”  Kenji  said.  “I’m  still  learning Stalactite  Array.  It’s  going  to  take  me  another  year  or  two  before  I succeed though.” 

“Our  primary  mage,  Fenix,  knows  roughly  sixty  to  seventy spells,  if  not  more,  and  he  can  cast  more  than  ten  of  them  as

Battlemagic.  Do  you  know  what  Battlemagic  is,  Kenji?”  Eliza continued. 

“Yes.  Battlemagic  involves  the  substitution  of  verbal  and somatic  spell  components  with  mental  components...”  The  mage’s explanation  trailed  off.  Kenji  had  obviously  lost  his  train  of  thought. 

“Anyway, casting a spell as Battlemagic is far more difficult, but it is also faster and probably more powerful.” 

 Faster, yes. More powerful, no,  Raphael corrected the mage mentally.  No, Kenji wouldn’t work well in our war party. He’s not as skilled as Fenix. Nor is he as experienced as Ginerva. He also only knows  two  spells  which  aren’t  very  useful  in  a  fight.  We  definitely don’t  want  to  bring  him  along  when  we  confront  Vukaste  or  Shi Kung. 

“I  know  what  you’re  going  to  say,  ma’am,”  Kenji  spoke hurriedly before Eliza could reply. “That I’m not a good enough mage for your war party, but I’m not asking to be your mage, remember? I want to be your auxiliary!” 

“Do  you  know  who  our  High  Captain  is,  Fenix?”  Raphael asked. 

“It’s  Sylvia  Shadowsoul,  isn’t  it?”  Kenji  replied,  his  eyes shining.  “She’s  so  beautiful!  And  so  powerful,  too!  You  all  are  so lucky to have her!” 

Raphael  exchanged  a  disbelieving  glance  with  Eliza  before he remembered the first time he met Sylvia. Then, the elf had come off  as  a  vision  of  timeless  beauty,  perfect  and  eternal.  Now,  after witnessing her eating rice with her toes... 

He  sighed.  Of  course  he  thought  the  world  of  Sylvia.  She’d saved his life many times and taught him how to cast spells and fight with a glaive. She was also his dear, dear friend, even if she made him want to yell at her sometimes. 

“You  signed  up  with  the  Hell  Drakes  in  Nihako  City,  right?” 

Eliza asked. “Not Lucia City?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Kenji replied. 

“Alright.  That  means  you  don’t  know  her  reputation.  Well,  if you join us as an auxiliary, you’d be  her  auxiliary,” Eliza began. “And you’ll—“

“Yes!”  Kenji  exclaimed,  pumping  his  fists.  “That  sounds amazing! I’d...” 

“Let her finish,” Raphael said, reaching out and clasping the mage  on  the  shoulder.  Kenji  gulped  as  Eliza  glared  at  him.  She obviously hadn’t appreciated the interruption. 

It  didn’t  take  very  long  for  Eliza  to  describe  Sylvia’s chamberpot habits. Kenji looked slightly green by the time she was done. 

“A week’s worth...?” The mage cupped a hand over his mouth before  he  could  finish  giving  voice  to  that  thought  and  ran  away, gagging. Raphael didn’t blame him. He felt a bit queasy himself. 

Chapter 32







“If we head to Lucia City right now, we will likely be heading directly  to  our  deaths,”  Janan  said,  looking  up  from  the  chart  upon her  desk  as  Raphael  and  Eliza  walked  up  to  her.  She  was  still surrounded  by  aides  and  advisors,  but  it  was  also  readily  evident that  her  entourage  was  far  sparser  and  less  numerous  than  it  had been. 

“One  thousand  and  four  hundred  combatants,”  the  High Captain  went  on.  “That’s  all  we  can  field.  We  have  no  artillery  left. 

The only upside is that we have a huge surplus of equipment, most of  it  salvaged  from  the  dead.  Oh,  and  we  also  don’t  have  to  worry about supplies, since there are so few of us left now.” 

“Meanwhile,  we’re  flying  to  Lucia  City,  which  is  likely  under siege by a force of unknown disposition and numbers,” Isabel Ricci said.  The  mage  Raphael  had  met  in  the  Heart  Chamber  had  been promoted  into  Sara  Marchesi’s  place,  it  seemed.  She  continued speaking.  “We  might  be  facing  ogres  or  Imperial  troops,  neither  of which make for an easy fight.” 

“But  we’re  going  there,  nevertheless,”  Janan  confirmed, gesturing  for  silence  from  her  newest  lieutenant.  “The  question  is whether or not we can afford to recruit reinforcements before we do so.” 

“How long will that take?” Raphael asked. 

“We  left  behind  recruiters  in  Nihako  City  before  our departure,”  Makoto  said.  The  quartermaster  was  standing  on  the other side of Janan’s desk. “Four days should net us three thousand recruits,  going  by  past  precedents  and  current  contextual projections.” 

 That  means  that  more  people  might  want  to  join  the  Hell Drakes after finding out they’ve broken the ogre invasion of Uwajima, Raphael thought. 

He  cupped  his  chin  in  one  hand  as  he  asked  his  next question. “How much time will that add to the journey back to Lucia City?” 

“It  will  take  us  nineteen  days  if  we  travel  there  right  now,” 

Isabel  reported.  “Going  to  Nihako  first  and  engaging  in  recruitment means we will only arrive there in a month.” 

“A  month  is  too  long.  The  same  for  nineteen  days,”  Janan growled. She met Raphael’s gaze. “Armsman, do you see what I’m getting at?” 

“I  do,”  Raphael  said.  “In  fact,  I  was  considering  the  same thing. Shiomi and Koshi can probably fly back to Lucia City from here within three or four days. Since there are so few of us, we can try to sneak  in,  either  by  traveling  overland  or  by  flying  in  at  night.  From there,  we  can  help  the  Guild  Master.  We  also  have  our  Recall Charms which will bring us right back to the Guild House, but it might not  be  a  good  idea  to  use  those  without  knowing  what  exactly  is going on in the city first.” 

“Indeed,”  Janan  said.  “I  was  going  to  suggest  bringing  a score of armsmen and mages with you in the Eighth Seat’s Pocket Dimension Prism, but I have a feeling they wouldn’t be very helpful to  the  well-oiled  dynamic  your  war  party  has  managed  to  establish within itself. What do you think?” 

“I agree, ma’am,” Raphael said. “We’ll be fine on our own.” 

“Fine.  Take  the  day  to  recuperate,  resupply,  and  rearm. 

Embark by tomorrow evening, since after that is when our course to Nihako  will  start  adding  significant  time  to  your  travels,”  the  High Captain  said,  before  addressing  Eliza.  “Armswoman  Wildwynd,  I know you aren’t an auxiliary anymore, but I understand you are still undertaking logistical duties within your warband.” 

“Yes, High Captain,” Eliza said. 

“Very  well.  Coordinate  with  Corporal-Auxiliary  Makoto  to replenish  your  ammunition  and  spell  dust,”  Janan  instructed.  “Also, Shiomi is due to assist us with repairs to the Defiant Citadel. I won’t keep  her  past  this  evening.  From  what  I  understand,  Corporal-Auxiliary  Makoto  only  intends  to  have  her  resolve  critical  structural issues.” 

“That  is  correct,  ma’am,”  the  quartermaster  said.  “Further work can be undertaken in Nihako while recruitment is underway.” 

“Good.” Janan nodded to Raphael. “One last thing. Armsman Raphael, I want to discuss your personal armaments. How are you doing with your weapons?” 

“I  have  enough,  ma’am,”  Raphael  replied.  He  tapped  his enchanted bracer, where he stored Heavenly Peal, Nocturnal Gleam, and  the  dancing  steel  sword  that  Sylvia  prepared  for  him  as  a practice blade. 

“Alright.  But  I  know  you  lost  your  armor,”  the  High  Captain said. 

“Yes,  I  did.  I  can  pick  up  something  from  the  armory  later though.” 

“You could,” Janan agreed. “But you could also have mine.” 

Raphael’s eyes widened in surprise. “Ma’am?” 

“It’s a spare suit of plate I obtained after sacking a dwarven hold  and  strangling  its  High  King  with  the  guts  of  his  daughters.  It carries  dwarf  runes  of  protection  and  refinement,  which  means  it’s ten  times  hardier  than  steel  and  weighs  virtually  nothing,”  Janan explained. “I’ve already had it sent to Armsmith Cadogan for refitting and  refurbishment.  And  just  in  case  you’re  wondering,  Armsmith Cadogan is a renegade, an outcast from his people. He has no love for them, and he would gladly butcher fellow dwarfs if I commanded him to.” 

“I... I see.” Raphael exchanged an uneasy glance with Eliza. 

They’d just received an unwelcome though poignant reminder of the High Captain’s viciousness. “Thank you, ma’am. I will put it to good use.” 

Janan  grinned,  obviously  noticing  and  relishing  Raphael’s unease. 

“He  will  have  it  brought  to  you  upon  completion,”  the  High Captain  added.  “Probably  by  tonight,  according  to  him.  Is  there anything else?” 

“No.”  Raphael  stepped  forward  and  extended  his  hand. 

“Thank you again, Janan. For everything.” 

Janan  clasped  his  hand,  wrist-to-wrist,  and  gave  him  an approving  nod.  “It’s  been  a  pleasure  working  with  you,  armsman. 

And  we  might  do  so  very  soon  again.  Look  to  the  skies  if  you  find yourself  besieged  in  Lucia  City.  We  will  be  there  as  soon  as  we replenish our numbers.” 

“Thirty days from now,” Makoto reminded him. “We’ll be there in thirty days.” 

“Dismissed, armsman,” Janan said. 

Raphael saluted the High Captain one last time, then turned and left her office. 

Chapter 33







Raphael  spent  the  afternoon  helping  Shiomi  with  repairs. 

Together, they turned heaps of rubble and piled earth into streams of liquid black rock with Obsidian Flow, then used the draconic obsidian to  patch  breaches  in  load-bearing  walls,  rebuild  crucial  pillars,  and restore  central  stairwells.  Hell  Drakes  with  knowledge  of  stone masonry or architecture guided them at every step, and by the time they were finished, the sun was dipping below the horizon. 

“Phew.” Shiomi slumped onto the floor of a balcony and stuck her  snout  out  into  the  open  sky.  “That  was  pretty  tough,  Raphael. 

Thanks for helping me.” 

“Don’t  worry  about  it,  Shiomi,”  Raphael  said,  petting  her  on the  head.  He  waved  to  the  Hell  Drakes  masons  as  they  walked away, their charts, rulers, and tools tucked under their arms. Rayne popped out of his belt pouch and onto Shiomi’s shoulders. 

“You  must  be  hungry  after  all  that  hard  work!”  the  faerie dragon said. “I am! Let’s go eat!” 

“Apples?” Shiomi’s ears perked up. 

“Apples!”  Rayne  echoed.  Shiomi  scrambled  off  the  balcony and  through  the  corridors,  with  Rayne  perched  on  her  back.  The force  dragon  skidded  into  a  sharp  turn  and  disappeared  around  a corner, nearly running over several Hell Drakes in her path along the way. 

“Sorry!”  Raphael  called,  jogging  over  and  helping  a  fallen armsman to his feet. He then turned around and helped a mage dust off  the  hemp  sack  she’d  dropped.  “Sorry  about  that,  everyone!  I’ll make sure Shiomi doesn’t run around in the corridors anymore.” 

“Don’t  worry  about  it,”  the  armsman  said,  shaking  his  head bemusedly. “Word is out that your mob is leaving. Is that right?” 

Raphael realized that the armsman was Ueno, a tall, heavily muscled warrior who wore a curved sword belted upon his hip. 

“Yes,  we  are,”  Raphael  confirmed.  “How  are  you  doing, Ueno? Is Gabby still disturbing you?” 

“No, thankfully.” The armsman chuckled and shook his head. 

“I think she’s finally learned how to take ‘no’ for an answer. Anyway, it’s  been  good  fighting  by  your  side,  Raphael.  All  the  best  in  Lucia City. Try to leave some of the bastards for us.” 

“Thank  you.  And  I  will.”  Raphael  clasped  hands  with  Ueno and  the  other  Hell  Drakes,  before  parting  ways  with  them.  Shiomi and  Rayne  would  have  reached  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  kitchens  by now,  where  they  would  be  absolutely  doted  on  by  the  cooks  and would have no trouble getting their fill of apples. 

 I’d  better  make  sure  they  don’t  ruin  their  appetite  for  dinner though,  Raphael thought, looking to the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

To  his  surprise,  a  presence  brightened  within  it  and  reached  out  to him. 

“Raphael...?”  Orfeo’s  mental  voice  said.  It  was  faint,  distant, and  unsure,  but  the  knight  had  managed  to  send  his  thoughts through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“Hey, Orfeo,” Raphael acknowledged. “Well done. How’s your training?” 

“It’s  going  well,”  Orfeo  replied.  “Koshi  and  Lady  Wildwynd have been assisting me. We are upon the dragon-perch now.” 

“Come  join  us  if  you  can,  Raph,”  Koshi  added.  “Orfeo’s  just about ready to take his first flight.” 

“Or  try  to,  at  least,”  Eliza  said.  “Are  you  and  Shiomi  done helping with the repairs?” 

“Yes, we’re done. Shiomi and Rayne have gone to get apples though.  I’ll  come  up  right  away,”  Raphael  said,  before  returning  to the balcony, spreading his wings of golden light, and soaring to the top of the Defiant Citadel. 

Eliza  and  Koshi  were  there,  and  they  waved  to  him  as  he approached. As Raphael landed, he saw Orfeo looking uneasily over the dragon-perch’s edge. He was clad in his Regal Veil. The knight shuffled  his  feet,  then  clenched  and  unclenched  his  fists,  obviously steeling his resolve. 

“Oh,  this?”  Orfeo  tapped  his  breastplate  upon  noticing Raphael’s  quizzical  expression.  “My  Regal  Veil  has  a  morph enchantment,  among  many  others,  such  as  a  self-repairing  one.  I can  shift  to  and  from  my  draconic  aspect  without  damaging  my armor, while still benefiting from most of its effects.” 

“That’s  really  handy,”  Raphael  said,  turning  briefly  to  glance at  Koshi,  who  had  to  rely  on  a  pendant  to  store  his  clothing whenever  he  assumed  his  dragon  form.  “So  you’re  able  to  change from one form to another freely, then?” 

“Yes.”  Orfeo’s  shoulders  slumped.  “It  took  me  many  hours before  I  could  do  so.  Apparently,  Koshi  was  able  to  pick  this  ability up right away, while it was second nature to Shiomi. I just might be the most inept dragon fighting by your side.” 

“Shiomi  was  born  a  dragon,”  Eliza  said.  “You  weren’t.  Don’t be  so  hard  on  yourself.  Also,  Koshi  has  spent  many  centuries training,  meditating,  and  cultivating  his   Ryu-To-Ki,  while  you’re completely  new  to  this.  There’s  no  reason  for  you  to  compare yourself to him.” 

“Speaking  of   Ryu-To-Ki,  I  am  a  long  way  from  even  igniting the First Brazier, Raphael,” Orfeo said. “I can sense it now, though. 

Along with five others.” 

“That’s  right.  I  haven’t  awakened  the  other  Braziers  for  you yet.” Raphael turned to Koshi. “Should we do that now?” 

“You  might  as  well  get  it  over  with,”  Koshi  said,  chuckling softly. “The fewer surprises left for Orfeo the better, I think.” 

Raphael agreed. The knight was wide-eyed and bewildered. 

Anxiety  radiated  off  every  inch  of  his  frame.  It  was  obvious  Orfeo’s nerves were running ragged, and Raphael couldn’t blame him. After

all, he’d died as a human, then come back to life as a dragon. Such an experience would rattle anybody. 

“Other Braziers? There are more? And you need to awaken them?” Orfeo gulped visibly, took a deep breath, and steeled himself before  walking  to  Raphael.  “Very  well.  Please  do  what  you  must.  I am ready.” 

“It’ll  just  take  a  moment.”  Raphael  reached  out  and  touched his  fingertips  to  Orfeo’s  forehead,  before  drawing  out  the  scant remnants  of  the  draconic  power  he’d  acquired  from  Shiomi’s  soul fragments.  The  power  flowed  through  the  threads  between  his  and Orfeo’s  soul.  The  knight  flinched  and  took  a  step  back,  his  eyes filling with wonder and uncertainty. 

“I  can  sense  them  now,  sitting  beside  the  Braziers  already within  my  soul.”  Orfeo  blinked  and  shook  his  head,  before  smiling ruefully. “I’d foolishly thought that I’d reached the peak of my power very early in life. But now I have so much more to work toward.” 

“You  will  do  so  in  the  centuries  to  come,”  Koshi  said.  “Now assume your draconic aspect, Orfeo. Let’s have you try to fly.” 

“How did you get up here in the first place if you haven’t tried flying already?” Raphael asked. 

“Koshi  brought  us  both  up  with  Heavenward  Dance,”  Eliza said. “I wasn’t much help to Orfeo at all this afternoon, to be honest. I just spent most of the time working on my own  Ryu-To-Ki cultivation.” 

“That  is  time  well  spent,  Eliza,”  Koshi  said,  before  turning back to Orfeo. “Go ahead, then.” 

“Understood.”  Orfeo  clenched  his  fists  and  threw  back  his head.  A  sphere  of  white  light  enveloped  him,  before  expanding  in size until it was large enough to hide a dragon’s form. Sure enough, the  radiance  faded  within  a  few  moments  to  leave  a  white  dragon behind. 

“Orfeo?” Raphael asked. 

The dragon nodded gravely. His claws clicked and scratched across the surface of the dragon-perch as he rose to his full height. 

“Yes,  it  is  I,”  Orfeo  replied.  His  draconic  aspect  was  slightly larger  than  Koshi’s,  with  a  longer  tail  and  a  single  short  horn  that protruded  forward  from  his  brow,  unlike  the  paired  ones  that  swept back  across  the  skulls  of  both  Koshi  and  Shiomi.  His  eyes  were crimson as well. “Among other things, I also learned how to walk in this form. It has been a fairly humbling experience, to say the least.” 

“Don’t worry, Orfeo,” Raphael said. “You’re doing great.” 

A golden radiance heralded Koshi’s transformation, and soon enough, his black-scaled form stood before Orfeo’s white one. 

Koshi spread his wings. “Alright, Orfeo. Follow my lead. For now,  we  will  simply  focus  on  rising  into  the  air.  We’re  not  going  to move right or left.” 

Orfeo nodded, spread his wings, and watched Koshi ascend into  the  skies,  flapping  his  wings  to  keep  pace  with  the  Defiant Citadel.  The  knight  attempted  the  same,  kicking  off  the  dragon-perch,  with  his  wings  flailing  in  erratic  disarray.  All  he  managed  to accomplish was a stumbling crash upon his belly. 

Koshi sighed and returned to the dragon-perch. 

“I was afraid of this,” he said. “Upon his rebirth, Orfeo hurled himself against the ceiling of the Wind Bastion’s ritual chamber. That was  an  act  of  panicked  instinct.  Flying  consciously,  however,  will take some time and work on his part.” 

“We don’t have enough time for me to train,” Orfeo said. “I will have to fight by your side as I have always done, Raphael, with my blade and spells.” 

 Spells!  That’s  right!  Raphael  thought.  “Can  you  freely  cast spells with mana already, Orfeo?” 

“Yes, I can,” the white dragon replied. “I have my full array of spells at my disposal.” 

“Alright.” Raphael turned to Koshi and nodded. “I think I might have an idea, then.” 

“Wind Cradle,” Koshi said, realization dawning in his crimson eyes. “That’s right. The Wind Cradle spell might help.” 

“I don’t know that spell, Raphael, but I’m more than willing to learn,” Orfeo said. 

“Great!”  Raphael  smiled  at  Eliza.  “You’ve  been  putting  off learning Draconic Magic. Now’s as good a time to start as any.” 

Eliza  returned  his  smile  sheepishly,  and  her  cheeks  turned red, but she nodded. 

“You’re  right,  Raphael,”  she  said.  “I  have.  I  guess  I  still haven’t gotten over my bad experiences with Vector Magic, though I know Draconic Magic isn’t the same.” 

“I could do with some practice myself.” Koshi closed his eyes, covered  his  body  in  golden  light,  and  returned  to  his  human  form, before  sitting  cross-legged  on  the  surface  of  the  dragon-perch.  “I haven’t had the chance to work on my Draconic Magic these last few days.” 

“Orfeo, are you going to stay in that form?” Raphael asked. 

“I  believe  I  shall,  if  only  to  get  used  to  it,”  the  white  dragon said, before huffing a small cloud of icicles from his nostrils. “Please proceed, Raphael. If there are somatic components I cannot perform without human hands, I will shift back again.” 

“No,  there  aren’t,”  Raphael  said  as  he  launched  into  a  brief explanation covering the fundamentals of Draconic Magic. “Somatic components  belong  to  Vector  Magic  and  True  Magic.  Draconic Magic, on the other hand, is...” 




* * *

 

The sun set fully, and the moon had climbed a quarter of the way into the sky while Raphael’s lesson unfolded. During that time, Koshi  actually  managed  to  cast  Draconic  Glamour  a  few  times.  He also succeeded in two out of his ten attempts to cast Wind Cradle. 

“That’s  a  definite  improvement,”  Koshi  said,  with  a  satisfied grunt. “Maybe all I needed to do to see some progress was to take some time off.” 

Eliza was far less successful, since it was her first attempt at Draconic Magic. Still, she was able to perceive the mana within her soul  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  She  smiled  and squeezed  Raphael’s  hand  gratefully.  Eliza  had  been  born  with stunted  spell  vectors,  which  meant  that  she  was  uniquely  inept  at Vector Magic. With Draconic Magic, however, she would be able to cast spells too, given enough time and effort. 

Orfeo  took  to  Draconic  Magic  right  away.  Before  his  rebirth, he’d  already  been  an  extremely  accomplished  mage,  capable  of casting powerful Ice and Martial Magic spells. It took him an hour to learn Draconic Glamour. Not long after that, he managed to pull off a successful Wind Cradle. 

“Wait... I can feel the wind. The heavens... their call...” Orfeo said as his eyes filled with awed wonder. 

Raphael  grinned.  Wind  Cradle  gave  its  user  an  intuitive sense for the skies and amplified his ability to fly. Under the effects of the Draconic Magic spell, Orfeo beat his wings slowly and ascended into the skies. His horned brow furrowed in concentration as he kept pace with the Defiant Citadel. 

“You  did  it!”Raphael  cried,  pumping  his  fist  in  the  air.  “Well done, Orfeo!” 

The  white  dragon  grinned,  then  snapped  his  wings  close  to his back and did a tight loop around the flying fortress before landing upon the perch. 

“Thanks, Raphael,” Orfeo said, bowing his head in Raphael’s direction. “I believe I can fly now, and with a little bit more practice, be able to do so in battle.” 

Orfeo turned to Koshi next. “You didn’t need Wind Cradle to fly, Koshi. How do you manage that?” 

“I’m not sure,” Koshi said, a wistful smile spreading across his face. “I have a feeling it’s because I’ve already been doing so as a Dragon Knight using the Heavenward Dance of the Sixth Brazier. But maybe  it’s  also  because  of  my  dreams  of  Platina  and  how magnificent she once was as she soared through the skies.” 

“Hey, everyone!” Shiomi’s voice rang out. A moment later, the force  dragon  appeared,  a  sapphire  streak  cutting  through  the  skies before  landing  beside  Eliza.  “Fenix  sent  me  to  come  get  you.  It’s time for dinner, isn’t it?” 

“It is,” Eliza agreed, petting Shiomi between the ears. Rayne perked  its  head  up  then,  and  Eliza  petted  the  faerie  dragon  too, much to its purring pleasure. “Should we head down, everyone?” 

“There’s one last thing I want to go over before we do,” Koshi said.  “Orfeo,  what  about  Elemental  Breath?  Shiomi  is  able  to  use hers, even though she hasn’t even ignited her First Draconic Brazier yet. You are a dragon, just like her. Can you use Elemental Breath?” 

“I...”  Orfeo  frowned.  “I’m  not  sure,  actually.  By  Elemental Breath,  are  you  referring  to  the  flames  and  lightning  you  can  hurl from your mouth, Koshi?” 

“And  force!”  Shiomi  squeaked.  “That’s  what  my  Elemental Breath is!” 

“Is  that  the  only  type  of  element  you  can  project,  Shiomi?” 

Orfeo asked. 

“Yes,”  the  force  dragon  replied.  “And  I  know  you’re  going  to ask why next, am I right? Why can Koshi’s Elemental Breath be fire or  lightning  while  mine  is  just  force?  Well,  it’s  because  I’m  a  force dragon, and Koshi is a vanguard dragon.” 

“I see. So it has to do with the type of dragon you are.” Orfeo nodded. “Do you know what type I am?” 

“Oh, that’s easy.” Shiomi pointed at Orfeo’s single horn with a foreclaw.  “Short,  forward  facing  horn,  tail  with  four  barbs.  White scales.  You’re  a  frost  dragon,  which  means  your  Elemental  Breath will be ice.” 

“That  suits  you  very  well,  Orfeo,”  Raphael  said.  “You’re  an expert at Ice Magic.” 

“And  you’re  Fei  Xue’s  beloved,”  Eliza  added.  “Why  wouldn’t you be a frost dragon?” 

“The two of you are correct.” Orfeo laughed softly. “My rebirth as a frost dragon is very fitting.” 

“And  as  for  Elemental  Breath,  Koshi  pushes  his   Ryu-To-Ki through the Fifth Draconic Brazier when he breathes lightning or fire. 

He’s  really  good  at  using   Ryu-To-Ki  by  the  way,”  Shiomi  said. 

“According  to  the  older  Shiomi’s  memories,  she’s  not  nearly  as skilled as him. I don’t think she ever even made it past the Second Draconic  Brazier.  But  then  again,  her  forte  was  magic  and enchantments.” 

“Shiomi, you’re rambling,” Eliza reminded her gently. “Koshi is using  Ryu-To-Ki  for  his  Elemental  Breath,  but  you  aren’t,  you  were saying.” 

“Oh, right! Yes.” Shiomi hopped from foot to foot, and her tail wagged  eagerly  as  she  spoke.  “Dragons  don’t  need  to  go  through the  Fifth  Brazier  to  use  their  Elemental  Breath.  They  can  just  push their  Ryu-To-Ki out from their mouths, like this.” 

She  tilted  her  head  into  the  skies  and  opened  her  mouth.  A small  sphere  of  shimmering  blue  force  appeared  a  foot  away  from her snout, before flattening out into a sapphire beam that sliced into the night skies. 

“I’ve tried using Elemental Breath that way after becoming a true dragon,” Koshi said. “It’s far stronger when I use it with the Fifth Brazier,  and  it  wears  me  out  much  more  slowly  too.  Since  Shiomi has  given  you  an  idea  of  how  to  use  Elemental  Breath,  why  don’t you  attempt  it  too,  Orfeo?  I  know  you  can  sense  your   Ryu-To-Ki already.” 

“Thanks  to  your  tutelage  today,  Koshi.”  The  frost  dragon nodded,  before  tilting  his  maw  to  the  skies.  “Alright,  I’ll  make  an attempt.” 

“Aim  higher  and  away  from  the  rest  of  the  Defiant  Citadel, Orfeo,”  Koshi  said.  “You  don’t  want  to  have  any  of  your  Elemental Breath falling onto the Hell Drakes.” 

Orfeo nodded again, before inhaling sharply. A sphere of frost swirled into existence in front of his snout. The frost dragon exhaled

then,  and  sent  an  icy  torrent  spiking  out  into  the  night.  Startled shouts  rose  from  the  lower  levels  of  the  Defiant  Citadel  as  Orfeo’s Elemental  Breath  coalesced  into  a  cluster  of  large  icicles  that  then plummeted to the ground, crashing into the plains trailing behind in the flying fortress’s wake. 

“Sorry!”  Raphael  called  downward,  cupping  his  hands  over his mouth to magnify his voice. He winced as he saw armsmen and mages  stream  out  from  the  central  keep  and  onto  the  battlements, weapons and spells at the ready. 

“That’s a good first attempt, I suppose,” Shiomi said. “You can use Elemental Breath without the Fifth Brazier while in your human form too, you know? Maybe you can practice more later?” 

“That sounds like a good idea,” Orfeo replied, bowing to the much-smaller force dragon. “Thank you, Lady Shiomi.” 

“You’re welcome!” Shiomi chirped. She nudged Raphael with her snout. “I nearly forgot that I came to get you because it’s time for dinner, Raphael. Should we go? I’m hungry! The cook gave us three apples this afternoon, but Rayne ate two. I only had one!” 

“And  they  were  delicious,  Magus!”  the  faerie  dragon  added, prancing across Shiomi’s back. 

“I’m  sure  they  were,  Rayne.”  Raphael  stroked  the  faerie dragon  on  the  head,  then  winced  again  as  more  cries  of  alarm resounded  across  the  Defiant  Citadel.  “Alright,  I’d  better  get  down there and explain everything. I’ll see you all at dinner.” 

Chapter 34







Raphael awoke to the sound of heavy knuckles rapping upon his  door.  Throwing  on  a  pair  of  trousers,  he  opened  his  door  and found  Aoife  standing  there,  a  wooden  crate  in  her  arms.  The armsmith  ran  her  eyes  up  and  down  his  bare  chest  with  obvious relish.  Behind  him,  his  bed  creaked,  which  meant  that  Eliza  had stirred from her sleep and was in the process of getting up as well. 

“Hello,  Aoife,”  Raphael  said,  fighting  to  keep  his  expression neutral. “How can I help you?” 

“Just delivering some armor from my dad. He spent all night working  on  this,  and  he’s  exhausted.  Mother  insisted  that  he  go  to bed, so here I am, bringing this to you.” Aoife put down the crate at her feet and huffed. “I heard the armor I made for you got completely destroyed.” 

“Yes.” Raphael sighed. “I’m sorry. It took several bad hits from Vukaste. That’s why it fell apart.” 

“Well,  better  it  than  you,  Raph.”  Aoife  smacked  him  heartily across the shoulder. “Don’t be silly. I’m glad it served you well.” 

“It  definitely  did.”  Raphael  returned  the  armsmith’s  smile. 

“Thanks.” 

“Well,  you’ll  definitely  have  to  thank  my  dad  later.”  She reached down and peeled off the oiled cloth draped over the crate’s opening. A suit of golden plate sat within. It gleamed softly beneath the  gentle  light  of  the  early  dawn.  Raphael  gasped  as  he  ran  his gaze  over  the  intricate  runes  etched  all  over  its  surface.  The pauldrons had been fashioned to resemble sweeping dragon horns, and  as  Raphael  picked  up  the  sleek  breastplate,  he  realized  that  it weighed almost nothing. 

Eliza  tossed  a  robe  across  her  shoulders  and  walked  to  his side.  Raphael  passed  the  breastplate  to  her  so  she  could  take  a closer look. 

“Lighter than a sheet of silk,” Eliza said, nodding admiringly at the armor before handing it back to Raphael. 

“And as strong as a Regal Veil, too,” Aoife added. “Though it doesn’t carry as many fancy enchantments as one. But still, this was a  dwarfen  High  King’s  ancestral  plate.  My  dad  sanded  that  idiot’s family  crests  off  and  replaced  them  with  markings  more  fitting  for you.” 

“Thanks,  Aoife.  Please  help  me  thank  your  father  too,” 

Raphael said, running his fingers over the intricately carved likeness of a snarling dragon adorning the middle segment of the breastplate. 

“This armor is amazing.” 

“Hand  me  that  bracer  of  yours,”  Aoife  said.  “You  know,  the one the Spatial enchantment that you use to store your weapons in.” 

“Sure.” Raphael retrieved the piece of armor and passed it to the armsmith. 

Aoife fished a small hammer and chisel from her belt of tools and tapped away at the bracer’s edges. A few moments passed as she worked. Finally, a gray metal plate fell free. It was the part of the bracer  adorned  with  the  Spatial  enchantment  rune.  The  armsmith grunted  in  satisfaction,  reached  into  the  crate,  pulled  out  a  golden bracer,  and  angled  it  so  Raphael  and  Eliza  could  see  the  shallow rectangular indent running down its length. 

Aoife  snapped  the  runic  plate  into  the  indent,  then  deftly fastened it into place with screws. She grinned. 

“There you go,” the armsmith said. “Your new armor now has your  old  Spatial  enchantment.  Give  it  a  try.  Take  one  of  your weapons out.” 

Raphael shrugged, extended his will to the enchantment, and retrieved  Nocturnal  Gleam.  The  dancing  sword  hovered  in  the  air. 

Aoife’s grin widened. 

“Another  of  my  dad’s  masterpieces,”  she  said,  tapping  her fingernail  against  Nocturnal  Gleam’s  blade  and  sending  a  metallic ring down the hallway. “I’ll forge a blade just like this someday.” 

“I’m sure you will, Aoife.” Raphael returned Nocturnal Gleam to his bracer. 

“I  appreciate  the  vote  of  confidence,  Raph.”  Aoife  stuck  her hand out. “You’re going to Lucia City ahead of us, right? Good luck over  there.  If  you  find  that  bastard  Shi  Kung,  make  sure  you  teach him a lesson!” 

“I  will,  Aoife.”  Raphael  clasped  hands  with  her.  As  the armsmith  did  the  same  with  Eliza,  the  two  women  drew  close  and whispered  into  each  other’s  ears.  Both  of  them  cast  glances Raphael’s  way  as  they  spoke.  Aoife  giggled.  Eliza  smiled  and blushed. 

“Alright. Bye, you two!” Aoife said, before turning around and striding away, humming a hearty tune as she did so. 

“We  should  start  getting  ready  to  leave,”  Raphael  said  to Eliza. She nodded and turned away, walking back into the room as he shut the door. 

“Alright.” Eliza peeled her robe off her shoulders, hooking her heel  around  the  canvas  bag  containing  her  armor  and  dragging  it from the corner of the room in which it sat at the same time. Raphael took a moment to marvel at her slender, athletic frame, enjoying how the  sunlight  danced  off  her  silhouette.  It  was  curved  in  all  the  right places,  and  her  hair,  tossed  casually  across  her  shoulders  before being gathered in a leather band, shone like spun gold. She noticed his  regard  and  looked  over  her  shoulder,  color  blooming  faintly across her cheeks. 

“What  is  it?”  she  asked,  almost  shyly,  even  as  a  knowing smile  fell  upon  her  lips,  and  she  turned  and  walked  into  his  arms, abandoning her attempt to clothe and armor herself. 

“Just  thinking  what  a  lucky  man  I  am,”  Raphael  replied, mirroring her smile. He brushed a stray lock of hair from her brow. 

“I’m  the  lucky  one.”  Eliza  placed  her  hand  on  his  chest  and glanced  briefly  out  of  the  window.  “You  know  what?  It’s  still  quite early.” 

“It is,” he agreed, pulling her close. 

They  left  their  room  an  hour  later,  armed  and  armored, though with their gauntlets still hanging from loops upon their belts. 

Raphael marveled at the lightness of the golden plate sheathing his flesh. It weighed nothing, and it flexed and waned in rhythm with his movements,  so  that  he  felt  like  he  was  wearing  nothing  but  thin silken  clothes  instead  of  heavily  enchanted  armor.  Yet  when  he rapped  his  knuckles  across  the  pauldron,  its  surface  rang  with  the clear, clean chime of unyielding steel. 

The rest of the war party was already waiting in the courtyard. 

Koshi  was  rewrapping  the  grip  of  his  bow.  Twin  quivers,  fully restocked, hung across his back and from his hip, and his brigandine armor gleamed slickly beneath the sun, fully repaired. He also wore a  pair  of  enchanted  bracers  that  enhanced  his  physical  strength. 

They wouldn’t work while he was in his draconic aspect, but Raphael knew that in his human form, Koshi would put them to deadly effect on  any  foe  that  fell  within  his  grasp.  Koshi  set  his  bow  aside  and clasped Raphael on the shoulder as he approached. 

“Good  morning,  Raph,”  he  said.  “The  skies  are  clear  and brilliant,  but  the  winds  are  strong.  They  will  carry  us  swiftly  back home.” 

Home.  Raphael  smiled  at  the  notion.  The  shack  where  he and  Koshi  had  lived  in  was  a  flattened  ruin,  but  Lucia  City  would always be their home. 

“Eliza  showed  me  a  map,”  Shiomi  said,  her  tail  wagging excitedly as Eliza gave the dragon a quick hug. “I think it’ll only take us three or four days at most to get there, flying at Koshi’s speed.” 

“If  we  get  within  fifty  or  so  miles  before  nightfall,  we’ll  land and wait until it’s dark,” Raphael reminded Koshi and Shiomi. “Then we’ll fly right into Lucia City.” 

Gabriella  walked  over  with  Rayne  in  her  arms.  The  faerie dragon  was  munching  contentedly  on  an  apple.  The  princess  had her staff slung across her back and a determined look in her eyes. 

“Don’t  worry,  Gabby.  We’ll  go  check  on  the  palace  first  and make  sure  your  father  is  safe,”  Raphael  said,  before  the  princess could speak. 

“Calm  down,  Raph,”  Gabriella  replied.  “We  don’t  even  know what’s  going  on  in  Lucia  City  right  now.  For  all  we  know,  Shi  Kung might  not  even  have  made  his  move  yet.  We  did  give  the  ogres  a huge  mauling  at  the  Wind  Bastion,  remember?  They  lost  so  many goblins and harpies.” 

“It’s  not  goblins  and  harpies  we  have  to  worry  about,” 

Raphael said. “Remember the letter from Cailee I showed everyone in Nihako City? It says that Shi Kung has been sending many of his servants to visit your father’s court.” 

“You’re  right.”  Gabriella  frowned.  “And  if  he  has  so  many courtiers  running  around  in  plain  sight,  he  must  also  have  entire legions  of  covert  agents  and  assassins  skulking  all  around  Lucia City. Fine. We’ll check on my father as soon as we can.” 

“We’ve been out here in the far reaches of Uwajima so long that  for  all  we  know,  we  might  fly  back  to  Lucia  City  and  find  it  an Imperial territory, that would still be better than it being razed to the ground, which is an equally likely possibility,” Fenix said glumly as he walked  over  as  well.  The  battlemage’s  features  were  drawn  and pale, and his eyes still carried an eerie violet light. He clenched his fists. “If my family is hurt, I will...” 

“They’ll be fine, Fenix,” Koshi said, reaching out and clasping the battlemage on the shoulder. “Your grandmother and your parents will be fine.” 

“How  can  you  be  sure?”  Fenix  asked.  “How  do  you  know that?” 

“I  can’t,  and  I  don’t,  but  neither  do  you  know  or  have  any reason to believe otherwise,” Koshi said. “In times of uncertainty, the

best you can do for yourself and your friends is to fortify yourself with hope.” 

Fenix sighed and nodded. “Alright, Koshi. I’ll try. I’m going to keep telling myself my Nonna is safe and everything will be alright.” 

“Might I suggest the Vitelli Manor in Lucia City as our landing spot?”  Orfeo  said.  “My  father  maintains  a  small  manor  within  the walls  of  the  capitol,  and  he  is  usually  there  this  time  of  the  year, tending to his businesses and his affairs in court. Also, the manor is a fair distance from the palace and not too far from the docks. Fenix can check on his family, and we will have a bit more space as far as Imperial agents are concerned.” 

“That’s  a  good  idea,  Orfeo!”  Gabriella  said.  “Let’s  go  there first, get a lay of the land, and then proceed from there. Like I said, there’s every possibility that we will find Lucia City utterly unscathed and everyone going about their business as usual.” 

“I  agree.”  Raphael  said.  “Shi  Kung’s  primary  interest  is  the mana vortex in the junkyard, after all. If he wants to, he can easily go searching there without drawing any attention to himself.” 

Raphael  caught  Fenix’s  eye.  The  battlemage  gave  him  a slight nod. When Shi Kung had been attuning his ring to the broken mana vortex, Fenix had leeched some of the warp energy from the ring  and  dissipated  it  into  nothingness.  The  Grand  Prince  would need weeks, if not months, to locate the mana vortex in the junkyard, according to the battlemage. 

“Anyone can slip past the city’s guardsmen, but it’s a different story when it comes to the Hell Drakes,” Sylvia pointed out. “Bony’s got his eye on the junkyard now, right? And he’s looking out for Shi Kung. He’s not going to let the bald idiot bring a bunch of ogres and Imperial soldiers into the junkyard.” 

“That’s true,” Raphael agreed, his expression darkening. “We might  find  the  Guild  House  under  attack  too.  If  that’s  the  case,  we will have to help them hold out until Janan arrives.” 

“Alright.  Here  are  our  priorities,”  Fenix  said.  “The  Guild Master is paramount. We need to find him and make sure he’s safe

first. From there, we have to find the King, and if he’s in danger, we need to get him out of it.” 

“What  about  your  folks,  Fenix?”  Gabriella  asked.  “I  thought you were worried about them. We’ll be close to the docks. You can check on them easily.” 

“That’s  exactly  what  I  intend  to  do  as  soon  as  we  find  the Guild Master and the King.” Fenix gave the princess a curious look. 

“You  don’t  seem  to  be  all  that  concerned  about  your  father’s wellbeing.” 

“Even Shi Kung wouldn’t be so brazen as to kill the monarch of  another  realm  out  of  hand,”  Gabriella  explained.  “That  would anger every Lucarian baron, count, and duke, and he would quickly find  hosts  of  knights  and  guardsmen  pouring  into  his  provinces, many of which share a border with Lucario. He doesn’t need that, not with a civil war on his hands. No. The worst that could happen to my father is that he’s placed under informal house arrest by the agents Shi Kung has infiltrated into his court.” 

“So  much  talking!”  Sylvia  groaned.  She  slapped  Gabriella heartily  on  the  rump,  then  did  the  same  to  Fenix,  making  both  of them jump and yelp in surprise. “Let’s get going already! We’ll deal with whatever we find in Lucia City!” 

“Yes, let’s go,” Raphael agreed. He pulled Eliza close, spread his  wings,  and  ascended  into  the  skies.  Beneath  him,  Rayne expanded  into  the  size  of  a  large  horse,  allowing  Gabriella  and Sylvia to clamber onto its back. Shiomi carried Orfeo on hers, since the  knight,  still  so  new  to  draconic  flight,  couldn’t  be  expected  to keep up with Koshi and Shiomi by himself. 

Koshi, still in human form, was the last to ascend. Folding his wings of golden light back, he nodded to Raphael, then shifted to his draconic  aspect  in  a  flash  of  golden  light.  Everyone  except  Shiomi transferred  to  his  back,  and  a  bubble  of   Ryu-To-Ki  hummed  into existence  over  his  passengers.  It  would  keep  the  chill  of  the  high heavens out and prevent the shrieking winds from tearing anyone off his or her perch. 

Raphael  took  one  last  look  at  the  Defiant  Citadel  as  it continued  on  its  way  to  Nihako  City.  A  few  Hell  Drakes  waved  to them  from  the  fortress’s  windows  or  open-air  areas.  One  month, Janan had said. One month before her Hell Drakes would arrive in force to aid their Guild Master in Lucia City. 

 Who knows what we’re going to find there,  he thought as the war  party  settled  in  across  Koshi’s  broad  back.  Eliza  slipped  her hand into his and shot him a smile. He returned it. 

Koshi  closed  his  eyes  and  cast  Draconic  Glamour,  causing the  air  around  him  to  shimmer  with  magical  energy.  Then  he  cast Wind Cradle. 

“Well done, Koshi! I knew you’d get it!” Shiomi cheered. The smaller force dragon was already wreathed in the effects of the two Draconic Magic spells. 

“Thanks, Shiomi,” Koshi replied, angling his head upward and climbing  higher  into  the  heavens.  Both  dragons  broke  above  the clouds moments later and filled their wings with the rushing wind. 

And then they were off, blasting through the skies. 





Chapter 35







Koshi  and  Shiomi  cut  through  the  heavens  toward  Lucario. 

Their  route  would  first  take  them  over  the  war-ravaged  Uwajima Region, and Raphael looked through Koshi’s eyes as they flew. The dragon’s  vision  cut  easily  through  the  clouds,  revealing  vast expanses  of  grassy  plains,  gentle  hills,  and  rivers  that  sparkled beneath the sunlight. 

Ruined  farmhouses  and  overgrown  fields  interspersed  the landscape, their former inhabitants and tenders slain or driven away by  the  ogres’  forces.  Sooner  or  later,  the  people  of  Yamato  would come back, and human life would return to the Uwajima Region once more. 

“Unfortunately, Raph, Vukaste is not the only ogre lord in this world,”  Koshi  sent,  somehow  sensing  the  nature  of  Raphael’s ruminations.  He’d  always  been  able  to  do  that,  either  through  the light of the Dragon Meridian or, more likely, the bond between them as father and son. 

“Yes,” Raphael replied. “Vukaste mentioned something about a  Horned  Council  and  how  he  would  simply  be  replaced  if  he ordered the ogres to withdraw, remember?” 

“I  do.  I  know  of  the  Horned  Council,  and  though  they  are indeed  formidable,  they  are  but  one  of  many  factions  of  ogres  that exist.  I  know  of  the  Vaunted  Spite,  the  Khuruska,  and  the  Ghast Tribunal,  for  instance.  Platina  and  I  fought  many  a  battle  against them, but we never managed to secure a single decisive victory, so these  ogre  factions  persist  to  this  day,  as  far  as  I’m  aware.”  Koshi began  angling  his  southward  flight  to  the  west,  adopting  a  course that  would  take  them  above  the  Hunarchia  Union  and  toward  the harsh,  un-navigable  Koshtan  mountain  ranges,  where  the  dragons

and  the  war  party  could  stop  and  rest  each  night  without  drawing attention to themselves. 

“Past  Uwajima  lies  the  northern  ogre  wastes,”  Koshi continued.  “There  are  also  the  central,  western,  and  eastern  ogre wastes,  along  with  numerous  nooks  and  crannies  throughout  the world that will belong forever to the ogres.” 

“Not now when Raphael’s around!” Shiomi chimed in. “He can reverse  the  ogres’  corruption  of  the  land,  remember?  All  those wastes won’t be wastes anymore once he’s done with them.” 

“I’m  only  one  person,  Shiomi,”  Raphael  reminded  her. 

“Though after we stop Shi Kung, reclaiming the ogre wastes wouldn’t be a very bad idea in itself.” 

“It wouldn’t,” Koshi agreed. “Undertaking such a task will also provide you with ample opportunity to further your progress with the Draconic Braziers.” 

“It  definitely  will.”  Raphael  hadn’t  looked  too  closely  at  his Ryu-To-Ki  since the attack on the Wind Bastion, but he was certain that  he  still  had  a  long  way  to  go  before  he  could  ignite  the  Tenth Brazier. Vukaste had attained the Ninth Brazier as well, and on both occasions they’d fought, Raphael had only managed to best him with the help of his allies. He hadn’t gotten a grasp on Shi Kung’s power, but  he  wasn’t  confident  he’d  be  able  to  defeat  the  Grand  Prince  in battle either. 

“Don’t  worry,  Raph,”  Koshi  said,  sensing  his  son’s  train  of thought again. “I know you’re worried about facing Vukaste and Shi Kung again, but didn’t he himself say that part of your strength is in your ability to fight alongside your allies? You’ve beaten the ogre lord twice  already,  and  you’ll  do  it  again.  The  same  goes  for  Shi  Kung too.” 

“Yeah!”  Shiomi  agreed.  “I  won’t  freeze  this  time!  We’ll  beat the scary bald man together!” 

“We will,” Orfeo added, his mental voice still distant and fuzzy in the light of the Dragon Meridian. “But regarding the Grand Prince, perhaps  Master  Hellstorm  might  have  some  ideas.  I  had  the

opportunity  to  have  a  brief  discussion  of  his  studies  last  night, Raphael. I’m sure he will share his thoughts if you ask him to.” 

Raphael looked over his shoulder at the rest of the war party. 

Sylvia  was  lying  on  her  side,  fast  asleep  with  her  arms  wrapped around a snoozing Rayne and her teeth gnawing softly on the faerie dragon’s  ears.  Gabriella  was  asleep  too,  her  hood  drawn  over  her face, and her head resting upon a backpack-turned-pillow. Fenix was scribbling into a notebook with a short pencil. The violet light in his eyes seemed to wax and wane. 

“You should go talk to him, Raphael,” Eliza urged through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “He’s not been exactly himself since his encounter with the Weaver.” 

“Alright,”  Raphael  agreed.  “He  seems  busy  right  now,  so  I’ll have a word with him when we stop for the night. In the meantime, Eliza, let’s try to work on some cultivation. With any luck, we might be able to get you to the Fifth Brazier by the time we arrive at Lucia City.” 

“Sure!”  Eliza  shuffled  into  position,  raised  her  hands,  and placed her palms against Raphael’s. 

Raphael began by sending a faint pulse of  Ryu-To-Ki  through her soul, intending to check her progress. As he expected, Eliza had made some slight headway past the Fourth Brazier, but she was still far from igniting the Fifth. 

“I  suppose  I  should  try  to  get  some  of  that  done  too,”  Orfeo sent.  The  knight  folded  his  legs  awkwardly  into  a  lotus  position  as Koshi had taught him, closed his eyes, and evened out his breath. 

Raphael  gave  the  diligent  Orfeo  an  approving  nod  before returning his focus to Eliza. She wore an awed expression. 

“Raphael...  your   Ryu-To-Ki  has  increased  so  much  again,” 

she said. “I think it’s actually  doubled, at least.    Is it because of your fight against Vukaste and Shi Kung?” 

Raphael blinked in surprise and cast the light of the Dragon Meridian  inward  on  his  own  soul.  To  his  amazement,  he  realized what  Eliza  had  been  saying  was  true.  He  already  knew  that  as  a

Dragon  Magus,  his  power  grew  far  more  rapidly  in  battle  than through training or practice. What he didn’t expect, however, was for his hard-won victory over the ogre lord and his near-death struggle against the Grand Prince to bring him to such great heights. His  Ryu-To-Ki  still  wasn’t  strong  enough  to  ignite  the  Tenth  Brazier,  but  he was much closer to it than he’d originally thought. 

“That’s  the  only  possible  explanation  for  it,  unless...” 

Raphael’s  words  trailed  off  as  he  considered  another  factor  that could have brought about this dramatic increase in power. 

Eliza gave voice to his thoughts before he could. 

“Could it have anything to do with you being an Ascendant?” 

she asked. 

“Maybe. Vukaste said he invested all his divine essence into progressing through the Draconic Braziers. I wonder if I’ve done the same without thinking.” 

“Is  there  any  way  for  you  to  tell?”  Eliza  wondered.  “Maybe you can try using the light of the Dragon Meridian to check.” 

Raphael did so. He’d used the light of the Dragon Meridian to perceive his divine essence in the first place. Sure enough, he saw that he’d expended a fair portion of the godly power within his soul. 

Wu Xin had said that divine essence would replenish itself over time, but he hadn’t specified any time frame, which meant that it could be months or even years before Raphael had any more than what was left to spare. 

“I  think  that’s  what  happened,”  Raphael  told  her.  “Vukaste’s words got to me, and I must have followed his example mindlessly and  directed  my  divine  essence  toward  amplifying  my   Ryu-To-Ki.  It really is quite a shame. I should have been far more disciplined.” 

“No use crying over split milk, Raph,” Koshi sent, his mental voice  laden  with  a  tinge  of  humor.  “I’ve  always  taught  you  to  make the  best  of  a  bad  situation,  and  right  now,  maybe  the  way  you’ve used your divine essence isn’t as big a disaster as you think it is. You were equally matched against Vukaste in terms of  Ryu-To-Ki during

your last fight. You will definitely face him again sooner rather later, but now you have much more  Ryu-To-Ki at your disposal.” 

“That’s  true,”  Raphael  agreed.  “I  had  so  much  trouble  with him both times we fought because he was simply the better fighter in many  ways.  He  is  more  skilled,  more  vicious,  and  far  more experienced.  If  my   Ryu-To-Ki  is  now  so  much  stronger  than  his,  I might be able to simply overpower him, even if we’re both still at the Ninth Brazier.” 

“It’ll come in handy against Shi Kung, too.” Eliza smiled and pulsed some of her  Ryu-To-Ki against Raphael. “Now come on, let’s get some work done.” 
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The war party made it to the northernmost end of the Koshtan mountain ranges by the time night fell, and the dragons landed atop the  broadest  ledge  they  could  find.  Everyone  tumbled  off  Koshi’s back, wrapped in cloaks and winter clothes, before he returned to his human form in a flash of golden light. 

“That  could  be  a  problem  when  we  get  back  to  Lucia  City,” 

Fenix pointed out. The battlemage had draped a long fur coat over his  leathers,  and  he’d  replaced  his  broad-brimmed  hat  with  a  thick woolen cap with flaps that fell over his ears. 

“That’s  some  good  thinking,  Fenix.  I’ll  transform  above  the clouds  or  against  the  light  of  the  moon  when  we  get  there,”  Koshi said. 

Snow  swirled  and  spun  across  the  mountain  ledge  as Raphael  pulled  blocks  of  coal  and  pieces  of  firewood  from  an enchanted  sack.  Shiomi  dug  a  fire-pit,  her  force-sheathed  claws easily  breaking  through  the  frozen  stone  and  rock.  Sylvia  sent  a tendril of flame streaking from her fingers to start the campfire, and soon,  the  war  party  were  arrayed  around  it,  passing  out  strips  of dried meat and fruit amongst themselves. 

The  women,  Shiomi  included,  chatted  cheerily  amongst themselves. Judging from the snatches of conversation that drifted to Raphael,  Gabriella  wanted  to  bring  Shiomi  to  a  dressmaker  and  a hairdresser  once  things  were  settled  in  Lucia  City.  Eliza  wondered out  loud  about  school,  while  Sylvia  brushed  her  off  and  said  she’d make sure “Murderclaw” would get everything she needed under the elf’s tutelage. Shiomi pointed out that her name wasn’t “Murderclaw”, but her protests fell fruitlessly against Sylvia’s deaf ears. 

Orfeo continued his cultivation under Koshi’s supervision, and just  as  Raphael  was  about  to  approach  Fenix,  the  battlemage shuffled over to him first, his notebook open in his hand. 

“Raphael, listen to me,” Fenix said feverishly. “I’ve been going over and over in my head about what Shi Kung was trying to do in the Wind Bastion these last few days, and I believe that something terrible has happened to him.” 

“Terrible?” Raphael asked, looking down at Fenix’s notebook. 

The open page was covered in a chaotic mess of scrawls, all of them unintelligible  gibberish  as  far  as  Raphael  could  tell.  And  I  can instantly understand any language. 

“You see, warp energy is highly volatile and dangerous,” the battlemage explained. “You don’t mess around with it and walk away unscathed. That’s why the ogres were using those towers of theirs to create those warp clefts. You know they’ve been using those towers for  a  much  longer  time  before  this,  right?  Their  sole  purpose  is  to corrupt and change the land, not harness warp energy.” 

“Alright,  Fenix.  Let  me  see  if  I’m  understanding  what  you’re saying.  The  ogres  under  Vukaste  took  one  of  their  tried  and  tested tools and used it to harness warp energy, which is very dangerous.” 

“Yes. And as you know, they needed Shiomi’s remains to do that.  While  also  using  some  dark  sorcery  they  must  have  learned from Yao Yu, who we also now know was one of Shi Kung’s pawns. 

Anyway, back to the towers. They provide a considerable degree of separation from the warp energy for the ogres. It’s not entirely safe, but it’s far safer than what Shi Kung was doing.” 

“He  was  manipulating  warp  energy  directly  with  his  Spatial and Time magic,” Raphael said, before his eyes widened with horror. 

“Like you were, Fenix!” 

“No, no. There’s a difference. Calm down. I had a specialized spell to do that, remember? Veil Weave. That also provides a degree of separation from the warp energy I was working with. It’s not nearly as much as a gigantic ogre tower would provide, but it’s much better than nothing. And I was also neutralizing it, not absorbing or wielding

it. In contrast, Shi Kung was using his magic to take the warp energy directly into his soul before diverting it into that prism and ring of his.” 

“You’re  saying  that  what  he  did  will  hurt  him,”  Raphael reasoned. 

“Maybe.”  Fenix  grinned  and  slumped  his  shoulders,  as  if  in exhaustion. “He’s an Ascendant too, right? Maybe he used his divine essence to stop the warp energy from hurting him. But that’s not the point. Warp energy leaves a  trail or  mark, for lack of a better word, when  it  touches  a  living  being’s  soul,  and  though  we  may  prefer  to think otherwise, the ogres and Shi Kung do have souls.” 

“What does this warp energy trail do? Does it lead something to whomever has it?” 

“Yes. Yes, it does. All sorts of things from beyond our world.” 

Fenix tapped the side of his head, obviously indicating the violet light in his eyes. “Learning Veil Weave from the Weaver like that put me in direct  contact  with  the  smallest  amount  of  warp  energy.  Now,  my soul is visible to all manner of extra-dimensional entities, and it will be, maybe even beyond my death. Now, the good news is that they probably  won’t  seek  me  out.  I  have  no  grievances  with  any  extra-dimensional  being  except  for  the  Weaver,  and  she  is  barred  from acting  against  me  for  a  hundred  centuries,  in  accordance  with  the terms of the challenge seal. It’s just that when I’m in the presence of any  rift  or  tear  in  our  reality,  they  will  see  me  if  they  look  in  my direction. Whether or not I attract their regard is entirely up in the air.” 

“That doesn’t sound good, Fenix. Is there anything we can do to reverse the effects of Veil Weave?” 

“Maybe. But that’s a matter for another day. Let me get to the point. Shi Kung took immense amounts of warp energy into his soul, and he was trying to  harness  that  power,  not  neutralize  it.  His  soul must  be  a  huge,  glowing  beacon,  a  veritable  signal  fire  that  shines beyond our world.” 

“And he’s heading into the junkyard,” Raphael muttered. 

“A massive space-time anomaly, where the fabric of reality is weakest,” Fenix continued. “Oh, and he also still has enough of that

warp energy left in his prism to tear open a rift  and break at least one more  mana  vortex.  Breaking  the  mana  alone  will  have  a  good likelihood  of  attracting  the  Void  Tyrant’s  attention,  given  all  he  has already  done.  But  doing  that  while  his  soul  is  glowing  with  warp energy  will  bring  the  Void  Tyrant  right  to  our  doorstep.  I  assume that’s something we really don’t want.” 

“No, Fenix, we really don’t,” Raphael said, feeling a trickle of sweat  run  down  his  back  despite  the  chill  of  the  air.  “Is  there  any chance he can bring the Void Tyrant to our world without opening a rift?” 

“There  is,  but  it’s  unlikely,  going  by  what  you  told  me  from your  conversation  with  the  Chimeric  Emperor.  The  Void  Tyrant  has trouble sensing worlds without mana, right? And breaking one mana vortex alone is not enough to draw his attention or pique his interest. 

So  Shi  Kung  might  open  a  rift  in  reality  and  stand  there,  using  his own soul as bait, but that alone might be beneath the Void Tyrant’s interest.  He’ll  need  the  world  awash  with  mana  from  at  least  two broken vortexes to do that.” 

“If  he  connects  our  world  with  that  of  the  ogres...”  Raphael began. 

“Yes,  that  could  be  problematic,”  Fenix  agreed,  cupping  his chin thoughtfully. “But I doubt he’d do that, and let me try to explain why. Right now, his soul is like a beacon, as I’ve established. Just by walking through the junkyard, he’ll draw a huge amount of attention from  all  kinds  of  extra-dimensional  entities.  They’d  be  like  sharks circling  a  piece  of  bloodied  meat  locked  within  a  submerged  steel cage,  biting  and  snapping  but  unable  to  slake  their  appetites.  If  he randomly opens a rift in the junkyard, well... it’d be the same as if the cage I just described suddenly disappeared, leaving the meat to the sharks.” 

“He  doesn’t  have  to  worry  about  that  if  he  does  so  with  two broken  mana  vortexes  and  brings  the  Void  Tyrant  to  our  world,  I’m guessing. Is that right?” Raphael asked. His conversation with Felix

had  drawn  everyone’s  attention  by  now.  The  entire  war  party  had their gazes locked on the battlemage, their faces rapt with focus. 

“Answer him, you dolt!” Sylvia said, tossing a loosely packed snowball that smacked Fenix in the shoulder. 

“Yeah!  Don’t  even  think  of  pausing  for  dramatic  effect!” 

Gabriella added, hitting the battlemage with another snowball in the hip. 

“Stop  that,  you  idiots!”  Fenix  raised  his  hands  to  shield  his face.  Raphael  and  Koshi  managed  to  restore  some  semblance  of order after a few moments of cajoling the elf and the princess, while Eliza glared at Shiomi until she put down the boulder of packed snow she’d hoisted onto her tail. 

“Aw, but I wanted to throw a snowball at Fenix too,” the force dragon  grumbled.  She  gasped  as  Fenix  pelted  her  with  a  loosely packed one across the snout. 

“Fenix!” Eliza chided, utterly exasperated. 

“If  we’re  in  Lucia  City  this  winter,  we’ll  have  all  the  snowball fights you want, Shiomi,” the battlemage promised. 

“Deal!”  Shiomi  squealed,  wagging  her  tail  in  a  fashion  that made  Raphael  wonder  if  dogs  and  dragons  shared  any  common ancestors.  Or  perhaps  it  was  just  Shiomi  herself  who  had  such mannerisms.  He’d  never  seen  such  behavior  from  Rayne,  and  he couldn’t imagine Koshi or Orfeo doing something like that. 

“Are you going to answer Raph’s question or not?” Gabriella huffed, finally abandoning her attempt to pack another snowball and returning to her place by the fire. 

“Alright.  No,  he  won’t,”  Fenix  said.  “Shi  Kung  won’t  have  to worry about other entities if the Void Tyrant answers his call. Going by  my  shark  analogy  just  now,  the  Void  Tyrant  is  the  biggest  shark there is, if the Chimeric Emperor is to be believed.” 

“Fenix, you were trying to explain why Shi Kung wouldn’t just connect  our  world  to  the  ogres’,  and  I  think  I  understand  now,” 

Raphael said. “If he used his prism to open the rift before breaking

the mana vortex, he’d be in danger. That’s why he won’t do that until he has actually found and broken the mana vortex.” 

“Good  luck  to  him  regarding  that.”  Fenix  chortled  darkly.  “I sabotaged that ring of his, so it won’t lead him directly to the vortex anymore.  Instead,  he’ll  have  to  comb  a  hundred  square  miles  of shifting, inscrutable terrain for the mana vortex. That’s going to take him some time.” 

“That’s just about the only bright spot I can see in this whole mess,”  Eliza  said.  “Are  you  sure  you’re  feeling  alright,  Fenix?  It seems you haven’t been entirely well these days.” 

The  battlemage  rubbed  his  eyes  and  sighed.  “There  are extra-dimensional entities that live beyond our world. Some of them are  denizens  of  other  worlds,  while  most  of  these  live  in  the  space between   worlds.  The  void,  so  to  speak.  Like  I  said,  my  soul  is marked with warp energy too, which means it attracts their attention. 

Some  of  them  drift  over  to  take  a  closer  look,  like  hungry  sharks against a steel cage, but can’t do much more, not unless there is an open rift nearby.” 

“Still doesn’t tell us why you look as if someone’s goosing you all the time,” Sylvia said. “They can’t touch you, right?” 

“No,  they  can’t,”  Fenix  said.  “It’s  just  that  when  they  look  at you, sometimes you get a glimpse of them in return.” 

“Not  the  nicest  sight,  I’m  guessing,”  Sylvia  said,  her  voice surprisingly  sympathetic.  “Yeah,  I’ve  been  down  that  route  before. 

Can’t do anything about your marked soul, but try the Dream Bastion spell.  It’s  a  Mind  Magic  spell  of  the  Higher  Order,  but  I  think  you should be able to manage it. Dream Bastion will keep your sleep free of extra-dimensional glimpses, so that’s something, at least. Do you have the spell diagrammed somewhere in your grimoires?” 

“Dream Bastion?” Fenix furrowed his brow in thought. “That’s a  good  idea.  I  probably  do  have  it  diagrammed  somewhere  in  my grimoires,  along  with  a  bunch  of  other  Mind  Magic  spells.  Just haven’t  gotten  around  to  learning  it  yet.  Alright.  Thanks,  Sylvia.  I’ll find it and then cast it.” 

“Wait, Fenix.” Gabriella frowned at him suspiciously. “Why do you  have  ‘a  bunch’  of  Mind  Magic  spells  diagrammed?  Were  you planning to use them on women?” 

“I’m not the one who spent the last few weeks chasing after Armsman  Ueno  like  a  lovelorn  puppy,”  Fenix  retorted.  “Sounds  like you’re the one who needs Mind Magic spells to—” 

A  snowball  struck  the  battlemage  right  in  the  nose,  making him splutter in indignation. 

“Well,  I  guess  this  is  happening,”  Eliza  said  resignedly.  She exchanged  a  grin  with  Raphael,  and  then  the  two  of  them  were reaching their hands to the snow at their feet. 

Snowballs flew in every direction, and laughter rose into the night. 
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The  next  day  passed  in  a  similar  fashion.  Shiomi  and  Koshi flew through the sunlit hours, landing on mountain or cliff ledges to rest  when  the  younger  force  dragon  needed  it.  By  the  time  night arrived, they’d flown clear of the Koshtan mountains, so they landed in a small meadow many miles from the closest farmstead and made camp there. 

The war party was now within Lucarian borders, though just barely. As he lay beneath the star-studded sky, waiting for sleep to claim  him,  Raphael  thought  about  how  he’d  traveled  and  fought  all across Uwajima and spoken to the Premier of the Yamato Republic in Nihako, but he had hardly gone beyond the confines of Lucia City to  explore  the  country  in  which  he’d  grown  up.  Vitoria  counted,  he supposed, but his visit to the lumber town had been brief and fraught with peril. 

 I  should  explore  Lucario  more  when  I  have  the  chance,  he thought. Eliza shifted beside him. Her sapphire gaze met his. 

“Copper for your thoughts, Raphael,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. Raphael smiled and told her. 

“Well, I’m sure we can take a bit of time off once we’re done with  Shi  Kung  and  Vukaste,”  Eliza  said.  “Go  riding  around  the countryside  for  a  few  days,  maybe  even  a  week  or  so.  The  Palrin province is about two days from Lucia City on horseback. They have some  nice  vineyards  there.  The  coastal  town  of  Bari  isn’t  very  far either. The beaches there are beautiful. And with our current pay, the inns there, even the fairly nice ones, are very affordable.” 

“Let’s  go  to  both,”  Raphael  decided.  He  squeezed  Eliza’s hand warmly. “Just you and me.” 

Eliza’s smile widened, and she held him tightly as they drifted off into sleep. 

The  outskirts  of  Lucario  comprised  mostly  of  farmland, interspersed  by  mid-sized  towns  of  compact  buildings  of whitewashed  stone  and  brightly  colored  sloping  roofs.  The  dragons flew over more than a few vineyards as well, and Raphael couldn’t help but smile as he thought back to his conversation with Eliza the previous night. 

As the dragons came within two hundred miles of the capital, they  began  swinging  out  toward  the  coast,  so  that  they’d  approach Lucia  City  at  an  angle  that  would  bring  them  closer  to  the  Vitelli Manor  upon  arrival.  Koshi  led  the  way  into  the  Casertto  Isles,  a remote cluster of islands about an hour’s flight to Lucia City. There were only a few small fishing villages in the region, according to the dragon, and they landed upon an isolated cove to await nightfall. 

Gabriella  was  delighted  at  the  stop.  She  climbed  out  of  her sturdy robe, heedless of who was watching, and dropped it upon her pack. Then, clad in little more than her shift, the princess ran to the emerald  green  water  and  threw  herself  in  it.  Shiomi  followed  her, whooping in glee. And then Sylvia, completely unclad, pounced onto them  and  ducked  their  heads  into  the  water.  She  threw  her  head back and cackled as the princess and dragon choked and spluttered. 

Her gloating turned into shocked gurgles when Shiomi spat a stream of seawater right up her nostrils. 

“That’s disgusting, Shiomi!” Gabriella declared, beside herself with laughter. 

“I  suppose  this  can  be  a  little  pre-vacation  for  us,”  Raphael said  to  Eliza,  as  the  two  of  them  made  their  way  across  the  sandy surface of the cove too, their armor stacked next to their packs. 

Koshi  stayed  behind  to  watch  their  belongings  and  keep  an eye on Orfeo as the knight worked on his cultivation. Fenix chose to take  a  nap,  instead.  The  battlemage  had  learned  Dream  Bastion over  the  last  two  days  of  flying,  and  he’d  been  looking  forward  to some restful sleep. 

The afternoon passed by pleasantly enough. Koshi managed to catch a small collection of fish with his bow, and Eliza seasoned them with the juices of foraged berries before roasting them on sticks over an open fire. 

“You’re  such  a  good  cook,  Eliza!”  Shiomi  raved  as  she devoured a fish the size of Raphael’s forearm in three or four bites. 

“Yeah,  she’s  a  real  catch,  Raph.”  Gabriella  poked  Raphael emphatically in the ribs with nearly enough force to make him choke on his food. “You’d better treat my sis right, or I’m going to clobber you, Dragon Magus or not.” 

“Gabby!” Eliza chided, her face blooming with color. 

“That’s  why  I  hired  her  in  the  first  place.  The  apple  pie  she baked  in  Koshi’s  and  Raphael’s  shack  was  just  so  divine,”  Sylvia said, making a kissing gesture Raphael had seen Mrs. Salvatore do when the innkeeper presented a new dish to her customers. 

“You would have been an excellent chef, Eliza,” Fenix said. “I always looked forward to the days it was your turn to cook when we were  both  in  Master  Victis’s  Academy.  But  you’ll  be  an  even  better Dragon Knight, I’m sure.” 

“Don’t  even  try,  Fenix,”  Gabriella  said,  glaring  at  the battlemage. “She’s got Raph now. You don’t stand a chance.” 

“Try  removing  your  brain  from  the  gutter,  wringing  the  filth from  it,  and  actually  using  it  every  once  in  a  while,”  Fenix  retorted. 

“Then maybe you won’t be such an imbecile.” 

“Hey! We’re in Lucario now! You can’t speak to me like that!” 

The princess huffed and stamped her feet. 

“Alright.  Let  me  rephrase  that.”  Fenix  met  Gabriella’s  angry gaze evenly. “Try being less stupid sometimes,  your highness.” 

“Oh, boy.” Raphael sighed and fed a piece of fish to Rayne as Gabriella  tackled  Fenix  and  Sylvia  joined  in,  leaping  off  Shiomi’s back  and  dropping  her  elbows  on   both   the  princess  and  the battlemage. 

“I’ll break it up,” Eliza said wearily, leaning her head against Raphael’s shoulder. “In a bit. Maybe tomorrow.” 

“Your Highness! Lady Shadowsoul!” Orfeo waded valiantly in before  Raphael  could  warn  him.  “Master  Hellstorm  is  no  longer breathing! Unhand him at—oof!” 

“Hey,  Raph,  I’ve  never  seen  a  man  in  full  plate  armor  get body-slammed like that,” Koshi observed as he leaned back against his pack. “Have you?” 

“Huh. No, I haven’t, Koshi,” Raphael replied. 

They  resumed  their  journey  as  night  fell.  The  dragons,  their wings  filled  with  wind,  veered  out  over  the  ocean,  gliding  across miles of moonlit water. Before long, Koshi adjusted the angle of his flight, bringing the war party looping back toward Lucia City’s docks. 

Raphael felt his heart skip a beat as the familiar silhouettes of Lucarian merchant and fishing ships came into sight. He hadn’t really been away for very long, but he couldn’t help but savor the warmth of  homecoming  that  washed  over  his  senses.  A  quick  glance  over his  shoulders  told  him  that  Gabriella  and  Fenix  felt  the  same  too. 

Eliza slipped her hand into his and gave him a warm smile. 

“As long as I’m with you, I’m already home,” she whispered, guessing his thoughts. 

“We’re  going  to  go  high  first,”  Koshi  announced  through  the light of the Dragon Meridian. “Shiomi, follow closely behind.” 

“Alright, Koshi,” the youngling replied. 

The  two  dragons  began  climbing  into  the  skies  at  a  steep angle until they burst past the clouds, before coming to a full stop in the air, directly above the docks of Lucia City. 

Koshi looked over his shoulder at Sylvia. “Will you be alright so high up without my  Ryu-To-Ki warding you?” he asked the elf. 

Sylvia  chanted  and  gestured.  A  field  of  translucent  magical energy fell over her body. 

“I  will  be  now,”  she  said,  pulling  Willowflight  into  her  grasp and  hopping  onto  the  flat  of  the  flying  sword.  The  elf  produced  her

Pocket Dimension Prism and held it up. She would place the entire war party, both dragons included, inside the artifact and descend to the  surface  upon  Willowflight  in  as  inconspicuous  a  fashion  as  she could manage. 

Sylvia gestured and chanted again, and Raphael felt a similar field of magical energy fall over his body. 

“Get your sword out and fly it down to the surface with me,” 

the  elf  demanded,  a  wild  grin  spreading  across  her  face.  “You’ve been practicing, haven’t you?” 

“I have.” Raphael chuckled. “Though I never thought I’d ever have to fly on Nocturnal Gleam, since I have the Heavenward Dance and all.” 

“Well, anyone paying any attention at all will see your golden wings  from  a  mile  away,”  Sylvia  said.  “Dancing  blades  are  swift, silent, and deadly!” 

“Ugh.”  Fenix  groaned,  took  out  a  gold  coin  from  his  belt pouch, and passed it to Gabriella. The princess pocketed the money smugly. 

“What was that about?” Eliza asked. 

“Sylvia  caught  this  really  tacky  and  tasteless  street performance in Nihako City about the mythical stealth warriors of the Yamato people,” Fenix explained. “I made a wager with her highness that even she wouldn’t be so banal as to quote from it. Guess I was wrong. She really is banal.” 

“Me? Banal?” Sylvia held up her fist threateningly. “I’m going to punch you in a cavity that rhymes with banal, Fenix.” 

“...let’s  just  get  on  with  it,”  Koshi  muttered.  “Come  closer, Shiomi, so Sylvia’s artifact catches you in its effects.” 

Raphael withdrew Nocturnal Gleam and balanced on the flat of  the  blade.  His  golden  armor  was  hidden  beneath  a  thick  woolen cloak. He drew the hood over his brow. 

“Have  fun,  Raphael,”  Eliza  said,  grinning  at  the  sight  of  him standing on Nocturnal Gleam. 

“I’ll see you on the surface,” he replied, leaning forward and giving her a quick peck on the lips. 

Sylvia  tossed  her  Pocket  Dimension  Prism  to  Fenix,  who activated  it.  The  entire  war  party  vanished  within  its  rainbow  walls. 

Sylvia  caught  it  before  it  could  plummet  to  the  ground.  She  turned around and grinned at Raphael as he hovered in the skies upon his dancing blade. 

“Let’s go!” the elf said, angling Willowflight’s point earthward and swooping down. 

Raphael  followed  her  lead,  tilting  Nocturnal  Gleam  to  the ground and commanding the blade to follow Sylvia. He wavered and wobbled  within  the  first  few  moments  of  the  descent,  surprised  at how  precarious  his  perch  actually  was.  Flight  through  the  heavens was significantly different from hovering ten feet or so above one of the Defiant Citadel’s courtyards. 

But  as  he  guided  his  sword  through  the  same  spirals  and turns that Sylvia cut through the night skies, he grew more and more accustomed  to  banking  the  sword  against  the  buffeting  of  the  wind and carving Nocturnal Gleam’s edges across pockets of warm air. 

Sylvia’s features were locked into a grin of exhilaration as she sliced toward the surface, and Raphael didn’t doubt that he wore a similar expression. 

As they descended within fifty feet or so above the top masts of  the  docked  ships,  Sylvia  slowed  down  enough  for  Raphael  to catch  up  to  her.  She  reached  out  and  grabbed  him  by  the  wrist. 

Darkness  flowed  across  his  vision,  and  suddenly,  he  found  himself somewhere very cold and dark, where the only warmth he felt came from the elf’s fingers across his wrist. 

“Don’t worry,” Sylvia whispered into his ear. “This will just take a moment.” 

Raphael  nodded,  though  he  wondered  if  the  elf  could  even sense  the  gesture,  so  utterly  encompassing  the  darkness  was. 

Before  he  could  say  anything  though,  the  soft  amber  radiance  of  a street lamp filled his vision, and he found himself being pulled into an

alley by Sylvia. She shoved him into a pool of shadows, took cover herself, then pointed at the docks, which had been behind them. 

“Yeah,  look  at  those  two,”  the  elf  said,  pointing  to  a  pair  of lean,  tightly  muscled  men  draped  in  dark,  shapeless  cloaks.  They ranged along the piers, sweeping their gazes over the thinning traffic of Lucia City’s dock district. “If we’d just flown down, they would have seen us for sure.” 

“Do  you  think  they’re  guardsmen?”  Raphael  asked.  “Or constables?” 

“You grew up here, Raphael,” Sylvia replied. “You tell me.” 

 Well,  you’re  the  one  who  got  into  trouble  with  them  all  the time,  Raphael  thought,  thinking  about  the  group  of  guardsmen stationed  near  the  southern  city  gates  who’d  complained  bitterly about the horrors inflicted upon them by the elf. He sighed, bit down his  words,  and  shook  his  head.  “No,  Sylvia,  they’re  not.  If  I  had  to guess, they might be Imperial agents.” 

Though  many  native  Lucarians  had  fair  complexions  and light-colored eyes, many immigrants from the Yamato Republic and the Chimeric Empire had settled and intermarried within the kingdom over  many  generations.  That  was  why  someone  who  looked  like Koshi, with his olive-hued skin and almond-shaped eyes, wouldn’t be out of place in any corner of Lucario, especially Lucia City. 

That  was  why  it  wasn’t  the  cloaked  men’s  appearance  that set  them  apart.  First  and  foremost,  it  was  their  air  of  foreign aloofness  that  separated  them  from  the  people  Raphael  grew  up amongst.  After  that,  it  was  the  cold  competency  of  their  piercing gazes and their fluid, perfectly balanced gait that gave them away as trained warriors and hunters. 

Yet  Raphael  knew  that  these  two  men  were  merely  decoys, sent out front to draw the attention and evasive efforts of any would-be interlopers, while the actual observers of the dock district did their job from afar, using spyglasses from a hidden position. 

“Yeah, they don’t look like Cailee’s secret police either. I used to beat up the poor bastards all the time for fun,” Sylvia agreed. The

elf  pointed  at  a  darkened  balcony  of  a  building  overlooking  the eastern piers. Raphael followed her finger, pulling a trace of  Ryu-To-Ki  from  his  soul  and  using  it  to  sharpen  his  eyesight.  He  saw  a silhouette,  deliberately  rendered  ragged  beneath  layers  of overlapping  cloth,  prone  upon  its  surface.  The  barely  perceptible glint of glass beneath the moonlight gave the presence of a spyglass away, confirming his suspicions. 

“Well,  there’s  good  news  and  bad  news,”  the  elf  whispered. 

Raphael knew what she meant. The good news was that Shi Kung hadn’t  attacked  and  seized  Lucia  City,  which  meant  that  the commoners, such as Fenix’s family, were likely safe. The bad news was that Imperial agents were present and operating openly on the city’s streets. This meant that the King was under Shi Kung’s control, either as a hostage or as an unwitting pawn. Raphael mentioned this to Sylvia, who scoffed. 

“No, Tybalt Roselli is a bit of an idiot, but he’s not that stupid,” 

the elf said. “There is no way he’s doing Shi Kung’s bidding willingly, especially not with Cailee around to set him straight.” 

“Then  this  means  things  might  be  even  worse.  Both  His Majesty and Cailee might be in danger.” 

“Possibly, but there’s nothing we can do about that right now.” 

Sylvia  ushered  Raphael  down  another  alley,  a  much  broader  one, and  produced  her  Pocket  Dimension  Prism.  “We’d  better  hope  the dragons have had enough sense to shift back to their human forms. 

Otherwise,  we’re  going  to  smash  all  these  houses  apart  and  blow our cover.” 

She  tapped  the  artifact  thrice.  Prismatic  light  began  to emanate from its surface, but Sylvia bent a sphere of shadows over it, muting its radiance. A moment later, the war party stood within the alley.  Thankfully,  Koshi  and  Shiomi  did  indeed  have  the  sense  to return to their humanoid aspects. 

Raphael quickly told everyone what he and Sylvia had found. 

Gabriella  nodded  stoically  at  the  news  that  her  father  might  be  in danger or held in captivity, but her worry was evident, in the gleam of

her  eyes  and  the  trembling  of  her  upper  lip.  The  princess  had demonstrated  courage  and  wisdom  beyond  her  years,  Raphael thought,  so  much  so  that  it  was  sometimes  easy  to  forget  that  she wasn’t quite seventeen years old yet. 

“We’ll make sure he’s safe, Gabby,” Raphael promised. “And if he’s been captured, we’ll rescue him.” 

“Thanks,  Raph,”  Gabriella  said,  accepting  a  hug  from  Eliza. 

She  sniffed,  wiped  her  nose  with  a  silken  handkerchief,  then clenched her jaw resolutely. “Alright. Don’t worry about me. Let’s sort out what we need to do first. Orfeo, that armor of yours needs to go. 

Or at least be hidden beneath a cloak or something, like Raphael’s.” 

“Of course, Your Highness.” The knight bowed and tapped his bracer.  His  armor  vanished,  leaving  him  in  a  finely  woven  but nondescript tunic of dark wool and a pair of similarly hued trousers. 

Koshi  pulled  a  cloak  over  his  armor  as  well,  before  draping another cloak over Shiomi’s shoulders and lowering its hood to cover her pointed ears and blue hair. 

“You’re  one  of  two  elves  in  Lucia  City,”  Gabriella  hissed  at Sylvia. “Are you going to just go out like this?” 

“Watch  and  learn,  my  little  candy-guzzling  friend,”  the  elf said, raising her hands and snapping her fingers. She vanished from sight. 

“Invisibility,  an  Air  Magic  spell  of  the  Higher  Order,”  Fenix explained. “What a waste of spell dust. You could have just put on a cloak or something like Shiomi. That was an idiotic thing to—” 

The  thud  of  an  invisible  boot  striking  the  battlemage’s  rear rose into the air. And then there was a slap of flesh against flesh, the sound of Sylvia clamping her hand across Fenix’s mouth. A muffled grunt of pain escaped his lips. 

“Hush!” the elf whispered loudly. “We’ve got to be quiet.” 

“We’re  going  to  be  caught,  aren’t  we?”  Eliza  asked,  her shoulders slumping wearily. 

“Everyone,  if  you  will,  please  follow  me,”  Orfeo  said.  “My father’s manor is about ten minutes away on foot.” 

The knight led the way out of the alley and down one of Lucia City’s  main  streets.  The  hour  was  growing  late,  but  Lucia  City,  the bustling metropolis that it was, still hummed with traffic and activity. 

As they walked, Raphael swept his gaze around, noticing more than a few of the dark cloaked Imperial agents along the way. 

Orfeo must have made the same observation too. He cut into a  tight  alley  abruptly,  and  the  war  party  followed  suit,  with  Koshi hoisting  Shiomi  into  his  arms  so  the  dragon  didn’t  have  to  stumble from  the  sudden  change  in  pace  and  direction.  Orfeo  gestured  for the war party to follow him as he moved quietly through a series of adjoining alleys, crossed a back road, then vaulted over a low wall. 

Sylvia  and  Koshi  followed,  the  latter  still  carrying  Shiomi. 

Raphael boosted Fenix over, while Eliza did the same for Gabriella. 

The two of them went over last, landing upon the grassy surface of a neatly kept garden. 

Orfeo was already talking to a liveried servant, a middle-aged clean-shaven  man  with  gray  hair.  He  wore  a  high  collared,  long-sleeved tunic of somber blue, matching trousers of a similar shade, and  leather  shoes.  The  servant’s  eyes  were  still  wide,  and  he  was obviously  recovering  from  the  huge  shock  of  having  a  host  of seeming strangers jump right into his employer’s garden. 

“Very  well,  Young  Master  Orfeo,”  the  servant  said.  “I’ll  go inform your father right away. He is in his study at the moment, but I believe  he  will  happily  receive  you  and  your  friends  in  the  sitting room.” 

“Thank  you,  Antonio,”  Orfeo  replied.  “I’ll  bring  them  there myself. Please go to my father immediately.” 

The servant bowed, then strode toward the stately manor on the  other  side  of  the  garden.  He  slid  open  a  door  of  glass  and wrought  steel,  then  disappeared  from  sight.  Orfeo  gestured  for  the war party to follow him. The knight led them to a different door, one of carved wood, and when he opened it, there was another servant

standing there, a plump woman attired like Antonio, save she wore a long skirt instead of trousers. 

“Good evening, Luisa,” Orfeo said. “It is good to see you.” 

“Young Master Orfeo!” the servant gasped. “What a surprise. 

You’ve brought friends, I see.” 

“Indeed.  We  will  be  seeing  my  father  in  the  sitting  room,” 

Orfeo explained. 

“Come this way then,” Luisa waved Orfeo and the war party in,  before  shutting  the  door  behind  her.  She  gestured  to  an  empty rack beside the door, then to a small wooden chest against the wall. 

White slippers of cotton and hide were piled within the chest. 

“You  can  leave  your  boots  here.”  Luisa  pointed  to  the  rack, then to the chest. “And put on those slippers instead.” 

“Don’t  mind  if  I  do!”  Sylvia  said,  popping  into  view  abruptly and dropping her boots, with her socks stuffed within, onto the rack. 

She  snatched  up  a  pair  of  slippers  and  stepped  into  them,  before striding nonchalantly into the manor. 

“Sylvia!” Raphael hissed after her. “Don’t be rude!” 

“Oh, Lady Shadowsoul is a frequent visitor here,” Luisa said, waving dismissively. “We’re used to this.” 

“She...  she  is?”  A  look  of  dawning  horror  unfolded  over Orfeo’s face. “But... but why?” 

“Is  she  your  father’s  mistress?”  Gabriella  gasped dramatically, clutching the sides of her face. “Is Baron Braccio Vitelli unfaithful to his wife? How scandalous!” 

“Oh no, nothing of the sort,” Luisa said, waving dismissively. 

“She spars with Lady Stefania and Master Braccio whenever they’re in the capital. They pay her with wine to do so.” 

“Lady Stefania is your mother, Orfeo?” Raphael asked. “She spars with Sylvia?” 

“Yes.”  Orfeo  chuckled  weakly.  “My  mother  favors  the  pole-hammer, while my father favors the pole-axe, as I do. They are both

expert halberdiers. I didn’t know they had such an arrangement with Lady Shadowsoul, though.” 

“I  have  campaigned  alongside  your  father  before,  Orfeo,” 

Eliza  said.  “But  I  didn’t  know  your  mother  was  similarly accomplished.” 

“Well,  Lady  Wildwynd,  now  you  do.”  Orfeo  waved  the  war party to the chest of slippers. “Come, let us go speak to my father. If my mother is here, he will be there too.” 

“Raphael,  these  won’t  fit  on  me.”  Shiomi  held  up  a  pair  of slippers  in  her  foreclaws,  much  to  Luisa’s  astonishment.  “What should I do?” 

“Oh,  right.”  Raphael  smiled  and  petted  the  youngling  on  the head. “Don’t worry about it, then. Just be careful with your claws and try not to scratch the floor.” 

“Yes,  Shiomi,  be  careful,”  Koshi  agreed,  nodding appreciatively  at  the  wooden  flooring  of  the  entrance  lobby.  “Nice finish here. The lacquer could use some refreshing though.” 

Orfeo  led  everyone  to  a  sitting  room,  a  warm  chamber  with wooden walls and a carpeted floor. An ornate clock hung from one of the  walls,  while  filled  bookshelves  dominated  another.  A  glass-doored cabinet laden with bottles of liquor and glasses sat opposite from a crackling fireplace. Sylvia was already lounging on a heavily upholstered  armchair,  a  glass  of  liquor  in  one  hand  and  a  bottle  of brandy in the other. 

“Please take a seat, everyone,” Antonio said, appearing from a  side  entrance.  “I’ll  have  refreshments  brought  shortly.  Baron Braccio  Vitelli  and  his  wife,  Lady  Stefania  Vitelli,  will  be  with  you soon.” 

“I’m already feeling refreshed, Antonio!” Sylvia called, before draining her glass and refilling it smoothly with a deft tilt of her wrist. 

“Demonstrably  so,  Lady  Shadowsoul.”  Antonio  clicked  his tongue disapprovingly before ducking out of the waiting room again. 

“Give  me  some  of  that,  Sylvia,”  Gabriella  demanded, reaching for the elf’s glass. 

“Go  pour  your  own  drink,”  Sylvia  replied,  gesturing  to  the glass  cabinet.  “Braccio  keeps  some  nice  gin  around,  if  I  remember correctly.  You  have  to  get  it  shipped  in  from  down  south.  It’s  good stuff.” 

“Gabby,  no,”  Eliza  chided,  grabbing  her  sister  by  the shoulders, marching her to an armchair, and plopping her down onto its velvet surface. “You’re too young to drink that stuff!” 

“She...  she  is?”  Shiomi  guiltily  put  down  a  bottle  filled  with amber liquid and the glass in her foreclaw. “I suppose I am too?” 

“Shiomi!” Raphael marched Shiomi to Gabriella’s side and sat the youngling down beside the princess. 

“Ha!” Sylvia gloated at the two of them as she poured herself another drink. “Losers.” 

“I  wouldn’t  count  not  being  a  drunken  idiot  as  losing,”  Fenix said, sitting down on another armchair and stretching his calves. 

“There  are  too  many  negatives  in  that  sentence,  Fenix,” 

Sylvia retorted. “Don’t call me an idiot while you’re speaking like an idiot.” 

“There  were  only  two  negatives...”  Fenix  began,  but  the battlemage  stopped  and  turned  to  Orfeo,  who  was  laughing.  “You find something funny, Sir Vitelli?” 

“No,  Master  Hellstorm,”  Orfeo  clarified,  taking  a  moment  to wipe  a  tear  of  mirth  from  the  corner  of  his  eye.  “I  suppose  I’m  just delighted  at  the  camaraderie  of  this  group.  I  have  fought  alongside many  of  Lord  Huo  Xian’s  and  Lady  Fei  Xue’s  warriors  before,  but never  have  I  experienced  such  a  sense  of  friendship  and togetherness.” 

“You  think  our  mage  and  our  High  Captain  calling  one another idiots is ‘togetherness’?” Eliza asked. 

“Orfeo  has  a  point,”  Koshi  said.  The  Dragon  Knight  was seated  too.  He  had  a  wistful  look  on  his  face.  “Only  in  a  family  or

amongst very close friends would you see such teasing, ribbing, and roughhousing. For a very long time, I had no family. And then there was  Raphael,  and  those  were  the  brightest  years  of  my  existence. 

But now there are also all of you, much to my delight.” 

“I don’t know how long this fellowship will persist,” Orfeo said. 

“But I am determined to enjoy it for as long as I can, and even if it all ends  in  death  and  ruin,  I  would  be  honored  to  greet  my  fate alongside such valiant companions.” 

“Well.” Fenix took off his hat and smoothed his hair back over his scalp. “That wasn’t very optimistic.” 

“We will win, Orfeo,” Raphael said. “We have to.” 

“You  are  right,  Raphael.  We  must  prevail.  Too  much  hinges on our success,” the knight agreed. 

Loud  footfalls  heralded  the  arrival  of  a  powerfully  built  man and a smaller, though graceful and athletic person. Antonio pushed a cart into the sitting room, then put his hand across his chest. 

“Baron  Braccio  Vitelli  and  Lady  Stefania  Vitelli,”  the  servant announced,  before  stepping  from  the  path  of  the  man  and  woman who hurried into the sitting room. 

Raphael  recognized  the  baron  right  away.  He  was considerably less drunk this night, and his heavily muscled bulk was draped  in  a  plain  robe  of  thick  blue  cloth.  The  woman,  who  could only  be  Lady  Stefania  and  Orfeo’s  mother,  wore  an  elegant  but understated dress over her tall and slender frame. She had delicate sweeping  facial  features,  large  green  eyes,  and  lips  full  and  lush enough  to  belie  the  fact  that  she  had  to  be  at  least  in  her  middle years. 

“Wow,” Gabriella whispered loud enough for Raphael to hear. 

“Guess we know where Orfeo got his looks from. Here’s a hint. It’s definitely not Braccio.” 

“Hush!” Eliza hissed in her sister’s ear. “Don’t be rude.” 

“Son!” Braccio rushed forward and swept Orfeo up in a tight embrace. Stefania joined the embrace, and for many moments, the

war party let the Vitelli family savor their reunion in silence. 

At length, Braccio and Stefania stepped away from their son, big smiles on their faces. 

“What  are  you  doing  here,  Orfeo?”  Stefania  asked.  “Aren’t you  supposed  to  be  at  Lady  Fei  Xue’s  court?  Has  she  tired  of  you already? No matter. I have plenty of beautiful girls lined up for you to pick as your wife!” 

“Mother!”  Orfeo  objected.  “Lady  Fei  Xue  and  I  are  still  very much in love. I have returned to Lucia on a mission of grave import, and I need help from you and father.” 

Braccio’s  gaze  fell  upon  Raphael  and  Koshi.  He  jumped  in surprise. 

“The  Dragon  Knights!”  the  baron  exclaimed.  “Raphael!  Lord Koshi! Orfeo, did they come with you?” 

“Yes, father. Now, allow me to explain...” Orfeo began. 

“Your Highness?” Braccio’s eyes bulged from their sockets as he  finally  noticed  Gabriella.  “But...  I  thought  the  Dragon  Knights kidnapped you! Nobody paid any real attention to that claim though or took it very seriously at all. We just thought you were very brave to join the Dragon Knights on their quest! I—” 

“Dear, you are babbling again,” Stefania said calmly. “Take a deep breath, then start again. Oh hi, Sylvia.” 

“Hi Stef.” Sylvia drained her glass and refilled it. 

The baron took his wife’s advice, smoothed down the front of his robe, clasped his son on the shoulder, then turned to Raphael. 

“Well, Dragon Knight Raphael, we meet again,” Braccio said. 

“How may I help you?” 



Chapter 38







Stefania  Vitelli  leaned  back  in  her  armchair,  her  features  a mask of affected composure, and took a deep breath. 

“So you’re a dragon now?” she asked Orfeo. 

“Yes,  mother,”  the  knight  replied.  “I  was  slain  by  Shi  Kung, and Raphael used his magic to resurrect me as a dragon.” 

“A  frost  dragon,”  Shiomi  added  helpfully,  before  picking  up her mug of tea in her foreclaw and taking a sip. 

“That’s...  very  nice,  dear,”  Stefania  said,  reaching  out  and stroking  back  a  stray  lock  of  bright  blue  hair  from  the  youngling’s face. Baron Vitelli and his wife had needed a few moments to take Shiomi’s appearance in stride, but after that, they lavished the same warmth and hospitality upon her as they did to all their guests. 

Braccio  Vitelli  stood  up  from  his  armchair,  walked  over  the Orfeo, and put a hand on his son’s shoulder. 

“You seem perfectly human to me, son,” the baron protested. 

“You haven’t changed a bit.” 

“Unfortunately, the only way to prove your son’s rebirth at this point is to have him assume his draconic aspect,” Koshi said. “But he can’t do that in here, and there isn’t enough room for him out in the garden  either.  If  he  transforms  beyond  the  confines  of  your  manor, he’ll draw too much attention.” 

Braccio  Vitelli  furrowed  his  brow  and  stroked  his  chin  for  a moment. He then shrugged and threw his hands up resignedly. 

“What does it matter, beloved?” he asked his wife. “Dragon or not, our son is here, safe and sound.” 

“You’re  right,”  Stefania  agreed.  She  proffered  a  silver  tray laden with a small jar and a teaspoon to Shiomi. “More honey, dear?” 

“Yes,  please!”  the  youngling  squealed  with  delight.  She picked up the jar and extended a foreclaw. 

“Shiomi,  use  the  teaspoon,”  Eliza  reminded  her.  “And  don’t take so much honey. It’s bad for your teeth.” 

“Alright, Eliza,” Shiomi said, putting down the jar and picking up the spoon instead. 

Raphael  took  a  sip  from  his  own  mug  of  tea,  savoring  its clean floral scent and the way it soothed his throat. He’d spoken for an  hour  to  the  baron  and  his  wife,  describing  the  events  of  the Uwajima  Region,  explaining  what  happened  to  Orfeo,  and  telling them why the war party now needed their help. Braccio and Stefania Vitelli had readily digested the first part of Raphael’s account. They’d been stunned by the second, and Raphael doubted they’d absorbed much, if any, of the third. 

“Excuse me, sir,” he said. “As I was saying, we need to find out what’s going on with the King and the Guild House. Do you know anything?” 

“Ah, yes.” Braccio cleared his throat. “My apologies, Dragon Knight  Raphael...  no,  it’s  Dragon  Magus,  now,  isn’t  it?  Things  are dire in Lucia City. I was in court just this morning, and the King was there. However, there were two Imperial agents flanking his throne, and  none  of  his  royal  knights  were  in  attendance.  It  was  blatantly obvious to all what exactly was going on, but none of us had the will or  wherewithal  to  confront  Shi  Kung’s  lackeys  and  secure  His Majesty.” 

“Why?” Gabriella demanded. “You are a baron and knight of Lucario,  Lord  Vitelli.  You  swore  oaths  of  fealty  to  King  and  country, didn’t  you?  How  could  you  stand  by  and  watch  your  liege  be  so debased?” 

Braccio  grimaced  and  took  a  deep  breath,  as  if  steeling himself to deliver a harsh truth. At length, he nodded and began to speak. 

“Begging  your  pardon,  Your  Highness,  but  I  will  mince  no words from here on. Surely you are aware that your father has never

commanded  any  respect  from  his  nobility  from  the  day  of  his coronation? He was Queen Azzura de Lucario’s consort, a position he  won  through  deed  rather  than  blood  or  love.  Her  Majesty despised and barely tolerated him in life, an attitude shared by most of her court then and which still persists to a considerable degree to this day.” 

Like any child growing up in Lucia City, Raphael had learned about how King Lucian the Fourth, formerly Tybalt Roselli, came to the  throne.  As  an  adventurer,  Tybalt  Roselli  undertook  a  challenge laid down by Azzura’s father, the former king, to stop a band of ogre marauders  from  rampaging  through  Lucario’s  countryside.  Tybalt Roselli was the only survivor amongst the two hundred adventurers that rode out to confront and somehow slay the ogres, which made him  the  winner  of  the  challenge,  the  prize  of  which  was  the  then-Princess Azzura’s hand in marriage. 

Gabriella  stiffened  in  her  seat.  A  cold  light  flashed  in  her eyes. 

“Go on,” she said. 

“That’s  why  no  baron,  count,  or  duke  questioned  the presence of the Imperial agents standing beside Lucian the Fourth. 

Nor did they care that he had to confer with one of them every time he  wanted  to  say  anything,”  Braccio  said.  “They  might  object  if  an agent killed Lucian the Fourth then and there and declared Lucario an Imperial Province, but I believe Shi Kung is canny enough to hold off on such a step for now, since he has enough on his plate, judging by what you have told me.” 

“So  falls  the  House  of  de  Lucario,  then.”  Gabriella  crossed her  arms  to  hide  her  hands,  but  Raphael  could  see  her  fingers digging into the flesh of her forearms and elbows. 

“Not so,” Braccio replied immediately. “Lucian the Fourth is a pretender  to  the  throne  in  the  eyes  of  his  court,  but  you  aren’t. 

Queen  Azzura’s  blood  flows  in  your  veins,  Your  Highness.  If  you were to take the throne, I daresay the court would bend their knee to you in word, deed, and spirit.” 

“Where’s  Cailee?”  Sylvia  asked.  “She’s  got  to  be  around somewhere in Lucia City, right? Tybalt’s still alive, after all.” 

“Chancellor  Brightsoul  has  gone  missing,”  Braccio  said.  “No one knows where she is.” 

“Eh. She’ll be fine.” Sylvia waved dismissively. “Or she won’t. 

Either way, there’s not much we can do for her.” 

“Lord Vitelli, you said the court would heed my leadership if I take the throne,” Gabriella said. “Are you sure?” 

“With all my heart, Your Highness,” the baron replied. “I have fifty knights lodged in Lucia City. Duke Costanzo has seventy knights and  two  hundred  men-at-arms  billeted  here  too.  Costanzo  has always  been  loyal  to  your  mother  and  grandfather,  and  he  will  be loyal  to  you  as  well.  Give  the  word,  and  our  forces  will  send  the Imperial  dogs  packing.  From  the  palace,  at  least.  After  that,  I  don’t foresee you having much difficulty in rallying the rest of the court to your  cause.  The  fact  that  you  so  strongly  resemble  Queen  Azzura helps a lot, too.” 

“We  have  to  make  sure  my  father  is  safe,  first,”  Gabriella said, unfolding her arms and placing her hands calmly on her knees. 

“So he can abdicate and crown me queen.” 

“That  is  correct,  Your  Highness.”  Braccio  grimaced  again. 

“That will have to happen first, before any noble will be willing to act.” 

“Even you, Lord Vitelli?” Gabriella asked. 

The baron chuckled uneasily and spread his hands. 

“Yes,”  he  admitted.  “Only  a  King  or  Queen  may  command Lucario’s court, and right now, you are neither, Your Highness.” 

“That is regrettable, father,” Orfeo said, sighing. 

“Enough  of  this,”  Fenix  interjected.  “What  about  the  Guild House? What do you know?” 

“Very little, Master Hellstorm,” Braccio said. “I have been told that the Guild District has been cordoned off by Imperial agents for the  last  two  or  three  weeks.  Nobody  in  Lucia  City  has  been  seen entering or leaving it during this time.” 

“How  many  Imperial  agents  would  you  say  are  present  in Lucia  City,  sir?”  Raphael  asked.  “You  must  have  some  idea,  since you said that a hundred and twenty knights and two hundred men-at-arms will be enough to drive them out of the palace.” 

“In the palace itself? Probably forty or so.” The baron sipped at his glass of liquor. “As for the city proper, I cannot be sure. There could  be  as  few  as  several  dozen  or  as  many  as  one  or  two thousand of them scattered across Lucia City’s length and breadth. 

In  any  case,  there  aren’t  enough  of  them  here  to  actually  be considered an army and really rile up the nobles. Wait. There is one thing  I  probably  should  have  mentioned  right  away  after  hearing everything you’ve said about Shi Kung.” 

“What is it, father?” Orfeo asked. 

“He’s  here.  The  Grand  Prince  himself,”  Braccio  said.  “He arrived on horseback with an entourage of fifty or so three days ago and put up this blatantly insincere display in which he asked the King for permission to explore the junkyard and promptly received it. He and his followers rode into the junkyard immediately after that, and there’s  been  no  word  from  them  since  then.  Many  in  court  are wondering  if  the  Grand  Prince  is  dead  and  speculating  about  the political ramifications of his death.” 

“He’s  not  dead,”  Fenix  said.  “Now  that  we  know  he  hasn’t actually  taken  control  of  Lucia  City  yet,  we’ll  have  to  go  after  him. 

He’s our top priority. Sorry, Gabriella, but Lucian the Fourth will have to wait.” 

“You’re right,” the princess agreed, much to Fenix’s surprise. 

“What Shi Kung is trying to do is bigger than Lucario itself. We have to stop him first. Then we can worry about everything else. Raphael, let’s  go  straight  into  the  junkyard.  I  don’t  think  the  Imperial  agents can stop us.” 

“No,  they  can’t  stop  you  from  rushing  headlong  into  the junkyard  in  pursuit  of  Shi  Kung,  but  how  are  you  going  to  find  him there?”  a  cold,  melodious  voice  said.  It  came  from  a  shadowed

corner of the sitting room, and it didn’t belong to anyone in the war party. 

Raphael  surged  to  his  feet,  Heavenly  Peal  spinning  into  his grasp as he turned to the speaker. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw  Orfeo  heft  Glacial  Edge  to  readiness,  while  Eliza  drew  Cloud Slicer and pulled Gabriella and Shiomi behind her. Koshi already had his bow out and an arrow nocked in readiness to loose. 

“Relax,  everyone,”  Sylvia  said  languidly  as  the  newcomer stepped  fully  into  the  radiance  of  the  sitting  room’s  lamps  and fireplace. “It’s only my sister.” 

“Cailee?”  Raphael  asked,  as  the  newcomer  pulled  back  the gray  hood  of  her  cloak  to  reveal  platinum-blonde  hair,  bright  blue eyes,  and  ears  pointed  like  Sylvia’s.  The  elf  was  clad  in  a  loose, nondescript robe of dark cotton. “How did you know we were back? 

How did you find us?” 

“I have my ways and means, Raphael,” Cailee said, grinning. 

“Now, let us—” 

“I spotted some of her secret police fellows by the dock just now and made sure they saw us as we came down, Raphael. They tracked  us  here,  then  went  to  tell  her,”  Sylvia  interrupted.  “Good thing, too. I wasn’t sure your agents were actually still in contact with you, Cailee. I even asked Braccio here if he knew where you were.” 

“A  good  evening  to  you,  Chancellor  Brightsoul,”  the  baron said, gesturing to a vacant armchair. “Please, take a seat. Would you like a cup of tea? Or perhaps something stronger?” 

“Stronger,” Cailee said as she sat down. Antonio poured her a glass of liquor. She took a hefty swallow of the amber liquid before nodding to Raphael. “Well then, Raphael. Long time no see.” 

“Hi,  Cailee,”  Raphael  said,  returning  Heavenly  Peal  to  his bracer  and  sitting  down  again.  “It’s  good  to  see  you  too.  I’m  glad you’re safe.” 

All  across  the  room,  the  war  party  set  their  weapons  aside and took their seats. Shiomi curled up in her armchair and closed her eyes. 

Cailee  opened  her  mouth  to  reply,  but  then  her  blue  eyes flickered to Eliza, before going back to Raphael. Her lips curled into a knowing smile. 

“Ah.  Well,  I  suppose  that  was  inevitable,”  Cailee  said.  “No matter. It doesn’t necessarily mean I won’t get a child from you yet, Raphael.” 

“Yes,  it  does,”  Eliza  growled,  but  the  elf  ignored  her  and continued speaking. 

“As I was asking, how are you going to find Shi Kung in the junkyard?” Cailee sipped her drink. Her lips curled into a cruel smile. 

“Do you have some spell or some artifact that can track him? Or did you plan to just bungle your way in and hope to run across him?” 

“No, we don’t, Cailee,” Raphael said. “Do you?” 

“I have nothing of the sort,” Cailee replied. “But I am aware of someone who might be able to help.” 

“The  Guild  Master,”  Fenix  interjected.  “He’s  worked  with  a mana conduit ring before, Raphael. The one we took from Tiresias, remember? Shi Kung has a mana conduit on him right now, charged with warp energy. The Guild Master might be able to come up with some way to track it.” 

“You  know  what’s  going  on  in  the  Guild  District,  don’t  you, Cailee?” Raphael asked. 

“I do,” Cailee said. “Shi Kung’s Dao Invokers have turned Yun Shen’s  Spatial  Magic  on  the  Guild  House,  the  very  object  it  was supposed to protect, and trapped three hundred Hell Drakes inside its confines. Meanwhile, a thousand of his Panther Legionaries hold the  Guild  District,  protecting  the  Dao  Invokers  as  they  maintain  the spell that keeps the Hell Drakes confined within the Guild House.” 

“We  can’t  get  to  the  Guild  Master  without  going  through  Shi Kung’s troops,” Raphael said. 

“You’re  not  doing  that  without  an  army,”  Cailee  pointed  out. 

“Shi Kung’s Panther Legionaries are a fairly elite and formidable lot. 

Each one of them is easily worth three Lucarian knights.” 

“We’ll  need  more  than  three  thousand  of  them,  then.” 

Gabriella  turned  to  Braccio.  “Who  is  in  court  now  that  will  fight  for me?” 

“I  and  Duke  Costanzo  will.  Duke  Baresi  and  Count  Casella have  their  retinues  at  hand,  and  they  will  fight  for  a  true  queen  of Lucario as well,” the baron said. “Countess Detti can be convinced. 

She  only  has  a  few  knights  beneath  her  banner,  but  she’s  got  two hundred  or  so  men-at-arms  garrisoned  at  her  holdings  a  day’s  ride away. And once the others see us falling in line, they will as well. All in  all,  you’d  probably  have  three  hundred  knights  and  maybe  four hundred men-at-arms at your disposal within a day of you taking the throne. Send out a call-to-arms, and you can quadruple that number within a week. Much more within a month.” 

“We don’t have a week, much less a month.” Gabriella turned to  Cailee.  “How  many  Panther  Legionaries  would  a  Hell  Drake  be worth?” 

“I’d put the ratio at two-to-one, favoring the run-of-the-mill Hell Drake armsman or mage,” the elf said. 

“Alright,  I  think  we  have  a  plan,”  Raphael  said,  running  the numbers  through  his  head.  “We  need  to  rescue  King  Lucian,  have him install Gabby as queen, then attack Shi Kung’s men in the Guild District that very same day.” 

“Doesn’t sound like a fight we can win, Raphael,” Fenix said, gesturing at Cailee. “Not if we’re going by her estimates, anyway.” 

“We don’t have to win,” Raphael said. “We just need to break through  to  Shi  Kung’s  mages,  stop  their  spell,  and  free  the  Hell Drakes.  Then we can win.” 

“Ah.”  Fenix  grinned  eagerly.  “Now  that’s  what  I  like  to  hear. 

Use  the  knights  as  fodder  until  the  Hell  Drakes  can  get  the  actual fighting done.” 

“Your uncharitable comments about the knights of my country aside, Master Hellstorm, even if you do manage to unleash the Hell Drakes  upon  the  Panther  Legionaries,  it  seems  to  me  that  you  will

still be heavily outnumbered,” Braccio said. He nodded to Gabriella. 

“Perhaps you should wait a week and muster more troops before—” 

“No, father. That won’t be necessary.” Orfeo swept his hand around  the  room  in  a  gesture  that  encompassed  the  war  party.  “I have  fought  alongside  Raphael  and  his  companions  many  times already, and I am confident that  we will make up the difference.” 


Chapter 39







The  predawn  hours  saw  Raphael,  Eliza,  and  Gabriella making their way across Lucia City toward the palace. They stuck to the  side  streets  and  alleys,  staying  away  from  the  light  of  the streetlamps and moving from one pool of shadows to another. 

Sylvia and Cailee had gone ahead, the two elves scouting for and  silencing  any  Imperial  agents  watching  the  streets.  With  his senses  heightened  by  the  Draconic  Braziers  and  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian,  Raphael  had  already  come  across  four  of  the cloaked  men  with  their  throats  cut  and  their  bodies  tucked  into  the nooks  and  crannies  of  alleys,  out  of  casual  sight  from  the  main streets. Daylight would reveal the corpses, but Raphael and the two women with him would be long gone by then. 

Back in the Vitelli Manor, Cailee had declared that she would fight alongside the war party, drawing many aggrieved and daggered looks  from  Eliza  and  Gabriella.  Sylvia,  in  contrast,  had  been genuinely  delighted.  She  hummed  cheerfully  to  herself  as  Cailee stripped off her robe to reveal the leather and mail she wore beneath and the daggers belted across her hip. 

“I don’t have to do this, you know,” Cailee reminded Raphael, smiling  in  her  cold  and  cruel  fashion.  “My  bond  to  Lucian  doesn’t require me to defend him unless he specifically orders me to do so. 

Neither am I particularly attached to my post as Lucario’s Chancellor. 

I have sequestered enough personal wealth away to live in luxury for several centuries, be it in a corner of an Imperial Province, a remote Hunarchian town, or one of Yamato’s smaller cities. I also know Shi Kung’s plans for the mana vortex, and it doesn’t particularly matter to me which of you breaks it, so long as mana flows in the world again.” 

“So why, then?” Raphael asked. “Why are you helping me?” 

Cailee  smiled,  gave  him  a  sultry  wink,  then  turned  and walked away before Eliza could say anything. 

The rest of the war party had stayed behind, largely because stealth  wasn’t  their  forte.  Neither  was  it  Raphael’s,  if  he  had  to  be honest,  and  it  definitely  wasn’t  Gabriella’s,  but  they  were  adept enough  at  moving  quietly  and  carefully,  with  guidance  from  Eliza, who’d proven to be surprisingly skillful at sneaking and skulking. 

The elves were on a whole other level. From across a street, Raphael watched Sylvia emerge soundlessly from a pool of shadows to  snap  an  agent’s  neck,  while  Cailee  appeared  out  of  nowhere  to hurl  a  pair  of  throwing  knives  into  the  throats  of  two  more  cloaked men. He blinked, and suddenly both elves were gone, as were their victims. A moment later, Sylvia’s pale face and hands became visible in the darkened heart of an alley, and she waved them forward. 

The  plan  was  to  sneak  Gabriella  into  the  palace,  rescue Lucian the Fourth, and then have the latter crown the former in court, before  all  the  assembled  Lucarian  nobles.  Braccio  would  bring  his entire  entourage  of  knights  and  men-at-arms  to  court  that  morning, which  he  would  then  use  to   encourage  his  peers  into  swearing allegiance  to  their  new  queen  and  sweep  the  palace  clean  of  Shi Kung’s men. 

A  quick  glance  at  the  sky  told  Raphael  that  dawn  was  a  bit over  an  hour  away,  but  the  palace  was  close.  He’d  been  there before,  attending  a  ball  at  King  Lucian’s  invitation.  Sure  enough, several alleys, streets, and slain agents later, the palace’s towering outer  gates  of  barred  steel  came  into  sight.  Sylvia  and  Cailee  ran toward  the  pale  stone  walls  on  either  sides  of  the  gates  and scampered up its sheer surface easily, before disappearing over the top. 

Raphael  retrieved  Nocturnal  Gleam,  put  his  arms  around Eliza’s and Gabriella’s waists, and hopped onto the dancing sword. It ascended steadily into the air, drawing muffled yelps of surprise from the two women, and brought the three of them over the outer walls. 

Raphael  had  Nocturnal  Gleam  bring  them  down  on  the  other  side. 

Just as he landed, Sylvia appeared next to them, with Cailee close by as well. The dark-haired elf placed her hand on his shoulder, and shadows filled Raphael’s vision. 

 We’re  shadow-hopping  again,  he  thought,  as  Sylvia  brought everyone  through  an  expanse  of  impenetrable  darkness.  They emerged upon a balcony. Gabriella scurried to the glass window on its inner side and peered longingly through its surface. 

“Here  you  go,”  Sylvia  said,  chanting  and  gesturing.  There was a soft click, and then the window was swinging inward. Gabriella smiled at the elf and climbed through, before gesturing for everyone to follow her. 

“This  is  my  bedroom,”  the  princess  explained,  her  voice thickening. “I wasn’t gone very long, I know, but it feels like forever since I’ve been home.” 

“Welcome home, Gabby,” Eliza said, hugging her sister. 

Sylvia  uttered  a  few  more  arcane  syllables  and  pointed toward  the  bedroom’s  high  ceiling.  A  sphere  of  soft  blue  light emerged  from  her  fingertips  and  hung  high  in  the  air,  shedding  its gentle radiance across the room. 

Gabriella’s bedroom was spacious and luxurious, befitting her status as Lucario’s crown princess. Intricate floral tapestries adorned the  walls,  while  lush  furs,  rugs,  and  carpets  covered  the  floor. 

Screens of gold-trimmed wood sectioned off part of the room, though Raphael  was  still  able  to  spot  what  appeared  to  be  a  large  copper tub through their joints. A large bed sat in the far corner, laden with thick  pillows,  blankets,  and  a  gigantic  cotton-stuffed  bear.  A  sturdy desk of polished oak sat several strides from the bed. It was flanked by scroll racks and wheeled carts filled with books. 

 Right.  Gabby’s  a  mage  and  a  magical  scholar  too,  Raphael thought.  She’s  got  a  lot  in  common  with  Fenix.  It’s  a  shame  they can’t get along better. 

“Sylvia?” Eliza asked, pointing at the light, then at the seam beneath the thick wooden door leading into the rest of the palace. 

“Don’t  worry,”  the  elf  whispered.  “No  one’s  going  to  see  this light from outside.” 

“Star  Lamp,  eh?  I  used  to  cast  that  spell  all  the  time  too, when  I  was  a  little  girl,”  Cailee  mused,  her  voice  so  soft  Raphael could barely hear her. She smiled wistfully as she shut the window, leaned against a bedroom wall, then slid down to her haunches. Her gaze  found  Raphael,  then.  It  was  piercing  and  hungry.  Her  smile turned hard and cold. 

“With  any  luck,  I’ll  be  able  to  do  that  again,”  she  mouthed, obviously  knowing  that  Raphael  could  understand  every  word formed by her lips. 

“You  will,  Cailee,”  Raphael  whispered  in  her  direction.  “I promised, remember?” 

The  blonde  elf  didn’t  reply.  She  gave  him  a  curt  nod,  then looked away. Raphael went to sit beside Eliza on a velvet bench set against  a  wall.  She  held  his  hand  and  leaned  her  head  against  his shoulder.  Gabriella  had  gone  to  lie  down  on  her  bed.  Sylvia  sat silently by her side. 

Court  commenced  an  hour  after  dawn,  and  Gabriella’s bedroom was close to a corridor that would bring them to a side door that  opened  next  to  its  entrance.  The  sun  rose  in  short  order. 

Gabriella strode to her bedroom door and pulled it open. No guards or  servants  were  present,  as  was  expected,  since  everyone  knew the princess had left the palace. 

She  ran  down  the  corridor,  with  everyone  else  close  on  her heels, then turned abruptly to the left and dashed up a stairwell. The stairwell  ended  in  a  wooden  door.  She  tested  its  knob,  then  shook her head. It was locked. Sylvia cast another spell. A dull click arose from the door. 

“Huh?” a surprised voice said on the other side of the door. 

Raphael  didn’t  hesitate.  He  pushed  past  Gabriella,  opened the  door,  and  found  a  mustached  guardsman  on  the  other  side. 

Before the hapless soldier could do anything, Raphael seized him by the collar, pulled him through the door, and shut it behind him. 

“Wha...” the guardsman managed to say before Sylvia flicked him  between  the  eyes  with  a  finger  and  uttered  a  few  arcane syllables. The soldier slumped over, embroiled in a magical slumber. 

Raphael propped him against a wall. 

A  chorus  of  milling  voices  began  to  rumble  from  behind  the door.  Raphael  knew  that  it  came  from  the  nobles  attending  court. 

The king was always the last to arrive, in accordance with common Lucarian  practice,  Gabriella  had  said,  and  he  would  do  so  through the  entrance  just  outside  this  door,  while  the  nobles  always  used another one. 

Sylvia touched the index and middle fingertips of her left hand to Raphael’s temple, closed her eyes, and uttered another series of arcane syllables. Then she placed her right palm on the door. 

“Close your eyes,” the elf instructed. 

Raphael  nodded  and  did  so,  only  to  find  that  he  could  see down the corridor as if he were standing in the middle of it, instead of behind a door. 

“That’s quite useful,” he commented. 

“Yeah, for sure,” Sylvia replied. “I use it all the time to peep in your... wait! There they are!” 

“Peep in my what?” Raphael demanded. “Sylvia...” 

But then all thoughts of how Sylvia used her spell flew from his mind as an entourage of men in dark robes rounded the corner. 

Raphael counted six Imperial agents, all of them with a short sword belted  around  their  waists.  King  Lucian  the  Fourth  walked  in  their midst,  clad  in  his  royal  robes  and  wearing  his  crown,  but  his  face was pale and drawn, and the dark circles beneath his eyes spoke of sleep deprivation. 

Sylvia  withdrew  her  peeping  spell.  She  looked  over  her shoulder  and  raised  six  fingers,  three  on  each  hand.  Eliza  nodded and drew her corrosive dagger. Cailee spun a pair of short, curved blades into her fists, while Gabriella raised her staff. Raphael called Nocturnal Gleam to his side. 

“One,  two,  three,”  Sylvia  mouthed,  before  yanking  the  door open. “Go!” 

Raphael burst into the corridor, his soul blazing with the might of  all  Nine  Draconic  Braziers.  The  Imperial  agents  flinched  in surprise,  but  they  reacted  within  a  fraction  of  an  instant,  uttering arcane  syllables  that  dropped  translucent  fields  of  magical  energy over their limbs. 

 That’s  Fortify,  Raphael  thought,  as  he  charged  the  agents. 

 They’re going to cast Hasten next, given the chance. 

But Sylvia didn’t give them the chance. She thrust her hands out, and suddenly the entire corridor fell silent, devoid of the rasp of steel against leather as the foremost agents drew their blades or the cries of alarm pealing soundlessly from the one at the rear. 

Raphael plunged Nocturnal Gleam into the chest of an agent, blocked a sword cut from another with his bracer, then punched the man who’d struck him across the jaw. The agent’s head spun nearly all  the  way  around  on  his  neck,  and  he  fell,  his  limbs  twitching spasmodically. 

Cailee leaped into the air and ran several strides across the wall  before  dropping  behind  the  rearmost  agent.  The  man  spun  on his  heel,  trying  to  bring  his  sword  to  bear,  but  the  elf  lashed  her blades  across  his  throat,  sending  twin  arcs  of  arterial  spray splattering all over the walls. 

Eliza  tackled  an  agent  and  plunged  her  dagger  repeatedly into  his  side.  The  man  convulsed,  then  died,  his  body  dissolving rapidly  beneath  Eliza’s  weight.  Raphael  tore  Nocturnal  Gleam  free, took  it  in  a  double-handed  grip,  and  cut  the  agent  beside  Lucian down.  The  final  remaining  agent  raised  his  sword  to  the  King’s throat, only to reel away, two foot-long icicles jutting from the sockets of  his  eyes.  Shrieking  soundlessly,  he  stumbled  into  Cailee,  who stabbed him in the kidneys, then kicked him into the wall, where he crumpled into a boneless, twitching heap. 

Sylvia rescinded her silencing spell as the final gasps of life left the last agent. She seized King Lucian by the collar and marched

him  back  through  the  door.  Everyone  followed  the  elf,  with  Eliza shutting the door behind her. 

“Shadowsoul?  Why  are  you  here?”  Lucian  asked,  his  eyes blinking  rapidly.  The  King’s  gaze  fell  on  Cailee  next.  “Lady Brightsoul? You’re unhurt! Thank the Crescent Moon! What is...” 

Lucian finally noticed Gabriella. He shrugged Sylvia’s grip off, ran to his daughter, and folded her into his arms. 

“Baby girl!” he gasped. “Oh, my baby girl! You’re here! I never thought I’d see you again!” 

Gabriella hugged him back, bursting into tears as she did so, and for many moments, father and daughter held onto one another, rocking and sobbing. Eventually, Gabriella pulled away from Lucian, but he spoke first. 

“How did you get here? Shi Kung said he’d captured you!” the King babbled. “I was to let his men have free reign of Lucia City or else, he’d threatened!” 

“He lied, father,” Gabriella said, gesturing to Raphael. “Raph kept me safe, like he promised. Not a single ogre, goblin, or stuck-up, snooty Grand Prince laid a finger on me!” 

“He did, did he?” Lucian smiled at Raphael. “Peace, Dragon Knight Raphael, I bear you no anger, at least not now, and I daresay I  never  will  for  the  rest  of  my  life.  Thank  you  for  protecting  my daughter.” 

“Gabby  protected  us  too,  with  her  Healing  Magic  and  Ice Magic,”  Raphael  replied.  “She’s  very  brave,  and  she’s  a  powerful mage. You should be proud of her, Your Majesty.” 

“I  most  certainly  am!”  the  King  replied.  His  expression hardened. “And now that I know you’re safe, baby girl, I will have my royal  knights  and  guardsmen  expel  Shi  Kung’s  scum  from  Lucia City!” 

“How  many  of  them  do  you  have?”  Cailee  asked.  “Last  I counted,  you  had  probably  fifty  knights  in  the  palace  and  maybe  a

hundred  or  so  guardsmen.  Even  Baron  Vitelli’s  personal  retinue  is numerically stronger than yours.” 

“That’s  because  we  have  the  Hell  Drakes...  Oh,  right.” 

Lucian’s  bluster  faded  into  despondency.  He  nodded  gravely  to Raphael. “Yes, I am aware of what they have done to Guild Master Yun  Shen  and  the  rest  of  the  Hell  Drakes.  Fortunately  for  them,  I know  for  a  fact  that  the  Guild  House  maintains  a  full  stock  of emergency  supplies,  enough  to  last  many  months.  Your  comrades-in-arms are in no danger of starving.” 

“That’s good to hear, but that’s also why we need to free them from their imprisonment in the Guild quickly, so that Shi Kung doesn’t take control of Lucia City,” Raphael said. 

“My retinue alone won’t be enough to overcome the Panther Legionaries garrisoned in the Guild District. They won’t get anywhere close  to  the  mages  maintaining  the  magical  seal  on  the  Guild House.”  Lucian  gestured  at  the  door.  “Those  gentlemen  you  fought back there were Panther Legionaries. Imagine a thousand of them, entrenched  and  ready,  holding  fortified  positions  against  a  much smaller  force.  A  fair  number  of  them  are  full  mages,  too.  We’ll  be slaughtered.” 

“Princess  Gabriella  has  a  plan,  Your  Majesty,”  Eliza  said, gently squeezing Gabriella’s shoulder in support. Gabriella smiled at her sister, took a deep breath, and began to speak. 

“It’s  time  for  you  to  step  down  from  the  throne,  father,”  she said. “Make me Queen of Lucario, and I will rally the nobles to our defense.  Together,  we  will  drive  Shi  Kung’s  taint  from  our  capital, then our country.” 

Lucian the Fourth was dumbfounded for a heartbeat. Then he chuckled and patted his daughter on the back approvingly. 

“What  do  you  know?  I  was  just  about  to  suggest  that,”  the King said. He fingered the crown above his brow and grimaced. “I’d never liked wearing this in the first place, and it’s just sat heavier and heavier on my head with each passing year. It’s yours if you want it, 

baby  girl,  and  who  better  to  herd  the  surly  bastards  who  call themselves nobles than you, the spitting image of your mother!” 

“I’m sorry, father,” Gabriella said abruptly, taking her father’s hands in hers. 

“Sorry? Whatever for?” Lucian asked. 

“I’m  sorry  that  mother  couldn’t  find  it  in  herself  to  love  you,” 

the  princess  said,  fresh  tears  welling  from  her  eyes.  “I’m  sorry  that everyone  in  court  mocked  and  disrespected  you.  Maybe  it  would have been better if you’d never taken grandfather’s challenge, never come to Lucia City, and never met mother.” 

“Oh,  baby  girl.”  Lucian  drew  a  silken  handkerchief  from  his robes and dabbed at the corners of Gabriella’s eyes. “But if I’d never done  all  that,  then  I  never  would  have  had  you,  wouldn’t  I?  You’re the  best  thing  that  has  ever  happened  to  me.  Yes,  I  loved  your mother, and I’m sorry that she didn’t quite love me back, but none of that matters, not when I’ve got you.” 

The King’s gaze drifted to Eliza, then. She flinched, suddenly realizing that she hadn’t covered her face, as she’d previously done in his presence. 

“Miss Wildwynd, was it?” Lucian said, smiling ruefully. “Don’t worry.  I’ve  seen  your  face  already,  you  know?  When  I  first  met Dragon Knight Raphael outside the junkyard. You put on your helm just  a  tad  too  slow,  I  think.  And  then  again,  at  the  ball.  That  veil  of yours hid a lot less than you must have thought.” 

“Your Majesty, I...” Eliza began. 

“I know of Ser Luca Valente,” Lucian continued. “How could I not? It was a poorly hidden scandal, and it didn’t take too much for me to dig up the details shortly after Queen Azzura’s passing. I am sorry,  Miss  Wildwynd.  You  are,  at  the  end  of  the  day,  my  wife’s daughter, and I should have sought you out much earlier and seen to it that you were provided for. My poorer nature and my jealousy won out,  ultimately,  and  I  kept  putting  off  that  errand,  one  day  after another, until...” 

“There is nothing you need apologize for, Your Majesty,” Eliza said. “You had no need to provide for me. My father taught me what I needed to carve out my own destiny and find my place in the world.” 

She reached out, and Raphael took her hand. Eliza smiled. 

“And as you can see, I turned out just fine,” she said. 

“I agree.” Lucian chuckled ruefully. “You definitely did.” 

The  milling  voices  grew  louder  beyond  the  door.  Soon,  a noble or guardsman would grow impatient enough to poke his head into the corridor, where he would find the bodies of the slain Panther Legionaries.  All  chaos  would  ensue  then,  dashing  any  hopes  of achieving a swift abdication by Lucian and a speedy coronation for Gabriella. 

“You’re already ten minutes late for court,” Cailee said, testily. 

A cold smile tugged at her lips. “As your chancellor, it’s my duty to remind you of such things.” 

“Indeed it is,” Lucian agreed. He looked the elf right in the eye and  sighed.  “Consider  that  your  last  task,  Lady  Cailee  Brightsoul. 

You are hereby relieved of your duties. You are no longer Chancellor of  Lucario,  and  you  may  collect  your  severance  and  pension  from the royal coffers at your earliest convenience.” 

“Why?” Cailee asked. 

“Because  I  have  arrived  at  an  epiphany,  of  sorts,”  the  King said. “It encompasses many things, but here is the first. I resolve to never  pursue  or  pine  after  women  who  will  never  return  my affections.  You  have  tolerated  my  courtship  long  enough,  and  so have I. It ends now, as does any obligation binding you to me. And there  is  another  reason,  of  course,  a  more  prosaic  one.  As  queen, Gabriella will probably terminate your employment immediately. Isn’t that right, baby girl?” 

“Yes.  I  have  so  many  reforms  in  mind,  and  she’ll  oppose every  single  last  one  of  them.  She’s  got  to  go,”  Gabriella  said, smirking at Cailee, who smirked right back. 

“Very  well.  I’ll  collect  my  severance  and  pension  and  depart Lucia City at an opportune time, which we can all agree isn’t now,” 

the elf said. “Now, you’d better get going...” 

“One last thing, Lady Brightsoul,” Lucian said, holding up his hand. “There is one more matter I must discuss with you. Over the last few years, I have been working with Guild Master Yun Shen on how to break the Mind Magic curse on you. I’m pleased to announce that  he’s  succeeded,  and  he’s  taught  me  the  counter-spell.  I  was going to use it and set you free, but then Shi Kung’s men arrived and ruined everything.” 

“You  what?”  Cailee  gasped,  her  eyes  bulging  in  surprise. 

“Wait, Lucian, I...” 

Before  the  elf  could  protest  any  further,  the  King  chanted  a series  of  arcane  syllables  and  clenched  his  raised  hand  into  a  fist. 

There was a soft sound akin to the chiming of a bell. Lucian smiled and lowered his hand. 

“It is done, Cailee Brightsoul,” he said. “Andras the Breaker’s fell curse is no more. Now, you are beholden to no one.” 

“But...”  Cailee  cleared  her  throat  and  forced  a  mask  of  cool neutrality over her features. Her gaze fell upon Raphael then. It was calculating  and  hungry,  and  it  sent  an  uncomfortable  chill  down  his spine. 

“Thank  you,  Lucian.  I  appreciate  it,  but  expect  no  further gratitude  from  me  than  what’s  already  been  given,”  the  elf  said coldly. 

“I  won’t,”  Lucian  said.  He  draped  an  arm  across  Gabriella’s shoulders. “Alright, baby girl. Let’s go make you a queen.” 

Chapter 40







A  hush  fell  over  the  throne  room  as  King  Lucian  the  Fourth swept in, not surrounded by a group of Panther Legionaries, but by his  daughter  and  his  chancellor,  amongst  others.  The  attending herald,  not  having  been  given  the  chance  to  announce  the  King, stammered in surprise, only for Lucian to wave him away. 

Nobles,  all  clad  in  finery  laden  with  velvet  and  lace,  stood before the dual thrones atop the dais. Lucian the Fourth sat down on the  central  one,  while  Gabriella  took  the  other.  Raphael  and  the others  descended  the  few  steps  on  the  dais’s  side  and  made  their way  to  peripheries  of  the  room,  where  four  of  Shi  Kung’s  cloaked agents  stood,  startled  and  confused  by  the  absence  of  their  slain comrades-in-arms. 

Before anyone could speak, Sylvia charged an agent, picked him up by the throat, and flung him into another. The crisp snap of breaking bone filled the air as both of the men crashed into a wall, then  slid  off,  leaving  a  bloody  streak  on  the  stone.  Cailee  knifed another Imperial agent through the left eye, then flung her blade into the back of the last as he turned to flee the throne room. She walked briskly  over  to  the  man  as  he  writhed  and  gasped,  blood  bubbling from his lips. Her heel descended upon his neck with a moist crunch. 

Orfeo  strode  from  the  gathered  nobles  and  made  his  way toward the far end of the throne room. He came to a halt before the gilded  archway  that  served  as  the  main  entrance,  just  as  a  host  of heavily armored Lucarian knights flooded in and took their places by his side. Their steely bulk barred any exit from the throne room. 

It  was  only  then  that  the  first  noble,  a  woman  wearing  an intricate  silken  dress,  opened  her  mouth  to  scream.  Her  warbling voice barely lasted a heartbeat before Lucian picked up the jeweled

scepter  by  his  throne  and  pounded  its  steel-capped  end  onto  the surface of the dais. 

“Silence!” the King roared. 

Orfeo  gestured,  and  the  knights  around  him  drew  their swords. The nobles immediately snapped their mouths shut. Several noblemen  who’d  been  reaching  for  their  own  blades  pulled  their hands away from their belts in slow and deliberate motions. 

The elves made their way to the barricade of knights. Sylvia thumped Orfeo heartily on his pauldron, then turned to Raphael and gave him a thumbs-up gesture. Raphael nodded in response. Sylvia and  Cailee  would,  to  use  the  former’s  words,  get  to  work  first, hunting  down  every  Imperial  agent  within  the  palace,  be  they Panther Legionaries or otherwise. They slipped through the ranks of the knights and disappeared into the palace. 

Beyond  the  palace  gates,  if  all  went  according  to  plan, Stefania Vitelli would have arrayed her husband’s knights and men-at-arms in an encirclement around the palace walls. Raphael caught Braccio  Vitelli’s  eye  then,  as  the  baron  stood  amidst  his  peers. 

Braccio  gave  him  a  knowing  look  and  a  slight  tilt  of  his  head, signaling that all had gone according to plan, at least up till this point. 

The  powerfully  built  nobleman  standing  beside  Braccio  was the first to speak. He wore his gray hair shorn close to his scalp, and his robes were far simpler than that of many others. 

“Your Majesty,” he said. “What is the meaning of this?” 

“Ah,  Duke  Costanzo,  I’m  glad  you  asked,”  Lucian  said, leaning back on his throne. “It’s good to hear the sound of your voice again, you know? Especially since you’ve been silent in court for the last  few  weeks,  all  the  while  watching  your  liege  held  in  duress before your very eyes.” 

The Duke grimaced and crossed his arms. “What would you have  had  me  do  then,  your  Majesty?”  Costanzo  tilted  his  head pointedly at the sword belted to his hip. “Draw my steel and slay your captors where they stood? I offered to do that, remember? As did my friend Baron Vitelli here, but you told us to stand down.” 

“I did, and for reasons you are aware of.” Lucian reached out and squeezed Gabriella’s fingers briefly. “But now such reasons are moot.” 

“Indeed.”  Costanzo  smiled  at  the  sight  of  the  princess  upon her throne. “It is good to see that you are safe, Your Highness, and no longer in Imperial hands.” 

“Thank  you,  Your  Grace,”  Gabriella  replied  curtly.  “I  have returned  from  my  travels,  but  I  have  never  been  held  captive  by Grand  Prince  Shi  Kung.  During  the  time  I  was  away,  I  fought alongside  Raphael,  the   Dragon Magus,  and  together,  we  broke  the ogre  invasion  into  the  Uwajima  Region,  liberating  our  allies,  the Yamato Republic!” 

Applause  rippled  across  the  gathered  nobles.  Several  of them  looked  to  Raphael  and  Eliza,  who  exchanged  a  brief  glance, then  heightened  the  radiance  of  the  draconic  armor,  casting  its golden light across the throne room. 

“Glory  to  Gabriella  de  Lucario,  Scourge  of  Ogres  and Liberator  of  Uwajima!”  Braccio  yelled,  thrusting  his  fist  into  the  air. 

Costanzo  echoed  his  cry  readily,  and  soon,  so  did  many  nobles  in the  throne  room.  Gabriella’s  gaze  flickered  to  and  fro  through  the crowd, and Raphael knew she was taking note of those who hadn’t joined Braccio’s triumphant cry. 

Lucian  slammed  his  scepter  upon  the  dais  again,  calling  for silence.  The  nobles  complied,  but  it  was  clear  to  any  observer  that the  gazes  they  cast  upon  the  King  were  far  cooler  than  the  ones they’d reserved for his daughter. 

“Let us get to our first order of business,” Lucian said. “I wish to  resolve  it  swiftly.  It  concerns  a  matter  in  which  I  will  brook  no objection.” 

The nobles glanced at each other, before looking back at the King,  their  expressions  hardening  with  contempt  and  resentment. 

Fingertips  brushed  against  belted  hilts,  and  hands  adorned  with gemmed rings clenched into fists. Raphael knew then and there that

if Lucian ordered them to fight for him, he would have a rebellion on his hands right away. 

The King returned the glares of his nobles coolly, a smile on his face. 

“I, Lucian the Fourth, hereby abdicate the throne of Lucario. 

Gabriella  de  Lucario,  blood  of  Azzura  de  Lucario,  will  be  my successor,” Lucian declared. He thumped his scepter onto the dais again. “Thus is it decreed, and thus shall it be.” 

The  nobles  blinked  in  bewilderment.  Several  moments passed  before  the  import  of  Lucian’s  declaration  sank  in,  and  then the first approving mutters arose from their ranks, followed by nods, and finally another round of applause. 

“Good.  That’s  that,  then.”  Lucian  the  Fourth  plucked  the crown  from  his  brow  and  began  to  pass  it  to  Gabriella,  only  for Costanza to raise his voice in objection again. 

“Wait!  Do  you  intend  to  crown  Her  Majesty  right  here  and now?” the Duke demanded. “That’s extremely improper!” 

“In  case  you  haven’t  noticed,  Your  Grace,  our  nation  stands on  the  precipice  of  disaster,”  Gabriella  said,  getting  to  her  feet. 

“Imperial  agents  run  rampant  through  this  very  palace  and throughout  the  streets  of  our  capital.  An  Imperial   army  has  taken control  of  one  of  Lucia  City’s  largest  districts!  Ogres  have  slipped past  Lucarian  borders  and  infiltrated  the  region  we  know  as  the junkyard,  in  pursuit  of  doubtlessly  nefarious  purposes.  Lucario requires a strong leader to see us through this crisis, and my father, though  I  love  him  dearly,  has  decided  that  he  isn’t  up  to  the  task, something for which many, if not all, of you here are to blame. None of you gave him the slightest chance to lead you. None.” 

“Tybalt  Roselli  is  a  commoner!”  a  noblewoman  spat.  “He  is unworthy simply by virtue of his blood!” 

“Countess Lorenza Canepa, his blood flows in  my veins, too.” 

Gabriella’s eyes burned with fury. “Do you think I am unworthy too?” 

“No, Your Majesty!” Canepa fell to her knees. “Queen Azzura, beloved by all, lives on in you, the glory of her legacy unmarred and

unsullied!” 

“Let  us  be  clear  about  one  thing.”  Gabriella  stood  and accepted the scepter Lucian—now Tybalt—passed to her. “I am not my mother. I am not Queen Azzura. I am Queen Gabriella de Lucario the First!” 

“Long live the Queen! Long live Her Majesty, Queen Gabriella de Lucario!” Fresh cheers and applause rose among the nobles. 

Gabriella let their jubilation unfold for several moments before she slammed the scepter onto the dais again to call for silence. 

“Let’s  get  on  with  this,  then,”  Tybalt  said,  getting  up  as  well and moving to place the crown on Gabriella’s head. 

“Wait,”  Costanza  spoke  up  once  more.  He  bowed  to Gabriella. “Skipping the month-long vigil for a queen-in-waiting is one thing,  given  the  crisis  at  hand.  But  Lucarian  monarchs  are customarily crowned by members of the clergy. Can we not summon a priest or even a sister from the Order of the Crescent Moon?” 

“You test my patience, Duke Costanza.” Gabriella swept her gaze  across  her  nobles.  “But  you  do  have  a  point.  We  should endeavor  to  hold  onto  our  traditions,  as  long  as  we  don’t  let  them override our pragmatism and common sense. I know the wording of this practice. It says,  let the ruler of Lucario be anointed by a person of holiness, does it not?” 

“It  does,  Your  Majesty,”  Costanza  agreed.  “That  is  why  a sister of the Crescent Moon will also suffice, since she is still a holy person, even if she does not conduct sermons.” 

Gabriella  pointed  to  Raphael.  He  blinked  in  surprise  as  all eyes in the throne room fell upon him. 

 What  is  she  trying  to  do?  he  wondered,  steeling  his  nerve and standing tall beneath the massed scrutiny of Lucario’s nobility. 

“A  person  of  holiness  need  not  be  a  member  of  the  clergy, Your Grace,” Gabriella said. “Would you not agree that a divine being is holy as well?” 

“A divine being?” Costanza frowned in confusion. “I suppose. 

We’ve  all  read  historical  accounts  of  various  leaders  blessed  by Luna,  when  she  still  walked  amidst  us  as  Selenaia.  A  god  or goddess would definitely be holy.” 

The  Duke’s  eyes  widened  with  amazement.  He  pointed  at Raphael. 

“Are  you  saying  that  this  Dragon  Knight  is  a  divinity?” 

Costanza asked. Startled and confused murmurs arose amongst the gathered nobles. 

“That’s Raphael, isn’t it? The Chancellor introduced him to us some time ago.” 

“A well-spoken young man. I like him. But a divinity?” 

“He saved Lucia City from the Pale Haunter, didn’t he?” 

Raphael  exchanged  a  glance  with  Eliza.  She  shrugged,  but gave  him  a  supportive  smile.  He  returned  the  smile,  suddenly knowing what he needed to do to help Gabriella. 

He  spread  his  wings,  angling  them  so  that  their  golden radiance  washed  over  the  nobles  in  a  dramatic  fashion,  then  rose slowly  into  the  air.  Gabriella  grinned  as  he  drifted  over  a  sea  of awestruck  eyes  before  descending  in  front  of  her,  still  hovering slightly above the surface of the dais on which she stood. 

“I  heard  some  of  you  call  Raphael  a  Dragon  Knight,” 

Gabriella began. “That is incorrect. He is in fact the Dragon Magus, a living incarnation of Namakhut the Dragon God. He is an Ascendant, as  Selenaia  was  in  her  time  before  she  became  Luna.  Look  upon him now, and tell me you cannot find it in yourself to believe in his divinity.” 

Raphael angled his head so that his gaze fell squarely upon the  gathered  nobles,  even  as  his  spread  wings  loomed  over  their heads.  The  Abbey  of  the  Crescent  Moon  in  Lucario  had  stone statues of Luna’s Archangels arrayed before the entrance of its main chapel, one of them depicting Raphael’s namesake. As a child, he’d seen it many times, the majestic winged man whose features shone with  strength,  compassion,  and  wisdom.  He  knew  what  effect  the

portrayal of the Archangel Raphael had on any who beheld it, and as he studied the awed and beatific expressions of the nobles, he knew that he’d outdone the statue by many magnitudes. 

“You  look  magnificent,”  Eliza  sent  through  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian. 

Raphael  smiled  and  winked  at  her  from  across  the  throne room. Then he turned to Tybalt and took the crown of Lucario from his hands. It was a hefty headpiece of gold, adorned with dozens of rubies,  sapphires,  and  emeralds.  Diamonds  studded  its  outer  rim. 

Velvet and silk padded its interior. He nodded to Gabriella. 

“I’m ready if you are, Gabby,” Raphael said, grinning. 

“I most definitely am, Raph,” Gabriella replied, punching him playfully in the stomach. Raphael knew what she was doing. There were few things more impressive than a queen who was friends with a living god. 

“How should we do this, Your Grace?” he asked, directing his question  to  Duke  Costanza.  His  meaning  was  clear.  The  Dragon Magus was merely humoring the mortals arrayed before him out of goodwill,  something  which  could  be  readily  rescinded  and  replaced with immortal wrath. 

The Duke fell to his knees. A heartbeat later, the rest of the court followed suit. 

“He  asked  you  a  question,  Duke  Costanza,”  Gabriella  said icily. “I hope you’re able to answer it, you being our resident stickler for tradition and all.” 

“Her  Majesty  says  her  vows  to  you,  Holy  One,”  Costanza babbled  to  Raphael.  “Then,  if  you  are  satisfied,  you  set  the  crown upon her head and declare her Queen of Lucario.” 

“Alright. I can do that,” Raphael replied. Costanza’s face was turned  to  the  floor.  The  other  nobles  were  in  a  similar  posture  as well,  even  Baron  Braccio.  Raphael  shook  his  head  and  clicked  his tongue  disapprovingly.  “Look  up,  everyone.  You  should  be  seeing this for yourselves.” 

The  nobles  obeyed,  raising  their  faces  to  the  dais.  Raphael turned back to Gabriella. 

“I, Gabriella de Lucario the First, vow to love and protect the people of Lucario, to uphold her laws, to minister her wealth, and to bring  ruination  to  her  enemies,”  Gabriella  promised.  “Let  the  world behold my radiant rule!” 

She smiled. 

“What do you think about that, Raph?” Gabriella asked. 

“I think you’ll do exactly what you promised, Gabby,” Raphael replied.  He  drifted  forward  and  set  the  crown  on  her  brow,  before landing  fully  on  the  dais  and  pulling  his  wings  close  to  his  body. 

Gabriella gave him a quick hug and turned to her gathered nobles. 

“Here  stands  Queen  Gabriella  de  Lucario  the  First,”  Tybalt cried, raising his hands. “May her reign be long and glorious!” 

“Long live the Queen!” the nobles chorused. 

Tybalt walked over to his daughter. She hugged him tightly. 

“My  baby  girl,”  Tybalt  said,  his  cheeks  streaked  with  tears. 

“Just  look  at  you  now,  as  magnificent  as  your  mother  was.  No,  no. 

That’s not right. You’re grander than she ever was!” 

“Father...” Gabriella said, her voice catching in her throat as Tybalt  pulled  away  and  descended  the  dais,  his  gait  lightened  and his shoulders unbowed, as if a tremendous weight had been lifted off them. The former king made his way to Eliza’s side. She gave him a brief  hug  and  an  encouraging  nod.  Tybalt  smiled  and  sat  down  on one of the many velvet benches lining the walls of the throne room. 

“Alright,  Gabby,  go  ahead,”  Raphael  said,  patting  the  newly crowned  Queen  gently  on  the  back.  The  weight  of  the  nation  was now her burden to bear, and he didn’t doubt that it was a heavy one indeed. 

Gabriella took a deep breath and faced her nobles squarely. 

She raised her scepter. 

“Rise,  all  of  you,”  the  Queen  commanded,  projecting  her voice so that it rang clearly and crisply across the throne room. Her

subjects  obeyed,  and  she  continued  speaking.  “As  your  liege,  I hereby call upon you to fulfill your oaths to the throne. Muster every knight  and  every  guardsman  you  have  under  your  command.  We ride to repel the Imperial invaders from our realm!” 

“I  bring  fifty  knights  and  a  hundred  men-at-arms  to  answer your call, Your Majesty,” Baron Braccio Vitelli declared, stepping from the  ranks  of  his  peers  and  hammering  his  right  fist  to  his  chest. 

“Upon  the  morrow  will  I  send  word  to  my  estate,  where  another hundred  knights  and  two  hundred  men-at-arms  will  ride  out  to enforce your will!” 

“The  seventy  knights  and  two  hundred  men-at-arms  in  my accompanying  retinue  are  at  your  disposal,  Your  Majesty,”  Duke Costanza said, mirroring Braccio’s salute. “I too will send word to my lands.  Five  hundred  knights  and  eight  hundred  men-at-arms  will arrive by the week’s end.” 

“Countess  Canepa?  What  about  you?”  Gabriella  singled  out the  noblewoman,  her  voice  cold  and  icy.  The  Countess  wrung  her wrists, then stepped forward and curtseyed. 

“I  have  thirty  knights  and  fifty  men-at-arms  ready  to  do  your bidding,” Canepa said, her slender frame trembling with every word. 

“If it pleases Your Majesty.” 

“It’s a start,” Gabriella replied. 

One  by  one,  the  Lucarian  nobles  stepped  forward  and presented  the  forces  they  had  under  their  command.  Many  of  the noblemen  even  declared  they  would  partake  in  the  fighting personally,  Baron  Vitelli  and  Duke  Costanza  being  the  foremost  of them. None of the noblewomen did. 

“And  who  will  lead  this  force,  Your  Majesty?”  Countess Canepa  demanded,  after  the  last  nobleman,  one  Baron  Errani, stepped back into the ranks of his peers. “Will it be you? You are a trained  mage,  after  all,  and  no  stranger  to  battle,  from  what  we’ve heard so far.” 

“It  most  certainly  won’t  be  you,  Your  Excellency,”  Gabriella replied. She nodded to the far end of the throne room at Orfeo. “For

the time being, Sir Orfeo Vitelli will lead my warriors. I hereby name him Grand Marshal of Lucia.” 

“By your will, Your Majesty.” Orfeo said, sketching another of his characteristically graceful bows. 

“Thanks,  Orfeo,”  Gabriella  said.  She  turned  her  gaze  back upon the nobles. “I trust no one has any objections? 

Subdued murmurs rose among the nobles once more. Their deliberations were brief, however, and they soon fell silent. Costanza spoke again. 

“Sir  Orfeo  Vitelli  is  a  famed  warrior,  seasoned  campaigner, and courtly devotee of Lady Fei Xue, whose rivalry with her brother and  our  adversary  Shi  Kung  is  well-known,”  the  Duke  said.  “I,  for one, have no misgivings having him as our Grand Marshal.” 

“Does he speak for everyone?” Gabriella asked. 

Wordless nods, some more enthusiastic than others, greeted the Queen’s question. 

“Good.  That  concludes  our  business  for  today.  You  are dismissed,  lords  and  ladies,  that  you  may  enact  your  duties.” 

Gabriella slammed her scepter once more upon the dais, then set it aside and took up her staff. She nodded to Raphael. “We’d better get going, Raph. We’ve got a long day ahead of us, I think.” 

Raphael  retrieved  Heavenly  Peal  from  his  bracer.  Gasps  of astonishment  and  awe  rippled  across  some  of  the  less  worldly nobles  as  he  spun  the  ornate  glaive  in  his  grasp  and  spread  his wings once more. 

“We definitely do,” he agreed. 

Chapter 41







Escorted  by  Orfeo  and  a  contingent  of  knights,  the  nobles streamed  out  of  the  throne  room.  They  would  leave  the  palace through  a  side  gate,  return  to  Lucia  City,  and  marshal  the  knights and guardsmen under their command. Several of them cast quizzical looks at Eliza as they walked past her, but they kept their thoughts to themselves.  Raphael  sighed  and  shook  his  head.  Hopefully,  Eliza wouldn’t get drawn in to the political intrigues of Lucario’s court, but that was a worry for another day. 

“Father  and  I  will  wait  here,”  Gabriella  said,  nodding  to  the dozen  knights  and  twenty  guardsmen  that  remained  behind  to protect them. “Good luck, Raph.” 

“Stay  safe,  Gabby,”  Raphael  said.  Not  a  few  days  ago, Gabriella  would  have  insisted  on  accompanying  him,  but  now  that she  was  Lucario’s  Queen,  she  knew  better  than  to  risk  herself  in combat. 

 She’s  really  grown  up  quite  a  bit  in  a  very  short  time,  he thought. 

“Did  you  hear  all  that  drivel  about  my  father  being  a commoner?”  Gabriella  added,  just  as  Raphael  and  Eliza  turned  to leave. 

“Yes,”  Eliza  said,  frowning.  “Don’t  let  it  get  to  you,  Gabby. 

That  countess  was  speaking  nonsense.  You’re  as  true  a  queen  as any other.” 

“I know that,” Gabriella huffed and put her fists on her hips. “I think I’m going to marry a commoner too, just to spite her and others like her. To hell with the blood of House de Lucario. Yeah, you know what?  I’ve  made  up  my  mind.  My  husband  is  going  to  be  a

commoner. He’ll still have to be handsome, articulate, and charming, which means Fenix stands no chance at all.” 

Raphael suppressed his urge to point out how no one except Gabriella  brought  Fenix  up.  He  reached  out  and  clasped  the  new Queen on the shoulder. 

“See  you  in  a  bit,  Gabby,”  he  said.  Eliza  hugged  her  sister and followed Raphael out of the throne room and into the depths of the palace. Just beyond the entrance archway, they quickly spotted a glowing green arrow daubed upon the corridor’s stone walls. 

“That’s Star Paint,” Eliza said. “It’s a very minor cantrip which barely counts as a spell. But elves like using it.” 

“Sylvia,”  Raphael  said.  “She’s  just  telling  us  where  she’s gone.  We  should  head  in  the  opposite  direction,  so  we  cover  more ground. But first, let’s get to a window.” 

“There  shouldn’t  be  one  too  far  away,”  Eliza  said,  pointing down the hallway. “Sunlight’s coming in just around the corner there.” 

With  Gabriella’s  ascension  to  the  throne  witnessed  and secured,  there  was  no  longer  any  need  for  stealth.  Running alongside Eliza, Raphael made his way down the corridor and turned the corner. Sure enough, there was a window at the far end, framed by  crenellated  stonework  and  paned  in  clear  glass.  Raphael approached  it  and  pulled  at  the  knobs  running  through  the  middle section of its frame. The panes swung inward easily on their hinges. 

 Time  to  signal  Koshi  and  Fenix,  he  thought,  as  he  called Sunkiller from the depths of the Fourth Draconic Brazier. The golden bow  blazed  into  existence  within  his  grasp.  He  raised  it  and  sent  a brazen arrow streaking into the skies. 

A  team  of  Imperial  agents  turned  the  other  corner  of  the corridor  at  the  far  end,  then.  They  spotted  Raphael  and  Eliza immediately,  and  they  drew  short,  straight  blades  from  their  belts. 

Fields of magical energy wreathed their bodies, telling Raphael that the agents had cast Hasten and Fortify on themselves. 

“Panther  Legionaries,”  Eliza  whispered  under  her  breath. 

Raphael  nodded.  He  hadn’t  known  anything  about  Shi  Kung’s

followers  up  to  this  point,  but  he  was  now  aware  that  the  Grand Prince  commanded  an  elite  force  of  warriors,  every  one  of  them capable of using powerful Martial Magic. 

Shi Kung also had mages that answered to him. Even now, a group  of  them  held  the  Hell  Drakes  and  their  Guild  Master  captive with  their  magic.  According  to  Cailee,  the  Grand  Prince’s  mages called themselves Dao Invokers, and Raphael didn’t doubt that he’d come across some of their number in Lucario’s royal palace. 

Raphael  retrieved  both  of  his  dancing  swords—Nocturnal Gleam  and  the  plain  steel  blade—from  his  bracer,  leaving  them hovering by his side. Then he leveled his glaive and charged out to meet  the  Legionaries.  Eliza  followed,  twirling  her  enchanted  sword, Cloud Slicer, in one hand and her corrosive dagger in the other. 

The two foremost Legionaries snapped their free hands out, filling the air before them with whistling needles. Raphael bowled an Explosive Orb down the length of his glaive and into the midst of the needles. The spell detonated, blasting them into spinning slivers that bounced  harmlessly  off  his  draconic  armor.  The  Legionaries  lacked such  protection,  so  they  reeled  from  the  explosion,  their  flesh  torn and ripped by shrapnel. Before they could recover, Raphael lanced his dancing blades into their torsos, pinning them to either sides of the corridor’s walls. 

And then he was amongst the rest. His glaive whipped out in a  tight  arc,  shattering  the  blades  of  the  next  three  Legionaries  as they  raised  them  in  futile  parries,  before  slicing  through  their  flesh. 

Severed  limbs  and  cloven  pieces  of  torsos  spun  free  into  the  air, before  thudding  or  cracking  wetly  against  the  stone  confines  of  the hallway. 

Raphael  surged  through  the  arterial  spray  and  spiraling viscera  left  in  the  aftermath  of  his  arcing  blow.  Blood  sizzled  into nothingness  upon  the  golden  scales  of  his  draconic  armor.  He hacked a Legionary in half at the waist and reversed his grip on his glaive, before heaving it into the chest of another that was charging at him. Eliza took his right flank. Her blade arced downward, splitting

a  dark-cloaked  man  from  collar  to  hip.  She  whipped  her  left  hand out,  sending  her  dagger  into  another  Legionary’s  gut.  The  man collapsed against the side of the corridor and shrieked as his innards dissolved.  Raphael  stepped  forward,  crushed  the  Legionary’s  skull beneath his heel, and ripped his glaive free from the corpse in which it had been embedded. 

Sylvia  emerged  from  a  pool  of  shadow  behind  a  pillar.  She clicked her tongue at the sight of the dead Imperial agents. 

“Good.  I  doubled  back  for  this  lot,  but  it  looks  like  you  two took  care  of  them,”  the  elf  said,  before  turning  on  her  heel  and gesturing for Raphael and Eliza to follow. They did so, trailing Sylvia as  she  led  them  through  the  palace,  taking  several  right  turns  and ascending a stairwell in the process. 

“What’s it looking like, Sylvia?” Raphael asked. “Are there still many Imperial agents left here?” 

“Cailee  and  I  have  thinned  them  out  quite  a  bit  already,  but we’re  not  nearly  done  yet.  Also,  some  of  Shi  Kung’s  people managed  to  slip  out  of  the  palace.  A  fair  number,  in  fact.  Oh  look, there’s another one now. Two, actually.” Sylvia pointed out a window along the corridor they were in. 

The window overlooked the front garden of the palace, where the tall steel gates had been left wide open. Several armored bodies lay  strewn  across  the  ground,  which  meant  that  the  knights  and guardsmen  led  by  Stefania  Vitelli  hadn’t  been  able  to  contain  Shi Kung’s agents. 

 Is Orfeo’s mother alright?  Raphael wondered, just before he spotted the pair of cloaked men dashing frantically down the street, having  made  their  way  through  the  palace  gates.  Just  before  they disappeared  into  the  depths  of  Lucia  City,  golden  arrows  streaked from  the  sky,  knocking  them  from  their  feet  and  skewering  them  to the ground. 

 Koshi’s here!  Raphael thought, heartened that his father had joined the fight for the palace. 

A heartbeat later, he spotted Fenix’s form running through the gates,  holding  his  broad-brimmed  hat  in  place  with  one  hand  while his red cape trailed out behind him. 

Three  more  cloaked  men  charged  out  to  meet  the battlemage,  blades  in  their  hands.  Another  pair  of  golden  arrows descended, slaying one. Fenix thrust his hands out at the remaining Legionaries. Exploding Orbs tore one of them limb from limb. Chain Lightning reduced the last to a convulsing human torch. 

A mass of armored men raced in behind Fenix, this time led by  Orfeo.  The  knight  had  finished  seeing  the  nobles  to  safety,  it seemed.  Orfeo  raised  his  halberd  as  several  dozen  more  Imperial agents burst from the palace. 

“Take  them!”  Orfeo  cried,  leveling  his  blade  at  the  Panther Legionaries.  The  knights  and  guardsmen  by  his  side  roared  their assent and charged. The sounds of fighting and clashing steel filled the air. 

“They’ll be fine,” Sylvia said. “Let’s keep going and finish up here.” 

The elf turned away from the window and continued leading Raphael and Eliza through the palace. The three of them fought their way  through  group  after  group  of  Panther  Legionaries.  Raphael quickly  realized  that  there  were  many  more  Imperial  agents  in  the palace than Braccio had guessed. He lost count of how many of Shi Kung’s warriors he’d felled after the thirtieth. 

Some Imperial agents chose to surrender rather than fight to the death. They dropped their blades and cast their other weapons to  the  ground.  Raphael  accepted  their  surrender,  so  Sylvia  drained their vectors with a spell, then put them into a magical slumber with another,  leaving  them  to  be  secured  and  detained  later  by  Orfeo’s knights and guardsmen. 

They moved into another wing of the palace, only for Cailee to emerge from a chamber along the hallway and step into their path. 

The  curved  blades  in  her  fists  were  coated  in  blood,  and  her  eyes blazed  with  malevolent  joy.  Raphael  looked  past  the  elf’s  shoulder

and saw a pile of cloaked bodies behind her, stacked nearly to the ceiling in the room from where she’d come. 

“I haven’t killed in so long,” the elf whispered, half to herself and  half  to  Raphael.  “I’ve  nearly  forgotten  how  delightful  it  feels  to spill the blood of others and drink in their screams.” 

“Yeah,  yeah,  don’t  enjoy  yourself  too  much,”  Sylvia  scoffed, slapping  her  sister  heartily  on  the  back  and  earning  a  murderous glare  from  Cailee  in  return.  “So,  what’s  going  on?  Some  idiots  you can’t  take  on  your  own?  You  wouldn’t  have  come  to  find  us otherwise.” 

“Yes,”  Cailee  said,  shuddering  and  shaking  her  head.  Some of the murderous light faded from her sapphire eyes. “A last pocket of resistance in the ball room. Only about twenty or so Legionaries, but there are also Dao Invokers among their number, a poor match of  Lucarian  knights  and  guardsmen.  If  Sir  Vitelli  confronts  them without us, he will lose many of his men.” 

“Bring us there,” Raphael demanded. 

“Of course,” Cailee replied, her lips curving into a smile that was more terrifying than sultry. The elf sauntered down the hallway, holding  her  blades  out  to  her  sides.  She  left  a  trail  of  blood  in  her wake. 

Eliza  cast  Raphael  a  concerned  look,  and  he  nodded, wondering  if  Cailee  would  be  another  problem  they’d  have  to address later, now that she was free and taking so much pleasure in the carnage she’d wrought. 

“Cailee always gets a bit worked up when she fights,” Sylvia said. “I’ll keep her on track and focused, so don’t you two worry your little heads over this.” 

“Alright,  Sylvia.”  Raphael  noticed  the  smile  on  the  elf’s  lips. 

“You’re happy about her, aren’t you, Sylvia?” 

“The  last  time  I  saw  her  fight  was  a  very  long  time  ago,” 

Sylvia said. “Maybe not too long before mana disappeared from the world.  Once  that  happened,  she  became  the  cold,  manipulative backstabber you know her as. Well, more so, anyway. She’s always

been a little bit of a conniving, deceitful little twit. I much prefer her this way, mad with blood and laughing as she kills.” 

“Well,  as  long  as  you  keep  her  focused,  like  you  promised,” 

Eliza said. “The last thing we need is for her to turn on us.” 

“I  will.”  Sylvia  flicked  Eliza  on  the  nose  and  followed  her sister.  Eliza  rubbed  her  nose  ruefully,  shrugged  at  Raphael,  and walked alongside him as he strode after the elves. 

It  didn’t  take  them  too  long  to  arrive  at  the  ballroom.  It  was the  same  one  in  which  Raphael  had  asked  the  former  King  for permission  to  bring  Gabriella  to  the  Uwajima  Region,  but  now  its entrance had been barricaded by upturned tables. 

Peeking around the corner of the corridor leading to the ball room, Raphael could see a host of Panther Legionaries and several robed  men  with  shaven  heads  through  the  gaps  in  the  improvised barricades.  These  could  only  be  the  Dao  Invokers,  he  thought,  Shi Kung’s  elite  mages.  Each  of  the  Dao  Invokers  wore  a  curious metallic circlet across their brows. 

“Sylvia, do you know what kind of magic they use?” Raphael asked. 

“I’m  not  sure,”  the  elf  replied,  shrugging.  “I’ve  never  had  to fight Shi Kung’s people before, at least not until today.” 

“Dao  Invokers  are  sycophantic  worshippers  of  their  master, Shi  Kung,”  Cailee  explained,  as  Raphael  leaned  away  from  the corner. The elf was standing uncomfortably close by his side, utterly disregarding Eliza, who’d placed herself between him and the former chancellor of Lucario. “That’s why they favor Time Magic and Spatial Magic, like he does.” 

“But  Time  Magic  and  Spatial  Magic  spells  are  very complicated  and  difficult  to  cast,”  Sylvia  added.  “Is  that  why  they wear those things on their heads? To help them cast their spells?” 

“In a way. Dao Invokers are famed for their ability to cast in concert, and they wear enchanted circlets that help them coordinate their thoughts.” Cailee frowned. “It’s been a long time since I’ve cast

any  spells  myself,  so  don’t  expect  me  to  have  much  to  say  about casting in concert.” 

“That’s alright, Cailee. I know how casting in concert works,” 

Raphael  said.  “Since  Spatial  Magic  and  Time  Magic  spells  are  so difficult, the Dao Invokers are just going to cast different parts of their spells, so that each of them has an easier time, right?” 

“Yes.”  Cailee’s  eyes  flashed  hungrily  again,  and  her  words grew  breathier.  “So  young,  and  already  so  schooled  in  magic.  And on top of all that power, too...” 

“Stop drooling, sis,” Sylvia said, draping an arm over Cailee’s shoulder.  “Spatial  Magic  and  Time  Magic...  let  me  guess.  They’re summoners.  Some  of  them  cast  Temporal  Fluidity,  while  the  others cast Dimensional Projection to summon paradigm beasts.” 

“Paradigm  beasts...”  Eliza  turned  to  Raphael.  “They’re  not actual living things, just constructs of magical energy that resemble monsters or strange creatures that have lived or are still living in our world.” 

“More  than  resemble,  actually.”  Sylvia  whistled.  “Paradigm beasts actually have the abilities of the creatures they mimic. I’ve got to hand it to Shi Kung. Is that why his armies won the most victories back in the day?” 

“That wasn’t the only reason,” Cailee said, a tinge of her cold, analytical aloofness returning to her voice. She peeled Sylvia’s arm off  her  shoulder.  “It’d  take  hours  to  deconstruct  his  success,  but  to sum it up, he was an excellent general, merchant, and administrator all  rolled  up  into  one.  And  then  there’s  his  considerable  magical power.  The  only  thing  he  could  be  said  to  be  lacking  is  personal charisma  and  magnetism,  but  that’s  only  by  the  standards  of  his siblings.  He  has  no  shortage  of  devotion  from  his  followers,  as evidenced by the Dao Invokers.” 

“We aren’t getting anything done just waiting here,” Raphael said.  “They  use  paradigm  beasts,  right?  I  didn’t  see  any  monsters inside.” 

“You’ll  see  them  soon  enough  when  you  barge  in  through there,”  Cailee  said.  “Right  now,  they’re  dormant,  kept  as  unformed masses  of  magical  energy,  which  is  much  less  draining  for  their summoners. They can be fully summoned at the speed of thought.” 

“Well,  let’s  not  give  them  time  to  think,  then.”  Raphael stepped from the corner, fully exposing himself to the Imperial agents behind the barricade. He took a deep breath, then opened his mouth just as the first cries of alarm began to rise into the air. 

Raphael lanced a beam of force through the barricades. He felt his Elemental Breath cut through layers of magical shields along the  way,  before  blasting  the  upturned  tables  apart  into  slivers  of hurtling wood. Gusting debris and clouds of dust filled the ballroom, even as screams rose from the Legionaries and Invokers within. 

Sylvia charged ahead of him, zipping into the swirling chaos upon  Willowflight.  Cailee  followed,  close  on  her  sister’s  heels. 

Raphael hefted his glaive. Together with Eliza, he ran after the elves and burst into the ballroom. 

A  feline  creature,  roughly  thrice  the  size  of  a  warhorse, loomed from the dust. Its hide was green in hue, and a huge golden mane  wreathed  its  snarling,  fang-filled  face.  Long  dark  whiskers twitched  on  either  sides  of  its  snout.  Claws  longer  than  scimitar blades sprouted from its forepaws. 

 That’s  a  paradigm  beast,  I’m  guessing.  Raphael  beheaded the  monster  with  a  single  sweep  of  his  glaive  before  breathing  a titanic  bolt  of  lightning  into  the  midst  of  several  Dao  Invokers.  The mages shrieked as the Elemental Breath blasted their bodies into the air.  Eliza  parried  a  sword  cut  meant  for  Raphael’s  back  with  her blades, rebuffed the Legionary, then tore his throat out with a riposte. 

Raphael  smiled  appreciatively  at  her,  feeling  tendrils  of electricity dance stingingly across his lips and jaw, before he turned and  breathed  a  torrent  of  flames  over  another  dozen  Dao  Invokers and the two green lions in their midst. The paradigm beasts simply dissolved  from  existence,  while  their  summoners  fell  into  ashen chunks. 

“We  surrender!”  a  Legionary  cried.  He  dropped  his  blade. 

“We surrender!” 

Many  of  his  comrades  followed  his  example,  with  the  Dao Invokers tearing the circlets off their brows and tossing them to their feet.  Raphael  thrust  out  his  glaive,  putting  his  blade  between Cailee’s and an unarmed Legionary’s throat. The elf’s knives rang off Heavenly Peal’s flat, and she stumbled back, still seething for blood. 

“It’s over, Cailee,” he told her. “They gave up.” 

“Fine.” Cailee smoothed out the snarl upon her features with chilling abruptness, replacing it with a mask of frigid neutrality. Less than  a  heartbeat  later,  the  cold,  calculating  curve  to  her  lips reappeared. 

Raphael  shook  his  head  and  looked  away.  The  Imperial agents  had  all  gathered  in  the  center  of  the  ballroom  and  fallen  to their knees, their hands high in the air. 

“Sylvia?” Raphael turned to the elf, but Sylvia pointed to the other entrance of the ballroom, another archway at the far end of the vast  chamber.  The  upturned  tables  piled  across  its  length  were falling  inward  beneath  axes  and  mailed  fists,  and  soon  enough, Orfeo  strode  in,  flanked  by  Fenix  and  Koshi.  A  host  of  knights  and guardsmen accompanied them. 

“No need to put them to sleep,” Sylvia said. “The pony’s men can take care of things from here.” 

“Raphael!  Well  met!”  Orfeo  smiled  and  clasped  hands  with him, wrist-to-wrist. He swept his gaze over the Imperial agents and gestured  for  the  guardsmen  beneath  his  command  to  take  them captive. 

“Is your mother alright?” Raphael asked. “I saw that some of the Panther Legionaries managed to break through her cordon.” 

“She  was  somewhere  else  on  the  line  when  the  breach occurred,” Orfeo said. “She is unhurt.” 

“That’s good to hear,” Raphael said. “We’re done here, then?” 

“Indeed.  The  palace  is  secure,”  the  knight  replied.  “But  we haven’t a moment to lose. The nobles will marshal their retinues in the square just beyond the Guild District. They should all be there in an hour, two at most.” 

“We’d  better  get  going,  then,”  Raphael  said.  He  gestured  to the  Imperial  agents,  who  were  being  chained  and  shackled  by Lucarian guardsmen. “What’s going to happen to them?” 

“None  of  them  will  be  harmed,”  Orfeo  promised.  “But  they’ll be detained until Her Majesty decides what to do with them. I have a feeling she’ll probably just have them brought to our shared borders with the Chimeric Empire and released back into their homeland.” 

“That’s  good.”  Raphael  nodded.  “Alright,  everyone.  Let’s  get going.  Orfeo,  you  probably  have  to  finish  up  here  and  check  on Gabby, right?” 

“Yes,  that  is  correct,”  Orfeo  said.  “Go  ahead,  Raphael.  I  will meet  the  war  party  there  with  as  many  knights  and  guardsmen  as can be spared from securing the palace.” 

“Gabby’s  joining  us,  isn’t  she?”  Raphael  asked.  “She  needs to, at least for this one last time.” 

“Indeed.”  Orfeo  nodded.  “Her  ascension  to  the  throne  was hasty,  and  despite  your  help,  her  hold  on  it  is  tenuous.  Her  nobles and their warriors need to see her now leading the fight against the foreign invaders, before they will fully accept her reign.” 

“Just  as  King  Lucian  the  First  did  when  he  established  the Kingdom  of  Lucario  two  hundred  years  ago,”  Eliza  mused.  She squeezed  Raphael’s  arm  gently.  “Raphael,  you  told  me  that  when you looked into Yao Yu’s memories, you saw a woman named Lucia there,  one  of  the  Chimeric  Emperor’s  first  followers.  You  also  said she looked like me and Gabby.” 

“Yes,  I  did,”  Raphael  mused.  “She  must  have  been  an ancestor  of  King  Lucian,  I  suppose,  which  makes  her  yours  and Gabby’s ancestor as well. She was a fierce warrior, from what I could tell. I learned in school that Lucario’s most famous for its wealth and trade, but that mostly came about in Cailee’s time.” 

“But  in  the  end,  Lucario’s  warrior  tradition  persists,”  Cailee interrupted,  grimacing  in  disgust.  “In  such  trying  times,  the  new Queen will have to prove her worth in battle, though her own mother never  did.  Tybalt  Roselli  at  least  survived  battle  with  ogres.  Azzura accomplished nothing in her life.” 

“No, I’d say she did.” Raphael pointedly took Eliza’s hand in his and exchanged a warm smile with her. 

Chapter 42







Assembled near the town square before the Guild District and flooding out into the nearby streets, the nobles’ forces weren’t very many  at  all,  Raphael  realized.  A  quick  count  of  their  numbers beneath  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  placed  them  at  four hundred  and  forty  seven  knights  and  nine  hundred  and  fourteen guardsmen.  They  outnumbered  Shi  Kung’s  men  holding  the  Guild District,  but  Raphael  had  seen  for  himself  just  how  much  more formidable  a  Legionary  was  compared  to  a  Lucarian  guardsmen, who had no Martial Magic. Most of the knights did, but according to Orfeo, the best the vast majority of them could manage was Lesser Hasten and Lesser Fortify. 

Every  Panther  Legionary  Raphael  had  fought  had  been capable  of  at  least  Intermediate  Hasten  and  Higher  Fortify,  which made  them  the  equal  of  a  typical  Hell  Drakes  armsman.  The Lucarian  forces  would  be  annihilated  in  battle  against  Shi  Kung’s forces. 

“We don’t have any siege engines either,” Orfeo told Raphael. 

The  knight  was  standing  beside  his  heavily  armored  warhorse. 

“Artillery  has  never  been  a  focus  of  Lucarian  military  tradition,  and some  of  the  knight-captains  I’ve  appointed  tell  me  it’s  fallen  even further  out  of  favor  over  the  last  decades,  thanks  to  the  former chancellor’s policies.” 

“Blaming me for your people’s shortcomings now, Sir Vitelli?” 

Cailee  asked,  a  sneer  on  her  face.  The  elf  was  determined  to  fight alongside the war party, it seemed. They’d all now gathered behind the  massed  ranks  of  Lucarian  military,  standing  in  the  shade  of  a warehouse as they awaited Gabriella’s arrival. 

“I  merely  offered  money  to  the  people  of  Lucario,”  she continued.  “I  never  told  them  to  neglect  their  armaments  in  return. 

Thanks  to  me,  this  nation  prospered  because  in  the  right circumstances, coin and silk are as potent as steel and fire.” 

“These  are  not  the  right  circumstances,”  Sylvia  chirped. 

“Anyway, now isn’t the time to be baiting each other.” 

“No, it isn’t,” Raphael agreed, turning his gaze in the direction of  the  Guild  District.  Rows  upon  rows  of  shophouses,  taverns,  and hostels  stretched  down  the  length  of  the  main  street,  which  would lead directly to the Guild House. 

That  main  street  was  filled  with  barricades  now,  not  ones improvised from upturned tables, but actual palisades of wood with front-facing  stakes  and  ramparts,  behind  layers  of  magical  barriers. 

Raphael  didn’t  doubt  that  the  side  and  back  streets  would  be similarly obstructed too. 

Imperial  agents  manned  the  palisades,  all  of  them  clad  in obviously  enchanted  helms  and  mail  coats.  Pikes,  halberds,  and crossbows  filled  their  fists.  A  few  careless  knights  had  already strayed  within  range  of  the  crossbows.  Their  armored  forms  lay lifeless in the town square, baking beneath the afternoon sun. 

“The  knights  will  all  die  if  they  do  charge  headlong  on  their horses  at  that,”  Koshi  said,  pointing  at  the  palisades.  “The guardsmen  won’t  do  much  better  either,  advancing  on  foot.  I  know you  said  it’s  risky,  Raph,  but  maybe  we  should  think  again  about attacking from the skies. This way, we can get to the mages holding the Guild Master captive.” 

Raphael  nodded.  That  had  been  their  first  idea,  of  course. 

But  it  soon  became  clear  to  everyone  that  descending  upon  a fortified, readied, and waiting position even with three dragons would prove disastrous. Raphael had no illusions about the pikes, blades, and crossbows in the Legionaries’ hands being unable to penetrate a dragon’s  scales  or  even  draconic  armor.  Just  moments  ago,  a crossbow  bolt  had  slain  a  fully  armored  knight  from  nearly  two hundred paces away, punching easily through the hapless warrior’s enchanted  shield  and  breastplate  before  coming  to  rest  a  stone’s throw from where Raphael had been standing. 

Its enchantment spent and its tip warped, the bolt shimmered with  the  fading  remnants  of  magical  energy.  A  hundred  of  those scything up at Koshi, Shiomi, and Orfeo would mean their doom. 

Neither would Draconic Trace work, since it required Raphael to stay stationary in midair for several moments while his  Ryu-To-Ki construct  manifested.  That  would  be  enough  time  for  the  Imperial Legionaries to shoot him full of crossbow bolts. 

Or  send  paradigm  beasts  to  maul  him,  Raphael  thought,  as he  caught  glimpses  of  large  feline  silhouettes  prowling  behind  the palisades.  Now  that  the  Lucarians’  attack  was  imminent,  the  Dao Invokers  had  no  reason  to  keep  their  conjured  creatures  in  their dormant state. 

 If they can summon those lions, what else can they summon? 

Raphael wondered. A horde of flying creatures swarming up to meet the  dragons  and  tear  them  from  the  skies  would  be  equally disastrous.  No,  the  only  way  to  the  Guild  House  was  to  fight alongside Lucario’s knights and guardsmen... and their queen. 

Raphael  sighed  and  shook  his  head  slightly.  Koshi  clasped him on the shoulder in response. 

“Don’t worry, son,” he said. “We’ll figure something out.” 

Cheers and cries of admiration rose into the air, heralding the arrival  of  the  Queen  of  Lucario.  The  guardsmen  toward  the  rear parted ranks to allow Gabriella and her entourage to pass. 

The Queen was astride an armored warhorse, and she wore a steel crown upon her brow instead of her jeweled one. A barrier of magical  energy  emanated  from  the  steel  crown  to  encapsulate  her body, though it did not hinder her perch upon her saddle. Fine plate armor,  polished  to  a  blazing,  mirror-like  finish,  encased  her  torso. 

She  held  her  staff  in  her  hands,  but  she  also  had  a  jeweled  sword buckled to her saddle. A brilliant blue cloak hung from her shoulders. 

Her  father,  Tybalt  Roselli,  rode  by  her  side,  clad  in  a  simple and sturdy robe of blue cotton. He held a staff in his hands too, and he wore a big smile. 

“The  Queen!”  Orfeo  roared,  leaping  into  his  saddle  and thrusting his fist into the air. Every knight echoed her Grand Marshal, and  the  guardsmen  followed  suit,  knowing  better  than  to  do otherwise. The effect was stirring, especially for the citizens of Lucia City  who’d  massed  a  fair  distance  away,  bewildered  at  what  was unfolding in their home. It also sent a message to the various nobles: that the Queen held the hearts of their warriors, or at least she would if she secured a victory this day. 

Gabriella  rode  up  to  Raphael.  She  had  a  wistful  look  in  her eyes. 

“I’m sorry, Raph,” she said. “I think the Wind Bastion was the last time we fought together. I have to stand with my people now and be their Queen.” 

“It’s  alright,  Gabby,”  Raphael  replied,  flashing  her  a  grin  so bright  she  had  no  choice  but  to  mirror  it.  “We’ll  always  be  friends, won’t we?” 

“That’s  right!”  Gabriella  said.  A  mischievous  light  came  into her  eyes,  then.  “Actually,  when  you  marry  my  sister,  you’ll  be  my brother-in-law. Then we’ll be family, too!” 

“Gabby!” Eliza, who’d been standing beside Raphael with her arm looped through his, protested. “That’s not relevant right now!” 

Gabriella  laughed  for  a  few  moments.  Eventually,  her  mirth faded,  and  she  turned  to  the  fortifications  of  the  Guild  District,  her staff leveled at the Legionaries arrayed behind the palisades. 

“Warriors  of  the  Chimeric  Empire,  I  am  Queen  Gabriella  de Lucario  the  First,”  she  said,  her  voice  magically  amplified  to  carry clearly over the distance separating her from the Guild District. “You are no longer welcome in my land. Drop your weapons and return to your  master’s  domain!  If  you  do  that  now,  I  guarantee  your  safe passage from Lucario!” 

The  Legionaries  didn’t  answer.  They  merely  glared  at  their Lucarian  adversaries  sullenly  and  adjusted  their  grip  on  their weapons. 

“Very  well,”  Gabriella  continued,  after  several  moments  of silence.  “Let  posterity  indicate  that  I  have  shown  what  clemency  I can  afford  to  you.  My  brave  knights  and  dauntless  guardsmen  will sweep  you  from  our  land.  May  the  Crescent  Moon  have  mercy  on your souls, for I will not!” 

A  ferocious  roar  arose  among  the  ranks  of  the  knights  and guardsmen, as did mailed fists filled with blades, spears, and axes. 

“Queen  of  War!”  Orfeo  raised  his  halberd  and  bellowed. 

“Queen of War! Queen of War!” 

His  warriors  took  up  his  chant,  their  chorused  voices thundering  cries  of  “Queen  of  War”  across  Lucia  City.  Raphael wasn’t  an  expert  at  politics,  but  he  suspected  more  than  a  few nobles  were  now  seriously  rethinking  any  plans  they  might  be concocting to subvert or undermine Gabriella. 

“Not  bad.  Not  bad  at  all,”  Cailee  muttered  softly.  “I  can  see why Lady Fei Xue adores this one so much.” 

“So  what’s  the  plan  here?”  Fenix  frowned  at  the  ranks  of cheering warriors. “It doesn’t matter how riled up Gabriella gets them if  they’re  just  going  to  be  slaughtered  as  soon  as  they  come  within range of those crossbows. Shi Kung’s men have had plenty of time to  layer  dozens  of  magical  barriers  over  their  defenses,  and  then harmonize  them  with  ritual  spells.  Not  even  Annihilation  Rays  will break through that.” 

“I don’t think Elemental Breath will work either,” Shiomi said, tugging at Raphael’s belt nervously. She was in her draconic aspect. 

“Their magical barriers are really strong.” 

“We don’t have to beat Shi Kung’s men. We just need to help the knights and guardsmen keep them busy here, while we slip past and  get  to  the  Guild  House.”  Raphael  reached  into  his  belt  pouch and  retrieved  the  crossbow  bolt  tip  he’d  picked  up  earlier.  “Shiomi, do you think obsidian can stop this?” 

The force dragon took the bolt in her foreclaws and brought it close  to  her  snout.  Through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian, 

Raphael  sensed  her  reaching  out  to  it  with  her  magic.  After  a  few moments, she nodded and handed the bolt back to him. 

“The enchantment on this one is mostly used up, but even if it were  at  full  strength,  it  shouldn’t  be  able  to  punch  through  our obsidian,”  Shiomi  said.  Her  face  brightened.  “Are  we  going  to  use Obsidian Flow to protect Gabriella’s people, Raphael?” 

“Yes, we are.” Dropping the crossbow bolt tip, Raphael hefted his glaive and began walking forward. “Let’s go, Shiomi. All we need to do is give Lucario’s warriors a fighting chance, at least for a bit.” 

Gabriella  nodded  to  Raphael  as  he  and  Shiomi  made  their way past the ranks of knights and guardsmen. Eventually, the two of them  stood  at  the  forefront  of  the  Lucarian  army.  Shiomi  furrowed her  brow.  The  solid  stone  surface  of  the  town  square  began  to bubble and writhe in its entirety, drawing cries of alarm from both the Lucarians  and  the  Imperials.  Before  long,  the  town  square  had become a morass of swirling obsidian. 

Raphael  cast  Obsidian  Flow  too  and  reached  out  with  his spell  to  the  pool  of  dark,  liquid  rock  Shiomi  had  created.  It  was  an immense amount, far more than he’d ever had to handle at a single time  before,  but  Raphael  knew  that  his  mana  reserves  were  more than adequate for the task. 

He sculpted the obsidian into a sweeping wall that reached all across the breadth of the town square and stood twice as tall as the palisades.  Shiomi  added  ramparts  behind  the  wall,  and  together, they pushed it forward a step at a time, leaving raw, unpaved dirt in their wake. 

The  Panther  Legionaries  loosed  a  fusillade  of  bolts  the moment the obsidian wall came within range. Sharp cracks filled the air as enchanted steel punched into dark magical rock, chipping and scratching its surface, before falling away. 

“I was right!” Shiomi squealed with glee. “See, Raphael? Our obsidian is too strong for them to break through!” 

“Well  done,  Shiomi.”  Raphael  looked  over  his  shoulder, caught Gabriella’s eye, and nodded. 

“The  Dragon  Magus  wards  our  advance!”  Gabriella  cried, raising her staff. “Grand Marshal, sound the attack!” 

Orfeo unhitched an ivory horn from his saddle and raised it to his lips. A moment later, a sonorous note filled the air, followed by a chorus  of  barked  orders  from  guardsmen  sergeants  and  knight captains. As one, the Lucarian warriors marched upon the palisades, advancing steadily behind Raphael and Shiomi. 

Ominous  chanting  rose  from  behind  the  palisades,  and  just as  the  obsidian  wall  made  contact  with  the  first  of  its  magical barriers, three massive feline shapes dropped down around Raphael and  Shiomi.  They  were  the  green  lions  Raphael  had  fought  in  the palace’s  ballroom,  paradigm  beasts  summoned  by  Shi  Kung’s  Dao Invokers. 

 They must have jumped right over,  Raphael thought absently. 

The  force  dragon  squealed  in  horror  as  one  of  the  lions  stalked toward her and pounced, its claws and fangs reaching for her wings and neck. 

Orfeo thundered in upon his warhorse. His couched halberd tore  into  the  lion’s  side,  and  the  impact  of  his  charge  ripped  the massive  creature  from  its  pounce.  Golden  arrows  punched  into  the eyes of a second lion, causing it to reel and flail its claws blindly in the air. A flash of blue light preceded Fenix’s sudden materialization several  strides  away  from  the  third  lion.  Twinned  Annihilation  Rays sliced off its limbs, causing it to crash into a shrieking heap upon the dirt.  Eliza  beheaded  it  with  a  single  sweep  of  her  curved  sword. 

Cailee  and  Sylvia  finished  off  the  blinded  lion.  Koshi  descended behind Raphael and dismissed his golden wings. 

The war party was by his side. 

Shiomi  flared  her  wings.  Mana  radiated  from  her  sapphire form. Raphael sensed a ramp descending from the other side of the obsidian wall. 

“Orfeo! The knights can use this!” she sent through the light of the Dragon Meridian. An image of the ramp flashed from her soul. 

Orfeo  acknowledged  the  force  dragon’s  message  with  a wordless mental pulse. He tore his halberd free from the dissipating corpse of the paradigm beast and raised it high into the air. 

“First and Second Lances, form up on me!” Orfeo bellowed. 

Groups of knights broke forward from the main advance and began shuffling into place. 

Raphael  brought  the  obsidian  wall  to  a  grinding  halt  right  in front of the palisades, so that its descending ramp poured over the Imperial fortifications. He looked to the Eighth Draconic Brazier and called  to  the  power  hidden  within  its  depths.  Golden  light  poured from  his  back,  coalescing  into  the  Dragon  Sigil  across  the  skies.  A collective  moan  of  dismay  emanated  from  the  Imperial  warriors, while ragged, bewildered cheers arose amongst the Lucarians as the Dragon Sigil heightened their strength and fortified their resolve. 

 That should help,  Raphael thought. He hefted his glaive and jogged up its ramparts, pouring vast quantities of  Ryu-To-Ki into his draconic  armor.  At  the  same  time,  he  sent  both  of  his  dancing swords spinning a stride ahead of him. They became bladed shields that cleaved into ruin a good number of the crossbow bolts greeting him as he crested the obsidian wall. The scant few that got through slammed into his chest and shoulders, ripping scales of golden light free but failing to penetrate both his draconic and enchanted armor. 

The  Panther  Legionaries  had  formed  a  pike  wall  across  the foot of the descending ramp. Raphael hurled Explosive Orbs at the Imperial warriors right before him, sending them reeling and casting their  leveled  polearms  into  disarray.  A  flap  of  his  golden  wings  had him  in  their  midst,  cleaving  and  hacking  with  his  glaive  and  his dancing swords. 

The  Panther  Legionaries  fell  back  from  the  reach  of  his blades, leaving droves of their dead and dying comrades at his feet. 

Raphael kept up the advance, trusting in the war party to cover his flanks  and  back.  And  they  did,  with  Eliza  taking  up  position  behind his right shoulder, her blades dancing and weaving, while Sylvia and Cailee took his left. Fenix, Shiomi, and Koshi remained between the

women.  Explosive  Orbs  and  Chain  Lightning  roared  from  the battlemage’s  hands  and  scythed  down  Panther  Legionaries  in droves. Koshi sent golden arrows through gaps in the Imperial ranks and  into  the  hearts  and  throats  of  Dao  Invokers,  causing  the paradigm beasts they’d summoned to dissipate into nothingness. 

The  battle  line  of  Shi  Kung’s  men  bowed  and  bent  before Raphael’s advance, but it would not break, so dauntless the Imperial warriors were. Soon, the defensive line arrayed before the obsidian slope  drew  in  on  itself.  Panther  Legionaries  and  paradigm  beasts converged on the war party and began an encirclement, only for the Orfeo to lead a thunderous cavalry charge into their midst. 

Hundreds of knights, with their lances couched, slammed into the  ranks  of  disorganized  Imperial  warriors  clad  in  chainmail.  The Legionaries’ pikes—in such disarray—availed them little. Lances tore through their flesh. Steel-shod hooves crushed their bones. 

But  Shi  Kung’s  men  were  far  more  formidable  than  the Lucarian knights. As soon as the cavalry charge spent its momentum and  faltered,  they  lashed  out  with  billhooks  and  halberds,  cleaving armored  knights  from  their  saddles  in  droves.  A  tide  of  guardsmen poured  over  the  obsidian  wall  then,  before  crashing  against  the Panther Legionaries. 

The  melee  was  well  and  truly  joined,  and  Raphael  only needed  a  quick  glance  over  his  shoulder  to  see  that  it  was  going badly  for  the  Lucarians.  But  now  the  war  party  was  no  longer  in danger  of  being  encircled.  Raphael  surged  forward,  hacking  apart every Legionary who stood in his way. A paradigm beast charged out of thin air toward him. He rammed his glaive into its skull, heaved the monster  into  the  air,  and  tossed  it  into  a  cluster  of  Legionaries, crushing  them  beneath  its  gargantuan  bulk.  His  dancing  swords plunged into the skulls of the Dao Invokers who’d summoned it, even as  he  cut  down  a  trio  of  Imperial  warriors  with  a  backhand  of  his glaive. 

Fear  began  to  manifest  in  the  eyes  of  his  enemies,  then. 

Raphael  recognized  it,  having  seen  the  same  in  the  harpies  and

goblins  he’d  fought  in  the  Uwajima  Region.  He  took  a  deep  breath and roared thunderously, shaking the skies with his Draconic Fury. 

The foremost Legionaries in his path were bowled over by the volume of his roar. Blood trickled from their ears as they threw their weapons  away  and  scrambled  away  from  Raphael,  crying  out  in horror. The panic soon spread, and more of Shi Kung’s warriors fled, leaving  only  a  sparse  formation  of  Legionaries  in  the  war  party’s path. 

“I’ll keep them busy here,” Orfeo sent, his mental voice tinny and unfocused through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “Go free the Hell Drakes. We’ll crush the Imperials between us.” 

“Got it, Orfeo,” Raphael replied, renewing his advance. 

The  war  party  surged  through  the  vastly  thinned  resistance arrayed against them, and it wasn’t long before they broke through into the open space before the front of the Guild House. 

It  was  just  as  Raphael  remembered  it:  a  massive  stone building  with  many  floors  and  multiple  wings,  adorned  with  tall minarets  that  gleamed  brazenly  beneath  the  light  of  the  afternoon sun. The banners bearing the Hell Drakes insignia—a red lizard with foreclaws rampant—were proudly draped across its gray walls. 

The only difference was the blue sphere of crackling magical energy floating before the Guild House’s closed front doors. Chains of  blue  light  extended  from  the  sphere  to  hover  a  foot  or  so  away from the surface of the building’s walls. 

 Spatial Magic,  Raphael thought, having seen enough of it to recognize  its  workings  on  sight.  His  gaze  fell  on  the  fifty  Dao Invokers seated meditatively in front of the Guild House, their hands folded in their laps and their eyes closed. Arcane syllables fell from their lips. 

Less  than  a  dozen  Legionaries  came  to  their  defense,  but they  faltered,  then  fled,  scattering  before  the  war  party’s  advance. 

But paradigm beasts poured from the empty air, materializing in their dozens before the Dao Invokers. 

 We don’t have time for this,  Raphael thought. Spreading his wings, he soared into the skies, pouring  Ryu-To-Ki  into the Seventh Draconic  Brazier.  He  reached  out  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian as he ascended. 

“Koshi, please get everyone back,” he said. “I’ll finish this in one swoop.” 

“Alright,  Raph,”  Koshi  replied  mentally,  before  raising  his normal voice. “Everyone back! Get back away from the monsters!” 

The paradigm beasts halted in their tracks as Raphael pulled his  Draconic  Trace  construct  into  existence.  Their  hesitation  lasted only a few moments, but it was all he needed to extend his  Ryu-To-Ki   from  his  body  and  have  it  take  the  form  of  Koshi’s  draconic aspect, the embodiment of strength and grace. The dragon construct of  black  light  flapped  its  wings  and  roared,  the  sheer  volume  of  its fury driving the foremost paradigm beasts to their bellies. 

 That’s not enough!  Raphael poured more  Ryu-To-Ki  into  the Seventh  Brazier,  pulling  yet   another  Draconic  Trace  from  its  depth. 

This time, a dragon construct of white light blazed into existence. It had a single front-facing horn, a perfect mimicry of Orfeo’s draconic aspect. 

Fire poured from the black dragon’s maw in a sweeping tide upon  the  paradigm  beasts.  At  the  same  time,  a  cyclone  of  super-chilled  air  spun  through  their  midst.  Caught  in  the  crossfire  of  two Elemental Breaths, the horde of summoned monsters disintegrated, leaving  nothing  but  warped  and  cracked  stone  where  they  once stood. 

The Dao Invokers reeled at the sudden and utter annihilation of  their  summoned  creatures.  Many  of  them  fell  over,  clutching  at their heads and groaning in pain. A few went into convulsions, blood pouring from their eyes and ears, before slumping lifelessly upon the ground. The few who retained their composure through their agony watched as Raphael descended before them upon wings of golden light, his glaive held out to his side and his dancing swords hovering above his shoulders. 

“Surrender,” he demanded. 

The  Imperial  mages  exchanged  looks  among  themselves, then  fell  to  their  knees,  their  hands  held  out  to  their  sides.  Fenix walked up to Raphael, his eyes fixed on the sphere hovering in front of the Guild House’s doors. 

“Now that they aren’t maintaining this spell, it’ll unravel within an hour or so, but we don’t have time for that,” the battlemage said. 

He thrust his hands forward and began chanting. The violet light in his  eyes  flared.  The  sphere  spun,  pulling  the  chains  spread  across the Guild House into its heart. Fenix snapped his fingers, and it burst into  disintegrating  motes  of  blue  light.  One  of  the  Dao  Invokers gaped at the battlemage. 

“The Grand Prince himself cast that spell, and it took fifty of us to maintain it!” the Imperial mage babbled. “What? How...?” 

“I’m just that good, I guess.” Fenix smirked and tilted the brim of his hat at the Dao Invoker. 

Not  even  a  heartbeat  later,  blue  light  filled  the  open  area  in front  of  the  Guild  House.  When  it  faded,  Raphael  found  himself standing  amidst  a  motley  mob  of  Hell  Drakes  led  by  Bjorn Hammerstar, the High Captain of the Second Seat. 

“Good job,” the tall, bald, and laconic High Captain said as he pushed past the ranks of the Hell Drakes and walked up to Raphael. 

“Very good.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Raphael replied as the rest of the war party ran to his side. 

“Hey,  long  time  no  see,  Bjorn!”  Sylvia  cried,  clasping  hands with her fellow High Captain. 

“Few  weeks,”  Bjorn  corrected  in  his  usual  curt  fashion, though  his  thin  lips  were  curved  into  a  smile.  He  nodded  past Sylvia’s  shoulder  into  the  interior  of  the  Guild  District,  where  the Lucarian  military  was  struggling  against  the  Imperial  warriors. 

“Alright. Time to work.” 

“How  did  you  all  get  out  here  so  fast?”  Sylvia  asked.  “Was Bony keeping an eye on things and having you all on standby?” 

“Yes.”  Bjorn  was  already  walking  past  the  war  party,  his enchanted hammer held high. The Hell Drakes under his command followed his lead, their eyes ablaze with battle fury. Raphael grinned and turned to follow, only to find his vision swimming. He swayed on his feet. Eliza caught him by the elbow and steadied him before he could fall. 

“Are you alright?” she asked. 

Raphael  took  a  deep  breath.  His  vision  cleared.  The pounding of his heart left his ears. He nodded. 

“Yes, I’m fine, Eliza.” He patted her hand gently. “Don’t worry.” 

“That was a tremendous amount of  Ryu-To-Ki you expended within  the  blink  of  an  eye,  Raph.  Easily  ten,  maybe  twenty  times, more  than  what  I  hold  in  my  soul,”  Koshi  commented,  shaking  his head in awe. “Are you sure you’re alright?” 

“The Magus just needs to catch his breath,” Rayne squeaked, poking its head out of Raphael’s belt pouch. 

Eliza  sighed  in  relief  and  gave  Raphael’s  hand  a  quick squeeze, as the rest of the war party converged on him. 

“Shall  we  go  help  Bjorn,  or  do  you  need  to  take  a  few moments first?” Sylvia asked. “Actually, why don’t you just wait here while the rest of us take care of things?” 

“No.” Raphael hefted his glaive and grinned. “Let’s finish this.” 

Caught between the Lucarian army and the Hell Drakes, Shi Kung’s  men  quickly  realized  the  hopelessness  of  their  situation. 

Shortly after the Hell Drakes joined the fray, white flags arose from the midst of the Imperial warriors, signaling a halt to the fighting. 

Gabriella  accepted  their  surrenders  readily.  After  picking  out the Imperial officers and commanders and having them held back for questioning,  she  had  the  rest  of  Shi  Kung’s  men  marched  to  the Lucario’s  dungeons,  where  they  would  be  detained  for  the  time being.  While  she  was  doing  that,  the  war  party  took  a  moment  to

catch  their  breath  at  the  ruined  town  square  just  outside  the  Guild District. 

“The  day  is  won,”  Orfeo  declared,  wiping  the  blood  from  his halberd with a rag, before dropping it into a bin held by a squire. The youth bowed and dashed away to attend the other Lucarian knights. 

“Lucia  City  is  Queen  Gabriella’s  once  again.  Now,  we  are  free  to petition the Guild Master for help in hunting down Shi Kung.” 

“We?” Raphael asked. “You’re coming with us, Orfeo?” 

“My  tenure  as  Grand  Marshal  is  done,”  the  knight  replied. 

“And for better or worse, my destiny now transcends the bounds of my station and training. I was born the son of a knight and became one  myself,  but  I  am  now  a  dragon,  Raphael,  and  you  are  my Dragon Magus. I would fight alongside you, if you would have me, of course.” 

“I  could  definitely  use  your  help,  Orfeo,”  Raphael  said, nodding gratefully. 

“Speaking of which, we need to go see the Guild Master as soon  as  we  can,”  Fenix  said.  “Shi  Kung’s  still  out  there  looking  for the  mana  vortex,  and  though  it’s  unlikely,  he  might  still  very  well stumble across it through sheer luck.” 

“Let’s find out if Gabby needs us for anything first,” Raphael said, nodding in the Queen’s direction. 

Gabriella exchanged a few grave words with an older knight standing  by  her  side,  before  turning  to  the  war  party  and  walking over, a worried look on her face. 

“Raph,” she said as soon as she was within earshot. “I’ve got some bad news. Lucia City isn’t the only one that has been infiltrated by Shi Kung’s men. His agents have seized control of Peruga City, Matira City, and the major townships of Bergam. Apparently, this is to pave the way for a larger invading force.” 

“You’ve got to go take care of that,” Raphael said. It was as much a statement as a question. 

“Yes.  I’ve  got  to  get  started  right  away.”  The  Queen  hugged both  her  sister  and  Raphael.  “I  won’t  be  able  to  follow  you  into  the junkyard, Raph. Lizzy. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

“There’s nothing to be sorry about.” Eliza smiled, stroking the back of Gabriella’s head. “Don’t worry about Shi Kung and Vukaste. 

We’ll  sort  them  out  and  then  come  help  you,  assuming  you  aren’t done before us.” 

Sylvia pounced on the three of them, wrapping the two sisters and Raphael in a massive embrace. 

“Thank you, Gabby!” the elf said. “You saved my life! I’ll never forget it!” 

“You’d better not!” Gabriella replied, sniffling. “Now enough of that, Sylvia, you’re hugging me too tightly! I can’t breathe!” 

The Queen clasped hands with Koshi and exchanged a few polite words with Cailee. She whispered into Orfeo’s ear briefly. The knight  grimaced,  sighed,  and  shook  his  head  in  disgust.  Gabriella cackled and slapped him across the back heartily before walking to Shiomi, who was already sniffling and failing to hold back the tears in her eyes. 

The Queen hugged the force dragon. 

“Are you leaving us, Gabby?” Shiomi sobbed. “But who will I talk to about boys?” 

“Definitely  not  Sylvia,”  the  Queen  said,  scratching  Shiomi gently between the ears. 

“Hey!” Sylvia protested. “I heard that!” 

Eventually,  only  Fenix  was  left.  Gabriella  walked  up  to  the battlemage, her nose upturned. Fenix scowled at the sight. He stuck out his hand. 

“Well, good luck, Your Majesty,” he said grudgingly. Raphael marveled at the sight. Not too long ago, Fenix had been tripping over his feet and his words in the presence of nobility. 

Gabriella pushed aside the battlemage’s hand and pulled him into a tight hug instead. Fenix’s eyes widened in surprise. He patted

the Queen gingerly on the shoulder. 

“Yeah, it’s been great fighting alongside you,” Fenix admitted. 

“You’re a skilled mage, and I don’t doubt you’ll be a great queen too.” 

“Thanks, but did you think this was an actual hug?” Gabriella asked. “Think again!” 

Fenix  had  just  enough  time  to  shriek  in  shock  before Gabriella spun to his back, lifted him by the waist, and slammed him into  the  dirt,  heedless  of  the  finery  of  her  armor  and  robes.  She chuckled  and  stood  up,  brushing  clods  of  upturned  earth  from  her hands even as the battlemage twitched and gurgled at her feet. 

“I  learned  that  from  you,  Koshi!”  the  Queen  said.  “What  do you think?” 

“No, no, you didn’t,” Koshi denied testily. “But good technique. 

That wasn’t a bad throw, all things considered.” 

Bjorn  walked  up  to  the  war  party.  He  nodded  to  Gabriella before turning to Raphael. 

“Had a feeling there’d be more to do,” the High Captain said. 

“My mob will be helping the Queen out. You need to go see the Guild Master right now. I mean now.” 

“Yes, sir. I’ll go right away.” Raphael nodded. Bjorn had been downright  verbose  by  his  standards,  which  meant  that  things  were very urgent indeed. Perhaps they didn’t have as much time as Fenix thought. 

Gabriella  hugged  Raphael  and  Eliza  one  more  time  before striding off to her entourage of bodyguards and advisors. She put her arm through her father’s, and they exchanged smiles. Bjorn clasped hands once more with Sylvia before leaving as well, taking his Hell Drakes with him. 

“Alright, everyone,” Raphael said. “Let’s go.” 
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The Guild Master was waiting for them in the entrance lobby, slumped over an armchair. Mr. Esposito was by his side, a worried look  on  his  face.  The  Hell  Drakes  clerk  sighed  in  relief  as  the  war party approached. 

“Thank  the  Crescent  Moon  you’re  here!”  Mr.  Esposito  said, wringing his wrists. “Master Yun Shen is...” 

“I’ll  be  fine,  Ricardo,”  the  Guild  Master  said,  raising  his fleshless  gaze  to  meet  Raphael’s.  His  eyes  were  crimson  beads  of light within the shadowed sockets of a bare skull, and they flickered weakly  as  he  spoke.  “Well  met,  Raphael.  Sylvia.  It’s  good  to  see you.” 

“What’s  wrong,  Bony?”  Sylvia  asked,  walking  forward  and taking  the  Guild  Master’s  skeletal  hands  in  hers.  “How’re  you feeling?  I  knew  something  was  wrong  when  you  didn’t  start  saying lecherous things upon seeing me.” 

“Oh,  right.”  The  Guild  Master  tilted  his  head  back  in exasperation. Raphael suspected that he would have rolled his eyes if it had been physically possible for him to do so. “Yes, Sylvia. I’m a lecher.  That  makes  perfect  sense  for  someone  whose  body  is literally  a  bare  skeleton.  I’m  alright.  I  simply  overexerted  myself holding the Dao Invokers’ spell at bay, so it merely kept us locked up here  instead  of  sending  us  to  the  opposite  end  of  the  world  or  the bottom of the ocean.” 

“I  have  heard  that  the  Master  of  the  Hell  Drakes  is  a  lich,” 

Orfeo said uneasily through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “I never expected the rumors to be true.” 

“He looks strange, but he seems friendly,” Shiomi added. 

“Guild  Master  Yun  Shen  is  an  amiable  and  thoughtful person,” Koshi said. “You just have to get to know him.” 

“We  need  your  help,  Master,”  Fenix  said.  “We  need  to  hunt Shi Kung down, but he’s somewhere in the junkyard, and...” 

“I know, Fenix,” Yun Shen said. “The Grand Prince paid me a visit  right  here  in  the  Guild  House.  Apparently,  you  caused  severe harm  to  his  mana  attunement  device,  and  he  wanted  my  help repairing it. Well done, by the way. Pulling warp energy from its core and then unraveling it was a masterstroke.” 

“Thank  you,  Master.”  Fenix  nodded.  “That  should  set  him back weeks, if not months.” 

“Unfortunately,  that  is  not  the  case,”  Yun  Shen  said.  “The Grand  Prince  is  a  skilled  and  gifted  mage.  He  is  also  an  entity  of unbridled power who carries the spark of divinity within his soul. He was  actually  able  to  make  many  adjustments  to  his  attunement device and compensate greatly for the damage you inflicted on it.” 

“Does  that  mean  he  can  find  the  mana  vortex  with  it  right away?” Raphael asked. 

“No,  because  otherwise  the  world  would  have  been  overrun with ogres or consumed by the Void Tyrant by now,” Yun Shen said. 

“Yes, Shi Kung willingly spilled his schemes before me. Perhaps he was so confident that he’d be able to slay me that he felt no need for secrecy. But to get to the point, his attunement device should allow him  to  locate  the  mana  vortex  within  days,  instead  of  weeks.  It’s already been several days since he and his ogre associate entered the junkyard.” 

“Then  we’ve  got  to  go  after  him  right  now!”  Fenix  cried  in alarm. 

“Calm  yourself,  Fenix.”  Yun  Shen  extricated  one  of  his fleshless hands from Sylvia’s and held it up. “Like I said, the Grand Prince  approached  me  for  help  in  repairing  his  attunement  device, knowing  that  I  am  fairly  accomplished  in  Spatial  Magic  myself.  I pretended  to  agree,  only  to  surreptitiously  place  another  of  my

Spatial  Magic  enchantments  upon  his  device.  I  would  have destroyed it if I could, but such a feat was beyond my abilities.” 

“What does that enchantment do, sir?” Raphael asked. 

“It comes to life the moment Shi Kung gets close to a mana vortex. Three hundred feet, to be exact.” Yun Shen produced a small glass  sphere  from  his  robes  and  handed  it  to  Raphael.  “When  that happens, this will fill with violet light. Break it upon the ground, and it will transport you and up to nine other individuals to the device.” 

“To Shi Kung,” Raphael concluded, holding the glass sphere carefully but firmly in his hand. 

“Is he aware of this enchantment, Master?” Fenix asked. 

“Yes.”  Yun  Shen  chuckled  and  shook  his  head.  “That’s  why he  attacked  me  the  moment  my  enchantment  locked  in.  The  only way to undo it is for him to fulfill its activation condition—bringing the device to a mana vortex—or by slaying me.” 

“Anyone who picks a fight with you here isn’t going to win it,” 

Sylvia said. 

“True,  but  neither  was  I  capable  of  besting  Shi  Kung  and Vukaste,” Yun Shen said. “The most I could do was expel them from the Guild House and bar them from reentering.” 

“So he decided to take control of Lucia City instead and trap you  here,”  Koshi  reasoned.  “He  didn’t  want  you  sending  Raphael after him.” 

“Exactly, Sir Dragon Knight.” Yun Shen nodded to Koshi, then turned  back  to  Raphael.  “That’s  why  I  sent  Bjorn  ahead  to  root  out Shi Kung’s agents. My enchantment can’t accommodate many more than your war party. Otherwise, I would have dropped the entire guild on his head.” 

“Janan is heading back here too, sir. She’s going to bring the Defiant Citadel with her,” Raphael said, before launching into a brief description  of  the  events  in  the  Uwajima  Region,  the  civil  war unfolding in the Chimeric Empire, and the current situation in Lucia City. The Guild Master nodded gravely as he listened. 

“It seems that we might have war on our hands, even if you do manage to slay Shi Kung,” Yun Shen said. “Her Majesty Gabriella de Lucario may have all manner of military reforms in mind, but she will  still  be  dependent  on  us,  at  least  until  those  reforms  come  to pass, a process which will likely take years, if not decades.” 

“Ugh, no, stop talking shop, Bony!” Sylvia slapped her hands over  her  ears  and  rolled  her  eyes.  “You  haven’t  seen  me—your favorite elf—in so long, and all you can do is ramble on about such boring things?” 

“You  haven’t  been  gone  that  long,  Sylvia,”  Yun  Shen deadpanned. “And besides, I never said you were my favorite elf. I don’t have a favorite elf. And even if I did, it wouldn’t be you.” 

“You  don’t?  I  wouldn’t?”  Sylvia  grabbed  the  Guild  Master  by the shoulder and began shaking him so hard he rattled. “You stupid bag of bones!” 

Mr.  Esposito  cleared  his  throat  and  waved  to  the  rest  of  the war party, drawing their attention. 

“As  you  can  see,  Sylvia  and  the  Master  are  currently preoccupied,” the clerk said. He pointed to his desk. Several wooden crates  sat  upon  its  surface.  “I  have  taken  the  liberty  of  preparing spell  dust  vials  and  extra  potion  belts,  in  case  you  all  needed  to resupply.  There  are  also  packs  of  hard  tack  and  flasks  of  water,  in case you require refreshment.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Esposito,” Raphael said. 

Leaving  Sylvia  with  the  Guild  Master,  the  war  party  shared out the potion belts. Cailee was unfamiliar with their use, so Raphael helped  her  put  one  on.  Throughout  the  whole  process,  he  felt  her hungry  gaze  upon  him  while  Eliza  glared  angrily  at  the  elf.  Fenix replenished  his  spell  dust  and  tucked  a  few  vials  of  the  substance away  in  his  leathers.  Worn  out  by  the  day’s  events,  Shiomi  ate  a pack of hard tack, swallowed some water, and curled up on the floor. 

Soft snores rolled from the force dragon a heartbeat later. 

“Any  moment  now,  eh?”  Fenix  said,  nodding  to  the  glass sphere Raphael held in his hands. “You’d better do some cultivation

or whatever it is you need to do to get back some of your strength. I’ll keep an eye on this and make sure Sylvia tops up her spell dust too, when she’s finished with the Guild Master, that is.” 

“Alright. Thanks, Fenix,” Raphael said. 

Hand-in-hand with Eliza, he walked to one of the walls in the lobby,  leaned  against  it,  and  sat  down.  Eliza  put  her  head  on  his shoulder and closed her eyes. He took a brief moment to savor the warmth of her body against his, then did the same. 
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Raphael  wasn’t  surprised  when  he  opened  his  eyes  and found himself sitting before Wu Xin again. As always, they were in a vast  white  emptiness,  with  a  green-blue  globe  hovering  between them. 

“Hello, Wu Xin,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “How have you been?” 

“Things  have  been  interesting  for  me,  Raphael.”  A  cold, sardonic  smile  unfolded  over  the  Chimeric  Emperor’s  perfect  face. 

“The Eleventh and the Thirteenth have returned to defend my realm against  my  other  wayward...  children.  I  believe  I  have  you  to  thank for that.” 

“I was happy to help.” Raphael shrugged. “Are you winning?” 

“Winning?  Ah,  you’re  referring  to  the  civil  war.  Who  knows? 

The  loyalists  are  equally  matched  against  the  traitors,  especially after I eliminated a few of the latter to even out the numbers on both sides. Beyond that, I’ll leave it to them. Whoever wins can have my realm. I don’t want it anymore.” 

“You’re coming here, aren’t you? You want to stop Shi Kung and Vukaste.” 

“Correct. I am indeed traveling to Lucario to put an end to the Fifth’s  designs.  But  I  would  rather  not.  I  would  rather   you  do  it instead.” 

“Because  you  want  me  to  protect  the  world  from  the  Void Tyrant  in  your  place.  And  beating  Shi  Kung  and  Vukaste  is  how  I prove I can do the job. I know, Wu Xin. You already told me that. Or implied as much.” 

“I  have  indeed.”  Wu  Xin  leaned  back  in  his  chair  as  well. 

“Well, I am an old man, Raphael. You’ll have to indulge me if I repeat

myself  sometimes.  So,  tell  me  then,  sharp  and  astute  as  you  are, why are we here?” 

“Because  we  might  not  have  time  to  talk  later,”  Raphael reasoned. 

“Exactly.” Wu Xin reached out and put his index finger on the green-blue globe. He spun the globe languidly until its white top—the north pole—faced Raphael. “This is where the third mana vortex lies, at the bottom level of the Endless Vault. Break the vortex, and mana will  truly  suffuse  the  very  fabric  of  reality  within  this  world  once more.” 

“What is the Endless Vault?” Raphael asked. 

“Think of it as a giant pit with many levels,” Wu Xin explained. 

“Each  level  is  filled  with  monsters  I  created  or  captured  over  the eons. The deeper you descend into the Vault, the more horrific and powerful the monsters are. The ones in the lowest levels rival me in power. You are definitely no match for them, at least not right now.” 

“But  you  think  I  will  be.  That’s  why  you’re  telling  me  this.  I understand.  You  want  me  to  challenge  the  monsters  in  this  place and become more powerful.” 

“Yes.”  Wu  Xin  waved  casually  with  his  left  hand.  A  massive rectangle of black stone appeared beside them. It was the size of a building,  and  it  bore  an  intricate  clockwork  mechanism  upon  its smooth, flawless surface. 

Raphael recognized the black stone. The disc in the Defiant Citadel’s Heart Chamber and the inverted pyramid in its lower levels were made up of the same indestructible, unmovable material. 

“Pay  attention,  now.”  Wu  Xin  pointed  at  the  rectangle  and gestured  again.  The  mechanism  clicked  several  times,  its  gears rotating  in  sequence  until  a  glass  panel  above  them  displayed  a series  of  strange,  alien  runes  that  Raphael  couldn’t  read,  not  even with the light of the Dragon Meridian. The rectangle shook, then split apart down its length. 

“That’s  how  you  gain  access  to  the  Endless  Vault,”  Wu  Xin explained. “Once the seal to the Vault has been opened, however, it

can no longer be closed. Everything inside will be free to emerge into the  world,  for  better  or  worse.  It  will  be  up  to  you  to  slay  them  or allow them their freedom.” 

“I understand.” Raphael nodded. 

Wu Xin smiled and waved again. The rectangle disappeared. 

“You do also understand that if you fail to defeat the Fifth and the ogre lord, all this is moot, right?” he asked. 

“Yes, I do. If I lose, Shi Kung will bring the Void Tyrant into our world. He will also connect it with the ogres’ world.” 

“Not  if  I  have  anything  to  say  about  that,”  Wu  Xin  said,  his voice  turning  cold  and  hard.  “The  Fifth   will   not  succeed.  The  Void Tyrant  will not claim this world today. I can promise you this, at least. 

If you fall, Dragon Magus, I will destroy him and his ogre ally in your place.” 

“That’s good to know. So at the very least...” 

“Don’t  be  too  relieved  just  yet,  Raphael.”  Wu  Xin  chuckled mirthlessly.  “And  you  definitely  don’t  want  to  be  complacent  at  all. 

Allow me to finish. As I was saying, if you fail, you prove unworthy, I will  kill  the  Fifth  on  your  behalf.  But  after  that,  I  will  also  kill  every living thing in this world to deny the Void Tyrant their souls.” 

A  few  moments  of  silence  passed.  Raphael  kept  his expression neutral. 

“I see,” he finally said. 

“How  would  I  do  something  like  that,  Raphael?”  Wu  Xin asked. “How would I kill the entire world? Tell me. I want to hear your guess.” 

“You’ll  release  every  monster  in  your  Endless  Vault,  and they’ll kill everyone. That’s how you’d do it.” 

“Ah, Raphael.” Wu Xin laughed softly again, his mirth tinged with  madness.  “You  are  a  man  after  my  own  heart  indeed.  You remind  me  of  myself,  countless  lifetimes  ago.  I  wonder  how  you’ll turn out after a thousand years. Ten thousand.” 

“Not like you, I hope,” Raphael said. 

Wu Xin smiled. “Yes, me too,” he agreed. 

More  silence  ensued.  Eventually,  Raphael  stood  up  and reached for the globe, but Wu Xin spoke again. 

“I’m looking forward to this, you know?” There was a faraway look in Wu Xin’s eyes. “Looking forward to all this coming to an end, one way or another. Soon, I’ll be dead. Whether or not the world dies with me, Raphael, is entirely up to you.” 

“No,  Wu  Xin.”  Raphael  lowered  his  hand  and  glared  at  the Chimeric  Emperor.  “If  you  hurt  someone,  if  you  do  something  evil, you are responsible.  You made that choice. It doesn’t matter what is at stake or what pushed you to such a decision. If you kill everyone in the world because I failed, that’s  your responsibility, not mine. I do not bear the burden of your deeds, Wu Xin. No one does. Perhaps if you’d accepted that sooner and taken responsibility for your actions, you wouldn’t have been plagued by so much guilt all this time.” 

The  Chimeric  Emperor  met  Raphael’s  gaze  evenly,  but  he remained silent. 

“I admire you, Wu Xin. I admire your power and your resolve,” 

Raphael said softly. “But I also feel sorry for you. Goodbye.” 

“Goodbye, Raphael,” Wu Xin said. “I’ll see you soon.” 

Raphael touched the globe and fell back into the world. 

He opened his eyes to violet light. 
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The war party roused itself to readiness within moments and gathered around Raphael. 

“Good luck, all of you,” the Guild Master said. 

Raphael  nodded  to  him  and  hurled  the  glass  sphere  to  the floor.  The  brittle  tinkle  of  shattering  glass  rose  into  the  air,  and  the light of Spatial Magic filled his eyes. 

When the radiance faded, Raphael found himself standing on a  sandy  plain.  The  war  party  was  with  him,  their  weapons  leveled and  spells  readied.  He  took  a  step  forward,  spun  his  glaive  to readiness, and cleaved the Panther Legionary pouncing upon him in half  at  the  waist.  Nocturnal  Gleam  and  the  dancing  steel  sword flashed out to impale another two Legionaries, even as a chorus of human and ogre voices rose in motley battle-cries. 

An  armored  ogre,  his  flesh  wreathed  in  scales  of  dark  light and  a  massive  sword  in  his  gauntleted  hands,  confronted  Raphael next.  Three  Draconic  Braziers  burned  in  the  ogre’s  soul.  Raphael smashed  the  ogre’s  blade  aside  with  his  glaive,  then  hacked  open his gigantic adversary across the chest with a backhand. 

Shi Kung knew the nature of the Guild Master’s enchantment, so of course he would be ready for the war party. Raphael glanced at his feet quickly. The ring Shi Kung had used to find the mana vortex lay  in  the  sand,  discarded  now  that  it  had  fulfilled  its  function.  He pivoted  on  his  lead  foot,  bringing  around  all  three  of  his  blades  to deflect a hail of crossbow bolts. 

All  around  him,  a  swirling  battle  was  taking  place.  Sylvia, Cailee,  and  Eliza  carved  a  bloody  swathe  through  a  cluster  of armored Legionaries, while Orfeo dueled another ogre with draconic powers.  Shiomi  lanced  beams  of  force  into  a  swarm  of  feline

paradigm beasts. Koshi fired his bow so quickly it hummed, filling the air with golden arrows that struck down Legionaries and Invokers in droves. Fenix had his hands raised. His eyes blazed with violet light, and arcane syllables rolled from his lips. 

Raphael  thrust  his  glaive  out.  Chain  Lightning  burst  from  its tip  to  wash  across  the  Imperial  archers.  The  Legionaries  shrieked and  convulsed,  their  flesh  cooking  in  their  armor.  He  hurled  an Explosive Orb into their midst, sending their broken bodies spiraling through the air. 

And  then  he  spotted  Shi  Kung  and  Vukaste.  The  Grand Prince  was  doubled  over,  as  if  he  were  in  great  pain,  and  he  was hobbling toward a short and squat building of alien design, all curves and smooth surfaces hued in a dark, metallic black. 

The ogre lord had fully recovered from his wounds, though he now  wore  no  armor.  A  thick,  rough  gray  cloak  hung  from  his  broad shoulders. His torso was covered by a dark tunic, and his legs were wrapped  in  simple  trousers  of  a  similar  hue.  His  feet  were  bare. 

Vukaste caught Raphael’s eye, and he grinned. He raised his hand and  beckoned  mockingly.  Two  other  armored  ogres,  all  with  their souls  ablaze  with   Ryu-To-Ki,  stood  by  his  side,  their  arms  crossed. 

They  had  swords  belted  to  their  hips,  but  none  of  them  had  drawn their weapons yet. 

 The  mana  vortex  is  inside  there,  Raphael  thought,  looking past the ogres and at Shi Kung’s destination.  It’s got to be. 

Golden light filled the sand-laden air. A moment later, Koshi’s draconic  roar  shook  the  heavens.  Flames  poured  over  a  row  of Imperial  archers,  turning  them  to  ash.  Raphael  quickly  realized  the reason for Koshi’s fury as he sensed Shiomi’s pain over the light of the  Dragon  Meridian.  He  turned  to  where  he’d  last  seen  the  force dragon  and  found  her  sprawled  on  the  sand,  two  crossbow  bolts buried  deep  in  her  flank  and  one  in  her  left  knee.  Golden  blood bubbled from her lips. 

“Don’t worry, Raphael,” Sylvia called, beheading a Legionary and gliding over to Shiomi. “I’ve got her.” 

Raphael  nodded  and  brought  his  blades  to  bear  against  a team of Imperial halberdiers. He deflected a flurry of thrusts with his own  parries,  then  sent  his  dancing  swords  wide  and  out,  before darting  them  repeatedly  into  the  flanks  of  his  opponents.  The Legionaries  fell  within  the  space  of  two  heartbeats,  with  Raphael cutting the last one down with a mighty swing of his glaive. 

Tendrils  of  violet  light  blazed  from  Fenix’s  fingertips  and landed on the paradigm beasts summoned by the Dao Invokers. The magical  creatures  vanished  abruptly,  drawing  cries  of  surprise  from the  Imperial  mages.  Their  astonishment  turned  rapidly  to  dismay, however,  as  Fenix  sent  torrents  of  Chain  Lightning  washing  across the ranks of the Dao Invokers, charring their flesh and mangling their nerves. 

Their  deaths  marked  the  breaking  point  of  Shi  Kung’s followers. First one, then another Legionary turned and fled from the war  party.  Dao  Invokers  followed  their  lead,  and  before  long,  every Imperial  agent  was  gone,  preferring  to  lose  themselves  in  the infinitely shifting expanse of the junkyard than die for their master. 

Vukaste  and  his  ogres  were  still  standing  there,  seemingly content with smirking and posturing instead of attacking, so Raphael flicked the blood off his glaive and waited for the war party to regroup around him. Shiomi had a limp, and Raphael could sense the vivid pulsing of her pain beneath the light of the Dragon Meridian. Sylvia walked to his side and nodded at the force dragon. 

“One  of  the  bolts  nicked  her  heart,  while  another  punctured her lung,” the elf said softly. “I patched her up, so she’s not in danger anymore, but that’s all the Healing Magic she can receive for today.” 

“Thanks,  Sylvia,”  he  said,  before  hefting  his  glaive  and advancing on Vukaste. 

“Greetings,  Raphael,”  the  ogre  lord  said.  “Now  that  you’re done with Shi Kung’s chaff and two of my overeager apprentices, let us...” 

“No,  Vukaste.”  Raphael  raised  his  weapon  in  readiness  to strike. “We don’t have anything left to talk about. Fight, or get out of

my way.” 

Vukaste smiled, baring a full mouth of perfect teeth. 

“As  you  wish,  Dragon  Magus,”  the  ogre  lord  said.  He gestured to his followers, and they each produced a sphere of blue glass from their belt pouches. Before Raphael could react, the ogres crushed the spheres in their fists, and two massive hydras appeared by their sides. The war party took a step back as the monsters’ vast shadows fell over them. 

Each  of  Vukaste’s  followers  placed  his  hand  on  the  flank  of the  hydra  beside  him  and   melded  into  the  monster’s  slime-coated flesh.  Raphael  recoiled  at  the  sight.  Cries  of  astonishment  and disgust rose from everyone else. 

The monsters convulsed. The heads of each hydra slammed together  into  a  single,  massive  stalk,  the  tip  of  which  writhed  and swum in a grotesque swirl of bubbling flesh, crackling cartilage, and splashing  fluids,  before  coalescing  into  a  horrific  parody  of  a draconic visage, replete with nine rows of paired eyes, a maw filled with  multiple  sets  of  fangs,  and  gray-blue  appendages  swarming from  amidst  the  fangs  in  place  of  a  tongue.  Wings  peeled  from  the backs  of  the  transformed  hydras,  leathery  and  claw-tipped.  New joints bulged and swelled within the lengths of the monsters’ stumpy legs, while their hoof-like feet stretched and elongated into four-toed claws. 

“What  do  you  think,  Raphael?”  Vukaste  asked.  “My apprentices have given up their flesh to attain this semblance. It is a worthwhile trade, is it not? I believe I shall deem them dracomorphs, a fitting term, given its birth from the morphing potentiality of hydra flesh and the immutable power of draconic bones.” 

The  dracomorphs  roared,  filling  the  air  with  the  charnel stench of their breath. Each of them was thrice as large as Koshi, but the black dragon was undaunted. 

“Don’t worry, Raph,” Koshi said. “Leave these two to me. I’ll take care of them in short order.” 

Orfeo  lowered  his  halberd  and  returned  it  to  its  extra-dimensional  storage.  He  clenched  his  jaw.  White  light  emanated from  his  body,  and  when  it  faded,  a  frost  dragon  reared  where  the knight had stood, wings spread, claws rampant, icicles trailing from bared fangs. 

“No,” Orfeo rumbled. “Leave those to  us.” 

“Boys,  boys,  hold  on.  You’ve  got  to  learn  how  to  share,” 

Sylvia said. She nudged her sister in the side with an elbow. Cailee rolled her eyes before nodding. Sylvia grinned and pointed at one of the dracomorphs. “That one’s ours. You two can have the other.” 

“Raphael, we need to get to Shi Kung,” Fenix said. “I can stop him from creating a rift in reality! I know I can!” 

“Rayne,  come  to  me,”  Eliza  sent  through  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian.  The  faerie  dragon  popped  out  of  Raphael’s  belt pouch and darted to Eliza’s side. Raphael felt Eliza’s regard fall upon him next. “Raphael, I’ll get Fenix to Shi Kung.” 

“I’ll  go  too!”  Shiomi  declared,  suddenly  grabbing  Fenix  and Eliza in her foreclaws and snapping her wings back, throwing herself into a low-flying dive toward a gap between Vukaste and one of the dracomorphs. 

The  ogre  lord  thrust  his  hand  out,  his  fingers  grasping  for Shiomi’s  throat,  but  Rayne  turned  the  force  dragon  and  her passengers  incorporeal  as  they  flew  past  him,  leaving  nothing  but empty air for him to catch. 

Vukaste  spun  on  his  heel  and  tossed  his  cape  back.  The petrified  heart  in  his  chest  blazed  with  blue  light.  Raphael  charged forward and hacked his glaive at the ogre lord’s neck, forcing him to turn back and catch the blade between his palms. Nocturnal Gleam and the steel sword dived in, only to bounce off impenetrable discs of force that spun from Vukaste’s chest. The ogre lord grinned. Dark, twisted  Ryu-To-Ki  writhed  across  Vukaste’s  body.  It  warred  against the golden radiance of Raphael’s  Ryu-To-Ki as he pit the might of his Draconic Braziers against the ogre lord’s. 

“Ah,  no  matter.  If  Shi  Kung  succeeds,  good.  If  he  doesn’t,  I don’t  care  either.”  Vukaste  pushed  Raphael  back  a  step  and released  Heavenly  Peal.  “All  that  matters  to  me  here  and  now, Raphael, is our battle.” 

Raphael didn’t reply. He took another step back, sensing the Ryu-To-Ki  surge and well within Vukaste’s soul. 

“Yes, Raphael,” Vukaste said. “You can sense what I’m about to  do,  can’t  you?  Knowing  that,  do  you  think  we  will  fight  now  with blades and spells, as we have already done twice?” 

“No,  Vukaste.”  Raphael  returned  Heavenly  Peal  and  the dancing swords to his bracer. “We won’t.” 

“Good.” Vukaste looked up into the skies above the junkyard. 

“Come, then. Let us fight somewhere more suitable, where the clash of our power won’t obliterate your precious allies.” 

Wings  of  dark  light  burst  from  the  ogre  lord’s  shoulders.  He soared  into  the  heavens.  Raphael  looked  over  his  shoulder  at  his father  and  his  friends.  Orfeo  nodded  gravely.  Koshi  gave  him  the draconic equivalent of a smile. Sylvia raised a thumbs-up gesture to him, while Cailee merely stared, her eyes cold and unfathomable. 

“Don’t worry, Raphael,” Koshi said. “We’ll finish up here, then go help Fenix and the others.” 

“Thanks, Koshi.” Raphael spread his wings as well and flew after Vukaste. 
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Raphael reached out through the light of the Dragon Meridian as  he  ascended.  Eliza  felt  his  touch  and  opened  up  her  senses  to him, allowing him to see through her eyes. She, Shiomi, and Fenix had made it into the alien building containing the mana vortex. 

Shi Kung was already there, standing in the middle of a vast chamber with sleek, glistening walls. He chanted and gestured over the prism he’d used to break the mana vortex in the Wind Bastion. 

The  Grand  Prince  seemed  sickened  or  ailing.  He’d  been  hunched over and limping before entering the building, but Raphael could now see  that  Shi  Kung’s  complexion  was  corpse-gray  and  blood  was leaking  from  the  corners  of  his  eyes.  Violet  light  emanated  from cracks in the exposed flesh of his face and hands. 

“Warp  sickness,”  he  heard  Fenix  say  to  Eliza.  “That’s  what you get when you put so much warp energy into your soul.” 

“You!”  Shi  Kung  spat  as  he  spotted  the  battlemage,  Dragon Knight,  and  Shiomi.  The  Grand  Prince  raised  his  free  hand  to  cast Blasting Pulse, only for Shiomi to lash out first with a beam of force. 

Shi  Kung’s  eyes  widened  in  surprise,  and  he  hurriedly  abandoned his  offensive  spell  in  place  of  a  defensive  one,  conjuring  a translucent  barrier  of  twisted  air  in  front  of  him.  Shiomi’s  Elemental Breath struck the barrier and deflected at an angle, carving a furrow through the strange walls of the chamber behind Shi Kung instead of lancing into the Grand Prince’s body. 

“I have no time for this!” Shi Kung raved. He reached into his robes  and  drew  out  two  strips  of  yellow  paper.  The  Grand  Prince tossed them to his feet and barked a few arcane syllables. The strips of  paper  caught  fire  and  burned  to  ash  in  an  instant,  leaving  a paradigm beast each in their place. 

Eliza  readied  her  blades  as  the  massive  green  leonine monsters  stalked  forward.  Fenix  thrust  his  hands  out,  a  grin  on  his face. 

“Hey,  Shi  Kung!  You’re  shining  so  brightly  that  every  extra-dimensional  entity  within  a  million  years  of  metaphysical  travel  can see  you!”  the  battlemage  cried.  “A  lot  of  them  are  knocking  on  the door now. How about I let them in so you can play with them?” 

Fenix chanted a long, complex string of arcane syllables, and suddenly,  the  air  around  Shi  Kung  cracked  and  splintered  like  a broken mirror. A spiked, hairy limb emerged from one of the cracks, followed  by  a  bulbous  arachnid  body  twice  as  large  as  the  Grand Prince. A grotesque, eight-eyed feminine face leered at Shi Kung. A horned creature appeared next beside the Grand Prince. Four arms sprouted from its torso, each of them ending in bony claws. Then a monstrosity  that  could  only  be  described  as  a  gigantic  mantis crawled  into  view.  Its  mandibles  dripped  as  it  scuttled  toward  Shi Kung. 

“No!” the Grand Prince cried as he returned his prism to his robes  and  raised  both  his  hands  in  defense.  A  Blasting  Pulse obliterated  the  mantis  before  it  could  snap  its  claws  over  his  head. 

The  giant  spider  crumpled  beneath  Shi  Kung’s  fist.  But  Fenix  kept chanting,  calling  more  and  more  extra-dimensional  entities  to  the attack. 

The paradigm beasts pounced, then. Shiomi intercepted one of  them  with  a  sweep  of  her  tail,  sending  it  tumbling  across  the smooth,  featureless  floor.  Eliza  sidestepped  the  other  and  stung  it with a cut along its flanks, drawing its attention from Fenix. 

Koshi’s soul blazed beneath the light of the Dragon Meridian then, and Raphael withdrew his focus from Eliza and turned it toward his  father.  The  sound  of  rushing  wind  and  the  kaleidoscope  of spinning skies suffused his senses, and he knew instantly that Koshi was  flying  circles  around  the  much  larger  dracomorph,  harrying  it with his fangs and claws. Torrents of fire and lightning poured from his  maw,  burning  entire  chunks  of  the  monster’s  torso  away.  The

dracomorph lashed repeatedly out at Koshi, trying to swipe him from the  skies,  while  Orfeo  strafed  it  from  a  further  distance,  hurling shards  of  magical  ice  from  his  claws  or  breathing  streams  of  frost from his maw. 

A  quick  glance  from  the  corner  of  Koshi’s  eye  told  him  that the  elves  had  fought  the  other  dracomorph  to  a  similar  stalemate. 

Cailee  moved  like  quicksilver,  weaving  through  the  monster’s attempts  to  bite  or  snatch  her  up.  She  held  Sylvia’s  sword  in  her hands, and she carved heaps of putrid flesh from the dracomorph’s flanks. Sylvia, in the meantime, kept the monster focused on her with a  myriad  variety  of  spells,  filling  the  air  with  flickering  shadows, tongues of flame, and tendrils of crackling electricity. 

“Raph, I already told you not to worry,” Koshi sent through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “Leave this to us. Focus on putting an end to Vukaste once and for all.” 

“Alright,  Koshi,”  Raphael  replied.  His  father  was  right. 

Vukaste was a mighty foe, one that Raphael couldn’t afford to face while distracted. 

The  ogre  lord  continued  his  ascent,  and  Raphael  followed him. The ground shifted and warped beneath him, and he knew that the war party was now somewhere else. But he also knew that he’d always be able to find his way back to them, as long as he could cast the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  upon  the  bonds  between  his  soul and theirs. 

The  heavens  above  the  junkyard  were  not  exempt  from  its ever-shifting  nature,  either.  In  the  few  minutes  since  he  took  flight, Raphael  had  flown  through  many  dozens  of  different  skies,  some indistinguishable  from  a  clear  summer’s  day,  while  others  were wreathed  in  prismatic  light  or  populated  by  strange  flying  creatures ranging from birds to what could only be described as winged crabs. 

Eventually,  Vukaste  came  to  a  halt  and  turned  to  face Raphael. He peeled his cloak off his shoulders and tossed it into the winds.  A  savage  grin  spread  across  his  face.  Wisps  of  dark  light

flickered all over his body. The ogre lord’s soul burned with  Ryu-To-Ki. 

But  so  did  Raphael’s.  The  golden  light  wreathing  his  form brightened  as  he  clenched  his  fists  and  looked  once  more  into  the depths of the Ninth Draconic Brazier. A visage looked back at him. It was  massive,  fanged,  and  snouted.  Vast  golden  horns  swept  from the back of its skull. 

It was  his draconic aspect. The Ninth Brazier would transform him briefly into a primus dragon, an incarnation of Namakhut himself. 

A  primus  dragon  transcended  all  other  dragons  in  existence, dwarfing  even  the  mightiest  and  most  ancient  gold  and  platinum drakes in power. 

“Still you hesitate,” Vukaste said, his voice thundering across the  howling  wind  of  the  high  heavens.  “Why,  Raphael?  You  know  I won’t.” 

“I do.” Raphael nodded. “So neither will I.” 

The ogre lord’s grin widened. 

“Good.  Very  good.”  Vukaste  threw  his  head  back.  A thunderous  roar  blasted  from  his  open  mouth.  The  heavens  shook with his fury. Black light poured from his body. 

Raphael  did  the  same,  unleashing  the  power  of  the  Ninth Brazier with a roar of his own. Golden light filled his vision. Intense heat washed over his limbs. A sensation of immense weight and size suffused  his  being.  Unbelievable  power  coursed  through  his  soul. 

Golden  scales  sheathed  his  vast  body.  His  heightened  senses registered four pairs of wings stretching from his back and spreading across  the  heavens.  A  tail  four  times  as  long  as  Koshi’s  draconic aspect  was  tall  lashed  the  tormented  skies.  His  hands  were  now sweeping  claws,  powerful  and  large  enough  to  cleave  through mountains, yet also deft enough to thread the finest silk through the smallest needle. 

He’d become a primus dragon. 

And  across  the  heavens  was  his  dark  counterpart,  Vukaste. 

The ogre lord’s draconic aspect was that of a primus dragon too, but

his scales were a smoky, unclean black, and instead of eight wings, countless tentacles swarmed from his back, their fanged tips leaking crimson light. 

There truly was nothing left to say. 

Raphael charged into battle. 
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Raphael  and  Vukaste  fought  across  a  thousand  shifting landscapes and skies, claw against claw and fangs against fangs. At first, Vukaste believed he had the physical advantage, thanks to the snapping tentacles pouring from his back that could bite with enough power to rip scales from Raphael’s flesh. 

But the ogre lord soon found out that Raphael’s wings were for  more  than  flight.  As  he  swept  close,  seeking  to  bring  his  claws and tentacles to bear, beams of force, lightning, and fire blazed from the tips of Raphael’s wings. They scoured the brow and flanks of the ogre lord’s draconic aspect, causing him to shriek in pain and spiral away, leaking putrid, greenish ichor. 

Raphael  lashed  his  tail  against  Vukaste’s  skull  with  enough force  to  send  the  ogre  lord  plummeting  from  the  heavens.  Vukaste blasted through the side of a strange stone building nearly a hundred feet tall on his way down, before his bulk cratered into some kind of tarry road. Before the ogre lord could rise, the building he’d partially demolished  fell  over  and  dropped  tons  of  strange  gray  stone  upon him. 

A colossal beam of force tore skyward from Vukaste’s maw. It disintegrated the falling debris as it ripped toward Raphael. Raphael ducked  beneath  it  and  soared  close  to  the  ground,  weaving  his massive  bulk  through  a  jungle  of  similarly  tall  stone  buildings  and picking up speed as he did so, a feat he was capable of only due to the immense amount of mana he was feeding into his Wind Cradle spell. 

Vukaste  had  just  begun  to  inhale  in  recovery  from  his Elemental Breath when Raphael slammed his shoulder into the ogre lord’s draconic gut. The impact ripped him from his feet and sent him

into a rolling tumble that tore a gargantuan furrow through roads of tar and clusters of smaller buildings. 

Raphael cast Obsidian Flow next, turning the stone in which Vukaste had just crashed through into a morass of dark, liquid rock. 

The  ogre  lord  roared  and  shot  into  the  skies  before  Raphael  could ensnare him in chains of draconic obsidian. 

Vukaste  turned  his  head  earthward.  A  sphere  of  force coalesced  into  being  before  his  fangs.  Raphael  reshaped  the obsidian  he’d  conjured  into  twenty-foot  long  spikes  and  sent  them hurtling into the skies at the ogre lord. 

A  colossal  beam  of  force  fell  from  Vukaste’s  open  maw.  It disintegrated many of the ascending obsidian spikes, but at least a dozen escaped the ogre lord’s Elemental Breath and struck home in his belly, chest, and neck. A strangled grunt escaped Vukaste as an obsidian  spike  impacted  beneath  his  jaw  and  snapped  his  head backward upon his sinuous neck. 

Raphael spread his wings, but just as he took to the heavens, the tar roads and tall stone buildings vanished, to be replaced with a vista  of  shattered  mountains  and  crimson  skies.  The  momentary distraction allowed Vukaste to hit him across the jaw with a massive tail  swipe.  The  impact  rang  Raphael’s  skull  and  sent  starbursts  of color  racing  across  his  vision.  He  rolled  with  the  blow,  before crashing down upon the ground again, angling his wing tips skyward and lacing beams of fire and frost at the ogre lord as he plummeted in pursuit. 

Vukaste  blocked  Raphael’s  wing  beams  with  his  tentacles. 

One of the grotesque appendages spun free, sheared halfway down its length by a lance of flame. Then another cluster of tentacles fell away, freezing and breaking into clumps of ice that spiraled through the  skies.  Two  beams  of  fire  made  it  through  the  ogre  lord’s defenses to blast a smoking wound in his torso. 

Ichor  burst  from  Vukaste’s  maw,  but  Raphael  had  failed  to deter  him  from  his  attack.  The  ogre  lord’s  claws  swept  down  in  a crushing  blow,  even  as  the  landscape  shifted  once  more,  bringing

them  both  to  a  field  littered  with  the  misshapen  bones  of  creatures even larger than they were. 

Raphael  turned  himself  incorporeal  just  before  Vukaste’s claws struck home. The ogre lord cleaved through nothingness, lost his balance, and plowed through ancient, alien dirt before coming to rest against a rib bone thrice his size. 

 That’s Rayne’s ability, isn’t it?  Raphael thought as he dropped back  into  corporeality.  And  I’ve  been  using  frost  in  my  Elemental Breaths. Does that mean that I have all the abilities of every dragon I have seen through the light of the Dragon Meridian while I’m in this form? 

There was only one way to find out. Raphael charged forward and swiped out with a claw. Vukaste tried to block. Raphael turned his claw incorporeal briefly, allowing it to pass through the ogre lord’s defenses and slice deeply into Vukaste’s chest. Dark scales flew free and cascaded earthward from the impact. More ichor burst from the ogre lord’s maw. His tentacles snapped out, gouging spheres of flesh and scales from Raphael’s brow and shoulders. 

But Raphael focused through the pain and struck out with his other claw. Vukaste attempted to block once more, only for Raphael to  bypass  the  ogre  lord’s  raised  claw  with  a  pulse  of  incorporeality. 

Raphael’s  claw  sliced  into  Vukaste’s  neck,  biting  deep  enough  to grate against bone. 

The  ogre  lord  turned  his  maw  upon  Raphael.  Another massive sphere of force began to form. Raphael slammed Vukaste’s head  against  the  rib  bone  he’d  been  standing  in  front  of.  The massive fossil cracked beneath the impact. Raphael pulled Vukaste away,  then  slammed  the  ogre  lord  against  the  rib  once  more.  A choked  gasp  escaped  Vukaste’s  maw.  The  sphere  of  force dissipated. 

Raphael  drove  the  ogre  lord’s  head  against  the  rib  a  third time.  The  gargantuan  bone  shattered,  and  the  two  primus  dragons blasted  free.  The  landscape  shifted  once  more  as  Raphael  forced

Vukaste  back.  Strange  disc-like  buildings  on  stalks  of  bluish  steel broke apart beneath their stride. 

Another shift occurred, this time to a barren, empty landscape populated  by  strange,  metallic  mosquito-like  creatures.  Raphael spread  his  wings  and  took  to  the  skies,  driving  Vukaste’s  massive bulk before him. The metallic mosquitoes buzzed to the attack, only to break their proboscises against their scales and fall away. 

He climbed heavenward, even as the ogre lord struggled and bled down upon him. Raphael felt his heart pound wildly in his chest and the edges of his vision grow dark. He knew that the power of the Ninth Brazier would soon run its course, and he also knew that if he expended his  Ryu-To-Ki in the way he intended, he would fall out of his draconic aspect right away. 

So  he  couldn’t  afford  to  have  Vukaste  avoid  or  deflect  his Elemental Breath. He flew on, driving his claws deeper into the ogre lord’s flesh. 

And then Vukaste smiled. It wasn’t the expression of twisted glee  Raphael  had  seen  so  many  times  on  the  ogre  lord’s  face. 

Neither was it a rictus of berserk rapture. Vukaste’s smile was one of pure, genuine joy. 

“This is it, Raphael!” Vukaste rasped, his words thickened by the ichor pouring from his mouth. “Battle! Slaughter! Death! There is nothing greater, nothing more profound than the clash of wills!” 

The  ogre  lord  raked  a  claw  against  Raphael’s  side,  tearing scales and flesh free in an arc of golden blood. Raphael gasped in pain, but he held on, sinking his own claws deeper into Vukaste as he drove him into the heavens. 

“Thank  you,  Raphael!”  Vukaste  drew  more  blood  with  his claws. “Thank you for this fight! I have never known such joy! I will slaughter millions in your memory!” 

Raphael  roared  at  the  ogre  lord’s  declaration.  His  claws sliced into bone, then into viscera. Vukaste shuddered and bled. He angled  his  snout  and  tried  to  bring  his  Elemental  Breath  to  bear again. 

But  Raphael  beat  him  to  it,  the  Fires  of  Judgment  already brimming  within  his  soul  and  yearning  for  release.  He  opened  his maw and hurled a column of silver flames into Vukaste’s face. The ogre  lord  shrieked  in  agony  as  the  Fires  of  Judgment  fell  over  his soul and deemed it evil. 

Raphael released his grip on the dark-scaled primus dragon, sending  it  tumbling  through  the  skies  upon  tides  of  silver  fire. 

Vukaste’s  screams  rose  to  a  fever  pitch.  His  tentacles  writhed  and snapped wildly. But his flesh didn’t burn. Only his soul did. 

A wave of weakness washed over Raphael. His vision swam, and his breath caught in his throat. Golden light leaked from between his scales. He gasped... and then he was in his human aspect once more, his golden wings holding him aloft in the chaotic skies. 

He  forced  himself  to  look  where  Vukaste  had  tumbled  and saw that the ogre lord had reverted to his humanoid aspect as well. 

Raphael  exhaled  as  Vukaste  reached  the  zenith  of  his  flight,  then began the long drop earthward. 

 It’s  done!  I  win!  he  thought,  doubling  over  and  gasping  for breath. His wings still shone brightly above his shoulders, so he still had enough  Ryu-To-Ki left for flight at least, and if he wanted to fly faster, he could always feed more mana into his Wind Cradle spell. 

 Vukaste was stronger and faster, but I had a larger variety of powers than he did, and much more Ryu-To-Ki to spare, too. I had Koshi’s,  Shiomi’s,  Orfeo’s,  and  Platina’s  Elemental  Breaths  to  use, and  I  also  had  Draconic  Magic.  He  only  had  Shiomi  the  Defiant’s stolen  strength.  Those  were  the  biggest  differences  between  us, Raphael mused, still trying to catch his breath. 

A  sharp  jab  of  pain  in  his  side  had  him  wincing  and  looking down.  He  was  bleeding  beneath  his  armor,  and  quite  badly  too, judging  from  the  amount  of  blood  dripping  off  his  boots  and  falling from the sky. 

Raphael depressed the stopper of one of his healing potions. 

He  immediately  felt  the  pain  in  his  side  fade  to  a  dull  ache.  He

placed his thumb over the stopper of his other healing potion before he caught movement in the corner of his eye. 

Horror  unfolded  in  his  heart  as  he  saw  wings  of  dark  light spread anew from Vukaste’s shoulders and arrest his descent. The ogre  lord  righted  himself,  then  snapped  his  wings  tight  to  his  back and blasted toward Raphael. 

Raphael  frantically  retrieved  Nocturnal  Gleam  and  the dancing  steel  sword  and  sent  them  hurtling  at  Vukaste.  The  blade pierced  the  ogre  lord  through  the  torso  and  hip,  staggering  but  not halting  his  flight.  Heavenly  Peal  spun  into  Raphael’s  grasp,  and  he was barely able to ready it before Vukaste reached him. 

The glaive’s blade sank into the ogre lord’s gut. Blood burst from  Vukaste’s  already  gore-streaked  mouth.  He  pressed  forward, impaling himself on Heavenly Peal until his flesh rested against the blade’s  crossguard,  clamped  both  hands  around  Raphael’s  neck, and began to squeeze. 

 How..?  Raphael  let  go  of  his  glaive  and  seized  Vukaste’s wrist,  locking  them  in  place  and  preventing  the  ogre  lord  from snapping his neck. 

“That...  that  hurt,  Raphael.  Hurt  so  much,  like  nothing  I’ve ever  felt  before,”  Vukaste  slurred.  One  of  his  eyes  was  a  vacant, smoking void, but the other blazed with pain, fury, and resolve. “But I will win. I will—” 

Shrieking with effort, Raphael twisted Vukaste’s grasp off his neck.  Then  he  surged  forward  and  punched  his  fist  into  the  ogre lord’s chest. His fingers closed upon the petrified heart within. 

“Raphael...” Vukaste reached out with his hands once more. 

Raphael  crushed  the  heart  in  his  fist,  ripped  it  free,  and  tore  his glaive from the ogre lord’s chest. He pulled Nocturnal Gleam and the steel sword back to his side as well, before inhaling sharply. 

The ogre lord seemed to finally acknowledge his defeat, then. 

He smiled again and slumped his shoulders. 

“Yes.  Yes,  this  is  good.”  Vukaste  closed  his  remaining  eye. 

Laughter rumbled from the ogre lord. 

Raphael incinerated him with a tide of roaring flames. 





Chapter 48







Raphael  shook  with  pain  and  exhaustion  as  Vukaste’s burning  form  plummeted  through  the  skies,  breaking  into  ashen chunks along the way. The ogre lord had been a horrific opponent, powerful, skilled, and fearless—qualities Raphael had no choice but to admire and respect, even if they resided within an irrevocably evil soul. 

 Alright.  I’ve  got  to  get  back  to  the  others  now,  he  thought, depressing the stopper of his last healing potion and looking to the light of the Dragon Meridian. He cast its radiance upon the threads connecting his soul to those of his friends, and the swirling chaos of the  junkyard  peeled  away  to  reveal  the  exact  direction  he  had  to travel. 

Raphael snapped his wings tight across his back and blasted through  the  skies,  pouring  every  ounce  of  mana  he  could  into  his Wind Cradle spell. The rushing winds parted before him. Thunderous booms sounded in his wake as he soared across the heavens, flying faster than he’d ever flown before, faster than even Koshi or Shiomi could. 

His draconic armor began to grow hot, then turn red beneath the  friction  of  parting  air,  but  it  held.  The  Wind  Cradle  spell  sang, brimming with mana pulled from his soul. Sudden inspiration struck Raphael, then. He reached for his divine essence, withdrew a small amount of his scant reserves, and let it burn beneath the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

 Faster! I need to get to them faster! My family! My love! My friends! Faster! Reach them faster!  Raphael hurled his desires from his mind as if they were prayers. His divine essence blazed from his soul.  The  junkyard  shuddered  then,  before  shifting  rapidly,  so  that

entire landscapes seemed to fly past Raphael, faster than the speed of thought. 

Koshi’s  presence,  then  Eliza’s,  brightened  within  the  light  of the Dragon Meridian. They were close! 

Raphael blinked, and then he could see Koshi and Orfeo, still in their draconic aspects, crouched before the crumbling remains of a  dracomorph.  Sylvia  and  Cailee  were  slumped  nearby  too, trembling with exhaustion. They’d slain their dracomorph as well. 

He  spread  his  wings,  arresting  his  flight  abruptly.  The  air thundered and boomed around him as he did so, but he didn’t care. 

He  plummeted  from  the  skies,  his  form  wreathed  in  golden  light, before landing right in front of his father. 

“Raph!” Koshi cried out in joy. “You’re here! What about...?” 

“Vukaste  is  dead,”  Raphael  said  breathlessly.  “I  unleashed the power of the Ninth Draconic Brazier and defeated him.” 

“Well  done,  Raphael,”  Orfeo  said.  The  frost  dragon’s  face was  streaked  with  blood,  and  he  was  missing  more  than  a  few scales  from  his  flank.  “The  ogre  lord  was  a  fell  adversary  indeed.  I don’t believe anyone could have bested him but you.” 

“Thanks,  Orfeo,”  Raphael  said,  walking  over  to  the  frost dragon, placing his hand on a scaled shoulder, and casting a Healing spell. Another hand joined his, then. Raphael met Sylvia’s gaze and grinned. 

“I never did get around to teaching you Intermediate Heal or Higher Heal, did I?” the elf asked. “Remind me to do so later.” 

“Break  the  mana  vortex,  and  that  will  be  a  task  I’d  gladly undertake  for  you,  Raphael,”  Cailee  promised.  The  fair-haired  elf was as exhausted as her sister, but she still managed a sultry smile. 

“Among many others, that is.” 

“Speaking of mana vortexes...” Raphael reached out to Eliza through the light of the Dragon Meridian. To his relief, she responded immediately. 

“Raphael! We’re fine, all three of us!” Eliza said. “Shiomi and I beat  the  paradigm  beasts,  and  Fenix  is  dropping  extra-dimensional entities all over Shi Kung and holding him in place. I don’t know how long he can keep this up though!” 

She let him look through her eyes. Fenix was on his knees, his eyes blazing with violet light. Sweat poured down the sides of his face, and his outstretched arms were trembling with pain and effort. 

Arcane syllables fell from his lips in an endless stream. 

“Alright,  Eliza,  we’re  on  our  way,”  Raphael  responded.  He slapped  Orfeo  on  his  scaled  shoulder  as  he  wrapped  up  his  last healing spell. The frost dragon nodded appreciatively and rose from his  haunches,  no  longer  bleeding  and  with  most  of  his  missing scales restored. 

“Thank you, Raphael and Lady Shadowsoul,” Orfeo said. 

“You’re welcome, Orfeo,” Raphael replied. 

“Hey, don’t worry about it, pony,” Sylvia said, pulling her hand away as well. “I already let Fei Xue down when you got mangled the last time. I’m not about to have that happen again. I’m going to keep your  shiny  behind  safe,  intact,  and  tender  for  Fei  Xue  to  slather  in honey to her heart’s content.” 

“I... I’m not sure what to say to that, Lady Shadowsoul...” the frost dragon muttered. 

“Sometimes, not saying anything is the best course of action,” 

Koshi said sagely. He nodded to Raphael. “Ready to go?” 

“Yes.” Raphael nodded and began sprinting toward the alien building, with the two dragons and elves in tow. He looked inward as he  ran,  checking  his   Ryu-To-Ki  reserves  along  the  way.  They  were heavily  depleted  from  his  battle  with  Vukaste,  but  Raphael  wasn’t nearly as exhausted or as injured as he’d been in the Wind Bastion. 

He wouldn’t be so heavily outmatched by Shi Kung this time. 

The  alien  building’s  entrance  was  a  tall  and  wide  archway, large  enough  for  both  dragons  to  fit  through.  Up  close,  Raphael realized that the building wasn’t made up of stone or metal. It pulsed and trembled, as if in time to the beat of an unseen heart. 

Sylvia  touched  the  side  of  the  archway  briefly  and  withdrew her hand. She grimaced. 

“Yeah, it’s alive,” she said. “That’s disgusting.” 

Raphael  shook  his  head  and  hurried  on.  The  building  was made  up  of  a  single,  vast  chamber  with  a  ceiling  that  was  much higher than its exterior had suggested. The presences of Shiomi and Eliza within the light of the Dragon Meridian grew stronger with every step, and he spotted them within the next few heartbeats, standing beside Fenix. The battlemage was on his hands and knees, gasping and shuddering. 

A hundred feet away from them stood Shi Kung. The Grand Prince’s robes were torn and tattered, and his fists were covered in inchor of every hue. The mangled corpses of strange, alien creatures were piled shoulder-high around him. As Raphael ran to Eliza’s side, Shi  Kung  sent  a  Blasting  Pulse  into  the  torso  of  a  monster  with sixteen bladed arms and four heads, pulping its entire body. 

“Raphael!”  Shiomi  cried.  “Help  Fenix!  I  don’t  think  he’s alright!” 

Raphael  crouched  down  beside  the  battlemage.  Violet  light bled  from  Fenix’s  eyes,  and  some  strange  fluids  were  leaking  from his ears and nose. Fenix noticed Raphael, and he held up his hand in a forestalling gesture. 

“I’m  alright,  Raphael,”  the  battlemage  said.  “Good  thing you’re here now. I don’t know how much longer I could have stalled him.  Look  at  him  though.  All  that  warp  energy  running  through  his soul. How is he still alive?” 

“He’s  not  human,  remember?”  Raphael  said,  drawing  his weapons and helping Fenix to his feet. The battlemage groaned and shuddered as he stood. 

The  elves  and  dragons  caught  up  to  Raphael  just  as  Shi Kung finished off the last extra-dimensional entity attacking him. He noticed the arrival of the entire war party and began fumbling within his robes. 

“No,  no,  no!”  the  Grand  Prince  raved.  “I  don’t  have  time  for this! He calls! He calls to me for his prize!” 

 Who  is  Shi  Kung  referring  to?  Raphael  wondered momentarily,  only  to  clench  his  jaw  and  dismiss  the  thought.  The answer was obvious. Shi Kung was talking about the Void Tyrant. 

The  Grand  Prince  pulled  an  entire  sheaf  of  yellow  paper strips from his robes and tossed them into the air before him. A  pile of paradigm beasts appeared between him and the war party, but the bodies  of  the  summoned  creatures  were  all  twisted  and  warped together into a single mewling, bleeding, and vomiting mass. Hidden behind  them,  Shi  Kung  began  a  long,  sonorous  chant  of  arcane syllables. 

“He  didn’t  summon  them  properly,”  Fenix  said.  “He’s  just using  them  as  a  shield!  A  literal  meat  shield!  I  can  sense  the  warp energy building within his soul, Raphael! He’s creating the reality rift now! But he hasn’t unearthed and broken the mana vortex yet! He’ll get torn apart by a horde of extra-dimensional entities.” 

“It’s...  somewhere  in  here...”  Cailee  muttered.  She  grabbed her sister by the forearm. “Do you feel it too? It’s very close by! I can sense the mana within its core, calling to me. Begging me to use it! 

Sylvia! Tell me you feel it too!” 

“I  do,”  Sylvia  replied.  She  looked  up  at  the  ceiling  of  the chamber.  “I’ve  felt  that  something  wasn’t  right  the  moment  we stepped into this place. There’s a powerful Light Magic spell in effect here. And a Spatial Magic one too. What a big surprise.” 

“Yes,  that’s  right,”  Fenix  agreed.  “I  was  too  busy  to  unravel them.” 

“And now you’re too sick.” Sylvia clasped the battlemage on the  shoulder.  “I’ll  take  care  of  this,  Fenix.  You  try  and  catch  your breath.” 

The battlemage nodded, took a step back, and slumped over, with his hands on his knees. 

“I  can  help!”  Shiomi  spoke  up.  The  force  dragon  pointed  a foreclaw  at  the  ceiling.  Raphael  felt  mana  flare  from  her  soul. 

Threads of blue light appeared high in the air just above Shi Kung. “I marked  the  spells  out  just  now  while  Fenix  was  harrying  the  bald man.” 

“We  can  worry  about  the  mana  vortex  later!”  Fenix  barked. 

He  pointed  at  the  wall  of  warped  paradigm  beasts.  “We’ve  got  to stop him first. I was simply amplifying his warp signature just now so that extra-dimensional entities couldn’t help resist clawing their way into  our  world  and  attacking  him.  If  he  opens  a  rift  now,  an  entire world of those things could pour through!” 

“Don’t forget about the ogres,” Cailee reminded everyone. “If this  rift  connects  our  world  to  theirs,  we  could  have  an  invasion  on our hands, one that Lucario is in no shape to contain.” 

“Dragons, follow my lead!” Raphael cried. He flared his  Ryu-To-Ki  and inhaled sharply. Koshi, Orfeo, and Shiomi did the same. 

“By the Crescent Moon...” Fenix gaped in awe as he realized what was about to happen. 

Eliza  grabbed  him  by  the  upper  arm  and  began  pulling  him away. 

“Get back!” she cried. “Get back!” 

The elves withdrew swiftly as well. 

But they were too late, Raphael realized. Shi Kung’s chanting rose  to  a  fever  pitch,  and  a  massive  violet-hued  rift  in  reality appeared  behind  the  wall  of  fused  paradigm  beasts.  It  was  many times  wider  and  larger  than  the  ones  he’d  seen  in  the  skies  above the ogre towers in Uwajima. 

Immediately,  millions   of  grotesque  visages  and  appendages appeared around the edges of the rift. Some of them had more eyes and  fang-filled  maws  than  any  living  thing  was  supposed  to  have. 

Claws,  tentacles,  and  all  manner  of  limbs  swarmed  from  their incomprehensible bodies. 

The wall of paradigm beasts dissolved then, as the creatures perished from their flawed summoning. Shi Kung was hunched over in  front  of  the  rift,  a  manic  leer  on  his  face.  Countless  alien, 

unthinkable limbs reached for the Grand Prince, but he vanished in a pulse of blue light. 

But  Raphael  saw  something  worse  behind  the  swarming extra-dimensional entities: a tunnel of blue light, at the end of which stood  row  after  row  of  robed  and  armored  ogres,  their  numbers stretching  beyond  his  field  of  vision.  For  a  moment,  he  wondered how the ogres knew to be ready and waiting for the rift to appear. 

He arrived at the answer almost immediately. 

The ogres’ homeworld belonged to the Void Tyrant, and if he was  in  contact  with  Shi  Kung,  it  made  sense  that  the  ogres  would know  that  a  rift  connecting  their  world  to  Raphael’s  would  soon appear. 

“I  can  close  the  rift!”  Fenix  screamed  from  behind,  having been dragged a fair distance away by Eliza. “But I can’t do that with all the extra-dimensional entities there!” 

Raphael nodded. A sphere of fire swirled into existence a foot from  his  mouth.  Lightning  crackled  in  front  of  Koshi,  while  ice  and force spun before Orfeo and Shiomi. 

“Give it everything you’ve got!” Raphael sent over the light of the  Dragon  Meridian,  before  unleashing  his  Elemental  Breath.  The fiery  sphere  before  him  exploded  out  in  a  gigantic  wave  of  roaring flames,  which  was  then  joined  by  a  column  of  lightning,  a  beam  of force, and a whirlwind of ice. 

The  extra-dimensional  entities  ringing  the  rift  had  time  for  a single collective scream before the combined might of four Elemental Breaths  wiped  them  from  existence.  Fire,  frost,  lightning,  and  force poured  down  the  tunnel  between  two  worlds.  Raphael  saw  the foremost  ogres  cry  out  in  alarm  and  begin  to  scramble  out  of  the way. 

It was too late for them. 

Raphael and the dragons poured their wrath through the rift and let it wreak devastation upon the ogres, slaying hundreds, if not thousands of them within the blink of an eye. The Elemental Breaths faded then, their power spent, leaving in their wake a massive furrow

in  the  strange  floor  of  the  building,  violet  smoke  where  the  extra-dimensional  entities  had  been,  and  a  sea  of  ash  interspersed  with broken chunks of ice at the end of the tunnel between two worlds. 

Fenix,  his  tormented  and  drained  features  still  stricken  with awe,  ran  past  Raphael.  He  raised  his  hands  and  began  chanting. 

Sylvia  dashed  to  the  battlemage’s  side,  her  sword  spinning  in  her hands. She swung Willowflight around and smashed its edge into a pocket of distorted air, deflecting Shi Kung’s Blasting Pulse spell. 

Raphael  swung  his  gaze  upward,  relying  on  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian  to  track  where  the  Spatial  Magic  spell  had  come from. He spotted Shi Kung easily. The Grand Prince was hovering in the air upon a disc of blue light, and he had one hand pointed down at Fenix, while the other was held high, dancing through a series of spell-casting  gestures.  Shi  Kung  bit  off  his  chant  momentarily  to send  another  barrage  of  Blasting  Pulses  raining  down  upon  Fenix, only to have them all deflected by Sylvia. 

“You’ll  have  to  do  better  than  that,  baldy!”  the  elf  crowed. 

“Alright. Stay where you are. I’m going to come over right now and punch your teeth down your throat!” 

“He’s  unraveling  the  Light  Magic  and  Spatial  Magic  spells,” 

Cailee growled. The elf snapped her hands out high, sending a flurry of throwing knives streaking at Shi Kung. 

Most  of  the  blades  struck  home,  punching  into  the  Grand Prince’s chest, shoulders, and abdomen. But Shi Kung ignored them and continued his chanting. The air before his raised hand flickered then, and a huge sphere of dark metal appeared. 

“Stop him!” Fenix cried, breaking off his own chant. 

Raphael  flared  his  golden  wings  and  blasted  off  toward  Shi Kung, sending his dancing blades streaking ahead. Nocturnal Gleam sliced  through  the  Grand  Prince’s  torso,  even  as  the  steel  sword plunged into his side. Willowflight severed Shi Kung’s left arm at the shoulder  a  heartbeat  later.  Orfeo  and  Koshi  burst  into  flight,  their fangs and claws reaching for the Grand Prince. 

Shi Kung grinned, pulled the violet prism from his robes with his  remaining  hand,  and  hurled  it  at  the  metal  sphere.  The  crystal broke  against  the  surface  of  the  mana  vortex.  The  Grand  Prince laughed once. His floating disc disappeared, and he fell. Shi Kung’s body  struck  the  floor  with  a  moist,  sickening  crack,  bounced  once, then settled into a broken heap several strides from the rift. 

The mana vortex burst apart, hurling Raphael, Sylvia, and the two grown dragons back. 

Cailee gasped and fell to her knees. 

“Mana!  I  feel  it!”  the  elf  shrieked  hysterically.  Tears  poured from her eyes. She raised her hands. White light danced across her fingertips. “I’m whole! Whole once again!” 

But  before  anyone  could  congratulate  Cailee,  Fenix’s  voice rose  in  a  terrified  scream.  Raphael’s  gaze  snapped  to  the battlemage, then to the rift. Shi Kung’s broken body was floating in mid-air, encased in a cloud of violet light. 

“He’s here!” Fenix cried. “He’s here!” 

The Grand Prince’s eyes snapped open. 
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Raphael  couldn’t  remember  when  he’d  fallen  to  his  knees. 

One  moment,  he’d  been  airborne.  The  next,  he  was  kneeling  and struggling  to  raise  his  head.  Gritting  his  teeth  and  focusing  his  will, he lifted his eyes to Shi Kung and saw everyone else in the war party upon their knees as well, their faces pressed to the ground. 

“Greetings,”  a  sibilant  voice  rolled  from  the  Grand  Prince’s mangled lips. 

Shiomi shrieked in terror and began sobbing wildly. Her soul writhed and roiled beneath the light of the Dragon Meridian. Raphael felt Koshi reaching out to the force dragon, but he had no time to do the  same  as  Shi  Kung  drifted  over,  coming  to  a  halt  a  stride  away from Raphael’s kneeling form. 

“Ah. A Dragon Magus. How interesting. I haven’t eaten one in a very long time,” Shi Kung said. 

 No, it isn’t Shi Kung. It’s...  Raphael began to think. 

“The Void Tyrant. That’s how mortals wrap their minds around the  very  notion  of  my  existence,  isn’t  it?”  the  being  floating  before Raphael continued. It raised Shi Kung’s remaining arm. The twisted and broken limb restored itself in the span of a heartbeat. All three dancing  swords  and  Cailee’s  knives  fell  from  the  Grand  Prince’s flesh.  A  new  appendage,  a  cross  between  a  tentacle  and  a  claw, burst from the stump of his shoulder. 

“I  have  his  soul  now,  you  know?”  the  Void  Tyrant  told Raphael, obviously referring to Shi Kung. “I will devour it for eternity, just like I will yours. That’s what he desired, strangely enough. That’s why he tried so hard to find me across the span of infinite eternity. 

Now he can have his reward. I have to say, however, that his flesh isn’t the most palatable. It’s been made to resist my touch. Not very

successfully  though,  as  you  can  see.  I  recognize  a  certain someone’s handiwork in it.” 

Raphael  tried  to  stand,  but  his  body  wouldn’t  obey  him.  He reached for the light of the Dragon Meridian and turned it upon the shadow the Void Tyrant’s presence had cast upon his soul. 

“My little mouse,” the Void Tyrant said. “So this is where he’s been hiding. I should go find him now. We have a lot to discuss.” 

 Wu Xin. He’s talking about  Wu Xin. Raphael felt the darkness peeling  away  from  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  His  fingers twitched, once more his to command. 

“And you’re his heir apparent,” the Void Tyrant went on. The tentacled claw extended toward Raphael and tilted his head higher, so that his gaze met the swirling abysses of madness in Shi Kung’s eye  sockets.  “I  sense  you  are  the  most  powerful  being  after  him  in this  world,  so  that  is  fitting,  I  suppose.  But  it  is  not  enough.  Your power  isn’t  sufficient  to  resist  me,  to  even  stand  before  me,  not  by far.” 

 Power.  It’s  power.  In  the  end,  it’s  power,  Raphael  thought, recalling  what  Wu  Xin  had  said.  He  needed  more  power,  and  right now, he knew of only one way to get it: his primus dragon form. 

But it was beyond his reach. He didn’t have enough  Ryu-To-Ki  left to bring forth the might of the Ninth Draconic Brazier. 

“Koshi...”  he  reached  out  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian. “I need...” 

His father caught on immediately. 

“Raph!” Koshi’s mental voice roared in response. “Everyone! 

Give Raph your  Ryu-To-Ki!” 

“We can do that?” Orfeo asked. 

“Follow  my  lead!”  Koshi  cried.  Raphael  felt  his  father’s  soul writhe  and  roil  in  a  breathtaking  display  of   Ryu-To-Ki   manipulation. 

The other dragons and Eliza followed suit, relying on the light of the Dragon Meridian to mimic Koshi perfectly. 

A  tide  of   Ryu-To-Ki  poured  into  Raphael’s  soul.  It  was  less than a third of his total reserves, but it was just barely enough for him to set the Ninth Draconic Brazier ablaze. 

“You resist.” The Void Tyrant smirked. “How quaint. I have no patience for this though. Just...” 

Shaking with effort, Cailee and Sylvia raised their heads and thrust  their  arms  out.  Swords  of  light  and  shadow  burst  from  their palms  and  fell  upon  the  Void  Tyrant.  None  touched  him,  dissolving without exception a foot away from his flesh. 

But  it  distracted  the  Void  Tyrant  long  enough  for  Raphael  to call  on  his  primus  dragon  form.  His  eight  wings  spread,  bursting through the ceiling of the building and sending shards of its strange, pulsing walls hurtling into the heavens. 

Bubbles  of   Ryu-To-Ki  fell  over  the  war  party,  shielding  them from the cascading debris. Raphael inhaled sharply. The Void Tyrant flinched. 

A  colossal  beam  of  golden  light  burst  from  Raphael’s  maw and enveloped the Void Tyrant. Up until this point, Raphael had used the  Elemental  Breaths  of  the  dragons  he’d  encountered:  Koshi’s lightning and fire, Shiomi’s force, Orfeo’s frost, and Platina’s Fires of Judgment. 

But this was  his Elemental Breath, the Lance of Absolution, a barrage  of  divine  energy  that  warped  and  bent  the  very  fabric  of reality to Raphael’s will. 

And now his will was to destroy the Void Tyrant. Shi Kung’s warped  body  dissolved  beneath  the  Lance  of  Absolution.  And  the Void Tyrant... 

The Void Tyrant screamed. It was a cry of pain. Raphael had stung him, and by destroying his physical vessel, had also loosened his foothold on this world. 

With the very last of his  Ryu-To-Ki spent, Raphael fell out of his  draconic  aspect  and  tumbled  earthward.  Dimly,  he  registered Sylvia and Cailee raising their hands and chanting, and suddenly, his

descent  slowed,  turning  into  a  gentle  downward  drift  instead  of  a plummeting fall. 

Eliza  caught  him  before  he  landed  and  wrapped  her  arms around him as she eased him to the ground. Her face was streaked with tears, but her eyes were bright with joy and awe. 

“Was... was that your draconic aspect, Raphael?” she asked. 

“It’s beautiful. So beautiful.” 

“So are you,” he replied, raising a shaking hand to stroke her cheek.  He  caught  sight  of  Fenix,  then.  The  battlemage  was staggering toward the rift. 

“Fenix?” Eliza called. “What are you doing?” 

“The  Void  Tyrant  isn’t  gone,”  Fenix  called.  “He’s  just  pulled back  a  bit.  He’ll  be  back  soon.  I  have  to  close  the  rift  before  that happens.” 

Sylvia appeared beside Raphael then. She placed a hand on his forehead and chanted the arcane syllables for Invigorate. Energy surged into Raphael, and he felt minute wisps of  Ryu-To-Ki rekindle within his soul. 

“Thanks, Sylvia,” he said. 

“I have many ideas on how you can thank me. They involve cucumbers,  strawberry  jam,  and  your  active  participation,”  the  elf replied, winking incorrigibly. 

“Sylvia,  no,”  Eliza  said,  rolling  her  eyes  as  she  helped Raphael to his feet. She glared at Cailee as the elf approached. 

“Relax,  girl,”  Cailee  said.  “I  just  want  to  thank  Raphael  for making me whole again.” 

“You  can  do  that  later,”  Eliza  insisted.  Raphael  smiled  and kissed her fondly on the brow. 

Fenix  reached  the  rift  and  began  chanting  and  gesturing. 

With every passing moment, it shrank further, until it was barely as large and as wide as a full-grown man. 

“Looks  like  we  did  it,  Raph,”  Koshi  said,  staggering  to Raphael’s  side.  Koshi  had  reassumed  his  human  form,  and  his

features were laden with exhaustion. 

“Yes,  Koshi,  I  think  we  did.”  Raphael  nodded  and  glanced over his shoulder to check on the others. 

Orfeo had gone back to his human form as well. The knight was on his hands and knees, still trying to catch his breath. Shiomi was  sprawled  out  on  all  fours.  The  force  dragon  seemed  delirious with exhaustion. Rayne sat on her head, cooing soothingly into her ears. 

Fenix cried out in dismay, then. 

“What’s  the  matter?”  Sylvia  asked.  “Did  you  just  soil yourself?” 

“The  Void  Tyrant  is  coming  back!”  the  battlemage  snapped. 

He thrust his hands out at the rift. “I can’t close it any further! He’s jammed it open with his will!” 

“What  can  we  do?”  Raphael  asked,  placing  his  hand  on  his chest  and  casting  Invigorate  on  himself.  More   Ryu-To-Ki  kindled within his soul, but it was hardly enough to ignite the First, let alone the Ninth Brazier. 

“You can’t do anything, Raphael,” Fenix said, a strange smile spreading across his face. The violet light in his eyes grew. “You’re exhausted. But I can. I can step through this rift and close it behind me. That’s what I can do!” 

“No!” Raphael and Eliza cried in unison. 

“You  can’t  do  that,  Fenix!”  Raphael  continued.  “The  Void Tyrant is right there waiting for you, isn’t he?” 

“Yes,”  the  battlemage  said.  “He’ll  snatch  my  soul  up  and devour it, but then he’ll have to break through anew into this world. 

That’ll take him a bit of time. You can recuperate and be ready when he does.” 

“Wait,  Fenix,”  Koshi  said.  “Think.  There  must  be  a  better way.” 

“No,  there  isn’t.”  Fenix  turned  to  Sylvia  and  grinned.  “Hey, Sylvia. Thanks. Seriously. Thank you for everything.” 

“You’re  welcome,”  the  elf  said.  The  smile  on  her  face  was brittle and false. “It’s been fun, hasn’t it?” 

“It has,” Fenix agreed. 

“Sylvia, stop talking like that!” Eliza cried. “Do you know any spell that would work here? Something that can close the rift?” 

“She  doesn’t,”  Cailee  said.  “No  one  does.  No  such  spell exists.  The  only  way  the  rift  can  be  closed  now  is  for  an  individual skilled in manipulating warp energy to do so from the other side.” 

“That’s  me.”  Fenix  nodded.  He  lowered  his  hands,  adjusted his  hat,  and  took  a  step  toward  the  rift.  Raphael  ran  up  to  the battlemage  and  caught  him  by  the  upper  arm,  halting  him  in  his tracks. 

“No,  Fenix,  wait,”  Raphael  said.  “Let’s  think  about  this  for  a bit. There has to be another way.” 

“If we don’t close the rift within the next few minutes, the Void Tyrant  will  simply  open  it  again.”  Fenix  shrugged  free  from  the  grip on his upper arm gently, demonstrating just how exhausted Raphael was. “And no, there isn’t any other way. Someone has to go through the rift, and that someone has to be me.” 

“No, that’s incorrect,” a calm, strong voice said. 

Raphael turned in its direction and saw a tall, powerfully built man  clad  in  intricate,  rune-encrusted  plate  armor  of  the  darkest black. An ornate sword hung by his hip, radiating immense amounts of magical energy. He wore a circlet of brass upon his brow, its rim fashioned into the semblance of thorns, and a cape of red and gold flowed  from  his  shoulders.  His  face  was  indescribable  in  its perfection. 

“What... who?” Fenix stammered. “Who are you? Where did you come from?” 

Raphael knew the answers to those questions. 

“Hello, Wu Xin,” he said. “It’s good to meet you at last. That was  you,  right?  The  presence  I  sensed,  observing  everything  from afar.” 

“Greetings  to  you  too,  Raphael.  And  yes,  I  witnessed everything,”  the  Chimeric  Emperor  said.  “You  bested  the  ogre  lord and my wayward child. Congratulations.” 

“Thanks,” Raphael replied. He pointed at the rift. “But as you can  see,  we  failed,  didn’t  we?  There’s  an  open  rift,  and  the  Void Tyrant knows about our world. Do I have to fight you now to stop you from killing everyone in the world?” 

“What?”  Fenix  snapped.  The  battlemage  spread  his  palms. 

Explosive  Orbs  appeared  over  his  palms.  “This  is  the  Chimeric Emperor? And he wants to kill everyone?” 

“That is correct, Master Fenix Hellstorm,” Wu Xin said. “I am the Chimeric Emperor, and I did tell Raphael that I would wipe out all life on this world in the event that he failed. Better that every living soul die than feed the hunger of the Void Tyrant.” 

“I  won’t  let  that  happen,”  Koshi  said,  raising  his  bow  and nocking an arrow to readiness. 

“Neither  will  I,”  Orfeo  declared  as  he  dragged  himself  to  his feet and hefted his halberd. 

Sylvia  spun  Willowflight  to  readiness,  while  Cailee  filled  her hands  with  steel  and  magical  light.  Eliza  rushed  to  Raphael’s  side, her blades drawn and ready. 

The  Chimeric  Emperor  smiled  at  the  sight,  shook  his  head, and turned back to Raphael. 

“Raphael, don’t you understand? You would only have failed if  Vukaste  or  Shi  Kung  defeated  you,”  he  explained.  “Did  they  do that?” 

“No, they didn’t,” Raphael said. “We won. We beat them.” 

“Exactly.” Wu Xin chuckled. “So tell me, did you fail?” 

“No, if that’s how you’re considering things. If all we needed to  do  to  succeed  by  your  standards  is  to  defeat  Vukaste  and  Shi Kung, then we did. We succeeded.” 

“Correct.”  Wu  Xin  reached  out  and  clasped  Raphael  on  the shoulder. Power flowed from the Chimeric Emperor into his soul, fully

restoring  his   Ryu-To-Ki,  his  mana,  and  his  divine  essence.  “You’ve proven yourself, Raphael.” 

“Proven himself?” Koshi snarled. “What do you mean?” 

“Ah,  Koshi.”  The  Chimeric  Emperor  sighed.  “I  can  feel  the righteous hatred brimming within you. Every ounce of it is directed at me, and it is  all justified. There is nothing I can do to make amends to you, Dragon Knight.” 

“No,  there  isn’t,”  Koshi  agreed.  “What  did  you  mean  by Raphael proving himself to you? He doesn’t need to prove anything, least of all to a vile fiend like you!” 

“Uh... Koshi?” Fenix said tremulously. “You do know that this is the Chimeric Emperor himself, don’t you? He can kill all of us in an instant.” 

“I don’t care,” Koshi said. “Step away from him, Raphael. I’ve got a clear shot.” 

“Koshi,  wait.”  Raphael  raised  his  hand.  “What  Wu  Xin  is saying  is  that  I’ve  proven  myself  worthy  to  take  over  his  role  as protector of this world.” 

“So  what?  You’re  going  to  be  the  Chimeric  Emperor  now?” 

Fenix asked, his eyes bulging with disbelief. 

“Hardly.”  Wu  Xin  laughed.  “That  title  belongs  to  one  of  my children now. I care not which one it is. Raphael is free to seize the throne for himself, if he so desires.” 

“I don’t,” Raphael said. “I will defend this world now, Wu Xin. 

You don’t have to, anymore. And when I’m ready, I’ll take the fight to the Void Tyrant and free all the other worlds from his grasp, too. You can rest now.” 

“No, I can’t,” the Chimeric Emperor said softly. He raised his hand and made a slight gesture. And suddenly Raphael was the only one  still  standing  by  his  side.  The  rest  of  the  war  party  was  a hundred or so feet away, milling about in confusion. 

“Fenix  Hellstorm  will  become  a  master  of  magic,  an archmage,  given  enough  time,”  Wu  Xin  said.  “It  would  be  a  true

shame  if  you  lost  an  ally  like  him,  Raphael.  For  what  it’s  worth,  I won’t let that happen.” 

Sudden understanding dawned on Raphael. 

“You’re  going  into  the  rift  and  closing  it  behind  you,  aren’t you?”  he  asked.  “But  you’ll  die.  The  Void  Tyrant  will  devour  your soul. You’re not powerful enough to fight him yet.” 

“Yet doesn’t apply to me. Not anymore. I have arrived at the zenith  of  my  power,  but  you  are  still  far  away  from  yours.  And  you will  likely  eclipse  me  within  years.  A  century  later,  maybe  ten centuries... who’s to say the Void Tyrant won’t be running from you then?” 

“But...” 

“No,  Raphael,  I  don’t  want  to  stay  and  fight  alongside  you,” 

the  Chimeric  Emperor  interrupted  him.  “That  was  what  you  were going to ask of me, right? I don’t want to fight  anymore. I’m tired, so tired.  But  you  know  that  already.  I  just  want  to   die.  But  I’ll  fight.  I’ll fight one last time.” 

Wu  Xin  drew  his  sword.  Its  magnificent  blade  burst  into flames.  His  eyes  filled  with  darkness.  Magical  energy,  raw  and mighty, crackled across his armored frame. 

Raphael stepped back and nodded. 

“Goodbye, Wu Xin,” he said. 

The  Chimeric  Emperor  didn’t  reply.  Instead,  he  saluted Raphael, turned to the rift, and walked through it. 

Violet light flared. 

And  then  there  was  nothing  before  Raphael,  only  whistling winds and shifting sand. 

Chapter 50







Eliza ran up to Raphael as he approached the war party and hugged  him  tightly.  He  hugged  her  back,  closing  his  eyes  and savoring the warmth of her touch and the scent of her skin and hair. 

“Is it over?” Shiomi asked, walking closer. “Did we win?” 

“Yes,” Raphael said, reaching out to scratch the force dragon gently  between  the  ears.  “We  did.  We  won.  The  world  is  safe  from the Void Tyrant.” 

“Oh good.” Shiomi sniffled, then burst into tears. She cried for several  moments,  while  Koshi,  Eliza,  and  Raphael  tried  to  comfort her. At length the force dragon calmed down enough to speak again. 

“I was so scared, Raphael. So scared.” 

“You  were  very  brave,  Shiomi,”  Eliza  said,  hugging  her around  the  neck  warmly.  She  reached  out  and  petted  Rayne,  who was  perched  on  Shiomi’s  back,  too.  The  faerie  dragon  purred  with pleasure. 

“Good  work,  Magus!”  Rayne  said.  “Congratulations  on  your victory! But there is still much for you to do!” 

“Master  Rayne,”  Orfeo  said,  bowing  to  the  faerie  dragon. 

Raphael  couldn’t  help  smiling  at  the  rather  ridiculous  sight,  and neither could Eliza. 

“Yes?” Rayne asked. “What is it, Shiny Orfeo?” 

“Raphael saved the world from extinction,” Orfeo pointed out. 

“Surely  he  deserves  a  short  reprieve  after  such  a  monumental achievement, does he not? 

“I’m  not  the  Magus,  Shiny  Orfeo,”  Rayne  said.  “I’m  just  little me. The Magus will forge his destiny, regardless.” 

“But what labors could be so pressing, Master Rayne?” Orfeo asked. 

“There  are  still  draconic  remains  to  find  and  purify,”  Koshi said.  “One  set,  I  believe,  resides  within  Lady  Fei  Xue’s  domain. 

Perhaps that should be our next destination.” 

“Or  we  might  have  to  stick  around  Lucario  and  help  Gabby secure her nation first,” Eliza said. 

“Hold  on,  everyone,”  Raphael  said,  laughing  softly.  “Right now,  we’re  in  the  middle  of  the  junkyard.  The  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian tells me we have a really long way to travel before we can get back to Lucia City. Why don’t we—” 

“Head  back  to  the  city,  get  drunk,  eat  a  barrelful  of cucumbers,  and  watch  overly  muscled  and  generously  oiled  men take  off  their  clothes  in  Mrs.  Salvatore’s  tavern!”  Sylvia  declared, throwing  her  hands  up  in  the  air.  “It’s  Fenix’s  treat!  He’ll  pay  for everything!” 

“Sylvia, no,” everyone said, even Cailee. 

“I would pay for a thorough scrubbing and the complete and utter sanitation of Sylvia’s room in the Guild House,” Fenix said. “But there’s not enough gold or magic in the world to accomplish a feat of such titanic proportions.” 

“Fenix, you seem to be under the incorrect assumption that I won’t  kick  you  over  the  verge  of  death  just  because  you’re  already on it,” Sylvia growled. 

“At  least  I’ll  die  with  clean  laundry,”  Fenix  said.  “And  having practiced proper hygiene at least once in my life.” 

“Cailee,  I  kept  my  promise,”  Raphael  said  to  the  fair-haired elf. 

“You definitely did, Raphael,” Cailee replied. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart.” 

“What  will  you  do  now?”  he  asked.  “You  can  cast  spells again, and you don’t have that magical curse on you anymore.” 

“I have a few ideas,” she said as her eyes bored deeply into Raphael’s and a cold, calculating smile spread across her face. 

“You can start by giving him some space,” Eliza said, putting herself  between  Raphael  and  the  elf.  Somewhere  during  the conversation,  Cailee  had  come  well  within  arm’s  range,  her  hands tucked behind her back and her bosom angled for effect. 

Cailee  smirked,  but  Shiomi  tugged  at  the  elf’s  wrist  before she could reply. 

“Excuse me, Lady Cailee?” the force dragon said. 

Cailee  raised  her  brow  in  surprise  at  being  addressed  by Shiomi. She turned to face the force dragon. 

“Yes?” the elf asked. “What is it, little one?” 

“You  can  cast  spells,  right?  Do  you  know  any  Healing Magic?” Shiomi asked. 

“Yes, I do.” Cailee blinked in confusion. “Why? Healing spells won’t work on you anymore, at least not for the rest of the day.” 

“Well,  Sylvia  picked  Fenix  up  and  dropped  him  across  her knee.  I  heard  a  loud  crack,  and  Fenix  isn’t  moving  anymore.  Then Orfeo tried to stop Sylvia, so she did the same thing to him,” Shiomi explained. “Now both Fenix and Orfeo aren’t moving anymore. Since Sylvia hurt them, I don’t think she’s going to heal them. So could  you help them?” 

Raphael  looked  over  Shiomi’s  shoulder  and  sure  enough, both  the  knight  and  the  battlemage  were  twitching  in  the  dirt,  while Sylvia  cackled  over  them.  He  sighed  and  began  to  make  his  way over,  only  to  have  Cailee  reach  Fenix  and  Orfeo  first,  her  hands glowing with the white radiance of Healing Magic. 

“She’s nice, isn’t she? And so pretty too, like Sylvia,” Shiomi said. “I hope she stays with us. Hmm. Why are you looking so angry, Eliza?” 

Since comforting Shiomi, Koshi had been silent. He wore an unreadable, distracted expression on his face. 

“Are you alright, Koshi?” Raphael asked. 

Koshi smiled. A tired sigh escaped his lips. 

“I  finally  came  face  to  face  with  him,  Raph,”  he  said.  “The Chimeric  Emperor.  The  one  responsible  for  the  era  of  dragon-rage and Platina’s death. I was so angry with him. I  am so angry with him still. But he saved us all, didn’t he? And in the end, he did go on to pay for his crimes. What more can I ask for?” 

Raphael  didn’t  know  what  to  say,  so  he  reached  out  and clasped  his  father  warmly  on  the  shoulder.  Koshi  patted  Raphael’s hand and nodded after a few moments of silence. 

“The past is the past, Raph.” Koshi’s smile turned warm and genuine. “There’s no point in dwelling on it, not when there’s such a bright future ahead of us.” 

Raphael  looped  his  arm  around  Eliza’s  waist  and  pulled  her close. She laughed and kissed his cheek. He smiled. 

The future was bright indeed. 

“No, there isn’t, Koshi,” he agreed. 























Chapter 51



 Nine Months Later

  

  

 Dear Raph, 

 It’s Gabby! I can’t believe it’s been nearly nine months since you and Lizzy left Lucia City. I’d like to say life has been crazy since you  were  gone,  but  it  really  hasn’t.  In  fact,  things  have  settled  in quite nicely, at least in Lucario anyway. 

 Shi Kung’s idiots are gone. Sounds like Shi Kung’s domain is gone,  too.  One  of  his  brothers,  Xuan  Ming,  absorbed  it  after  his death.  Unfortunately,  he  was  one  of  the  rebel  Grand  Principalities, which  puts  him  at  odds  with  Huo  Xian,  who  has  signed  a  treaty  of alliance  with  me.  Lucario  now  shares  a  border  with  a  potential enemy. 

 We should be fine, though. I’ve retained the services of Janan and  her  war  party,  and  if  anyone  knows  anything  about  fighting  a war,  it’d  be  her.  Yes,  I  know  I  promised  military  reforms,  but  these things take time, right? Ruling a realm is trickier than I’d thought, but with my father helping me out, I think I’ll do just fine. 

 I hope you enjoyed your visit to Master Fei Xue’s court. You created  quite  a  ruckus  there,  I  heard!  And  you  brought  another dragon to life! What is he like? Tell me! I want all the details! 

 Also, I bet you weren’t expecting Fei Xue to hand her realm to  Huo  Xian  and  come  with  you.  You  probably  haven’t  had  much time  to  get  to  know  her  yet,  but  she’s  very  nice!  Orfeo  must  be overjoyed. Tell him I said “hi”! 

 Lastly, I miss all of you. I miss Lizzy, Shiomi, you, Koshi, and even  Sylvia  and  that  ass  Fenix.  Don’t  you  dare  tell  him  I  said  that, though. Maybe you all can come visit sometime? 

 I don’t miss Cailee, though. Growing up, I’d always found her to be an utter menace, and her stint as chancellor has definitely left a big mess for me to clean up. I know she has somehow managed to wrangle  a  spot  on  the  Defiant  Citadel,  and  yes,  she  did  help  you save the world. I still don’t have to like her, though. 

 Also, everyone can see that she’s after whatever it is you’ve got that Lizzy likes so much, so you’d better treat my sister right and not get any funny ideas, Raph! 

 Alright, I’d better stop here. I’ve got so much work to do. 

 Write me back! And all the best with the Endless Vault, Raph! 

 Sincerely, 

 Gabby

  

Raphael  smiled  and  put  away  the  letter  in  one  of  his  desk drawers. He’d pen a reply later and send it from the messenger coop Cailee had installed in the Defiant Citadel. 

Behind  him,  Eliza  had  just  finished  donning  her  armor.  She made a final adjustment to a strap of her breastplate, before picking up her helm and tucking it under her arm. 

“Word from Gabby?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Raphael replied. “She sent you a letter too, didn’t she?” 

“She  did.  Things  sound  interesting  back  in  Lucario.”  Eliza smiled. “But definitely not as interesting as they are here.” 

“I think so too.” Raphael walked to the door of their room and held  it  open  for  Eliza.  Together,  they  made  their  way  down  to  the Defiant  Citadel’s  lowest  floor,  where  the  assault  platforms  were. 

Shiomi  and  Koshi  joined  them  along  the  way,  with  the  former popping  into  a  hallway  through  a  window  and  the  latter  following  a moment later and dismissing his golden wings. 

“Shiomi,  how  many  times  must  I  tell  you?”  Koshi  chided.  “If you’ve got to fly to a lower floor, land on a courtyard first, then walk into the hallway. Don’t go popping in and out of windows!” 

“But it’s faster this way, Koshi,” Shiomi protested. 

“You got stuck in a window just yesterday, didn’t you?” Koshi pointed out. “Luckily for you, Orfeo and Lady Fei Xue just happened to be passing by, and they were able to pull you through.” 

“Why  didn’t  you  just  shift  back  into  your  humanoid  aspect, Shiomi?” Raphael asked. “You wouldn’t be large enough to get stuck in windows anymore, wouldn’t you?” 

“I  didn’t  think  about  that,”  the  force  dragon  said  sheepishly. 

She rolled her shoulders in the draconic equivalent of a shrug. “I’ll do that next time.” 

“But you can’t fly in that form,” Eliza said. “And you’re so tiny too. What if a gust of wind catches you and carries you away?” 

“I’m  either  too  large  or  too  small!  Make  up  your  mind, everyone!”  Shiomi  huffed,  drawing  a  chorus  of  laughter  from everyone present. 

“Speaking  of  which,  congratulations  on  igniting  the  Sixth Draconic  Brazier,  Eliza,”  Koshi  said.  “We  all  felt  your  achievement through the light of the Dragon Meridian.” 

“Yeah! That must have been some crazy dual cultivation you and Raphael were doing last night,” Shiomi said. “Well done!” 

“Thank you,” Eliza said evenly, though her cheeks turned red. 

Raphael chuckled uneasily too and scratched the back of his head. Dual cultivation had been among the least of the things he and Eliza  had  been  up  to  the  previous  night.  It  turned  out  that  Raphael was able to further Eliza’s progress as a Dragon Knight in far more direct ways. 

Koshi  was  quick  to  catch  on.  He  coughed  into  his  fist  and changed the subject. 

“You,  on  the  other  hand,  have  a  lot  to  work  on,”  he  told  the force  dragon.  “I  learned  how  to  cast  Draconic  Glamour  and  Wind Cradle,  but  you  still  haven’t  ignited  the  First  Brazier  yet!  Have  you been slacking off on your cultivation?” 

“It’s  difficult,  Koshi,”  Shiomi  whined.  “And  neither  you  nor Orfeo  will  perform  dual  cultivation  with  me!  Raphael  won’t  either.  I suppose I should just go and ask Joval.” 

“It’s  not  that  we  won’t,  Shiomi,”  Koshi  explained.  “We’ve already  tried,  haven’t  we?  Dual  cultivation  only  works  if  everyone doing it is in perfect harmony. We aren’t. None of us are.” 

“How come they are, then?” Shiomi cast an accusatory glare at Raphael and Eliza. “Is it just because they’re mating all the time?” 

“Shiomi!” Eliza said, mortified. 

“Maybe.”  Rayne  emerged  from  its  hiding  place  beneath Shiomi’s  folded  wing.  The  faerie  dragon  smirked  in  an  unsettlingly human fashion at Raphael. “I’m surprised we don’t have hatchlings yet.” 

“Rayne!”  Raphael  groaned  at  the  mention  of  the  dreaded word.  Rayne  had  come  a  long  way  from  being  the  adorable,  fruit-obsessed  creature  it  had  been.  The  faerie  dragon  was  loquacious now,  demonstrating  a  distinctly  sardonic  sense  of  humor  that Raphael hadn’t quite decided he liked or not. 

“No,  Rayne,  we’re  not  going  to  talk  about  hatchlings  today,” 

Eliza said, picking up the mouse-sized faerie dragon and tickling its belly until it started squealing with laughter. 

“Speaking of Joval, he’s been making some good progress in his  training,”  Koshi  said.  “He  wants  to  join  us  in  the  Endless  Vault today. I think he’s ready, as long as one of us keeps an eye on him.” 

Joval was the dragon Raphael had brought to life in the Hei Jiang  province,  where  Fei  Xue  once  held  her  court.  Many  strange events  had  transpired  to  bring  about  the  sound  dragon’s  birth. 

Raphael still had trouble wrapping his head around some of them. 

The  draconic  remains  in  Hei  Jiang  had  belonged  to  ancient amethyst  dragon  named  Ming  Lung,  who’d  been  slain  early  in  the era of dragon-rage by a wandering mage and bard from Mirak known as  Joval,  according  to  local  lore.  But  Joval  was  a  fiction,  a  myth concocted through eons of folksongs passed down from generation to generation, their details changing slightly every time. 

So  when  a  powerful  necromancer  had  reanimated  Ming Lung’s remains and unleashed the dracolich upon the people of Hei Jiang,  a  spirit  of  song  and  myth  had  arisen  in  their  defense  and fought alongside Raphael and the war party. 

Shiomi had grown strangely attached to the spirit, and she’d begged  Raphael  to  use  Spontaneous  Transmigration  on  it.  The result  was  Joval,  a  pleasant  and  cheerful  sound  dragon  with  quite possibly the best singing voice Raphael had ever heard. 

 Quite a ruckus in Hei Jiang indeed,  Raphael mused, thinking of Gabriella’s letter. He nodded to Koshi. “Sure, let’s bring him along today and see what he can do.” 

“Alright,” Koshi said. “I’ve already told him to meet us in the assault platform chamber. We’ll let him know the good news, then.” 

“Who else is coming today?” Raphael asked. “I know Fei Xue and  Orfeo  are  supposed  to  visit  Huo  Xian  today,  so  they  won’t  be available  for  the  rest  of  the  week.  Cailee  wants  to  work  on  her businesses, so she isn’t joining us today either.” 

“Good,” Eliza muttered under her breath. “Stupid elf.” 

Raphael  smiled  and  gave  her  quick  side  hug.  She  returned both the smile and the embrace. 

“I  know,  I  know,”  she  said.  “She  hasn’t  tried  anything  funny with you, and she’s paying for everything in the Defiant Citadel. I’ll try to be less snippy with her.” 

“I  like  Cailee!”  Shiomi  declared.  “She  showed  me  this  book with many drawings of pretty dresses last night! I want to learn how to make dresses too! Koshi, can you teach me how?” 

“I know my way around a needle and thread, Shiomi,” Koshi said, blinking in surprise. “I can teach you that, I suppose, but I know nothing of dresses.” 

“But  I  thought  you  knew   everything,”  Shiomi  said,  visibly crestfallen. 

“Don’t worry.” Raphael chuckled, petting the force dragon on the back. “I used to think that too.” 

He smiled at his father. 

“I still do, in fact,” he continued. 

Koshi returned the smile and clasped Raphael fondly on the shoulder. 

“Alright, Raph. From what I can tell, Tevera and her war party want to make an expedition into the Endless Vault today,” Koshi said. 

“Arne  and  his  lot,  too.  Ricci,  Zhang,  and  Mustapha  as  well.  That means we’ll have five Hell Drakes war parties accompanying us.” 

“What about Nakamura and his mob?” Eliza asked. “They got quite a haul yesterday, didn’t they?” 

“Yes, but their mage and two of their armsmen got badly hurt, so  they’ve  decided  to  take  the  next  few  days  off,”  Koshi  said.  “I’ve updated the roster we have in the central office already. It’s a really complicated system going on here, Raph. Remember how it all got set up? I get dizzy just thinking about it.” 

 What  a  mess  it  all  was.  Raphael  nodded  as  he  recalled  the immediate aftermath of Janan’s return to Lucario. The High Captain had  relinquished  the  Defiant  Citadel  to  Raphael  shortly  after  its arrival  at  Lucia  City,  and  with  Raphael’s  consent,  the  Guild  Master had  spread  word  about  the  Endless  Vault.  Many  Hell  Drakes  had responded, choosing to forsake their usual assignments and explore the Endless Vault alongside the war party instead. 

While  Cailee  and  the  Guild  Master  worked  out  the  details over  the  course  of  several  weeks,  Raphael  and  the  others  had traveled to Fei Xue’s court, put Ming Lung to rest, and returned with Joval.  During  that  time,  the  elf  had  commandeered  one  of  the Defiant  Citadel’s  towers,  installed  a  messenger  coop  that  allowed her to run a startling number of businesses throughout Lucario and the  Yamato  Republic,  and  filled  the  flying  fortress  with  furniture, amenities,  and  serving  staff.  She’d  also  established  a  complex administrative  system  that  kept  track  of  the  Hell  Drakes’  exploits  in and progress through the Endless Vault. It also allowed them to turn in the spell cores and various enchanted items they’d obtained from the  monsters  within  the  magical  labyrinth  in  exchange  for  gold  or

supplies. On top of all that, Cailee had also quickly negotiated some kind  of  arrangement  with  Fei  Xue  in  which  her  chimera,  Feng  Mo, would  ferry  Hell  Drakes  to  and  from  the  Defiant  Citadel  to  various Guild Houses across the world. 

All this meant that Raphael was in no position to deny the elf a permanent place in the war party. In truth, Cailee had grown a lot warmer  and  less  bitter  over  the  last  few  months.  Perhaps  it  was because she could once again use True Magic. Or perhaps it was all the time she spent chatting with Shiomi. 

 And  speaking  of  Cailee...  Raphael  sighed  as  he  spotted  a particularly suspicious patch of shadow next to a pillar. “Sylvia, stop hiding, please. If you jump out suddenly and make Shiomi cry again, Eliza’s going to yell at you.” 

“Bah!”  the  elf  said,  emerging  into  view.  “You’re  lucky  you make  me  think  of  strawberry  jam  all  the  time,  Raphael!  Otherwise, you wouldn’t get away with being such a killjoy.” 

“Strawberry  jam?”  Shiomi  perked  her  ears  up.  “Why?  Why does Raphael make you think of strawberry jam?” 

Eliza clapped a hand over Sylvia’s mouth before the elf could launch into an explanation. Sylvia squirmed, but it was useless. Eliza held onto her firmly and marched her ahead of everyone else down the final stairwell leading to the assault platforms. 

“Raphael?  Why...”  Shiomi  began,  only  for  Raphael  to  shake his head. 

“You  don’t  want  to  know,”  he  said,  raising  a  hand  in  a forestalling  gesture  as  the  force  dragon  huffed.  “It’s  not  about  your age, Shiomi. It’s just that it’s better to simply not think so much about things that Sylvia says.” 

“Yeah,  I  can  see  that,”  Shiomi  explained.  “My  head  hurts when I try to make sense of what Sylvia talks about sometimes.” 

“Everyone’s  head  does,”  Koshi  added,  before  turning  to Raphael. “Oh, and Sylvia. She’s in today, of course.” 

“Well, she always is,” Raphael said. “What about Fenix?” 

“I  spoke  to  him  earlier  this  morning,”  Koshi  replied.  “He should be downstairs already, waiting for us.” 

“Alright, let’s go.” 

Raphael,  Koshi,  and  Shiomi  descended  the  stairwell  and emerged into the assault platform chamber. As Koshi had said, five war parties had assembled within, all of them armed and armored in a motley assortment of weapons, staves, harnesses, and cuirasses. 

These Hell Drakes weren’t Janan’s militarized Kingmakers. 

Joval was the first to speak to him. Clad in a studded leather jerkin, the sound dragon was in his human form, that of a tall, broad-shouldered man with short, sandy hair. Joval’s cheerful and pleasant features  were  tinged  with  uncertainty  as  he  clasped  hands  with Raphael. 

“Hey, Raph,” the sound dragon said in his mellifluous, almost hypnotic  voice.  “Good  morning.  Koshi  said  I’m  ready.  What  do  you say?” 

Raphael cast the light of the Dragon Meridian upon Joval and saw  the  first  two  Draconic  Braziers  burning  within  his  soul.  The sound  dragon  had  made  astounding  progress  in  his  draconic cultivation,  and  he  had  an  arsenal  of  Sound  Magic  spells  at  his disposal.  Raphael’s eyes flickered to the twinned axes held by their hafts in Joval’s left hand. 

 He  definitely  knows  how  to  use  those,  Raphael  thought.  He nodded.  “I  say  the  same,  Joval.  You’re  in  today.  Stay  close  and follow Koshi’s lead. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.” 

“Yes!”  Joval  pumped  his  fist,  turned  around,  and  slapped palms with a few Hell Drakes armsmen standing nearby. Apparently, it  was  a  gesture  of  jubilation  from  the  era  spoken  of  in  the  many myths and folksongs about the fictional bard, and it had become very popular amongst everyone in the Defiant Citadel lately. 

“Alright, Raph. I’ll go have a few words with Koshi,” the sound dragon said. “Thanks! You won’t regret this!” 

“I know,” Raphael replied. 

Joval walked off to where Koshi stood, chattering excitedly. 

Another Hell Drake approached, and Raphael turned to face him. 

“Hey  there,  Raph,”  Arne  said,  clasping  hands  with  Raphael. 

“Can’t wait to see what we’ll find today. Should be good.” 

“I  hope  so.”  Raphael  nodded.  “I’m  also  hoping  we’ll  cover more  ground  today.  We’ve  almost  explored  all  of  the  first  level, haven’t we?” 

“We have,” a crisp female voice said from behind. 

Raphael turned in its direction and saw Emma Bianchi, a tall and slender woman wearing a dark, high-collared robe. Her dark hair was  gathered  in  a  tight  bun  upon  her  head,  and  a  pair  of  copper-rimmed spectacles sat upon her face. She was a cartographer and scribe  hired  by  Cailee  to  map  the  Endless  Vault.  She  was  also  a powerful mage specializing in Farseeing Magic. 

And that very map was there now, pinned to a board resting against one of the chamber’s walls. It showed that Raphael and the Hell  Drakes  were  almost  done  with  the  first  level  of  the  Endless Vault, as he’d said. 

“Thanks, Emma,” Raphael said. “If we can finish clearing out the first level today, we might be able to start on the second.” 

“My  team’s  preliminary  scans  indicate  the  presence  of powerful  magical  signatures  in  the  regions  you  have  not  explored, Raphael,” Emma reported, pointing at the map with a wooden wand. 

“This gives further credence to our hypothesis that the entrances to deeper  levels  within  the  Endless  Vault  are  guarded  by  or  serve  as the dwellings of particularly powerful monsters.” 

“I see. Alright, we’ll be more careful today,” Raphael told her. 

“Can you get the platforms ready? We’ll be leaving soon.” 

Emma  nodded  and  turned  to  an  entourage  of  similarly dressed  mages  standing  around  the  map  and  the  pillars  that controlled the assault platforms. She barked a series of instructions, and her subordinates threw themselves into frenzied activity, pulling

levers  and  flicking  switches.  Before  long,  platforms  of  shimmering blue force appeared across the openings in the chamber’s floor. 

Raphael looked through one, beholding the frozen wasteland beneath  the  Defiant  Citadel  and  the  gaping,  shadow-shrouded  pit that was nearly half as large across as the flying fortress’s breadth. 

That  was  the  Endless  Pit,  and  the  two  halves  of  its  seal  laid alongside  its  rim,  accumulating  piles  of  snow  upon  their  dark surfaces. Soon, they would be entirely covered. 

The  entrance  to  the  Endless  Vault  was  covered  in  a  disc  of force. When Raphael had sent Ming Lung onto his eternal rest, he’d acquired more draconic power, which he’d then used to transmigrate Joval into a dragon. Whatever was leftover was just enough for him to  make  another  enhancement  to  the  Defiant  Citadel,  giving  it  the ability  to  project  an  impenetrable  barrier  of  force  over  the  Endless Vault’s  entrance.  This  way,  he  and  the  Hell  Drakes  could  explore  it without  worrying  about  its  monstrous  inhabitants  escaping  and wreaking havoc upon the world. 

“Here  we  go  again,”  Fenix  commented  as  Raphael  walked toward his war party, exchanging polite greetings with the other Hell Drakes along the way. The battlemage was doing much better these days. Flickers of violet light were still present in his eyes, but he no longer  looked  sickly  and  pale.  In  fact,  he  seemed  to  have  learned many  more  spells,  and  he’d  been  casting  them  with  much  more speed and potency. 

 I’m not the only one who’s becoming more powerful,  Raphael thought.  I’m sure he’ll become an archmage sooner rather than later. 

“Here we go again,” Raphael echoed the battlemage, a grin spreading across his face. “Another day.” 

“And  another  adventure,”  Fenix  said,  mirroring  Raphael’s grin. He adjusted his broad-brimmed hat and flared out his bright red cape. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get on with it, shall we?” 

Raphael  took  a  moment  to  look  around  the  chamber.  There was  Eliza,  her  hair  shining  like  gold  and  her  sapphire  eyes  radiant with love. Clad in fine plate armor and with her enchanted blades by

her hip and her golden wings folded across her back, she looked like a goddess of war. 

 A dragon goddess of war,  Raphael corrected himself. 

Eliza smiled at him and gave him a resolute nod. 

Koshi  strung  his  bow  and  checked  his  quivers.  His  leather armor, oiled and buffed to perfection, gleamed beneath the lamplight of the platform chamber. He caught Raphael’s eye and gave him a thumbs-up gesture. 

Shiomi and Joval stood by his side. The force dragon’s eyes were  filled  with  adoration  as  she  wheedled  Joval  to  assume  his draconic  aspect,  insisting  that  he  would  be  “much  more  handsome that  way.”  Joval  deflected  her  pleas  with  suave  aplomb,  while scratching her gently between the ears. They both noticed Raphael’s regard, and they beamed radiantly back at him. 

Sylvia  appeared  out  of  nowhere,  draped  an  arm  across  his shoulders,  and  pressed  her  cheek  against  his  in  her  usual  fashion, all while completely ignoring Eliza’s annoyed glare. 

“Let’s go! Let’s go! I wonder what we’re going to punch in the face today!” the elf clamored. 

“Alright,  alright.  We’re  going.”  Raphael  chuckled  as  he extricated  himself  from  Sylvia’s  arm.  He  retrieved  Heavenly  Peal from  his  bracer.  His  dancing  swords  spun  into  position  above  his shoulders. “Everyone ready?” 

A chorus of roared assent and raised weapons was his reply. 

Everyone  boarded  an  assault  platform.  Raphael  waved  to  Emma from across the chamber. The mage nodded and made a sweeping gesture. 

The platforms descended toward the Endless Vault. 

 Another  day,  another  adventure,  Raphael  thought.  An  eager smile spread across his face. 
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