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Above  a  ruined  cityscape  of  crumbling  buildings,  the  fading sun cast its brazen rays over burnished black scales and gleaming silver horns. 

Massive wings spread skyward, ten times as high as a grown man  would  stand.  Packed,  arid  dirt  crunched  beneath  sleek, powerfully  muscled  limbs  ending  in  curved  talons.  Atop  a  winding, sinuous neck, a colossal, diamond-shaped head sank down. 

Catching  the  day’s  dying  light,  reptilian  red  eyes  blazed beneath cavernous brows as they met Raphael’s gaze. 

“Thank you, my son,” the dragon said. 

Raphael placed his hand against Koshi’s scaled cheek. It was cool to the touch. 

He could see his own reflection in Koshi’s eyes: a tall young man,  torso  and  limbs  corded  with  muscle  and  sheathed  in  leather armor, dark eyes and windblown hair. 

“I have so much to tell you, Koshi,” he replied. 

“As  do  I.”  Koshi’s  voice  was  deep  and  rumbling,  its  sheer force swirling spirals of loose sand and gravel from the ground. 

Rayne swooped over. The faerie dragon danced in the air, a swirling  bundle  of  blue-green  scales  no  bigger  than  a  housecat.  It bumped its head gently against Koshi’s snout. 

 “ Knight!  Knight!  Knight!”  Rayne  chirped  excitedly,  its  mental voice ringing inside Raphael’s mind. 

Koshi, it seemed, could hear Rayne too. The dragon winked at its tiny brethren. “And a good evening to you too, little one.” 

“Hey,  old  man.  Good  to  see  you  alive  and  kicking,”  Sylvia said, limping forward and tucking a stray lock of dark hair behind a

pointed ear. 

The elf had a huge grin on her bruised and bloodied face. Her armor  was  similarly  battered,  with  many  of  its  silver  plates  buckled and crumpled. Numerous rips streaked the dark, form-fitting garment gloving her body. 

Koshi seemed to return her grin, if such an expression were indeed possible among dragons. “Likewise, Lady of the Misty Green. 

Thank  you  for  taking  Raphael  under  your  wing.  He  must  have learned so much from you.” 

“Oh  yes!  For  example,  he  now  knows  how  to  take  a cucumber, along with some strawberry jam, and—” Sylvia managed to say before Raphael clapped a hand over her mouth and shook his head. 

“…I  suppose  there  are  some  things  I  don’t  need  to  know about,”  Koshi  mused,  his  draconic  features  somehow  managing  to convey a sense of awkward discomfort. “After all, Raphael, you’re a grown man already. Just… remember that talk we had about treating women with honor and respect.” 

“Koshi!” Raphael protested. 

“Oh, don’t worry, old man,” Sylvia said, prying Raphael’s hand away from her face. “He’s a natural at it. Just look at how he has his way with me, like he  always does. So forceful! So—” 

The elf’s next few words came out as unintelligible mumbles as Raphael managed to cover her mouth once more. He exchanged a glance with Koshi. They nodded in unison, coming to an unspoken understanding to ignore Sylvia. 

“Hello  Koshi,”  Eliza  said,  coming  up  to  stand  by  Raphael’s side. The blonde swordswoman’s face was streaked with sweat and dirt,  but  her  blue  eyes  were  radiant  with  joy.  “It’s  good  to  see  you. 

Are you feeling alright?” 

“Greetings, young lady,” Koshi bowed his head. “I am feeling fine, stronger than ever. I witnessed your blade-mastery in the battle just  now.  It  was  truly  magnificent,  as  was  your  ability  to  fight alongside Raphael, complementing his every move perfectly.” 

“Thank  you,  Koshi.  I’ll  always  do  my  best.”  Eliza  blushed, shuffling her feet and straightening the collar of her leather armor. 

Fenix  approached  hesitantly.  The  battlemage  held  his  wide-brimmed  hat  in  one  hand  as  he  dusted  off  the  complex  suit  of buckles and leathers he wore over his lean, rangy frame. He bowed, pushing back the red, flowing cape that fluttered from his shoulders. 

“Hail,  Dragon  Knight  Koshi.  My  name  is  Fenix  Hellstorm,  and  I  am very honored to meet you, my lord.” 

“Ah  yes,  we  haven’t  actually  met  yet,  Mr.  Hellstorm,”  Koshi said. “And none of that ‘my lord’ business. Call me Koshi. Thank you for aiding my son.” 

“Raphael  is  my  comrade-in-arms.  I  could  do  no  less,”  Fenix said,  his  face  pale  and  his  eyes  wide  with  awe  as  he  met  the dragon’s gaze. 

“You have my gratitude nevertheless.” Koshi nodded, before casting his gaze past the battlemage’s shoulder, to where Gabriella stood. 

The  princess’s  features,  nearly  identical  to  Eliza’s,  were frozen  in  disbelief  and  fear.  Her  white-blue  mage  robes  fluttered across  her  petrified  frame.  She  had  her  hands  clasped  over  her chest. 

Raphael and Koshi exchanged another uneasy glance. 

“That’s  the  Crown  Princess  of  Lucario?”  Koshi  asked. 

“How…” 

“It’s a bit of a long story, Koshi,” Raphael replied. 

“No,  it  really  isn’t,”  Sylvia  chimed  in,  shrugging  Raphael’s hand away and giving him a mischievous pinch on the cheek. The elf stalked over to Gabriella, caught her by the upper arm, and dragged the princess over. 

“Through  a  combination  of  luck  and  stubbornness,  Gabby here got entangled with us. And if she keeps this up, I figure she’ll be sticking around for quite a while,” Sylvia explained. She jabbed her

fingers  into  the  princess’s  side.  “Hey,  Gabby!  Snap  out  of  it!  Come say hello to a dragon!” 

“Ouch!”  Gabriella  yelped,  flinching  away  from  Sylvia  and clutching her side. “You can’t just touch people like that, Sylvia! It’s…

inappropriate behavior!” 

The elf leered. “You mean the best kind of behavior.” 

“Sylvia, I am going to…” Gabriella’s words died away as she remembered where she was: in the shadow of a dragon dozens of times larger than her. “What…” 

Koshi flattened his facial spines behind his head in a gesture that  Raphael  recognized  as  an  attempt  to  be  as  unthreatening  as possible. 

“Good evening, Your Royal Highness,” he said. “I am Koshi.” 

The  formal  tone  in  Koshi’s  voice  seemed  to  strike  a  note  in the  princess.  Gabriella  blinked,  shook  her  head,  and  curtseyed.  “I greet you, Sir Dragon Knight Koshi, and I thank you for defending my people. Lucario’s gratitude knows no bounds, mighty hero.” 

Koshi  gave  Raphael  a  sideways  look.  The  dragon  seemed embarrassed. 

“I… uh… I am pleased that I was of service,” Koshi managed to say. “Thank you for helping my son.” 

Gabriella  seemed  to  be  similarly  uneasy.  “You  are  very welcome, Sir Dragon Knight.” 

“Should we start heading home?” Raphael suggested, after a few moments of awkward silence. 

“Yes! Let’s do that!” Sylvia said, rummaging in her belt pouch. 

A  disgusted  frown  came  over  her  face.  “Ugh.  I  forgot.  We  used  up our  recall  charms  returning  from  Vitoria,  and  I  forgot  to  bring  any more!” 

“I  doubt  those  would  work  here  anyway,”  Fenix  pointed  out. 

He swept his arm in a wide arc, as if to encompass the junkyard in its  entirety.  “We  managed  to  defeat  the  draco-lich,  but  currents  of

strange Time and Spatial Magic are still everywhere. They’re old, like they’ve always been here, before anything else existed.” 

“Aw, but I don’t want to walk all the way back or even fly on my sword,” the elf complained. She shook Raphael by the shoulders. 

“Come on, think of something!” 

“We can return the way we came,” Raphael said. “Everyone can hop into your Pocket Dimension, and Rayne can fly us out, with Koshi following behind.” 

“I  have  a  better  suggestion,”  Koshi  rumbled,  turning  slightly and  lowering  one  of  his  massive,  sweeping  wings  to  the  ground. 

“Climb  on  my  back,  all  of  you,  and  I  will  fly  us  away  from  this accursed place.” 

“Sounds  great,  Koshi!”  Raphael  agreed.  He  scaled  the dragon’s wing quickly and found himself atop Koshi’s broad, scaled back. 

Rayne squealed in glee and plopped down beside him. 

Sylvia and Eliza were next to follow. 

Fenix  hesitated  for  a  moment  before  scrambling  up  the dragon’s wing. 

Soon,  only  Gabriella  was  left,  pale  and  wide-eyed  at  the prospect of climbing aboard Koshi’s back. 

“Trust me, princess,” Koshi said. “I will allow no harm to come to you.” 

Gabriella nodded wordlessly. With Raphael and Fenix’s help, she  eventually  made  the  ascent  and  found  herself  perched  amidst shining black scales. 

“Um. Sir. Koshi,” Fenix said uneasily. “How wouldn’t we fall off mid  flight?  No  offense,  but  there  isn’t  the  most  secure  of  footing astride you.” 

Just  as  the  words  left  the  battlemage’s  lips,  a  sphere  of golden light sprang up to encase the war party. Raphael brushed his fingers against the sphere. It was made up of  Ryu-To-Ki, the spiritual energy roiling within the depths of every dragon’s soul. 

“Nobody’s  going  to  fall,”  Koshi  told  them,  the  draconic equivalent  of  a  grin  creasing  his  features  as  he  looked  over  his shoulder.  “But  I  don’t  recommend  jumping  around  during  the  flight, either.” 

Eliza, Fenix, and Gabriella nodded numbly. Meanwhile, Sylvia did cartwheels around the sphere’s rim, whooping wildly with every rotation. 

“…isn’t she badly hurt?” Koshi asked Raphael. 

“I… I think we should just go,” Raphael replied, shrugging. 

Koshi nodded. 

With  a  beat  of  his  mighty  wings,  Koshi  rose  into  the  air.  He turned  his  massive  head  in  the  direction  of  Lucia  City  and  soared toward it. 

The  shifting  landscape  of  the  junkyard  streaked  by,  nearly faster  than  the  eye  could  see,  but  the  golden  sphere  of   Ryu-To-Ki kept the rushing air at bay, preventing it from tearing any of the war party off their perch. 

Raphael  grinned,  watching  his  friends’  expressions.  Fenix’s jaw  was  agape  as  he  flew  through  the  heavens.  Eliza  clutched Raphael’s  upper  arm  close,  her  lips  curved  into  a  smile  of  equal parts  awe  and  wonder.  Gabriella  was  similarly  entranced,  her  eyes bright with delight. Sylvia, of course, was exultant, raising her hands into the air and shrieking with joy. 

“Amazing!  Dragonflight!  Never  did  I  expect  to  experience this!” the elf cried. 

“Stick  around,  and  there’s  plenty  more  of  that  to  come,” 

Raphael promised. 

Sylvia  winked  at  him.  “Oh,  I  plan  to,  Raphael.  You’re  stuck with me now, whether or not that’s what you want.” 

“Of  course  it’s  what  I  want,  Sylvia,”  he  replied.  “You  by  my side.” 

The elf fell silent, then, her flippant demeanor crumbling. She held  Raphael’s  gaze  for  several  moments,  but  before  he  could  say

anything, the grin returned to her lips once more, and she gave him a thumbs-up. 

“Be  careful  what  you  wish  for,”  she  said.  “Because  you  just might get it.” 

Spreading  his  wings  even  wider,  Koshi  tore  through  the evening sky. 

Chapter 2







Guided  by  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian,  Koshi  streaked unerringly toward the southern gates of Lucia City. Like Raphael, the strange magic hanging over the junkyard held no sway over him. 

Raphael cast his gaze over Koshi’s shoulder, looking down at the ever-changing landscape beneath the dragon’s wings. 

 What  a  curious  place,  Raphael  thought.  I’ve  been  here  so many times, but this is the deepest I’ve gone into the junkyard. Even then,  the  location  where  we  found  Koshi  didn’t  look  any  different from  anywhere  I’ve  seen  during  my  foraging  trips.  Perhaps  we should come back later and explore it a bit more. 

Koshi seemed to sense Raphael’s musings. He glanced over his shoulder. “The junkyard wasn’t always here. I remember when it first appeared, almost two hundred years before Platina and her kin went  mad.  Back  then,  the  Kingdom  of  Lucario  didn’t  even  exist. 

Instead, there was a small collection of city states.” 

“Some  of  which  were  swallowed  by  the  junkyard,  their citizens never to be seen again, according to many mainstream and commonplace historical accounts,” Eliza said. “Fearing for their lives, the  people  of  the  remaining  cities  left.  The  entire  region  was abandoned, and for centuries, it lay desolate and lifeless.” 

“Until Lucian the First, my ancestor, settled it and founded the Kingdom of Lucario,” Gabriella chimed in, her voice laden with more than a note of pride. “As a show of strength and courage, he founded his  capital  right  on  the  edge  of  the  junkyard,  so  that  he  might  best defend his realm against any fiends that emerge.” 

“I remember him,” Koshi said. “A proud and audacious man, as cunning as he was brutal, but in those dark times, with the ogre

hordes laying waste to all they came across, he was what his people needed.” 

“Sir  Dragon  Knight.  Our  royal  histories  mention  you  several times,  and  your  name  echoes  through  local  mythology.”  Gabriella leaned forward, meeting Koshi’s sidelong gaze. “Many soldiers and knights  take  your  name  as  a  mark  of  honor,  yet  from  what  I understand, having questioned Eliza and Fenix, you’ve been living in poverty outside the southern gates of our capital all this time? Why?” 

“My strength was fading,” Koshi said, “and there were newer, more  capable  defenders  of  your  realm,  such  as  Sylvia  over  there, even if I never really condoned, and still don’t condone, their means and measures.” Koshi turned his head to the front, looking away. 

Sylvia  grinned,  but  before  she  could  say  anything,  Fenix spoke up instead. 

“Sir,  I  know  you’re  talking  about  Spell  Dust  and  Vector magic,”  the  battlemage  said.  “Sylvia  and  Eliza  have  told  me  your distaste for it. But with all due respect, how else did you expect us to defend ourselves? You and Raphael are Dragon Knights, with mana flowing  in  your  veins,  so  you  don’t  need  Spell  Dust  for  magic,  but what  about  the  rest  of  us?  Do  you  think  a  regiment  of  men  with sharpened  sticks  would  be  a  match  for  even  the  smallest  ogre raiding party? If not for Spell Dust and Vector magic, the entire world would have been overrun by ogres, dark goblins, or other monsters by now.” 

Koshi  sighed.  It  was  a  deep,  rumbling  sound  that  rolled through his entire body. “You are right, Mr. Hellstorm. Since my bout with Sylvia, I have given the matter of Spell Dust and Vector magic much thought, and my sentiments run alongside yours. Who am I to judge  those  fighting  for  their  very  survival?  Though  my  distaste  for Vector magic will never change, I bear no ill sentiment toward those who use it, unless of course, they give me other reasons to.” 

“Your  honesty  and  openness  humble  me,  sir,”  Fenix  said, giving the dragon a seated bow. 

“You  are  wise  beyond  your  years,  Mr.  Hellstorm,”  Koshi replied. “Greatness awaits you in the decades to come, I’m sure.” 

Raphael  clapped  Fenix  on  the  shoulder.  “I’m  with  Koshi  on that. You and Eliza have helped me so much. I couldn’t ask for better friends.” 

The  battlemage  nodded.  “Just  doing  my  best,  Raphael.  As I’m sure you always are.” 

“Wait,”  Gabriella  said,  raising  her  voice.  “Something  just occurred to me. Lucia City was attacked by monsters. What do you think  is  going  to  happen  if  a  massive  dragon  flies  up  to  its  city gates?” 

“Yeah, we’ll probably just get blasted out of the skies,” Sylvia said. The elf was laying on her back, her hands behind her head and her feet crossed. 

“We’ll land just outside the junkyard and walk the rest of the way into the city,” Koshi announced. 

“I don’t think a dragon walking up to the gates is going to be any more reassuring,” Gabriella pointed out. 

The dragon looked over his shoulder and gave the princess a draconic grin. “Trust me, Your Royal Highness.” 

And with that, they flew past the junkyard’s borders. Raphael could sense the exact moment they left the mysterious realm. Within the junkyard, a tingling, sense of uneasiness lingered at the back of his  mind.  This  discomforting  sensation  dissipated  the  moment  he stepped foot into the southern outskirts of Lucia City. 

 We  need  to  return  someday  and  figure  this  place  out, Raphael thought, giving the junkyard one final glance as Koshi swept down  to  the  ground  and  landed  in  an  open  spot  amidst  piles  of debris and garbage. 

As the war party climbed off Koshi’s back and gathered their bearings,  the  dragon  closed  his  eyes.  Golden  light  enveloped  his colossal  form,  bright  enough  to  make  Raphael  blink.  The  radiance

soon faded though, but when it did, the dragon was nowhere to be found. 

Instead,  there  was  a  man  clad  in  draconic  armor.  Though slender  in  build  and  middling  in  height,  every  line  of  his  frame conveyed a sense of strength and grace. His face was lean, and his white  hair  was  swept  back  from  his  face.  He  brought  his  hands  up and flexed them before his red eyes. 

“Koshi!” Raphael cried. “It’s you! You’re human again!” 

Koshi chuckled. “Little Raph, I don’t think that’s entirely true, but  yes,  I  can  take  on  a  humanoid  aspect,  just  like  Platina  could, back in the day.” 

“The Knight has Awakened. That’s all,” Rayne sent, alighting on Koshi’s shoulder excitedly. “His strength is now his, and no longer an echo of Platina’s.” 

“Does  this  mean  you  can  still  use  the  Draconic  Braziers?” 

Raphael asked Koshi. 

Koshi  nodded.  “Yes,  I  can,  little  Raph.  But  I  must  tell  you something that I perhaps should have shared earlier. Under the light of  the  Dragon  Meridian,  you  can  see  eighteen  Draconic  Braziers, right?” 

“Yes,” Raphael replied. 

“For  me,  there  are,  and  there  have  always  been,  only  six,” 

Koshi said. “After Elemental Breath, at the Fifth Brazier, there comes Heavenward  Dance,  at  the  Sixth.  Beyond  that,  there  is  nothing,  at least for me.” 

“Of  course.  Knight  and  Magus  aren’t  the  same,”  Rayne pointed out. 

“That  is  true,  little  one,”  Koshi  said,  petting  Rayne  on  the head. 

“You  can  hear  him  too?”  Raphael  asked.  Until  now,  he  had thought that Rayne’s words could only be heard by himself. 

Koshi smiled. “I can.” 

“Wow,  old  man,  you’re  looking  half  decent,  if  I  might  say  so myself,” Sylvia said, sauntering up to Koshi with a challenging light in her eyes. “We should have that rematch soon, even if your chances of winning have only improved slightly.” 

“You  mean  my  chances  have  gone  from  ‘certain  victory’  to

‘overwhelming  victory’?  Koshi  scoffed.  “No,  elf.  I  wouldn’t  mind training  Raphael  alongside  you,  but  I  have  no  interest  in  another brawl with you.” 

“You’re definitely looking much healthier than when I last saw you, Koshi,” Eliza said. “That’s good.” 

“Thanks, Eliza.” Koshi nodded to her. 

“Whatever Raphael did must have restored you to the prime of  your  life,  sir,”  Fenix  said.  “Or  more  likely,  empowered  you  far beyond that.” 

“I believe that to be the case, Mr. Hellstorm,” Koshi replied. “I feel strong and vitalized now, as I haven’t in centuries.” 

“I’m assuming you can change back into a dragon, sir,” Fenix said. He continued speaking when Koshi nodded. “So if that’s what a Dragon Knight can do, would Raphael be able to do that too?” 

“I  don’t  think  I’m  a  Dragon  Knight,  Fenix,”  Raphael  said.  He met  Koshi’s  gaze.  “From  what  I’ve  learned,  I’m  something  called  a Dragon Magus, whatever that is.” 

Koshi  sighed.  “Another  thing  that  I  meant  to  tell  you  about, little Raph. I will do so now.” 

“Can  we  talk  as  we  walk?”  Sylvia  asked.  “The  sun  just  set, and we should try to get word to Bony, or Bjorn, at least.” 

“That’s  true,”  Eliza  said.  “They  might  still  be  preparing  for another  wave  of  monsters.  We  should  let  them  know  that  they  can stand down. That should put all the people in the city at ease, too.” 

Koshi  began  speaking  as  the  war  party  made  their  way  on foot to the southern gates. “Understand, Raphael, that I slew Platina with my own hands. She was the love of my life. And after that, I was lost and distraught…” 

Koshi’s voice broke mid-sentence. Raphael put a comforting hand on his shoulder. The both of them knew that Platina was now truly at rest, her centuries-long torment ended. 

“A  vision  of  Namakhut,  the  God  of  Dragons,  came  to  me then,” Koshi continued. “He declared His imminent demise, the last of  His  worshippers  having  been  slain,  but  He  also  showed  me  the Dragon  Sigil  and  told  me  to  wait  for  a  child  who  would  bear  that mark.” 

“That’s the sign on my back,” Raphael said. 

Koshi  nodded.  “It  is.  And  so  I  waited,  trying  to  find  Platina’s corpse  in  the  meantime.  Years  passed.  Then  centuries.  And  then one day, perhaps the best day of my life, you arrived, little Raph.” 

“So what exactly is a Dragon Magus?” Fenix asked. “I caught the Guild Master actually calling Raphael that name the night before we left for Vitoria. How is a Dragon Magus different from a Dragon Knight?” 

“For  one,  the  ceiling  of  Raphael’s  power  is  far  higher  than mine,”  Koshi  said.  “Also,  I  believe  that  the  Dragon  Magus  holds some  sway  over  the  will  of  dragons  or  Dragon  Knights,  such  as myself.” 

“No,  Koshi,”  Raphael  protested,  horrified  at  the  idea  that  he might be able to control Koshi in any way. “That can’t be true.” 

“Look to the light of the Dragon Meridian, little Raph,” Koshi said. “My light is now tied to yours, but it will only shine where yours does.” 

Looking  deep  within  himself,  Raphael  realized  that  it  was true. If he wanted to, he  could  make Koshi do whatever he wanted. 

He recoiled at the notion. 

“No! I won’t do anything like that,” he declared. “I would never force you to do anything, Koshi!” 

“I know you wouldn’t, little Raph,” Koshi said. “And I know you want nothing to do with such power, but that is exactly why you  must

have  it,  over  me  or  over  any  other  dragons  we  might  eventually come across or restore to life.” 

“But…”  Raphael  thought  back  to  his  conversation  with  the remnant  of  Platina’s  soul.  Something  dark  and  terrible  had  twisted the  will  of  the  dragons,  driving  them  to  madness  and  destruction. 

And  it  hadn’t  been  an  accident  either.  Someone  had  deliberately perpetrated this atrocity. 

But  if  there  had  been  something  to  keep  the  dragons  from madness, some force to keep their minds clear and true, then they would never have turned their backs on their role as the guardians and keepers of the world and became its devourers and destroyers instead. 

With  that,  the  role  of  the  Dragon  Magus  became  clear  to Raphael. 

“I  think  I  know  what  the  Dragon  Magus  is  supposed  to  do now,” he said shakily. “I have to bring dragons back to life somehow, possibly with my Spontaneous Transmigration spell. Then I have to make sure nothing corrupts them, so that they don’t hurt anyone.” 

“A  momentous  undertaking.”  Fenix  shook  his  head.  “But  if there’s  anyone  who’s  up  to  such  a  difficult  task,  it  would  be  you, Raphael.” 

“If  that’s  what  you’re  supposed  to  do,  I  will  help  you  in  any way I can,” Eliza promised. 

“So will I,” Sylvia said, “as long as you get dragons to fly me wherever I want to go, so I don’t have to be on ships anymore.” 

“No, you don’t understand.” Raphael turned pleadingly to his friends. “I have to do all those things, but what if  I am the one who gets  corrupted  instead?  What  if  I  turn  out  to  be  a  bad  person  and make dragons do bad things?” 

Sylvia  punched  him  on  the  arm,  hard  enough  to  make Raphael  wince.  “You  won’t.  But  just  in  case  you  do,  don’t  worry.  I promise you I’ll kill you myself.” 

“You’re not that kind of person, Raphael,” Eliza said. “I know you aren’t.” 

“I agree with Eliza,” Fenix said. 

Gabriella  cleared  her  throat.  “I  don’t  know  you  very  well, Raphael,  but  you  have  behaved  with  honor  from  the  very  first moment we met. For what it’s worth, I don’t believe that you would willingly partake in any evil deeds.” 

Koshi remained silent. He looked at Raphael and grinned. 

And  suddenly  it  all  made  sense.  There  were  tales  about Koshi  the  Dragon  Knight,  most  of  them  more  mythological  than factual,  but  they  all  agreed  on  one  thing:  when  the  dragons  went mad, so too did their respective Dragon Knights. Koshi was the only one  who  remained  true  to  his  role  as  a  defender  of  the  weak  and champion of justice. 

For  that,  Namakhut  had  trusted  Koshi  to  raise  Raphael  and teach  him  the  difference  between  right  and  wrong.  As  long  as Raphael  remained  true  to  Koshi’s  teachings,  he  would  never  stray. 

The  thought  brought  him  more  comfort  and  assurance  than  he’d imagined possible. 

Koshi  reached  out  and  patted  Raphael  on  the  shoulder. 

“Never forget to look within yourself either, Raph. I am simply an old man  trying  his  best.  I  am  sure  you  can  do  much  better  than  I  can, find wisdom beyond anything I can even begin to understand.” 

“I…  I  will  try  my  best,”  Raphael  said.  “But  I  think  I’ll  need everyone’s help.” 

“Of  course,  Raphael,”  Eliza  replied,  squeezing  Raphael’s upper arm briefly. He patted her hand in grateful acknowledgement. 

“Anything for you.” 

“You can count on me.” Fenix nodded. 

“I will always be there for you, son,” Koshi promised. 

“Eh,  I  don’t  know.”  Sylvia  snaked  an  arm  around  Raphael’s shoulders and pressed her cheek against his. “How are you going to

make it worth my while? I accept all kinds of currencies as payment, you know? And I do mean  all kinds, such as the bodily—” 

The elf squeaked as she was peeled away from Raphael, her left ear pinched between Eliza’s thumb and index, and her right ear in  a  similar  grip  by  Gabriella.  The  two  blonde  women  exchanged  a surprised look at their unexpected simultaneity and chuckled. 

“More inappropriate behavior,” Gabriella chided Sylvia. “If you need  constant  reminders  to  keep  your  hands  to  yourself,  I’d  be happy to give them to you, as often as you require.” 

“Ow!  Ow!  Stop  it!”  the  elf  squealed.  “Raphael!  They’re bullying me again! Do something!” 

The  ridiculous  sight  dispelled  the  troubling  thoughts  from Raphael’s mind and forced a smile onto his face. Rayne flew over to Raphael, shrunk to the size of a mouse, and zipped into his pocket. 

The faerie dragon poked its head out. 

“Look  to  the  bonds  between  your  soul  and  others,  Magus,” 

Rayne  said.  “Some  might  wither  and  break  under  the  passage  of time and grinding of circumstance, but you can forge new ones. And you will have to, for they will keep you true.” 

“Thanks, Rayne.”    Raphael scratched the faerie dragon gently on the head, drawing a purr from its frilled throat. 

It was a sobering thought. Koshi was more than a thousand years old, and Sylvia was only slightly younger than that. If Raphael lived as long as them, or perhaps even longer, how would things look like after another thousand years had passed? 

Perhaps  the  best  he  could  hope  for  would  be  to  still  have Koshi and Sylvia there, with other faces in the picture, because Eliza and Fenix would be long gone, as would Gabriella. 

Eliza  caught  his  gaze,  then.  She’d  released  Sylvia’s  ear  a while ago. “Copper for your thoughts, Raphael?” 

“Just  enjoying  the  silliness,”  Raphael  replied,  nodding  at  the scuffle between Sylvia and Gabriella, which had somehow managed to  draw  in  Fenix.  “But  I’d  better  go  break  things  up  now,  because

Fenix’s face is turning blue from that chokehold. And we do want to get back to the city before it gets too dark.” 

Eliza sighed. “You’re right. Let’s go. I’ll give you a hand.” 

As she strode past him, clenching her fists, Raphael thought again about how Eliza had wielded Skyfang, a draconic weapon, in battle.  He  cast  a  glance  at  Koshi,  who  was  watching  the  entire spectacle with bemused horror. 

Perhaps  Eliza  could  still  be  in  the  picture,  a  thousand  years hence after all…



Chapter 3







Bjorn  was  still  at  the  remnants  of  the  forward  base  camp, though  only  a  handful  of  Hell  Drakes  remained,  packing  away  his command tent. 

The grim, laconic High Captain caught sight of the war party as  they  approached.  He  raised  his  hand  and  gestured  for  them  to come over. 

“Hey, Bjorn!” Sylvia said as they got within earshot. “We got it done. Everything’s fine now.” 

“I figured,” Bjorn replied, his bald head glinting under the pale light  of  the  rising  moon.  “There’s  been  no  more  monsters.  Heard from  Van  Heim.  Perhaps  they  stopped  coming  a  long  time  ago already, before you headed into the junkyard.” 

Raphael  felt  that  the  High  Captain’s  guess  was  likely  true. 

The  Pale  Haunter  had  been  responsible  for  the  endless  waves  of skeleton warriors and bale-wights pouring from the junkyard. But the monster  was  gone,  driven  off  by  the  concerted  efforts  of  the  Hell Drakes.  That  meant  that  the  other  undead  creatures  wouldn’t  be around, either. 

“I sent most of the others back to the Guild House. Rest. Heal up. Resupply. But a situation’s brewing back there. Could get ugly.” 

Bjorn jabbed his thumb over his shoulder at the gates and glared at Gabriella. “Would definitely get ugly if this one didn’t come back.” 

“You  were  the  one  who  wouldn’t  let  me  leave  when  the fighting  started  in  the  first  place,”  Gabriella  said,  placing  her  fists against her hips. “And if you must know, I availed myself adequately on the battle-line.” 

“That  you  did.  Heard  from  Van  Heim  and  Cyrano.  Fair enough,”  Bjorn  grunted,  hiking  his  thumbs  over  his  belt  and

straightening his runic leather armor. “Your father’s here, kicking up a fuss  and  threatening  everyone  who’d  listen.  Words  mean  nothing, but if his knights hurt a single one of my Hell Drakes, I will kill them all and burn the royal palace down.” 

“You would mouth such treason against your king?” Gabriella gasped. 

“Not  my  king.  I’m  from  Mirak,  far  to  the  north,”  Bjorn  said. 

“Only here for Guild business.” 

“I  should  have  your  head  for  such  threats!”  the  princess growled. 

Bjorn narrowed his eyes. “Try it.” 

“Hey,  hey!  Enough!”  Sylvia  squeezed  herself  between  the High  Captain  and  the  princess.  She  shoved  Bjorn  in  the  midriff, pushing him back a step. At the same time, the elf flicked Gabriella on the nose with her finger. 

“Ow!”  the  princess  cried,  clutching  her  nose,  the  corners  of her eyes brimming with unshed tears. 

“I can’t believe that I’ve got to be the one to say this, but the two  of  you  need  to  calm  down,  right  now,”  Sylvia  said,  spinning  to Bjorn  and  jabbing  a  finger  in  his  chest.  “And  you!  Threatening Lucario’s royal family? Are you insane?” 

Bjorn  grunted  again,  but  the  High  Captain  did  look  slightly abashed. “No. Head wasn’t right. Sorry. Lost many of us today. Last thing  we  needed  was  some  royal  shirt  riding  up  and  mouthing  off, alongside knights who barely fought.” 

Sylvia  sighed  and  bumped  her  fist  gently  against  Bjorn’s breastplate. “Yeah. It’s bad. Why don’t you round up the rest of the Hell Drakes and head back? I’ll take it from here.” 

“Sounds good.” Bjorn nodded, turned, and walked away. He whistled  to  the  Hell  Drakes  who’d  been  listening  agog  to  the  entire exchange,  then  pointed  to  the  southern  gates.  The  mercenaries shrugged and followed their High Captain. 

“What?  Wait!”  Gabriella  cried,  moving  to  stalk  after  Bjorn. 

Raphael caught her by the elbow and shook his head. 

“Let him go,” Raphael said. 

“But he threatened my father!” the princess protested. 

“Nothing good can happen if you try to make a big thing out of this,” Raphael said. 

“I  agree,  Your  Royal  Highness,”  Koshi  said.  “It’s  time  for everyone to do what healing they can.” 

Gabriella  huffed  and  stamped  her  feet,  but  she  relented.  “I suppose  you’re  right.  Grief  can  unhinge  one’s  judgment,  and  I  can more than afford to be gracious in the face of offense.” 

A sudden clamor caught Raphael’s attention, then. He turned in its direction. 

Past  several  piles  of  broken  wagon  parts  and  worn  out cooking pots, a cluster of fabulously armored men were fanning out, drawn  swords  brandished  in  one  hand  and  crackling  torches  held high in the other. To Raphael’s surprise, a mage led them, clad in ill-fitting  robes  dark  blue  in  hue  beneath  the  flickering  torchlight.  He was in his middle years, slightly fat. His pale, broad face sported a neatly trimmed mustache. A curly mop of brown hair dripped from his scalp and ended at his shoulders. A circlet with a pale green stone set in its middle adorned his brow. 

“Oh no,” Gabriella whimpered. “That’s father.” 

Fenix  inhaled  sharply.  “That’s  the  King?  Lucian  the  Fourth himself? High Captain Bjorn mentioned it just now but I didn’t think he was being serious. What’s the King doing here?” 

“Looking for me, I suppose,” the princess said. She squared her  shoulders  as  the  King  and  his  knights  approached.  “Good evening, father. I—” 

Gabriella’s words were cut off as the King rushed forward and wrapped her in an embrace, letting the crystal-tipped staff he’d been holding fall from his grasp. 

“My baby girl! I was so worried!” he gushed, rocking Gabriella to and fro in his arms. “You slipped away from your guards and I only just found out you came here!” 

Raphael  counted  two-dozen  Lucarian  knights  in  attendance. 

They  milled  around  and  behind  the  king,  eyeing  the  war  party suspiciously. 

Lucian  the  Fourth  pushed  his  daughter  out  to  arm’s  length and  looked  her  up  and  down.  “Are  you  hurt,  baby  girl?  Are  you alright?” 

“I’m fine, father,” Garbriella said, blushing furiously and trying to shrug her father off to no avail. “I wasn’t hurt at all. I need to report what happened in the junkyard to you.” 

“The junkyard! You were in the junkyard?” Lucian demanded. 

He turned his gaze to the rest of the war party. “You lot brought my daughter into the junkyard? How dare you!” 

“And brought her back again, Lucy.” Sylvia stepped forward, a dangerous light in her eyes. “You’d better watch your tone.” 

“Sylvia?”  Lucian  frowned.  “I  should  have  known  you’d  be embroiled in such madness. Bringing my daughter into the junkyard? 

That  goes  beyond  your  usual  insanity  and  borders  on  the  verge  of treason.” 

“Gabby  acted  on  her  own  free  will,”  Raphael  said.  “None  of us would even think about making her do anything she didn’t want.” 

“Don’t  call  her  that  in  front  of  her  father!”  Fenix  hissed  into Raphael’s  ear,  but  it  was  too  late.  The  King’s  face  crumpled  into  a seething, crimson mask. 

“And  who  might  you  be,  sir,  to  address  my  daughter  so familiarly?” Lucian demanded. 

“A  friend.  Gabby’s  my  friend.  We  just  met  today,  but  I  think she’s  quite  nice,”  Raphael  said.  “Strong,  brave,  and  quick-witted, too.” 

Lucian opened his mouth to reply, but Gabriella took a deep breath and shrieked piercingly enough to make everyone flinch and

cover  their  ears.  Eventually,  after  several  painful  moments,  the princess  stopped.  She  panted,  trying  to  catch  her  breath  while knights and Hell Drakes alike eyed her with trepidation. 

“Father!  I  have  pressing  information  to  report!  So  let  me  do it!” Gabriella snapped. “Are you going to listen or not?” 

Lucian nodded reluctantly. “Go on, baby girl.” 

And  so  Gabriella  gave  a  brief  recount  of  the  war  party’s journey  into  the  junkyard,  their  battle  against  the  draco-lich,  and Koshi’s  return.  Listening  to  the  princess,  Raphael  couldn’t  help  but admire her ability to sum up such an overwhelming experience within the space of a few minutes. 

When she was done, Lucian turned to Koshi. In the darkness of  the  early  night,  the  scales  of  Koshi’s  draconic  armor  blazed  with golden light. 

“You…  You  are  the  Dragon  Knight  Koshi?  Legendary defender of the realm?” the King asked. 

Koshi sketched a bow. “I am indeed Koshi, a Dragon Knight, but I make no claim to any legend, having merely followed my heart.” 

“Prove it,” Lucian demanded. 

Koshi reached out his hand. Specks of golden light drifted to his  palm  and  coalesced  into  a  shining  bow  of  ornate  fashion  and intricate design. 

“Sunkiller!”  one  of  the  King’s  knights  exclaimed.  The  others began muttering among themselves. 

 Of  course  they’d  recognize  it,  Raphael  thought.    I  learned about Sunkiller in school, and there were so many pictures of it in so many books and scrolls. 

Lucian  the  Fourth  nodded  gravely.  Spreading  his  robes,  he gave Koshi a deep and formal bow. “I greet you, Sir Dragon Knight, and  humbly  request  your  forgiveness  for  my  brash  tone  just  now.  I was merely aghast at the prospect of danger toward my daughter.” 

Koshi  returned  the  bow.  “No  apologies  are  necessary,  Your Royal Majesty. I too am a father, and I understand how you feel.” 

“So  it’s  true,  then?”  Lucian  the  Fourth  asked.  “Platina’s corpse  has  been  cleansed?  Its  lingering  corruption  will  no  longer trouble us?” 

“Yes,  Your  Royal  Majesty.”  Koshi  dismissed  Sunkiller  and clasped Raphael on the shoulder. “Thanks to Raphael, my son. He was the one who sent Platina on to her eternal rest and ended her torment.” 

Lucian bowed to Raphael, who hastily returned the gesture. 

“My deepest gratitude to you, young sir,” the King said. “And please forgive my earlier rudeness. It’s just that you addressing my daughter that way…” 

“Raphael  can  call  me  whatever  he  wants,  father!”  Gabriella huffed.  She  met  his  gaze  for  a  moment,  then  looked  away,  her cheeks  reddening  anew.  “And  besides,  I  like   Gabby.  It  rolls  off  the tongue so much more easily.” 

Lucian  sighed.  “Very  well,  baby  girl.  Very  well.  Gabby  it  is. 

And the others who fought by your side? Will you introduce them as well?” 

Eliza and Fenix stepped forward. The former had put on her helm once more, so that the upper half of her face and her hair were hidden behind a layer of steel. She curtseyed to the King. 

“This is Eliza Wildwynd, father,” Gabriella said, a slight frown marring her features. 

She  obviously  considered  Eliza  donning  her  helm  an  oddity, but  she’d  chosen  to  overlook  that  at  the  moment.  Raphael  thought again  about  how  the  two  women  looked  so  alike.  He  knew  that  he hadn’t  been  the  only  one  to  notice  the  resemblance.  Eliza  was obviously  aware  of  it,  given  her  conscious  choice  to  hide  her  face before  the  King.  Raphael  had  also  seen  Fenix  sweep  his  gaze curiously between the two women, and he remembered the quizzical look  on  Gabriella’s  face  when  she  saw  Eliza’s  features  for  the  first time. Raphael resolved to ask Eliza about that later. 

“She’s  a  skilled  swordswoman  and  resourceful  ally,”  the princess continued, “which is much more than I can say for many of

our knights.” 

The  King’s  knights  bristled  at  her  comment  until  Lucian looked  threateningly  over  his  shoulder  at  them.  He  returned  Eliza’s curtsey  with  a  bow.  “Well  met,  Ms.  Wildwynd.  Thank  you  for  your service to my daughter.” 

“You are very welcome, Your Royal Majesty,” Eliza said, in a monotone voice. 

Fenix  took  off  his  hat,  bowed,  stood  up,  and  slammed  his right fist against his breast. All in all, the battlemage looked confused and flustered. 

“This  is  Fenix  Hellstorm,”  Gabriella  said.  “A  fully  accredited battlemage.” 

“Hail,  King  Lucian,  Fourth  of  your  name!”  Fenix  declared, every line of his body stiff and rigid. 

“One  of  Master  Victis’s  lot,  eh?”  Lucian  said.  “How  is  he, these  days?  I  had  the  pleasure  of  meeting  him  once,  almost  a decade ago.” 

“Master  Victis  is  hale  and  hearty!”  the  battlemage  shouted. 

“Glory to Lucario! Long live the King!” 

“Er…  yes,  thank  you,  sir  battlemage.”  Lucian  turned  to Gabriella. “It’s good to see such patriotism among our youth, eh?” 

The  princess  rolled  her  eyes.  “Alright,  Fenix.  You  can  step back now and start breathing again.” 

Fenix  did  so,  skulking  behind  Sylvia  and  sucking  in  a  deep breath. A strangled ‘thank you’ rolled from his lips. 

“I  need  no  introduction,  Lucy,”  Sylvia  said,  looming  over  the King.  “But  it’s  been  a  while.  How’s  my  sister?  Any  luck  getting  into her skirts so far?” 

“What?”  Lucian  huffed,  in  a  very  similar  fashion  to  his daughter. “I don’t know what you’re talking about! My dealings with Chancellor  Brightsoul  have  been  nothing  but  cordial  and professional! I hurl your sordid insinuations back in your face!” 

Gabriella  turned  to  Sylvia.  “Lady  Cailee  Brightsoul  is  your sister?” 

“One and only,” Sylvia replied. She stroked Lucian under the chin, causing the King to splutter and stumble away. “Well, tell her I said ‘hi.’ I know you’ve been lonely since your wife passed, but you’d better  be  careful  around  Cailee.  Now,  I  think  we’ve  wasted  enough time  here.  I’ll  take  my  war  party  and  be  on  my  way.  You  grab  your daughter and be on yours.” 

“Very well, Sylvia,” Lucian said, turning to Koshi and Raphael and  bowing  to  them  once  more.  “Thank  you  again,  Sir  Dragon Knight. And you, young Raphael. If there is anything I can do for you at all, you need only visit the palace and ask it of me.” 

“Your Royal Majesty,” Koshi and Raphael said, returning the king’s bow. 

Gabriella  approached  Raphael  and  stuck  out  her  hand. 

Raphael grinned and clasped it, wrist-to-wrist. 

“Thanks, Gabby!” he said. “You were amazing today!” 

The princess smiled radiantly. “So were you! We’ll have to do this again!” 

“Absolutely not!” Lucian hissed. 

“We’ll  see  about  that,”  Gabriella  whispered.  She  threw  a playful  wink  at  Raphael,  before  turning  away  and  leaving  with  her father. The King’s knights trailed after the royals, casting suspicious glares over their shoulders. 

Koshi rolled his shoulders. “Now that we’re done here, I can’t wait to pick up a spare change of clothes at my house. Keeping up my draconic armor is getting exhausting.” 

“Heh. About that.” Sylvia nudged Raphael with her elbow. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?” 

Raphael sighed. “Koshi, about our house…” 



Chapter 4







The war party didn’t have much of a choice but to head back to the Guild House. 

On their way there, they had to trek through the Guild District and  its  rows  of  storefronts,  taverns,  and  eateries.  To  Raphael’s surprise, they were bustling with activity. 

As  far  as  the  eye  could  see,  Hell  Drakes  caroused  on  the patios  of  dozens  of  different  taverns  and  eateries.  They  ate  and drank with abandon, spilling wine and food over their robes or armor. 

They  made  toasts  to  each  other  or  their  fallen  comrades,  and  they boasted about their own feats of arms. 

 I’m lucky enough not to have lost anyone, but that’s not true for  everyone  else  in  the  Guild,  Raphael  thought,  looking  at  an armsman  pouring  the  frothing  contents  of  a  mug  down  his  throat while  his  friend  roared  out  the  lyrics  of  a  drinking  song.  Mourning takes many forms, but I’m glad this is working for them. 

Cyrano was where Raphael had first met him, clad in a rough tunic and nursing a tankard in his huge fist as he sat on the patio of a tavern  called  the  Broken  Jar.  His  other  arm  was  in  a  sling,  and  his face was covered in bruises and cuts. 

Ginerva,  the  mage  who  specialized  in  Metal  Magic,  sat beside him. She held a tankard in her hands as well. Both of the Hell Drakes were downcast, their features sullen and heavy. 

“Hey, Cyrano!” Sylvia called to the armsman as the war party approached.  He  looked  up  and  nudged  Ginerva  with  his  elbow, spilling a sizable dash of his drink over her robes in the process. 

“What?”  the  mage  complained,  holding  up  her  drenched sleeve. 

Cyrano jerked his chin in Sylvia’s direction and took another swig of his drink. He set his tankard down on his table as the elf sat down from across him. “Hail, High Captain of the Ninth Seat. To what do I owe this honor?” 

“Hi,  Cyrano  and  Ginerva.  Are  you  both  alright?”  Raphael asked, sitting down beside Sylvia. 

“We’re alive,” Cyrano replied. 

“But the rest of our war party isn’t,” Ginerva said. “It’s the end of the line for Jenna’s Sentinels.” 

“Jenna’s Sentinels? Aren’t you Hell Drakes as well, like us?” 

Raphael  shook  his  head  as  Cyrano  pushed  a  full  tankard  toward him.  Sylvia  took  the  armsman  up  on  the  offer  instead,  bringing  the tankard to her lips and gulping deeply. 

“Yes,  they  are,  but  each  war  party  usually  has  an  informal name, usually derived from their captain,” Fenix said, easing himself down  on  the  chair  at  the  end  of  the  table.  “This  one  calls  itself Jenna’s Sentinels.” 

“Called,” Cyrano corrected him. “Like Ginerva said, with only the two of us left alive, the war party is done. We’ll have to see if any other captain will take us, together or individually.” 

“Have  the  two  of  you  worked  together  long?”  Eliza  asked, sitting beside Raphael. 

“For  just  over  a  decade,”  Cyrano  said,  tipping  his  head  in Ginerva’s  direction.  “The  little  lady  here  has  saved  my  life  more times than I can count. It’d be a shame if I couldn’t fight by her side anymore.” 

“Well, you saved mine numerous times too. But yeah, no one else I’d rather have guarding my back.” Ginerva shoved a chair out from  under  the  table  with  her  bootheel,  so  Koshi  could  take  a  seat too.  He  thanked  her  and  sat  down,  smoothing  out  the  coarse trousers and tunic the war party had managed to buy at a storefront just within the District limits. 

“So what are you called? Sylvia’s Sentinels or something like that?” Koshi asked. 

“Nah, nothing of the sort.” Sylvia clunked her empty tankard down  on  the  table.  “I  never  actually  gave  it  any  thought.  Besides, who  needs  a  name  for  your  war  party  anyway?  Like  Raphael  said, we’re all Hell Drakes here.” 

“That’s  a  good  point,”  Raphael  conceded.  “So  many  names might get confusing in the end.” 

“Sylvia’s just making excuses,” Fenix pointed out. “She never bothered  to  come  up  with  a  war  party  name  because  she’s  never actually had a war party until us.” 

“Shut  up,  Fenix,”  the  elf  snarled.  She  turned  to  Cyrano  and Ginerva. “What say you join us? I could use a veteran armsman and a seasoned mage in my war party.” 

Cyrano  and  Ginerva  exchanged  glances.  After  a  few  silent moments,  Ginerva  spoke  up  nervously.  “We  won’t  be  expected  to clean up a week’s worth of chamber pots from your quarters, right?” 

“What?  Where  did  you  hear  such  things  from?  Why  would  I expect  you  to  do  that?”  Sylvia  asked,  nervously  avoiding  the stabbing glares of Fenix and Eliza. 

“Well,  no  offense,  High  Captain,  but  we’ve  heard  things,” 

Cyrano said. 

“And seen things,” Ginerva continued. 

“From who? Of whom?” Sylvia demanded. 

Fenix leaned back and chuckled smugly. He sipped from the glass of wine he’d ordered from a barmaid. “You don’t have anything to worry about now, you two. She’s only limited to one chamber pot a day,  and  she’s  got  to  clean  it  out  by  herself,  also  on  a  daily  basis. 

She’s doing all her own laundry from now on as well, so you won’t have to scrub her surprisingly soiled under—” 

Eliza  nudged  the  battlemage  in  the  ribs  with  her  elbow, cutting off his words and making him spill his wine. Which was just

as  well,  with  Sylvia  already  reaching  for  Fenix’s  throat  with  her fingers. 

“As  the  war  party’s  auxiliary,  such  things  fall  under  my purview,” Eliza said. “No one else needs to worry about them.” 

Cyrano and Ginerva looked at each other again. 

“Maybe Van Heim could use us,” Ginerva muttered, drawing a sigh from Cyrano. 

“Maybe.  And  Van  Heim’s  a  decent  enough  fellow.  Wouldn’t mind  fighting  under  his  command.”  The  armsman  waved  to  a passing  barmaid  and  raised  his  tankard.  She  nodded  and  bustled away. 

“But  he  might  not  have  room  for  you,”  Raphael  said. 

“Whereas, as Sylvia said, you would definitely have a place with us. 

Fight  with  us,  Cyrano  and  Ginerva,  and  I  promise  you  a  lot  more glory to be found and fortune to be seized.” 

The  veteran  Hell  Drakes  exchanged  glances  once  more. 

Ginerva was the first to break the silence again. 

“Questions,”  she  said.  “So  many  questions  I  have  for  you. 

The first being how you’re able to cast spells without any Spell Dust. 

The second being what exactly that flying creature you command is.” 

“Join us, and the answers will come,” Raphael promised. 

Ginerva turned to Cyrano. She nodded. 

“I’m in,” the mage said. 

Cyrano  picked  up  a  filled  tankard  from  a  barmaid’s  tray  and took  a  swig.  He  wiped  his  mouth  with  the  back  of  his  hand  and grunted. “Fine. So am I.” 

“Aha!”  Sylvia  crowed.  “I  knew  the  two  of  you  couldn’t  resist my allure! Bow before my glory, my minions!” 

Nobody  except  Raphael  was  paying  attention  to  the  elf  as she  cackled  and  gesticulated  wildly  in  the  air.  Cyrano  and  Ginerva were  too  busy  listening  to  Eliza  while  Koshi  dug  gratefully  into  a small meat pie that Fenix had bought for him. 

“…just  let  Mr.  Esposito  know,  and  I  think  he  can  handle  the rest,” Ginerva told Eliza. The younger woman nodded. 

Cyrano  downed  his  tankard,  shoved  his  chair  back,  and stood. “That’s settled then. I’m heading home.” 

Ginerva followed suit. “So am I. Mr. Esposito will know where to find us. Good night.” 

They tossed a handful of coins on the table and walked away. 

As  they  stepped  into  the  street,  they  exchanged  nods,  then  went their separate ways, disappearing into the night. 

“Don’t they stay at the Guild House?” Raphael wondered. 

“Not necessarily,” Fenix explained. “Some Hell Drakes prefer to  maintain  their  own  residences  elsewhere.  You  only  stay  at  the Guild House if you want to. Speaking of which, we should head there now.” 

By  the  time  the  war  party  arrived  at  the  Guild  House,  the moon  was  already  high  in  the  sky.  It  reminded  Raphael  of  his  first visit there. The massive building was just as impressive as always, its many floors and soaring towers reaching toward the heavens, and its  broad,  stretching  wings  adorned  by  banners  of  golden  silk,  all bearing  the  Hell  Drakes  Insignia,  a  sinuous  red  lizard  curled  in  on itself, front claws rampant. 

As they stepped into the lobby, Mr. Esposito was at his desk, sharpening a quill with a small pocket knife. He looked up. 

“Ah, Sylvia, you’re back. Good to see you’re safe,” the clerk said. “And the rest of you, too.” 

Mr. Esposito nodded at Koshi. “And you, Sir Dragon Knight. 

Some  of  our  stragglers  brought  word  of  your  conversation  with  the King. We’ve been expecting you since. Welcome to the Hell Drakes Guild House.” 

Koshi acknowledged the clerk’s welcome with a slight bow. “I thank  you  for  your  courtesy,  but  I’m  here  merely  to  accompany  my son to his lodgings.” 

“You’re not staying with us?” Raphael asked. 

“I’m  not  a  Hell  Drake,  so  it  wouldn’t  be  proper  for  me  to impose  on  your  employers,”  Koshi  said.  “I’ll  see  if  I  can  find  a  bed somewhere. In any case, I’ll see you in the morning.” 

“A  minute,  sir,”  Mr.  Esposito  broke  in.  “Armsman  Raphael’s quarters  have  already  been  assigned,  and  a  guest  room  has  been made  ready  for  you.  Please,  make  yourself  at  home,  at  least  for tonight. That would make it easier for the Guild Master to speak with you in the morning, too.” 

Koshi  nodded.  “Very  well,  then.  I  believe  we  have  much  to discuss.” 

“Wait.  In  the  morning?  Does  that  mean  Bony’s  not  going  to see us now?” Sylvia demanded. “What’s going on, Ricardo?” 

“He’s going over the details of the junkyard incident with the Lucarian  Chancellor  and  negotiating  recompense  for  the  Guild’s services  from  the  royal  coffers,”  the  clerk  explained.  “It’s  going  to take  all  night,  so  you  might  as  well  go  get  some  sleep  and  get  a fresh start in the morning. He’s going to want to talk to you all.” 

Sylvia huffed and stalked away to one of the warp daises at the  end  of  the  entrance  lobby.  Mr.  Esposito  sighed,  snapped  his fingers, and the elf disappeared. 

“I  suppose  we’ll  meet  up  in  the  morning,  then?”  Fenix covered a yawn with the back of his hand. “Sylvia’s quarters an hour after dawn to regroup, then go find the Guild Master?” 

“Yes, let’s do that,” Raphael said. 

“Alright. Goodnight, Raphael.” The battlemage climbed onto a warp dais, and with a snap of Mr. Esposito’s fingers, he was gone as well. 

“I’ll be off, too. Sweet dreams, Raphael!” Eliza said. 

“See you in the morning, Eliza,” Raphael replied. 

Koshi clasped him on the shoulder as Eliza warped away to her  quarters.  His  face  was  radiant  with  pride.  “You’ve  found  some good  people,  Raph,  despite  their  moniker.  And  though  they  deem themselves  sellswords,  from  what  you’ve  told  me,  they’ve  shed

blood in defense of the weak and innocent. That’s more than enough to  earn  my  respect.  I  look  forward  to  meeting  this  Guild  Master  of yours.” 

“The  Guild  Master  said  he’d  met  you  briefly  before,  Koshi,” 

Raphael  said.  “I  think  he  means  well,  even  if  he  can  look  very frightening to most people.” 

“Did he?” Koshi said. “I have met many people in my lifetime, but as you know, the Dragon Meridian doesn’t let us forget anything or anyone, so perhaps I’m just having trouble figuring out who he is. 

You said he looks frightening. How so?” 

“He looks like a skeleton,” Raphael replied. “He said that he’s something  called  a  lich,  and  the  air  around  him  is  always  cold  and uncomfortable. Oh, and his name is Yun Shen.” 

“Ah yes, I do know him.” Koshi turned to Mr. Esposito. “And you  as  well.  Twenty  years  ago,  you  and  a  lich  named  Yun  Shen offered  me  a  place  among  your  followers.  So  the  two  of  you  did indeed go on to establish this Guild.” 

“Exactly, Sir Dragon Knight. Up until then, we were a band of roaming mercenaries and adventurers, with me as an assistant and valet  to  then-Archmage  Yun  Shen.  Our  numbers  surged  once  we raised  our  banners  and  opened  our  doors  for  recruitment.”  Mr. 

Esposito smiled. “Also, that offer to you remains open, if I know our Guild Master at all. You need only accept it.” 

“Now that Raph is a Hell Drake, I will have to revisit your offer and give it some serious consideration.” Koshi ruffled Raphael’s hair fondly. “Being nearby would make it much easier for me to help him.” 

“Yeah,  Koshi!  Join  the  Hell  Drakes!”  Raphael  cried.  “It’ll  be amazing!” 

“Like I said, Raph, we will see. Let’s talk to the Guild Master first,” Koshi said. “In the meantime, you should go get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

“Alright,  Koshi.”  Raphael  heard  Rayne  yawn  in  his  pocket, and all of a sudden, fatigue rolled over his limbs and weighed down his  eyes.  He  yawned  as  well.  After  all,  he’d  been  doing  battle

continuously since his return from Vitoria, with little chance for actual rest. 

Perhaps it was a good thing that the Guild Master didn’t have time for them right now. Raphael had so many questions for him that would be better asked in a refreshed and rejuvenated state of mind. 

He walked to a dais. 

“Goodnight, Koshi,” he said. 

“Sleep well, Raph,” Koshi replied. 

Raphael felt a sudden gust of wind against his cheeks. 

And then he was somewhere else. 




* * *

 

The  quarters  Mr.  Esposito  had  prepared  for  Raphael  were more  luxurious  than  he’d  ever  imagined.  It  was  a  room  with  stone walls,  nearly  fifteen  paces  across  and  along.  A  bed  twice  as  broad as  his  shoulders  dominated  the  middle  of  the  room.  Small  shelves and racks lined the eastern wall. 

A small alcove held a basin of water for washing, along with a small  stack  of  towels.  Raphael  saw  a  small  note  pinned  above  the basin.  Latrines are down the hallway,  it said. 

Raphael  opened  the  wooden  door  of  his  room  and  peeked his  head  out  into  the  corridor  of  brown,  carved  stone.  A  worn  but warm-looking  red  carpet  covered  the  floor.  Torches  hung  from  the wall at regular intervals, set to burn dimly but steadily. 

It  didn’t  take  him  more  than  a  minute  to  find  the  latrines, which  made  Sylvia’s  chamber  pot  habits  all  the  more  disturbing. 

Shuddering,  Raphael  returned  to  his  room,  shucked  off  his  armor, and hung its pieces neatly on an armor rack in the corner, along with his potion belt. Then he made his way to the basin of water. 

Sometime  later,  tucked  into  bed  amidst  some  of  the  softest pillows he’d ever slept on, Raphael felt an irresistible force draw his eyelids  downward.  Rayne  swooped  onto  the  bed  and  curled  up

beside his head, pressing its cheek against his. Within moments, it was snoring softly. 

 Yeah, goodnight to you too, little fellow,  Raphael thought. He pinched out the candle atop his nightstand. 

And he tumbled into dreams. 



Chapter 5







“Hmm. Who might you be?” a querulous voice asked. It was shaky and uncertain, and it came from a frail, elderly man clad in a thick black robe. He was pale, bald, and wrinkled, with wisps of white hair dangling from his nearly bare scalp. 

Raphael blinked. He was seated before the old man, atop a stool that seemed to be made up of swirling light. The old man had a similar  seat  too.  A  bluish-green  globe  hung  between  them, suspended in midair. 

“Well?” the old man asked. “Are you going to tell me who you are? What’s your name?” 

“Isn’t  introducing  yourself  first  the  more  polite  thing  to  do?” 

Raphael replied. “If you want to know my name, then the courteous thing to do would be to tell me yours first.” 

“Um. Well.” The old man leaned forward and rested his chin on  one  palm.  His  brow  was  furrowed,  and  his  lips  were  trembling. 

“The  thing  is,  you  see,  I  don’t  really  remember  it  anymore.  People have called me so many things, but they’re not really my name.” 

“Alright, why don’t you tell me one of those things that people call you, then? That should do for now,” Raphael said gently, seeing that the old man was genuinely distressed. 

“Would that be fine with you?” the old man asked. “It’s not my real name, you know? You wouldn’t find that rude?” 

“It’s  fine,”  Raphael  assured  him.  “What  should  I  call  you,  at least for now?” 

“Wu Xin,” the old man replied. “Call me Wu Xin.” 

“Hello, Wu Xin.” Raphael held out his hand, reaching around the floating globe. “It’s nice to meet you. My name is Raphael.” 

Wu  Xin  took  Raphael’s  hand  in  a  weak,  clammy,  and  limp grasp and shook it halfheartedly. “Hello, Raphael. I… I don’t mean to be a bother, but why are we here?” 

“I’m not sure,” Raphael said. He pointed to the floating globe of blue and green hues. “Maybe we’re here because of this?” 

Wu  Xin  peered  closely  at  the  globe.  A  smile  spread  across his  wrinkled  face,  revealing  toothless,  blackened  gums.  “Ah,  yes. 

Here  it  is.  I’m  not  from  here,  you  know?  I  came  from  somewhere else. I was… running away from… something, and I ended up here.” 

Wu Xin was clutching his upper arms and trembling with fear. 

Startled  by  the  old  man’s  sudden  change  in  demeanor,  Raphael reached  out  and  patted  him  on  the  shoulder.  “Hey,  Wu  Xin?  It’s alright.  You’re  safe  here.  Nothing  can  hurt  you.  I’ll  protect  you  if anything tries.” 

The  old  man  looked  up,  meeting  Raphael’s  gaze.  “You  will? 

I…  I  think  I  used  to  protect  people  too,  you  know?  No,  I  definitely protected people. Gave everything to defend everyone, even if I had to do horrible, horrible things.” 

Wu Xin spread his hands in a gesture that encompassed the globe. “I protected this. But I’m thinking now that maybe it’s someone else’s turn. Someone else should protect this, because I’m tired. So tired and sad.” 

“What  is  this,  Wu  Xin?  What  did  you  protect?”  Raphael asked, pointing to the globe. 

“Look closer, Raphael,” Wu Xin said. 

Raphael  obeyed.  The  globe  spun,  then,  and  it  seemed  to zoom  up  to  his  eyes.  He  flinched,  expecting  it  to  strike  him  in  the face,  but  nothing  hit  him.  Instead,  the  greenish  and  bluish  hues  of the globe thickened, filling his vision. 

Then he was falling through empty skies, sunlit and eternal. 

Clouds hurtled past his cheeks. Stone rose up to meet him. Raphael recognized them as buildings—very familiar buildings. 

 Lucia City! And that’s… the Guild House! 

Raphael fell through the ornate roof of the massive building, slipping past floor after floor. His sleeping form appeared, still tucked into bed. 

He plummeted into himself. 

And woke up. 




* * *

 

Raphael  sat  up  in  bed,  gasping  for  breath.  His  sudden movement startled Rayne. The faerie dragon zipped into the air, flew a  small  circuit  around  the  room,  and  then  drifted  back  to  hover before his face. 

“What is it, Magus? What ails you?” it asked. “Are you hurt?” 

“No, Rayne. I’m fine,” Raphael replied, blinking and trying to regain  his  bearings.  He  was  still  in  his  room,  wreathed  in  the  deep darkness  of  night,  save  for  a  tiny  ray  of  moonlight  slithering  in through the shuttered gaps of the room’s only window. 

There  was  no  Wu  Xin,  no  strange  floating  globe  that represented the world. 

“Just a strange dream, Rayne,” he said to Rayne. “Nothing to worry about.” 

Rayne cocked its head curiously, then settled itself down on a pillow. Within moments, it was snoring softly. 

Sighing, Raphael threw back his bedcovers and walked to the window in his room. He opened it and noted the moon’s position in the sky. It was significantly past its zenith already. Dawn would arrive in a little under an hour, he figured. 

 At least I got some sleep.  Raphael yawned.  Maybe I should try to get a bit more. 

As he reached out his hand to shut the window, a stray beam of  moonlight  drifted  past  his  face,  illuminating  something  at  the

edges  of  his  vision.  It  was  pale  and  tall,  shimmering  beneath  chill lunar radiance. 

And it hadn’t been there before. 

Raphael spun on his heel, feeding  Ryu-To-Ki  to the Draconic Braziers. 

The first Brazier blazed to life, honing his reflexes beyond a razor’s edge and heightening them above the swiftness of a winter’s gale. 

The  second  Brazier  poured  its  flames  through  his  limbs, giving  him  enough  strength  to  bend  steel  with  his  bare  fingers  and crush stone beneath his fists. 

The  molten  fury  of  the  third  Brazier  bubbled  over  its  rim, sheathing Raphael’s body in golden scales of light, impregnable by mundane blades and defiant to malign magic. 

The  fourth  Brazier  unfolded  its  fiery  depths,  revealing Skyfang  and  Sunkiller.  Both  draconic  weapons  were  ready  to  heed his call. 

As  each  Brazier  came  to  life,  so  too  did  it  strengthen  those that came before it. 

Raphael caught the pale hand streaking toward his throat by the wrist. To his surprise, the hand twisted out of his grasp, rolled the edge of its palm against the back of  his  wrist, and pushed it toward his chest, trapping Raphael’s entire right arm against his own body. 

Raphael  brought  his  other  hand  up,  only  to  have  it  caught and  forced  behind  his  back,  his  knuckles  driving  up  toward  his shoulder  blades.  Before  he  could  twist  free,  something  swift  and strong drove into his torso, forcing him off his feet and slamming him against the wall. 

He grunted, trying to move his right arm, but it was now fully trapped  between  his  body  and  that  of  his  assailant…  which  turned out to be another elf. 

She was as pale as Sylvia, but while the latter’s hair was dark and  cut  just  above  her  shoulders,  locks  of  flowing  hair  the  color  of

platinum cascaded from the intruder’s head all the way to her waist, framing  a  timelessly  flawless  face  with  delicate  cheekbones  and  a high,  narrow  nose.  She  wore  a  regal,  high-collared  dress  of  white silk. Her blue eyes bored into his. 

 She’s as strong as Sylvia!  Raphael realized, twisting his body in search of renewed leverage and finding none. He was bound into a  complex  grappling  hold,  his  body  driven  into  the  wall  by  the  elf’s and his arms locked against his torso by hers.  And just as skilled! 

“You’re the one Sylvia’s so worked up about?” the elf asked, in a cold, yet languid voice. “The one who had her storming into your Guild  Master’s  audience  chambers,  shouting  about  dragons  and ranting about bringing mana back to the world?” 

“You’re the King’s Chancellor!” Raphael made the connection instantly. “Cailee Brightsoul. Sylvia’s sister!” 

“Perceptive  and  sharp,  if  nothing  else.”  Cailee  narrowed  her eyes, leaned closer, and sniffed at Raphael.  “Ah yes. There is mana inside you. I sensed a whiff of it earlier, but I thought it was just my imagination,  the  haunting  remnants  of  a  forlorn  dream.  But  then Sylvia came crashing in, acting like the idiot she is and flapping her worthless tongue. So I had to come see for myself before I left.” 

“Well, you’ve seen me now,” Raphael said. “Let me go.” 

But  the  elf  didn’t  seem  to  be  listening  to  him.  Instead,  she bared her teeth in a ghastly rictus. A hungry light blazed in her blue eyes. “Ah, mana. I haven’t beheld its glory in centuries. Would that I could somehow rip it from your veins, so I might bathe my soul in it once more.” 

Cailee’s  words  sparked  something  primal  and  angry  within Raphael’s  soul.  He  was  the  Dragon  Magus  after  all.  And  dragons never suffered being spoken to as prey. 

“Rayne!  To  me!”  Raphael  sent.  The  faerie  dragon  had awakened  several  moments  ago,  but  it  had  stayed  away,  correctly sensing that it was the right thing to do. 

“Make me untouchable, just for a heartbeat,” Raphael asked. 

Still  the  size  of  a  mouse,  the  faerie  dragon  swooped  to  him and  coiled  its  tail  around  his  ankle.  Rayne  pulled  Raphael  out  of corporeality,  leaving  the  elf’s  grapple  to  crumple  in  on  itself  over empty space. 

Wraith-like,  Raphael  spun  through  Cailee’s  stumbling  body. 

He nodded, bidding Rayne to go back into hiding once more. 

The faerie dragon complied, unhooking its tail from Raphael’s ankle and dropping him back into material reality once more. 

Raphael  charged  at  the  elf’s  back.  He  snaked  his  right  arm around  Cailee’s  neck  and  brought  his  left  across  the  back  of  her head to secure the chokehold. 

But  she  seized  his  right  forearm,  stifling  his  efforts  to compress the arteries on her throat and cut off the flow of blood to her brain. 

Cailee’s  swift  reaction  brought  her  just  enough  time  to  drive her  elbow  into  Raphael’s  sternum.  His  draconic  armor  flexed  and bowed  beneath  the  impact,  which  was  strong  enough  to  force  a grunt from his lips and drive him back a half-step. 

The  elf  unfolded  Raphael’s  crooked  arm,  stepped  back  into his body once more, and threw him over her shoulder. 

Raphael twisted his body in midair and bent his legs, so that he  landed  on  his  heels  instead  of  his  back.  He  sprang  off  his  feet then, tucking his right shin under Cailee’s chin and reaching his calf around the back of her skull. 

The elf slipped her head out of Raphael’s scissoring legs, but the space created by her evasion gave Raphael a chance to follow through on his attempt at a leg-choke and turn it into a back-rolling double-footed  kick,  powered  by  the  full  strength  of  the  Draconic Braziers. 

The  elf  leaned  back,  avoiding  Raphael’s  kick.  Still  borne  on leftover momentum, his body hurtled over her. 

She reached out, seeking to seize him by the neck before he could pass her completely. 

But he was ready for such a maneuver. 

Raphael  blocked  her  hands  with  his  forearms,  but  to  his consternation,  the  entire  exchange  ended  with  Cailee  holding  onto his wrists once more. 

“And  now  I  see  another  reason  why  she’s  so  drawn  to  you, Raphael,”  Cailee  said.  “You  just  demonstrated  a  repertoire  of  close combat  skills  even  the  finest  of  warriors  would  take  a  lifetime  to master, but you’ve hardly even begun to live yours, which can only mean one thing.” 

“What?” Raphael demanded. “What does that mean?” 

“You weren’t born,” the elf hissed. “You were  made. You’re a construct, created for a specific purpose, just like Sylvia and I.” 

“Sylvia?  You?  Made?  What’re  you  talking  about?”  Raphael tried to free his limbs to no avail. Rayne lurked closer, but the faerie dragon froze in its tracks as Cailee glared directly at it. If Rayne tried to  intervene  again,  the  elf  would  no  longer  disregard  its  efforts, having already made that mistake once. 

She would crush Rayne like an insect if it got too close. 

“Stay back, Rayne,” Raphael sent. 

“By your will, Magus,”    the faerie dragon replied, retreating to a corner of the room and cowering. 

“Oh?  You  don’t  know  about  Sylvia?”  A  wild,  dangerous  light entered Cailee’s eyes as she turned her gaze back to Raphael. Her voice  was  filled  with  bitterness  and  rage.  “She  didn’t  tell  you   what she is?” 

“What Sylvia is?” Raphael said. “She’s our High Captain. An elf. She can be a bit strange sometimes, but we all enjoy her antics more than we care to admit.” 

“You  never  thought  to  wonder  why  she  is  so  powerful?” 

Cailee asked. “Why she knows more spells than most archmages?” 

“She’s  been  alive  for  a  long  time,  so  she  probably  learned every spell there is to learn. She must have also spent a lot of time

training, so that’s why she’s so good at fighting.” Raphael brought his forearms close, seeking to lever Cailee’s wrists against each other. 

The  elf  released  her  grip  but  secured  it  anew,  this  time  on Raphael’s neck. She surged forward and planted an ankle behind his rear  foot.  A  shove  from  her  hands  and  a  hooking  sweep  with  her ankle had Raphael hurtling downward into the floor. 

Before he could hit the stone floor, Raphael tucked his body in, seized the wrist closest to his neck, and swung his legs up and around the rest of the limb, seeking to establish a flying armbar on Cailee. 

The elf broke his hold on her wrist, caught his left heel, and hurled Raphael away. He skidded to a crouching landing, the golden scales of his draconic armor drawing sparks from the stone floor. 

“What  simplistic,  infantile  reasoning,”  Cailee  mocked.  “If every  elf  could  attain  power  like  hers  and  mine  simply  through  the passage of time and mundane studies, we would be ruling the world by  now,  with  every  human  monarch  paying  tribute  to  an  almighty, undying elven empire.” 

“But that didn’t happen,” Raphael said, getting to his feet and adopting a fighting stance. 

“No,  because  shortly  after  we  were   made,  mana  vanished from the world, stealing us of our purpose.” Cailee ground her teeth, her  exotic  features  locked  into  a  mask  of  rage  that  made  her  look truly alien. 

Raphael  had  seen  a  similar  expression  on  Sylvia  before, when she’d been provoked by Koshi’s words during their duel. “Your purpose? What was your purpose?” 

“To  bring  the  world  to  heel,  make  it  heed  elven  reason,  be subject to elven law. Twelve of us there were at first, the Sisters of the  Chaos,  enough  to  bring  extinction  to  the  ogres  and  break  the nations  of  men  and  dwarfs.  We  would  have  created  others  like  us, then and secured dominion over the world within an elven fist, but for the  disappearance  of  mana.”  Cailee  stalked  forward,  curling  her fingers into claws. “Ten of us ended their lives out of despair. Sylvia

found  refuge  in  the  abominable  use  of  Spell  Dust,  whereas  I  am here, as you see, bound to the will of a human king where I would have been an elven empress, eternal, beautiful, and all-powerful. But for the disappearance of mana. Mana! In your veins! Give it to me!” 

Cailee  shrieked  and  launched  herself  forward.  Raphael raised  his  fist,  lining  up  a  counter-punch  that  would  fell  the  crazed elf. As he struck out, a sudden gust of wind rolled through the room. 

Purple light flashed briefly in the corner of his eye. 

And  Sylvia  was  there,  her  fist  swinging  alongside  his. 

Together,  they  punched  Cailee  square  in  the  jaw,  sending  her crashing  against  the  far  wall  of  the  room.  Cailee  bounced  off  the stone and thundered face-first into the floor. She grunted and pushed herself up, her cheek purpling rapidly. 

“I saw him first, Cailee!” Sylvia said. “So back off! He’s mine!” 

“Raphael  belongs  to  no  one  but  himself,  Sylvia.”  The  Guild Master’s voice swept through the room, along with the aura of cold and uneasiness that always emanated from his fleshless form. “And my words are for your benefit too, Lady Brightsoul. Your conduct this night has been most… unbecoming.” 

As Cailee wiped away a trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth,  Sylvia  uttered  a  single  arcane  syllable  and  pointed  at  the candle on Raphael’s nightstand. It puffed into light, casting the room in its orange-white radiance. 

“I… I forgot myself, Guild Master Yun Shen,” Cailee said, her face  downcast  with  genuine  dismay.  “I  have  behaved  in  an unacceptable  manner,  and  I  humbly  beg  your  forgiveness.  And yours, Raphael.” 

Raphael was taken aback by how readily Cailee apologized, and as far as he could tell, the elf seemed truly contrite, despite her earlier  actions  and  the  bitterness  of  her  words.  He  thought  back  to how the possibility of mana and True Magic still existing had caused Sylvia  to  lose  her  composure  on  more  than  one  occasion.  He  also recalled Tiresias, the Death Druid, who was also an elf but who had

spent  his  final  moments  ranting  and  raving  about  mana  and  True Magic. 

 Maybe  this  is  something  really  sensitive  for  elves,  Raphael thought.    A  mage  like  Fenix  doesn’t  know  anything  about  mana because it disappeared long before he was born, but it’s different for Sylvia  and  Cailee.  Maybe  it’s  like  someone  who’s  gone  blind suddenly  imagining  she  might  be  able  to  see  something  again.  He sighed, suddenly feeling a bit of pity for Cailee.  Also, she’s Sylvia’s sister, so if the two are anything alike, should I really be surprised at her strange behavior? After all, Sylvia did beat me up when we first met,  and  at  the  end  of  the  day,  I  really  don’t  need  a  feud  with  the King’s Chancellor. 

“Alright, sure.” Raphael stuck out his hand. “Just don’t sneak into my room anymore, Cailee.” 

The  elf’s  eyes  widened  at  his  words.  She  took  Raphael’s hand hesitatingly. He shook hers firmly once, then released his grip and stepped back. 

“You’ve forgiven me? Just like that?” Cailee asked. 

“Yes. You’re pretty good at fighting with your hands, just like Sylvia. Come train with us sometime,” Raphael said. 

Sylvia snorted in disgust. “As if she would. This is the closest she’s come to breaking a sweat in nearly a century.” 

Cailee looked to the Guild Master, who sighed and shook his head. 

“Very well, if Raphael is willing to let this go, then neither will I pursue this any further,” Yun Shen said. “However, Lady Brightsoul, you should know that forgiving isn’t the same thing as forgetting. You must leave immediately. Good day.” 

Cailee  opened  her  mouth  to  speak,  but  the  Guild  Master raised his hand. Purple light flashed amidst his skeletal fingers, and the elf was gone, banished from the Guild House. 

“Are you hurt, Raphael?” the Guild Master asked. 

“No, sir. I am fine,” Raphael replied. 

“I must apologize for this fiasco. Lady Brightsoul slipped away from my audience chamber while Sylvia was jumping on my back.” 

Yun Shen glared at the elf, who’d perched herself on a stool in the corner of the room. “Literally.” 

Sylvia  whistled  a  discordant  tune  and  pretended  to  be  very interested in her fingernails. 

“We  have  a  lot  to  tell  you,  sir,”  Raphael  said.  “And  many questions to ask as well.” 

“I would imagine so. Your father is with us now, isn’t he?” Yun Shen glanced out the window. “I was going to speak with you in the morning, but dawn isn’t too far away. Whether you desire more rest or prefer an earlier start to the day, I leave it up to you. When you are ready,  gather  your    companions,  and  find  me  in  my  personal quarters.  Sylvia  knows  the  way,  unfortunately.  Or  you  can  ask  Mr. 

Esposito. We have much to discuss.” 

“Yes, sir,” Raphael said. 

The  Guild  Master  raised  his  hand  once  more.  Purple  light pulsed, and he was gone. 

Raphael looked at his bed. He didn’t think he’d be able to fall asleep  again,  so  perhaps  it  wouldn’t  be  a  bad  idea  to  find  Koshi, Eliza, and Fenix and meet with the Guild Master. He shrugged and walked to a small wooden chest at the foot of his bed. It contained several changes of clothing and a fresh pair of boots. 

 Right,  Raphael thought.   Get dressed. Find the others. Maybe grab some breakfast. Then go talk to Yun Shen. Sounds like a plan. 

Rayne  swooped  to  the  bed  frame  and  cast  a  surprisingly judgmental glare toward the corner of the room. Sylvia still sat there on  the  stool,  whistling  her  silly  tune,  but  now  she  was  leaning forward  with  her  elbows  resting  on  her  knees,  and  her  eyes  were bright and attentive. 

Raphael was suddenly reminded that all this time, he’d been clad in only the thin set of trousers he’d worn to bed. 

“Oh,  don’t  mind  me,”  Sylvia  said,  drumming  the  tips  of  her fingers together. “Go ahead and change your clothes, Raphael.” 

Raphael sighed. 

“Get out, Sylvia.” 





Chapter 6







“Eliza’s already in the Guild House’s mess hall. Fenix is still in his  room,”  Sylvia  said,  twirling  a  faint  blue  coil  of  light  around  her index  finger  as  she  and  Raphael  walked  down  the  residential hallways of the Guild House. “Let’s go grab Fenix first. Then we can get some breakfast in the mess hall before we talk to Bony.” 

“How  do  you  know  that,  Sylvia?”  Raphael  asked,  narrowing his eyes suspiciously. 

“Just this little scrying spell I’ve cast on everyone in my war party, so I know exactly where they are and what they’re doing at all times,” the elf replied. 

“Everyone? Does that include me?” Raphael asked. 

“Uh, no. Not at all! Why would you think such a thing?” Sylvia said, her words devoid of even the slightest hint of credibility. 

Before Raphael could question her further, she picked up her pace and ran down the hallways, her feet thumping against the thick carpet. “Come on! Let’s go!” 

“Sylvia!  Hey!  Did  you  or  did  you  not  cast  that  spell  on  me?” 

Raphael  demanded,  but  the  elf  was  already  turning  a  corner  and breaking out into a full sprint. 

He exchanged an exasperated look with Rayne. 

“Can you go find Koshi, Rayne?” Raphael asked. “Bring him to us, wherever we end up.” 

“By  your  will,  Magus,”     the  faerie  dragon  replied,  before hopping out of his pocket and zipping away on fluttering wings. 

By  the  time  Raphael  managed  to  catch  up  with  Sylvia,  they were already at Fenix’s quarters. The wooden door to his room had a small metal plate with his name stenciled on it in black ink. 

“Time to get up, Fenix!” Sylvia cried, kicking the battlemage’s door  open,  breaking  its  latch  and  slamming  it  against  the  wall.  Its hinges creaked and sagged from their wall mountings. 

Raphael winced at the damage. 

“What  the…?”  Fenix  was  already  up  and  apparently  on  the way out of his room. 

He was fully dressed, and his arms were laden with a roll of vellum  and  a  small  wooden  case.  Looking  past  Sylvia’s  shoulder, Raphael saw that the battlemage’s quarters were much like his own, except  for  the  presence  of  a  small  wooden  table  tucked  into  the corner, its surface heaped with scrolls, ink pots, and brushes. 

Fenix walked back to the table and put down the items he’d been  holding.  He  glared  over  his  shoulder  at  Sylvia.  “What  do  you think you’re doing, you lunatic?” 

“Huh. Looks like we don’t get a chance to kick you out of your bed. This time.” The elf sighed, shrugging. 

“We  thought  we’d  meet  the  Guild  Master  earlier,  Fenix,” 

Raphael  said  apologetically  as  he  tried  in  vain  to  straighten  the hinges  of  Fenix’s  door.  “This  is  going  to  need  tools.  I’ll  find  some later and get this fixed.” 

“Thanks,  Raphael.”  Fenix  stepped  into  the  hallway,  where several  other  doors  were  creaking  open  and  curious  Hell  Drakes were poking their heads out at the commotion. “I was going to visit the spell archives before meeting with you, but I suppose that errand can wait.” 

“Great! Now, let’s go get something to eat,” Sylvia declared, striding  away.  She  tweaked  a  bushy  bearded  Hell  Drake’s  nose  as she passed his door. 

Walking  to  the  Guild  House’s  mess  hall  took  them  several minutes. 

It  lay  beyond  an  open  stone  archway,  and  it  was  a  large, high-ceilinged chamber, its length neatly measured by rows of long wooden tables and benches. 

Wide,  steel-framed  windows  perforated  one  of  its  walls  at regular intervals. They were open, letting the brisk morning air waft into the mess hall. 

A broad granite slab, broader than two grown men across the shoulders  and  three  times  as  long  as  they  were  tall,  sat  at  the  far end of the room. Behind it were half a dozen large fireplaces, each of them sporting a massive cauldron or roasting spit above the blazing coals in their depths. 

Eliza  stood  behind  the  granite  slab,  which  Raphael recognized  as  some  sort  of  counter  that  separated  the  mess  hall’s kitchen from the dining area. She was speaking quietly with a black-bearded man in a white apron and a cook’s hat. 

Several  Hell  Drakes  were  already  seated  among  the benches, spooning oats from wooden bowls or sipping from ceramic mugs of tea. 

They nodded to Raphael as he walked past them on his way to the counter. He returned their greetings similarly, noting the faint look  of  awe  in  their  eyes.  It  seemed  that  word  of  his  exploits  had spread quickly among the Hell Drakes. 

“Good  morning,  Dario!”  Sylvia  called  as  they  neared  the counter. She pulled out one of the many wooden stools tucked under its lip and sat down. “What’s on the menu this morning?” 

The  cook  turned  to  them.  He  had  a  round  face,  and  his cheeks  were  ruddy  bulges  squeezed  between  the  well-worn  smile lines  at  the  corners  of  his  eyes  and  mouth.  “This  one  is  yours, Sylvia? She said she wanted to prepare the morning meal for your mob today, and she’s about halfway through, I reckon.” 

“Hello,  everyone,”  Eliza  said,  directing  a  shy  smile  in Raphael’s direction. She held a small kitchen knife and had a cluster of  peeled  potatoes  in  front  of  her  on  a  wooden  chopping  board.  A small  bowl  beside  the  chopping  board  was  filled  with  diced  onions and garlic. “I wasn’t expecting you all so early, but if you take a seat, breakfast will be ready soon.” 

“Ooh, yes!” Sylvia rubbed her hands. The elf was practically drooling. “We haven’t had a chance to try more of your cooking since that pie you baked. I can hardly wait.” 

“Good morning, Eliza,” Raphael said. “Thanks for breakfast!” 

“My pleasure, Raphael,” she said, beaming. 

“Can I help in any way?” Raphael offered. 

“Thanks, but leave this to me,” Eliza replied, nodding toward a  side  table  laden  with  kettles  and  mugs.  Fenix  was  already  there, pouring  himself  a  cup  of  tea.  “Why  don’t  you  get  yourself  a  drink first?” 

“Alright. Are you sure…” Raphael began only to have Sylvia jab him in the ribs with her fingers. 

“Less talking! More cooking! I want to eat!” the elf hissed. She shoved Raphael toward the side table. “Go get me a cup of tea as well, while you’re at it.” 

Raphael had just finished pouring himself and Sylvia mugs of peppermint  tea  when  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  pulsed,  and Koshi’s presence became a tangible sensation in his head. Raphael reached out to it as he would reach out to Rayne. 

“Koshi?” Raphael sent. 

“Raph? Is that you? What… are you sending your thoughts to me through the Dragon Meridian?” Koshi answered, his mental voice filled with wonder. “I’ve never heard of something like this among all the dragons and their knights.” 

“Could it be because Rayne’s with you?” Raphael speculated. 

“This  is  how  I  usually  speak  to  Rayne,  and  back  in  the  junkyard,  it seemed to me that you could hear Rayne, too.” 

“Yes.  Yes,  Rayne’s  here,  and  yes,  I  can  hear  the  faerie dragon’s words in my head now, as well as back in the junkyard. I… I just  never  gave  it  much  notice,  since  it  all  seemed  so  natural  and right in the moment. I can’t be sure if Rayne is carrying my thoughts to  you,  though.  For  all  their  wisdom,  even  the  most  ancient  of

dragons  never  figured  out  what  faerie  dragons  really  are,  only  that they appeared out of nowhere and liked being around true dragons.” 

“Are  the  Knight  and  Magus  curious  about  me?”  Rayne chimed in. “Nothing to be curious about. I’m Rayne, and I serve the Magus!” 

“Cheerful  little  fellow,  isn’t  he?”  Koshi  sent.  “Or  it.  Faerie dragons don’t have a gender. In any case, Rayne came to get me, and we’re heading toward you now, as far as I can tell.” 

“Yes, Koshi. I can feel you getting closer. We’re in the mess hall, and Eliza’s making all of us breakfast.” Raphael poured another mug of tea for Koshi before hoisting all three vessels in his fingers by their handles and returning to the counter. 

“Now that’s music to my ears. I’ll see you soon, Raph.” 

With  that,  Koshi’s  presence  dimmed  within  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian, though it still remained present. Raphael knew that if  he  reached  out  to  Koshi  once  more,  they  would  be  able  to communicate again. 

 That  could  come  in  handy,  Raphael  thought,  putting  a  mug down in front of Sylvia. 

The elf beamed at him. 

“Thanks,  Raphael!”  She  sipped  the  steaming  beverage gingerly. 

It was only then that Raphael realized Sylvia was still clad in the  same  form-fitting  garment  she’d  worn  out  to  the  junkyard,  rips and all, though she’d removed its battered and broken armor plates. 

Faint  bruises  still  marred  her  cheeks,  and  the  semi-healed  cut  the Pale Haunter had put across the top of her chest was a red, angry welt. 

“Did you get any rest at all, Sylvia?” he asked. 

“No,” the elf replied. “Didn’t you hear what Cailee said? I was trying to fill Bony in on what happened until we both realized she’d snuck away to your bed.” 

Eliza’s  knife  froze  mid-slice,  its  edge  hovering  just  above  a scattering of diced potatoes. 

She looked up from her work, a dangerous glint in her eyes. 

“What’s this about sneaking?” 

“Oh,  Cailee.  Elf.  Taller  and  blonder  than  you,  wearing  a  thin silken  dress  that’s  all  but  see-through,”  Sylvia  said  before  Raphael could hush her. “She was in Raphael’s room just now, and she was all over him. You know, limbs entwined, tangled up in a sweaty mess, lots of heavy breathing.” 

“Sylvia!” Raphael hissed. “Shut up!” 

“Huh. You  do get a lot of attention from the ladies, Raphael,” 

Fenix observed. The battlemage had taken a seat as well and set his hat down beside him on the counter. 

“Why? Jealous?” Sylvia teased. 

“No, not really.” Fenix took a sip from his mug. “Whatever it is that  Raphael  has,  it’s  proving  to  be  much  more  trouble  than  it’s worth.” 

Without  saying  another  word,  Eliza  brought  her  knife  down, expertly dicing the rest of the potatoes on the chopping board. She swept them into a bowl, spun on her heel, and marched to one of the fireplaces. 

Raphael sighed. 

Fenix took another sip of tea and nodded in Eliza’s direction. 

“Case in point. I hope this doesn’t ruin breakfast.” 

“Isn’t  anyone  going  to  ask  about  what  exactly  happened?” 

Raphael  said,  thumping  himself  down  onto  a  stool  between  Sylvia and Fenix. 

“No,  because  wallowing  in  drama  and  misunderstandings  is so much more fun,” Sylvia replied, a huge grin creeping across her face. 

“I  hate  agreeing  with  the  elf,  but  yes,  exactly,”  Fenix  added, drawing an annoyed groan from Raphael. 

“Sylvia, I need to ask you about your sister, Cailee,” Raphael said. 

“Oh? She likes flowers, poetry, and jewels.” Sylvia counted off the  items  on  her  fingers.  “Take  her  to  one  of  the  fine  dining establishments in Lucia City, present her with the above, and she’ll respond very enthusiastically, I’m sure.” 

“Offering  up  your  sister  like  that,  Sylvia?”  Fenix  tutted, shaking his head. “That’s wrong on so many levels.” 

“Fenix,  Cailee  Brightsoul  is  the  King’s  Chancellor,”  Raphael said. “She attacked me, thinking that she could somehow drain my mana.”  He  sighed  and  slumped  his  shoulders  as  the  words  left  his mouth. 

Fenix chuckled. “Unfortunate phrasing, Raphael, but go on.” 

Raphael  rolled  his  eyes  and  turned  to  Sylvia,  who  was sniggering  into  her  tea.  “Is  that  possible,  Sylvia?  Can  someone’s mana be taken by another?” 

The  elf  shook  her  head.  “Not  that  I’m  aware  of.  There  are spells of dark magic that can be used to leech the life from a victim, but none of them yield any mana, even when used on creatures that manifest spell cores upon their death.” 

“Then why did Cailee say that?” Raphael asked. “What was she trying to achieve back there?” 

A somber look fell over Sylvia’s face, dashing away all traces of the wry smugness that had been clinging to her features. 

She took a deep breath before speaking. “You remember my reaction when I saw you use True Magic for the first time?” 

“Yes,” Raphael replied, thinking back to his first meeting with Sylvia and how he’d cast Spontaneous Transmigration. The elf had been  overwhelmed  with  emotion  then,  but  she  hadn’t  flown  into  a maniacal fit of violence like Cailee did. “The loss of mana must have been devastating for you and all your sisters.” 

“All my sisters? Ah. She must have told you of the Sisters of Chaos,  then.”  Sylvia  sighed.  “We  all  had  to  cope  with  the

disappearance  of  mana  in  our  own  way.  None  of  us  were  very successful, to be entirely honest.” 

“She  said  that  ten  of  your  sisters  took  their  own  lives.” 

Raphael met Sylvia’s gaze. “Is that true?” 

“Yes.  I  would  have  done  the  same  if  I  hadn’t  met  Bony  and learned Vector magic from him.” The elf smiled wistfully. “Of course, back then, he wasn’t all bones. He had this mop of messy brown hair and the most adorable rosy cheeks that you couldn’t stop squeezing, not to mention a super cute bum!” 

Raphael  exchanged  a  glance  with  Fenix.  The  battlemage wore an uneasy grimace on his face, not liking Sylvia’s description of the Guild Master any more than Raphael did. 

“But  Cailee  didn’t  learn  Vector  magic,  did  she?”  Raphael asked.  “She  said  it  was  abominable,  like  Koshi  did.  Did  she  find another way to live without mana?” 

“No. She got captured by this vile creature called Andras the Breaker. He used Vector magic to place a permanent curse on her,” 

Sylvia explained. “It’s a highly complex Mind Magic spell, woven into the  fabric  of  her  very  soul,  and  it  places  her  under  two  irresistible compulsions.” 

“Which are?” Fenix prompted, his eyes wide with curiosity. 

“First,  she  can’t  kill  herself.  Second,  she  must  always  seek out  and  serve  a  human  master.  And  it’s  got  to  be  a  human,  not another  elf,  dwarf,  or  even  a  goblin  or  ogre.”  Sylvia  drummed  her fingers on the countertop. “So over the centuries, she’s served many masters indeed. Some of them have treated her well, but not all.” 

“That…  sounds  horrible,”  Raphael  said,  pity  welling  anew  in his heart for Cailee. “And the King? Is he her current master?” 

“Yes.” Sylvia shrugged. “But as far as humans go, Lucy is a decent  fellow,  even  though  he  can  be  a  bit  high  strung  when  it comes to his daughter. He rescued Cailee from her previous master, who was a real terrible sort, and ever since then, he has appointed her  Chancellor,  and  he’s  been  paying  her  a  tremendous  stipend.  A

few  years  after  his  wife’s  passing,  he  also  started  courting  her formally, even though he can simply make her do what he wants.” 

Raphael nodded, thinking back to his meeting with Lucian the Fourth.  The  King  had  been  upset  about  their  expedition  into  the junkyard,  but  understandably  so,  and  he’d  been  nothing  but  polite and  fair  to  Raphael  and  Koshi  once  Gabriella  had  explained everything. 

The  notion  that  Cailee  had  to  obey  Lucian  unquestioningly troubled Raphael, but he supposed that things could have turned out to be far, far worse for the elf. 

“In any case, I’d suggest staying out of this thing she has with Lucy,” Sylvia said, before furrowing one of her brows. “Unless you’re looking to be her next master.” 

“I… I’m not even human,” Raphael pointed out. “She said that I was  made, just like the Sisters of Chaos were. Is that true, Sylvia? 

Were you…  made?” 

“Only  in  the  good  old  way!”  the  elf  cackled,  pinching  the thumb  and  index  finger  of  her  right  hand  together  to  form  a  ring, which she then thrust the middle finger of her other hand through. 

“Typical,” Fenix muttered, rolling his eyes at the gesture. “You really walked yourself into that one, Raphael.” 

Sylvia  sighed  as  the  last  of  her  mirth  rolled  through  her shoulders. “As for the Sisters of Chaos, that’s a long story, Raphael. 

I’ll tell you about it some other time, but to sum it up, no, we all came from different flesh-and-blood parents, and the only actual sisterhood we shared lies in that ridiculous title and the things that were done to us.” 

“But…” Raphael began. 

“Everyone  involved  in  that  disaster  is  long  dead,  except  for Cailee  and  I,  and  you’ve  met  both  of  us.  You’ve  got  no  surprises coming  from  the  Sisters  of  Chaos.”  Sylvia  flicked  Raphael  on  the nose playfully. “And besides, who cares how you were made? You’re here now, and that’s all that matters.” 

Raphael  couldn’t  help  but  mirror  the  smile  on  the  elf’s  face. 

Sylvia had lived so long and seen so many things, and though she remained in touch with her past, she never stopped looking forward to  what  came  next.  Nor  did  she  ever  fail  to  immerse  herself  in  the moment and engage fully with the present. 

He nodded. “That’s true, Sylvia. I’ve got too much to do now to worry about something like that.” 

“Yes,  you  do,”  Eliza  said,  setting  down  a  plate  of  fried potatoes, poached eggs, and strips of bacon in front of Raphael. She grinned. “For starters, you’ve got to eat all of this.” 

“Wow!”  Raphael  gasped  at  the  sight  of  the  feast  laid  out before him. Its aroma filled his nostrils. “Thanks, Eliza!” 

“Skimpily  clad  elf?”  Sylvia  asked.  “In  Raphael’s  room?  The two of them all tangled up in a hot sweaty mess?” 

“If there’s anything I learned during all this, Sylvia, it’s not to be baited by you,” Eliza replied. “Raphael isn’t a womanizer.” 

“And even if he were, what’s it to you?” Fenix asked, pushing aside his empty mug. 

“I…  That  is…”  Eliza  shoved  another  plate  under  the battlemage’s nose. “Shut up, Fenix!” 

“A  little  bit  more  emphasis  on  the  ‘up’  and  more  downward intonation  and  vehemence  toward  the  end,”  Sylvia  suggested, clapping  her  hands  as  Eliza  gave  her  a  plate  as  well.  “We’ll  all  be using that phrase a lot, so you’d better get its delivery just right.” 

“Here’s  another  one  we’ll  be  using  a  lot,  alright.  It’s  ‘Sylvia, no,’” Fenix said, pulling out a fork and knife from the cutlery box on the counter before sliding it down to Raphael. “Say it like you would to a little dog who’s about to pee on your carpet.” 

“Says the one who’s going to see a lot of blood when he pees for the next few days,” Sylvia growled, reaching for the battlemage. 

Eliza  rapped  Sylvia  sharply  on  her  knuckles,  drawing  a pained yelp from the elf. “Sylvia, no!” 

Raphael  nudged  Fenix  in  the  ribs  with  his  elbow  before  the battlemage could follow up with a predictable ‘bad elf’. The last thing Raphael  needed  right  now  was  breakfast  to  devolve  into  an impromptu  one-sided  wrestling  bout  between  Sylvia  and  Fenix  that he and Eliza would have to break up. 

Koshi arrived just then, with Rayne perched on his shoulder. 

The  few  Hell  Drakes  in  the  mess  hall  stared  as  he  walked  through the  archway  and  down  the  rows  of  benches.  He  bade  them  good morning as he passed, getting only numb nods and awed gasps in response. 

Every Lucarian child grew up listening to myths about Koshi the  Dragon  Knight,  and  Raphael  was  sure  that  Koshi’s  fame extended  beyond  the  borders  of  the  kingdom  as  well.  For  many  of the  Hell  Drakes,  meeting  Koshi  was  the  same  as  meeting  a  heroic figure out of legend. 

“Good morning, everyone,” Koshi said as he approached. He took  in  Sylvia’s  bedraggled  appearance  and  raised  an  eyebrow. 

“Rough night, elf?” 

“Nowhere  near  as  rough  as  Raphael’s,  old  man.”  Sylvia smirked. 

“What do you mean?” Koshi turned to Raphael. 

As they ate, Raphael explained what happened with Cailee. 

Koshi nodded as he finished up the last of the potatoes on his plate.  “As  I  remember,  the  folk  of  the  Misty  Green  all  reacted differently  to  the  disappearance  of  mana  and  True  Magic.  Though much  of  their  culture  was  bound  to  magic,  most  of  them  were content to live their lives without it, while a few were driven mad with grief and loss. And then there were those that took to Vector magic, like  Sylvia  here.  I  am  sorry  that  the  years  have  been  so  unkind  to your sister, elf.” 

Sylvia shrugged. “Eh. She’s still alive, isn’t she?” 

“The  great  elven  empire,  under  the  reign  of  Mist  Sovereign Theranas  Moonstar,  dissolved  about  fifty  years  after  the disappearance  of  True  Magic,”  Eliza  chimed  in.  “Elves  across  the

world withdrew from the colonies they’d established, leaving behind as much of their non-magical lore and knowledge as they could, for the benefit of their former human subjects.” 

“I know this next part.” Fenix folded his arms. His voice took on a sharp tinge of indignation. “The elves knew that ogres couldn’t breach the borders of the Misty Green, True Magic or not, but there was no such luck for the humans they left behind. If not for the rise and perpetuation of Vector magic, humanity might have gone extinct, no thanks to the elves. And certainly not to the dwarfs as well, who locked themselves into their mountain holds and gloated at the plight of the early human kings who sought to defend their realms against the ogres and their monstrous hordes.” 

“Most  historians  credit  the  dragons  for  humanity’s  survival during  those  dark  centuries,  too,”  Eliza  pointed  out.  “The  dragons and  their  Knights  held  back  the  ogres  long  enough  for  the  human realms  to  establish  their  practice  of  Vector  magic  and  grow  strong enough to defend themselves.” 

“Those  were  dark,  desperate  times,”  Koshi  said,  sighing. 

“And  though  it  pains  me  to  admit  it,  even  the  full  strength  of  the dragons wouldn’t have prevailed against the ogres. In the end, it was humanity that saved itself.” 

“All would have fallen to doom and darkness if not for He who would become the Chimeric Emperor,” Fenix recited. “For it was He who  quelled  the  ogres  and  drove  them  back  across  the  land, bringing light and hope to the worthy and virtuous once more.” 

“That’s  from  An  Xi’s   March  of  Victory,  isn’t  it?”  Eliza  asked. 

“Fenix,  that  book  is  Chimeric  propaganda,  widely  discredited  in scholarly consensus!” 

“You  can’t  tell  me  there  isn’t  any  truth  in  it,”  the  battlemage said.  “The  Chimeric  Emperor  developed  and  propagated  Vector magic.  If  there’s  anyone  who  deserves  to  be  deemed  humanity’s savior and protector, it would be none other than Him.” 

“Koshi, did you ever meet the Emperor?” Raphael asked. 

“Yes, Raph. I did speak with him briefly, a very long time ago, several years after the dragons went mad.” Koshi shook his head, a pained  look  on  his  face.  “The  Emperor  slew  a  hundred  and  forty dragons  and  their  Knights,  all  of  whom  joined  their  bond-mates  in madness, in personal combat. He helped me kill Platina too.” 

“How did he do that?” Raphael felt his eyes widening in awe. 

He recalled how formidable Platina had been as a draco-lich. “Is he that powerful?” 

“Chimeras,”  Sylvia  broke  in.  “He  created  these  massive, shape-shifting  creatures  called  Chimeras,  which  he  then  used  to overwhelm  and  slay  dragons.  That’s  how  he  got  his  title  and  those things are what his empire is named after.” 

“I think we saw one in Vitoria,” Raphael said, thinking back to their  desperate  struggle  against  Huo  Xian,  the  Thirteenth  Grand Prince of the Chimeric Empire. 

“Oh  yeah,  that  was  Tian  Mo!”  the  elf  cried.  “He’s  a sweetheart, just like little Face-Killer here!” 

Sylvia pinched Rayne’s cheek gently, drawing an amused coo from the faerie dragon. 

She  fed  Rayne  a  scrap  of  bacon,  then  stood,  pushing  her stool back. “If we’re done here, let’s go kick Bony’s door in. I already kicked  his  door  in  just  now,  but  knowing  him,  he’s  got  it  repaired already, so we get to do it again!” 

“We need to help Eliza wash and put away the cookware and cutlery first,” Raphael pointed out. 

“We?” The elf chuckled, backing away slowly. 

Her attempt to flee came to a dismal end as she bumped into Eliza, who’d emerged from behind the counter and positioned herself behind Sylvia earlier. 

“Well, more specifically,  you,” Eliza growled, her arms folded across her chest and a wooden spoon in her fist. 



Chapter 7







They  all  ended  up  helping  Eliza  in  the  end,  much  to  the young  woman’s  appreciation.  Koshi  even  found  the  time  to  realign an imbalanced cooking spit. 

“I’ll  come  by  with  some  tools  later  and  get  it  properly  sorted out,”  he  promised  Dario,  the  cook,  who  was  spluttering  with awestruck gratitude. 

 And  I’ll  need  to  fix  Fenix’s  door  too.  I  also  lost  my  weapon again,  Raphael thought.  Looks like we’ll have to resupply later. 

Sylvia  led  them  to  a  warp  dais  just  outside  the  mess  hall, complaining  all  the  while  about  how  much  she  hated  soap  and causing Raphael to speculate about the dismal depths to which the elf’s personal hygiene had descended. Glancing at Fenix and Eliza, he  saw  similar  expressions  of  distaste  on  their  faces.  Raphael shuddered  and  shook  his  head,  pushing  all  such  thoughts  to  the back of his mind. 

They warped to the Guild Master’s quarters. 

Yun Shen’s room was just as Raphael remembered it, a clean and  warm  high-ceilinged  chamber  adorned  with  simple  but  elegant landscape paintings. 

The  Guild  Master  was  at  his  desk  of  polished  oak  this  time, glancing alternately from the scroll he held in one skeletal hand to a chart pinned to one of the many cork-boards mounted around him. 

Raphael glanced over his shoulder. 

The  Guild  Master’s  door,  a  thick  wooden  portal  with  tasteful engravings of flowers, leaned against the wall. It had been torn from its hinges, and it sported a very distinctive boot print in its middle. 

Sylvia  huffed  at  the  sight,  obviously  disappointed  that  she wouldn’t have the chance to kick in Yun Shen’s door again. 

 But  we  warped   inside   his  room,  Raphael  thought.    Did  she warp  here  earlier,  walk  out  the  door,  and  then  kick  it  in?  Raphael thought. 

He sighed and scratched his scalp. Trying to make sense of Sylvia’s actions was a swift and sure path to madness that Raphael resolved  never  to  take.  Rayne  seemed  to  share  his  thoughts. 

Stowed  away  in  Raphael’s  pocket,  the  faerie  dragon  cast  him  a confused  look,  then  curled  itself  up  into  a  ball.  A  heartbeat  later,  it was snoring softly. 

Yun  Shen  looked  up  as  the  war  party  approached.  He  set aside  his  scroll  and  gestured  to  the  well-cushioned  chairs  arrayed before his desk. 

“Ah, you’ve arrived. Good morning, everyone. Please, take a seat.  And  no,  Fenix,  please  don’t  salute  me  the  way  you  would Master Victis.” 

The  Guild  Master  nodded  in  Koshi’s  direction.  “It’s  good  to see you once more, sir. It’s been a long time.” 

“Not  so  long  by  our  standards,  Mr.  Shen,”  Koshi  replied, shaking the Guild Master’s hand politely. “And yes, I am pleased to meet you again. We have much to talk about.” 

“You can just call me Yun Shen. I don’t have a family name or surname.” The Guild Master leaned back in his chair. “Mr. Esposito told me that you were reconsidering my initial offer to you to join the Hell Drakes. Have you arrived at a decision yet?” 

Koshi  nodded.  “Yes,  I  have.  I  would  gladly  join  your  ranks, Yun Shen, if you would have me.” 

“That  is  most  gratifying  to  hear,  sir!”  The  Guild  Master’s fleshless  grin  seemed  to  widen.  “My  initial  offer  was  for  you  to  join the Hell Drakes as one of our High Captains, but…” 

“Assign me whatever rank or title you deem most appropriate, as long as I get to watch over my son,” Koshi said. 

“Very  well.  Mr.  Esposito  and  I  will  figure  something  out  and prepare  suitable  documentation  for  you.  In  the  meantime,  let  us

begin.” Yun Shen pulled one of the cork boards near his desk closer and angled it so that the war party could see it clearly. 

There was a map pinned to its surface. The words “Uwajima region, Yamato Republic” had been stenciled on the top of the map. 

Raphael  had  learned  some  basic  map  reading  in  school, enough  to  tell  that  the  Uwajima  region  was  largely  flat  land, interspersed  with  hills  and  winding  streams.  Several  sheets  of colored paper dotted the map, denoting the presence of forested or wooded areas, according to the legend on the margin. 

“Sylvia  has  already  given  me  a  summary  of  your  expedition into  the  junkyard  and  your  successful  purification  of  Platina’s remains,” the Guild Master said. “Well done, all of you. You’ve put to rest  a  tremendous  threat  to  Lucia  City.  Even  if  the  Pale  Haunter returns, it won’t have access to an undead horde. I’ve sent word to one of our High Captains who specializes in fighting undead entities. 

We can leave the Pale Haunter to him and his war party.” 

“Seraphus? You’re bringing him back?” Sylvia groaned. “Ugh, I can’t stand him.” 

“Well, good thing you won’t be around when he arrives, then.” 

Yun  Shen  pointed  to  the  map  of  the  Uwajima  region.  “Previously,  I mentioned  that  I’d  cast  spells  of  sealing  and  containment  over  the remains  of  two  dragons.  Such  spells  degrade  over  time,  and  they have  to  be  renewed  every  century  or  so,  lest  the  festering  evil  and malice from the dragon corpses escape and infest everything in the region.  One  of  them  lies  in  the  Hei  Jiang  province,  in  the northernmost part of the Chimeric Empire, where the Grand Princess Fei  Xue  holds  court.  She  is  aware  of  the  dragon  corpse  there,  and she has agreed to renew the containment spells when it is time for her to do so. In fact, she renewed them a decade ago, so we don’t have to worry about that corpse for another ninety years.” 

“But  you’re  worried  about  the  one  in  the  Uwajima  Region,” 

Raphael guessed. 

“Very astute, Raphael,” Yun Shen said, pulling a thin wooden wand from a desk drawer and jabbing its tip to a point on the map. 

“There is a dragon corpse here. I’ve established a similar agreement with  the  Wind  Mages  of  the  Yamato  Republic,  and  their  High Hierophant  did  renew  the  containment  spells  two  years  ago. 

However, the region has been hit by an ogre invasion, and the Wind Mages  have  been  wiped  out,  along  with  much  of  the  Yamato Republican Guard.” 

“Oh  no,”  Sylvia  groaned  again.  “That’s  where  Janan  went, right? Please, no, don’t tell me we have to go there. I hate her guts.” 

“Are  there  any  of  the  High  Captains  you  like?”  Eliza demanded. 

“No, none of them. Maybe Bjorn, I guess. But I’m prettier than him,” the elf said, as if the High Captain’s physical appearance was at all relevant. 

“Janan Rosya, High Captain of the First Seat? Are we going to be working alongside her, sir?” Fenix asked Yun Shen. 

“Yes.” The Guild Master drew his wand back across the map until its tip rested on a red line running down its length. “Everything to the east of this line is under ogre control. As I mentioned, the ogre invasion  destroyed  the  Wind  Mages  and  broke  the  back  of  the Yamato Republican Guard. Shortly after that, Premier Matsumoto of the Yamato Republic contacted the Hell Drakes for help. Janan’s war party has been deployed there ever since to hold the ogres and their hordes  back  and  keep  them  from  pouring  into  the  rest  of  the country.” 

Raphael saw that the dragon’s corpse was far beyond the red line  on  the  map,  deep  within  ogre-held  territory.  “We  need  to  work with Janan to somehow break through to where the dragon’s corpse is.” 

“Exactly,  Raphael.”  Yun  Shen  put  his  wand  down.  “And  you must do so as quickly as possible.” 

“Why?”  Fenix  asked.  “The  containment  spells  there  were renewed  recently,  weren’t  they?  We  still  have  close  to  a  hundred years before we need to worry about them.” 

“I would agree, Fenix, if not for reports from Janan suggesting that  mages  among  the  ogres  have  been  working  to  unravel  those spells,  so  that  they  might  somehow  tap  into  the  power  of  the overwhelming  malevolence  and  corruption  emanating  from  the dragon’s corpse,” the Guild Master said. 

“Come  on,  Bony.”  Sylvia  snorted  derisively.  “Janan’s hallucinating again. The ogres might be crazy enough to try such a stunt, but they hardly have the magical finesse to unravel a network of complex, interlocking enchantments. And even if they managed to break down the containment spells, they still need to figure out how to direct the corrupted magical energy to their own ends.” 

“Failing  that,  they  could  simply  bathe  their  flesh  in  its corrupting influence,” Yun Shen said. “That takes no magical skill or knowledge  at  all.  Janan’s  reports  mention  creatures  among  the ogres’ hordes that have never been seen before and which possess unpredictable and devastating new abilities.” 

“The  skeleton  warriors  and  bale-wights  attacking  Lucia  City were much more powerful than such creatures usually were, and we all know that they were drawing upon the power of Platina’s lingering malevolence,”  Eliza  pointed  out.  “Perhaps  the  same  can  be  said about these ogres.” 

“That  is  very  likely,  Eliza.”  The  Guild  Master  leaned  back  in his chair and steepled his bony fingers. “As things stand right now, Janan has barely managed to hold the line so far. If the ogres hadn’t somehow  made  their  hordes  far  more  formidable,  she  would  have pushed them all the way out of Yamato a year ago.” 

“What?  The  golden  girl  Janan  not  getting  the  job  done  for once?” Sylvia chuckled. “Alright, I’m definitely going out there, then, if only to rub this in her face.” 

“The  High  Captain  of  the  First  Seat  went  there  about  two years ago, and she’s been holding the ogres back all this time. Isn’t that  right,  sir?”  Raphael  asked.  He  waited  for  Yun  Shen  to  nod before continuing. “If she has managed to keep things from getting

worse  until  now,  why  is  it  so  important  that  we  reach  the  dragon’s corpse quickly?” 

“Several factors are at play.” The Guild Master picked up his wand and tapped at the location of the dragon’s corpse once more. 

“The  unraveling  of  the  containment  spells  is  a  process  that  takes time but yields results as it progresses. The Hell Drakes first started fighting  dark  goblins  that  had  steely  claws  and  draconic  scales shielding their vital organs. Then they had to deal with harpies that suddenly learned how to spit corrosive venom. Yesterday, I received a week-old report detailing how the Hell Drakes’ defensive line was nearly  broken  by  a  contingent  of  unusually  large,  fire-breathing hydras.  If  we  allow  the  ogres  continued  access  to  the  dragon’s corpse,  who  knows  what  further  horrific  monstrosities  they  will eventually bring to bear against us?” 

“Excuse me, sir,” Raphael said. “Are all these creatures you mentioned allied to the ogres?” 

“Ah, Raph. It just occurred to me. I don’t believe you learned a lot about ogres in school,” Koshi interjected. “And it seems to me that no one has had the time to tell you much about them so far.” 

“I  suppose  so,  Koshi,”  Raphael  replied.  “Maestro  Colombo hadn’t  really  talked  much  about  ogres  in  his  classes,  except  to vaguely describe them as horrible monsters. What are they like?” 

“They’re big. The smallest one I’ve ever seen is still twice as tall  and  as  broad  as  you,”  Koshi  said,  stroking  his  chin.  “Their  skin carries a blue, almost-metallic hue, and they wear heavy plate armor of  dark  steel.  As  you  might  imagine,  they  are  tremendously  strong. 

The finest of their warriors are capable of rivaling even the greatest of Dragon Knights in pure brute strength alone.” 

“This means that they also wield huge and heavy weapons,” 

Raphael reasoned, trying to picture an ogre in his head. He’d seen illustrations of them in the books at school before, but he suspected such depictions were a far cry from the truth. 

“They  favor  giant  single-edged  swords  and  warhammers,” 

Koshi  confirmed.  “I’ve  seen  some  of  them  wield  massive  bows  as

well. One shot Filgaia out of the sky. He was the Dragon Knight of Saraktoth the Emerald Dawn.” 

“The ogres also picked up Vector magic many centuries ago.” 

Fenix  grimaced.  “Ogre  mages  can  cast  spells  as  readily  as  human mages,  though  as  Sylvia  pointed  out,  they  do  tend  to  favor  brute force and sheer power of will over magical skill and finesse.” 

“And the dark goblins, harpies, and hydras?” Raphael asked. 

“Like  elves,  ogres  breed  slowly,”  Eliza  explained.  “Their numbers  are  few  in  comparison  to  humanity,  so  over  time,  they enslaved various other species to fight and die on their behalf. One of  these  would  be  the  goblins.  According  to  Adara  Silvestri’s   The Demise of Goblinkind, the ogres attacked the goblins first, destroyed their  homeland,  and  enslaved  most  of  them.  The  enslaved  goblins were  then  warped  and  twisted  with  dark  magic  until  they  became malicious parodies of their former selves, eager to kill or be killed in service to their masters.” 

“I suppose the same thing happened to the harpies and the hydras?”  Raphael  sighed,  shaking  his  head  as  he  tried  to  imagine the horrors that must have befallen the goblins. 

“The harpies have always been a plague on this world. When the ogres rose to power, the harpies were more than happy to offer an alliance. The flying witches got enslaved instead,” Koshi said, his voice  carrying  more  than  a  touch  of  animosity.  “As  for  the  hydras, they  are  feral  beasts,  native  to  the  parts  of  the  world  largely  under ogre  control.  I’ve  fought  more  than  one  ogre  chief  astride  a  hydra mount.” 

“Allow me to present the second factor necessitating haste on our  part.  It  is  far  more  banal  in  nature  but  no  less  important.”  The Guild  Master  drummed  his  bony  fingers  across  an  open  ledger  on his  desk.  “The  Yamato  Republic  is  in  deep  arrears  with  regards  to their commission of the Hell Drakes’ services. Unless they can make the minimum payment within two months, I will be forced to withdraw Janan’s war party from the battle-line and leave the remnants of the Republican Guard to fend for themselves.” 

“You  would  abandon  an  entire  realm  to  ruin  and  desolation because of money?” Koshi demanded. 

“Mages,  armsmen,  and  their  auxiliaries  need  to  be  fed  and paid,  old  man,”  Sylvia  said.  “They  also  need  constant  supplies  of weapons,  ammunition,  and  Spell  Dust.  We  can’t  work  for  free…

simply because we just can’t. It’s literally impossible.” 

Koshi  grunted.  “You  are  right,  I  suppose,  elf.  Leaving logistical  impossibilities  aside,  if  we  force  anyone  to  fight  without recompense, how is that any different from slavery? How would we be any better than the ogres?” 

“And  we  aren’t  exactly  leaving  the  people  of  Yamato  to  the tender mercies of the ogres, either.” Yun Shen pointed his wand at the  corner  of  the  map.  “The  Uwajima  region  shares  its  southern border  with  the  Changzhou  province,  which  is  part  of  the  Chimeric Empire. Grand Prince Shi Kung has established his court there. He also  maintains  a  sizable  standing  army  in  the  province.  It  is  nearly fifty thousand strong, last I heard. If Premier Matsumoto accepts the Empire’s  protection  and  subjects  the  Yamato  Republic  to  imperial vassalage, the Grand Prince will intervene.” 

“What if the premier refuses?” Eliza asked. 

“Then the ogres will sweep over Yamato and feed everyone there to their pet goblins,” Sylvia chirped, a bit too cheerfully. 

“We  can’t  allow  that  to  happen,”  Eliza  said.  “Raphael,  we need  to  get  to  the  dragon’s  corpse  quickly  and  help  High  Captain Rosya defeat the ogres.” 

“I  agree.”  Raphael  met  the  Guild  Master’s  unnerving  gaze. 

“Permission to embark right away, sir.” 

“Hold  on,  Raphael.”  Yun  Shen  held  up  his  hand.  “Reaching the  Hell  Drakes  forward  base  in  the  Uwajima  region  by  ship  and carriage will take at least five to six weeks. You will need to secure suitable transportation arrangements and adequate supplies for the journey.  I  will  also  need  to  write  ahead  so  that  Janan  will  be expecting you and hopefully have some kind of plan ready upon your arrival.” 

“Wait,  Guild  Master,”  Koshi  interrupted.  “I  can  assume  my dragon aspect and fly all of us there, landing to rest whenever I have to.” 

“That’s right!” Fenix snapped his fingers. “We’ve got a dragon on our side. We have nothing to worry about. Koshi can fly us right to the dragon’s corpse, where Raphael can cast his Deliverance spell. 

And then we can all fly home, laughing at the ogres all the while.” 

Sylvia  flicked  Fenix’s  ear,  drawing  a  pained  yelp  from  the battlemage. 

“Are you forgetting about the harpies?” the elf snapped. “And ogre  archers?  We’ll  get  dragged  or  shot  down  before  we  even  get near  our  destination.  Even  if  we  somehow  make  a  successful landing, it’ll be nearly impossible for us to take off again, let alone get away.” 

“We  will  land  in  friendly  territory,  preferably  right  at  your forward base,” Koshi told Yun Shen. “From there, we can coordinate immediately with High Captain Rosya.” 

The  Guild  Master  shook  his  head.  “That’s  not  feasible,  sir. 

Imagine  the  furor  you’ll  create,  flying  over  Yamato  lands.  Let  me write  to  Premier  Matsumoto  first  to  explain  the  situation.  I  will  ask him to allow you to land somewhere suitably discreet, possibly within footfall of the port city of Samani. From there, you can proceed to the Uwajima  region  via  carriage  or  whatever  means  you  deem  most suitable. That should save you the month-long sea journey.” 

“Ugh.  Boring!”  Sylvia  reached  over  the  desk  and  shook  Yun Shen by the shoulders, rattling his skull alarmingly. “How long is that going to take?” 

“Messages via pigeon relay to the Yamato capital take three days to arrive. This means we’re looking at an interim period of six days, assuming the premier responds immediately.” 

The Guild Master shrugged Sylvia off and pulled out a sheet of paper from one of his desk drawers. It appeared to be a form of some  sort.  He  scribbled  a  few  words  on  its  line,  signed  it  with  a

flourish,  then  stamped  a  small  wooden  seal  in  its  top-right  corner before handing it to Raphael. 

“Here’s  a  credit  voucher  worth  two  hundred  gold  coins,”  the Guild Master said. “Go out into the Guild District and acquire some equipment from the artisans and smiths there. You’ll find much better stock among their wares than the mundane and generic items in the Guild House’s armory. As for potions, Spell Dust, and other supplies, I  will  have  Mr.  Esposito  arrange  a  complete  restock  for  your  war party.” 

Nodding,  Raphael  accepted  the  voucher.  Perhaps  delaying their departure wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all. 

The  war  party  had  barely  seen  a  full  night’s  rest  since  their return  from  the  junkyard,  and  all  of  them  could  use  some  time  to regroup, recuperate, and recover. 

Sylvia,  in  particular,  was  still  wounded.  Despite  her demeanor,  the  elf  had  failed  to  conceal  how  she  favored  one  leg. 

She  also  couldn’t  really  turn  on  her  waist  to  the  right,  which  was  a sure sign of broken ribs. 

Koshi seemed to agree as well. He clasped Raphael on the shoulder.  “If  we’re  going  to  be  stuck  here  for  a  while,  let’s  work  on your  cultivation  in  the  meantime  and  see  if  we  can  unlock  the  next Draconic Brazier for you.” 

“He’s  still  got  weapon  classes  and  magic  tutorials  with  me,” 

Sylvia said. “You don’t get to have him all to yourself, old man.” 

“Hey,  Sylvia,”  Fenix  broke  in.  “I  think  we  should  work  on magic together with Raphael. I’ve got a few ideas that might improve both our spellcasting abilities.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Sylvia draped her arm over Raphael’s neck. “I suppose we should also squeeze in some time to go over a few drills and battle tactics with Cyrano and Ginerva. After all, they’re with us now.” 

Raphael glanced at Eliza. The wan smile on her face spoke volumes. She was feeling left out. 

“Hold out your hand, Eliza,” he said to her. 

Eliza did so, furrowing her brow quizzically. Raphael reached out  and  placed  his  palm  over  hers.  At  the  same  time,  he  cast  the light of the Dragon Meridian into the Fourth Brazier. Skyfang rose to the fore, as if anticipating the grasp of one who’d wielded it before. 

Raphael drew it forth, calling the draconic sword into existence within Eliza’s hand. 

Eliza  gasped  in  delighted  surprise  as  she  found  herself holding  the  curved  sword  of  golden  light.  She  met  Raphael’s  gaze, and  though  she  opened  her  mouth,  no  words  emerged.  Raphael smiled and nodded. 

Raising Skyfang high, Eliza soared upward. She stopped just before  the  high  ceiling  of  the  Guild  Master’s  room  and  swooped down once more, twirling her body into a graceful airborne pirouette before landing nimbly back in her chair. 

“We need to find some time for you to practice that,” Raphael said. “And for you to go over some swordplay with me. You saw how clumsily I was swinging Skyfang in the junkyard.” 

“I’d be happy to help you with that, Raphael!” Eliza declared, her  blue  eyes  sparkling  with  joy.  She  handed  Skyfang  to  him,  hilt-first.  “Here,  you  might  as  well  put  this  away  for  now.  I  know manifesting your draconic weapons can tire you out.” 

Raphael  nodded  and  extinguished  Skyfang  with  a  thought. 

The sword fell apart into shards of swiftly dissipating golden light as it returned to its place within the depths of the Fourth Brazier. 

The  Guild  Master  seemed  awestruck  at  the  display.  He leaned  forward,  his  chin  in  one  bony  hand.  “Fascinating.  So  this  is the power of the Dragon Magus. What wonders will you manifest yet, Raphael?” 

Koshi cast a sharp look in Yun Shen’s direction as the words

‘Dragon Magus’ fell from his fleshless lips. Raphael felt Koshi’s mind reach out to him through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“Fenix mentioned that the Guild Master called you a Dragon Magus  before.  Did  you  tell  him  anything  about  that,  Raph?”  Koshi

asked mentally. 

“No,  I  didn’t.  Yes,  Yun  Shen  did  call  me  a  Dragon  Magus much  earlier,  as  Fenix  said,”  Raphael  replied.  “But  I  don’t  think  he really understands what it means. After all, you saw how bewildered he was by Skyfang just now.” 

“I  see.  I  think  Yun  Shen  is  trustworthy,  but  we  should definitely ask him some questions about that later,” Koshi sent. 

“That  would  be  a  good  idea,”  Raphael  agreed.  He  blinked, then, stopping himself just before he was about to rise from his chair. 

He  did have one other thing to ask the Guild Master. 

Raphael rummaged through his belt pouch and produced the melted, ruined remains of Tiresias’s ring. He placed it on Yun Shen’s desk, so that everyone could see it clearly. 

“Sir, I retrieved this item from the Death Druid in Vitoria,” he reported.  “He  was  able  to  use  True  Magic  against  us.  We  believe that this allowed him to do so.” 

“True Magic? How peculiar! Ah yes, I remember now. Sylvia did mention something like this in her semi-coherent rant earlier this morning.” 

Yun  Shen  bent  over  the  twisted  curl  of  silver,  waved  his fingers over it, and uttered a few arcane syllables. Several tiny blue sparks  fell  from  the  Guild  Master’s  fingers  and  cascaded  over  the melted ring. The red embers that were his eyes narrowed. 

“This  did  indeed  bear  a  potent  enchantment,”  he  said.  “As you have perhaps already surmised, that enchantment is no longer present.  Its  bindings  unraveled  with  the  destruction  of  its  physical focus.” 

“We  need  to  find  out  how  it  works,  Bony,”  Sylvia  said.  “It drove Tiresias utterly stark, raving mad, but he was able to use True Magic because of it.” 

“If that is the case, this item could be extremely dangerous.” 

Yun Shen pulled out a small box of dull metal from one of his desk drawers, opened its hinged lid, and swept the melted ring into

its depths. He chanted briefly as he shut the box. A red rune flared over the lid. 

“Lead container and a sealing charm,” the Guild Master said. 

“I’ll examine it in my laboratory later, with full containment measures in  place.  Come  see  me  before  you  depart  for  Samani,  Raphael. 

Perhaps I will have some answers for you, then.” 

“Yes, sir. Thank you,” Raphael said. 

“Hey, Sylvia, are you alright?” Eliza placed a hand on the elf’s shoulder. 

Sylvia was hunched over, clutching her ribs and heaving her shoulders.  Her  delicate  features  were  locked  into  a  tight,  jaw-clenching grimace, and her breaths came in shallow gasps. 

“Could it have been the artifact?” Yun Shen shot to his feet, blue and purple globes of light flaring to life in his hands. “Did some of its lingering corruption finally take root in her?” 

Gasping,  Sylvia  shook  her  head.  She  coughed  and  heaved for several more moments before she was finally able to speak. “No, no. Nothing like that. Raphael has been carrying the ring all this time, since he took it from Tiresias. If it were going to corrupt any of us, it would have done so already.” 

“Then what is it, Sylvia?” Raphael asked. “Are you in pain? Is it  your  wounds?  I  can  cast  Lesser  Heal  if  your  body  can  receive Healing Magic again.” 

“Aw,  Raphael,  you’re  so  precious  I  could  gobble  you  up,” 

Sylvia  said,  tweaking  Raphael’s  cheek  fondly.  “But  no,  I  just managed to put together in my head this amazing double entendre about Raphael putting his sword into Eliza’s hand. It’s hilarious. All of you need to hear it.” 

“Sylvia, no!” shouted everyone. 



Chapter 8







The war party dispersed outside the Guild Master’s quarters. 

Sylvia stomped off, more than a little indignant that nobody wanted to  hear  her  innuendos.  Fenix  left  too,  saying  he  had  an  errand  he needed to see to at the Guild House’s spell archives. 

“And  get  yourself  and  Eliza  some  gear  with  that  voucher. 

Don’t  worry  about  me.  I’ve  got  everything  I  need  already,”  the battlemage  called  over  his  shoulder  just  before  he  descended  a stairwell. 

“I’ve  got  to  fill  out  some  forms  and  collect  our  stipends  and bonuses  from  Mr.  Esposito,”  Eliza  said.  “After  that,  I’ll  probably  be busy the rest of the day tending to Sylvia’s clothing and equipment. 

Maybe  I’ll  see  you  in  the  mess  hall  for  the  evening  meal  then, Raphael?” 

“Alright,” Raphael agreed. “But if Koshi and I are not there by the time you’re ready to get started, don’t wait for us.” 

“Got it. See you later, Raphael. I’ll leave a timetable for when Sylvia  wants  to  train  with  you  in  your  room  sometime  tonight  or tomorrow morning.” Eliza turned to leave. 

“Thanks,  Eliza.  See  you  later!”  Raphael  watched  as  she skipped down a hallway, then turned a corner. 

“Remember  when  I  said  you  should  marry  her,  Raphael?” 

Koshi grinned. “You really should.” 

“No, I’m not having this discussion with you, Koshi,” Raphael replied. 

He  took  a  deep  breath,  stretching  his  shoulders.  The  whole day  was  free  for  him,  something  that  he  hadn’t  experienced  in  a while. 

He turned to Koshi. “So what do you want to do?” 

“Let’s  go  to  where  our  house  used  to  be.  There’s  enough space there for us to get some training done, and for me to check on your   Ryu-To-Ki  to  see  if  you’ve  been  keeping  up  with  your cultivation.” 

“That sounds great. Let’s go!” Raphael cried, eager to show off his progress. 

Despite the enormity of the Guild House, they didn’t find it too difficult  to  navigate  their  way  to  a  warp  dais  and  say  the  activation word  stenciled  on  the  wall  above  it.  They  ended  up  in  the  lobby, where  Mr.  Esposito  nodded  to  them  and  bade  them  a  good  day before returning to his ledgers. 

Emerging  from  the  Guild  District,  Raphael  and  Koshi  made their way through the city’s streets and the marketplace. There, they came  across  Mrs.  Salvatore,  Mr.  Ferri,  and  a  dozen  other  store owners hard at work with brooms and handcarts, clearing away the debris  and  sizing  up  broken  stalls  and  booths  for  repair.  They exchanged greetings, with Mrs. Salvatore expressing her surprise at Koshi’s  rejuvenation.  Raphael  and  Koshi  offered  to  help  with  the work, only to be waved off by a jovial Mr. Ferri. 

Apparently, word of Raphael’s role in repelling the attack had spread,  and  the  grateful  townsfolk  would  hear  nothing  of  their  hero laboring  further  on  their  behalf.  Mrs.  Salvatore  continually bombarded  them  with  gossip  as  she  cleared  entire  pavements  of dust with her broom, and in the end, they were only able to depart after promising her that they would stop by her tavern sometime later for an evening meal. 

Barely  two  days  had  passed  since  monsters  had  attacked Lucia  City,  yet  its  people  were  already  starting  to  rebuild  their livelihoods and resume their lives. 

Though it was true that the Hell Drakes had taken the brunt of the  casualties,  Raphael  couldn’t  help  but  admire  the  townsfolk’s resilience. Perhaps this was what separated humanity from the other races. 

While  the  elves  retreated  to  reclusive  obscurity  and  the dwarfs  turned  to  nihilistic  isolationism,  humankind  persevered, seeking greater heights than mere survival. Such had been the case many  hundreds  of  years  ago  with  the  disappearance  of  mana  and True magic, and it was still true now, human nature embodied in the bustling,  hearty  forms  of  Mrs.  Salvatore,  Mr.  Ferri,  and  the  other store owners. 

As  Raphael  and  Koshi  walked  through  the  southern  gates and arrived at where their house once stood, Raphael felt a tide of mixed emotions roll over his heart. 

A huge part of it was grief at the loss of his childhood home. 

He’d spent so many hours running up and down the piles of debris scattered  all  around  their  house.  There  had  been  so  many  quiet evenings  watching  Koshi  at  work  or  helping  out  however  he  could, and  there  were  all  those  lazy  afternoons  where  the  two  of  them would sit silently at their doorway, each with an apple in hand. 

But  now  the  house  was  gone,  its  flimsy  walls  and  roof  torn down and broken into pieces, all their handcrafted furniture reduced to pieces of broken wood. 

As Raphael sifted through the remains of their kitchen table, he also felt a curious sense of relief and anticipation. He’d grown up in  this  house,  but  he’d  always  known  he  would  have  to  leave  it sooner  or  later.  And  now  that  it  lay  in  ruins,  Raphael  believed  that he’d turned the page on one chapter of his life and was ready and eager to begin the next. 

“Huh, fancy that,” Koshi said, pulling out a small basket from the crumbling remains of his tool rack. 

He  smiled  as  he  lifted  its  cover  to  reveal  the  collection  of small  hand  tools  he’d  acquired  over  the  years.  The  larger implements he had stored on the tool rack had been destroyed along with their container, but at least these still remained. 

Koshi picked up a small cloth sack from the basket and shook it  by  its  drawstring,  producing  the  metallic  jingle  of  coins  from  its depths. 

“Right  where  I  left  it  too,”  he  said.  “Looks  like  the  monsters that destroyed our house had no use for a handful of copper coins.” 

“Now  that  we  have  some  tools,”  Raphael  said,  “we  should probably fix the Guild Master’s door when we get back. And Fenix’s as well, because Sylvia kicked it down too.” 

“I have a feeling we’ll be doing a lot of that, whether we want to  or  not.”  Koshi  chuckled  and  shook  his  head  as  he  set  the  tool basket aside carefully. 

He walked to a relatively empty space amidst the debris piles, where  he  rolled  his  shoulders  and  began  stretching  his  calves  and hamstrings. 

Raphael  smiled  at  the  sight.  Koshi  had  never  been  so  vital and limber before. 

“You’re  looking  better  than  you  ever  have,  Koshi,”  Raphael said, squaring off against his father. 

“That  means  you’d  better  take  this  seriously,”  Koshi  replied, grinning.  “Let’s  begin  with  some  freeform  sparring.  How  does  that sound?” 

“I think it’s a good place to start.” 

Raphael  swung  his  arms  from  side  to  side,  loosening  his lower back. Then he dropped down low, one leg reaching straight out while  the  other  remained  tucked  under  his  body,  before  kicking  off into a backflip and landing on the balls of his feet. 

Rayne  swooped  out  of  Raphael’s  pocket  and  found  itself  a perch  on  a  debris  pile.  It  cocked  its  head  curiously.  “Is  the  Knight going to instruct the Magus?” 

“Yes, little one. Sit back and enjoy the show.” Koshi nodded to Raphael.  “Ignite  every  Brazier  you  can.  I’ll  do  the  same,  only  of course  I  won’t  use  Sunkiller,  Elemental  Breath,  or  the  Heavenward Dance, at least not yet.” 

Raphael  complied,  casting  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian deep within himself and stoking the flames of the Draconic Braziers. 

They blazed to life, heightening his reflexes, strengthening his limbs, and encasing his body in scales of golden light. 

He  fell  into  the  combat  stance  Koshi  had  taught  him,  hands held  up  with  his  fingers  loosely  clenched,  legs  slightly  further  apart than shoulder-width, torso and knees slightly bent to lower his overall posture. 

“Alright, Koshi.” Raphael grinned. “You’d better watch out.” 

“Right  back  at  you,  Raph,”  Koshi  said,  mirroring  Raphael’s stance. 

Deciding to seize the initiative, Raphael charged, closing the ten  feet  between  him  and  Koshi  in  the  blink  of  an  eye.  He  feinted with  a  jab,  doubled  down  on  the  feint  with  a  fake  kick  to  the  head, then dropped low into a tackle, seeking to catch the back of Koshi’s lead knee and bring him to the ground. 

Koshi  didn’t  buy  the  feint  at  all.  He  pushed  down  on Raphael’s  back,  brought  his  legs  up  and  beyond  the  reach  of  any grappling  maneuver,  and  rolled  himself  off  Raphael’s  shoulder blades. 

As  Koshi  landed  behind  him,  Raphael  spun  on  his  heel, lowering his posture still further and sweeping his right hand out in a wide arc for Koshi’s ankle. 

Koshi hopped over the ankle-snatch and hooked the back of his  knee  behind  Raphael’s  neck.  The  Dragon  Knight  shot  his  other leg  across  Raphael’s  chest,  placed  a  bracing  hand  against  the ground,  and  spun  his  body,  snatching  Raphael  off  his  feet  and tumbling him head-over-heels. 

Raphael twisted his body in midair and bent his legs, so that he landed on his feet instead of his back, but the time he had taken for  his  recovery  had  allowed  Koshi  to  posture  himself  just  right  to scissor-throw Raphael down to the ground and secure an armbar. 

Raphael tapped Koshi’s knee, signaling Koshi to release his hold and roll back to his feet. 

“Just like old times eh, Raph?” Koshi said. 

“Not  really.  It’s  much  more  difficult  for  me  now.”  Raphael chuckled,  delighted  at  Koshi’s  renewed  strength  and  health.  He scrambled  to  his  feet  and  reassumed  his  combat  stance.  “Best  of ten?” 

“Bring it on, Raph.” 

In the end, Raphael managed to win four out of the ten bouts. 

As he sat on his heels, trying to catch his breath, Koshi clapped him on the shoulder. 

“You’ve  gotten  better,  Raph,”  Koshi  said,  pride  in  his  eyes. 

“You’ve  pretty  much  mastered  all  the  advanced  techniques  of  my fighting style. There’s really not much for me to teach you now, other than  to  give  you  pointers  on  how  to  better  chain  your  attacks  or smoothen out your transitions from posture to posture. But truly, the main thing you need is just more practice.” 

“I’ll keep working hard,” Raphael promised. “And I don’t think I’ll have any lack of practice in the days to come.” 

“No,  you  probably  won’t.”  Koshi  put  his  hand  to  his  chin.  A thoughtful  look  came  into  his  eyes.  “Sylvia  said  she  was  teaching you  how  to  fight  with  a  weapon?  I  assume  she’s  talking  about  that glaive I saw you wielding in the junkyard?” 

“Yes,  she  is.  Do  you  know  anything  about  how  to  use  a glaive, Koshi?” Raphael asked. 

“Not much more than the basics, unfortunately.” Koshi sighed. 

“I favor the bow, as you know. It gives me the reach I need when I fight from dragon-back or when I’m flying alone. And when things get close, well, I switch to my hands. Speaking of which, let’s take a look at some of the things Sunkiller can do.” 

Raphael  reached  within  the  Fourth  Draconic  Brazier  and brought the golden bow into existence within his grasp. 

He held it up, leaving the bowstring untouched. “This is what I know, Koshi. First, Sunkiller draws on my  Ryu-To-Ki and turns it into arrows.  The  arrows  are  powerful  enough  to  punch  through  thick dragonbone, as we saw in the junkyard.” 

“The more  Ryu-To-Ki  you infuse within an arrow, the greater its power.” Koshi manifested Sunkiller over his palm as well. 

He brought the bow up and drew back its string. An arrow of golden light coalesced into being, nocked and ready. 

Koshi took aim at a debris pile and loosed. 

The  arrow  streaked  through  the  air  and  punched  through  a column of broken stone and rotting wood. Its flight persisted for a fair distance  beyond  its  target  before  it  dissipated  into  fading,  golden motes. 

Koshi  raised  his  bow  again,  readied  another  arrow,  and aimed at the same debris pile. 

This time, he held it for nearly a ten-count. The golden arrow hummed and vibrated in place, brimming with  Ryu-To-Ki. 

When he released it, it sang forth and blasted its target apart. 

Raphael whooped at the sight, but his jubilation waned when he saw the strain on Koshi’s face and the shallowness of his breath. 

“I’m alright, Raph,” Koshi said, evidently noticing the concern in  Raphael’s  expression.  “That  was  just  to  demonstrate  how  you need  to  be  careful  not  to  expend  too  much  of  your   Ryu-To-Ki reserves  at  once.  Sunkiller  is  a  greedy  weapon,  and  given  the chance, it will drain you dry.” 

“Yes, Koshi, that was the next thing I was about to bring up.” 

Raphael spun the bow in his hand. “If you cast a spell on an arrow and then shoot it into the sun, that spell will affect everything the sun can  reach  with  its  light.  When  I  tried  to  use  Sunkiller  with  Fenix’s Banish spell against some undead monsters, the strain nearly killed me.” 

“When  employed  like  that,  Sunkiller  drains  your   Ryu-To-Ki with every entity its power touches. The good thing is that its reach only extends to everything within your vision, rather than all beings that reside under the light of the sun, because using the bow like this would  kill  you  instantly.”  Koshi  tapped  his  temple.  “Still,  if  you’re careful about it, you can pick and choose which targets to affect by

focusing the light of the Dragon Meridian on them when you fire your arrow. I never learned how to cast any spells, even during the era of True  Magic,  so  this  is  not  something  I’ve  practiced  a  lot.  But  you have learned a few spells, haven’t you? Give it a try.” 

Raphael  touched  Sunkiller’s  bowstring.  A  golden  arrow shimmered into being. 

With a quick chant and several swift gestures, he cast Lesser Heal on the arrow, imbuing it with the spell’s effects. 

Raphael swept his gaze around. 

Only  Rayne  and  Koshi  were  nearby.  Far  away,  under  the shadows of the city gates, some guardsmen grumbled as they filled a cart with shards of broken stone. 

He  did  as  Koshi  bade  him,  focusing  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian only on himself and Koshi. 

Then he raised Sunkiller and loosed its arrow toward the sun. 

A golden radiance overtook the yellow-white illumination of the early morning sun. 

Raphael felt the sting of the minor bruises he’d gotten in his spar with Koshi dissipate into a cool, refreshing sensation. 

Koshi’s eyes widened as the bruise on his jaw yellowed and faded. 

“I  did  it!”  Raphael  cried,  pumping  a  fist  into  the  air.  “I managed to cast Lesser Heal on the both of us with only one spell!” 

“Well done, Raphael,” Koshi said. “I believe that this particular ability of Sunkiller will prove to be very useful in the days to come.” 

“Hmm.”  Raphael  frowned  as  he  lowered  his  bow.  “I  just realized that even though I was able to affect both of us with a single spell, I still used up a lot of  Ryu-To-Ki,  and I would use up even more if  I  tried  to  extend  the  reach  of  my  spell.  Now  I’m  wondering  if  it’s worth using Sunkiller this way at all.” 

“You  need  to  adapt  to  each  situation  and  use  your  best judgment, Raph,” Koshi said. “And from what you’ve told me so far

about  your  adventures,  you’ve  proven  to  be  pretty  good  at  doing that!” 

“Thanks, Koshi. I will always try to keep my wits about me.” 

Raphael  looked  down  at  Sunkiller  once  more.  “I  saw  you  split  your arrows when you were fighting Sylvia. Could you teach me how to do that?” 

“Ah,  that  is  more  difficult.”  Koshi  scratched  his  chin  and furrowed his brow in thought. “Do you remember, Raph, when I first started teaching you how to fight with your hands, that you needed to keep your vision broad and relaxed instead of focusing so much on a single thing that you stop keeping track of the bigger picture?” 

“Yes!  You  called  that  ‘tunnel  vision’,  Koshi.”  Raphael  raised Sunkiller,  pulled  back  the  arrow  that  appeared,  and  took  aim  at another debris pile. “I can see how using a bow can give you tunnel vision. In fact, it seems like having tunnel vision is necessary if you want to use a bow at all.” 

“Exactly,  Raph.  You  need  to  focus  on  more  than  one  target, and you need to focus on each target equally.” Koshi sighed. “That’s the tricky part, because it seems like a contradiction, doesn’t it? To focus  on  something  means  concentrating  all  your  energy  and attention on it. How can you divide your focus equally among several objects and still be focusing in any meaningful sense at all?” 

It  was  clear  that  Koshi  knew  the  answer  to  that  seemingly confusing question. He merely wanted Raphael to figure it out. 

However,  the  apparent  puzzle  had  a  blindingly  obvious solution. 

Raphael  loosed  an  arrow.  It  split  apart  mid  flight  into  two lesser beams of golden light. Each projectile slammed into a different pile of debris, one knocking down a stack of rust-strewn barrel rims and the other scattering a mound of plaster fragments. 

“Fantastic!”  Koshi  cried.  He  dismissed  Sunkiller,  letting  it discorporate  into  golden  motes  of  light  that  drifted  into  nothingness upon  the  cool  morning  breeze.  “It  took  me  nearly  a  hundred  and

twenty years of practice before I was able to split Sunkiller’s arrows, but you figured it out almost immediately! How did you do that?” 

“I  took  away  my  focus  on  everything  except  the  targets  I wanted  to  hit,”  Raphael  replied.  “It’s  the  same  principle  in  the  end, isn’t it? If I’m pulling my attention from everything but one item, won’t that single item hold all my attention? Once I realized that, it’s only a matter of doing it for two, three, or more things.” 

Koshi laughed and clapped Raphael on the back once more. 

“It  won’t  be  long  before  you’re  more  adept  at  wielding  Sunkiller’s wrath  than  I  am.  Alright,  before  we  get  ahead  of  ourselves,  maybe it’s  time  we  took  a  step  back  and  look  over  some  of  the  basic principles of archery.” 

As the morning wore on, Koshi taught Raphael about taking cover,  angles  of  sight,  and  suppressing  volleys.  These  were concepts  that  applied  to  all  archers,  whether  or  not  they  had  a magical bow at hand. 

Koshi  sketched  diagrams  in  the  dirt  with  a  length  of  broken wood  as  he  spoke.  He  would  also  have  Raphael  assume  different postures  and  try  to  aim  at  various  targets  from  behind  or  around debris piles. Raphael absorbed the knowledge eagerly. 

“Alright,  Raphael.You’ve  been  holding  onto  Sunkiller  for  a while now. How are you feeling?” Koshi asked. 

Raphael cast the light of the Dragon Meridian within himself and realized that his  Ryu-To-Ki  reserves were very depleted. He let the golden bow dissipate into nothingness. 

“Keeping  Sunkiller  around  is  much  more  draining  than  I’d realized,” Raphael said. 

“That’s one of the downsides of the draconic weapons,” Koshi said. “Yes, they are potent, but the longer a battle drags on, the more they become a liability.” 

“So this means that I should still rely on physical weapons if I want  to  conserve  my  strength,”  Raphael  concluded.  “Got  it.  What should we work on next, Koshi?” 

“It’s  nearly  noon,  Raphael,  and  we  started  early  in  the morning.”  Koshi  smiled.  “I  think  we  could  both  use  a  break.  Maybe we  should  go  to  Mrs.  Salvatore’s  tavern  as  we  promised.  Even  if she’s not there herself, her staff will let her know we came by. Lunch is on me.” 

“Yes, let’s go there. The last time we ate at Mrs. Salvatore’s was  nearly  two  months  ago,  wasn’t  it?”  Raphael  said  eagerly, holding his pocket open for Rayne to swoop into. 

“I think so. I didn’t really keep track of the date, even though we don’t eat there that often. I do remember you had a slice of roast duck  in  applesauce,  though.”  Koshi  walked  over  to  his  tool  basket, picked it up, and tucked his coin pouch into his belt. “As for myself, I suppose I’ll have to see what’s on the menu…” 

Speculating on what they would have for lunch, Raphael and Koshi  ambled  back  into  the  city  and  made  their  way  past  the marketplace  once  more.  Only  Mr.  Ferri  still  remained,  sitting  on  a stool and munching on a massive bun stuffed with meat and carrots. 

“We’ll  continue  after  lunch,”  the  glassware  merchant explained, waving to Raphael and Koshi as they passed. “The faster we clean up and reopen our storefronts, the sooner we can resume business.” 

The  mention  of  storefronts,  along  with  Koshi’s  earlier comments about physical weapons, reminded Raphael of the Guild Master’s voucher. 

“Hey, Koshi,” Raphael said. “We should swing by the shops in the Guild District later. If we’re going to be fighting ogres, we should make sure we’re properly equipped. And if we do end up buying new weapons and armor, we should spend some time training with them too.” 

“Good  thinking,  Raph.”  Koshi  nodded.  “You’re  absolutely right. Let’s go do that after lunch.” 

Just  before  they  turned  the  corner  and  started  down  the street  that  would  take  them  to  Mrs.  Salvatore’s  tavern,  Raphael heard a sharp intake of breath behind them. He turned toward it. 

It  was  Sister  Amalia.  The  nun  was  pale,  and  her  eyes  were bright with worry. She ran to Koshi and Raphael, before coming to a halt in front of them. 

“There  you  are!  Mrs.  Salvatore  came  to  tell  me  that  I  would find  you  near  the  marketplace!  The  two  of  you  are  safe!  Thank  the Crescent Moon!” she cried, hugging Raphael, then Koshi. 

“Hello, Sister Amalia,” Raphael greeted the nun. “It’s good to see you!” 

“And  a  very  good  afternoon  to  you,  Raphael,”  Sister  Amalia said, furrowing an eyebrow. “I’ve heard of your heroics, young man, though  not  from  the  most  savory  of  individuals.  Your  colleagues, those…  Hell  Drakes,  have  been  singing  your  praises  all  over  town about how you saved us all.” 

“Are  you  going  to  lecture  me  about  the  company  I  keep?” 

Raphael asked. 

“No. Not now, at least, because I have more pressing matters to attend to. Namely, giving one very reckless and irresponsible man a piece of my mind!” Sister Amalia turned to Koshi, who was backing away uneasily. The nun followed him, jabbing a finger into his chest. 

“Do you know how worried I was when I heard about you going off into the junkyard by yourself? How could you do such a thing? Didn’t you  think  at  all  about  how  devastated  I…  I  mean,    Raphael  and  I would be if something bad happened to you?” 

“I’m sorry, Amalia. I will explain everything, I promise,” Koshi tried to say, but the nun kept talking over him. 

“And now everyone’s saying that you actually are  the Dragon Knight  Koshi?  I  thought  you  were  a  retired  guardsman!  How  many years have you been lying to me?” Sister Amalia demanded. 

A  somber  look  fell  over  Koshi’s  face,  and  he  sighed. 

“Deceiving you for even the slightest moment is a moment too long. I can only offer my most heartfelt apologies. Yes, I am Koshi, and in another  lifetime  long  ago,  I  was  the  Dragon  Knight  of  Platina  the Justicebringer. And now, I suppose I’m still a Dragon Knight, though my life’s purpose is sworn to Raphael’s.” 

Sister  Amalia  stared  blankly  at  Koshi  for  several  moments. 

Then  she  burst  into  tears.  It  was  an  unnerving  sight  for  Raphael, seeing the strong and wise woman who’d watched him grow up so distressed. 

Koshi pulled her into a hug and patted her head comfortingly as she sobbed into his chest. 

Raphael recalled how over the years, the nun would visit their house almost every other day and spend hours chatting with Koshi or  trying  to  help  Raphael  with  his  schoolwork.  Koshi,  for  his  part, always  seemed  delighted  to  have  her  around,  and  the  two  never seemed to lack a jovial word to share or a juicy topic to discuss. 

Sister  Amalia’s  visits  became  fewer  and  farther  in  between once she became a Sister Superior, but she still endeavored to drop by their house at least once a week, if only for a few brief moments of chatting with Koshi. 

As a child, Raphael had always enjoyed the nun’s warm and friendly presence in his home, but now, as a grown man, he saw it for what it was. 

Raphael  smiled.  Though  Koshi  was  eons  older  than  Sister Amalia,  and  she  had  her  vows  to  the  Order  of  the  Crescent  Moon, the  two  of  them  shared  a  special  connection  that  simply  wasn’t Raphael’s to judge. Koshi and Raphael had each other, but Raphael also  found  some  comfort  in  the  fact  that  Koshi  had  someone  else too. 

“Hey,  Koshi,”  Raphael  said.  “Why  don’t  you  have  lunch  with Sister Amalia? I’ll grab something to eat from the Guild House. We’ll worry about getting new equipment later.” 

“But…” Koshi began. 

“Yes,  that  sounds  like  an  excellent  idea.  Let’s  go!”  Sister Amalia  agreed.  The  nun  put  her  arm  around  Koshi’s  and  began pulling him away, ignoring his spluttering protests. 

“Have  a  nice  lunch,  you  two!”  Raphael  called  after  them  as they turned a street corner. 

Chuckling, he headed in the other direction, down a path that would bring him back to the Guild District. 

Rayne popped his head out of Raphael’s pocket. 

“Where did the Knight go?” the faerie dragon asked. 

Raphael thought about all the explaining Koshi would have to do for Sister Amalia and winced. “He must undergo a tremendously difficult challenge alone.” 

The answer seemed to satisfy Rayne. 

The  dragon  yawned  and  fluttered  its  wings,  a  gesture  that Raphael  had  come  to  recognize  as  the  draconic  equivalent  of  a shrug. “Food, Magus? I’m hungry. And so are you.” 

“Yes, we’re going to go get some now, Rayne,” Raphael sent. 

“Maybe we can get you some apples. Or even some—” 

The  clatter  of  steel-shod  hooves  against  cobblestone  filled the air. 

Raphael  turned  toward  the  sound.  The  clamor  came  from  a massive  gilded  carriage  with  pale-green  sides  thundering  down  the street, pulled by a quartet of powerfully built horses. 

The  driver  was  a  slim  young  man  wearing  a  black  suit  of velvet  and  lace.  He  brought  the  carriage  to  a  halt  right  in  front  of Raphael, cutting off his path to the Guild District. 

The carriage’s door swung open. 

Cailee  Brightsoul  was  inside,  lounging  on  a  seat  plumped with  obscenely  luxurious  silken  pillows.  She  wore  a  high-collared dress of some shimmering green fabric. 

The  sparkling  silver  circlet  upon  her  brow  brought  out  the color  of  her  eyes,  making  them  seem  as  if  they  were  ablaze  with liquid sapphires. 

“Get in,” the elf demanded. 



Chapter 9







Raphael  met  Cailee’s  gaze  wordlessly,  just  long  enough  for the  timeless,  ancient  elf  to  shift  uneasily  on  her  luxurious  cushion, before he responded to her demand. 

“Why?” he asked. 

Anger  flashed  in  her  eyes.  It  was  obvious  that  despite  her past, Cailee wasn’t used to being questioned. 

“Just get in, you little idiot,” Cailee scoffed. 

“If you’re going to be so rude, then no, absolutely not. Have a good afternoon, Lady Brightsoul,” Raphael said. He gave her a polite nod, then turned to walk away. 

“What?” the elf spluttered. “Wait! Raphael, wait!” 

Raphael  turned  back  to  her.  Cailee’s  face  was  flushed,  and her  eyes  were  wide  with  bewilderment  and  indignation.  He  had  a feeling  very  few  men  turned  down  invitations  to  step  into  her carriage. 

With  some  effort,  Cailee  smoothened  the  snarl  from  her features  and  forced  a  smile  onto  her  lips.  It  was  a  practiced expression, one that obviously took much effort to perfect. 

When  she  spoke  again,  her  words  dripped  with  honeyed invitation  but  lacked  any  trace  of  sincerity.  “I’m  sorry  for  my  earlier rudeness, Raphael. In my eagerness to speak to you, I forgot myself. 

Could you possibly forgive me?” 

“Oh, sure. Don’t worry about it.” Raphael shrugged. “If there’s nothing else, I should get going. I’ve got some errands to run.” 

“Can’t those wait?” Cailee asked. “Step into my carriage and spend  some  time  with  me.  The  King  has  told  me  all  about  your

exploits in the junkyard. I would truly like to know you better, the hero of Lucia City, better.” 

If  not  for  obvious  underlying  resentment  in  her  words, Raphael  would  have  found  the  elf’s  sultry  invitation  truly  tempting. 

Cailee  was  as  timelessly  beautiful  as  Sylvia,  and  she  was  more graceful  and  elegant  in  speech  and  bearing  by  far.  Still,  though Sylvia said alarming and bewildering things at times, her words were usually  exuberant  and  joyous,  devoid  of  the  cold  anger  and bitterness that permeated Cailee’s every utterance. 

“I  don’t  think  so.  Goodbye,”  Raphael  replied.  He  closed  the carriage door on Cailee and walked away. 

Raphael managed to walk five paces away before he heard the elf kicking her carriage door open and leaping into the street after him.  He  turned  to  face  her,  adopting  a  wary  posture.  Surely  Cailee wouldn’t be so bold as to attack him in broad daylight? 

She  stalked  over  and  stopped  a  pace  away  from  Raphael. 

Her fists were clenched and trembling by her sides. Eventually, she took a deep breath and met his gaze once more. 

“I want to talk to you about mana,” Cailee said. This time, her words seemed heartfelt and laden with pain rather than deceit. 

“I am sorry, Cailee. I asked Sylvia. There is no way for me to give you any mana. I would help you out if I could,” Raphael replied, suddenly feeling sorry for the elf. 

“I  know.”  Cailee  sighed  and  slumped  her  shoulders.  “That isn’t what I want to talk about. I want to discuss the disappearance of mana and, farfetched as it might seem, the possibility of restoring it to the world.” 

“That is a topic I’m curious about as well.” Raphael nodded. 

“Alright, sure. Let’s talk about it and see what we can figure out.” 

Cailee  swept  her  gaze  around.  They  were  in  one  of  Lucia City’s  larger  streets.  Pedestrians  bustled  up  and  down  its  length. 

Constables ambled by, along with peddlers on their push-carts. She raised a silken handkerchief to her face. 

“Must  we  do  it  here?”  Cailee  asked.  “In  all  this  dust  and noise? Amidst all these prying ears?” 

“Too uncomfortable for you?” Raphael said. 

“No! No, it isn’t. We can talk here if we need to. Please,” the elf pleaded. 

Raphael  looked  around.  They  were  gathering  an  audience, with  passersby  pointing  and  muttering  at  the  sight  of  the  royal chancellor standing, all contrite and distraught, before a Hell Drake in the middle of a dusty street. The day was also heating up beneath the early afternoon sun. 

He  sighed.  “It’s  alright,  Cailee.  We  can  go  somewhere  else. 

It’ll be easier to talk if it’s quieter and less dusty.” 

“Thank  you,  Raphael.  Please,  come  this  way,”  Cailee  said, walking back to her carriage and holding the door open for him. 

Raphael  mounted  the  carriage  and  took  a  seat  upon  one  of the lush cushions within. It was softer than any cushion or pillow he’d ever rested on. The backplate of his armor rubbed against the silken backing  of  his  seat  as  he  leaned  back.  His  boots  scuffed  the  sleek black finish of the carriage’s floor. 

Raphael gulped, suddenly feeling self-conscious at the luxury in which he was encased. 

Cailee  got  in  after  him,  pulling  the  door  shut  as  she  did  so. 

She sat down on the other side of the carriage, folding her hands in her  lap  and  leaning  back  so  that  her  form-fitting  dress  shimmered and  shifted  in  ways  that  would  set  the  imagination  of  any  man ablaze. Her perfume, something floral and spicy, filling the carriage’s interior didn’t help things either. 

As  the  carriage  began  to  move,  Raphael  cleared  his  throat and  held  the  elf’s  gaze,  steeling  his  resolve  to  not  look  away.  He knew that if he did or showed any other sign of being overly affected by  Cailee’s  beauty,  her  sincerity  would  melt  away  and  her  eyes would once again come alive with a predatory light. 

“Where are we going?” he asked. 

“The  Starlight  Vista,”  Cailee  replied.  “I  have  a  private  dining room  there  for  my  exclusive  use.  We  can  talk  over  some refreshments.” 

Raphael had heard of the Starlight Vista. Located close to the palace,  it  was  the  most  expensive  and  luxurious  banquet  hall  and dining establishment in Lucia City, frequented only by the wealthiest of merchants and nobles. 

He fought to keep his expression neutral. “I see. That sounds good.  I  haven’t  had  lunch  yet.  Hopefully,  the  menu  there  will  have something that I’ll like.” 

Cailee  chuckled  and  shook  her  head.  “I’m  sure  the  world-renowned  chefs  at  the  Starlight  Vista  will  do  their  best  to  concoct something pleasing to your palate.” 

“That  would  be  nice,”  Raphael  said.  “I  haven’t  eaten  there before, so I don’t know what to expect.” 

“Have whatever suits your pleasure, Raphael.” The elf leaned forward,  just  enough  for  her  high  collar  to  peel  away  from  the flawless,  alabaster-white  surface  of  her  neck  and  reveal  in  no uncertain  terms  that  she  wore  nothing  beneath  her  dress.  “It’s  on me.” 

“Thanks,  Cailee.”  Raphael  kept  his  eyes  locked  firmly  onto hers. “I guess being Chancellor pays quite well.” 

“Lucian  the  Fourth  is  a  generous  master.”  Cailee  shrugged and  flicked  a  stray  lock  of  her  platinum  hair  back  behind  her shoulder.  “Perhaps  a  bit  too  generous,  but  he  can  afford  to  be. 

Lucario’s royal coffers are overflowing with gold, and the nation itself is brimming with wealth.” 

“Thanks to your trade and commerce policies,” Raphael said, recalling  Maestro  Colombo’s  lessons  on  Lucario’s  economy  and Lucia  City’s  role  as  one  of  the  world’s  busiest  ports.  “And  your management  of  the  country’s  assets,  such  as  lumber,  peat,  mined metals,  and  your  promotion  of  our  artisan  products  to  international markets.” 

Cailee’s  eyes  gleamed  with  delight,  and  her  smile  widened, becoming more sincere. “How studious of you. Few truly understand what it takes to bring prosperity to a realm.” 

“I’m  only  reciting  what  I  learned  in  school,  Cailee.”  Raphael chuckled  and  shook  his  head.  “Unfortunately,  I  have  never  studied finance  and  commerce  in  any  detail,  but  I  definitely  appreciate  all that you do for Lucario, and I’m sure the same is true for many of our countrymen as well.” 

“It’s nice to be appreciated,” Cailee said, shifting in her seat and  crossing  her  legs.  Her  sapphire  gaze  ran  up  and  down Raphael’s frame. “As I’m sure you would agree.” 

Rayne nudged Raphael through his pocket. “Elf lady’s scary. I like the other one more.” 

“Me too, Rayne,” Raphael replied. The faerie dragon grunted softly in response. 

The  carriage  traveled  through  the  city  for  some  time,  both Raphael and Cailee sitting in silence. 

“That creature of yours. It’s a faerie dragon, is it not?” Cailee asked, breaking the silence. “I’ve never seen one in the flesh.” 

“Yes,  it  is.  Rayne’s  a  helpful  little  fellow,”  Raphael  said, patting his pocket gently. “But a bit shy at times.” 

“Unlike  you,  I’ve  come  to  realize.  Your  candor  knows  no restraint.”  Cailee’s  smile  turned  into  a  grin.  “Truly  bold  men  simply cannot—should not—be bound by the arbitrary dictates of society.” 

“I  just  like  speaking  my  mind,”  Raphael  replied.  He  felt  the carriage  rumbling  to  a  halt,  which  likely  meant  that  they’d  arrived. 

“And  I  like  it  when  others  do  the  same.  So  please,  Cailee.  Tell  me what you want from me, and I’ll see if I can help you at all.” 

“Oh,  Raphael.  By  the  time  we’re  done  today,  you  will  know exactly what I want from you,” Cailee said as her driver opened the carriage door and bowed out of the way. 
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Attendants  wearing  uniforms  of  sharply  ironed  black  vests over white robes led Raphael and Cailee through a quiet side door, up a short stairwell of gilded brass, and down a hallway with marble floors and crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. 

Raphael  marveled  inwardly  at  the  display  of  wealth.  He’d imagined, like anyone would, the opulent and extravagant trappings of the rich and powerful, but seeing it for himself was another matter entirely. 

He  noticed  Cailee’s  sidelong  glance  in  his  direction  and snapped his jaw shut, realizing that he’d been gaping in awe. 

“There  are  those  that  say  luxury  breeds  weakness  and decadence,  and  there  is  some  truth  to  such  a  notion,”  she  said, looping  her  arm  around  his  and  leading  him  through  a  screen  of carved beads held apart by a pair of attendants. The floral bouquet of her perfume suffused his senses as she leaned her head closer to his  and  winked  one  of  her  sapphire  eyes.  “I  prefer  to  think  that among  the  worthy  and  industrious,  it  breeds  inspiration  and excellence instead, among other things.” 

They  emerged  within  a  richly  decorated  chamber  roughly fifteen  paces  across  and  along.  In  its  center  sat  a  circular  dining table, its surface covered by a white linen tablecloth and resting atop a  thick,  solitary  leg  stemming  down  its  middle  and  pooling  into  the marble floor. 

Raphael  blinked  as  he  realized  the  table  had  been  carved from a single massive piece of jade. A pair of ornate chairs had been tucked  beneath  its  lip,  each  of  them  fashioned  from  some  kind  of smooth, gleaming wood. 

 Ebonwood!  Raphael thought.  I remember Koshi repairing the hinges  of  a  small  ebonwood  jewelry  box  for  Nonna  Moreno  once! 

 She  said  it  was  a  family  heirloom,  and  Koshi  also  mentioned  how expensive  ebonwood  was.  I  didn’t  think  people  would  use  it  for chairs. 

More ebonwood furniture adorned the room, including sleek, velvet-draped  side  drawers  along  two  of  the  paneled  walls  and  the tall  case  of  an  antique  clock  with  golden  hands  ticking  across  its silver face. 

Cailee  gestured  for  Raphael  to  take  one  of  the  seats  at  the table. As he moved to do so, she sat down across from him. The wall behind  her  was  adorned  with  an  oil  painting.  Raphael  fought  down the  urge  to  ogle  at  the  painting  as  he  realized  what  it  depicted:  a man and a woman elf, both unclad, their limbs entwined. He averted his gaze from the painting, only to find the elf’s blue eyes locked onto his, mocking, challenging, and inviting all at once. 

It  then  occurred  to  him  that  Cailee  wielded  her  beauty  like Sylvia did with her magic. It was one of the many implements at her disposal, and it was evident that she had no qualms about using it to achieve  her  goals.  Perhaps  this  was  how  Lucario  truly  built  her wealth,  one  trade  deal  at  a  time  hinged  upon  how  much  desire Cailee could invoke in others for her. 

Raphael  chuckled  and  shook  his  head.  There  were  more ways to fight than with blades and spells, it seemed. Though Cailee’s chosen methods were beyond Raphael’s abilities and the arena she fought  in  would  not  be  one  he  chose  for  himself,  he  was  sure  he could learn much from her. 

Cailee picked up a delicate gold-chased porcelain pot with a long-fluted neck and filled two cups of similar design with a fragrant, spice-laden liquid. She pushed a cup to Raphael and lifted hers. “To our health, Raphael.” 

Raphael  lifted  the  cup.  The  unmistakable  tang  of  alcohol wafted  from  its  golden  contents.  He  was  familiar  with  the  idea  of drinking  wine  and  beer,  having  seen  Hell  Drakes  quaff  it  by  the

gallon.  Even  Fenix  was  an  avid  appreciator  of  wine,  as  the battlemage had revealed the night they’d returned from the junkyard. 

But Raphael had never touched any alcoholic beverage before. 

Cailee seemed to take his hesitation for something else. She took  a  sip  from  her  cup  and  smiled.  “See?  It’s  only  premium  Mirak mead.  Balgruf’s  Fell-Apple  Stock,  in  fact.  No  drugs  or  poison.  Not that I believe any would work on something like you, in any case.” 

Raphael sipped cautiously at his drink. It burned the tip of his tongue and the back of his throat, but it filled his nose with its heady, spicy  fragrance  and  bathed  his  tongue  with  notes  of  honey,  apple, and  cinnamon.  He  put  down  his  cup,  still  uncertain  about  drinking alcohol but not entirely disliking the experience. 

The elf chuckled, then and covered her mouth demurely. “Oh. 

Was that your first drink? I seem to have overestimated just how…

worldly you are. Most men your age would be well acquainted with wine… and with other matters of taste and pleasure.” 

Her  mocking  and  challenging  tone  lit  a  fire  within  Raphael, and  he  was  suddenly  tempted  to  down  his  drink,  reach  across  the table, and—

 No. Raphael took a deep breath and looked to the light of the Dragon Meridian. It soothed his nerves and calmed the racing of his blood.  Cailee  had  been  constantly  baiting  him,  trying  to  make  him lose his composure so that he would say or do things he didn’t want to.  If  that  happened,  she  would  have  an  advantage  over  him, perhaps one strong enough to bend his actions to her will. 

 I’m not going to let that happen. 

“Yes, it was, Cailee. Thank you,” Raphael said. “I don’t know if I quite like drinking wine yet, but I’m grateful I had a chance to try it.” 

His  answer  seemed  to  take  her  aback.  Cailee  blinked  and tightened the corner of her mouth just for the fraction of a heartbeat, but beneath the light of the Dragon Meridian, her bewilderment was obvious. The elf picked up a small brass bell on the table and rang it. 

A  waiter  appeared,  clad  in  a  dark  jacket  and  gray  trousers. 

He bowed wordlessly and placed a silver tray on the table. It bore a pair  of  golden  plaques,  on  which  words  were  engraved.  A  moment passed before Raphael realized that each plaque was a menu. 

Cailee  didn’t  look  at  the  menus.  She  nodded  to  the  waiter instead. “Just have more Fell-Apple ready.” 

Raphael  ran  his  gaze  down  the  menu,  his  mind  racing  in  a near  panic  as  he  failed  to  recognize  the  dishes  it  listed.  He eventually found something he thought he might enjoy, and inspired by  Cailee’s  mention  of  the  Fell-Apple  mead,  he  pointed  at  it.  “This one, please.” 

The waiter raised a thin eyebrow. “Very well, sir.” 

Cailee glanced at the item Raphael had put his finger on and chuckled  again.  “Oh  my,  apple-spiced  mignon  braised  in  gold-leaf foil? Such a refined and exquisite palate you have, Raphael.” 

“Wait. What? Gold leaf?” Raphael looked down at the menu again,  confirming  that  the  dish  did  indeed  contain  gold.  The  notion that people ate gold had never even crossed his mind before. “No, I…” 


“It’s  fine,”  Cailee  said.  “Consider  this  part  of  my  making amends  for  my  behavior  last  night.  Was  there  anything  else  you wanted?” 

 Last night? More like early this morning,  Raphael thought, his mind awhirl. 

“No, but…” he began. 

The  elf  dismissed  the  waiter  with  a  wave  and  topped  up Raphael’s  cup.  She  did  the  same  for  hers  and  raised  it  again,  a challenging light in her eyes. Sighing inwardly, Raphael did the same with his cup. 

“To your generosity, Cailee,” he said, before tipping his drink down  his  throat.  The  mead  glowed  sweetly  all  the  way  down,  and Raphael felt a satisfied sigh escape his lips as he set his now-empty cup back down. 

“A  toast  I’d  gladly  accept.”  Cailee  mirrored  Raphael.  She cocked her head as she lowered her cup. “For someone who’s just started drinking, you’re doing very well indeed. Fell-Apple is a strong blend.” 

Raphael  thought  back  to  Cailee’s  earlier  choice  of  words. 

“You mentioned that drugs and poison might not work on “something like” me. What exactly do you mean by that?” 

“I  suppose  I  might  have  been  a  bit…  inarticulate  during  our first meeting,” the elf said. “But my words in that regard couldn’t have been  clearer.  As  I  said  before,  you’re  not  human,  Raphael.  That much is clear. Nor are you an elf, dwarf, or goblin, obviously.” 

“I keep being told that I’m a Dragon Magus,” Raphael replied. 

“But I’m still not entirely sure what it means.” 

“I’ve gone over reports and hearsay regarding your exploits in the  junkyard,  some  of  which  came  from  the  King  himself.”  Cailee refilled  her  cup  and  twirled  it  idly  on  the  table.  “Apparently,  you purified  the  corpse  of  Platina  the  Gilded  Death  and  restored  Koshi the Dragon Knight with your magic. How much of that is true?” 

“All  of  it,”  Raphael  said.  “And  you  already  know  that  I  have mana.” 

“Just  like  dragons  did,  eons  ago.”  Cailee’s  eyes  took  on  a faraway  look.  “The  disappearance  of  mana  from  the  world  didn’t really affect them, since their very souls were perpetual wellsprings of mana. They retained their ability to cast spells, and through them, so did their Dragon Knights.” 

“What are you trying to say, Cailee?” Raphael asked. 

“Are you a dragon, Raphael? I know that dragons can take on the  appearance  of  any  of  the  mortal  races,  and  if  everything  I learned can be believed, Koshi the Dragon Knight did just that,” the elf said. “I saw the two of you part ways in the streets just now, you know?  A  mythical  figure  walks  among  us  on  two  feet,  wearing human clothes, speaking the Common tongue, and partaking in the simple  human  pleasures  of  conversation  and  companionship.  I assume he can take on his draconic aspect again?” 

“I believe so, yes,” Raphael said. 

“But  can  you,  Raphael?”  Cailee  asked.  “Can   you  turn  into  a dragon?” 

Raphael  didn’t  know  what  to  say.  As  far  as  he  knew,  he couldn’t. He hadn’t even thought to try before. 

“No, Magus. Though you’ve turned the Knight into a dragon, you can’t become one yourself. At least not yet, if that’s a path you ever  choose  to  take,”  Rayne  confirmed,  reading  his  thoughts  as always. 

 A path I might choose to take? What does that even mean? 

His  mind  racing,  Raphael  shook  his  head.  “No,  Cailee.  I  can’t.  At least, that’s what Rayne tells me, and Rayne doesn’t lie, I think.” 

“Of  course  I  don’t,”  the  faerie  dragon  sent  indignantly, nudging Raphael in the hip through his pocket. 

“So what  are you?” The elf picked up her cup and took a sip. 

“The spells you cast, Deliverance and Spontaneous Transmigration, are  uniquely  human  spells.  Though  both  spells  have  since  been completely  documented  and  diagrammed  in  both  True  and  Vector formats,  no  mage  of  any  other  race,  mortal  or  draconic,  has  ever been  able  to  cast  them.  In  fact,  only  one  human  mage,  if  you  can even consider her that, has ever done so. She was Selenaia, whose apotheosis turned her into Luna, Goddess of the Crescent Moon.” 

“Are  you  suggesting  that…”  Raphael  felt  his  heart  thumping painfully in his chest and his thoughts racing wildly through his head

. 

“You  are  some  kind  of  divine  being?”  Cailee’s  smile  turned into something broken and sad. “Yes, I am, and I desperately hope that I am right. The dragons were powerless to restore mana, though many of their oldest and wisest tried their best. I know this because I personally petitioned them to do so, and they swore to me that they would make every effort to bring mana back to the world.” 

“What  is  it  you  hope  I  can  do,  Cailee?”  Raphael  brought  up his  hands  and  opened  his  palms.  “As  you  can  see,  I  am  flesh  and blood. I’m no god. I get tired. I get hungry. And I get hurt.” 

“So did Selenaia, when she still walked amidst mortals,” the elf  retorted.  “You  are  different  from  us  all,  Raphael.  You’re  not human. And you’re not a dragon. Perhaps you might not be a god, at least not yet, but you can do things no one else can.” 

“And  you  believe  I  can  bring  mana  back  to  the  world,” 

Raphael said. “And I do want to do that. But I don’t even know where to begin.” 

Cailee’s  eyes  flashed  with  triumph.  Perhaps  the  elf  believed that  she’d  persuaded  Raphael  to  do  her  bidding,  but  the  truth  was that Raphael would have sought the restoration of mana even if he’d never met Cailee. Without mana, humanity had to rely on Spell Dust, and  though  he  trusted  mages  like  the  Guild  Master,  Sylvia,  and Fenix, Vector Magic still relied on getting Spell Cores, which in turn largely came from the hunting and destruction of magical beasts. If True Magic were within the grasp of mages once more, perhaps the practice of Vector Magic would come to an end. 

The  elf  leaned  forward.  Her  voice  became  a  fierce  whisper. 

“Consider this. What if the disappearance of mana wasn’t a natural phenomena? What if  someone caused it?” 

Raphael  thought  back  to  Tiresias,  the  crazed  Death  Druid who’d  threatened  to  kill  everyone  in  Vitoria.  Tiresias  had  been insane, ranting and raving about mana, but he’d also been angry, as if he had someone to blame for all the pain he felt. 

Raphael  nodded.  “In  Vitoria,  I  met  a  Death  Druid  named Tiresias.” 

He  swiftly  recounted  Tiresias’s  scheme  and  his  demise.  As he told Cailee about how Huo Xian, the Thirteenth Chimeric Grand Prince, had slain Tiresias and tried to kill Raphael, Eliza, and Fenix, the elf hissed in triumph and clenched her fists. 

“You  have  preempted  my  thoughts,  Raphael,  and  provided more  circumstantial  evidence  than  I  could  have  hoped  for.”  Cailee drummed  her  fingers  on  the  tabletop.  “Here’s  what  I  was  going  to say. Mana disappeared. Several centuries later, Vector Magic came into  widespread  prominence,  with  all  credit  due  to  the  Chimeric

Emperor.  Then  the  dragons,  embodiments  of  mana,  went  mad  and forced their own extinction, with the Chimeric Emperor slaying many of them himself. And now, you have Huo Xian ostensibly covering up something related to mana on behalf of his so-called father.” 

“Are  you  suggesting  that  the  Chimeric  Emperor  caused  the disappearance of mana?” 

Raphael  wanted  to  dismiss  the  very  notion  as  paranoid insanity, the domain of maddened whisperers who saw conspiracies in every flickering shadow. And yet, he’d seen for himself just what happened  to  Tiresias.  The  Death  Druid  had  been  able  to  use  True Magic,  and  judging  from  Huo  Xian’s  words,  Tiresias  had,  at  some point in his life, been closely linked to the Chimeric Emperor. In fact, Huo  Xian  had  revealed  that  the  Chimeric  Emperor  himself  had ordered Tiresias’s death. 

“Him and no other.” Cailee tossed her drink down her throat and refilled her cup. “For centuries, I have tried to insinuate myself into his court, and there were decades I actually managed to do so, until circumstances transpired to send me to other realms.” 

“Did you find any evidence?” Raphael asked. 

“Mostly  circumstantial.  Over  the  eons,  the  Chimeric  Court invested  tremendous  resources  into  suppressing  all  investigations into  mana  and  its  disappearance.  At  other  times,  Imperial  agents dispersed  misinformation  and  lies  among  scholars  and  mages, confusing  and  eventually  despairing  them.”  Cailee  snarled.  “Over time,  all  discourse  about  mana  became  so  tainted  with  myths  and mistruths that it became a topic for idle speculation and dabblers into the quaintly obscure. In short, no one cared anymore, because why should they? They have Vector Magic now.” 

“Sylvia uses Vector Magic. She’s living as best she can, and I think most of her days are happy ones,” Raphael pointed out, finally seeing the true difference between the two Sisters of Chaos. Cailee was stuck in the past, while Sylvia relished the present. 

“Don’t.”  Cailee  closed  her  eyes  and  trembled  slightly.  “Don’t compare me to that disgusting buffoon.” 

Raphael  wanted  to  defend  Sylvia,  but  he  realized  that  his doing  so  would  bring  little  comfort  to  Cailee  and  achieve  nothing productive, so he chose to return the discussion to its original thread. 

“If the Chimeric Emperor is responsible, the best way to find out the truth is to get it from him. But I don’t think I’ll be able to meet him that easily, Cailee.” 

The  elf  grinned.  “No,  you  won’t.  From  what  I’ve  heard,  it’s been more than a century since he last made a public appearance. 

Apparently, even his so-called children haven’t spoken to him since he retreated into the depths of his personal palace.” 

“Children?  Are  you  talking  about  the  Grand  Principalities?” 

Raphael grimaced as he recalled his encounter with Huo Xian. 

“Yes. And this is especially pertinent to you, Raphael, so pay attention,” Cailee said. “I have met every one of them, and a single commonality unites them all: this uncanny sense of the artificial, the unnatural, the constructed. The Emperor’s spawn weren’t born. They were  made,  just  like  those  horrific  chimeras  he  created  to  kill  the dragons.  And  just  like  you.  They’re  no  more  human  than  you  are, Raphael,  because  you  give  off  that  same  feeling  as  well.  I  knew  it the moment I laid eyes on you.” 

Raphael reeled from the elf’s words. He wanted to hurl them back in her face and call her a liar, but he knew that if he did so, he would  be  the  one  actually  lying.  Like  Cailee,  he’d  met  a  Chimeric Grand Prince, Huo Xian, and he’d felt this strange, repellant kinship between  them,  almost  as  if  they  were  two  similar  puppets  wearing different coats of paint and adorned with different accessories. 

“Are  you  going  to  say  that  you’re  not  like  them?  That  you emerged  from  a  woman’s  womb?”  Cailee  continued,  a  cruel  sneer twisting  across  her  face.  “Because  that  isn’t  true.  I  did  some investigating.  You  appeared  mysteriously  within  the  abbey  of  the Crescent  Moon.  You  have  no  parents.  You’re  not   someone. You’re something,  created  for  a  specific  purpose,  just  like  the  Emperor’s abominations.” 

“No. I…” Raphael clenched his fists. “I have a father. Koshi. I have friends, people who care about me and whom I care about. I’m not some kind of monster or puppet. And… neither are they.” 

Huo  Xian  had  tried  to  kill  Raphael,  and  he  was  exceedingly vain  and  cruel,  but  he  also  had  emotions,  preoccupations,  and people he cared about. The Grand Prince wasn’t human, and neither was Raphael, but they were still  people. 

Raphael met Cailee’s gaze. “I know what you want from me, Cailee. You want me to approach the Grand Principalities and try to reach  the  Emperor  through  them,  on  account  of  this  kinship  you believe I share with them. Very well, I agree to do so, if I ever get the chance to. I swear to you on my honor that I will do everything in my power to restore mana.” 

Cailee was once again taken aback by Raphael’s declaration. 

She took a deep, trembling breath before letting it go. “Just like that? 

You won’t demand anything from me in return?” 

“There  is  nothing  you  have  that  I  want  as  recompense,” 

Raphael said. “You’ve had some harsh words for me today, but they are rooted in truth. Thank you for that. But I also have some harsh words for you, and they are also rooted in truth. Or at the very least, they come from a place of sincerity and goodwill. Would you like to hear them?” 

“Oh?  The  unnatural  creature  wishes  to  lecture  me?”  Cailee sipped her wine. “Go on, then. I shall indulge you, if only because of my curiosity.” 

Raphael  resisted  the  urge  to  bring  up  Cailee’s  earlier comments about how she too was  made, being one of the Sisters of Chaos, but as Sylvia said, both elves had mortal parents, so in that sense, he was far more unnatural than she ever could be. He took a deep  breath  to  calm  himself,  and  his  futile,  angry  retort  died, speechless  and  stillborn.  Fixing  his  gaze  on  Cailee’s  timelessly beautiful  features,  he  sent  his  thoughts  and  words  down  another path instead. 

“You’re  beautiful.  Perfect  in  every  way  any  woman  of  any race could ever be. No man, mortal or not, could look upon you and not desire you,” Raphael began, his words causing Cailee’s eyes to widen.  “But  on  the  inside,  you’ve  allowed  yourself  to  become  so twisted and spiteful that it shows in your every action and word.” 

“Sylvia  told  me  about  your  curse.  I  cannot  imagine  the suffering it must have caused you over the centuries,” he continued. 

“And  perhaps  your  pain  is  simply  something  I  can  never  come  to understand,  nor  do  I  hope  ever  to  feel  for  myself.  But  if  you  let  it reach  beyond  the  days  of  its  birth  and  strangle  all  the  ones  that come  after,  then  you  cannot  hope  for  it  to  ever  end.  In  fact,  the actions you take and the words that you speak everyday because of your pain probably renew it time and again.” 

Cailee opened her mouth to utter what Raphael knew would be a bitter retort, judging from the sneer on her face, but he spoke over her. “I will bring up Sylvia again, and though you dislike it, I will compare  the  two  of  you  once  more,  because  you  both  share  so much. She doesn’t talk a lot about her past, but I don’t believe she’s suffered  much  less  than  you  have.  Sylvia  lives  in  the  present.  She seizes  what  joy  is  at  hand  and  looks  to  the  future  with  brave  eyes and an open heart. She advised me to do the same. I pass on that same advice to you and hope that you take it, as I will. Because it’s a shame for beauty as perfect as yours to be lessened like that.” 

The  elf  rocked  back  in  her  seat,  her  eyes  wide  and  her  lips parted. Raphael stood and nodded at his cup. 

“Thanks for the wine, Cailee. Goodbye,” he said. 

Raphael was brushing the screen of beads aside when the elf called out after him. “Wait, Raphael!” 

He looked over his shoulder. Cailee’s upper lip was trembling, and the perfect fairness of her skin had taken on a pallor. 

She  took  a  deep  breath  to  calm  herself  before  she  spoke again. “You are not the first man who’s said such things to me, but you’re the first who has done so without wanting something from me in  return.  As  you  thanked  me  for  my  thoughts  on  your  possible

kinship  with  the  Grand  Principalities,  so  too  do  I  extend  my  thanks for your sentiments.” 

“You’re  very  welcome.  Is  there  anything  else?”  Raphael asked. 

“Yes.”  Cailee  actually  averted  her  gaze.  A  shy  lilt  hovered over her voice as she spoke. “I regret that our first meeting was so…

hostile  and  that  our  second  conversation  has  been  so  unpleasant until now. I would not have the latter end on such a note. Please, sit down, and we shall speak only of lighthearted matters, so that when we leave each other’s company this day, it shall be with cheer in our hearts.” 

The  waiter  appeared  just  then,  bearing  a  covered  silver platter in his hands. He raised a quizzical eyebrow at Raphael. 

“Will  the  gentleman  require  a…  takeout  box?”  he  asked, infusing  the  last  two  words  with  as  much  disgust  as  Raphael  had ever heard in someone still trying to be polite. 

Raphael  chuckled.  It  seemed  to  break  the  tension  in  the room,  because  a  smile  bloomed  anew  on  Cailee’s  face  as  well,  a real one, radiant and unguarded, free of lies and schemes. He gazed at  it  in  admiration  until  the  elf  noticed  his  regard  and  averted  her gaze again, a faint blush coming over her cheeks. 

“No, sir. I will eat here,” Raphael said to the waiter. 



Chapter 11







It  was  mid-afternoon  by  the  time  Raphael  alighted  from Cailee’s  carriage,  right  in  front  of  the  archway  denoting  the  line between the Guild District and the rest of Lucia City. She sent him off with  a  dazzling  smile.  Her  carriage  door  closed,  and  the  vehicle rumbled away. 

True to her word, Cailee had kept the conversation light and entertaining. The elf was witty and charming, laughing at all the right times  and  making  all  the  right  comments.  Perhaps  she  was  just extremely practiced at doing so, plying her statecraft and diplomacy on  Raphael,  but  as  far  as  he  could  tell,  her  efforts  stemmed  from sincerity, and that was good enough for him. 

Raphael made his way into the Guild District and walked past the eateries and taverns, heading toward the equipment shops. He considered asking Rayne to go find Koshi, but after a few moments of deliberation, he decided against it. Both Koshi and Sister Amalia deserved to spend some time with each other. 

 I should get a bow for Koshi too, so that he doesn’t have to rely on Sunkiller all the time,  Raphael thought.  And I need to buy a glaive  for  myself.  It’s  still  the  weapon  I’m  most  comfortable  with. 

 Maybe we should get some armor as well, especially for Eliza, since she  doesn’t  have  draconic  armor  like  Koshi  and  me.  And  weapons for  her,  too.  She’s  got  a  rapier  already  and  that  magical  dagger. 

 Maybe an enchanted rapier, then? Possibly a mace and a crossbow on top of those? 

There was a strange pleasure in shopping, Raphael realized. 

Growing  up,  he  and  Koshi  had  only  been  able  to  buy  the  bare necessities, and though what he was looking to purchase for the war party were necessities as well, it just didn’t quite feel the same. 

 What  about  other  supplies?  And  ammunition  for  the  bows? 

 Oh,  and  spare  bowstrings  and  whetstones!  Lost  in  his  thoughts, Raphael  nearly  bowled  over  a  stout,  red-headed  woman  hefting  a wooden crate in her arms. 

“Hey,  watch  it!”  she  shouted  as  Raphael  bumped  into  her shoulder.  The  wooden  crate  wobbled  precariously  in  her  grasp  as she  stumbled  to  one  side,  her  balance  lost  from  the  unexpected impact. 

Raphael  caught  the  crate  by  its  bottom  with  one  hand  and clasped the woman’s elbow with his other, steadying her. The crate was surprisingly heavy, and its contents gave off a metallic jangle as they shifted. 

“I’m so sorry,” he said. “I was lost in my thoughts.” 

The woman looked past her crate and met his gaze. Her eyes lit  up  with  surprise  and  recognition.  “Hey,  it’s  you!  You’re  that armsman! The one with the High Captain of the Ninth Seat! Raphael, that’s your name. All the Hell Drakes are talking about you. We met the  other  night,  remember?  You  were  looking  at  one  of  my  father’s glaives.” 

“Aoife, yes.” Raphael nodded politely. “How are you?” 

“Busy, as always,” Aoife grunted, glancing meaningfully at her crate.  “I  was  bringing  this  fresh  batch  of  steel  ingots  to  my  father when you bumped into me.” 

“Here, let me help you out,” Raphael said. He took the crate from Aoife and staggered under its weight, almost dropping it   if not for the strength of the Second Brazier. 

 Aoife’s a lot stronger than she looks,  he thought. 

Aoife whistled at sight. “Wow. Pretty good set of arms on you there, and without using any Martial Magic either. Very impressive.” 

“Uh, thanks?” Raphael pointed down the street with his chin. 

“Should we get going, then? I remember your father’s shop is a few doors down from here.” 

“Good memory, too,” Aoife said, wiping her hands on the front of  her  dark  blue  sleeveless  coveralls  before  running  her  fingers through the auburn mop that was her hair. “Yes, it’s this way. Come on, then.” 

Rayne popped its head out and cooed at Aoife. She squealed in delight as the faerie dragon hopped into her arms. 

“Rayne!” the arcane armsmith cried. “It’s been too long! How have you been, little one?” 

Rayne purred in pleasure as Aoife scratched it gently under the chin. 

“Can we spend more time with her instead of with the scary elf  lady?”  the  faerie  dragon  asked  Raphael.  “Last  time  we  met  this one, she gave me snacks!” 

“Didn’t  I  sneak  you  some  mignon  just  now?  With  gold  leaf, too,” Raphael replied. 

“Yes,  but  who  even  eats  gold?”  Rayne  nibbled  at  an  apple that Aoife had produced from one of her coverall pockets. 

“You  and  I  just  did,  little  one,”  Raphael  sent,  but  the  faerie dragon was too distracted by its newly acquired snack to answer. 

With  Rayne  in  her  arms,  Aoife  ran  ahead,  calling  for  her father. “Papa! Papa! Take a look at this! A faerie dragon!” 

Raphael  caught  his  first  glimpse  of  the  armsmith  Connell Cadogan  as  he  walked  into  the  fenced-off  lot  that  denoted  the Cadogan  storefront.  Standing  behind  a  wooden  counter  and scribbling into a ledger with a piece of coal, Connell was shorter than his  daughter  but  far  stouter,  though  much  of  his  bulk  was  solid muscle. His hair was red as well, but cut close to his scalp, and he wore a short, neatly trimmed beard on his broad, ruddy face. He was clad  in  a  sleeveless  coverall  like  his  daughter,  but  he  also  wore  a thick leather apron, the mark of a smith at work. 

The  arcane  armsmith  wasn’t  human,  but  a  dwarf.  Raphael had only ever read about the reclusive folk at school. He didn’t think

he’d actually get a chance to meet one among the ranks of the Hell Drakes. 

“By the Gods of Hearth and Stone, I’ve never seen anything like  that  before,”  Connell  said,  nodding  politely  to  Rayne.  “A  good day to you, little one. I see my girl’s already given you a snack, so I’ll give another to you later.” 

Connell stomped over to Raphael and took the crate of ingots from  him.  “And  that  would  make  you  Raphael,  right?  The  younger Dragon Knight, or so everyone says. Thanks for hauling these over.” 

“You’re welcome, sir,” Raphael said. “I…” 

“Never met a dwarf before?” Connell noticed Raphael’s gaze flickering between him and Aoife. The armsmith grunted. “Ah. Long story, that.” 

“Papa  met  Mama  here,  in  Lucia  City,  almost  twenty  years ago,  when  the  Hell  Drakes  first  arrived.  She  was  a  dancer  and  a potter.  He  fell  in  love  immediately.  Two  years  later,  there  was  me, and  now,  here  we  are!”  Aoife  explained,  draping  her  arm  over  her father’s shoulder and beaming at Raphael. 

“Dwarfs  and  humans  can  have  children?”  Raphael  blurted before he could stop himself. “I am so sorry, sir. That was out of line. 

Please forgive me.” 

“Eh.  The  question  was  asked,  so  I  might  as  well  answer.” 

Connell smiled. “The Guild Master helped. He sent out word. Several mages  schooled  in  Healing  and  Nature  Magic  responded.  Some complicated spells later, my wife and I were holding a bawling Aoife.” 

“Your most precious daughter!” Aoife declared. 

“Ha! Indeed!” Connell replied. Father and daughter broke out into  uproarious  laughter,  with  Connell  still  holding  the  crate  of  steel ingots effortlessly in his arms. 

“So,  Dragon  Knight.  What  brings  you  here,  other  than  your assistance  with  my  daughter’s  errand?”  Connell  asked,  many moments  later.  He’d  put  away  the  crate  and  returned  to  his  ledger. 

With  Rayne  still  perched  on  her  shoulder,  Aoife  had  gone  into  the back of the store to inventory their stock. 

“Ah,  yes.”  Raphael  produced  the  voucher  Yun  Shen  had given  him  and  handed  it  to  Connell.  “I  need  to  outfit  my  war  party with weapons and armor.” 

The  armsmith  looked  over  the  voucher  and  nodded.  “I  see. 

Two  hundred  gold  coins  will  get  you  quite  far,  depending  on  how many people need armaments.” 

“Three of us, sir. I was thinking of a bow, glaive, rapier, mace, and  crossbow  for  weapons.  As  for  armor,  perhaps  something  light and easy to move in for two of us, and something tougher and more protective for one.” 

“Basic runic weapons, two sets of basic runic leather armor, and perhaps a suit of runic mail, then. It’s all fairly generic stuff, but it’s  still  better  than  what  you’ll  find  in  the  Guild  House’s  armory.” 

Connell  produced  an  abacus  from  a  drawer  in  his  counter,  flicked through its beads, and scribbled more lines in his ledger. “Yes, that should be about right, with perhaps four or five gold coins to spare. I don’t  think  you’ll  have  enough  left  over  for  a  full  stock  of  runic ammunition, though. You’ll have to go with the mundane stuff. One gold coin will get you two hundred arrows and crossbow quarrels, no enchantments.” 

“How  much  for  a  small  shield,  like  a  buckler?  Runic,  of course,” Raphael asked.  A runic item probably means it bears some kind of enchantment. 

“Another ten gold coins.” Connell tapped the voucher with his coal pencil. “You don’t have enough there, though.” 

“I do… elsewhere,” Raphael said. “I can bring you the money tomorrow, first thing in the morning.” 

“Good enough. I can start assembling your order right away, though you should have everyone getting armor measured and fitted for  it,”  the  armsmith  told  him.  “Your  mob  is  staying  at  the  Guild House, right? I’ve got some business there in the morning tomorrow. 

Come find me in the armory with everyone involved, and we can get

it done then. I’ll make the adjustments over the afternoon and have everything delivered by nightfall. Oh, and you might as well make up the difference for the buckler tomorrow morning at the Guild House too. No sense in you running here only to find me gone.” 

“Yes,  sir.  I  will  do  just  that,”  Raphael  said.  “Thank  you  so much.” 

“No, thank  you for your custom.” Connell shut his ledger and beckoned  to  Raphael.  “But  since  you’re  here,  why  don’t  we  do  the measuring and fitting for you now? 

Raphael left the Cadogan storefront half an hour later, waving goodbye  to  the  two  armsmiths.  Rayne  was  snoozing  in  his  pocket once more, having eaten an entire pear on top of an apple. 

“What if you get fat, Rayne?” Raphael asked. 

“I won’t,” the faerie dragon replied sleepily. 

Raphael chuckled, gave Rayne a gentle pat on the head, and walked into the Guild House. Mr. Esposito warped him to the mess hall, where he found Eliza working in the kitchen again. 

Rolling  up  his  sleeves,  Raphael  joined  her.  They  spent  the rest  of  the  afternoon  scrubbing  pots,  mopping  floors,  and  peeling vegetables  for  the  cook,  Dario.  They  chatted  and  joked  as  they worked. 

Casting the light of the Dragon Meridian inward, Raphael saw the thread connecting his and Eliza’s souls grow thicker and warmer. 

To his surprise, he found another three other threads as well, two of them faint and gray, while one of them was rose-red, newly formed but strong. 

 Cyrano  and  Ginerva,  I  suppose.  And  that  latest  one…

 Cailee?   Raphael  shrugged  and  renewed  his  efforts  to  remove  the last of the food stains from the bottom of a particularly onerous pot. It was early evening by the time Dario dismissed them and told them to get something to eat. 

“Come  by  Sylvia’s  room  to  pick  up  your  money  later, Raphael,” Eliza said as they sat down to an evening meal of a thick, 

fragrant sweet potato and tomato stew, sprinkled with grated cheese. 

“Oh, speaking of money, I arranged for an armsmith, Connell Cadogan,  to  fit  us  for  armor.  We  need  to  meet  him  at  the  armory tomorrow morning,” he told her. “I’ve also gotten you a rapier, mace, crossbow,  and  buckler,  all  with  some  kind  of  basic  runic enchantment.” 

“That  means  that  the  weapons  have  been  enchanted  for keenness and durability. The armor is runic too?” Eliza asked. 

“Yes,”  Raphael  replied.  “Connell  said  that  the  weapons  and armor should all be better than what we can find in the Guild House’s armory.” 

“Excellent.  Thanks,  Raphael!”  Eliza  smiled.  “As  the  war party’s auxiliary, preparing all the equipment is part of my duties. You definitely saved me some work, there.” 

“I’m always happy to help.” Raphael returned her smile. “Just let me know what else I need to do.” 

“Well, for starters, we don’t need to stick around for cleanup. 

Other auxiliaries are on shift,” Eliza said, sighing with relief. 

“That’s  good  to  hear.”  Raphael  polished  off  the  last  of  his stew. Though the mignon at the Starlight Vista had been exquisitely tasty,  the  portion  was  small,  and  the  meal  had  left  him  feeling hungrier than he’d expected to be. The hearty stew at the mess hall had been much more satisfying. 

“That’s a day done,” Eliza said, glancing out the window. 

Raphael followed her gaze. The sun had set a while ago, and the  sky  was  still  beholden  to  that  brief  moment  of  darkness  before the moon rose high enough to cast its cold radiance down upon the world.  Flames  from  the  crackling  fireplaces  danced  in  the  window panes, framing Eliza’s reflection upon their glassy surfaces. 

With her cheeks smudged with soot and grease, her blonde hair tied into a tight bun on top of her head, and a calm smile on her lips,  Eliza  was  as  lovely  in  all  her  human  earthiness  as  Cailee  and Sylvia  were  in  their  timeless  beauty.  Raphael  couldn’t  stop  himself

from turning away from the reflection and staring at the real thing, at least  until  Eliza  noticed  his  regard  and  returned  it,  her  cheeks reddening. 

“Yes, Raphael?” she asked. “Is something wrong?” 

“Oh, no. It’s nothing. Should we go?” he replied. 

They  took  a  warp  dais  to  the  exterior  of  Sylvia’s  quarters. 

Eliza  pushed  the  door  open  without  knocking  and  walked  in, beckoning Raphael to follow. 

The elf’s room was as Raphael remembered it, stacked to the ceiling  with  bookshelves.  A  huge,  round  table  sat  in  the  center,  a map pinned to its surface. Several armchairs surrounded the table. 

Soft  snores  rolled  from  another  door  at  the  far  end  of  the  room, behind  which  lay  Sylvia’s  bedroom.  The  room  was  rather  tidy  and clean,  probably  thanks  to  Eliza.  Raphael  found  himself  speculating about just how horrifically slovenly Sylvia’s quarters must have been before  Eliza  forced  some  semblance  of  housekeeping  and  hygiene into  the  elf’s  existence.  A  mental  image  of  huge  rats  feasting  on crumbs  in  the  darkened  corners  of  the  rooms  while  Sylvia  cackled upon  a  heap  of  reeking  garbage  clawed  at  the  edges  of  his  mind, and he shuddered, calling upon the light of the Dragon Meridian to banish the thought as he would a lingering nightmare. 

“Sylvia’s  been  asleep  most  of  the  day.  After  she  left  us  this morning, I found her in her bedroom, completely unconscious,” Eliza explained.  “The  Guild’s  apothecary  stopped  by  and  administered some potions, but she’s still quite hurt.” 

“She’d better get all the rest she can, then.” Raphael walked alongside Eliza to the table, where she handed him a small sack of coins and a sheet of paper. 

“Eleven gold coins and a schedule for when Sylvia wants to work with you on your magic.” Eliza pointed to the top of the paper, where a time and place had been scrawled in black ink. “She woke up  briefly  in  the  afternoon  to  write  this  down.  Looks  like  your  first session is the mid morning, right here. And Fenix’s involved too.” 

“Got it. I’ll meet you and Koshi in the armory first, then head on  over  here  tomorrow  morning.”  Raphael  folded  the  paper  in  half and  tucked  it  into  his  pocket.  The  sack  of  coins  went  into  his  belt pouch. 

Sylvia’s  bedroom  door  creaked  open,  and  the  elf  emerged, her  eyes  bleary  with  sleep.  Raphael  blinked  at  the  sight.  She  was wearing  a  thick,  baggy  gown  that  reached  from  her  neck  to  her ankles. A smiling rabbit had been embroidered over its front. 

Eliza  shrugged.  “I  thought  it  was  cute  she  had  that  in  her wardrobe, so I put her in it.” 

“I’m hungry, Eliza,” the elf complained as she shambled to an armchair  and  plopped  herself  face-down  in  its  cushion,  hiking  her knees up to her chin so that her rear was in the air. 

“Of  course  you  are.  You  haven’t  eaten  all  day,”  Eliza  said, before turning to Raphael. “I guess I’ll bring her some food and tea from the mess hall. See you tomorrow, then?” 

“Alright. Have a good night, Eliza,” Raphael replied. 

As Raphael made his way back to his room, the light of the Dragon Meridian pulsed. Rayne poked its head out of his pocket. 

“The  Knight  wants  to  speak,  but  he’s  not  very  good  at  this yet,” the faerie dragon sent. “He will be, with practice, but you should find out what he wants to say first, Magus.” 

“Koshi?” Raphael reached out. “Are you back?” 

Koshi’s  mental  voice  seemed  almost  embarrassed.  “No, Raph. I just wanted to tell you that I’ll be returning late tonight. How did the day go? Did you get everything you need?” 

“I’ve  arranged  for  you  and  Eliza  to  be  fitted  for  armor tomorrow morning, in the Guild House Armory. I’ll be there as well to pay Connell Cadogan, the armsmith,” Raphael said mentally. 

“I  see.  I’ll  see  you  there  in  the  morning,  then.  Goodnight, Raph,” Koshi replied. “Sleep well.” 

“How’s Sister Amalia doing? Is she still mad at you?” 

“Goodnight, Raph.” Koshi’s final mental message pulsed with finality. His presence within the Dragon Meridian went dim. 

“Will the Knight be alright?” Rayne asked. 

Raphael smiled. “Yes, he will.” 

Chapter 12







“Ah,  there  you  are,”  Fenix  said  as  Raphael  pushed  open Sylvia’s door and walked into the elf’s quarters the next morning. “A bit  early,  but  no  matter.  The  sooner  we  start,  the  more  ground  we can cover.” 

The battlemage was hunched over the table in the middle of the room, poring over a scroll he’d unfurled and weighed open with ceramic mugs. More scrolls lay on an empty armchair, next to a thick but compact book bound in leather. 

Sylvia  was  still  in  her  rabbit  gown,  sprawled  in  an  armchair and sipping from one of the many mugs strewn all over the floor. She raised her mug at Raphael and burped. 

“Beer  potion?”  the  elf  asked.  The  bruises  on  her  face  had largely  faded,  though  Sylvia  still  seemed  wan  and  weak.  “It’s  good for you.” 

“Beer  potions  don’t  exist.  That’s  just  beer,”  Fenix  said judgmentally. “And it’s half-past nine in the morning.” 

“Shut up, Fenix!” Sylvia snapped. 

Raphael  picked  his  way  gingerly  through  the  mugs  on  the floor,  not  even  trying  to  count  them.  Eliza’s  going  to  scream  at  her when she gets back from the armory and sees this mess. I definitely don’t want to be around when that happens. 

“The  Salvatores,”  Fenix  explained.  “She  ordered  two  entire kegs of ale from them, saying it was for a party. Hence the mugs.” 

Sylvia burped and set her now-empty mug on the table. “Hey, Raphael. Get me another, would you? All the mugs are piled beside the kegs over there.” 

“Why  don’t  you  just  fill  up  the  mug  you  just  used…”  The question  died,  slain  by  futility,  on  Raphael’s  lips.  He  sighed  and

walked over to the two kegs arrayed before a stack of shelves. The wooden casks bore the stamp of Salvatore’s tavern and brewery. He filled a mug and brought it back to Sylvia. 

“Did  you  have  any  breakfast?”  he  asked,  handing  the  beer over to her. 

“This  is  it.  Contains  all  the  nutrients  a  healthy  growing  elf needs,” Sylvia replied. She took a swig of her drink. 

Shaking his head, Raphael turned to Fenix. “Should we start, then? What do you have in mind?” 

The battlemage kicked Sylvia’s chair, rattling the elf’s drink in her hands. “Sylvia! Let’s begin. Bring us into that pocket dimension!” 

Sylvia  burped  and  pulled  out  a  shimmering,  iridescent  cube from somewhere within her robes. She opened her palm and set the Pocket Dimension Prism spiraling above its surface. The enchanted artifact  grew  larger  and  larger  with  each  revolution,  so  that  its prismatic walls eventually spun into Raphael’s body and caused him to blink. 

And then he was in Sylvia’s pocket dimension, standing atop a featureless gray surface that stretched endlessly into a horizon of rainbow-hued  infinity.  Fenix  and  Sylvia  were  by  his  side,  the  latter still sprawled on her armchair and buried in her mug. 

Raphael  swept  his  gaze  around  and  sighed.  Of  course  she brought the kegs along. But why did she have to bring along all the used mugs too? 

He  got  his  answer  as  Sylvia  kicked  a  dirty  mug  into  Fenix’s path,  tripping  up  his  stride  and  causing  him  to  stumble.  The battlemage spun to the elf, an angry reprimand on his lips, but she was already fast asleep, soft snores rolling from her nostrils and the dregs  of  her  latest  drink  pooling  a  slow-spreading  stain  across  her robes. 

“Typical,”  Fenix  grumbled,  before  returning  his  attention  to Raphael.  “Alright.  Sylvia  has  taught  you  two  spells,  right?  Lesser Heal and Minor Delay.” 

“Yes,  those  are  the  spells  she  taught  me,”  Raphael  said. 

“They proved crucial to our survival.” 

“Indeed.  But  after  talking  to  Sylvia,  it  has  come  to  my attention  that  your  tutelage  has  been  inadequate,”  Fenix  said, straightening his posture. “As the war party’s primary mage, it falls to me to properly educate you in magic.” 

 Fenix  is  taking  this  very  seriously,  it  seems.  I’d  better  do  so too. 

Raphael nodded. “Alright, Fenix. Please teach me how to use magic properly.” 

“Pay  attention,  Raphael.  Watch  closely  with  your…  Dragon Meridian’s light. I will now cast Mirror Aspect. It is a very simple spell, though  it  is  slightly  more  complex  than  the  two  you  already  know.” 

Fenix uttered a short string of arcane syllables and gestured briefly in  the  air.  Blue  light  danced  briefly  over  his  fingertips.  As  the battlemage  completed  his  spell,  a  copy  of  him  materialized  by  his side. Fenix grinned and raised his left hand. The copy mirrored the battlemage’s actions and mannerisms perfectly. 

“Did you see that, Raphael?” Fenix asked. Though the copy’s lips moved in the same manner, no sound emerged from them. The battlemage snapped his fingers. His copy vanished. 

“Yes, Fenix.” Raphael raised his hands. “Thanks for teaching me another spell. Should I cast it now to demonstrate?” 

“Go ahead.” Fenix folded his arms and watched expectantly. 

Looking  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian,  Raphael reenacted  Fenix’s  arcane  syllables  and  gestures  with  flawless precision. Blue light danced across his fingertips, as it did across the battlemage’s, but when the final syllable left Raphael’s lips, nothing happened. 

Raphael frowned. “The spell didn’t work. Did I do something wrong?” 

“It’s  not  a  matter  of  you  doing  something  wrong.  Rather,  it’s the  fact  that  you  missed  out  on  doing  something  absolutely

necessary to cast the spell,” Fenix said. “But it’s through no fault of your  own.  Sylvia  never  bothered  to  teach  you  how  spellcasting actually works.” 

Raphael  glared  at  the  snoozing  elf.  A  string  of  drool  trailed from the corner of her mouth as she snored obliviously. “I feel like I should be surprised she left something out, but somehow, I’m not.” 

“I was there when she taught you both Lesser Heal and Minor Delay.  However,  I  assumed  that  she’d  already  gone  over  the  basic concepts of verbal, somatic, and mental sculpting with you. Hence, I had no reason to interject, especially since you’ve managed to cast those two spells successfully on multiple occasions.” 

“What  are  verbal,  somatic,  and  mental  sculpting?”  Raphael asked. 

“When we cast spells, we recite the required arcane syllables and make the necessary gestures, all the while imbuing both words and  actions  with  magical  energy,”  the  battlemage  explained.  “In short, we sculpt the spell verbally and somatically, or physically. But we  also  need  to  sculpt,  for  lack  of  a  better  word,  the  “shape”  of  a spell  in  our  minds  and  imbue  our  thoughts  with  magical  energy  as well. All three kinds of sculpting are essential to spellcasting.” 

“So I’ve been doing verbal and somatic sculpting, but I’ve left out mental sculpting?” Raphael cupped his chin and shook his head. 

“If so, how was I able to cast Lesser Heal and Minor Delay, then?” 

“The more complex a spell, the more involved and intricate its mental sculpting will be. For the two spells you know, the only mental sculpting necessary is the conscious desire to bring their respective effects into fruition: mending your subject’s wounds and slowing his or her bodily functions.” Fenix walked over to the beer kegs, poured himself  a  mug,  and  took  a  swig.  “The  mental  sculpting  for  Mirror Aspect  is  a  bit  more  complex.  That’s  why  even  though  you performed  its  verbal  and  somatic  sculpting  perfectly,  without  any mental sculpting, you failed to cast the spell. And before you ask, I don’t know how you managed to cast Deliverance and Spontaneous Transmigration.  Neither  spell  has  any  verbal  or  somatic  sculpting

components,  but  their  mental  sculpting  components  are  beyond mortal comprehension. In any case, take a look at the scroll I’ve left unfurled on the table.” 

Raphael  did  so,  sweeping  his  gaze  down  its  contents.  It seemed  to  contain  instructions  for  casting  Mirror  Aspect,  with  each necessary arcane syllable provided and every gesture described and diagrammed. The bottom portion of the scroll described a series of shapes  and  images  Raphael  would  have  to  hold  in  his  head  as  he cast the spell. 

 This must be the mental sculpting for Mirror Aspect!  Eagerly, Raphael  cast  the  spell  once  more.  A  copy  of  himself  sprang  into existence beside him as the last word fell from his lips and the final shape flashed through his mind. 

“Yes!”  Raphael  cried  exultantly.  He  snapped  his  fingers,  just like Fenix did, and the copy vanished. 

“Well done,” Fenix said, walking back to the table and setting down his mug. “Thanks to your Dragon Meridian, you can pick up the verbal  and  somatic  sculpting  aspects  of  a  new  spell  simply  by hearing and watching them. I doubt the same can be said of mental sculpting,  since  a  mage’s  thoughts  are  not  perceptible  to  the  five bodily senses, even ones so… empowered by your gifts.” 

“I think you’re right, Fenix,” Raphael agreed. “With the light of the Dragon Meridian, I can see people’s actions and hear their words in great detail, and I can memorize and reenact them perfectly. But it doesn’t tell me what they’re thinking.” 

“Which means you will have to learn more complex spells like the  rest  of  us  do.”  Fenix  took  two  more  bound  scrolls  from  the armchair they’d been placed on and pushed them across the table to Raphael.  “Here  are  two  of  my  favorites.  Chain  Lightning  and Explosive Orb.” 

“Thanks,  Fenix!”  Raphael  unfurled  the  scrolls  and  devoured their  contents  greedily.  He  attempted  Explosive  Orb  first.  A  red sphere  of  light  manifested  above  his  palm  as  he  uttered  the  last arcane syllable. He hurled it into the distance and clenched his fist. 

The  sphere  exploded,  sending  a  shockwave  of  rushing  air  back toward him that scattered the mugs off the surface of the table and sent a scroll flapping into Sylvia’s face. 

“Give  your  Explosive  Orb  a  bit  more  distance  before  you detonate  it!”  Fenix  chided,  holding  onto  his  hat  so  that  the explosion’s aftermath didn’t tear it from his skull. 

“Sorry,  Fenix,”  Raphael  apologized  sheepishly  as  he  peeled the  scroll  from  Sylvia’s  cheeks.  The  elf  grunted  in  her  sleep  and clutched at his belt. 

“Hmm.  Cucumbers…”  Sylvia  moaned.  Shaking  his  head, Raphael  brushed  her  hands  aside  and  sat  her  up  straight,  so  she didn’t slide off her chair. 

“Never mind. Try Chain Lightning next,” the battlemage said. 

Raphael  whooped  as  he  cast  the  spell  successfully,  hurling streams  of  crackling  yellow  lightning  from  his  fingertips  into  the infinite prismatic depths of the pocket dimension. 

“Good.” Fenix sat down on one of the armchairs and grinned. 

“Now, tell me. You’ve seen me cast those spells many times already. 

What  differences  have  you  noticed,  when  you  compare  your spellcasting to mine?” 

The  answer  came  immediately  to  Raphael.  “You  can  cast Explosive  Orb  and  Chain  Lightning  much  more  quickly  than  I  can, but  you’ve  already  explained  how  you’re  able  to  do  so  already.  It’s Battle Magic, something you’re very good at.” 

“Indeed.” Fenix’s grin grew wider. “And I want to see if you’re capable of it, too.” 

“I’ll try my best, Fenix,” Raphael promised. 

“Excellent. Now that you know about the sculpting aspects of spellcasting,  I’m  going  to  tell  you  that  Battle  Magic  involves  the substitution of or compensation for the verbal and somatic sculpting components of a spell with mental sculpting.” Fenix raised his palm. 

Five  Explosive  Orbs  sprang  into  existence  above  its  surface.  “In essence, I can cast this spell so quickly because I no longer need to

chant its arcane syllables or make its gestures. I’ve compensated for them with a great deal more mental sculpting that I hold perpetually in my mind. This is Battle Magic.” 

“That sounds amazing! I want to give it a try,” Raphael said. 

Fenix  snapped  his  fingers  again.  The  Explosive  Orbs  above his  palm  vanished.  “Look  over  the  scrolls  for  Explosive  Orb  and Chain Lightning once more and read them to the end. I’ve detailed their Battle Magic versions there.” 

Raphael complied, snatching up the scroll for Explosive Orb and  racing  his  attention  toward  its  end.  The  shapes  and  images described  there  were  bewildering  in  their  complexity,  even  with  the light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  focusing  his  thoughts.  He  ran  through them again and again, eventually succeeding on his seventh attempt and bringing an Explosive Orb into existence over his open palm. 

“Wow.  That  was  difficult!”  Raphael  said,  shaking  his  head. 

“And I think it took me even  more time to cast Explosive Orb, even though I didn’t need to say or do anything.” 

“That’s  because  you  haven’t  coalesced  it  within  your  mind, Raphael.”  Fenix  tapped  his  temple.  “Each  time  you  cast  the  spell, you  have  to  move  your  thoughts  in  the  required  manner,  as  if  you were  shaping  a  specific  spout  for  a  pot  through  which  you  wish  to pour  water  from.  I  hold  the  mental  sculpting  for  Explosive  Orb perpetually  within  my  consciousness,  along  with  my  other  Battle Magic  spells.  To  return  to  the  analogy  of  the  teapot,  I  have permanently  shaped  a  section  of  my  mind  into  the  exact  spout  for each  spell.  Therefore,  I  can  cast  my  Battle  Magic  spells  almost  as fast as I can think, though, as you know, the more complex ones like Chain Lightning, Blink, and Banish still require a word and gesture, or several, on my part.” 

Raphael  had  found  casting  Explosive  Orb  through  mental sculpting alone to be a taxing mental feat in itself. Taking a portion of his mind and shaping it into the complex thought patterns of the spell would allow him to cast it extremely quickly, but trying to accomplish such  a  feat  would  also  be  many  times  more  difficult  and  mentally

exhausting. He would need hours, if not days, of study and practice if he wanted to be able to cast Explosive Orb as Battle Magic. 

He  took  a  quick  look  at  the  bottom  section  of  the  Chain Lightning  scroll.  It  was  a  much  more  complex  spell  than  Explosive Orb,  and  Raphael  found  his  mind  glazing  over  as  he  tried  to  make sense of the required mental images, shapes, and concepts to cast the spell as Battle Magic. Raphael shrugged.  No point in worrying so much about this right now. I’ll focus on Explosive Orb first. 

“I  already  know  you’re  amazing,  Fenix,”  Raphael  said.  “But now I have a much better idea of just how gifted you are.” 

The  battlemage  smiled  and  tipped  his  hat  in  Raphael’s direction.  “Thanks.  Like  you,  I  try  my  best.  So  what  do  you  think, Raphael? Can you learn Battle Magic? Or is it too difficult for you?” 

“I’ll give it a try!” Raphael promised, rolling up all three of the scrolls  Fenix  had  prepared  for  him  and  securing  them  by  their ribbons. He pushed them back across the table, but the battlemage shook his head. 

“Take  those  with  you,”  Fenix  said.  “I  know  that  you  can remember  everything  you  see,  hear,  or  read  perfectly,  but  having these  scrolls  to  refer  to  as  you  practice  Battle  Magic  might  help relieve some of the mental strain you’ll be putting yourself through.” 

“Alright. Thanks, Fenix.” 

As Raphael set the spell scrolls aside, Fenix began unfurling a much longer scroll. Its end rolled off the table, across the gray floor of the pocket dimension, and bumped against Sylvia’s toe, causing the elf to moan and shift in her sleep. 

“Is that another spell?” Raphael asked. 

Fenix  looked  up.  There  was  an  eager  glint  in  his  eyes. 

“Remember Huo Xian and his Annihilation Ray?” 

Raphael nodded. The Thirteenth Chimeric Grand Prince had been  a  formidable  opponent,  one  that  would  have  slain  the  entire war  party  if  Raphael  hadn’t  managed  to  dissuade  him  through

flattery and misdirection. Huo Xian’s Annihilation Ray spell had also nearly killed Raphael thrice over. 

“Yes, I do,” Raphel replied. “Have you learned how to cast it?” 

“Annihilation  Ray  isn’t  some  obscure  or  mysterious  spell.  In fact,  it’s  one  of  the  oldest  and  most  traditional  Fire  Magic  spells  of the  Highest  Order,  and  its  casting  process  has  become  common knowledge in contemporary magical scholarship. However, it fell out of fashion because it takes too long to cast, at least for most people, anyway,” Fenix explained, pointing to the contents of the scroll. “Take a look here. I copied this out of the Guild House’s spell archives. See just how complex the various sculpting spell components are? If you or  I  were  to  cast  the  spell  as  indicated  on  this  scroll,  we  would  be standing there chanting and gesturing for almost five minutes. Such a spell would be utterly useless in battle.” 

“Huo Xian was able to cast it nearly as quickly as you could cast  Chain  Lightning,”  Raphael  said.  “Did  he  use  Battle  Magic  as well?” 

“No.  Huo  Xian  was  a  freak.  He  cast  the  spell  in  its  entirety each time, within the blink of an eye,” Fenix said. “I hate to admit it, but that’s beyond anything I can ever aspire to. Truth be told, I doubt even Master Victis himself or Sylvia can, either.” 

Recalling  what  Cailee  had  said  about  the  Grand Principalities,  Raphael  grimaced  inwardly  at  how  Fenix  had described  Huo  Xian.  The  Thirteenth  Chimeric  Grand  Prince  was indeed a freak, and if the elf could be believed at all, Raphael wasn’t too unlike him. 

“Are you alright, Raphael?” the battlemage asked. 

Raphael  realized  that  he’d  been  silent  for  several  moments. 

He  nodded.  “I’m  fine.  If  Annihilation  Ray  isn’t  useful  to  us,  why  are we  studying  it?  Have  you  found  a  way  to  shorten  its  casting process?” 

Fenix clenched his fists and grinned savagely. “Yes, I have. I spent  all  day  yesterday  transcribing  and  diagramming  Annihilation Ray from its traditional format into Battle Magic.” 

The  battlemage  pulled  the  scroll  along  the  table  until  he reached  its  end.  Raphael  read  through  the  instructions.  Unlike  the scrolls  for  Explosive  Orb  and  Chain  Lightning,  the  Battle  Magic diagrams  and  descriptions  for  Annihilation  Ray  had  been  written  in two  columns.  His  name  was  scrawled  over  one  of  the  columns. 

Fenix’s was above the other. 

“As you can imagine, the Battle Magic version of Annihilation Ray is magnitudes more complex than even that of Chain Lightning. 

However,  if  we  split  its  sculpting  components  between  us,  we  can cast  it  in  the  space  of  two  heartbeats,  maybe  less  with  practice.” 

Fenix  pointed  to  the  column  under  Raphael’s  name.  “Here  are  the sculpting components I’ve assigned to you. The others are mine. By the  time  you’re  done  getting  through  yours,  I  should  be  just  about finished with mine.” 

Raphael  glanced  across  Fenix’s  column.  It  was  vastly  more complicated than his own. Raphael felt his mind skid to a halt and his vision blur as he tried to go beyond its third line. 

“Wow,” he said. “You’re able to get through all this in the time I would take to get through mine?” 

Fenix tapped his temple again. “I’ve got it all locked in here. 

I’ve  actually  been  thinking  about  this  since  we  left  Vitoria,  and  I worked  through  the  night  to  get  this  done.  It  certainly  wasn’t  easy, but I succeeded shortly after dawn. Our odds of successfully casting this spell like this would be a lot better if you got your portion of its sculpting components locked into your mind as Battle Magic as well. 

Nevertheless, we can just give it a try as it is now. You think you can handle that?” 

Raphael  nodded,  matching  Fenix  grin  for  grin.  The battlemage  had  thrown  down  a  challenge  to  Raphael,  one  that  he was eager to rise to. 

“Absolutely,” Raphael said. “Let’s cast this spell.” 

“Great.  What  we’re  going  to  attempt  is  something  known  as casting in concert,” Fenix said. “It’s a pretty broad term. First, it can refer to two or more mages casting the same spell at the same time

to  attain  a  greater  cumulative  effect.  Remember  how  our  mages created  those  huge  blocks  of  ice  to  corral  and  divert  the  skeleton warriors  and  bale-wights  pouring  from  the  junkyard?  Each  of  those blocks  required  at  least  three  or  four  powerful  and  skilled  mages casting Frost Congregation.” 

“Yes. But that isn’t what we’re trying to do right now, isn’t it? 

We’re  casting  different  parts  of  the  same  spell,”  Raphael  pointed out. 

“Like I said, casting in concert, or concert casting, is a broad term.  It  also  refers  to  the  delegation  of  different  parts  of  a  spell  to several  mages,  which  is  how  we’re  going  to  cast  Annihilation  Ray,” 

Fenix  said,  striding  away  from  the  table  and  cracking  his  knuckles. 

“Alright. Enough talk. Let’s try it out.” 

Raphael moved to stand to the front and side of Fenix as the scroll had instructed him to do. The light of the Dragon Meridian laid out the contents of the scroll impeccably in his memory, but putting his  mind  through  the  convoluted  patterns  and  strings  of  thought, uttering  the  necessary  arcane  syllables,  and  making  the  required gestures proved far more difficult than he’d imagined. 

He  stumbled  several  times,  grunting  in  frustration  as  his botched  spells  fizzled  from  existence.  Fenix  clasped  him  on  the shoulder. 

“There is no need to rush things. Stay calm, and do what you must,” the battlemage said. 

Taking a deep breath, Raphael nodded. All his life, Raphael had worked on focusing his thoughts under Koshi’s watchful eye. It was how he’d lit the Dragon Meridian in the first place, and with its light,  ignited  each  of  the  Draconic  Braziers.  Spellcasting  wasn’t  too different. 

Raphael tried once more. This time, as he got past the fourth line of his assigned spell components, Fenix’s voice rose in chorus with his. Raphael completed his part by thrusting his palms forward. 

As he did so, Fenix pointed with his finger in the same direction. 

A  fiery  beam  streamed  from  the  battlemage’s  finger  and blazed into prismatic oblivion. 

 Annihilation  Ray!  Raphael  thought  jubilantly,  even  as  he flinched from the searing heat of the beam. “We did it!” 

Fenix  had  a  triumphant  smile  on  his  face  as  he  clasped Raphael’s  hand,  wrist-to-wrist.  “Yes!  We  cast  Annihilation  Ray  in concert as Battle Magic! Well done, Raphael. The next time we meet Huo Xian, we’ll hurl this spell right down his throat! Now, let’s try it a few more times. Are you ready?” 

Raphael nodded eagerly. “Yes!” 

They practiced casting Annihilation Ray a dozen more times, with Raphael failing the first two attempts but successfully playing his part for the rest. 

As the twelfth Annihilation Ray vented its fury into the infinite depths of the pocket dimension, Fenix called a halt to their practice. 

He walked back to the table and picked up the book he’d placed on an  armchair.  “Here,  Raphael.  This  is  a  basic  yet  comprehensive primer  on  magical  theory.  I  don’t  know  if  you’ll  have  the  time  or inclination to study it, but you might as well hold onto it anyway.” 

Raphael  accepted  the  leather  bound  tome  gratefully.  “I’ll make good use of this book, I promise.” 

“I’m sure you will,” Fenix said. “You would make an excellent mage,  Raphael,  if  you  focused  on  spellcasting  instead  of  swinging sharp pieces of metal around or all that dragon stuff. It would be an honor  to  have  you  as  a  colleague  and  a  rival  in  my  aspirations  to become an Archmage.” 

“Thanks,  Fenix.  I’ll  work  hard  on  the  spells  you  taught  me today,” Raphael replied. 

“Good. Alright, I’ve got business elsewhere now, so we’ll call it  a  day.”  Fenix  walked  over  to  Sylvia  and  nudged  the  elf  with  his foot.  “Hey,  Sylvia!  We’re  done.  Deactivate  the  Pocket  Dimension Prism.” 

The elf’s only reply was a snore. Fenix growled in frustration and looked over his shoulder at Raphael. “Don’t worry. Now that we don’t wish to stay here, we have become unwilling occupants of this pocket  dimension.  This  means  that  the  artifact  will  return  us  to  the Guild House in ten minutes.” 

As  the  battlemage  said,  the  prismatic  void  of  the  pocket dimension  faded  away  after  ten  minutes  had  passed,  and  Raphael found  himself  in  Sylvia’s  room  once  more.  Fenix  bade  Raphael farewell and left, slamming the door behind him. 

Sylvia  was  still  asleep,  an  empty  mug  in  her  hand.  Raphael removed  it  from  her  grasp  and  placed  it  on  the  table.  Then,  with  a sigh,  he  picked  the  elf  up  and  carried  her  to  her  bedroom.  Sylvia muttered incoherently in her sleep as Raphael tucked her under the covers. 

He couldn’t find it in himself to be overly annoyed by Sylvia. 

After  all,  she’d  gotten  so  badly  hurt  trying  to  save  Koshi  in  the  first place. He brushed a stray lock of hair away from her face before he left her bedroom and closed the door behind him. 

Tucking  the  magic  primer  and  the  scrolls  under  his  arm, Raphael walked out of Sylvia’s quarters, only to run into Eliza in the hallway.  The  blonde  woman  was  obviously  on  her  way  back  from being  fitted  for  armor  with  Connell.  Her  eyes  lit  up  as  she  spotted Raphael. 

“Hey,  there  you  are!”  Eliza  said.  She  pulled  out  two  sealed letters and a scrap of paper from her belt pouch. “I was hoping you’d still  be  around  by  the  time  I  got  back.  I’ve  got  some  messages  for you.” 

“Hello, Eliza. Did the armor fitting go well?” Raphael asked. 

“Yes.  Armsmith  Cadogan  seems  like  he  knows  what  he’s doing,  and  his  prices  are  fairly  standard,  so  we  can  expect  some good value for our money,” Eliza said, handing one of the scraps of paper over. “This one’s from Cyrano and Ginerva. They want to talk to you and go over some battle tactics.” 

Raphael  scanned  the  scrap  of  paper  in  his  hand.  The  script upon  its  surface  was  blocky,  blunt,  but  efficient,  entirely  fitting  for someone like Cyrano. 

 Ginverva  and  I  will  be  in  training  hall  seven  at  the  Guild House  this  afternoon.  Join  us  if  you  can,  the  dour  armsman  had written. 

“Alright, I’ll go meet them,” Raphael said. “Anything else?” 

“The  next  one  is  verbal,  actually.”  Eliza  shrugged.  “It’s  from the Guild Master. I ran into him just now as I was leaving the armory. 

Apparently,  he’s  made  some  headway  into  his  investigation  of Tiresias’s  ring.  He  wants  to  talk  to  both  you  and  Sylvia,  so  maybe you two can visit his quarters tonight.” 

“And  the  letters?”  Raphael  asked,  noticing  the  fancy  waxen seals on their surfaces. 

Eliza sighed. “The first one is addressed to the war party as a whole, so as the auxiliary, I’ve already opened and read through it. 

It’s from the King. He’s throwing a ball at the palace tomorrow night, and we’re invited. Also, we’re not allowed to decline.” 

“That…  sounds  a  lot  less  pleasant  than  it  should  be,” 

Raphael observed, frowning as Eliza handed him the other letter. Its unbroken seal was an intricate snowflake. 

“That one’s from  Gabby,” Eliza told him, her voice becoming a  tinge  colder  as  she  said  the  nickname  Raphael  had  bestowed upon the princess. 

“Oh? I wonder what she wants.” Raphael broke the seal and removed the letter from its envelope. He angled it so Eliza also had a clear view of its contents. 

 Raph!  Gabby  here.  My  father’s  going  to  invite  you  and  your friends over to one of his silly balls. There, he’s going to present all of you as heroes of the realm and give a ridiculous speech written by Cailee. I want you to convince him to let me go with you on your next assignment.  That’s  the  word  you  Hell  Drakes  use,  right?  I  like  it better than “quest,” which all the stupid knights in court can’t shut up

 about.  Anyway,  I’m  counting  on  you!  -  Sincerely  yours,  Gabs.,  the princess had written. 

“She’s giving herself nicknames now?” Eliza asked. “And she wants to come along on the next assignment? To the Uwajima region to  fight  ogres?  Is  she  insane?  What  if  she  gets  killed  or  worse, captured  and  held  for  ransom?  The  entire  country  will  be jeopardized!” 

Raphael  couldn’t  help  but  chuckle  at  the  exuberant  tone  of the  princess’s  message.  “She  was  a  huge  help  in  the  junkyard, remember?” 

“Yes, I know. She’s also very brave and quick-witted on top of being skilled in magic,” Eliza conceded. “But even if we do agree to bring  her  along,  I  don’t  think  we’ll  have  much  luck  convincing  the King.” 

“It  never  hurts  to  ask,  right?”  Raphael  said.  “If  Lucian  the Fourth says ‘no’, then at least we tried.” 

“True.” Eliza shook her head and chuckled. “And if by some miracle he does agree, it’d be nice to see Gabriella again.” 

Raphael was about to ask Eliza about her resemblance to the princess, but she walked past him. 

“I  might  join  you  in  the  training  hall  later  with  Cyrano  and Ginerva,  Raphael,  if  I  can  find  the  time,”  she  said.  “Right  now,  I’ve got to make sure Sylvia is awake and ready. She’s supposed to meet with  High  Captain  Bjorn  Hammerstar  and  the  Guild  Master  in  just under an hour.” 

“Oh!  Oh,  wow.  I  mean,  alright,  you’d  better  get  going,  then. 

Bye, Eliza.” Raphael gulped nervously. 

“See  you  later,  Raphael!”  Eliza  replied,  walking  down  the hallway and turning the corner. 

Raphael sighed and hurried away in the opposite direction. 





  

 





Chapter 13







Training  hall  seven  was  another  large,  expansive  chamber, one of many in the Guild House. Its floors were of plain, unpolished stone,  as  were  the  walls,  their  lengths  lined  with  weapon  racks. 

Sunlight  streamed  in  from  the  wide  glass  panels  on  the  sloped ceiling, which was nearly fifty feet from the floor. 

Raphael  wondered  just  how  many  large  rooms  the  Guild House had. It was a massive structure when looked upon from the outside,  but  the  building  must  surely  be  much  bigger  than  it appeared to be. 

 Perhaps  the  Guild  Master’s  Spatial  Magic  has  something  to do  with  it,  he  thought  as  he  closed  the  training  hall’s  tall,  double wooden doors behind him. 

Cyrano and Ginerva were there, as promised, as was Koshi. 

The  trio  were  talking  quietly  in  the  corner  of  the  room.  A  mage  in white  and  red  robes  approached  Raphael,  holding  a  small  wooden board to which a sheet of paper had been pinned. 

“Raphael, right? My name’s Rosa. I’m your attending Healing Magic specialist for this training session,” she said, brushing back a few strands of messy brown hair from her pale, freckled face. Rosa scribbled  on  the  wooden  board  with  a  pencil.  “Alright,  everyone expected  in  training  hall  seven  has  arrived.  You  can  start  when you’re ready.” 

“Uh, thanks, Rosa,” Raphael replied. “You mentioned you’re a Healing Magic specialist? Why are you here, then? Did you want to join Sylvia’s war party too?” 

“Ugh,  by  the  Crescent  Moon,  no!”  Rosa  grimaced.  “Sylvia’s the worst. Everyone hates working with her. I don’t know how you’ve

managed to stay sane so far. I’m here just in case anyone gets hurt during your training session.” 

“Do  people  often  get  hurt  during  training?”  Raphael  asked, raising an eyebrow. 

“Yes,”  Cyrano  said,  walking  across  the  training  hall  to Raphael.  The  big  man’s  red  mustache  and  beard  bristled  as  he approached, adjusting a buckle on his brass and steel breastplate. 

“Don’t  scare  him  off  now,”  Ginerva  said,  close  on  Cyrano’s heel.  The  top  of  the  much-smaller  mage’s  head  barely  reached beyond  her  companion’s  navel.  She  was  clad  in  plain  gray  robes with voluminous sleeves, and her short, mousy hair bobbed in time with her stride. 

“If  he’s  scared  off  by  this,  he’s  no  good  for  us,”  Cyrano replied, scowling at her. 

“I  know  that,  obviously.  You  can  be  so  tiresomely  literal  at times.”  Ginerva  rolled  her  eyes  before  meeting  Raphael’s  gaze.  “If we’re going to join your war party, we want to show you what we can do. We also want to see what you’re capable of.” 

“And  the  best  way  to  do  that  is  to  fight  it  out,”  Cyrano continued. “Ginerva and I will take you on in a sparring bout, along with whomever you choose. Even if it’s the Dragon Knight himself. If we like what we see, we’re yours, assuming you also like what you see.” 

“Shouldn’t you be having this discussion with Sylvia instead? 

She’s our High Captain, you know?” Raphael protested. 

Cyrano  exchanged  glances  with  his  longtime  comrade-in-arms. Ginerva sighed. 

“First, there’s no point sparring with Sylvia. She’ll crush us in the blink of an eye,” the mage said. 

“And then laugh at us. We’ll come out of this with nothing but humiliation,” Cyrano grunted. 

Raphael  thought  back  to  how  helpful  the  elf  had  been  in teaching him how to fight with a glaive and how to cast Lesser Heal

and Minor Delay. 

He shook his head. “I think you’re being unfair to her. Sylvia is  a  much  better  leader  and  mentor  than  you  give  her  credit  for.  I know  this  because  I’ve  fought  by  her  side  and  trained  under  her guidance.” 

Ginerva raised an eyebrow. “Hmm. You’re the first person I’ve met  who’s  ever  actually  defended  her.  Loyalty,  eh?  A  good  sign, assuming it isn’t misplaced.” 

“Look,  Raphael,”  Cyrano  said,  holding  up  two  huge, gauntleted fingers and counting off them. “First, we have nothing to offer  Sylvia  in  a  sparring  bout.  She  can  learn  nothing  from  us,  but you can, seeing as you’re still fairly new to your role as an armsman. 

Second,  Sylvia  is  a  High  Captain,  but  with  all  due  respect,  it’s obvious who actually calls the shots in your war party.” 

“In  case  Cyrano  wasn’t  being  literal  enough  this  time,  it’s you.” Ginerva pointed at Raphael. “The two of us saw how you and your  war  party  handled  yourselves  during  the  fight  against  the revenants  and  the  Pale  Haunter.  You  kept  your  war  party  focused, which saved our lives. Meanwhile, Sylvia was doing her own thing.” 

Raphael  sighed.  Ginerva  was  technically  correct,  but  Sylvia had  been  keeping  the  Pale  Haunter  and  many  powerful  revenants occupied. If not for the elf’s prowess, all the Hell Drakes would have been wiped out.  I guess having a bad reputation can really make it difficult to get things done, no matter how powerful you are. 

“Alright,”  he  said.  “Let’s  get  some  training  done.  Thank  you for arranging this.” 

“You’re welcome.” Cyrano turned to Koshi. “Sir? Will you be joining us?” 

“Not yet.” Koshi looked at Raphael. “Raph. Let’s see how you fare against them first. I’ll observe for now.” 

“Alright.”  Raphael  shrugged.  “I  guess  I’ll  be  fighting  against you myself, Cyrano and Ginerva.” 

“I see you’re unarmed. Get yourself a weapon from the racks if you need to.” Cyrano turned and walked away, rolling his shoulders as he did so. “When you’re ready, come to the center of the training hall.” 

“Don’t  go  easy  on  us,  because  we  won’t  be  going  easy  on you.” Ginerva grinned as she followed Cyrano. 

Raphael jogged to the weapon racks that held polearms and retrieved a glaive. Apart from some numbers stenciled onto its shaft, the  weapon  was  nearly  identical  to  the  ones  he’d  taken  from  the armory.  He  took  a  few  practice  swings,  then  crouched  down  and stretched his legs. 

Looking  over  his  shoulder,  he  saw  Cyrano  doing  the  same, with  Ginerva  speaking  quietly  in  his  ear.  Koshi  had  gone  over  to stand beside Rosa, who seemed utterly bedazzled at his presence. 

Cyrano  hefted  a  shield  in  his  left  hand.  A  spiked  ball  on  a two-foot  long  chain  dangled  from  a  steel  shaft  he  held  in  his  right. 

The armsman was garbed in heavy plate armor which looked freshly forged. 

 Oh right. I remember that his equipment was badly damaged outside the junkyard.  Raphael adjusted the straps of his own leather armor.  Casting  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  inward,  he  coaxed each of the Draconic Braziers to life. Golden scales of light flashed into  existence  over  his  skin.  His  body  grew  lighter  and  stronger  as the Braziers sharpened his reflexes and filled his limbs with strength. 

Sunkiller  and  Skyfang  shimmered  within  the  depths  of  the Fourth  Brazier,  but  there  was  something  else  there  now.  Raphael focused  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  on  it,  peeling  away  the flames writhing on its surface. 

It  was  a  new  draconic  weapon—a  mace.  Its  compact  head was  concave  on  four  sides,  so  that  when  viewed  from  the  top,  it looked  like  a  five-pointed  star.  Ragebane.  That  was  the  weapon’s name, sung to Raphael’s soul by the disembodied voice of a Dragon Knight from a bygone era. 

“That  was  Knight  Vaskar’s,”  Rayne  chimed  in,  popping  its head out from Raphael’s pocket. “He was a very angry person, even until his last moments.” 

“Did…  you  know  him?”  Raphael  asked,  looking  down  at  the faerie dragon. 

“I  know  all  of  them,  Magus,”  Rayne  replied,  climbing  free  of Raphael’s clothing and hovering in the air. “Maybe one day, you will too.” 

“Maybe  I  will.  Why  don’t  you  go  sit  with  Koshi,  Rayne?” 

Raphael  shrugged,  knowing  better  than  to  press  the  faerie  dragon for more specific answers. He let Ragebane return to the depths of the Fourth Brazier as Rayne chirped in agreement and drifted to his perch on Koshi’s shoulder. 

“Ready when you are,” Cyrano called, raising his shield and adjusting  his  grip  on  the  shaft  of  his  flail.  Ginerva  was  by  his  side, flexing her fingers. 

Raphael nodded and jogged to the center of the training hall, where  he  took  up  a  combat  stance  with  his  glaive  about  ten  paces away from the veteran Hell Drakes. 

“I’m ready,” he said. 

The  moment  the  words  left  Raphael’s  lips,  Ginerva  leaped into  action.  The  mage  thrust  her  left  hand  forward  and  uttered  two arcane syllables. Small flakes of metal hurtled from the depths of her voluminous  sleeves  toward  Raphael,  but  as  they  traveled  further from the mage, they quadrupled in size, turning into spinning shards as long and as sharp as dagger blades. 

Raphael  parried  frantically  with  his  glaive,  relying  on  his heightened  reflexes  to  strike  the  projectiles  out  of  their  flight.  But every  shard  of  metal  he  blocked  shrunk  back  to  its  original  size  on impact and stuck to the blade or shaft of his glaive like iron filings to a lodestone. 

Ginerva’s barrage died down in barely a heartbeat. Raphael moved  to  close  the  distance,  only  to  hear  the  mage  utter  another

rapid chant, form her fingers into clawlike gestures, and thrust them downward to the floor. 

Raphael’s  glaive  suddenly  became  ten  times  heavier  in  his grasp. He grunted and nearly stumbled as the sudden increase in his weapon’s weight threw off the balance of his stride. Looking down at his  glaive,  Raphael  saw  that  all  the  small  metal  shards  stuck  to  it were shimmering. 

 Is  this  Ginerva’s  magic?  Did  her  spell  make  my  weapon heavier?  Raphael adjusted his grip on his glaive, aware that Cyrano had been chanting and gesturing since Ginerva made the first move. 

A  translucent  field  of  magic  fell  over  the  armsman’s  limbs. 

Cyrano began another spell. Raphael spun on his heel, bringing his glaive  through  a  complete  revolution,  then  hurled  it  butt-first  at Ginerva, seeking to knock the mage out of the fight immediately. 

Driven  by  the  strength  of  the  Draconic  Braziers,  the  heavy weapon  whipped  through  the  air,  covering  the  distance  between Raphael and the veterans in the blink of an eye. 

Cyrano  completed  the  spell  he’d  just  begun,  much  more quickly  than  Raphael  had  thought  possible.  He  brought  his  shield into  the  glaive’s  path,  angling  its  rounded  surface  just  beneath  the steely end of the polearm’s butt. Ginerva snapped her fingers at the moment  of  impact.  The  shards  sticking  to  Raphael’s  glaive  fell  off just as Cyrano deflected the weapon with a deft flick of his shield and sent the polearm spinning into air. 

Raphael  leaped  high  to  catch  it,  his  strength  easily  allowing him to ascend more than fifteen feet ceiling-ward. Looking down, he saw  Cyrano  bringing  his  spiked  ball-and-chain  into  a  spin,  but Raphael  was  too  far  for  the  veteran  armsman’s  weapon  to  reach him. 

Ginerva  tapped  the  shaft  of  Cyrano’s  weapon  and  uttered another  brief  chant.  Just  as  Raphael  caught  his  glaive,  Cyrano whipped his flail out, angling its spiked head at Raphael. The chain rattled out to the fullest extent of its length—and then went beyond that, becoming ten times longer. 

The  spiked  ball  streaked  toward  Raphael’s  chest  and  would have struck him squarely if he hadn’t brought his glaive down in an awkward  but  still  successful  shaft-block.  Still,  the  impact  smashed him  out  of  the  air  and  onto  the  ground,  where  he  tucked  his  body, rolled to dissipate the force of the fall, and back-flipped to his feet. 

The  veterans  weren’t  letting  up.  They  pursued  Raphael. 

Cyrano whipped his flail out again and again, the extended length of the  weapon’s  chain  letting  him  reach  Raphael  from  nearly  twenty feet  away.  Raphael  blocked  and  dodged  frantically,  bringing  his glaive into the complex defensive patterns he’d learned from Sylvia. 

Each time he managed to parry and attempt an advance to close the distance  between  him  and  the  veterans,  he  was  met  with  another barrage  of  metal  shards  from  Ginerva’s  seemingly  bottomless sleeves. 

A particularly accurate barrage eventually caught him right in the  chest.  Raphael  reeled  as  he  was  struck  by  the  equivalent  of  a handful  of  thrown  daggers,  their  sharpened  edges  screeching  and scoring against the scales of his draconic armor. Cyrano’s flail head hit  him  next,  crunching  into  his  shoulder  and  sending  him  into  a spinning, face-first tumble across the floor. The broken scales of his draconic armor rained down all around him. 

“Hmm,” Cyrano grunted as Raphael scrambled to his feet and brought  his  glaive  to  bear  once  more.  The  armsman  exchanged another glance with his comrade-in-arms. “You mentioned that Sylvia trained  you?  Again,  no  disrespect,  but  there’s  not  much  to  be impressed about. And we’re going up against ogres next, I heard?” 

“We  should  be  fine,  as  long  as  we  have  the  Dragon  Knight with  us,”  Ginerva  said.  “And  Raphael’s  new  to  this,  remember?  I’d say he did well enough, considering that.” 

“Ogres  don’t  care  if  you’re  new.”  Cyrano  lowered  his  shield and flail, the latter’s chain shrinking back to its original length. “If you can’t beat them, you die. And we can’t rely on the Dragon Knight and Sylvia  to  cover  for  us  all  the  time.  Raphael,  rethink  your  coming

assignment.  Ask  the  Guild  Master  for  another  one.  High  Captain Janan Rosya is in Uwajima, right? Leave it to her.” 

Raphael  shook  his  head.  “She’s  going  to  withdraw  in  two months. The ogres will be unopposed, then. We need to stop them before that.” 

Cyrano quirked one of his bushy brows. “The Hell Drakes are sellswords, Raphael. Mercenaries. We fight where the money is and leave when it runs out. Simple as that.” 

“And I intend to have everything sorted out there by the time we  do  leave,”  Raphael  said,  grinning  as  he  raised  his  glaive  and renewed his draconic armor. “Again?” 

Cyrano  set  his  flail  a-whirl  once  more.  “If  you  want  to.  We have  the  training  hall  for  the  whole  afternoon,  anyway.  I’ve  seen many a glutton for punishment, and it looks like you’re one of them.” 

“Raph, you’ve refreshed your armor. Good,” Koshi called from the side of the room. “Now use it properly.” 

Raphael nodded. That was exactly what he was going to do now. He’d underestimated Cyrano and Ginerva. Despite their words, he’d thought the veterans would go easy on him because this was a training  session.  From  this  point  on,  he  would  be  fighting  to  win  as well. 

He took a closer look at the overlapping translucent fields of magical energy around Cyrano’s body.  That must be Martial Magic. I saw  many  of  the  other  Hell  Drakes  armsmen  use  this  as  well.  It’s definitely  what  separates  them  from  the  common  guardsmen  and constables of Lucia City. 

Ginerva tapped Cyrano’s flail once more and cast her Metal spell. The armsman whipped his weapon out, angling its spiked head toward Raphael again. 

Extending  his  draconic  armor  over  the  blade  of  his  glaive, Raphael struck the flail’s head out of the air. Cyrano flicked his wrist, realigning  his  weapon  and  lashing  out  with  it  once  more.  Raphael parried  the  blow,  then  another,  followed  by  a  dozen  more,  all  the

while staying at the chain’s maximum range, which was beyond that of Ginerva’s metal shard barrages. 

And then the moment came. Cyrano realigned his flail just an eye-blink slower. 

 Now!  Raphael twirled his glaive about his body in the figure-eight  motion  he’d  learned  from  Sylvia,  building  power  and momentum  in  the  two  revolutions  he  was  able  to  complete  before Cyrano lashed out once more. 

As Raphael slammed the blade of his glaive against the head of Cyrano’s flail, he released all the energy his draconic armor had absorbed from weathering the armsman’s onslaught so far. 

The jarring creak of shattering metal filled the air as the blade of  Raphael’s  glaive  crumbled  into  pieces,  unable  to  withstand  the colossal  impact  between  the  weapons  and  the  explosive  power  of his draconic armor. Cyrano’s flail was made of sterner stuff though, and it remained intact as it streaked directly back to its owner. 

The  armsman  caught  the  head  of  his  own  weapon  on  his shield, but the tremendous speed and impact of the blow tore him off his feet and sent him hurtling backward. 

Bringing  his  arms  across  his  face  and  head,  Raphael  threw himself into a headlong charge toward Ginerva. The mage thrust her hands  forward.  Metal  shards  peppered  Raphael,  some  of  them breaking through his draconic armor and drawing blood while others hung  limply  over  his  body,  but  he  leaned  into  the  barrage, weathering the storm. 

And  then  he  was  within  an  arm’s  length  of  Ginerva.  He reached  out  and  seized  her  collar,  intending  to  bring  her  into  an armlock. 

The  mage  made  the  same  downward  clawing  motion  she’d previously  performed  and  barked  a  series  of  arcane  syllables.  The metal shards remaining on Rapahel’s flesh suddenly became many times heavier, weighing him down. 

But  Raphael  lowered  his  posture  and  turned  his  attempted armlock into a double-leg tackle which the slight and slender mage

had no hope of resisting or countering. Ginerva went down beneath him,  a  yelp  of  surprise  squeaking  from  her  lips.  She  gasped  as Raphael’s  magnified  weight  fell  on  her  as  well  and  hurriedly dismissed her spell. 

Raphael secured a grip on Ginerva’s collar, folded her lapels across  one  another,  and  choked  the  mage  with  them.  She  lost consciousness  within  a  heartbeat,  just  as  Cyrano  came  storming back into the fray. 

The  armsman  had  discarded  his  flail,  the  weapon  having become useless against an opponent tied up with his ally’s body. He threw a gauntleted punch at Raphael’s face instead. 

Raphael slipped past the blow and spun on his heel. Tucking his shoulder under Cyrano’s outstretched arm and seizing him by the wrist,  Raphael  threw  the  veteran  over  his  back.  Cyrano’s  armored form crashed down right beside Ginerva. 

Before  Cyrano  could  recover,  Raphael  put  him  into  a chokehold,  and  soon,  the  veteran  was  unconscious  as  well,  going limp  just  as  Ginerva  coughed  and  blinked  her  way  back  into  the realm of the waking. 

Raphael  helped  the  mage  to  her  feet  and  did  the  same  for Cyrano when the latter regained consciousness. 

“Well  done,  Raphael,”  Cyrano  said,  rubbing  his  throat.  “You got us beat, and all by yourself too.” 

“Yeah,  and  after  we’d  both  talked  up  such  a  big  show,  too.” 

Ginerva  chuckled  and  shook  her  head.  “That  was  a  nice  move, sending Cyrano’s flail flying right back at him.” 

“I  learned  it  from  Sylvia,  actually,”  Raphael  said.  “It  was  just the right cutting technique to bring the power of my draconic armor into the impact.” 

The  two  veterans  looked  at  each  other  again  for  a  moment before returning their regard to Raphael. 

“Well, now that we’ve seen what you can do firsthand, we’re officially impressed,” Ginerva told him. “We’re yours if you’ll have us, 

all the way to Uwajima and beyond.” 

“Emphasis on the  if, since you’ve also now seen what we can do firsthand, and I doubt you’re very impressed at all,” Cyrano said dourly. 

“I  would  be  honored  to  have  you  both  with  the  rest  of  us  in Uwajima,  Cyrano  and  Ginerva,”  Raphael  said.  “And  I  was  very impressed  indeed.  Your  teamwork  and  the  natural,  effortless  way you fight alongside one another were amazing.” 

“Teamwork.”  Cyrano  grunted.  “We’re  going  to  need  lots  of that  if  we’re  going  up  against  ogres.  You  don’t  want  to  face  one  of them alone. Best to maneuver them into a situation where they can be ganged up upon.” 

“The  hordes  of  dark  goblins  that  almost  always  accompany them  make  that  difficult  though,”  Ginerva  pointed  out.  “Worse  if they’ve  got  harpies  around,  because  now  your  war  party  can  be flanked more easily.” 

“Do you have any ideas for what we can do when we have to fight against ogres?” Raphael asked. 

“You  mean  drills,  scenarios,  group  tactics,  and  the  like? 

Sure.”  Cyrano  shrugged.  “Under  Jenna’s  command,  Ginerva  and  I have  come  up  against  ogres  many  times.  We’ve  got  a  few  go-to strategies that have worked very well for us in the past.” 

“I  might  have  some  suggestions,  too,”  Koshi  volunteered, walking over with Rayne cooing in his ear. 

“Thanks,  Koshi!”  Raphael  turned  expectantly  toward  the veterans. “What should we work on first?” 

Ginerva chuckled. “Ah, to be so eager and fresh-faced once more. You were like this once, Cyrano. Do you remember?” 

“No,”  the  armsman  replied.  He  cracked  his  knuckles  and nodded to one of the training hall’s walls. A small wicker basket lay on  the  floor  there,  and  Raphael  saw  that  it  contained  lengths  of colored chalk. 

“Come  here,”  Cyrano  said,  walking  over  to  the  plain  stone wall  and  picking  up  a  piece  of  chalk.  He  began  sketching  what appeared  to  be  a  battle  formation.  “Why  don’t  we  start  with  some basic  concepts  of  area  denial  first?  That  will  be  crucial  when  we’re facing a swarm of dark goblins led by ogres.” 

Raphael  thought  back  to  how  the  Hell  Drakes  had,  under Bjorn’s command, created massive blocks of ice to corral a foe that outnumbered them ten to one.  Maybe that’s what he means by area denial. 

“Oh  my,  you’ve  actually  gotten  him  into  a  talkative  mood,” 

Ginerva  commented  to  Raphael  as  everyone  gathered  around Cyrano. “You might even put a smile on his face one day.” 

“Chime  in  whenever  you  want,  Ginerva,”  Cyrano  said pointedly. “Especially when you have something relevant to say.” 

The metal mage scoffed and rolled her eyes as the armsman returned  his  attention  to  his  chalk  diagram  and  continued  talking. 

“Now,  the  options  you  have  for  area  denial  depend  on  the  terrain available. For example…” 

Raphael  spent  the  rest  of  the  afternoon  going  over  tactics and  practicing  drills  with  the  veterans  and  Koshi,  who  was particularly impressed by Cyrano and Ginerva’s pragmatic ideas and insightful  suggestions.  In  return,  Koshi  offered  up  what  he  knew  of some common ogre weaknesses. 

“They’re  spiteful  and  individualistic,  so  if  there’s  more  than one  of  them  around,  it’s  quite  possible  they  would  try  to  show  up their  peers  and  focus  more  on  impressing  their  superiors  than winning the battle,” he’d said. “If we can play on that angle, we might be able to anger and distract them.” 

Their time in the training hall came to an end soon after that. 

As  Rosa  ushered  them  out,  Raphael  had  a  question  for  Cyrano. 

“Those spells you cast. Was that Martial Magic?” 

The armsman nodded. “Yeah. Intermediate Fortify and Lesser Hasten. The first spell makes you stronger and tougher. The second makes you faster. But you can only cast them on yourself.” 

“Where can I learn those spells?” Raphael asked. 

“The Guild House’s spell archives should have them,” Cyrano replied. “They’re in the same place as the regular archives.” 

“Fortify  and  Hasten  are  common  magical  knowledge,  so  all their iterations, from lesser to greater and even highest, have been fully diagrammed,” Ginerva told him. “Choose the one you think you can handle, because the more powerful a spell is, the more difficult it is to learn and to cast.” 

“Got it. Thanks, you two,” Raphael said. 

The veterans bade him good evening and left. 

Raphael  turned  to  Koshi.  “Should  we  go  get  our  evening meal? There’s the mess hall. Or we could go to Mrs. Salvatore’s, like we planned.” 

Koshi  seemed  almost  embarrassed.  “Ah,  why  don’t  you  go ahead, Raph? I’ve got other plans. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

“Oh,  are  you  going  to  have  dinner  with  Sister  Amalia?” 

Raphael smiled at Koshi, glad that the old man had a friend he could spend time with. “Say ‘hi’ to her for me.” 

“I  will.”  Koshi  coughed  self-consciously.  “Good  evening, Raph.” 

“Bye,  Koshi!”  Raphael  smiled  as  Koshi  clasped  him  on  the shoulder and walked away. 

Chuckling  and  petting  Rayne  on  the  head,  Raphael  turned around, only to find himself nose-to-nose with Sylvia. 

“Ah, finally!” the elf said, her hands on her hips. “Let’s go see Bony.  I  was  with  him  just  now,  hearing  him  and  Bjorn  nag  me through  the  most  boring  meeting,  and  he  told  me  to  come  get  you when we both have the time.” 

 Finally? 

“Have…  Have  you  been  lurking  somewhere  around  here waiting for everyone else to leave?” Raphael asked. The elf nodded, much to his confusion. “But why? You could have just joined us. We were talking about how to fight ogres.” 

“Eh.  Boring  stuff.  I  already  know  how  to  fight  ogres.”  Sylvia pinched  him  gently  on  the  nose  and  smiled.  “And  thanks  for defending me, by the way. Cyrano and Ginerva are getting a little too uppity for their own good. Maybe they need a few of my boot prints on their behinds to remind them of their place.” 

“Defending  you?  But  that  was  hours  ago.  You  couldn’t  be here  if  you  were  still  with  the  Guild  Master  and  Bjorn…”  Raphael frowned. “Wait. That spell you cast on Eliza and Fenix. You claimed it told you where they were and what they were doing at all times. I suppose it also tells you what they say. I wanted to talk to you about it then, and I should have, because it seems like you cast the same spell on me too.” 

Sylvia  pursed  her  lips,  widened  her  eyes  in  an  utterly unconvincing  attempt  to  affect  an  innocent  expression,  and  shook her head. “No, I didn’t.” 

“I don’t believe you. Sylvia…” Raphael said. 

“Anyway, let’s go. Don’t want to keep Bony waiting! Race you there!” The elf turned and ran off down the hallways, cackling wildly. 

“Sylvia! Did you cast that spell on me?” Raphael called after her, to no avail. He exchanged an annoyed glance with Rayne. 

“Someone needs to bite her, Magus,” the faerie dragon said. 

“I’m too little, so you should do it. Teach her a lesson.” 

Raphael shook his head, trying not to think of the implications and  consequences  of  what  would  happen  if  he   did bite Sylvia. The elf would either be angered or, more frighteningly, she  wouldn’t. 

“No, Rayne,” Raphael said. “Let’s not go there. Let’s not even think about it.” 

“By your will, Magus. I won’t think about biting her anymore.” 

Rayne  fluttered  its  wings.  “But  if  we’re  going  to  the  same  place  as her, maybe we should hurry up?” 

Raphael sighed and ran after the elf. 

Chapter 14







Guild Master Yun Shen began speaking the moment Raphael and Sylvia sat down in front of his desk. 

“It’s some kind of relay for magical energy, specifically tuned to  bypass  a  powerful  containment  spell,”  he  said,  gesturing  to  the ruined ring on his desktop. “Simply put, it’s a key to an unbreakable, impregnable  locked  door,  if  the  key  also  actually  brought  whatever was locked behind that door to you.” 

Sylvia  sat  up  straight  in  her  chair,  the  boredom  and annoyance fleeing instantly from her face. “You’re saying that mana still exists somewhere out there, but it’s been sealed away.” 

“Maybe.”  Yun  Shen  cast  his  crimson  gaze  over  the  ring. 

“When you said that Tiresias was using True Magic for his spells and rituals, I suspected that his artifact could not have been a vassal for mana. Something that small could not possibly hold enough magical energy,  be  it  Spell  Dust  or  mana,  to  fuel  what  he  was  trying  to achieve. He was drawing mana from a much larger source, and his ring merely connected him to it.” 

“If we find this place that the ring connected Tiresias to, and we  break  the  seal  on  it,  would  mana  return  to  the  world?”  Raphael asked. 

“No. Or rather, we don’t know if that will happen,” Sylvia said. 

“It  could  simply  be  a  vast  repository  of  the  world’s  final  mana reserves, which would dissipate and be lost once it’s removed from containment.” 

“That  might  be  possible  as  well,  but  we  don’t  know  if  it’s necessarily the case,” Yun Shen said. 

“Which  one  is  more  likely,  do  you  think?  That  a  worldwide phenomenon a thousand years ago can be reversed or some clever

mage has fashioned some kind of device capable of holding a lot of mana?” the elf pointed out. “I’ve seen the latter done before, many times by my elders in fact, when I was still a child.” 

Raphael  realized  just  how  much  it  must  have  hurt  Sylvia  to say  that.  She  was  trembling,  and  her  fingers  held  white-knuckled grips on her knees. He placed a comforting hand on her upper arm. 

She gave him a sad smile in return. 

“Where is this place?” he asked the Guild Master. 

“I don’t know,” Yun Shen replied, spreading his bony hands in exasperation. “Tiresias’s ring is too badly damaged. If it were more intact, I might be able to enact an arcane ritual to divine its targeted location.” 

“Where  will  we  even  begin  to  find  another  such  artifact? 

Mana  relays  don’t  just  fall  out  of  the  sky,”  Sylvia  said,  waving dismissively.  “And  even  if  we  do  find  you  another,  and  you  do manage  to  divine  the  location,  we’ll  then  need  to  unravel  a containment spell strong enough to bind and hold pure mana in such vast  quantities.  And  lastly,  even  if  we  do  manage  that  last  step, what’s  to  say  that  it  ensures  the  restoration  of  mana  to  the  world anyway? We might end up with a big, empty box of nothing for our efforts. The odds are too long for us to even bother trying our luck.” 

Raphael  glanced  at  the  elf.  It  was  obvious  why  she  was casting such doubt on the prospects of bringing mana back. If they managed  to  accomplish  everything  Sylvia  described  but  still  failed their ultimate goal in the end, the disappointment would be beyond anything she could bear. 

“Why don’t you let me handle this one, Sylvia?” Raphael said gently. “I promised your sister that I would do everything in my power to  restore  mana  to  the  world.  I  make  that  same  promise  to  you. 

Mana  has  caused  you  both  enough  pain  already,  so  let  someone else, such as me, do the work now.” 

The elf looked away. “Well, I can’t possibly do that, can I? I’m your  High  Captain,  Raphael.  What  kind  of  leader  makes  her followers do something she’s scared to do herself?” 

“Not the kind that you are,” Raphael said. “Also, isn’t it better to hope for something and then eventually be disappointed, instead of  being  beaten  and  ground  down  every  moment  of  every  day  by hopelessness?  You  taught  me  to  live  in  the  present,  right?  Placing hope in the future also makes the present better.” 

Sylvia punched Raphael lightly in the arm and smiled. “I can’t believe you’re throwing my own words back at me now.” 

Yun  Shen  leaned  back  in  his  desk,  his  grinning,  fleshless visage somehow giving off an air of contented approval, which was wiped away by the elf’s next declaration. 

“Alright!  Let’s  go  find  a  dozen  of  those  mana  relay  artifacts and cram them up Bony’s behind so he can tell us where to go!” she cried. 

“That’s not how the ritual—” the Guild Master began, only for Sylvia to kick her chair back and storm out of his quarters. 

“Onward!”  the  elf  shouted,  her  voice  echoing  down  the hallways. 

Yun Shen sighed and turned to Raphael. “Don’t tell her this, but it seems to me that she’s changed, recently. And for the better. I believe I’m looking at the reason why.” 

“Happy  to  help,  sir.”  Raphael  nodded.  “Was  there  anything else?” 

“Yes,  the  King  expects  you  at  his  palace  tomorrow  night,  or so I’m told.” The Guild Master drummed his bony fingers over the top of his desk. “He will wish you to regale his guests with tales of your exploits  in  the  junkyard.  One  of  his  guests  is  expected  to  be  the Eleventh Chimeric Grand Princess, Fei Xue.” 

Raphael glanced at the world map pinned to a board behind Yun Shen’s chair and recalled where the Guild Master had said Fei Xue held court. The Hei Jiang province was literally halfway across the world from Lucia City. Why would someone like her travel all the way here? 

Yun  Shen  seemed  to  have  preempted  his  question.  “Grand Princess Fei Xue visits Lucario’s court every other year. Apparently, she once mentored the King, Lucian the Fourth, in Ice Magic, during his days as an adventuring mage. She also provided some guidance to  his  daughter,  Gabriella.  Fei  Xue  is  very  protective  of  her  royal protégés, to say the least.” 

Raphael  saw  where  the  Guild  Master  was  going.  “You  have nothing to worry about, sir. If the King refuses to let Gabriella come with  us,  we  won’t  press  the  issue.  But  I’m  still  going  to  ask, nevertheless.” 

Yun  Shen  nodded.  “Well,  no  harm  in  that,  if  it’s  all  you’re going to do.” 

“Is there anything else, sir?” Raphael asked. 

“Yes, there is, actually.” The Guild Master tapped one of the many pieces of paper littering his desk. “I received a message from Premier  Matsumoto  this  afternoon.  Apparently,  he  has  preempted our request, since Janan has been nothing but transparent with him regarding  her  observations  and  strategic  suggestions.  The  good premier  believes,  as  per  Janan’s  assessments,  that  a  smaller,  elite war party will be more likely to succeed in infiltrating and cutting off the  source  of  the  ogres’  strength,  namely  the  corruption  emanating from  dragon’s  corpse,  than  full-scale  military  operations  will  be  in their  efforts  to  push  the  ogres  back  on  open  battlefields.  Thus,  he has already authorized our passage into Yamato territory.” 

Yun  Shen  placed  a  fleshless  finger  on  the  top  of  the  letter. 

“This  letter  was  written  three  days  ago,  which  means  my  initial message to him will arrive early tomorrow. He will not be surprised then,  when  your  father  lands  just  outside  the  port  city  of  Samani, where you will make your way further inland by whatever means are most plausible.” 

“Does  that  mean  we  can  set  off  right  away?”  Raphael clenched his fists excitedly. 

“Not until you’ve paid your respects to the King and his court.” 

The  Guild  Master  rummaged  through  his  drawers,  pulled  out  what

appeared to be a stack of forms, and slid the top page beneath his pen.  “I’ll  have  Mr.  Esposito  hurry  up  with  the  final  restocking  and resupplying of your war party. You can leave as early as the day after tomorrow, putting you a day ahead of our initial estimates.” 

“It’s better than nothing, sir.” Raphael stood. “I should go tell everyone else, so we can all get ready to leave.” 

“Yes, you should. Good night, Raphael,” Yun Shen said. 

Raphael  was  scarcely  out  of  the  Guild  Master’s  door  before Sylvia stepped out from a cloud of billowing shadows and draped an arm across his shoulder. 

“And here you are again!” she said. “So we’re leaving a day early,  eh?  Sounds  good  to  me.  I  was  getting  bored  of  hanging around the Guild House anyway. Evening hasn’t even set in yet, so let’s go drinking!” 

“Sylvia, if you were listening in just now, you must have heard that we might meet the Eleventh Chimeric Grand Princess tomorrow night.  Cailee  suggested  that  the  Chimeric  Emperor  might  know something  about  the  disappearance  of  mana,  and  the  best  way  to get  to  him  would  be  through  his  children.  Huo  Xian  knew  what Tiresias’s  ring  was.  Maybe  he  and  his  siblings  all  have  something like that, too?” 

“You’re  suggesting  we  rob  the  Grand  Princess  and  take  the mana relay off her, if she has one?” Sylvia grinned. “Sounds like fun. 

We’ll ambush her, hit her over the head, strip her naked, and draw swirly lines all over her buttocks.” 

“No, I wasn’t suggesting we rob her, and why would we draw swirly lines…?” Raphael sighed. “Never mind. I hope it won’t come down  to  anything  like  that.  If  we  offend  her  in  front  of  the  King’s court, we could cause a lot of trouble. Starting a fight with her would be even worse.” 

“Eh. We’ll figure something out.” Sylvia shrugged. 

“How  did  you  step  out  of  the  shadows  like  that,  Sylvia?”  he asked. “I’ve seen you do that before, but I thought you were casting a spell. Now I know better.” 

“It’s  just  one  of  the  things  I  became  capable  of  because  of that  whole  Sisters  of  Chaos  fiasco.  I  can  travel  between  shadows and bring one person with me,” the elf replied as she began dragging Raphael  down  the  hallway.  “But  never  mind  that.  You  spent  an afternoon drinking with my sister, so now you’re mine for the entire night, all the way until sunrise. That’s only fair!” 

 How  does  that  even  follow?  Raphael  held  up  the  primer  on magic theory Fenix had given him. “Actually, I was thinking of getting some studying done…” 

Sylvia snatched the book out of his hands and tossed it away. 

“You don’t need that. Studying so much will make you awkward and unlikable like Fenix, and we simply can’t have that, can we?” 

“What  we  simply  can’t  have  is  someone  who  leaves  beer mugs all over her room and expects someone else to clean them all up,” Eliza declared, emerging from an adjacent hallway and striding into Sylvia’s path. “It took me the better part of an hour, but I finally managed to track you down. I could hear you hollering from the next wing.” 

“Oh hi, Eliza!” Sylvia smiled sheepishly. “How are—” 

The  elf  squealed  as  Eliza  caught  her  by  the  ear  and  began dragging her away. 

“You’re  going  to  clean  your  room,  Sylvia!  Now!”  Eliza demanded.  She  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  Raphael  just  before they  turned  the  corner  and  flashed  him  a  smile.  “Hey  Raphael,  I’m picking up our potions tomorrow morning from the apothecary, but I should be in the archives for a bit in the afternoon. See you there?” 

“Sure. And by the way, we’re leaving the day after tomorrow,” 

Raphael said. “I’m going to tell everyone else.” 

“We  are?  That’s  good.  Armsmith  Connell  has  also  delivered all  our  weapons  and  armor,  so  I’ll  have  those  packed,  along  with everything else we need, by tonight, then. As for informing everyone else,  you  can  leave  a  message  for  Cyrano  and  Ginerva  with  Mr. 

Esposito.  Fenix  is  visiting  his  folks,  I  think,  so  we  can  tell  him

tomorrow, and you probably have a better idea where Koshi is than I do.” 

“I’ll do just that. Thanks, Eliza.” Raphael strode over to where Sylvia had tossed his book and picked it up. 

“Good night, Raphael. See you tomorrow.” Eliza disappeared past the corner, a squealing Sylvia in tow. 

Chapter 15







Contrary  to  Raphael’s  expectations,  the  Guild  House’s archives  wasn’t  some  ominous,  dusty  old  library,  with  sharp-eyed librarians lurking behind every other corner, waiting to shush hapless readers.  It  was  a  spacious,  brightly  lit  room,  lined  with  wide  oaken communal desks and rows of wooden benches. 

With  Rayne  perched  on  his  shoulder,  Raphael  stepped  into the archives and closed its single door behind him. 

A  portly  bespectacled  man  in  gray  robes  sat  behind  a  desk near the entrance, an open book in his hands. The tag atop his desk read  Giovanni Alighieri, Archivist. 

He nodded somberly to Raphael as he approached. 

“Hello,”  the  archivist  said,  pushing  his  spectacles  higher  on his  nose.  “You’re  Raphael,  the  talk  of  the  town.  How  may  I  help you?” 

“I’m looking for some spell scrolls,” Raphael replied. “I want to learn Fortify and Hasten.” 

The archivist pointed to each location or item in the room as he spoke. “Scrolls are in aisles five through eight. They’re organized alphabetically, so the spells you want should be easy to find. If you need  scribing  supplies,  help  yourself  to  our  stationery  closet  in  the western corner. It’s clearly labeled, so you can’t miss it. You’ll have to grind your own ink and sharpen your quills by yourself though. Place the scrolls back in the  Returns  bin when you’re done with them.” 

“Thanks, Mr. Alighieri,” Raphael said, earning little more than an  absent  nod  in  response  from  the  archivist  as  he  returned  to  his book. 

Raphael swiftly located the scrolls for Fortify and Hasten. He carried  them  to  the  center  of  the  room,  where  the  desks  and

benches were. Eliza was there as well. She must have arrived when he’d been searching through the spell scroll aisles. 

Eliza already had two thick leather-bound tomes open before her.  Raphael  swept  his  gaze  over  their  pages  and  saw  that  they were books on herbology and potion brewing. 

Eliza looked up as Raphael walked over. 

“Hi,  Raphael,”  she  said.  “Have  you  spoken  to  the  others about our departure yet?” 

“I did as you said. I left a note with Mr. Esposito for Cyrano and Ginerva. I went to Fenix’s room this morning and spoke to him. 

And  I  informed  Koshi  last  night.  Sylvia  already  knows,”  Raphael replied. “By the way, has she finished cleaning her room yet?” 

“Yes. It took her only a little bit more than an hour, in fact, but she  spent  the  rest  of  the  night  moaning  and  grumbling  about  how cruel I was.” Eliza grimaced. 

“Well, that’s the Sylvia we know and love.” Raphael chuckled, setting  his  scrolls  down  beside  Eliza.  She  had  a  small  notebook open before her, the top half of its exposed blank page covered by several lines of her tidy script. “What’s that?” 

“Potion recipes. This morning, after a quick tutorial on mixing and brewing potions with Ms. Winter, our apothecary, I picked up a field  preparation  kit  and  five  full  batches  of  potions  for  everyone.” 

Eliza  reached  down  to  scratch  Rayne  under  the  jaw  as  the  faerie dragon hopped into her lap. “I’m going to copy the recipes for them before  we  leave,  just  in  case  we  need  more  in  Uwajima.  That’s assuming we can find the ingredients there, of course. I see you’ve got some spell scrolls. Learning some new spells?” 

“Yes.  Fenix  taught  me  Mirror  Aspect,  Explosive  Orb,  and Chain  Lightning  yesterday.  Then  I  asked  Cyrano  about  Fortify  and Hasten, and now I want to learn them too.” Raphael unfurled one of the spell scrolls. “Mr. Alighieri over there helped me find the scrolls for  them.  If  I  can  cast  Fortify  and  Hasten  and  use  my  Draconic Braziers at the same time, I should become even faster and stronger than I already am.” 

“You  learned   three  Intermediate  Order  spells  in  one morning?”  Eliza  gasped  incredulously.  “Then  again,  I  did  see  you learn  two  Lesser  Order  spells  from  Sylvia  on  the  spot,  so  I  don’t know why I’m surprised at all.” 

“Yes. Is there anything strange about that?” Raphael asked. 

“Most people take days, even weeks, to learn a Lesser Order spell. An Intermediate Order spell takes twice or thrice that time. And even  once  they  learn  the  spell,  they  have  to  memorize  its  every detail for as long as they want to cast it. So even though most mages might have studied a dozen or so spells, for all intents and purposes, they can only cast at most three or four of them on a regular basis.” 

“Fenix  knows  many  more  spells  than  that,”  Raphael  pointed out. “And then there’s Sylvia, who seems to know every spell.” 

“Well, Sylvia is more than a thousand years old, even if she behaves like she’s six. As for Fenix, he is a prodigy of magic.” Eliza bumped  Raphael  in  the  upper  arm  gently  with  her  fist.  “And  so  are you, it seems. The both of you are amazing!” 

“Well, Fenix doesn’t have the Dragon Meridian, which allows me to remember everything I see or hear perfectly, so I suppose he’s even  more  amazing  than  I  am  when  it  comes  to  magic,”  Raphael pondered.  “We  all  have  different  things  we  bring  to  the  war  party, Eliza. I’d say you’re no less amazing than any of us.” 

“Thanks,  Raphael.”  Eliza  blushed.  “Why  don’t  we  get  to work?  We’re  expected  at  the  palace  in  the  evening,  so  we  should start getting ready to go sometime this late afternoon.” 

“Yes, we should.” 

Raphael smoothed out the scroll he’d unfurled. It was Hasten, with  all  orders  of  the  spell  diagrammed  and  described  in  their entirety. With the light of the Dragon Meridian, it took him less than twenty  minutes  to  learn  the  spell  and  cast  Highest  Hasten  on himself. 

The world seemed to slow to a blur, then. Raphael blinked as he realized that the world hadn’t actually slowed down. Rather, he’d

become  faster,  faster  than  he  even  was  when  he  burned  the Draconic Braziers at their hottest. 

 Why  don’t  I  do  just  that,  then,  and  see  what  happens? 

Raphael  shone  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  within  himself  and fanned the flames of the Braziers, bringing them to life. 

The  world  slowed  even  further.  Dust  motes  hung  alongside sunbeams.  All  sound  was  frozen  into  a  singular,  barely  audible humming buzz at the edge of his hearing, deafening in its silence. 

Eliza  was  immobile,  the  pale  pink  of  her  lips  pursed  and frozen  in  mid-speech.  He  was  tempted  to  stroke  her  cheek,  but  he fought  down  the  urge,  sighed,  and  dismissed  the  spell  instead, letting  the  flames  of  the  Draconic  Braziers  die  down  at  the  same time. 

Time returned with a swooping rush. Eliza stumbled over her words and stared at Raphael, her eyes wide. 

“Yes? What is it?” Raphael asked. 

“You…  You  became  a  blur  just  now.  I  couldn’t  see  you properly,  almost  as  if  you  were  moving  too  quickly  for  my  eyes  to follow,” she said. 

“Oh.  That  was  Highest  Haste,  cast  on  top  of  my  Braziers,” 

Raphael told her. “It makes me so fast, Eliza! It was as if the world were standing still. With Highest Haste, I’m probably faster than even Sylvia or Koshi.” 

“That’s amazing!” Eliza said. “I… Raphael?” 

The  room  spun.  Eliza’s  face  slid  away  from  his  vision.  The archive’s ceiling replaced her. 

Raphael  felt  something  cold  and  hard  on  the  back  of  his head. Gasping, he realized he was lying on the floor, having slid from his  seat.  His  limbs  were  weak  and  numb.  He  tried  in  vain  to  move them, to blink, to turn his head. 

He  heard  Eliza  calling  his  name  again  and  again,  but  when he  tried  to  answer  her,  his  tongue  was  a  dead,  heavy  thing  in  his

mouth. She bent over him. Her fingers were on his cheek and brow, cool and soft. Her lovely features became everything he could see. 

“Stand back and give him some space, girl. I’ve got him,” the archivist’s  voice  rumbled  from  somewhere.  Rough  fingers  clamped onto the top of Raphael’s skull, and somber chanting filled his ears. 

White light flared, momentarily blinding him with its radiance. 

Warmth seeped into his limbs as his vision returned. Raphael took a deep breath. 

“You somehow learned Highest Haste and cast it on yourself, didn’t  you?”  the  archivist  demanded,  his  round,  portly  features looming over his and edging out Eliza’s. “Silly boy. Haste is powered by  your  bodily  reserves  as  much  as  it  is  fueled  by  Spell  Dust.  The most  foolhardy  armsmen  don’t  go  beyond  Intermediate  Haste, because  even  doing  that  is  gambling  with  your  life.  The  sensible ones stick with Lesser Haste instead. You’re lucky I was here to cast Invigorate on you, or you’d have died from exhaustion.” 

“Didn’t  you  help  him  find  the  scrolls?”  Eliza  asked.  “Why didn’t you warn him about Highest Haste?” 

“Well,  excuse  me  for  not  expecting  him  to  learn  and  cast  a spell of the Highest Order just like that.” The portly man huffed and strode back to his desk, tutting his disapproval with every step. 

 Invigorate,  eh?  That’s  the  second  time  that  spell  has  saved my  life  already.  Maybe  that’s  the  spell  I  should  actually  learn, Raphael thought, seizing onto that notion if only to keep his thoughts from spinning in his head. 

“Are you feeling better, Raphael?” Eliza asked anxiously. 

He gave her a weak nod and crawled back up to his seat with her help. “Sorry I made you worry, Eliza. And you too, Rayne.” 

The faerie dragon hopped onto his lap and nuzzled its cheek against his palm. “Be more cautious, Magus.” 

“I  will,  little  one.”  Raphael  groaned  as  he  sat  up  straight. 

Every  muscle  in  his  body  ached,  as  if  he’d  spent  all  day  sparring against Sylvia.  Healing  Magic’s  not  going  to  do  me  any  good  here. 

 Fatigue  isn’t  the  same  thing  as  injuries.  I  really  need  to  learn Invigorate. 

“Catch  your  breath.  I’ll  bring  you  some  ginger  tea  from  the kitchen,” Eliza said, getting to her feet. 

“No,  no.  I’m  interrupting  your  work.  You  carry  on.  I’ll  go  get the  tea  myself.”  Raphael  stood  on  wobbly  legs.  “Right  after  I  learn Invigorate and cast it a few times on myself, first.” 

By the time they left the archive, Raphael had learned Haste, Fortify, and Invigorate, having cast the latter on himself thrice. Eliza’s notebook was also filled with potion recipes. Raphael wanted to take a  quick  look  at  the  weapons  and  armor  Cadogan  Connell  had delivered, so they began making their way toward Sylvia’s quarters. 

“Oh, by the way, Raphael. Do you know what you’re going to wear to the King’s palace?” Eliza asked. 

“What I’m going to wear?” Raphael shrugged and tapped the breastplate of his leather armor. “This, I guess.” 

“Really? You’re going to be among dukes, counts, and other courtly personages!” Eliza protested. “You can’t show up like that.” 

“I do have a few spare sets of clothing, but they’re the same as what I’m wearing now, so I don’t really have much of a choice in what to wear,” he pointed out. 

“Can’t you borrow something from Fenix?” she asked. 

“Anything that fits him well is going to be a bit too tight for me, I think.” Raphael shook his head. Though Fenix was nearly as tall as Raphael,  he  was  much  slighter  in  build.  “What  are   you  going  to wear?” 

“I have a dress,” Eliza said shyly. “My father bought it for me just before he died, so it needed some tailoring to fit me now. I sent it to a seamstress when we first received the invitation, and I picked it up last evening.” 

“Well,  I  look  forward  to  seeing  you  in  it,”  Raphael  said.  “I’m sure you’ll look gorgeous.” 

Eliza’s cheeks colored. “Thanks, Raphael.” 

They  walked  and  warped  the  rest  of  the  way  in  amiable silence.  When  they  arrived  at  Sylvia’s  quarters,  the  door  was  ajar. 

Eliza  pushed  it  fully  open.  Sylvia  folded  up  the  letter  she’d  been reading and thrust it hastily behind her back. 

“Ah,  there  you  are,  Eliza.  And  Raphael  too.  My  two  favorite people  in  the  world!”  she  said.  “Ready  for  some  serious  ballroom dancing and noble goosing?” 

“What were you reading?” Raphael asked. 

“Nothing.” Sylvia laughed awkwardly. “Some poetry. From my amorous admirers, of which there are many.” 

Raphael  and  Eliza  exchanged  exasperated  glances.  It  was clear that Eliza didn’t believe a single thing Sylvia said either. 

“Do you really want to know?” Eliza asked him. 

Raphael shook his head. 

“Me neither.” Eliza walked over to a corner of Sylvia’s room, where  several  knapsacks  had  been  neatly  piled,  alongside  the weapons  and  armor  Raphael  had  ordered  from  Connell’s  shop. 

“Everything’s  ready,  as  you  can  see.  We’ll  have  Sylvia  pull  all  this into  her  pocket  dimension,  and  then  one  of  us  will  hold  onto  her Prism during our flight on Koshi’s back.” 

“That’s great. Looks like we’re all ready to go, then.” Raphael nodded. 

“Alright, now that you’ve checked on our gear, why don’t you let us ladies get ready for the ball? We’ll see you at the palace gates by  dusk!”  Sylvia  said,  placing  her  hands  on  Raphael’s  back  and ushering  him  out  of  her  room.  The  last  thing  he  saw  over  her shoulder before she shut the door was the confused look on Eliza’s face. 

With  little  else  to  do  before  it  was  time  to  head  over  to  the palace, Raphael decided to return to his room instead. He might not have  any  clothes  fit  for  royalty,  but  he  could  at  least  wash  up  and perhaps wipe down his armor. 

Rayne  poked  its  head  out  his  pocket.  “Are  we  going  to  eat, Magus?” 

“It’s still a few hours before it’s time for dinner, Rayne, but I’ll pick  up  an  apple  for  you  on  the  way  out,”  Raphael  said,  drawing  a contented purr from the faerie dragon. 

A few minutes of walking later, Raphael found Koshi waiting by his door. He was clad in a dark robe of thick cotton, similar to the one the Guild Master always wore. 

“Yun  Shen  gave  me  several  of  his  robes,”  Koshi  explained, pinching  his  collar  as  Raphael  approached.  “This  one’s  a  fine garment.  Warm  and  sensible,  with  many  more  pockets  than  you’d expect.” 

“That’s  great,  Koshi.”  Raphael’s  gaze  fell  on  a  small  paper box beside his door. “What’s that?” 

“It was here when I arrived.” Koshi nodded at it. “Your name’s on the lid, so I suppose someone sent you a package. Perhaps it’s more equipment from Connell?” 

“Hmm.  Everything  I  ordered  from  him  has  already  been packed in Sylvia’s quarters.” Raphael picked up the box and pushed his door open, gesturing for Koshi to come in. “What could this be?” 

“Only one way to find out.” Koshi smiled as Rayne flew to him and  perched  on  his  shoulder,  nuzzling  its  cheek  against  his.  “And hello to you too, little one.” 

Raphael took the lid off the paper box and saw that there was a note attached to its underside. It was a small piece of paper that carried  the  scent  of  Cailee’s  perfume.  The  elf’s  name  had  been written across its surface. 

Setting  the  lid  aside,  he  pulled  a  bundle  of  dark  fabric  from the box and laid it out on his bed. It was an elegant silk shirt, paired with trousers of a similar cut and design. There was something else in  the  box.  Raphael  took  it  out  and  removed  its  paper  wrapping, revealing a pair of fine leather boots with silver buckles. 

“A  thoughtful  gift,”  Koshi  commented,  taking  a  seat  on  the only chair in the room. 

Raphael smiled and looked at Cailee’s name again. “It is. I’ll thank her when I see her again.” 

Chapter 16







The  sun  was  just  setting  by  the  time  Raphael  and  Koshi arrived outside the palace. Its gates were twin portals of barred steel nearly  six  times  taller  than  him  and  wide  enough  to  drive  three wagons through simultaneously. They were the only breach in pale stone  walls  of  equal  height,  adorned  at  regular  intervals  by  draped banners bearing the Lucario Royal Crest. 

Behind  the  gates  and  outer  walls  lay  the  palace—a  grand, sweeping  structure  of  whitewashed  stone  framed  by  blue  tiling. 

Raphael had caught several glimpses of the royal family’s home as he  grew  up,  but  he  had  never  come  so  close  to  it.  Lucario’s  royal palace was a magnificent building, but he found it underwhelming in comparison  to  the  Guild  House.  For  him,  the  latter  promised camaraderie, adventure, and purpose, all of which he found infinitely more valuable than any amount of luxury or wealth. 

Sylvia, Eliza, and Fenix were already there, waiting for them. 

“Hey,  looking  good,  Raphael!”  Sylvia  whistled  appreciatively as Raphael came closer. 

Raphael chuckled and bowed to the elf, who was wearing a plain  sleeveless  green  dress  and  a  slender  silver  chain  around  her neck. She’d obviously brushed her dark hair but had chosen to leave it undone and undecorated, so that it bobbed energetically in time to the  elf’s  movements.  Her  delicate  cheeks  and  full  lips  were unadorned  by  cosmetics.  Sylvia’s  understated  clothing  and presentation  did  not  take  away  from  her  timeless  beauty.  Rather, they  accentuated  and  drew  attention  to  her  exotic  features  and bearing. 

“Thanks,” he said, opening his pocket for Rayne to fly out and perch on Koshi’s shoulder. “You look great too.” 

“If  you  think  flattery  works  on  me,  then  you’re  absolutely correct.” Sylvia draped her arm across Raphael’s shoulders. “Go on. 

Don’t  stop.  Keep  the  compliments  coming,  and  who  knows  where you’ll end up tonight.” 

Eliza sighed and rolled her eyes. “Looks like you managed to find some clothes after all, Raphael.” 

“Cailee gave them to me,” he said, immediately regretting his words when eerily similar expressions of frost fell over both Eliza and Sylvia’s faces. 

“Hmph,” the elf huffed. She uncoiled her body from Raphael’s and turned away. 

Meanwhile, Eliza folded her arms and glared. 

“Uh… you look gorgeous, Eliza,” Raphael said, scratching the back of his head. 

It  was  true.  Eliza  was  dazzling  in  an  intricate  blue  dress adorned with lace and ruffles at her cuffs, collar, and hem. She wore gloves of a similar hue that reached above her elbows and a pair of simple  but  elegant  gold  earrings.  Her  hair  had  been  brushed  and bound into an elaborate braid that streamed from a blue bow ribbon on  the  top  of  her  head.  Her  sapphire  eyes  shone,  their  hue accentuated by the masterfully applied rouge across her cheeks. 

“Yes,  I  do,”  Eliza  agreed.  She  stalked  over  to  Raphael  and slipped  her  arm  through  his.  “The  guards  have  already  opened  the gates  for  us,  so  we  should  go  in.  We  really  shouldn’t  be  late  for something like this.” 

“No,  we  shouldn’t,”  Fenix  chimed  in.  The  battlemage  hadn’t changed his clothes at all. He was still wearing his leather suit, with all  its  complicated  buckles  and  straps,  and  his  broad-brimmed  hat. 

He frowned at Raphael’s quizzical look. “What? A battlemage’s attire is fit for every occasion.” 

“See?”  Sylvia  whispered  loudly  behind  Fenix’s  back. 

“Awkward and unlikable.” 

“We  know  what  you  are,  Sylvia,  so  stop  telling  us,”  the battlemage replied. 

“Ah, to be young again.” Koshi laughed and shook his head as Sylvia and Fenix started another of their pointless bickering bouts. 

“Where are Cyrano and Ginerva?” Raphael asked. 

“They didn’t want to come,” Eliza said. “Cyrano said that they didn’t go to the junkyard with us, so they don’t deserve any adulation from the King. Ginerva said that she’d rather get drunk at the Broken Jar instead.” 

“Alright. We’ll see them tomorrow,” Raphael said, looking up at the palace gates as they creaked open. “Now, let’s go talk to the King.” 




* * *

 

Escorted by a contingent of guardsmen, the war party walked down a granite flagstone path and through a lush garden laden with lilies and orchids. 

“I  heard  that  those  were  the  late  queen’s  favorite  flowers,” 

Eliza said, a slight tremor in her voice. 

“They’re well taken care of,” Koshi commented, sweeping his gaze  around  the  garden  with  a  critical  eye.  “The  royal  gardeners definitely know their craft.” 

A  fountain  sat  in  the  middle  of  the  garden,  its  centerpiece  a swirling tower of carved stone flowers topped with the marble bust of a woman. 

 In memory of  Her Majesty Queen Azzura de Lucario, beloved wife and mother,  the plaque beneath the bust read. 

Raphael felt his eyes widening as he looked at the bust more closely. Its resemblance to Eliza was unmistakable. He turned to her, only  to  find  that  she’d  unfastened  something  in  her  bow  ribbon, turning it instead into a translucent veil that hung over her face. 

“Wait a minute,” Fenix said, pointing to the bust and then to Eliza.  “I  thought  your  resemblance  to  the  princess  was  just  my imagination,  but  this…  I’m  not  the  only  one  seeing  it,  right?  Eliza, what—” 

“Don’t dawdle, you idiot.” Sylvia kicked the battlemage in the rump, making him yelp and stumble forward. The elf winked at Eliza as she walked past, seized Fenix by the scruff of the neck, and kept marching him forward. 

Raphael  opened  his  mouth  to  ask  Eliza  about  the  bust,  but she slipped her arm away from his and followed Sylvia, not saying a word. 

Koshi  walked  up  behind  him  and  clasped  him  on  the shoulder. 

“Some  questions  are  better  left  unanswered,  and  some secrets are better left unshared, Raph,” he said. “Let it be for now.” 

Raphael sighed and nodded. 

The war party walked the rest of the way in silence. Servants clad in the royal colors of gold and blue replaced the guardsmen as Raphael  entered  the  palace’s  interior.  He  followed  them  down marble  hallways  adorned  with  trimmings  of  ivory  and  gold  and overhung  by  priceless  crystal  chandeliers.  Velvet  drapes  framed every gilded window. 

As  they  walked  through  an  ornate  archway  of  carved  stone flowers and into a massive chamber that could only be the palace’s ballroom, a servant standing by the entrance raised a small trumpet to his lips and played a brief fanfare. 

“Dragon Knight Koshi, his son Dragon Knight Raphael, Lady Sylvia  Shadowsoul,  Master  Fenix  Hellstorm,  and  Miss  Eliza Wildwynd,”  the  servant  proclaimed  in  a  booming  voice  that  cut through the ambient chatter of several dozen carousing nobles and drew their undivided regard to the war party. 

“Are we late?” Fenix gasped, his face turning pale. “Why are there  so  many  guests  here  already?  Have  we  given  offense  to  the entire Lucarian court?” 

“You aren’t. Guests of honor simply arrive later, so that they may be presented to everyone,” Gabriella said, pushing her way past a cluster of noblewomen draped in heaps of lace and ruffles to stand before the war party. 

“Hello, Gabby,” Raphael said, sticking his hand out. 

“Good  to  see  you,  Raph!”  The  princess  beamed  as  she clasped his hand, wrist-to-wrist, and drawing scandalized hisses and mutters  from  the  onlookers.  She  stepped  back  and  gestured  down her body. “Do you like my dress? It’s the height of fashion now in the Chimeric Imperial Court.” 

Gabriella wore a high-collared sleeveless dress of purple silk that hugged the contours of her body and ended at her ankles, with a slit  in  the  fabric  that  ran  all  the  way  up  to  her  right  hip.  Crimson embroidery  adorned  her  collar  and  hem.  Her  golden  hair  had  been gathered in an intricate bun on the top of her head and was held in place by a cluster of ivory pins. 

“You look fantastic!” Raphael told her. 

The princess giggled delightedly. 

“You can’t talk to the crown princess in front of the nobility like that!” Fenix whispered fiercely into Raphael’s ear, only for Sylvia to elbow him aside and take Gabriella’s hands in her own. 

“Thanks for having us!” the elf said. “It’s been too long since I’ve eaten at the royal tables!” 

Gabriella giggled. “Lady Brightsoul told me that the last time you  attended  a  royal  banquet,  you  wrestled  with  the  Mirak ambassador  and  threw  him  through  a  wall.  Maybe  that’s  why  you don’t receive too many invitations anymore.” 

“That  was  fifteen  years  ago,  and  Johan  was  a  good  sport about it,” Sylvia said. “You were there too, in your wet nurse’s arms. I remember you laughing your little head off.” 

“Let’s  try  not  to  assault  any  foreign  diplomats  today,  shall we?” The princess grinned. “Though if you do, I want a front seat to the spectacle.” 

“I’ll see what I can do,” Sylvia promised. 

Gabriella turned to Eliza next. She raised an eyebrow at the sight of the veil, then shrugged and hugged Eliza warmly. “Great to see you, Eliza!” 

Eliza returned the embrace, her smile visible through her veil. 

“Hello, Gabriella.” 

When  the  princess  turned  to  Fenix,  he  darted  his  eyes between her and the gathered nobles. Then he bowed, slammed his fist against his chest in what Raphael now recognized to be a formal battlemage  salute,  and  stammered  out  an  incoherent  greeting  that ended with him loudly proclaiming “Glory to Lucario!” 

“Uhm. Alright. Talk to you later, Fenix,” Gabriella said, blinking uneasily. 

Gabriella walked over to Koshi and gave him a full and formal curtsy. “Hail, Dragon Knight Koshi. I, Gabriella de Lucario, extend the warmest  welcome  of  our  house  to  you  this  night  and  bid  you  take what comfort and delight we offer.” 

“Hello,  Your  Highness,”  he  said,  scratching  under  Rayne’s chin. “Thanks for hosting us.” 

“The  honor  is  ours,  sir.”  Gabriella  gestured  into  the  crowd. 

“Please, follow me.” 

Just  beyond  the  ballroom’s  entrance  was  a  section  replete with large round tables, each one covered by a white tablecloth and set with gleaming silverware and velvet napkins. 

Raphael  looked  around  as  the  war  party  followed  the princess through a crowd of mingling nobles draped in velvet, lace, and  jewels.  Many  of  them  returned  his  regard,  some  with  hostile glares, others with neutral politeness, and a few with admiring gazes. 

Gabriella  eventually  brought  them  to  a  table  upon  which  an ice sculpture of a rampant dragon had been placed. The decorative centerpiece  was  about  two  feet  tall.  Frosted  air  trailed  from  its surface. 

Koshi and Rayne took one look at the ice sculpture, sighed in unison,  and  shook  their  heads.  It  was  obvious  what  they  thought about it. 

“Ice  Magic,”  Fenix  muttered  under  his  breath.  “Obviously  in honor of Koshi and Raphael, but still rather garish.” 

Raphael  had  to  agree  with  the  battlemage.  Having  seen Koshi  in  his  full  draconic  glory,  he  couldn’t  help  but  find  the  ice sculpture a pale, mocking imitation of the real thing. 

“Papa made it,” Gabriella said. “I told him that dragons don’t really look like that, but he started getting annoyed and chased me out of his study.” 

“Oh  yeah.”  Sylvia  chuckled.  “Before  Lucy  got  all  mixed  up with  the  royals,  he  fancied  himself  quite  the  savant  at  Ice  Magic. 

That  was  during  his  adventuring  days,  when  he  still  called  himself Tybalt Roselli.” 

“The  King  used  to  have  a  different  name?”  Raphael  asked, taking a seat at the table. The rest of the war party followed suit, with Eliza sitting on his left and the princess hopping onto the chair by his right. 

“He changed his name after mama died.” Gabriella shrugged. 

“I was only two then, so everything I know about this is from what I read  growing  up.  When  mama  was  queen,  papa  was  her  royal consort.  After  she  passed,  he  took  the  crown  and  was  henceforth known as King Lucian the Fourth.” 

“Do…”  Eliza’s  voice  trembled  as  she  spoke.  “Do  you remember anything about her?” 

Gabriella’s smile grew sad. “No, not really. I was told that she was sick a lot, so most of the time, nurses took care of me. When I was old enough to ask about mama and what she was like, she was long gone.” 

“I  see.”  Eliza  took  a  deep  breath  and  placed  her  hands carefully in her lap. 

Not knowing what else to do, Raphael reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. She smiled and mouthed a silent “thank you” 

from behind her veil. 

The war party had been seated several feet away from a tall and  wide  dais  of  white  marble.  An  ornate  table  took  up  its  center, with  gleaming  silverware  and  velvet  napkins  laid  out  for  two.  Dual thrones of carved ebonwood sat behind the table. 

 I  suppose  that’s  where  the  King  will  sit  when  he  arrives, Raphael thought.  And Gabriella too. 

A  trumpeted  fanfare  rang  through  the  air  then,  longer  and more elaborate than the one Raphael had heard upon their arrival. 

“His Royal Majesty, King Lucian the Fourth!” a liveried servant proclaimed. 

The  gathered  nobles  surged  to  their  feet.  After  a  moment’s hesitation, Raphael followed suit, as did the rest of the war party. 

The King emerged from a side entrance, clad in thick robes of blue and gold. A gleaming jeweled crown rested on his brow. 

“Well, I’ll talk to you later. I’ve got to sit with papa,” Gabriella said, casting a wink at Raphael. “Give it your best shot, alright?” 

 It’s  about  asking  her  father  to  let  her  go  with  us.  Raphael nodded. “I will.” 

The  princess  smiled  and  hopped  over  to  Lucian  the  Fourth. 

He  chuckled  at  something  she  said  as  she  skipped  to  his  side. 

Lucian took Gabriella’s hand, and together, the royals ascended the dais. 

“Honored guests,” the King began, raising a crystal goblet of wine in his hand. “I thank you for joining me this night, as we come together  in  celebration  of  the  heroes  who  saved  Lucia  City  from death and ruin. Let us begin by drinking to their health. Cheers!” 

The gathered nobles echoed Lucian’s last word and mirrored his actions, all of them taking a swig from their raised crystal goblets. 

Raphael  blinked  awkwardly.  Diligent  servants  had  filled  all  of  their goblets with wine, but he hadn’t thought to raise one himself. 

And  neither  had  Fenix,  Eliza,  or  Koshi.  Sylvia,  on  the  other hand,  was  drinking  directly  from  a  bottle.  Two  others  sat  empty  in front of her. 

“Cheers!” she cried, a full heartbeat after the collective voices of the nobles had rumbled into silence. Fenix cringed and seemed to shrink in on himself as all eyes fell on the war party. Raphael thought that  the  battlemage  would  have  folded  over  in  half  if  Koshi  hadn’t nudged him and given him a reassuring nod. 

After a few moments of awkward silence, Lucian cleared his throat  and  made  a  sweeping  gesture  that  encompassed  the  war party.  “We  are  truly  blessed,  for  Koshi  the  Dragon  Knight,  mythic defender of our realm, has returned to us once more. With our nation beneath the aegis of his protection, we need fear no evil or tyranny! 

Hail Dragon Knight Koshi! Glory to Lucario!” 

The nobles echoed the King’s words again and broke out into applause. 

“Thank you, your majesty, but I have something to say. Would you hear my words?” Koshi asked, his strong, quiet voice somehow cutting through the clamor and bidding the nobles to silence. 

“Please go ahead, sir.” Lucian bowed. “We would be honored to listen.” 

“I  have  lingered  in  this  region  for  centuries,  seeking  to  send the love of my life, Platina the Justicebringer, onward to her eternal rest,” Koshi said. “I saw the birth of this nation, and though I had no hand  in  its  creation,  I  was  honored  to  live  among  its  people  and defend them to the best of my abilities.” 

More  applause  and  jubilant  cheering  arose  from  the  crowd. 

To  his  surprise,  Raphael  saw  more  than  one  tear-streaked  face among the nobles.  Every Lucarian child grew up listening to stories of Koshi the Dragon Knight and how he protected people against all kinds of monsters and evil beings. I guess it’s the same for nobles as well, so for some of them, meeting and listening to Koshi speak must be really overwhelming. 

Koshi  resumed  speaking  when  the  applause  and  cheering began  to  fade.  “My  strength  faded  as  time  passed,  and  when  the Ogre  Wars  came  to  Lucia  City  twenty  years  ago,  I  was  unable  to fight  off  the  foul  beasts.  In  fact,  I  was  overwhelmed,  and  I  would have perished if not for the aid of those who would become the Hell Drakes.  They  were  the  ones  who  saved  Lucia  City  then,  and  they were  the  ones  who  pushed  the  ogres’  hordes  from  Lucario’s borders.” 

“Damned sellswords,” a voice amongst the nobles snarled. 

“Yes, mercenaries though they may be, but the recompense for the gold they earn is their flesh and blood,” Koshi said. “Time and time  again  they  have  bled  and  died  on  behalf  of  Lucario’s  people. 

Not more than several days ago, in the battle beyond the junkyard, brave  men  and  women  among  the  ranks  of  the  Hell  Drakes  have given their lives in defense of this realm. They are the heroes of this age!” 

Lucian  brought  his  hands  together  in  applause.  The  nobles took a noticeable moment before they followed their monarch’s lead. 

“Well said, sir! The Hell Drakes have been a bastion of strength for Lucario. None doubt their courage and valor!” 

“And  so  I  arrive  at  my  point,  Your  Majesty.  I  apologize  for taking so long to do so. Old men like me tend to ramble,” Koshi said, drawing  a  few  chuckles  from  the  crowd.  “Though  my  strength  has been renewed, my purpose has also been reshaped. I am bound to my  son’s  cause  and  so  cannot  resume  my  role  as  the  defender  of your realm.” 

“Your  son?  The  younger  Dragon  Knight?”  the  King  asked, looking at Raphael. “Pray tell us all, then. What cause do you pursue that might be more consequential than the good of this realm?” 

“When  dragons  die  full  of  rage,  their  bodies  corrupt everything around them, Your Majesty,” Raphael said. “I can use my magic  to  help  send  such  a  dragon  on  to  his  or  her  final  rest  and make the corruption go away. I did so with Platina, and I have to do

the same for others. If I don’t, there will be more monster attacks like the one from the junkyard. Or worse.” 

“You neutralized the threat of Platina’s corpse. Are there any other  dragon  corpses  in  Lucario  that  might  threaten  its  people?” 

Lucian asked. 

“I don’t know if any are in Lucario, but I do know there is one in  the  Yamato  Republic  that  needs  to  be  taken  care  of  right  away,” 

Raphael  explained.  “And  then  there’s  another  one  in  the  Chimeric Empire, which I’ll get to later.” 

“The Republic is our ally, and it heartens me to hear that you and  your  father  will  go  to  their  aid  in  their  time  of  need.”  Lucian raised his goblet once more. “Hail, Dragon Knight Raphael! May you leave a legacy of heroism as worthy as your father’s!” 

This time, Raphael joined in awkwardly in the toast to himself. 

As  the  cheering  and  applause  faded,  he  lowered  his  goblet  and spoke once more. “I have one request to make of you, Your Majesty.” 

“Speak,  young  hero.”  Lucian  spread  his  arms  in  a magnanimous  gesture.  “I  have  promised  you  a  reward  for  your defense of our realm. You need only give voice to your desire for me to grant your boon.” 

“I would like Gabby, I mean Princess Gabriella, to join us on our  assignment  to  the  Uwajima  Region  of  the  Yamato  Republic,” 

Raphael  said.  “She  is  smart,  brave,  and  skilled  in  magic,  and  she helped  me  save  Koshi’s  life.  We  will  almost  certainly  be  fighting ogres there, but I will protect her and do everything I can to keep her safe.” 

A tense silence fell over the ballroom. Lucian’s brow twitched. 

His  smile  became  forced  and  false  on  his  face.  He  put  down  his goblet. 

“No,” the King said. “Absolutely not.” 

“Didn’t  you  agree  to  give  Raphael  what  he  wants  already, Lucy?”  Sylvia  chimed  in.  “Was  all  that  drivel  about  only  needing  to voice your desire and granting your boon a heap of lies after all?” 

“My  daughter  is  the  crown  princess  of  Lucario.  The  last  of Lucarian royal blood flows in her veins!” Lucian snarled. “For her to risk her life gallivanting around with sellswords is unthinkable!” 

“Ah. There it is, Lucy.” Sylvia smirked. “Tell us how you really feel  about  the  Hell  Drakes.  I  liked  you  a  whole  lot  better  when  you weren’t such a hypocrite.” 

Lucian  scowled  at  the  elf’s  words.  He  opened  his  mouth, ready  to  give  voice  to  his  obvious  anger,  when  Cailee’s  voice  rang out. 

“Your Majesty, might I remind you of one of the Lucarian royal family’s  traditions?”  Cailee  said.  Raphael  turned  to  look  at  her. 

Sylvia’s  sister  was  seated  at  two  tables  away  from  the  war  party, amidst  a  cluster  of  richly  dressed  noblemen  in  their  middle  years. 

“For  generations,  Lucarian  princes  and  princesses  in  line  for  the throne have ventured out into the world on a quest not unlike those their  knights  undertake,  seeking  to  quell  evil  and  correct  injustices where  they  might  find  it.  They  learned  and  grew  from  their  quests, bringing the strength and wisdom they earned through their travails back to their regimes. This might be Princess Gabriella’s quest, that she might prove to be a worthy queen when her time comes.” 

“That’s right, Lucy!” Sylvia added. “Didn’t your wife’s father go on one of those too? Helios the Third, right? I remember him. Good with a sword, excellent dancer, loved chocolate cake. We beat up an entire horde of dark goblins up north in Mirak back in the day.” 

“An archaic tradition, one that should be put to rest,” Lucian said, his voice faltering as he looked at Cailee. “For every prince or princess  that  returned  from  a  quest  to  take  the  throne,  ten  others failed to do so. Queen Azzura did not partake in such folly, and none doubt her the worthiness of her rule.” 

“Well, not really…” Sylvia began. 

“Lady Shadowsoul. Do I have to expel you from my presence in disgrace again?” Lucian hissed. 

Sylvia grinned but before she could speak, Koshi caught her by  the  elbow  and  shook  his  head.  Rayne  sniffed  disapprovingly  at

her too. 

The  elf  sighed  and  sat  down.  “Alright,  old  man  and  Face-Killer. Have it your way.” 

“Papa,” Gabriella said. “Raphael kept me safe in the junkyard against thousands of skeleton warriors, bale-wights, and revenants. 

We even fought a draco-lich together. I’ll be alright if I go with him.” 

“Can  you  promise  that,  Dragon  Knight  Raphael?”  the  King asked. “Can you promise that my daughter will face no risk of harm or injury and that she will return unharmed if she accompanies you?” 

Raphael  sighed.  “I  cannot  make  any  such  promise,  Your Majesty. We face mighty foes, and what we’re trying to do is difficult and dangerous. There will be risk. Any or all of us might get hurt or even die. I can only make the same promise I did earlier, to protect Garbriella  with  all  my  strength,  as  I  would  for  everyone  who  fights alongside  me.  Every  member  of  my  war  party  will  make  the  same promise as well, to protect one another. And I’m sure Gabriella would be happy to do the same, too.” 

“Yes,  Raph!  I  promise!”  Gabriella  declared,  a  huge  smile  on her face. 

“That  is  not  good  enough,”  Lucian  snapped.  “No.  Gabriella will not be accompanying you, Raphael.” 

“But papa…” the princess began. 

“My answer is final.” Lucian spun on his heel. “Enjoy the rest of the evening. I bid you all goodnight.” 

An  aghast  silence  fell  over  the  ballroom  as  the  king descended the dais and stormed out of the ballroom. Cailee was the first to break it. 

“Didn’t you all hear what His Majesty said? Enjoy yourselves, ladies  and  gentlemen.  Our  king  commands  it!”  the  elf  proclaimed. 

“Musicians!  Jugglers!  Take  your  places!  Stewards,  proceed  with dinner!” 

The  nobles  began  talking  amongst  themselves  once  more. 

Frenzied  music  lilted  up  from  the  orchestra  arrayed  across  the

eastern  wall  of  the  ballroom.  Entertainers  in  brightly  colored patchwork  clothing  swarmed  amongst  the  nobles.  Men  and  women wearing  skull-caps  of  golden  cloth  began  barking  orders  to  their fellow servants. 

 Those  would  be  the  stewards,  I  suppose,   Raphael  thought. 

He  met  Gabriella’s  gaze  and  shrugged  apologetically.  To  his surprise,  the  princess  grinned  back  at  him.  Raphael  glanced  in Sylvia’s direction. The elf had a similar grin on her face. 

“Sylvia? Why are you grinning like that?” Raphael asked. “We didn’t get the king’s permission to bring Gabby with us.” 

“Oh, who needs Lucy’s permission anyway, the thickheaded, stubborn fool. We’re just going to—” the elf squealed as Eliza jabbed her in the ribs. 

“Stop. Talking,” Eliza demanded, spitting out each word with pronounced  vehemence.  She  turned  to  Raphael  and  gave  him  a nervous  smile.  “We’re  just  going  to  go  mingle  with  the  crowd, Raphael. See you later.” 

“Right now? And miss dinner?” Fenix asked. The battlemage was holding his fork and knife eagerly in his hands. 

“Eh,  who  needs  food  when  you’ve  got  booze?”  Sylvia laughed, took Eliza by the wrist, and swirled the both of them into the midst of bustling servants and chattering nobles. Shadows billowed, and then the two women were nowhere to be seen. 

“Did she just—” he began. 

“Use magic? Yes, she did,” Fenix said, looking down hungrily at the plate of garlic-braised steak that had been placed before him. 

Raphael  turned  back  to  Gabriella,  but  the  princess  was  no longer there. He couldn’t spot her among the crowd either. He cast his gaze about, only for it to fall on Cailee’s approaching figure. The crowd parted before her, the hungry gazes of noblemen and women alike clinging to her flesh as she passed them. 

Cailee wore a scandalously cut dress of dark silk that showed off  most  of  her  bosom  and  left  her  legs  bare  to  her  hips.  Emerald-

studded bangles circled her wrists. Scarlet cosmetics shadowed her eyes, setting their sapphire hue ablaze. Her platinum hair cascaded across her shoulders in intricate coils. 

Too  late,  Raphael  realized  that  his  clothes  were  the  same color  as  Cailee’s  dress.  He  turned  to  Koshi,  but  the  Dragon  Knight was  eating  and  chatting  amiably  with  Fenix  while  Rayne  picked pieces of brightly colored fruit out of their salad bowls. Raphael could expect no help from them. 

This was a battle he would have to fight alone. 

He met Cailee’s gaze as she came to a stop an arm’s length away from him. 

“Hello, Cailee,” he said. 

The elf smiled. “Nice shirt, Raphael.” 



Chapter 17







Just as Raphael steeled himself for another verbal joust with Cailee,  the  elf  touched  his  hand  and  leaned  her  head  close  to  his. 

Her breath brushed across his cheek like a fine feather. 

“Fei Xue won’t be here tonight,” she whispered. “We received word a few hours ago that she’s been delayed.” 

The scent of her perfume suffused his senses, as it did when they were alone in her carriage, and Raphael had to look to the light of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  Its  radiance  drove  the  heady  fog  from  his mind and calmed his racing blood. He met her gaze readily as she withdrew. 

“I  will  talk  to  her  some  other  time,  then,”  he  said.  “I’m  sure there will be other chances.” 

“Indeed  there  will  be.”  Cailee  spiraled  gracefully  to  his  side and slipped her arm through his. “In case you’re wondering—no, I’m not overly disappointed that you can’t begin fulfilling your promise to me. I’ve already waited for centuries, and I already know that this will be a long and winding process contingent on your dubious survival in the years to come.” 

“Dubious?” Raphael asked, allowing the elf to lead him away from the table where Fenix, Koshi, and Rayne feasted. 

“You   are  going  to  fight  ogres,  are  you  not?  And  if  you  live through that, countless more battles await you,” Cailee said to him, before  turning  away  to  smile  dazzlingly  at  a  cluster  of  nobles  who rose  to  greet  them.  “Count  Modena,  a  very  good  evening  to  you. 

What did you think of the evening’s events? We live in momentous times, do we not? Duchess Reggia, you look absolutely lovely in that dress. Is that the height of fashion in the coastal domains?” 

Raphael  found  himself  surrounded  by  a  dozen  men  and women  clad  in  complicated  clothes  that  dripped  with  lace  and  silk. 

Their  eyes  fell  on  him  as  Cailee  nodded  in  his  direction.  “Your Graces,  you  have  all  heard  Raphael,  son  of  Dragon  Knight  Koshi, speak. I present him to you now, so that you might converse with him more intimately.” 

An  expectant  air  fell  over  Raphael,  so  thick  he  could  feel  it hang over his shoulders. He knew what Cailee was trying to do: give him a chance to establish a reputation among the richest and most powerful people in Lucario. 

 I’ve  always  been  taught  to  value  and  find  virtue  in  humility, and there are plenty of commoners who take pride in scoffing at the airs  of  the  nobles,  he  thought.  But  this  is  different.  Like  it  or  not,  I have now caught their attention and judgment, and if I don’t speak to them properly, they might make life difficult for me and everyone else in the war party. 

“Hello, everyone,” Raphael said, nodding politely. “Thank you for listening to me just now.” 

“Are you really the Dragon Knight’s son?” a balding man with a gold-rimmed monocle asked, fussing idly with a sapphire pin above his breast pocket. 

“Lord Medici!” hissed a woman streaming with silken ribbons. 

“Whatever could you be insinuating?” 

“Nothing,” Medici replied. “It’s just so convenient that just as the Hell Drakes fight off yet another monumental threat to our realm, the Dragon Knight Koshi chooses to step out from the pages of myth and into the world of flesh, blood, and coin.” 

Raphael caught on immediately at the nobleman’s mention of coin. “Sir, did the King ask all of you to help with the payment for the Hell Drakes?” 

Medici  raised  an  eyebrow.  “You’re  sharp  one,  boy.  Yes,  he did. His majesty duly impressed upon us our obligations to the crown and  realm,  specifically  our  duty  to  bolster  his  coffers  with  ours  in times of need.” 

“You are a Lucarian too, are you not? And don’t you live here, in  Lucia  City?”  Raphael  asked.  At  Medici’s  dumbfounded  nod,  he continued.  “Then  didn’t  the  Hell  Drakes  also  protect  you,  at  great cost to themselves?” 

“They  were  obliged  to  do  so.”  Medici  sniffed  disdainfully. 

“Such is the lot of sellswords.” 

“That’s  true,  sir,”  Raphael  said.  “They  are  sellswords.  They sold their swords, and as their buyer, you had to pay for them. As is fair.” 

“Then  why  didn’t  the  King  ask  for  similar  contributions  from the  common  folk,  too?”  the  woman  with  ribbons  demanded. 

“Merchants,  sailors,  artisans,  laborers,  and  the  lot.  They  were defended by the Hell Drakes too, weren’t they?” 

“Countess Maria Uberti,” Cailee said, naming the woman and throwing a sidelong grin at Raphael. 

“But they did contribute, Lady Uberti,” Raphael told her. “You and your peers collect taxes, do you not? And you use these taxes to strengthen and defend the realm, which in this case, went toward paying for the Hell Drakes.” 

“An  affront  to  the  very  notion  of  chivalry!”  a  stout,  red-faced man blustered. He held a half-empty goblet in his hand, and Raphael had a feeling that the vessel had already seen a lot of wine tonight. 

“Needing  to  be  paid  to  do  the  right  thing.  Wanting  money  for defending the weak and the innocent. Putting a price on the sacred art of war.” 

“My  dear  Baron  Braccio  Vitelli.”  Cailee  placed  a  placating hand  on  the  man’s  shoulder.  “Would  you  have  stood  before  the undead hordes, blade in hand and lance at the ready, with courage and virtue your only recompense?” 

“I would!” Vitelli cried. “I was a knight in my youth, and I still am one, with a hundred lesser knights at my command!” 

“So where were they?” Raphael asked quietly. “I was outside the junkyard, fighting side-by-side with the bravest men and women

I’ve  ever  met  against  foes  too  terrible  for  death.  I  didn’t  see  any knights there.” 

Vitelli looked down shamefacedly. “I wanted to sally forth, but my men held me back, fearing for my safety. Truly, the state of our knighthood is appalling.” 

Raphael reached out and clasped the baron’s free hand wrist-to-wrist in the warrior’s salute. “I believe your words, sir, and I believe in your valor. You were held back from the fray on this occasion. You won’t be next time.” 

Vitelli blinked, surprised at Raphael’s gesture, but a crooked smile crept its way across his ruddy face. The baron nodded. “By the Crescent  Moon’s  mercies,  you’re  right.  Nothing  will  hold  me  back from  battle  when  it  next  calls.  Fortune  willing,  you  might  find  me fighting by your side then, Dragon Knight Raphael.” 

“I would be honored, sir,” Raphael said. 

“As  would  I!”  The  baron  roared  with  delight  and  raised  his goblet. “To your health, Dragon Knight!” 

Raphael raised the goblet that Cailee had somehow filled and thrust into his hands. “And to yours, sir.” 

Several other nobles joined in the toast as well, raising their voices and drinks in uproarious approval. As their cheers died down, Vitelli rubbed the back of his hand over his bleary eyes and put his goblet down. 

“All  accounts  portray  you  as  an  accomplished  warrior, Raphael,” he slurred. “Pray tell us, what weapon do you favor? The sword? The warhammer? Or the lance?” 

“I like the glaive,” Raphael said. “It’s got a good reach, and I can put a lot of force into my swings with it. I can cut or thrust with the  blade,  and  against  armor  or  shields,  I  can  smash  or  crush  with the butt.” 

“A  polearm-man,  I  see.”  Vitelli  burped  and  sat  down.  “You should come visit my estate sometime. I’ve been known to swing the

halberd  around.  We  can  exchange  pointers.  You  might  even  teach some of my useless knights something.” 

“I would be delighted, sir,” Raphael replied. 

“Are you married, Dragon Knight?” a noblewoman in her mid-thirties  inquired  as  she  pressed  her  body  up  against  Raphael,  a predatory gleam in her dark eyes. She twirled one brown lock of her intricately  curled  hair  in  a  finger  and  bit  gently  down  on  her  bottom lip. Though she was undeniably pretty, the sum effect of her words and bearing was more unsettling than alluring. 

“Oh, Viola. It is so good to see you, Your Grace,” Cailee said. 

“For  one  supposedly  bereaved  with  grief  at  your  husband’s  rather recent passing, you seem to be in excellent health and possessed of a heady spirit. Your resilience is truly inspiring. Duke Foscari surely married the right woman, though it was a shame he had to wait until he was eighty-three to find her.” 

Viola  shot  Cailee  a  venomous  glance,  and  to  Raphael’s horror,  she  put  her  arm  through  his,  so  that  Raphael  was  caught between  the  smug,  smirking  elf  on  one  side  and  the  noblewoman with hungry eyes on the other. 

“No, Your Grace, I am not married.” Raphael tried in vain to politely extricate himself from Viola’s grasp, but that proved to be an impossible task with Cailee hemming him in on the other side. 

“A betrothed, then?” Viola pressed. “Or at least a beloved? I find it hard to believe that no one has snatched up as marvelous a specimen as yourself.” 

“I  have  neither  of  those,  Your  Grace,”  Raphael  said.  “I  am only eighteen.” 

“Nearly half your age, Viola,” Cailee pointed out snidely. 

“And  not  even  the  barest  fraction  of  yours!”  the  duchess snapped. 

“Scowling ill befits you, Your Grace. I’ve heard it worsens the wrinkles  you  already  have,”  Cailee  said.  She  tapped  the  corner  of her own eye gently, calling attention to the timeless perfection of her

complexion. “I would recommend a cream or some sort of cosmetic so  that  you  might  better  hide  them…  except  I  know  naught  about such things, having no use for them.” 

Viola  recoiled  as  if  slapped.  She  withdrew  her  arm  from Raphael’s, spun on her heel, and stalked away, disappearing into the swirling crowd. Cailee tittered at the duchess’s departure. 

Countess  Uberti,  the  woman  dripping  with  lace,  chuckled. 

“Viola’s going to drop a small fortune on cosmetics again, I bet. And when she does, all her hanger-ons and sycophants are going to do the same. The markets are going to be interesting over the next few days.” 

“How fortuitous it is, then, that the royal treasury has already bought  ownership  shares  in  the  city’s  largest  cosmetic  shops.” 

Cailee  raised  her  goblet.  “Your  money  at  work,  ladies  and gentlemen, bringing to you three coins for every one you entrust to me.” 

The  gathered  nobles  cheered.  Cailee  nodded  to  them,  then began pulling Raphael away. “Well, it’s been pleasant, but our young hero has more people to meet and hearts to inspire.” 

“I’ll hold you to your promise, Dragon Knight!” Vitelli mumbled at  Raphael  amidst  a  shower  of  murmured  farewells  and  dismissals from the clustered dukes, counts, and barons. 

Raphael managed to respond with a somber nod before the crowd  swirled  over  Vitelli,  and  he  found  himself  surrounded  by  a different  host  of  nobles.  The  entire  cycle  of  veiled  insults, backhanded compliments, and drunken declarations began anew. 

By  the  time  Cailee  finally  pulled  him  away  from  the  guests and out into a small, adjoining courtyard underneath the open night sky, Raphael had spoken to several dozen nobles. Or rather, they’d spoken  at him, too obsessed with talking about themselves or trying to establish some leverage over him to actually hold a conversation. 

It  had  been  a  tiresome  experience,  but  it  had  also  taught Raphael several things. First, it was that a remarkably small number of people were able to greatly affect the lives and livelihood of many

others.  Raphael  suspected  that  the  same  was  true  in  many  other countries  besides  Lucario  too.  Second,  he  learned  that  it  was possible  to  earn  respect  through  insults  and  innuendo  rather  than courtesy and politeness. 

Last, but not least, he also came to the jarring realization that many  people  wanted  something  from  the  son  of  Dragon  Knight Koshi,  be  it  promises  of  support,  compliments  that  would  increase their  standing,  or,  as  Viola  Foscari  demonstrated,  something  far more intimate than Raphael was willing to provide, at least in such a transactional fashion. 

Now that many people knew his name, Raphael would need to keep his guard up whenever he met someone new, at least until he could be certain he was being addressed in good faith. 

“Well  done,”  Cailee  said.  “You  impressed  more  people  than you  annoyed  back  in  there,  and  you  certainly  disgusted  none.  For your  first  time  among  courtly  personages,  you  really  acquitted yourself quite well.” 

“Thanks?”  Raphael  sighed,  slumping  his  shoulders.  “I  just spoke my mind and tried to be fair and polite.” 

“A  novelty  among  a  crowd  with  such  rarefied  tastes,  to  be sure.”  Cailee  pushed  another  goblet  of  wine  into  Raphael’s  hands. 

“Your headstrong naivety will lose its charm with them in large doses though, so be sparing in its application. Use absence to magnify your presence.” 

 If I’m not around, they can’t find fault with me, and they might even build me up in their heads, especially if I left a good impression the  last  time.  Raphael  sipped  thoughtfully  at  his  drink,  savoring  its dry, spicy flavor.  If that happens, I can make an even bigger impact when I see them next, since they would have done much of my work for me already. 

“It’s all so tiring,” he said, shaking his head. “How do you do it, Cailee?” 

The elf tittered. “It’s an art, like any other. The more you do it, the better you get at it, and the less difficult it becomes. I have seen

firsthand  your  mastery  of   Ryu-Sui-Jutsu,  the  iconic  Yamato  close-quarters martial style. Was your first training session in it not equally tiring and draining?” 

“Ryu-Sui-Jutsu?”  Raphael  repeated.  “I  never  learned anything like that. Koshi taught me how to fight with my hands and feet.” 

“Koshi’s  name  is  of  Yamato  origin.  Looking  at  him,  it  is obvious he was born there, or at least in that region, long before any semblance of state or nationhood came to pass,” Cailee commented. 

“It doesn’t matter. My point stands, does it not?” 

“Yes,  it  does.”  Raphael  nodded.  “I  might  not  like  using slippery words with double meanings, but it’s a skill I have to learn, especially now.” 

Cailee  gifted  him  with  a  dazzlingly  genuine  smile,  then. 

“Excellent. You are truly sharp. I didn’t have to drive home the point that  you’re  a  mover  and  shaker  of  great  consequence  and  so  will now need to watch how and to whom you speak.” 

“You’re doing it now.” Raphael raised his goblet and quirked his eyebrow. 

“Touché.” Cailee chuckled, clinked her goblet against his, and took a sip together with him. 

“Thanks,  Cailee,”  Raphael  said.  “For  speaking  up  on Gabriella’s behalf and trying to persuade the King to let her go with us. It’s too bad things didn’t work out. I was worried that you’d object to  her  joining  us,  though.  I  definitely  didn’t  expect  you  to  do  the opposite.” 

The elf waved dismissively. “Oh, I  want you to take her with you. The princess and I don’t always see eye-to-eye, and in recent years, her influence over her father has been rivaling mine. Over the last  six  months  or  so,  she’s  been  constantly  pushing  for  military reform and the revitalization of Lucario’s knightly orders and magical academies,  at  the  expense  of  diverting  resources  from  my  trading and  commercial  endeavors.  My  job  will  be  so  much  easier  without her around.” 

Raphael  shook  his  head  and  laughed.  “I  can  definitely  see the  two  of  you  butting  heads.  But  perhaps  it’s  for  the  best.  We  are heading into danger, and if the crown princess gets hurt, so will the country.” 

Cailee  grinned.  “Not  necessarily.  If  Gabriella  doesn’t  return, I’ll just bear Lucian another child myself, who will count as enough of a  human  being  to  hold  my  curse-bond.  He’s  completely  infatuated with  me,  you  know,  the  poor  fool.  The  country  will  become  utterly mine,  then,  assuming  I  raise  the  brat  correctly  so  that  it  heeds  my every  whim.  Under  my  unfettered  reign,  Lucario’s  coffers  will overflow  with  gold,  and  even  the  lowliest  beggar  will  become  rich and fat.” 

The  elf  laughed  then.  It  was  a  musical  sound,  its  beauty  a stark  contrast  to  the  awful  nature  of  her  words.  “That  look  on  your face. Did what I say cause you so much offense? Was it about the fat beggar? Oh, I see. Perhaps it is the notion of me bearing Lucian’s child that so affronts you?” 

She leaned close, bringing her face near to Raphael’s. Once again, her perfume flooded his senses, and all he could see was the sapphire  hue  of  her  eyes,  bright  and  cold  beneath  the  moon’s radiance.  “Perhaps  you  would  rather  I  bore   you  a  child?  That’s assuming your kind can have offspring in the first place, of course.” 

Raphael  fought  down  an  urge  to  gulp  and  paw  at  the  cold sweat that ran down the back of his neck. Instead, he met Cailee’s gaze and kept his voice steady as he replied. “There’s only one way to find out.” 

“Indeed.  There’s  only  one  way  for  us  to  explore  that possibility.”  Color  bloomed  in  Cailee’s  pale  cheeks,  and  her  voice grew breathy as she spoke. “Ah, Raphael. Coy, yet bold. Charming, yet  sincere.  Confident,  yet  graceful.  With  some  polish,  you  would excel  at  statecraft  and  games  of  power.  I  can  see  you  atop  an imperial  throne,  extending  the  scepter  of  your  will  over  an  endless sea of worshippers who would give their lives for you.” 

 Me?  An  emperor?  Raphael  had  never  even  thought  of anything  like  that  before.  But  Cailee  had  planted  that  idea  in  his head, and he knew that it would stay there, at least for now. 

“I  see  you  find  that  notion  appealing.  Or  at  least,  you’re  not disgusted  at  it,”  she  said,  placing  a  finger  under  his  chin.  “That’s good.  For  a  while,  I  was  worried  you’d  be  a  puritanical  zealot  like every other would-be hero I’ve met, too self-righteous to realize that true power lies not in spells or steel, but in the ability to weave the hearts and minds of multitudes to your purpose.” 

“There are many kinds of power,” Raphael replied. “Some of them don’t interest me. Others do.” 

“Well, I am interested in your interest.” Cailee’s lips hovered over his, less than a hair’s breadth away. “I would—” 

“Hey,  Raphael!  There  you  are!”  Fenix’s  voice  rang  through the quiet night air. 

Raphael  turned  to  the  battlemage  as  he  approached,  his boot-heels  clicking  on  the  stone  tiles  of  the  courtyard.  Cailee’s  lips brushed  across  his  as  he  did  so.  The  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian heightened  the  sensation,  electrifying  his  senses  with  the  softness and moistness conveyed by his brief contact with the elf. 

“I  saved  you  a  plate  of  food.  Come  eat  it  before  it  gets—” 

Fenix’s feet stuttered to a halt as he came near enough to see how close Cailee and Raphael were standing. Too late, Raphael realized that the elf’s body was pressed against his, and her fingers were still under his chin. 

“Thanks,  Fenix,”  Raphael  said,  keeping  his  voice  calm  and level. He stepped away from Cailee. “I’ll be right there.” 

“Uh, sure.” The battlemage backed away, sketching a clumsy bow in Cailee’s direction. “Good evening, Lady Brightsoul.” 

And  then  Fenix  was  striding  back  into  the  ballroom,  his  red cape flaring in his wake. 

“That  look  on  your  face.”  Cailee  laughed  softly  as  Raphael turned  back  to  her.  She  tapped  her  lips  with  a  finger.  “Was  this

another of your firsts? I’m honored.” 

Raphael sighed. If this had been a bout between him and the elf,  it  was  one  that  he’d  surely  lost.  “I  learned  a  lot  tonight.  Thank you.” 

Cailee  raised  her  goblet  and  winked  at  him.  “You’re  very welcome. Go rejoin your friends. We will continue our… discussion if you return.” 

Raphael  clinked  his  goblet  against  hers  and  drained  its contents. “When I return. Good night, Cailee.” 

“Farewell, Raphael.” She smiled, and the burning blue of her eyes  stayed  with  him,  long  after  he  had  rejoined  Koshi,  Fenix,  and Rayne. 

Chapter 18







The streets were quiet by the time Raphael emerged from the palace  gates,  with  Koshi,  Fenix,  and  Rayne  in  tow.  The  moon  was nearing  its  zenith  in  the  sky,  mingling  its  cold  radiance  with  the orange glow of Lucia City’s streetlights. 

“Did  anyone  see  Eliza  and  the  elf  anywhere?”  Fenix  asked, patting his belly with a satisfied grunt as they made their way toward the  Guild  District.  The  battlemage  had  put  away  a  huge  amount  of food with Rayne’s enthusiastic assistance. 

Raphael  smiled  at  the  sight  of  the  faerie  dragon  perched languidly  on  Fenix’s  shoulder.  The  two  had  gotten  over  their differences,  it  seemed.  “No,  I  haven’t  seen  them  all  night.  Maybe they went back to the Guild House already.” 

“A  wise  choice  on  their  part  if  so,”  Koshi  said.  “We  have  an early  start  tomorrow,  so  we’d  be  best  served  by  turning  in  for  the night as soon as we can. But other than a few rough moments at the start, it has been a most pleasant evening. I haven’t eaten so well in years.” 

“I  wonder  what  the  food  will  be  like  when  we  arrive  in Uwajima. I bet it’s going to be more hardtack and water again.” Fenix sighed  alongside  Rayne,  both  of  them  equally  dismayed  at  the prospects of their provisions. “Oh well. I did sign up for this. Well, to use  the  term  those  snooty  stuffed  shirts  like  so  much,  it’s  a sellsword’s lot.” 

Rayne  cast  a  sidelong  glance  at  the  battlemage,  who chuckled. “Yes, yes,” Fenix said. “I know you’re not a sellsword. I’m sure Eliza has packed some dried fruit for you, so you’ll have that to look forward to.” 

“Honestly, I didn’t even know that faerie dragons ate anything until  very  recently,”  Koshi  commented.  “Then  again,  Platina  and  I never  really  spent  a  lot  of  time  with  any  of  them.  Rayne  is  the  first faerie dragon I’ve ever really met and gotten to know.” 

“And it’s been an honor so far, Knight Koshi,” Rayne chirped, purring in pleasure as Koshi reached out to scratch under its jaw. 

“Sometimes, I feel that it understands what we’re saying and that  it  somehow  talks  to  Raphael,”  Fenix  said.  “Like  right  there.  It definitely responded to Koshi’s comment.” 

“Rayne talks to Koshi and me,” Raphael admitted. “Though I don’t always quite understand what it’s saying.” 

“I’m not going to lie, Raphael.” Fenix glanced uneasily at the faerie dragon. “That does make me uncomfortable. It reminds me of all those stories about people who start off talking to animals, such as  wolves,  and  then  end  up  turning  into  some  kind  of  warped, twisted version of said beast.” 

“You’ve seen my dragon aspect before, so you’re not too far off.” Koshi laughed. “And besides, lycanthropes are not dragons.” 

“Well,  yes.  You  and  Raphael  don’t  go  around  biting  other people  and  turning  them  into  dragons,  too.”  Fenix  shrugged. 

“Though  if  you  did,  the  ogres  in  Uwajima  wouldn’t  stand  a  chance. 

Imagine a legion of fire-breathing dragons swooping down on them. 

It’d all be over in a flash.” 

“A dragon force, eh?” Koshi cupped his chin thoughtfully. “I’ve heard Platina speak of such things before. It has only occurred once, when  the  world  itself  was  young.  Ten  thousand  dragons  flew  in unison against a creature known as the Void Tyrant. They drove the monster  away,  but  only  two  survived  the  battle.  Platina  was  still barely more than a hatchling when that story was old, so wisps and shadows of whispered hearsay are all she knows of it.” 

“I’ve never heard of anything like that before,” Fenix said, his eyes  widening  with  awe.  He  turned  to  Raphael.  “Can  you  imagine the sight of a dragon force in flight?” 

“I can. It would be amazing,” Raphael replied, an excited grin spreading across his face before a sobering notion hit him. “But I just thought about what they would be flying against. It would have to be powerful and dangerous enough to pose a threat to the whole world, like the Void Tyrant.” 

“Don’t be such a downer.” Fenix nudged Raphael lightly with his elbow. “Nothing like that exists. As Koshi said, even Platina the Justicebringer  wasn’t  sure  about  whether  a  dragon  force  ever  took flight.” 

“It  did,”  Rayne  sent,  its  mental  voice  uncharacteristically somber.  “So  many  fell  that  day,  so  long  ago.  The  strongest  and wisest  of  dragons  reduced  to  death  and  ruin.  All  that  pain  and suffering, only for a short reprieve.” 

 Short  reprieve?  Raphael  exchanged  a  glance  with  Koshi. 

“How old was Platina when you met her, Koshi?” 

“Eight thousand, seven hundred, and sixty-four, in the prime of her life,” he said. “Which means that the dragon force took flight many,  many  draconic  generations  ago,  since  dragons  have  perfect memories and have a tendency to let truth turn to hearsay through their own secretive nature rather than forgetfulness.” 

Raphael couldn’t even begin to imagine the scale of time. He met Rayne’s gaze. “How do you know all this?” 

“I  know  this  because  I  must,  Magus,  to  serve  you,”  Rayne replied, swishing its tail lazily. 

“Well, I’m just a short-lived human,” Fenix said as they began heading  down  the  final  stretch  of  streets  that  would  return  them  to the Guild District. “I don’t think about time like that. If the world ever meets a threat that only a dragon force can handle, I almost certainly won’t be around by then. I… wait. Is that Eliza?” 

Raphael followed Fenix’s gaze. It was indeed Eliza. She had changed out of her dress and into the stout, plain tunic that she wore beneath her armor, and she was jogging toward them. 

“Hey, Eliza. We didn’t see you at the party,” Fenix began as Eliza  approached  within  earshot.  “It’s  a  shame.  You  should  have

seen how Raphael and Lady Brightsoul worked the crowd, and then they—” 

Rayne wrapped its tail around the battlemage’s mouth before he could finish his sentence. 

“Thank you, Rayne,” Raphael sent. 

“You’re  very  welcome,  Magus,”  the  faerie  dragon  replied. 

“This one talks too much, sometimes. It would do him some good to be quiet for a bit.” 

Raphael chuckled and shook his head. 

“Hey,  everyone,”  Eliza  said,  holding  up  Sylvia’s  Pocket Dimension Prism. “All our gear and supplies are inside, and so are Cyrano and Ginerva. Ginerva’s the one currently holding the pocket dimension active. And yes, Fenix, I went by your room and picked up your  knapsack.  It’s  in  the  pocket  dimension  as  well.  We  have  to leave for Uwajima now. Sylvia will catch up with us mid-flight.” 

“Now?  Why?”  Raphael  asked.  “I  mean,  I  don’t  mind,  but  I thought we were going to leave tomorrow, early in the morning.” 

“The Guild Master said that there’s a nice north-easterly wind now, which will last for the next twelve or so hours,” Eliza explained. 

“If we take to the skies right away, the journey will be much easier on Koshi, and we will make much better time.” 

Koshi  looked  up  to  the  night  sky.  A  smile  spread  across  his face.  “Yes,  I  can  feel  it.  The  wind  will  fill  my  wings  and  lighten  my flight if we leave soon.” 

“Huh.” Fenix entangled Rayne’s tail from his mouth. “If that’s the  case,  then  let’s  go.  The  sooner  we  get  to  our  destination,  the sooner we can start our work. What do you think, Raphael?” 

Raphael  studied  Koshi  and  Fenix.  The  latter’s  eyes  were filled  with  excitement,  much  of  which  Raphael  shared  in.  After  all, they were going on another adventure. 

Koshi seemed eager to leave, too. His heavenward gaze was directed at something far, far away. 

 The  sky  is  calling  to  him,  Raphael thought.    He  wants  to  fly, free and fast as a dragon should. 

He nodded. “Alright. Let’s head out.” 

As soon as Raphael made that declaration, golden light flared around  Koshi’s  shoulders  and  coalesced  into  a  pair  of  draconic wings.  He  took  Fenix  by  the  wrist  and  held  out  his  other  hand  to Raphael. 

Raphael  nodded.  He  clasped  Koshi’s  hand  in  his  and wrapped his other arm around Eliza’s waist, drawing a surprised yelp from her. 

“Wait. You’re not going to fly like that all the way to Uwajima, are you?” Fenix asked, a tremulous note entering his voice. 

“Of  course  he  isn’t,”  Eliza  said.  “He  can’t  transform  in  the middle of the street without crushing all the houses in sight. He’s got to do that high up in the air, where he’s got enough room.” 

“Oh,  that  makes  sense.  I—”  Fenix’s  words  turned  into  an incomprehensible  squeak  as  Koshi  ascended,  pulling  everyone  up with him. The radiance of his wings lit up the night sky as he soared higher and higher. 

Rayne  squealed  with  glee.  Raphael  glanced  at  Eliza.  Her eyes were wide, but her features were resolute and determined. She met his gaze and gave him a slight nod. 

A  few  heartbeats  after  Koshi  had  flown  clear  of  the  tallest building  within  eyeshot,  he  swung  his  hands  up  and  let  go,  hurling everyone he carried into the air above him. Eliza gasped and clung tightly to Raphael as they tumbled upward through emptiness. Fenix placed his hands over his mouth and muffled a scream. 

The light blazing from Koshi’s wings grew brighter, enveloping his  entire  body.  A  sudden  thunderclap  cracked,  and  a  tremendous rush  of  air  cast  Raphael,  along  with  everyone  else,  higher  into  the sky. And suddenly, a broad, leathery back covered in gleaming black scales was rushing up to meet them. 

Raphael  landed  deftly  atop  Koshi’s  back,  Eliza  in  his  arms. 

Fenix  slammed  face-first  onto  a  mass  of  dragon  scales.  Rayne alighted  beside  him  and  snickered  at  the  battlemage’s  bruised forehead  and  nose.  Massive  wings  stretched  out  on  either  side  of Raphael.  They  beat  once,  binding  the  winds  to  their  will,  and  then the war party was soaring through the night, astride Koshi the black dragon. 

“Make yourselves comfortable,” Koshi said, glancing over his shoulder  back  at  them  with  a  single,  gigantic  red  eye.  As  before,  a bubble  of   Ryu-To-Ki  sprang  into  being  over  his  back,  keeping  the worst of the rushing wind from tearing anyone from his or her perch. 

“Swing by the eastern tower of the palace, Koshi,” Eliza said. 

“Sylvia will join us there.” 

“Understood.”  A  note  of  amusement  was  evident  in  the dragon’s  rumbling  voice  as  he  banked  eastward,  then  swooped  in the palace’s direction. 

“She’s  bringing  Gabby  with  her,  isn’t  she?”  Raphael  said. 

“That’s why you two weren’t there for the entire ball, and neither was Gabby.” 

“Yes,”  Eliza  confirmed,  smiling.  “Gabby’s  coming  with  us  on this adventure.” 

“What?” Fenix gasped and clutched the sides of his face. “Did you just make us party to a royal kidnapping? That’s a capital crime! 

I’ll  never  be  able  to  return  to  Lucario  again!  This  morning  was  the last time I saw my family! The King will have all of us beheaded!” 

Raphael  thought  back  to  what  Cailee  said  about  having Gabby join them and the fact that she had Lucian the Fourth twisted around her finger. He shook his head. “No, I think things will turn out alright with the King, as long as Gabby comes home safely. He used to be an adventurer himself, didn’t he? He’s going to be so proud of her when she returns in triumph.” 

“I  hope  you’re  right,  Raphael.”  Fenix  sighed,  clawed  his  hat off his head, and put it in his lap. “I don’t want to move to the Yamato Republic, Mirak, or the Chimeric Empire just yet.” 

“That  wouldn’t  do  you  any  good,”  Eliza  said,  grinning.  “All those  countries  have  extradition  treaties  with  Lucario.  You’ll  be  on the run for life if the King is bent on beheading you.” 

“I’ll  go  live  with  the  elves  in  the  Misty  Green,  then,”  Fenix grumbled.  “Or  maybe  not.  Imagine  a  thousand  Sylvias  as  your neighbors. I’d prefer the headsman’s axe.” 

“I  don’t  think  all  elves  are  like  her.”  Raphael  chuckled.  He caught movement in the corner of his eye then, and he cast his gaze toward  it.  Something  silver  gleamed  amidst  the  night  as  it  hurtled toward them. 

“Speak of the demon,” Fenix said, following Raphael’s regard. 

“Here she comes... and with our death sentences in tow as well.” 

Sylvia streaked toward them, her feet balanced deftly on the flat  of  her  massive,  leaf-bladed  flying  sword.  Gabriella  was  behind the  elf,  her  arms  wrapped  around  Sylvia’s  waist  as  she  held  on  for dear life. 

Both of them had changed their clothes. Sylvia was wearing her armor, its silver plates repaired and burnished past the point of gleaming.  Gabriella  was  clad  in  stout  traveling  robes  of  white  and blue. 

“Hey  everyone!”  Sylvia  called,  her  words  barely comprehensible  amidst  the  rushing  wind.  “Glad  you  could  make  it! 

The  guardsmen  and  household  knights  were  getting  really  antsy back there!” 

“You  didn’t  hurt  any  of  them,  did  you?”  Fenix  demanded  as Sylvia and Gabriella landed on Koshi’s back. 

“Well, nothing beyond a few bruises. One of them might walk funny for a day or two, but that’s about it,” the elf replied, gesturing in the air. A swirl of purple light manifested before her fingers, roughly twice  the  width  of  her  palm.  It  fell  over  her  sword.  Both  arcane radiance and enchanted blade vanished. 

“Great. Just great. Kidnapping and assaulting guardsmen and knights.” Fenix turned to the back of Koshi’s massive head. “With all

due respect, sir, you’ve now joined the ranks of the many storybook dragons with a penchant for kidnapping princesses.” 

“That’s  what  they  are,”  Koshi  rumbled.  “Storybook  dragons. 

Actual  dragons  have  never  kidnapped  princesses.  They  have  no reason to. That’s why I never understood those tales.” 

“Yeah, me neither,” Gabriella interjected, her voice still shaky from  her  nerve-wracking  flight  on  Sylvia’s  sword.  It  grew  stronger with  every  word  that  rolled  from  her  lips.  “And  then  the  dragons being  beaten  by  knights?  That’s  utterly  ridiculous,  at  least  if  we’re talking about Lucarian knights. A bunch of fatuous wastrels, one and all.” 

“My  father  was  a  knight  of  Lucario,”  Eliza  said  quietly.  “He taught me everything I know about weapons and combat.” 

“With  notable  exceptions,  of  course.”  The  princess  reached out  and  squeezed  Eliza’s  hands.  “I’m  sure  he  is  as  valorous  and brave as you are. What’s his name? Which barony or royal division does he serve in?” 

“His name was Luca Valente, and in the final days of his life, he served as a knight errant and hedge knight, with no holdings to his name and no possessions beyond his blade, his steed, and his daughter’s love. He fought for truth and justice with his every breath.” 

Eliza smiled and squeezed Gabriella’s hands back. “He would have loved to meet you. If only he had the chance.” 

“And  I  would  have  loved  to  meet  him,  too.”  Gabriella  said. 

“Luca  Valente,  eh?  Of  House  Valente?  The  barony  in  northern Lucario? But then why would he be a hedge knight? Unless he was somehow disinherited? But—” 

“I’ll  tell  you  all  about  it  sometime.”  Eliza  turned  to  the sweeping, infinite vastness of the open skies, and Raphael followed her  gaze.  “Let’s  all  enjoy  this  moment  now,  as  we  step  off  the precipice and dive into another adventure!” 

Koshi  took  them  beyond  the  outer  bounds  of  the  Lucia  City within minutes, and as the outskirt households and shops turned into

open fields of wheat and clusters of barns, he rose even higher into the sky. 

With  Rayne  perched  on  his  shoulder,  Raphael  whooped  in delight  as  they  breached  the  clouds.  Gabriella  and  Eliza  gasped wondrously at the moon. Never had it seemed so close before. 

“Can  you  reach  such  heights  on  your  sword,  elf?”  Koshi asked, his query laced with the slightest tinge of smugness. 

“No, I can’t!” Sylvia threw her hands up and shrieked joyously, not a single contentious note in her voice. “This is amazing! Koshi, you are a wonder! How aren’t we freezing this high up?” 

“My  Ryu-To-Ki bubble keeps the chill at bay too.” The dragon chuckled. “Now, steady yourselves, everyone. I’m going to catch the wind and join it in its journey!” 

Fenix curled himself up into a ball. His fingers held onto one of  Koshi’s  scales  in  a  white-knuckled  grip.  “Oh,  Goddess  of  the Crescent Moon! Guide my way to eternal rest if I die tonight!” 

Raphael  crouched  down  beside  the  battlemage.  “You’ve ridden  on  Koshi’s  back  before,  haven’t  you?  As  long  as  you  don’t jump out of this  Ryu-To-Ki bubble, you should be fine. He’s actually holding us in place with it.” 

“Never  hurts  to  hedge  your  bets,  Raphael.”  Fenix  licked  his lips  nervously.  “And  I’ve  been  neglecting  my  prayers  recently anyway, so now’s as good a time as any to catch up! Maybe I’ll use the rest of the flight to bank a few excess ones too.” 

Raphael  shook  his  head  and  laughed.  Somehow,  he  didn’t think  the  gods  worked  like  that,  even  one  as  blessedly  merciful  as Luna, the Goddess of the Crescent Moon. 

“Ready?” Koshi called, receiving a chorus of affirmations from everyone in response, even Fenix. 

The dragon folded his wings back along his body and drifted sideways  in  his  flight.  Then  he  spread  them  once  more.  Raphael heard their leathery membranes creak as they filled with rushing air. 

They shot forward, blasting through the skies. 

Chapter 19







Koshi flew through the night, covering vast distances. Sylvia fell  asleep  within  the  first  hour  of  their  departure,  and  Fenix  and Gabriella  soon  joined  her  in  slumber,  with  Rayne  snoozing  in  the latter’s embrace. 

“We  must  have  covered  hundreds  of  miles  by  now,”  Eliza said. The first rays of sunlight had begun coloring the clouds beneath Koshi in the warm dawn hues of pink and orange. 

“Indeed,” Koshi confirmed. “At this rate, we should be able to reach  Samani  by  this  evening.  The  wind  currents  were  truly  a blessing, for I would have needed thrice the time to cover this much distance.” 

“Should we land somewhere for you to rest, Koshi?” Raphael asked.  “I  know  you’ve  been  riding  the  wind,  but  you’ve  still  been flying nonstop for the whole night. Aren’t you tired?” 

Koshi  glanced  over  his  shoulder,  his  red  eye  gleaming  with amusement.  “I’m  fine.  In  fact,  I’ve  never  felt  better.  Dragons  have been known to cross the breadth of the world in a single sustained flight. I haven’t even begun to feel any fatigue yet.” 

“Alright,” Raphael said. “Just let us know if you need to stop. 

It  might  be  a  good  idea  for  us  to  do  so  anyway,  even  if  you  don’t need to, so we can put on our armor and get our weapons ready.” 

“That’s a good point, Raph. We did depart in quite the hurry.” 

Koshi angled his head and looked downward. “I can see farmsteads and mills beneath the clouds, so landing here might not be the best idea. I’ll stop at the next remote location I find.” 

“Yes,  let’s  do  that.”  Raphael  nodded.  The  war  party  didn’t need to frighten any hapless farmers and their livestock by landing a massive black dragon in their midst. 

Eliza  unfurled  a  small  map  she’d  retrieved  from  her  belt pouch. “Would you say we’re past Lucario’s northeastern border yet, Koshi? Perhaps even across the central Chimeric colonial territories and somewhere beyond Taheru City?” 

“Yes.  We  passed  Taheru  an  hour  ago,  and  we  should  be flying  over  Nihako  now,”  Koshi  rumbled.  “It’s  been  nearly  eight centuries since I last visited Yamato. Things have changed so much since then.” 

“Koshi, Lady Brightsoul said that you must have been born in Yamato,” Raphael said. “Would this be a homecoming for you?” 

“No, not really, Raph,” Koshi replied. “Yes, I was born in the region  where  Yamato  now  lies,  but  that  was  nearly  two  thousand years  ago.  There  was  no  Yamato  then,  only  clusters  of  fishing villages along the coasts and rice fields further inland. I’ve only been back a few times over the course of my life, and only briefly on each occasion. I bear this realm no particular kinship, though I stand ready and eager to defend its people from the ogres.” 

“Also, the way we fight with our hands and feet is called  Ryu-Sui-Jutsu in Yamato. Maybe we’ll find other people who fight like us there, too,” Raphael said. 

Koshi glided across a cluster of clouds, the rising sun at his right shoulder. “Oh? Yes, I do recall that Yamato does have several prominent martial traditions, with  Ryu-Sui-Jutsu  being one of them. I have no knowledge of the inner workings and cultural particularities of   Ryu-Sui-Jutsu,  though.  What  we  trained  in  was  simply  how  the people in my village defended themselves, thousands of years ago, and  it  was  a  fairly  widespread  and  commonly  known  set  of techniques.” 

“Perhaps  it’s  been  codified  since  then  and  passed  on  to generation  after  generation  of  practitioners,  as  is  the  case  with  all worthy martial techniques,” Eliza wondered. She placed a finger on her  map.  “Alright,  let’s  see.  If  we’ve  just  passed  Nihako,  then  we should be roughly around here. A series of plateaus should come up

shortly if we keep heading in this direction. It’s pretty rough terrain for overland travel, so there won’t be too many prying eyes there.” 

“I’ll  watch  out  for  it,”  Koshi  agreed.  He  narrowed  his  eyes shortly  after  speaking,  though.  “I  think  it’s  coming  up.  I  can  see  a cluster of plateaus ridden by chasms ahead, but it’ll be several more minutes of flying before we arrive.” 

“We’re  not  too  far  from  the  Uwajima  region,  actually,”  Eliza continued,  peering  at  the  map.  “In  fact,  if  we  veer  off  our  current course  and  fly  there  now,  we  will  arrive  at  the  Hell  Drakes  forward base  sooner  than  we  would  at  Samani.  But  I  understand  that  we need to meet with Premier Matsumoto’s representatives there first.” 

Raphael  studied  the  map  as  Eliza  handed  it  to  him.  “Or  we could  just  head  directly  to  the  forward  base  and  send  a  message about  our  change  in  plans  to  Samani  later.  I’m  sure  the  premier wouldn’t  mind.  Hey,  this  cluster  of  plateaus  is  right  on  the southernmost  border  of  the  Uwajima  region,  but  it’s  not  part  of  the defensive  line.  There  are  no  outposts  or  camps  close  enough  to guard or patrol it.” 

“Probably  because  it  cannot  be  traversed  on  foot,”  Eliza pointed out. “And harpies can’t fly far enough to cross that area and launch  an  attack  anywhere  significant  further  inland.  Still,  though  it isn’t quite enemy territory, it’s close enough that we have to be wary when we land. Neither should we stay overlong.” 

“I  agree,”  Koshi  said.  “We’re  nearly  there,  so  I’ll  be  landing shortly.  Once  we  do,  let’s  gear  up,  and  then  be  on  our  way  once more.” 

“Got it, Koshi. I’ll go wake the others.” Raphael got to his feet and  went  over  to  Fenix.  A  gentle  shake  had  the  battlemage murmuring to wakefulness. Eliza did the same to Gabriella, then to Sylvia. 

Koshi swooped down onto the largest stretch of flat, reddish rock within eyeshot. He dismissed his  Ryu-To-Ki bubble, allowing the morning  air  to  wrap  everyone  in  its  chill  embrace,  and  lowered  his wings, so that the war party could clamber off his back. 

As soon as Sylvia was standing on solid ground, she tapped the  side  of  her  Pocket  Dimension  Prism,  and  its  enchantment unraveled in a swirl of prismatic light. Cyrano and Ginerva appeared in their midst, standing beside a stack of knapsacks, weapons, and suits of armor. 

The  two  veteran  Hell  Drakes  gaped  in  awe  at  the  sight  of Koshi,  who  greeted  them  with  polite  nods  of  his  massive,  horned head. Cyrano was the first to regain his composure, though, and he started passing out the knapsacks among the others. 

“Rest stop, I presume?” he said to Raphael. “Good call. We want to head into any situation as fresh and as prepared as possible. 

Ginerva! Stop gawking, woman! It’s impolite. Come and help me with this.” 

The  metal  mage  nodded  numbly  and  turned  away,  only  to freeze  and  gasp  at  the  sight  of  Gabriella.  “You  brought  the  crown princess of Lucario along? Does the King know about this?” 

“Yes, he does,” Gabriella replied irritably. 

“And his majesty is fine with you being here, heartbeats away from getting torn apart by ogres?” Ginerva persisted. 

“Well, not exactly.” The princess shrugged. “But he’ll get over it.” 

Ginerva  sighed  and  slumped  her  shoulders.  “Oh.  Oh  no. 

We’re going to get beheaded for kidnapping a royal, aren’t we?” 

“See  what  I  mean?”  Fenix  hissed,  grabbing  Raphael  by  the shoulders. “Anyone with any sense at all thinks this!” 

“It’ll  be  fine,  Fenix.  I  promise,”  Raphael  replied,  pushing  a knapsack into the battlemage’s arms. 

As Sylvia, Fenix, and the veterans divided vials of Spell Dust amongst  themselves,  Raphael  removed  his  leather  armor  from  its paper wrapping and laid it out before him on the stone. It was darker in  hue  than  the  suits  he’d  taken  from  the  Guild  House’s  armory. 

Runes had been cut into the leather surfaces of the cuirass, bracers, and  shin  guards.  Raphael  picked  up  a  bracer  and  ran  his  fingers

down its length. The piece of armor seemed harder, yet also lighter, a testament to Connell Cadogan’s craftsmanship. 

The  same  was  true  of  his  glaive  as  well.  The  weapon  was lighter in his grasp, and its curved blade bore runic engravings down its  back.  Raphael  examined  the  polearm’s  steel-capped  butt  and found runes there, too. He smiled at the quality of Cadogan’s work. 

“This is great, Raphael!” Eliza said, walking over to him. She was clad in a suit of scaled plate, and she held a sallet helmet with a hinged  visor  under  her  right  arm.  A  rapier  and  mace  hung  at  her hips, and she had a crossbow and two quivers of bolts slung across her back. She tapped her breastplate with a gauntleted finger. “This weighs  almost  nothing.  I  don’t  think  I’ve  worn  better  armor  before. 

Thanks, Raphael.” 

“I’m sure you’ll put it to good use. I’ve got gear for Koshi too, but  I  suppose  we  can  just  bring  it  along  with  us  for  now,  since there’s…”…”  Raphael’s  words  trailed  off  as  Koshi’s  form  was enveloped in golden light once more. 

When it faded, Koshi was standing there, once more clad in his dark robes. He grinned as Raphael jogged over to him. 

“The Guild Master also gave me this,” Koshi said, holding up a  small  blue  stone  pendant  hanging  around  his  neck.  “I’m  not  sure how  it  works,  but  I  can  change  forms  without  worrying  about  my clothes or anything I carry.” 

“That’s  a  Minor  Holding  enchantment,  crafted  by  some  top notch Spatial Magic,” Fenix said, tucking a cluster of Spell Dust vials into  his  leathers.  “Upon  activation,  it  shunts  all  your  carried possessions into an extremely small pocket dimension, then throws everything back where it once was on deactivation. It seems like it’s been tuned so that its effects kick in when you transform, Koshi, and vice versa when you’re human again.” 

“I see. That’s very helpful indeed. Truly, Yun Shen is a master of  his  craft.”  Koshi  nodded,  putting  the  pendant  away.  “Now,  let’s take a look at my equipment.” 

Koshi’s  leather  armor  was  similar  to  Raphael’s,  just  cut  to different proportions. 

Koshi  put  his  hand  on  Raphael’s  shoulder  and  sighed wistfully. “I was just thinking about how tiny you used to be. I could carry you in one arm. And now look at you, nearly a full head taller than me and so much broader across the shoulders.” 

“You  made  sure  I  grew  up  big  and  strong,  Koshi.”  Raphael smiled and held up Koshi’s cuirass. “Here, let me help you with this.” 

It  took  a  few  minutes  for  Koshi  to  put  on  his  runic  leather armor and adjust its straps and buckles to his satisfaction. He then held  up  his  bow  and  subjected  it  to  his  critical  regard.  “A  decent horn-and-wood  composite  design,  with  sensibly  placed  absorbent springs. Nice finish on the surface as well, and a deft touch on the lamination.  I  have  seen  better,  but  this  is  a  fine  weapon,  Raphael. 

Well done in obtaining it.” 

“Thanks,  Koshi.  Here  is  a  pair  of  quivers  too.”  Raphael helped Koshi strap the quivers across his back. “Hmm. I thought I’d bought  two  hundred  arrows  and  bolts  each.  This  can’t  be  all  there is.” 

“They  should  all  be  there,”  Eliza  said,  pointing  to  a  rune  on Koshi’s  quiver.  “That’s  a  basic  spatial  enchantment.  Mine  are  the same.  The  enchantment  is  nowhere  near  as  potent  as  the  one  on Koshi’s pendant, but it should easily allow a hundred arrows or bolts to fit into each quiver.” 

“Connell  Cadogan’s  wares  are  excellent,”  Raphael  said, resolving  to  visit  the  armsmith  again  if  he  needed  to  buy  any  more weapons and armor in the future. 

“Yeah,  he’s  got  good  stuff.”  Cyrano  patted  the  war  pick strapped  to  his  hip.  Raphael  had  seen  the  armsman  wield  that weapon after he’d lost his flail. “Got this from him a few years ago, and it’s served me well ever since. Anyway, it’s your turn to put on your armor. Switch out that silk shirt for the light gambeson padding beside the cuirass, or everything will chafe.” 

“Got it. Thanks, Cyrano.” Raphael returned to his armor and stripped off his shirt. As he picked up the padded undergarment, he felt  eyes  on  his  back.  He  turned  around,  only  to  see  Gabriella  and Sylvia’s unabashed stares. 

“Oh my,” the princess said. 

“I know, right?” the elf agreed, smirking. “Oh my.” 

“If the two of you are so free, then you can help sort out and distribute  the  rations  and  potion  belts!”  a  glowering  Eliza  barked, ushering the two women back toward the stack of supplies. 

“I know you’re a real heartthrob, Raphael,” Fenix said, “but I don’t  need  to  remind  you  that  toying  with  the  princess  is  also  a capital crime, do I?” 

“No, you don’t,” Raphael replied, shrugging on his armor and adjusting  its  straps  under  Cyrano’s  expert  scrutiny.  By  the  time  he was done, all the supplies had been distributed. Raphael hefted his knapsack, shifting his shoulders under the weight of its straps. 

“Alright, are we all set?” Sylvia asked. “Let’s get going, then. 

Onward to Samani!” 

“Actually,  Sylvia,  I  was  wondering  what  everyone’s  thoughts are on heading directly to the Hell Drakes forward base in Uwajima instead.” Raphael took out Eliza’s map and unfurled it. “Let me show you where we are—” 

“Sounds great to me! Let’s go there instead right now!” the elf declared, before Raphael could continue his explanation. 

“Wait.” Ginerva peered at the map. “If we head to the forward base in a straight line from here, we’ll be crossing into territory under enemy control. That’s not a good idea.” 

“Yeah, but we’ll be going by air,” Cyrano pointed out. “Goblin riders  won’t  catch  us,  and  harpies  can’t  fly  that  high  either.  I  don’t think any ogre mage or archer has a long enough reach to bring us down from above the clouds, so we should be fine.” 

“But  we’re  supposed  to  check  in  with  the  Yamato  premier first,  aren’t  we?”  Fenix  said.  “Those  were  the  Guild  Master’s

instructions.  We’re  operating  in  a  foreign  country,  after  all,  and  we can’t just cross its borders as we please.” 

“Well,  to  get  here,  we  flew  across  many  Chimeric  colonial territories and several Yamato cities,” Gabriella interjected. “If you’re worried  about  violating  international  borders,  we’re  far  past  that point.” 

“Flying  above  a  country’s  cloud  canopy  is  different  from landing on its soil, especially if we’re doing so to conduct a military operation,”  Fenix  protested.  “I  thought  you  of  all  people  should  be aware of that, Gabriella.” 

“Hmm?”  the  princess  said.  “Not  that  I  don’t  appreciate  you finally speaking to me like a human being, snarky though your tone might be, but what happened to that obnoxious obsequiousness  of yours, Fenix? You looked like such an idiot in the ballroom.” 

“That  was  because  we  were  surrounded  by  dukes,  counts, and  the  like  at  a  royal  event,”  Fenix  replied.  “And  I’m  just  a commoner.  It’s  different  out  here.  We’re  Hell  Drakes,  professional dealers of death for profit and glory. And for all intents and purposes, you’re  just  an  amateur  tagalong,  your  contribution  in  the  junkyard notwithstanding.” 

“Amateur?  Tagalong?”  Gabriella’s  voice  rose  in  pitch  and volume. “Why you arrogant—” 

A  massive  shadow  swooped  over  the  war  party  then, momentarily blocking out the sun. 

“What  was  that?”  Fenix  demanded,  opening  his  palms  and calling forth a cluster of Explosive Orbs into existence. 

Koshi  turned  his  gaze  skyward,  scanning  the  heavens  with his  draconic  vision.  “Whatever  it  is,  it’s  fast.  Much  faster  than  me. 

And a bit larger, too.” 

“Ready  yourself  for  battle,”  Cyrano  growled,  unhitching  his flail.  “We  are  under  attack.  Raphael,  take  point  beside  me.  Mages, and you, auxiliary Eliza, get behind us.” 

Raphael hurried to the veteran armsman’s side, even as the rest of the war party followed Cyrano’s instructions. Ginerva arrayed Fenix slightly in front of her while Gabriella stood a few steps back, right beside Eliza. 

The sight heartened Raphael and made him thankful for the veterans’ presence. He looked to the skies too, hoping to spot what Koshi was searching for. 

And  there  it  was,  some  kind  of  shapeless,  amorphous  blob drifting  in  the  sky.  It  seemed  to  turn,  then,  angling  itself  toward  the war party. 

“It must have spotted us when it passed by, and now it’s lining up an attack run, just like a wild gryphon would,” Cyrano grunted. 

“That  thing  is  far  too  big  to  be  a  gryphon,”  Ginerva  pointed out. 

“Eh. Nothing we can’t handle,” Sylvia gestured in the air and chanted a few arcane syllables. Purple light formed a spiral in the air before her once more, and she withdrew her massive sword from its swirling depths. “Probably another monstrosity the ogres cooked up with their dark magic.” 

“No, it isn’t.” Koshi gritted his teeth. “It’s not a creature of the ogres. That thing is a chimera!” 

 Chimera? Monsters created by the Emperor specifically to kill dragons?  Raphael  began  to  ask  Koshi  how  he  knew  for  sure,  only for Koshi to shoulder his bow and leap into the air. Golden wings of light  burst  from  his  shoulder  blades  once  more,  taking  him  higher skyward. 

Koshi roared then. It was a dragon’s roar, echoing across the broken surface of the plateaus and shaking the heavens. His entire body blazed with golden light, and then he was a dragon once more, dark and magnificent, power incarnate. He snapped his wings back as he charged through the skies, intent on intercepting the chimera. 

“Rayne! I need you to fly me up there too!” Raphael sent. “I have to help Koshi!” 

“By your will, Magus.” The faerie dragon hopped off his perch from  Raphael’s  shoulder.  Blue  light  enveloped  his  tiny  form,  and when it faded, Rayne was the size of a large horse, wide and strong enough to carry Raphael into the air. 

Before he could mount the faerie dragon, a tremendous crash tore  through  the  skies,  loud  enough  to  rattle  his  teeth  in  his  skull. 

Raphael  looked  up,  only  to  see  Koshi  hurtle  backward,  tumbling head over heels through the air. 

“Koshi!” Raphael cried, just as the dragon snapped his wings out, breaking the momentum of his aerial spiral. 

Koshi  coughed  and  snorted,  bringing  one  of  his  massive forepaws  across  his  snout  in  an  extremely  humanlike  gesture. 

Golden liquid dribbled from his nostrils and the corner of his mouth as he hovered in the air, beating his wings. 

 Blood.  Dragon  blood.  Raphael  swung  his  gaze  back  to  the chimera. It was now floating above the war party, the shadow of its gray,  featureless  form  blocking  out  the  morning  sun  entirely.  A tentacle  protruded  from  the  center  of  its  body,  nearly  twenty  feet  in length and terminating in the shape of a massive hammerhead. 

 It clubbed Koshi with that and sent him flying away.  Raphael gritted  his  teeth  and  raised  his  glaive.  How  do  we  fight  something like that? We beat a draco-lich before but still…

But the chimera wasn’t pressing the attack. It remained still, even as Koshi shook his head and reared back his head. The dragon bared his teeth. Smoke oozed from the sides of his mouth. 

“Wow!  You’re  really  a  dragon!”  a  high,  feminine  voice  rang out.  “I  thought  they  were  all  dead!  You’re  thinking  of  breathing  fire, aren’t you? Feng Mo advises against it. He tells me that if you try it, he’ll redirect all your flames down on your little friends here, and you wouldn’t want that, would you?” 

Growling,  Koshi  unclenched  his  jaw  and  opened  his  mouth. 

Heat  wafted  from  the  dragon’s  maw,  distorting  and  drawing  wavy lines in the chill morning air. He spread his forepaws and extended his claws instead, his will to fight undiminished. 

“Wait!” Gabriella cried. “Stop! Everyone, lower your weapons! 

Is… that you, Master?” 

A  lithe  figure  streaked  downward,  falling  from  the  top  of  the chimera.  Halfway  through  its  descent,  snowflakes  the  size  of Raphael’s  fist  crystallized  in  midair,  forming  a  spiraling  stairwell  of magical  ice  all  the  way  to  the  plateau’s  surface.  The  woman Gabriella  had  addressed  as  ‘Master’  landed  on  the  highest,  then hopped down to the next, her every movement echoing with strength and grace. 

Her  hair  was  long  and  black,  unkempt  yet  untangled,  and  it framed  a  pale,  heart-shaped  face  with  a  delicate  nose.  Her  eyes were large and dark, tapering off at the corners the way Huo Xian’s did. A simple but finely woven robe of blue silk sheathed her slender form.  It  left  her  right  shoulder  bare,  showing  off  the  glowing  runic tattoos on her exposed flesh. 

 Vengeful Frost,  the tattoos read, under the light of the Dragon Meridian.  Raphael  adjusted  his  grip  on  his  glaive  nervously.  If Gabriella  had  addressed  the  newcomer  as  “Master”,  she  could  be none other than Fei Xue, the Eleventh Chimeric Grand Princess and Huo Xian’s sibling. 

And  now  that  Raphael  knew  to  look  for  it,  the  uncanny, horrifying  feeling  of  kinship  he  felt  with  Huo  Xian  was  present  with Fei Xue as well. Cailee’s claim was now undeniable. 

Whatever  the  Grand  Principalities  were,  Raphael  shared more  than  a  few  similarities  with  them.  The  thought  horrified  him. 

Was he a creation of the Chimeric Emperor as well, just like them? 

Raphael  felt  his  breathing  quicken  and  cold  sweat  roll  down  his cheeks. 

“Gabriella,  you’ve  been  a  naughty  child,”  Fei  Xue  chided  as she stalked over to the princess, pushing her way past Raphael and Cyrano along the way. “Your father told me you ran away from home with  a  sorry  group  of  miscreants.  Well,  your  little  trip  is  over  now. 

Time to come home.” 

“But Master, I…” Gabriella began. 

“No buts.” Fei Xue took the princess’s wrist in her hand. “Let’s go.  Tybalt  is  going  to  yell  at  you  when  you  get  back,  and  you definitely deserve it.” 

“He  goes  by  Lucian  these  days,  Fei,”  Sylvia  interjected, stepping  out  from  Ginerva’s  shadow  and  seizing  Gabriella’s  other wrist.  “You  would  remember  that  if  you  weren’t  such  an absentminded  fool.  And  no,  she’s  not  going  with  you.  Now,  you’re going to let her go, with or without your teeth staying in your mouth.” 

“Sylvia.” The Grand Princess spat the elf’s name from her lips derisively. “Tyba… I mean Lucian told me you were involved. You’re banished, you know? From Lucario. On pain of death if you return.” 

“The only pain that’ll happen will be the huge bruise on Lucy’s buttocks  if  he  tries  to  get  too  feisty  with  me,”  Sylvia  said.  “Now  let Gabriella go, you idiot.” 

“No.”  Fei  Xue  grinned,  tightening  her  grip  on  the  princess’s wrist enough to draw a gasp of pain from Gabriella’s lips. “You let go, while you still have two hands.” 

“Gabby’s  going  to  get  hurt  if  this  goes  on,”  Raphael  said, lowering his glaive. “Both of you, let go of her.” 

“Oh? What’s this?” Fei Xue turned her dark gaze on Raphael. 

“You  must  be  the  younger  Dragon  Knight  Lucian  mentioned,  which means  the  dragon  over  there  can  only  be  the  older  one,  the legendary  Koshi.  He  didn’t  tell  me  anything  about  Koshi  being  an actual dragon though.” 

“My name is Raphael, Your Highness,” he replied. “I am truly sorry  that  his  majesty  King  Lucian  is  so  distressed  at  Gabby’s departure,  but  she  is  a  grown  woman,  capable  of  making  her  own decisions, and she chose to come with us. He might not wish to give her  his  blessings,  but  he  cannot  hold  her  against  her  will.  Such  is Lucarian common law, to which even the King is bound.” 

Fei Xue gave no sign of having heard his words at all. Letting go of Gabriella, she stared at Raphael in silence, her eyes wide and her  brow  twitching.  When  she  spoke  once  more,  it  was  in  a  harsh

whisper. “No. You’re not like the dragon over there. You… You are…

what exactly are you?” 

“I’m  Raphael,  Koshi’s  son,”  Raphael  said.  “Thank  you  for releasing Gabriella.” 

“That’s  not  what  I  meant.”  Fei  Xue  stepped  back,  her  dark eyes filled with confusion. “You’re not human.” 

“Neither  is  the  elf.  Or  the  Dragon  Knight,”  Cyrano  growled, hefting the handle of his flail menacingly. “So what’s your point? The Hell  Drakes  are  a  diverse  bunch.  We  have  goblins  and  dwarves  in our ranks. Even a vampire. Our Guild Master is a lich. So if it pleases Your  Highness,  we’ve  got  a  full  day  of  work  ahead  of  us,  so  why don’t you just fly away on that thing of yours so we can get to it?” 

“You can’t talk to her like that!” Ginerva and Fenix hissed at the armsman simultaneously. 

“I  don’t  know  what  I  am,  Your  Highness,”  Raphael  said,  his heart pounding. “But I was hoping you would help me find out.” 

“I…  I  don’t  know  what  you  are.”  Fei  Xue  withdrew  several more steps. “But yet I feel like I should. It scares me.” 

“Master, please tell papa that I will be home soon,” Gabriella said. “Raphael will protect me, so he has nothing to worry about. I’m sorry to have made you come all this way.” 

“Oh, Gabriella.” Fei Xue sighed. “I promised your father that I’d bring you home, yet your curious friend’s words ring true. Lucian can’t force you to do anything you don’t want to, no matter how many hissy fits he throws in public.” 

Gabriella  chuckled  ruefully.  “You  heard  about  last  night, then?” 

“Lady Brightsoul told me.” The Grand Princess smiled. “Look at you now, all grown up and going on adventures. I remember when you were small enough to bounce on my knee. I am so proud of you, Gabriella.” 

Sylvia  placed  her  hand  on  Gabriella’s  shoulder.  The  elf’s expression  softened,  becoming  something  almost  sad  and  wistful. 

“Yes, they grow up so fast, don’t they? Blink and they’ll go by, quick as a flash, no matter how much you love them.” 

Fei Xue looked up at the chimera. “Feng Mo says he’s proud of  you  too,  Gabriella.  He  thinks  that  we  should  stay  and  keep  you safe, and I agree. Alright, we’re coming along with you to Uwajima. I haven’t  fought  ogres  in  a  while,  so  this  will  be  quite  refreshing,  I’m sure.” 


“Fighting  alongside  a  chimera?”  Koshi  rumbled.  “I  don’t  like this.” 

“Oh  yeah.”  Fei  Xue  turned  to  Koshi.  “Feng  Mo  told  me  that he’s killed many of your kind. I can see why you’d be uncomfortable being near him. But he also says that he doesn’t sense any madness in you, like the ones he’s had to kill. So he won’t kill you yet. Does that make you feel better?” 

“No,” Koshi growled. 

“I  don’t  think  it’s  a  good  idea  for  you  to  join  us,  Your Highness,”  Raphael  said.  “Your  brother,  Grand  Prince  Shi  Kung, refuses  to  aid  Yamato  unless  the  entire  nation  surrenders  its sovereignty to the Chimeric Empire. We want to defeat the ogres so that Shi Kung’s offer becomes meaningless. If you help us, you will be going against your brother. Wouldn’t that put you in a very difficult position?” 

“Eh,  Shi  Kung  will  get  over  it.”  Fei  Xue  fixed  her  gaze  on Raphael. “And besides, I can’t just walk away now after having met you. You want my help figuring out what you are? You have it. Let us solve  this  mystery  together.  And  no  more  of  this  ‘Your  Highness’

nonsense. Call me Fei Xue.” 

Raphael  looked  at  the  rest  of  the  war  party.  Fenix  seemed terrified.  After  all,  he’d  almost  been  killed  by  Huo  Xian,  another Chimeric  Grand  Principality.  Eliza  was  pale  but  her  features  were resolute. Huo Xian had injured her very badly. Neither of them would feel comfortable being around Fei Xue. 

Sylvia wore a mischievous grin on her face, obviously eager to resume whatever rivalry she had with the Grand Princess and all

the mayhem that would inevitably unfold. 

Cyrano  and  Ginerva  seemed  grim  and  resigned.  Raphael knew that the two veterans would cope with whatever unfolded, but they  obviously  didn’t  like  the  idea  of  fighting  alongside  an  outsider. 

Gabriella had proven her worth in the battle beyond the junkyard, but Fei Xue hadn’t, at least to them. 

And  then  there  was  Koshi.  The  dragon’s  snout  had  stopped bleeding, but his eyes still blazed with barely contained fury. It was obvious  to  Raphael  that  Koshi  hated  the  idea  of  being  around  a chimera. 

Raphael made his decision. “I’m sorry, Fei Xue. We will have to do this without you. If you really want to help, the best way for you to do that would be to talk to King Lucian and tell him that Gabby will return home to him safely. And get Sylvia’s banishment revoked.” 

“What  about  finding  out  what  you  are?”  the  Grand  Princess asked. 

“That will have to wait,” Raphael replied. “Maybe we can talk about that some other time?” 

“No.” Fei Xue frowned. “I’m not going to leave. First, I have to personally  make  sure  Gabriella  is  safe.  Second,  I   need  to  find  out what you are. It’s driving me crazy. This feeling I get from you is like the one I get when I’m with my siblings, but…” 

“Something’s  coming!”  Koshi  said,  looking  off  into  the distance and narrowing his eyes. “Airborne, from the north! No… it’s not  just  one  thing.  A  horde  of  harpies  is  flying  toward  us…  and something else.” 

The chimera’s shapeless form undulated agitatedly. Fei Xue’s eyes widened in surprise. “Feng Mo says he senses draconic energy approaching.” 

“What? That’s impossible!” Koshi protested. 

Rayne  shrieked,  then.  It  was  a  terrifying,  heartbreaking sound,  one  that  Raphael  had  never  heard  the  faerie  dragon  make before. 

“Rayne! What’s wrong?” he sent. 

The  faerie  dragon  shrank  down  to  the  size  of  a  mouse  and buried  its  face  in  its  forepaws.  “Magus,  it’s  Shiomi.  I  can  sense  it now. They did terrible, terrible things to her. How could they?” 

“They?  The  ogres?”  Raphael  asked,  picking  Rayne  up  and tucking it into one of the vacant pouches on his belt. 

“Yes,”  Rayne  sobbed.  “They  cut  her  bones.  And  they’re torturing her soul, even now. Please, Magus, you must help her.” 

“I will, Rayne. I will,” Raphael promised. 

Koshi  looked  down.  He  had  obviously  heard  what  Rayne said. “Shiomi the Defiant. I wasn’t there when she died. Rayne says that the ogres have defiled her corpse and are tormenting her spirit? 

By Namakhut, they will all burn for this!” 

“There they are,” Cyrano said.  “Even I can see them against the  horizon.  This  is  pretty  much  the  worst  terrain  we  can  be  on  to fight airborne foes, and if we try to relocate now, they’ll just catch us on the run. Stand next to Fenix, Raphael. You and I will weave a web of steel to defend the mages while they strike our enemies out of the sky. Auxiliary Eliza! Get ready to use that crossbow!” 

“Yes,  sir!”  Eliza  replied,  placing  a  bolt  on  her  crossbow  and working its crank. 

Raphael hurried to Fenix’s side. 

“Well, here we go again, Raphael.” The battlemage grinned, and Raphael couldn’t help but mirror his expression. 

“I’ve got your back,” Raphael promised. “Koshi, do you want to turn back into your human form and join us? We can’t assist you very well if you’re up there all by yourself.” 

Fei Xue spoke up before Koshi could reply. “You should take your  son’s  suggestion.  Feng  Mo  says  that  you  look  like  an  adult dragon  but  you  move  like  a  child,  clumsy  and  unsure.  The  harpies will swarm you and tear you apart if you fight them like this.” 

 Of course,  Raphael thought.   Koshi’s only been a dragon for a few days, and he’s spent most of that time in his human form. 

“That is true. I am new to this body, and there is much I have yet  to  learn,”  Koshi  said,  bowing  his  head  and  drifting  down  to  the war  party.  Golden  light  enveloped  him  then,  and  when  it  faded,  he was  human  once  more.  Koshi  landed  deftly  beside  Eliza,  his  bow nocked  and  ready.  “Well,  Miss  Wildwynd.  Let  us  put  our  archery  to the test!” 

“Yes, Koshi. I’ll do my best,” Eliza said. 

“Not  an  ounce  of  false  pride  or  stubbornness!”  Fei  Xue commented, clapping her hands in genuine appreciation. “Now that’s how I know you really are the Dragon Knight Koshi I grew up reading heroic legends about.” 

“My thanks, Your Highness,” Koshi said wryly, before nodding to Raphael and Cyrano. “Is this the best place I should be?” 

Cyrano  grunted  in  affirmation  and  gave  him  a  thumbs-up before  turning  to  Sylvia.  “High  Captain?  I  assume  you’ll  be  doing your own thing?” 

“Heh.” The elf thumbed her nose at him. “If there’s anything I like about you, it’s your unfailing common sense. Of course I’m going to  be  stealing  the  show  all  by  myself.  And  Fei?  I’m  killing  more harpies than you, for sure, whether Feng Mo helps you or not.” 

“Oh?” The Grand Princess frowned. “Is that a challenge?” 

“Of  course  it  is,  you  dimwit!”  Sylvia  snapped,  hopping  onto her  sword.  “Try  to  keep  up,  Fei,  and  to  not  make  such  a  fool  of yourself this time.” 

“Prepare to be crushed, elf,” Fei Xue growled as she stepped onto  a  tentacle  Feng  Mo  had  lowered.  The  chimera  lifted  Fei  Xue into the air and placed her on the top of its shapeless body. 

Raphael  shook  his  head  at  the  exchange  between  the  two timeless,  ageless  beings.  Would  he  become  reckless  and  thrill-seeking like Sylvia as the decades and centuries went by? Or would he be more like Koshi, calm, strong, and humble? 

Sylvia  hurtled  skyward  on  her  sword,  her  flight  path describing an intricate spiral in the air above the war party. “Raphael! 

You get everyone to hold things down and anchor the fight in place. 

I’ll circle around and pick our enemies off.” 

“Got  it,  Sylvia,”  Raphael  replied,  grinning.  No,  she’s  not reckless,  he thought.   Sylvia knows what she’s doing, and she’s put her trust in me to make sure we win this fight. I’m not going to let her down. 

“Yes, elf. Stay there with your lackeys while I bring the fight to them and annihilate the whole lot before they even reach you!” Fei Xue  declared.  The  Grand  Princess  thrust  her  hand  forward  at  the approaching  silhouettes  on  the  horizon.  Her  chimera  streaked through the air, becoming little more than a gray blur. 

“I  was  right.  That  thing  is  much  faster  than  me,”  Koshi  said quietly. “I don’t see any dragon outflying it. I guess that’s how it killed so many of them.” 

Raphael  could  hear  the  harpies  now.  The  beat  of  feathery wings filled the air, punctuated by wild, birdlike screeches and caws. 

A  heartbeat  passed,  and  they  came  within  eyeshot.  They  were hideous  parodies  of  women,  with  their  arms  ending  in  clawed, vulture-like  wings  and  avian  talons  where  human  legs  should  be. 

Their  hate-filled  eyes  were  entirely  black,  and  their  mouths  were filled with drooling fangs. 

“There’s  got  to  be  at  least  a  hundred  of  them,  if  not  more!” 

Fenix cried. 

“More.  Much  more.  I  count  three  hundred  and  seventy seven,” Koshi said. “The Grand Princess can’t keep them all at bay. 

Most will get through to us.” 

“Stay  in  formation  and  let  them  break  against  us,”  Cyrano growled as he cast Intermediate Fortify and Lesser Haste on himself. 

“Look!  Master’s  reached  them!”  Gabriella  said,  pointing  into the distance as Fei Xue dove into the midst of harpies. 

Spiked  tentacles  roiled  and  pulsed  from  the  chimera’s  body, skewering the winged women with every heartbeat. Gray, featureless limbs ending in spiked hammerheads lashed out, crushing skulls and breaking  bones.  Rays  of  frost  and  discs  of  ice  emanated  from  Fei

Xue,  freezing  and  dismembering  their  targets.  The  Grand  Princess was  wreaking  horrific  carnage  on  the  harpies,  but  Koshi  was  right. 

She could not hold them all back. 

Even as Raphael watched, a cluster of harpies detached from the gigantic host of feathery bodies and swarmed Feng Mo and Fei Xue.  The  winged  creatures  opened  their  mouths  and  spat  darts  of greenish venom at the chimera. Feng Mo shuddered and struck out with  clusters  of  bladed  limbs,  cleaving  a  dozen  harpies  apart  and sending  their  bodies  tumbling  to  the  ground,  but  more  took  their place,  pelting  the  Grand  Princess’s  companion  with  their  spit  and clawing at its gray flesh with their talons. 

“So  the  reports  were  true,”  Cyrano  said.  “Harpies  can  spit corrosive venom now. This will make things more difficult.” 

“I  can  shield  us  with  my  Roving  Shards  spell  instead  of attacking with it,” Ginerva said. “It won’t stop a monster from pushing through and attacking up close, but it should be more than enough to keep  their  spit  from  reaching  us.”  The  mage  raised  her  hands  and cast  a  shower  of  tiny  metal  shards  into  the  air.  She  chanted  and gestured.  A  dome  of  spinning,  enlarged  metal  shards  spiraled  into place  around  the  war  party.  “Koshi  and  auxiliary  Eliza  can  shoot through  this,  and  the  mages’  spells  can  make  it  through  as  well.  If the harpies’ spit starts to break down my Roving Shards spell, I’ll just put up another one. All you and Raphael have to do is take care of the ones who want to fight hand-to-hand, Cyrano, so cheer up and put a smile on your face.” 

“Never,” the armsman grumbled. He hitched his flail back on his belt and drew his war pick instead. 

“Here  they  come!”  Fenix  cried,  pointing  at  the  approaching swarm of harpies. 

“Hell  Drakes!”  Raphael  bellowed  and  readied  his  glaive  to strike. “We kill for wealth!” 

“And slay for glory!” the veterans and Fenix finished. 

Chapter 20







The harpies swarmed in such numbers that they blotted out the sun. Their cackling filled the air, and as they got closer, Raphael could see the manic hatred blazing in their yellow eyes and the rabid foam bubbling at the corners of their fanged maws. 

Koshi  drew  his  bowstring  back,  a  mask  of  focused  serenity falling  over  his  features.  His  bow  sang  once,  then  repeatedly,  the weapon’s  rapid  thrumming  playing  out  a  melody  of  death.  A  dozen arrows  sliced  through  Ginerva’s  shard  barrier  and  streaked  forth  in the space of a heartbeat, each one piercing a harpy’s eye, throat, or chest. 

 He’s using this bow now instead of Sunkiller to conserve his strength,  Raphael  thought.  These  monsters  aren’t  acting  by themselves. Whatever is controlling them is somewhere nearby and should show itself soon. I should conserve my Ryu-To-Ki too and just focus on following Cyrano’s lead for now. 

Eliza hefted her crossbow and loosed a bolt. It struck a harpy in  the  ribs.  The  monster  shrieked  and  spiraled  downward  to  its doom. She immediately began working the crank. All this time, Koshi never stopped firing his bow. Arrows hailed from the dome of swirling metal  Ginerva  had  conjured  around  the  war  party,  cutting  down harpies in droves. 

And  then  the  monsters  were  close  enough  to  spit.  The nearest  dozen  opened  their  maws  and  rained  putrescent  darts  of bright  green  liquid  on  Ginerva’s  shard  barrier.  Their  corrosive  spit hissed as it made contact with the mage’s swirling metal shards. 

“See?  I  told  you  it’d  work.”  Ginerva  grinned.  “I  know  the battlemage can cast Spirit Shield, but that’s not going to help against something like this.” 

“Obviously,  because  Spirit  Shield  nullifies  magical  and elemental attacks, not physical ones.” Fenix raised his hands. “Now, it’s my turn. Observe in awe.” 

Clusters of Explosive Orbs hurtled forth from his palms. They flashed  through  Ginerva’s  barrier  and  spun  into  the  midst  of  the approaching  harpies.  Fenix  clenched  his  fists.  Rolling  explosions ripped  through  the  ranks  of  the  harpies  as  his  Explosive  Orbs detonated  in  rapid  succession.  The  harpies  shrieked  in  pain  and horror  as  the  battlemage’s  spells  tore  them  limb  from  limb,  pulped their organs, and smashed them from the sky into crimson twirls of ruined flesh and feathers. 

Raphael whistled admiringly. Fenix seemed to have become a  lot  more  powerful  since  the  first  time  they’d  met  and  fought,  just outside  the  junkyard.  As  Raphael  watched,  the  battlemage  opened his  palms  once  more  and  hurled  Chain  Lightning  at  the  harpies. 

Yellow  trails  of  electricity  wove  a  web  of  devastation  among  the monsters  as  magical  lightning  danced  from  one  feathered  form  to another, charring flesh and boiling blood along the way. 

Gabriella  raised  her  hands  as  well  and  began  a  chant. 

Sharpened icicles materialized in the air before her palms. She spat a  final  arcane  syllable  and  sent  her  icy  barrage  slicing  toward  a cluster of harpies. 

Grinning, Fenix abandoned his Chain Lightning and clamped his  fists  together.  Green  light  blazed  amidst  his  clenched  fingers. 

Then  he  swept  his  hands  apart.  The  air  before  him  swirled  and roiled, pulling in spirals of dust from the dry plateau surface. 

 Wind Blast, but it’s different,  Raphael thought. 

Fenix  thrust  his  right  hand  forth,  palm  open,  and  sent  the miniature whirlwind he’d conjured spinning forth, chasing Gabriella’s barrage  of  icy  spikes.  The  battlemage’s  Wind  Blast  caught  up  with the  hurtling  icicles  just  before  they  impaled  a  hapless  harpy  and spun them apart, turning a half-dozen spikes into a lethal explosion of  razor-sharp  ice.  Harpies  screamed  and  died  as  they  were

dismembered,  their  wounds  freezing  over  nearly  as  soon  as  their flesh parted beneath the flensing shower. 

“Heh.” Fenix snapped his fingers. “Icicle Barrage isn’t a bad spell, but you’ve got to give it a little more flair, Gabby.” 

The  princess  seemed  delighted  at  his  use  of  her  nickname. 

She  returned  his  smirk.  “Just  watch,  Fenix.  I’ll  wow  you  with  my magic yet!” 

 Maybe she can learn something from him, like I did.  Raphael adjusted his grip on his glaive. The harpies were coming closer and closer,  dying  with  every  bit  of  ground  they  covered,  but  there  were still so many of them. 

“Raphael,  get  ready.  They’ll  be  close  to  melee  range  in moments,” Cyrano barked, hefting his shield. “I’ll break their charge. 

You  cover  my  flanks.  Auxiliary  Eliza!  Assist  us  with  your  blade. 

Address any angles that elude our reach!” 

“Yes, sir!” Eliza cried, slinging her crossbow back across her shoulder  and  drawing  her  rapier.  She  met  Raphael’s  gaze  as  she unhitched  her  buckler  from  her  belt.  “Don’t  worry,  Raphael.  I’ve  got your back.” 

“Exactly why I don’t need to worry,” Raphael replied. 

Eliza gave him a grim smile as she took up a position slightly behind  his  right  shoulder,  where  she  could  best  confront  foes  that slipped past the arc of his glaive. 

He angled his gaze upward. A host of harpies was attempting to fly overhead the war party’s formation, so that they could surround and swarm from all directions. 

Sylvia  put  an  end  to  all  such  attempts.  The  elf  flashed through  the  sky  on  her  sword,  her  flight  path  taking  her  into  a protective airborne circuit above the war party. Flames, lightning, and ice  streamed  from  her  fingertips.  Harpies  fell,  blasted  apart  by  her magic. Shadowy copies of her sword spiraled out from the original, slicing  through  every  feathered  monster  in  their  path  and  sending their body parts raining from the sky. 

 If she keeps this up, then Cyrano, Eliza, and I will only need to worry about dealing with enemies from the front and the forward flanks,  Raphael thought. 

The  first  cluster  of  harpies  from  the  main  host  reached Ginerva’s  shard  shield  and  began  pushing  their  way  through.  The mage’s  barrier  cut  and  nicked  their  arms  and  faces,  occasionally slicing a yellow eye into jellied ruin, but it wasn’t enough to stop the monsters  outright.  There  were  only  six  of  them  coming,  thanks  to Koshi’s archery and the mages’ magical onslaught. 

Cyrano  took  a  single  stride  toward  the  first  harpy  that penetrated  the  shard  shield  and  slammed  his  pick  into  its  skull, caving it in and scattering its contents all over the plateau’s reddish surface.  He  smashed  another  harpy  to  the  ground  with  a  shielded backhand, then withdrew his pick from the shattered cranium of the first  monster.  Without  looking  down,  the  armsman  stamped  on  the fallen  harpy,  crushing  its  throat,  even  as  he  spiked  his  pick  into another monster’s lungs. 

Stunning  another  harpy  with  a  shield  bash,  Cyrano  simply trod over it, letting his considerable weight drive his boot-heels into the  monster’s  ribs.  The  harpy’s  torso  collapsed  beneath  the armsman’s stride. Blood burst from its mouth as it died. But Cyrano had already ceased to pay heed to his latest victim. Instead, he was wrenching  his  pick  from  the  eye  socket  he’d  hammered  it  into  and slamming the spiked weapon down into a harpy’s shrieking maw. 

As  Raphael  rushed  to  engage  another  group  of  harpies emerging  on  Cyrano’s  flank,  he  marveled  at  the  brisk,  efficient manner  in  which  the  armsman  waged  war.  Cyrano’s  movements were  tight  and  brisk.  He  slew  without  ceremony  or  flair,  but  with utmost clinical brutality. The armsman wasn’t fighting. He was simply killing,  his  actions  no  less  workmanlike  than  those  of  a  laborer stacking grain sacks upon a cart. 

 Like Koshi, Cyrano is conserving his strength, since there are so many enemies. I have to do the same,  Raphael reminded himself as he swept his blade through a harpy’s face and followed through

with an overhead backswing to bisect a monster that tried to pounce over him. He snapped his glaive out in a backhand that chopped into a harpy’s spine as it tried to swarm past him and reach the mages. 

As  the  monster  fell,  writhing  and  shrieking,  Eliza  dipped  her rapier  into  its  eye,  readdressed  her  sword,  and  flashed  it  out  into three separate throats. The harpies recoiled, clutching at their necks as they tried in vain to staunch the lifeblood pulsing forth. 

Raphael  cut  down  another  harpy  with  his  glaive  and shortened  his  grip  on  its  shaft  as  more  of  the  monsters  swarmed through  Ginerva’s  shard  shield.  The  stench  of  the  feathered creatures  clogged  his  nostrils.  He  would  have  gagged  if  he  hadn’t focused his mind with the light of the Dragon Meridian. Looking past the immediate crowd of harpies, Raphael saw that the Koshi, Fenix, and Gabriella were still wreaking horrific carnage on their enemies. 

Harpies  fell  in  their  dozens,  transfixed  by  arrows  and  icicles or torn apart by Explosive Orbs and Chain Lightning. Raphael knew that if it weren’t for them, the harpies would overrun the war party in moments, despite his, Eliza, and Cyrano’s best efforts. He was also aware  that  this  was  why  the  harpies  were  so  fixated  on  swarming past him to reach the mages. 

 They’re trying to get past me more than they’re trying to fight me,  Raphael thought.   Once they give up on that and figure out that the  best  way  past  Cyrano  and  me  is  to  defeat  us  first,  our  job  is going to get much more difficult. 

Raphael  batted  away  a  taloned  hand  and  cleaved  apart  its owner’s face, before swinging the curved blade of his glaive through another  cluster  of  harpies.  They  fell,  sliced  into  pieces  above  the knees or the waist. Raphael gritted his teeth in grim satisfaction. His new glaive was proving its worth, the weapon’s blade far keener and sturdier than those of its mundane counterparts in the Guild House’s armory. 

The  harpies  soon  changed  their  approach,  just  as  Raphael had  predicted.  As  he  watched,  five  of  them  pounced  on  Cyrano together. The armsman crushed one with his pick and smashed the

skull of another with a shield bash, but three others made it past his defenses.  One  wrapped  itself  around  his  weapon  arm.  The  other climbed up his armored chest and gnashed its fangs at his face. The last  creature  bit  down  onto  Cyrano’s  thigh-plate,  and  the  metal creaked and flexed between its jaws. 

Raphael  took  a  step  forward,  meaning  to  help  Cyrano,  but another  cluster  of  six  harpies  tried  the  same  strategy  on  him, pouncing  on  him  simultaneously.  He  cut  down  three  in  midair  and speared the butt of his glaive through the midriff of the fourth, before a  feathered  monster  crashed  down  upon  his  chest,  its  clawed  feet scraping at his cuirass and his draconic armor. The fifth hurled itself over  the  shaft  of  his  glaive,  seeking  to  drag  the  weapon  from  his grasp. 

Eliza  cut  it  down  with  a  swift  lunge  to  the  eye,  then  flashed her  blade  beneath  the  ribs  and  through  the  heart  of  the  harpy clawing at Raphael’s neck and torso. As Raphael hurled the monster away from him, he turned to Cyrano. 

Still  standing,  the  massive  armsman  was  covered  in swarming harpies. They clawed, bit, and tore at his armor and flesh as they swarmed over his torso and limbs. Blood pooled beneath his steel-toed boots. 

“Cyrano!”  Raphael  yelled,  resuming  his  stride  toward  the veteran only to be confronted by more harpies.  These opened their maws  and  spat  darts  of  green  venom  at  Raphael.  Raising  his  left forearm over his eyes, he weathered the foul projectiles that hissed and bubbled as they hit his draconic armor. 

The  harpies’  spit  was  ineffective  against  Raphael’s  draconic armor. It sloughed off the golden scales of light hovering above his body and puddled into stinking pools on the plateau surface. Before Raphael  could  close  the  distance  and  retaliate,  arrows  flashed  into the  eyes  and  throats  of  the  spitting  harpies.  They  fell,  writhing  and bleeding. 

“I’ll  cover  you  and  Eliza,”  Koshi  sent,  his  mental  voice  calm and  reassuring  under  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  “Help

Cyrano.” 

“Got it!” Raphael replied, before glancing over his shoulder at Eliza and exchanging a nod with her. 

Arrows  stormed  past  his  face  and  into  the  harpies  as  he closed the five strides separating him from Cyrano. In that time, the armsman methodically peeled one harpy after another from his body, killing each one with a blow from his pick or the sharpened edges of his shield. Only three were left for Raphael to help with, which he did with tight, jerking chops of his glaive that cleaved into the necks and ribs of the monsters. 

“You’re hurt!” Raphael said as he tore the twitching corpse of a harpy from Cyrano’s back. Its fangs had been lodged between the seams of the armsman’s breastplate. Blood oozed out from the rents in Cyrano’s armor. 

“Obviously.” Cyrano spat a mouthful of blood onto the dirt. His cheeks were clawed into tatters, and there were large, gaping rents in  his  armor  and  flesh.  If  not  for  his  battered  skullcap  and  visor, Cyrano  would  likely  have  lost  his  eyes  as  well.  “When  you  get swarmed—and  you  will—trust  in  your  armor  and  keep  fighting.  Kill them before they kill you.” 

“Alright,  Cyrano.  I  understand,”  Raphael  replied.  He  placed his hand on Cyrano’s shoulder. “I know Lesser Heal. I’ll use it on you now.” 

“Too little, too slow, and it’ll take you out of the action for too long.  No.  You  get  back  into  formation  and  be  ready  for  when  the Dragon  Knight  has  to  switch  quivers,  which  won’t  be  long.”  The armsman depressed the stoppers of the two healing potions on his belt  and  turned  to  Eliza.  “Fetch  the  princess  from  the  backline, auxiliary.  Fenix  is  doing  ten  times  more  work  than  she  is  there anyway,  so  she  might  as  well  support  us  here  with  her  Healing Magic.” 

Wordlessly,  Eliza  spun  on  her  heel  and  dashed  toward Gabriella. 

“Step up to the front,” Cyrano told Raphael as he dropped his shield  and  unhitched  his  flail,  wielding  a  weapon  in  each  hand.  “I’ll cover  your  flanks  now.  We’ve  caught  their  attention,  so  remember what I said about being swarmed.” 

“Don’t  panic.  Kill  them  before  they  kill  you,”  Raphael  said, striding  past  the  armsman  to  stand  before  the  mounting  mass  of harpies  dying  beneath  Koshi’s  arrows  as  they  pushed  through Ginerva’s barrier. 

“I need to switch quivers,” Koshi sent through the light of the Dragon Meridian. A final arrow lashed into a harpy’s throat, and then Koshi’s barrage ceased. The monsters swarmed through the swirling metal shards. 

Raphael took the fight to them instead. His glaive arced out, parting  heads  from  shoulders  and  cleaving  torsos  apart. 

Readdressing  his  weapon,  he  swung  it  back  the  other  way,  cutting down  another  cluster  of  harpies.  As  the  severed  body  parts  of  the monsters spiraled into the air, Raphael slammed his glaive into the dirt and cast Lesser Haste on himself. The final syllables fell from his lips just before more harpies charged into range. 

He snatched up his glaive and hacked into the monsters, the effects of Lesser Haste boosting the speed already bestowed upon him  by  the  First  Draconic  Brazier.  His  blade  flashed  and  swirled. 

Monsters  died  one  after  another,  but  still  they  reached  him  and pushed past his flanks. 

Glancing  over  his  shoulder,  Raphael  saw  Cyrano  hammer one  into  the  ground  with  his  flail,  then  side-step  over  to  demolish another  with  his  pick.  Gabriella  and  Eliza  ran  up  to  the  armsman. 

The princess was chanting and gesturing. White light pulsed before her hands. 

 That’s  Intermediate  Heal.  Hope  it’s  enough  for  Cyrano, Raphael thought, just before a trio of harpies piled themselves over his  glaive,  weighing  down  the  weapon,  and  another  wrapped  its taloned hands over his throat. 

Raphael  headbutted  the  harpy  trying  to  throttle  him.  His draconic  armor  smashed  the  creature’s  face  in,  rendering  the grotesque parody of a woman’s visage into a ruin of shattered bone and  pulped  brain  matter.  He  let  go  of  his  glaive,  picked  up  the harpy’s twitching corpse, and hurled the cadaver into the midst of the monsters atop his weapon. 

The  fleshly  projectile  struck  with  bone-breaking  force, sending  all  three  harpies  tumbling  away  into  disjointed  heaps. 

Raphael  toe-kicked  his  glaive  back  up  into  his  grasp,  then  arced  it through the bodies of four more monsters. 

Then a clawed foot scraped across his side. Talons dragged across  his  neck.  Fangs  bit  down  on  his  shoulders.  Though  his draconic  armor  bowed  and  flexed  unbroken  beneath  the  impacts, Raphael reeled from the sheer ferocity of the monsters. Thoughts of his battle against the sanguine treants in Vitoria flashed through his mind. 

 They  fought  like  this  too,  trying  to  bite  and  claw  me  into pieces.  Raphael punched and cut the harpies off him with his glaive, killing  as  he  let  his  draconic  armor  absorb  hit  after  hit.  Cyrano stepped in to assist, tearing away each harpy swarming Raphael and crushing it with his weapons. 

As  the  last  monster  within  reach  fell,  trampled  beneath Cyrano’s boots, Raphael shifted his grip on his glaive low and took a step  that  brought  him  close  enough  to  reach  the  edge  of  Ginerva’s barrier  with  his  polearm.  He  thrust  his  glaive  out  from  the  swirling metal shards, punching its blade into a harpy’s torso. 

Then  he  unleashed  the  force  of  all  the  bites  and  claws  his draconic armor had absorbed. 

The  impaled  harpy  disintegrated  beneath  the  tremendous explosion. Those around it were torn apart, their scattered limbs and shattered  bones  turning  into  lethal  shrapnel  that  sliced  through  the ranks  of  the  monsters  further  back.  The  entire  front  of  the  harpy swarm  vanished  in  the  space  of  a  single  heartbeat.  The  survivors reeled, and for a moment, they paused, stunned and horrified. 

Raphael  withdrew  his  glaive  and  smiled.  Its  blade  was smoking but still intact, a testament to the superb quality of weapons forged by Connell Cadogan. A glaive from the Guild House’s armory would have disintegrated alongside the harpies. 

“Well  done,  Raphael,”  Cyrano  growled.  “They’re  going  to break.  You  can  see  it  in  their  eyes.  We  need  to  follow  up  quickly.” 

The armsman looked back over his shoulder and opened his mouth to bark more instructions. 

He  didn’t  need  to  bother.  Preempting  the  armsman,  Fenix encased everyone in the front in spheres of white light with multiple rapid casts of his Spirit Shield spell. Then the battlemage thrust his fists forward and unleashed a massive torrent of Chain Lightning. 

Twin  columns  of  electrical  energy  roared  past  Raphael, washing  harmlessly  over  his  Spirit  Shield  and  turning  the  foremost harpies  into  convulsing  silhouettes  that  soon  crumbled  into  ash.  At the same time, shadowy copies of Sylvia’s sword rained down from above  onto  the  monsters,  sending  severed  body  parts  flying.  The harpies shrieked in terror. The swarm became looser. 

“Roar,  Raphael!”  Koshi  sent.  “Let  them  behold  draconic wrath!” 

Raphael  obeyed.  A  euphoric  fury  had  been  building  within him  since  the  battle  had  begun,  and  he  now  turned  it  loose, unleashing it in the form of a titanic, draconic roar that shook the air. 

The swarm of harpies broke. As one, the feathered monsters shrieked in terror and turned, scrambling, biting, and clawing at each other in their desperate need to flee. 

The  rage  and  might  of  Raphael’s  roar  played  itself  out  over the  rocky,  barren  landscape,  but  his  fury  didn’t  lessen.  Instead,  it surged  within  him.  Something  primal,  deep  and  dark,  told  him  to pursue,  to  take  to  the  skies  and  strike  down  the  fleeing  harpies  for their insolence and weakness. He took a step forward to the edge of Ginerva’s barrier. 

“Raphael?” Cyrano asked, but the armsman’s voice sounded faint and distant. Raphael dropped his glaive. It clattered to the dirt

by  his  feet.  He  took  another  step  forward,  right  into  a  cloud  of swirling  metal  shards  that  screeched  harmlessly  off  his  draconic armor. Raphael felt his hands curl involuntarily into claws. 

The  Draconic  Braziers  blazed.  The  flames  of  the  Fourth brimmed over, spilling onto his soul-scape and reaching out for the Fifth. They poured into the depths of the Fifth Brazier. An immense heat built within Raphael. Not knowing why he did so, he opened his mouth. 

And exhaled. 

Flames  coalesced  into  being  a  foot  away  from  his  face, before  crashing  outward  in  a  massive,  incinerating  tide  five  times Raphael’s height and wide enough to envelope a sweeping swathe of the plateau. 

The  fiery  wave  caught  the  fleeing  harpies  in  mid-flight, burning  every  monster  in  its  path  from  existence  before  its  fury played  itself  out  nearly  fifty  feet  from  where  it  had  begun.  Raphael fell to his knees, breathing harshly as ash cascaded from the skies. 

A strong hand fell upon his shoulder. Raphael looked up at its owner. Koshi stood over him, his eyes filled with pride. 

“That  was  Elemental  Breath!  You’ve  lit  the  Fifth  Brazier, Raph! Well done!” he cried. 

Casting  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  upon  himself, Raphael  realized  that  Koshi  was  right.  He  had  indeed  brought  the Fifth Draconic Brazier to life. It bubbled and roiled with flames within his soul, but it seemed much dimmer than those that had preceded it. 

Koshi must have noticed Raphael’s confusion. He smiled. 

“The Fifth seems faded and wan now, am I right?” he asked, continuing  his  explanation  as  Raphael  nodded.  “It’s  like  this  right after  you  use  Elemental  Breath.  Don’t  worry.  Feed  it  with  enough Ryu-To-Ki, and it will replenish itself. Just don’t—” 

“Overdo it, right? I won’t. Thanks, Koshi,” Raphael said as he accepted  Koshi’s  grasp  on  his  wrist  and  struggled  to  his  feet. 

“Elemental Breath’s really taxing on my  Ryu-To-Ki reserves. I barely have enough left to keep my Braziers lit.” 

“That’s  fine,  Raph.  Take  some  time  to  catch  your  breath.” 

Koshi looked away and into the distance, where the scant remnants of the harpy horde were scattered in flight. “And then we finish this battle.” 

Fei Xue and her chimera were still beleaguered by the host of feathered  monsters  that  had  broken  off  to  attack  them.  But  the Grand Princess seemed to be holding her own, filling the sky around her with icy spikes and razor-sharp discs of swirling frost that felled entire  clusters  of  harpies,  even  as  Feng  Mo  butchered  everything within reach of its tentacles. 

“Finish? By helping Fei Xue?” Raphael asked. 

“No.  She  can  fend  for  herself.”  Koshi  shook  his  head  and pointed over the horizon. His voice was tight with controlled anger as he  spoke.  “We  have  driven  the  harpies  off,  but  their  masters  are coming. They must have heard your roar.” 

Raphael  followed  Koshi’s  gaze  and  spotted  what  he  was looking at: a massive floating pyramid of carved black stone, inverted in  midair  so  that  its  base  served  as  a  platform  for  two  towering figures.  Harpies  chained  to  each  corner  of  the  pyramid  pulled  it through the skies. 

 Those  must  be  ogres,  Raphael  thought,  cold  sweat  running down his cheeks as he focused the light of the Dragon Meridian on the  two  figures  atop  the  floating  platform.  Growing  up,  he’d  seen many illustrations of them in schoolbooks and marketplace paintings. 

None of them came close to the reality he now beheld. 

One  ogre  was  armored  in  a  harness  of  segmented  crimson steel  plates.  A  spiked  helm,  similar  in  hue  and  open  above  the temples  for  horns  to  protrude  through,  covered  its  features.  The ogre’s right hand held a massive serrated sword. Its left arm bore a curious shield framed with twisted bone. 

The  other  was  taller  than  its  armored  counterpart,  but considerably gaunter. This ogre wore black robes and carried a long

wooden staff topped by a bone spike. A mask of dark metal, utterly featureless apart from eye slits, covered its face. 

Raphael recoiled as he recognized the bone adornments on the  ogres’  shield  and  staff.  They  were  similar  in  color  and  visible texture to the fleshless limbs of Platina’s draco-lich aspect. 

“You  see  that,  Raph?”  Koshi  growled,  clenching  his  teeth. 

“They’ve dug up Shiomi’s body and desecrated her remains, just like Rayne was saying.” 

“They’re going to pay for that,” Raphael promised. 

The  fleeing  harpies  rallied  around  their  ogre  overlords, forming  a  squawking  and  flapping  airborne  ring  around  their platform. The armored ogre pointed at the embattled Fei Xue. Half of the  feathered  monsters  clustering  around  the  ogres  swooped  in  to join  the  onslaught  upon  the  Grand  Princess  and  her  chimera.  The rest followed their masters as their floating platform drifted inexorably toward the war party. 

 She’s  going  to  be  stuck  there  for  a  while,  even  if  she  wins, Raphael thought.  We’ll have to fight these ogres without her help. 

Sylvia  landed  deftly  beside  Raphael  and  Koshi.  The  elf  was breathing hard. Blood trickled down her face from a minor cut above her brow. 

“Those were the toughest harpies I’ve ever fought,” she said. 

“They never used to move that quickly or hit so hard.” 

“I  didn’t  spot  any  nest  or  camp  from  the  sky  when  I  was descending  either,”  Koshi  pointed  out.  “That  means  that  they  flew here from somewhere far away, at least forty miles from this location, because that’s about how far I can see.” 

“This stretch of the Uwajima region isn’t guarded because no army can feasibly cross it over land and it  was too vast for harpies to fly  over.  But  if  harpies  can  cover  such  distances  now…”  Sylvia frowned.  “This  is  really  bad.  We  need  to  send  word  to  the  Premier immediately. For better or worse, we either just happened to end up in the path of an aerial invasion or we caused such a commotion that the locals decided to join in the fun. But if the next swarm of harpies

is  allowed  to  fly  over  here  unopposed,  they  will  wipe  out  entire towns, even cities. “

“Nihako  isn’t  too  far  from  here,”  Koshi  said.  “It’s  home  to many thousands.” 

“We can’t let these harpies and the ogres get past us then,” 

Raphael declared. “We will worry about telling the Premier about this area or defending it later.” 

Koshi and Sylvia nodded. Raphael looked over his shoulder. 

Ginerva had dispelled her metal barrier, allowing the rest of the war party to advance. 

“So that’s what it’s like to fight beside not one, but two Dragon Knights.  That  roar  of  yours.  And  those  flames.  By  the  Crescent Moon,  I  have  never  heard  or  seen  the  like,”  Cyrano  said  as  he walked up to Raphael and handed his glaive back, shaking his head in awe. “Well done, Raphael. Together, we managed to repel those monsters, but it was you that broke the back of their resolve.” 

The  armsman’s  face  was  no  longer  a  mask  of  mangled, bleeding  flesh.  Instead,  his  grizzled  features  bore  a  patina  of  faint cuts  and  yellowed  bruises,  which  meant  that  his  potions  and Gabriella’s  Healing  Magic  had  done  their  work  on  him.  However,  it also meant that Cyrano had received as many Healing spells as he was able to, at least for today. 

“Thanks,  Cyrano,”  Raphael  replied,  before  turning  fully  to address  everyone.  “We’re  not  done  yet.  Ogres  are  coming,  and  so are more harpies.” 

“I see them. Floating toward us like they don’t have a care in the  world,”  Fenix  said,  grinning.  “Why  don’t  we  give  the  arrogant bastards a proper greeting, Raphael? Unless of course, you want to just breathe fire on them again?” 

“No.” Raphael matched Fenix’s grin. He thrust the shaft of his glaive through a securing loop on the back of his cuirass. “Let’s give them a greeting they won’t soon forget.” 



Chapter 21







Spinning  on  his  heel  to  face  the  ogres,  Raphael  raised  his hands  and  called  to  mind  his  portion  of  Annihilation  Ray’s  mental sculpting  sequences.  Arcane  syllables  fell  from  his  lips.  His  fingers and  wrists  danced  to  the  tune  of  somatic  sculpting.  Fenix  began chanting a heartbeat later. Their voices rose in unison, until Raphael completed his role in the spell and thrust his palms forward. 

Fiery  magical  energy  flared  into  existence  in  front  of  his extended index finger. Fenix uttered a final arcane syllable. 

A  crimson  beam  of  condensed  flames  blazed  skyward, streaking  straight  toward  the  approaching  ogres.  Harpies  dove  and swirled into the path of the Annihilation Ray, seeking to shield their masters with their bodies. The spell cut through them, turning every monster it touched into a writhing, shrieking avian torch, and burned a furrow over the outermost edge of the floating platform as it sought to vent its fury on its targets. 

Stepping  in  front  of  its  robed  counterpart,  the  armored  ogre raised its shield. Blue light spiraled from the shield’s bone lining and coalesced into a wall of swirling magical runes. The Annihilation Ray spell  struck  the  armored  ogre’s  barrier.  A  sibilant  hiss  filled  the  air. 

The fiery beam blazed as Fenix fed it with magical energy, seeking to force it through the ogre’s defenses, but the spiraling runes of blue light held firm. 

Fenix  forced  a  grin  across  the  strain  on  his  face.  He  raised his other index finger and pointed it at the ogre’s barrier. 

“Again,” the battlemage hissed to Raphael. 

Raphael nodded and sped through his portion of Annihilation Ray  once  more.  Fenix  joined  in  when  he  was  supposed  to,  even though  he  was  still  maintaining  the  first  Annihilation  Ray  he’d  cast. 

Raphael  marveled  at  the  battlemage’s  magical  mastery.  He  knew how difficult it was to cast Annihilation Ray and keep it going instead of  simply  letting  the  spell  run  its  natural  course.  Casting  the  same spell again while doing all this was a feat of truly mythic proportions. 

The  finalizing  arcane  syllable  tumbled  from  Fenix’s  lips,  and another  fiery  beam  sliced  through  the  skies.  It  struck  the  ogre’s magical wall right beside its predecessor. Cracks immediately began to spread across the swirling runes of blue light that defied the twin Annihilation Rays. 

“Die!” Fenix shrieked. His gloves peeled away from his hands as  he  fed  yet  more  magical  energy  into  his  spells.  The  dual Annihilation  Rays  blazed  with  greater  intensity,  the  heat  of  their originating  points  forcing  Raphael  and  the  rest  of  the  war  party  to step away from the battlemage. 

The ogre’s wall shattered into shards of cascading blue light. 

The  Annihilation  Rays  sliced  forth,  leaving  no  time  for  the  armored ogre  to  summon  another  barrier.  Instead,  the  ogre  caught  the  fiery beams on its shield and angled its body sideward. Blue light swirled from  the  shield’s  bone  rim  to  twine  around  the  Annihilation  Rays, redirecting their fury at an angle that had them skimming the top of the armored ogre’s helm and turning its spiked tip into molten ruin. 

Raphael  bit  down  a  growl  of  frustration  as  Fenix’s  spells blazed  away  into  the  infinite  distance,  but  the  battlemage’s  efforts hadn’t  been  entirely  wasted.  The  armored  ogre’s  shield  crumbled into  ash,  and  its  pained  grunts  echoed  over  the  rockscape  as  it ripped its helm off, revealing a bare scalp covered in weeping heat blisters. 

Apart  from  its  blue  complexion  and  the  horns  above  its temples,  the  ogre’s  features  were  surprisingly  human,  just  larger  in scale:  a  beardless,  square  jaw  beneath  an  oft-broken  nose  and deep-ridged  dark  eyes.  If  Raphael  were  to  be  entirely  honest,  the ogre’s  face  didn’t  look  much  different  from  those  of  the  many grizzled, burly armsmen he had seen in the Guild House. 

The  platform  was  now  hovering  above  the  plateau  upon which the war party stood, though it was still several tens of paces away. 

“Damn  it,”  Fenix  gasped  as  he  fumbled  a  vial  of  Spell  Dust from his leathers. “Give me a moment, and then we’ll hit them again. 

They won’t have that shield to save them anymore.” 

“I  don’t  think  we  should  be  worrying  about  that  shield  now!” 

Gabriella cried, pointing at the ogres. 

The  armored  ogre  had  stepped  aside  to  let  the  robed  one stride  forth  and  point  its  staff  at  the  war  party.  Blue  light  swirled around the staff’s bony tip before lancing out in a massive sapphire beam  nearly  five  times  as  wide  as  the  breadth  of  Raphael’s shoulders. 

 We can’t get out of the way in time!  Raphael charged forward, bringing his forearms up in front of his face and pouring all his  Ryu-To-Ki into his draconic armor. He had to weather the ogre’s spell and stop it from reaching the rest of the war party. 

Koshi  ran  by  his  side,  the  scales  of  his  draconic  armor extending  as  Raphael’s  was.  There  was  no  time  for  him  to  change into a dragon, but perhaps together, they could hold back the beam of blue energy that was streaking toward them. 

Fenix flashed a Spirit Shield into the path of the ogre’s spell. 

The beam broke through the magical barrier, shattering the bubble of white  light  into  thousands  of  disintegrating  luminescent  shards. 

Another  Spirit  Shield  shimmered  into  existence,  only  to  fall  apart once  more.  But  dozens  more  cascaded  into  place  in  front  of  the beam,  all  of  them  stacked  less  than  a  finger’s  breadth  from  each other. Every Spirit Shield held the ogre’s spell back for the barest of moments, each no longer than the blink of an eye. 

 He’s doing the same thing he did against Huo Xian!  Raphael caught  Koshi  by  the  shoulder  and  reached  out  to  him  through  the light of the Dragon Meridian. “Koshi! Fenix is slowing the ogre’s spell down. We should take the chance to get out of the way!” 

“Scramble, Raphael!” Sylvia’s voice rang through the air. 

Raphael  glanced  backward.  Astride  her  flying  sword,  the  elf was  streaking  away,  Eliza  and  Gabriella  bundled  under  her  arms. 

Cyrano  sprinted  in  the  opposite  direction,  Ginerva  and  Fenix  slung over his broad shoulders. 

Koshi dove to the side as Raphael did the same, drawing on every  ounce  of  strength  and  speed  he  could  from  the  Draconic Braziers. He cleared the path of the beam just as Fenix’s last Spirit Shield broke apart. The ogre’s spell blasted forth and struck where the war party had been standing. 

As Raphael watched, the ogre’s spell carved a furrow through the reddish stone of the plateau at a downward angle, hurling loose rock  and  boulders  skyward  and  filling  the  air  with  the  tremendous rumbling  of  breaking  stone.  As  the  beam  expended  its  might,  he gaped at its sheer power and how similar it was to…

“Elemental  Breath,  Raph!”  Koshi  confirmed  through  the  light of the Dragon Meridian. “That was Shiomi’s! She breathed pure force instead of fire, frost, or lightning!” 

Raphael growled as he surged to his feet and unlimbered his glaive.  The  ogres  had  somehow  stolen  the  dead  dragon’s  strength for themselves, and they’d done so by desecrating her corpse. 

As  the  ogre’s  force  beam  vented  the  last  of  its  strength, Sylvia  burst  from  the  swirling  dust  and  swooped  down  by  his  side. 

She dropped off Eliza and Gabriella as well. 

“Such  power  is  beyond  any  spell  I’ve  ever  seen,  Raphael,” 

the elf said. “You and I will have to fight them up close, so they can’t use  it  again  on  us  like  that.  It’s  not  going  to  be  easy.  The  one  in armor wears a blademaster’s crest on his breastplate, which means he’s one of his people’s greatest warriors.” 

“I found Cyrano and Ginerva,” Koshi said mentally. “Fenix is unconscious.  Overexertion,  perhaps.  There  is  a  big  chasm  across the plateau, but it won’t keep you from reaching us or the other way around. Stay where you are. We’re coming to you.” 

“Fenix is down, Gabby,” Raphael told the princess. “Koshi is bringing him here, along with Cyrano and Ginerva. See what you can

do for him, then fight alongside them.” 

“Got it.” Gabriella nodded, then turned to Eliza. “You’re joining us, right?” 

Eliza shook her head. “No. I’m going with you, Raphael. The ogres still have harpies guarding them. You and Sylvia will need all the help you can get in a melee fight.” 

Before Raphael could reply, a massive form burst through the dust  and  skid  to  a  grinding  halt  beside  them.  It  was  Koshi,  once again  having  assumed  his  draconic  aspect.  He  lowered  a  wing, letting  Cyrano  and  Ginerva  hop  off.  The  armsman  still  had  Fenix slung over his shoulder. 

“These  fiends  think  their  desecrations  have  given  them mastery over draconic fury?” Koshi rumbled. “I will show them what a real dragon is capable of!” 

The ogres’ platform drifted closer, pushing through the clouds of dust suffusing the air. The robed ogre gestured and uttered a few arcane  syllables.  Purple  light  spiraled  on  one  of  the  platform’s sloping underside surfaces. A gray-green sphere, nearly half Koshi’s size, emerged from the pool of swirling magical energy and thumped wetly to the plateau’s rocky surface. 

Then it began to…  unfold. 

Nine  slime-slick  appendages  peeled  loose  from  the  sphere and stretched skyward, revealing the fanged maws at each of their ends. Six taloned limbs bit into the rock and raised the bulbous torso from which they had oozed out. Sibilant hisses filled the air. Eighteen yellow eyes opened, ablaze with maddened fury. The hydra rose to its  full  height,  nearly  the  same  as  Koshi’s,  and  began  trundling toward the war party. 

Raphael  swept  his  gaze  over  his  companions.  Though Cyrano  and  Ginerva  didn’t  let  their  masks  of  stoic  resolve  waver, both of them were pale. The mage gulped nervously, and Cyrano’s grip  on  his  pick  wavered.  Gabriella  was  whimpering  in  fear  and backing away from the horrific sight of the hydra. Sylvia caught her by the shoulder and muttered a few calming words in the princess’s

ear, but even the elf seemed worried. Eliza, in contrast, blazed with furious determination. 

Raphael  looked  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  and shared some of its radiance through the bonds between his soul and those  of  the  war  party.  The  dull  gray  threads  joining  Raphael  to Cyrano and Ginerva had turned a faint green, an obvious sign that Raphael had strengthened his connection with the veterans over the last  few  days.  The  veterans  blinked.  Some  color  returned  to  their dust-covered cheeks. Cyrano’s hand no longer trembled. 

The shining black thread that represented Sylvia’s bond with him  had  thickened  and  become  laced  with  silver  streaks.  Over  the last  few  days,  Raphael  had  learned  about  more  of  the  elf’s  distant and complicated past, and he had a feeling that she would help him uncover  the  mystery  of  his  origins.  The  elf  hardly  needed  any  help from Raphael in maintaining her resolve. Still, the furrow in her brow eased itself into smoothness as Raphael cast the light of the Dragon Meridian  upon  her  soul.  She  seemed  to  sense  what  Raphael  had done for her, and she cast him a tight smile. 

Gabriella’s  bond  with  Raphael  was  embodied  in  a  thread  of regal  blue  that  connected  their  souls.  This  thread  hadn’t  changed much  since  he  last  became  aware  of  it,  but  he  knew  that  it,  too, would strengthen as the princess continued fighting by his side. Her breathing  evened  out  as  Raphael  shared  his  resolve  with  her,  and she clenched her fists, ready to bring her formidable magic to bear. 

The  thread  between  Koshi’s  and  Raphael’s  souls  was stronger than ever. Father and son, or Knight and Magus, they would face the world and all its challenges together. Beneath the light of the Dragon  Meridian,  Koshi’s  mind  was  clear  and  focused,  his determination to fight for and protect Raphael impervious to all doubt or fear. 

Eliza’s bond with him was what surprised him the most. It was still a warm pink, but it was also now entwined with golden threads. 

Her  soul  was  already  awash  with  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian, 

and her will was as unbreakable as Koshi’s, such was her devotion to Raphael. 

“I  will  burn  that  beast  to  ash  alongside  its  masters!”  Koshi declared, taking a deep breath. 

But then a rune of purple light emanated from the underside of  the  ogre’s  platform  and  fell  upon  Raphael.  It  filled  his  vision, forcing him to blink, and when he opened his eyes, he found himself standing upon a surface of smooth black stone, ten paces away from the pair of ogres. 

“Raphael!”  Koshi  roared,  his  voice  filled  with  anger  and despair. 

Raphael looked over his shoulder. Koshi was on the ground, nearly  thirty  feet  away  from  him.  The  rest  of  the  war  party  were arrayed around the dragon, preparing to meet the hydra’s charge. 

 I’m on the ogres’ platform. They brought me here with Spatial Magic, like the kind the Guild Master uses, and Koshi can’t breathe fire on them if I’m here,  Raphael realized. 

“I’m  right  here,  Koshi,  in  front  of  the  ogres,”  Raphael  sent through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  “Keep  everyone  safe.  I’ll beat these two and win this fight.” 

“By yourself?” the dragon said. 

“No,” Eliza’s voice chimed in from beside Raphael. “He’s not by himself, Koshi.” 

Raphael  turned  to  Eliza,  his  eyes  wide  with  wonder.  She’d somehow been transported alongside him through the ogre’s magic. 

She squeezed his arm and nodded. 

“Eliza’s there too? And… she can hear us?” Koshi wondered. 

Eliza  met  Raphael’s  gaze.  He  saw  specks  of  golden  light dancing in the sapphire depths of her eyes. She nodded. “I can hear you  both,  Koshi.  I  can  also  hear  Rayne  crying  softly  in  Raphael’s pocket too.” 

Without  knowing  why  he  did  so,  Raphael  placed  a  hand  on Eliza’s shoulder. Flames from his Draconic Braziers reached through

the thread joining their souls and flared into life within Eliza’s being. 

Golden scales of light blazed into existence over her body. 

Eliza sheathed her sword and held out her gauntleted hand. 

Skyfang  appeared  in  her  grasp.  She  blinked  in  disbelief.  Raphael suddenly felt weaker and slower, and he knew that Eliza now shared some of the strength of his First and Second Draconic Braziers. 

 I’m  not  sure  how  this  is  happening,  but  we’ll  just  have  to figure it out later,  Raphael thought. 

He exchanged a smile with Eliza. “Let’s win this fight together, Eliza.” 

“Yes,  let’s  do  just  that,”  she  replied.  Eliza  unsheathed  her enchanted dagger and fell into a combat stance alongside Raphael, wielding  the  corrosive  blade  in  her  left  hand  and  Skyfang  in  her right. 

“Why  is  that  one  here,  Arunas?”  the  armored  ogre demanded, pointing at Eliza. It spoke a language Raphael had never heard  before,  but  thanks  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian,  he understood it as easily as he did the Common Tongue. 

Its  robed  colleague  shrugged.  “I  don’t  know.  Does  it  matter, Subtha? Kill the female. Then incapacitate the male, like I told you. 

General Githara will be most interested in this specimen.” 

“Why the young one and not the actual dragon down there? 

And look at the female. If that isn’t draconic energy, I’ll eat my own socks  for  dinner,”  Subtha  grumbled  as  he  pointed  at  Koshi,  then Eliza  with  his  sword.  “You  sure  you  don’t  want  the  female  as  a specimen too? I don’t want to end up killing her, then having to listen to your complaints later, just like the last time with those elves.” 

“We  can  make  use  of  the  dragon’s  parts  after  we  kill  it.” 

Arunas  cast  his  masked  gaze  upon  Raphael.  “But  this  young  male brims with pure draconic energy. It will be much more valuable alive than dead. The female is an afterthought. It’s obvious the male has infused it with draconic energy. The female has none of its own.” 

“Fine.  Let’s  get  this  over  with.”  Subtha  raised  his  massive serrated blade and twirled it in his wrists. “It’s fine if I cut off its limbs, 

right? You just need it to still be breathing.” 

“Yes.  Now  get  to  work.  Let  the  hydra  keep  the  humans  and their  dragon  occupied.”  Arunas  clutched  his  staff.  “I’ll  wipe  them  all out when this is ready again.” 

“Ha!  Like  you  did  the  first  time?”  Subtha  advanced  on Raphael and Eliza, his armored boots clicking upon the black stone of  the  platform  with  every  step.  He  uttered  a  word.  Dark  flames blazed down the length of his sword. 

Raphael  glanced  over  his  shoulder  once  more.  The  hydra was almost upon Koshi. Cyrano and Ginerva stood by the dragon’s side. The armsman had his flail out. Gabriella had dragged Fenix to the side. 

 She’s  probably  going  to  cast  Invigorate  on  him,  Raphael thought.  Where’s Sylvia? 

The  elf’s  whooping  battlecry  answered  his  query.  Sylvia soared above the platform, calling forth shadowy copies of her sword around  her.  She  thrust  her  hands  down  toward  the  ogres,  and dozens of inky blades cascaded upon them. 

Arunas crouched down, hiding behind Subtha’s hulking form. 

The  armored  ogre  sneered  and  met  Sylvia’s  swords  with  his, bringing his blade around in intricate, looping cuts that dashed each copy  of  Willowflight  into  clouds  of  dark  mist  upon  contact.  A  few  of Sylvia’s  shadowy  blades  still  broke  through,  slicing  open  the  ogre’s armor  and  rending  his  flesh  before  cleaving  into  the  black  stone surface of the platform. 

But  Subtha’s  wounds  were  minor,  amounting  to  little  more than  a  graze  above  his  brow  and  a  few  shallow  slices  across  his chest and shoulders. He looked up at the elf. 

“Interesting,”  the  ogre  said.  “Perhaps  you’ll  prove  to  be  a much worthier challenge than these two children. Get down here, elf, and match blades with me. I shall mount your lifeless carcass upon my wall, one more trophy amidst the thousands already there.” 

Arunas surged to his feet and gestured to the circling harpies. 

The  feathered  monsters  squawked  and  swarmed  after  Sylvia, 

chasing  her  through  the  skies  and  pushing  her  away  from  the platform even as the elf killed them with spell after spell. 

“Stop grandstanding!” the robed ogre chided his companion. 

“Secure the specimen immediately!” 

“Fine,  fine,”  Subtha  grumbled,  clicking  his  tongue  in frustration.  It  was  an  uncannily  human  mannerism,  rendered  even more disturbing by the ogre’s humanlike features. 

Raphael  swiftly  cast  Intermediate  Haste  and  Fortify  on himself, seeking to compensate for the draconic strength and speed he’d somehow shared with Eliza. He raised his glaive in readiness to strike. 

Behind him, Koshi roared. He must have engaged the hydra. 

The  sound  of  massive  claws  and  fangs  rending  through  flesh  rose into the air, but Raphael dared not look back and divert his attention from the approaching Subtha. 

“Sylvia  said  this  one’s  a  blademaster,”  Eliza  muttered.  “I’ll engage  him  from  the  front,  Raphael.  You  have  the  longer  weapon, so see if you can find an opening.” 

Before  Raphael  could  protest,  Eliza  dashed  forward,  blades leading  the  way.  Subtha’s  eyes  widened  at  the  woman’s countercharge,  but  the  contemptuous  sneer  never  left  his  face.  He swung his sword down in an arc that would cleave Eliza in half. 

Eliza  met  Subtha’s  flaming  sword  with  Skyfang  and  twirled her wrist in a graceful parry, diverting the ogre’s sword from its path so that its serrated edge hurtled past the top of her helm instead. At the same time, she cross-stepped into a lunge, bringing her dagger directly in line with Subtha’s groin. 

The  ogre  danced  away  from  Eliza’s  attack,  moving  his massive  frame  more  agilely  than  any  street  acrobat  Raphael  had ever  seen  before.  As  he  did  so,  he  pivoted  on  his  lead  foot  and changed  his  earlier  downward  cut  into  a  sideways  one  instead, seeking to bisect Eliza at the waist. 

Raphael hammered Subtha’s sword aside with the butt of his glaive,  readdressed  the  polearm,  and  thrust  out  its  blade  at  the

ogre’s  face.  Subtha  leaned  back,  arcing  his  body  with  surprising limberness,  so  that  Raphael’s  glaive  flashed  harmlessly  over  his nose. 

The  ogre  let  the  momentum  of  his  evasion  bring  his  entire body into a backflip. As he landed, he lashed out at Eliza once more with  another  horizontal  backhand  cut.  She  vaulted  over  the  ogre’s blade,  but  Subtha  had  obviously  anticipated  the  maneuver.  His gauntleted  fist  flashed  through  the  air  toward  her  much-smaller frame. 

Raphael thrust his glaive at Subtha’s throat, foiling the ogre’s counterattack once more by forcing Subtha to block with his forearm. 

As the tip of the glaive skittered off the back of the ogre’s gauntlet, Raphael  pirouetted,  spinning  his  weapon  high  and  then  low  and around, arcing its butt toward Subtha’s ankles in a mighty sweep. 

Without even landing from her earlier vault, Eliza let Skyfang take her airborne, bringing the blade of golden light into an upward lunge  toward  the  ogre’s  face.  At  the  same  time,  she  hurled  her dagger  backward,  seeking  to  lodge  its  corrosive  tip  between  the armored plates sheathing Subtha’s weapon-arm. 

The  ogre  twisted  his  right  hand,  bringing  one  of  his  elbow plates to bear, so that it deflected Eliza’s dagger and sent it clattering harmlessly  to  the  surface  of  the  platform.  He  leaned  his  face  away from  the  arc  of  Skyfang’s  edge,  but  he  couldn’t  avoid  Raphael’s sweeping blow. 

Raphael smashed the butt of his glaive into the ogre’s ankles. 

The  impact  traveled  up  the  shaft  of  his  polearm  and  rang  painfully along his arms. Subtha fell, swept from his feet, but mid-descent, the ogre slammed an armored palm down onto the black stone beneath him and twisted his body into a graceful somersault that vaulted him above Raphael’s head. 

Subtha’s flaming sword came out of nowhere, and it was all Raphael  could  do  to  block  its  serrated  edge  on  the  shaft  of  his glaive, trusting in the quality of Connell Cadogan’s craftsmanship to keep his skull from being cleaved apart. 

Fortunately  for  Raphael,  the  ogre’s  cut  came  from  an awkward angle and carried little strength in its arc. The shaft of his glaive remained intact, save for a deep scratch across its lacquered finish. 

“I saw that, Subtha!” Arunas cried. “Don’t kill the male!” 

Subtha spat on the platform in response. “They’re better than I’d thought. I’d love to number them among my trophies as well.” 

“Take the female’s carcass if you must!” Arunas said. “Or the male’s limbs. But make sure to take it alive!” 

Subtha growled. 

“I know,” the armored ogre grumbled. “Just be quiet, Arunas, and let me do my job.” 

Eliza  came  to  stand  beside  Raphael.  She  was  breathing hard.  The  golden  specks  in  her  eyes  were  larger,  threatening  to drown out the blueness of her irises. Skyfang trembled in her grasp. 

“Eliza!  Stop!”  Rayne’s  mental  voice  rang  out.  “You’re  not ready  to  handle  so  much   Ryu-To-Ki   yet!  If  you  don’t  let  go  of Skyfang, you’ll hurt yourself very badly.” 

“Rayne?”  Eliza  smiled.  Her  words  fell  from  her  lips  shakily. 

“That’s your voice? Strangely enough, that’s exactly what I imagined you’d sound like if you could speak.” 

“Magus,  you  must  stop  her.  I  can  sense  her  human  insides beginning  to  melt,”  the  faerie  dragon  said,  poking  its  head  out  of Raphael’s pocket. 

“How do I do that?” Raphael asked. 

“Her  Ryu-To-Ki comes from you, shaped and forged through the  Braziers  you’ve  ignited,”  Rayne  replied.  “All  you  have  to  do  is take it back from her.” 

“We can’t have that right now,” Eliza said, pointing Skyfang at the  approaching  Subtha.  “And  even  if  you’re  taking  your  strength back, Raphael, I’m not letting it go. You’ll have to fight me for it, at least until we win this battle.” 

“I don’t want to fight you, Eliza,” Raphael said. “So let’s finish this  quickly.  I  have  a  plan.  Just  follow  my  lead,”  Raphael  replied, sudden inspiration coming to him as he recalled Cyrano’s lecture on ogres  in  the  Guild  House’s  training  hall.  According  to  the  veteran, ogres fought in groups, with each member taking on different roles, much like the Hell Drakes did. But every ogre was more concerned with furthering its own goals or basking in its own glory. Judging from what he’d seen so far, Subtha and Arunas were hardly exceptions to Cyrano’s observation. 

Eliza nodded. 

“This ogre was protecting the one in robes. Maybe that’s his job,”  Raphael  sent  to  Eliza  over  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian. 

“Now we’re between him and the one he’s supposed to protect. If we go after the robed ogre now, the armored one will chase us, and we might be able to catch him on the wrong foot.” 

“I don’t know if someone as skilled as him would fall so easily for something like that, Raphael,” Eliza said. 

“Trust  me.”  Raphael  met  Eliza’s  gaze.  Her  eyes  were  now entirely gold, and her cheeks were feverishly flushed. 

“Always,” she replied. 



Chapter 22







Raphael  turned  and  charged  at  Arunas,  knowing  that  Eliza was  close  on  his  heels.  He  heard  Subtha  snort  with  disgusted amusement and burst off into a pounding, armor-bound pursuit. 

Irritation  showed  in  every  fiber  of  Arunas’s  bearing.  Once again, Raphael was struck by how humanlike the ogres’ mannerisms were.  He  shoved  that  thought  to  the  back  of  his  mind  ruthlessly  as the robed ogre raised a hand and began to chant. 

Raphael  thrust  his  right  hand  forward  and  hurled  an Explosive  Orb  toward  Aruna’s  face.  It  was  the  only  spell  he’d managed to cast as battlemagic so far. 

The ogre caught the Explosive Orb directly on his mask. The detonation  tore  the  metal  apart  and  smashed  Arunas  to  his  knees. 

The ogre’s face was a ruin of broken bone and lacerated flesh, but his  eyes  remained  intact,  and  they  bore  into  Raphael’s  as  he  and Eliza closed the distance. 

Arunas  brought  his  hand  up  once  more  and  completed  his spell. Darts of blue light burst from his fingertips and streaked toward Raphael. 

Raphael  wrapped  an  arm  around  Eliza’s  waist  and  began back-stepping,  his  gaze  fixed  on  the  magical  projectiles  slicing through the air and seeking his flesh. 

Glancing  over  his  shoulder,  Raphael  saw  that  Subtha  was right behind them, sword raised in readiness to strike. As the ogre’s blade cut down, Raphael reached his mind out to Rayne. 

“Now!” he sent. 

“By your will, Magus!” the faerie dragon replied. 

Rayne turned Raphael and Eliza incorporeal. Subtha’s sword sliced  through  their  ghostly  forms  with  no  effect,  and  then  Raphael

was backing through the ogre’s massive armored frame, pulling Eliza along with him. 

They emerged behind Subtha just as he was hit by Arunas’s spell. The darts of blue light ripped entire chunks of armor and flesh from  Subtha’s  body  as  they  struck  home.  The  ogre  blademaster staggered back, a pained grunt escaping his lips. 

As  Subtha  turned,  trying  to  bring  his  sword  to  bear,  Rayne returned Raphael and Eliza to corporeality. Raphael swept his glaive down  and  across  the  ogre’s  chest.  At  the  same  time,  Eliza  cut upward  in  the  opposite  direction,  taking  to  the  air  once  more  with Skyfang’s power. Together, they sliced a crimson cross into Subtha’s torso. 

Blood  jetted  skyward  from  the  massive  wound.  Subtha gasped.  He  raised  his  blade  in  readiness  to  strike.  Still  airborne, Eliza  let  Skyfang  dissipate.  Raphael’s  eyes  widened  in  wonder  as she  reached  into  the  Fourth  Brazier  and  drew  forth  Ragebane instead, the menacing spiked mace coalescing within her grasp. 

Eliza  struck  Subtha  in  the  side  of  the  head  with  Ragebane. 

The  distinct  sound  of  breaking  bone  crunched  into  the  air,  but Raphael could tell that Eliza’s blow hadn’t connected squarely. Even so  badly  wounded,  the  sublimely  skilled  ogre  blademaster  had managed  to  pull  off  a  partial  dodge  of  Ragebane’s  sweep.  If  he hadn’t, Eliza would have vacated the contents of Subtha’s skull. 

Even so, it was still enough to fell the ogre. Subtha collapsed, his  massive  armored  body  striking  the  platform  with  a  resounding clang.  Eliza  landed  on  the  ogre’s  mangled  torso,  Ragebane  held high in her hands to finish off her foe. 

Before  Raphael  could  say  anything,  Ragebane  disappeared from her hands. Eliza’s eyes rolled up in their sockets, and she fell backward.  Raphael  caught  her  before  she  could  hit  the  platform’s surface. 

“She’s  very  badly  hurt,  Magus!”  Rayne  cried.  “I  told  her  this would happen but she…” 

“It’s  alright,  Rayne.”  Raphael  placed  his  hand  on  Eliza’s forehead.  It  was  hot  to  the  touch,  as  if  she  were  running  a tremendously  high  fever.  Her  breaths  also  came  shallowly  and rapidly. He recited the arcane syllables of Lesser Heal and cast the spell on Eliza. 

White  light  pulsed  briefly  over  her.  The  heat  radiating  from her  forehead  lessened.  Her  breaths  evened  out  slightly.  Raphael cast  the  spell  once  more,  with  similar  effects.  He  smiled  and depressed  the  stoppers  of  the  healing  potions  in  Eliza’s  belt, dispensing  their  rejuvenative  contents  into  her  body.  The  blonde woman showed further improvement. 

“Eliza’s  going  to  be  alright,  Rayne,”  Raphael  told  the  faerie dragon. 

“By  the  Horned  Fiend,  I  have  to  do  everything  myself!” 

Arunas  cursed  as  he  surged  to  his  feet  and  leveled  his  staff  at Raphael. Blue light swirled around its bone tip. “If I can’t collect a live specimen, I suppose I’ll have to make do with dissecting a cadaver instead.” 

“A beam of force will hit us even if I turn us incorporeal again, Magus!” Rayne cried. 

 I’ll  just  have  to  dodge  it,  then.  Raphael  scooped  Eliza  up  in his arms and began running for the edge of the platform, fully aware that  Arunas  was  tracking  them  with  his  staff.  Raphael  briefly considered using his and Eliza’s invisibility potions, but he knew that he was too close for such a strategy to work. Whatever Raphael did, the ogre wouldn’t miss, not at this range. 

Harpy carcasses rained down upon the platform then, bathing its black stone surface in severed limbs and frozen viscera. A titanic, undulating shadow fell over the ogre. 

Raphael looked up. 

It was Fei Xue and Feng Mo. Astride her chimera, the Grand Princess  loomed  over  Arunas,  her  features  twisted  into  a  mask  of rage. Veins bulged and pulsed at her temples, reminding Raphael of

Huo  Xian  when  the  Grand  Prince  had  been  consumed  with bloodlust. 

“You’re  the  one  in  charge,  right?”  Fei  Xue  snarled.  “Time  to die, insect.” 

Sylvia  swooped  into  view  as  well.  The  elf  was  covered  in blood, but she didn’t seem to be badly hurt at all. She hurtled toward Arunas, her blade leveled at the ogre’s chest. 

Arunas redirected his staff upward at Fei Xue and unleashed its  power.  The  beam  of  pure  force  tore  through  Feng  Mo’s  gray, featureless body as it tried to shield its mistress. The Grand Princess leaped aside with blinding speed, but she wasn’t fast enough. 

The force beam clipped her along the right side of her body, ripping  her  right  arm  from  her  torso  and  tearing  her  midriff  open, before  continuing  its  ascent  beyond  the  clouds.  Fei  Xue  gasped  in agony as she fell alongside her mangled mount. 

“Fei!”  Sylvia  cried,  breaking  off  her  attack  and  streaking toward the Grand Princess’s plummeting form. 

As  Raphael  watched,  the  elf  gestured  and  chanted,  calling into existence a net of silver light that caught both Fei Xue and Tian Mo and turned their descent into a gentle, gradual drift to the surface of the plateau. 

Arunas spat a mouthful of blood and turned to Raphael. The ogre  raised  his  free  hand,  ready  to  cast  a  spell.  Raphael  put  Eliza down gently and hefted his glaive. 

“You’re going to pay for that,” Raphael told Arunas in the ogre tongue. 

Arunas’s eyes widened in surprise. 

“A  lesser  being  speaking  the  glorious  language  of  my people?”  the  ogre  said,  blood  dribbling  from  his  mangled  lips  with every  word.  “I  don’t  know  if  I  should  feel  surprised  or  scandalized. 

And  just  how  did  you  learn  it?  No  matter.  All  your  secrets  will  be mine once I cut them from your flesh.” 

Fenix  Blinked  into  being  beside  Raphael.  The  battlemage was  pale  and  wan,  but  his  features  were  resolute.  Explosive  Orbs appeared above his open palms. 

“We got the hydra, Raphael. It wasn’t easy, but it’s burning to ash as we speak. Now, let’s finish this.” 

Arunas  sneered  and  opened  his  broken  mouth  to  say something, only to choke on his words as Koshi’s draconic shadow fell over the platform as well. 

“You will burn for your atrocities, fiend,” Koshi growled. 

The ogre blinked, then sighed and lowered his staff. 

“You’re  outmatched.  Give  up,”  Raphael  said.  “You  will  be treated fairly if you surrender.” 

“Surrender? To lesser beings like you? What a jest.” Arunas chuckled.  He  gestured.  Purple  light  flared  above  Subtha’s unconscious form. And then the ogre blademaster was gone. 

“I  might  have  overextended  myself  slightly  today,  specimen, but we will meet again, and when we do, I will—” Arunas shrieked in agony  as  Koshi’s  jaws  snapped  forward,  closing  over  the  ogre’s staff-arm and tearing it from his shoulder. 

Fenix thrust his hands forward, sending a cluster of Explosive Orbs hurtling toward Arunas. The ogre gritted his broken teeth and gestured with his remaining hand. Purple light flared once more, and he was gone, leaving the battlemage’s spells to detonate over empty space. 

Seeing  their  master’s  departure,  the  few  remaining  harpies fled, shrieking in horror. 

“That  was  Spatial  Magic  of  the  Highest  Order,”  Fenix muttered  as  he  gazed  at  where  Arunas  had  been.  “I  didn’t  know ogres had such skilled and powerful mages among their ranks.” 

“I don’t think the two we fought are ordinary ogres,” Raphael said, his shoulders slumping with exhaustion. 

“No, I don’t think they were either. What’s wrong with Eliza?” 

the battlemage asked, nodding in the direction of her prone form. “Is

she hurt?” 

“Yes,  she  is,”  Raphael  replied.  “She’ll  need  more  Healing Magic than I’ve been able to give her so far.” 

Koshi lowered himself, so that his broad back was level with the surface of the floating platform. 

“Hop  on,”  he  said.  “Let’s  go  down  to  the  surface.  Gabriella should be able to tend to Eliza.” 

“Er...  I’ll  just  use  Blink  to  get  myself  down,”  Fenix  muttered nervously.  He  uttered  an  arcane  syllable,  and  then  he  was  gone, reappearing on the surface beside Cyrano and Ginerva. 

Carrying  Eliza  in  his  arms,  Raphael  climbed  onto  Koshi’s back. He saw a massive pile of ash on the plateau. 

“Yes,  that  was  the  hydra,  Raph,”  Koshi  said,  preempting Raphael’s question. “The toughest one I’ve ever fought in my life. It hurt  me  pretty  badly.  If  not  for  the  Hell  Drakes’  and  the  princess’s help, I would have lost this fight.” 

“Is  it  because  you’re  still  not  used  to  being  a  dragon  yet?” 

Raphael asked, recalling what Fei Xue had said about Koshi. 

“I believe so.” Koshi sighed. “I will need to familiarize myself with this form if I don’t want to let you down, Raph.” 

“You never have, Koshi, and you never will.” Raphael placed his hand against the back of Koshi’s winding, sinuous neck. 

They landed in front of Gabriella, who was frantically casting Intermediate Heal alongside Sylvia on Fei Xue. As Raphael climbed down,  he  was  horrified  by  the  severity  of  the  Grand  Princess’s wounds. 

Fei  Xue’s  right  arm  was  gone,  as  was  a  huge  chunk  of  her shoulder.  She’d  also  been  eviscerated.  Thanks  to  the  efforts  of Sylvia  and  Gabriella,  the  Grand  Princess  was  no  longer  bleeding, her  wounds  covered  by  frail,  pulsing  scabs,  but  Raphael  couldn’t imagine anyone surviving such injuries. 

“Master!” Gabriella sobbed. “I’m so sorry! This wouldn’t have happened to you if I hadn’t come here! It’s all my fault.” 

“Shush,  Gabby,”  Sylvia  said.  “I’ve  seen  Fei  survive  worse. 

She  can  regenerate  all  of  her  body  parts  and  lost  organs.  She  just needs some time and rest, and more Healing Magic than her body can already handle, at least for today.” 

An undulating gray mass hovered behind the elf. It placed a tentacle  on  Sylvia’s  shoulder.  The  elf  looked  up  at  Feng  Mo  and nodded. 

“Feng Mo’s been badly hurt too, so he needs to shrink himself and  heal,”  Sylvia  said.  “He  also  thinks  that  we  should  head  to  the Hell  Drakes’  base  in  Uwajima  right  now,  since  it’s  so  close,  so  we can  further  stabilize  Fei  and  use  more  Healing  Magic  on  her  in  the days to come.” 

“Yes, let’s get going,” Raphael agreed. “Maybe we can send word of her injuries to her brother, Shi Kung, from there. But before we head out, Gabby, can you help me with Eliza?” 

“Of  course,  Raph,”  Gabriella  said  as  Raphael  laid  Eliza’s body down gently in front of the princess. “What happened to her? Is she hurt?” 

“Yes. I’ve cast Lesser Heal on her twice, and I’ve applied her healing  potions  too.  Doing  that  seems  to  have  helped  somewhat,” 

Raphael explained. 

“I see.” Gabriella placed her hand on Eliza’s forehead. White light pulsed briefly over the princess’s fingers. She frowned. “Eliza is running a fever. My diagnostic spell suggests that it might be caused by  severe  trauma  to  her  internal  organs,  her  heart,  her  lungs,  her liver... How did something like this happen?” 

“I… I’m not sure, Gabby.” Raphael lowered his gaze and took Eliza’s hand in his. “But I think it’s my fault. I did this to her.” 

“No, Raph,” Koshi interjected. He’d assumed his human form once more before. “That’s not true. What happened back there, with Eliza illuminated by the light of the Dragon Meridian and sharing in the  strength  of  your  Braziers…  I  recall  Platina  telling  me  of  such things before. When Eliza wakes up, we need to talk to her about it, 

you, me, even Rayne. But right now, you can rest assured that you didn’t cause this.  She  did.” 

“I  can  heal  most  of  the  damage  to  her  internal  organs  right now,”  Gabriella  announced.  “But  she  will  probably  remain unconscious for a day or two and then require more Healing Magic later.  Next  time,  Raph,  you  really  need  to  be  careful  about  sharing your powers with her.” 

“Yes,  I  will.”  Raphael  shook  his  head.  Rayne  warned  me about what would happen to Eliza and even told me to take my Ryu-To-Ki  away  from  her.  But  I  didn’t,  because  there  was  a  fight  to  be won, and I needed her help. 

“Don’t  worry,  Magus,”  Rayne  chimed  in,  nudging  Raphael’s thigh  through  his  pocket.  “I’m  sure  Eliza  will  be  fine  now.  I  never imagined  this  would  happen,  though.  But  isn’t  it  exciting?  You  will have a Paladin alongside your Knight.” 

“Paladin? What’s that?” Raphael asked. 

“Uh… maybe we should listen to the Knight and talk to Eliza when  she  wakes  up,”  Rayne  said,  its  mental  voice  suddenly  taking on more than a tinge of furtiveness. 

“Rayne…”  Raphael  began,  only  to  have  Koshi  clasp  him  on the shoulder. 

“I’ll  tell  you  what  I  know  when  we  arrive  at  the  Hell  Drakes’

base, Raph,” Koshi promised. He turned to the rest of the war party and bowed apologetically. “I am sorry, everyone. I don’t wish to hide anything,  but  what  happened  with  Eliza  is  a  deeply  private  and personal  matter  that  should  only  be  shared  at  her  discretion,  not mine, nor Raphael’s. Therefore, I cannot speak any further about it in your presence.” 

“A  woman’s  secrets  are  her  own,”  Cyrano  grunted.  “I  won’t press  to  know  them,  but  I’ll  listen  if  she  ever  cares  to  tell  me.  I believe I speak for everyone else here.” 

“Really?”  Ginerva  grinned,  looking  up  at  her  much-taller colleague.  “Remind  me  again  who’s  the  worst  gossip  in  the  Guild House?” 

“You, Ginerva. You,” the armsman replied. “You are by far the worst gossip in the Guild House.” 

“Hey!” the mage protested. 

The  war  party  gathered  their  scattered  equipment  and  what supplies they could salvage, with Fenix even using Blink to ascend to  the  ogres’  platform  once  more  and  retrieve  Eliza’s  dagger.  Spell cores  emerged  from  the  fallen  harpies,  and  Raphael  agreed  to  let Fenix and Ginerva collect half of them, while he cast Deliverance on the rest. 

As  the  two  mages  muttered  excitedly  about  their  spoils, Raphael let Rayne scatter the light from the Delivered cores over his soul, increasing the depth of his mana reserves. 

Koshi had also managed to seize Arunas’s staff. He gave it to Raphael, who dropped it onto the ground and stamped on its bone tip, crushing it into dust beneath his heel. 

A  small  glimmer  of  golden  light  streaked  away  into  the distance,  then,  confirming  Raphael’s  fears.  The  staff’s  tip  had contained  a  small  fragment  of  Shiomi’s  soul,  which  was  now rejoining its greater part. This meant that casting Deliverance on the staff wouldn’t do anything to ease Shiomi’s pain. He would have to find  where  her  soul  was  trapped,  and  he  had  a  feeling  it  would  be where her body had initially fallen. 

Feng  Mo  shrank  itself  down  to  a  tiny  gray  sphere  no  larger than Raphael’s thumbnail. Sylvia picked the chimera up and placed it in  her  belt  pouch.  Then  the  elf  picked  Fei  Xue  up  with  surprising tenderness and placed the Grand Princess on the flat of her floating sword. 

“I’ll fly ahead first,” Sylvia said. “I can make better speed over short  distances,  and  I  can  let  Janan  know  that  the  rest  of  you  are arriving on a dragon’s back, so that you won’t be flying into the face of a thousand crossbow and ballista bolts.” 

“Alright,  Sylvia.  We’ll  see  you  there,”  Raphael  said.  The  elf gave him a smile before climbing onto her sword, placing her feet on either side of Fei Xue’s waist, and streaking away into the horizon. 

Several  minutes  later,  Koshi  spread  his  massive  wings,  and the war party took to the skies as well. 

Chapter 23







The  war  party  flew  in  silence  as  they  made  their  way  to  the Hell Drakes’ base in Uwajima. Raphael sighed as he tried to make sense of what had happened during the battle against the ogres and the harpies. 

A Dragon Paladin? What was that, and what did that mean? 

Was Eliza becoming a Dragon Knight like Koshi? Raphael had briefly entertained the thought before, when she’d wielded Skyfang, but he felt that such a decision should be wholly hers to make. 

Eliza had been willing enough to wield Skyfang and share in the  strength  of  the  Draconic  Braziers,  that  was  true,  but  Raphael suspected  that  she  didn’t  quite  know  what  being  a  Dragon  Knight meant.  She  needed  to  have  a  long,  detailed  talk  with  Koshi  first  to make sure she knew what she faced if she did indeed choose such a path in life. Only then would her decision be a fair one. 

And  even  if  Eliza  were  willing,  was  Raphael?  What  did  it mean  to   have  a  Dragon  Knight?  Raphael  knew  that  Koshi  was bound to Platina when she was still alive, and his strength originated from  hers.  Koshi  was  different  now,  a  Dragon  Knight  only  in  name, but  a  true  dragon  in  body  and  soul.  His  strength  was  his  own. 

Raphael wasn’t sure how he felt about being the source of someone else’s  strength,  even  if  it  were  Eliza,  brave,  wise,  and  beautiful though she was. He felt that someone as wonderful as her deserved to be her own person and find her own strength. 

Also,  could  Raphael  even  have  a  Dragon  Knight?  As  far  as he  knew,  he  wasn’t  a  dragon  himself,  but  a  Dragon  Magus, something  that  Rayne  spared  no  opportunity  in  reminding  him  of. 

Perhaps  that  was  why  Rayne  had  mentioned  a  Dragon  Paladin instead.  Maybe  that  was  what  a  Dragon  Magus  had  in  place  of  a Dragon Knight. It all came back to the same question again. 

What  exactly  was  a  Dragon  Magus?  Raphael  knew  that  it was  his  honor  to  bring  peace  to  Platina  and  renew  Koshi’s  life,  but he knew that he would be far less confused if knew what he was and what he was supposed to do. 

He glanced down at the pocket in which Rayne snoozed and sighed  once  more.  He  knew  better  than  to  expect  any  straight answers from the faerie dragon. 

The  next  thing  that  bothered  him  was  the  ogres  and  their dragon-bone  relics.  Raphael  couldn’t  imagine  the  depth  of  malice and  evil  that  could  drive  someone  to  desecrate  a  dragon’s  corpse like that. In creating and using such relics, the ogres were tormenting Shiomi beyond death and twisting her power to their purpose. During his  battle  against  Subtha  and  Arunas,  Raphael  could   feel  Shiomi’s pain.  No  wonder  Rayne  had  been  so  rattled  when  the  harpies  first appeared. Still, the faerie dragon had rallied when Raphael needed its  help  most.  Rayne  might  be  frustrating  to  speak  to  at  times,  but Raphael knew he could count on the faerie dragon when it mattered. 

 I’m going to set you free, Shiomi. I promise,  Raphael thought. 

 Just hold on a little longer. 

Finally,  there  was  Fei  Xue.  The  Grand  Princess  had recognized  the  strange,  repellant  kinship  between  the  two  of  them, yet she didn’t seem to know anything about what Raphael was. Fei Xue  had  promised  to  help  Raphael  unravel  the  mystery  of  his origins, but she was now badly hurt, and Raphael didn’t know if she would  survive,  despite  Sylvia’s  optimism.  Any  answers  from  her would have to wait, as did any questions Raphael had regarding the disappearance of mana and her father, the Chimeric Emperor. 

And  if  Fei  Xue’s  wounds  did  indeed  prove  to  be  lethal,  the political consequences would be tremendous. Relations between the Chimeric  Empire  and  Lucario  would  suffer,  if  not  fall  apart  entirely. 

Lucian the Fourth would never forgive Raphael, and he might even drive  the  Hell  Drakes  from  Lucario,  something  the  Guild  Master would surely not appreciate and might even blame Raphael for. Fei Xue’s siblings might hold Raphael responsible for the death of their

sister. Even if he were able to defend himself against the likes of Huo Xian, his investigation into the disappearance of mana would end, at least  down  this  avenue.  He  would  have  to  find  some  other  way  to fulfill  his  promise  to  Cailee,  and  rack  his  mind  as  he  may,  no inspiration presented itself. 

 Even  disregarding  all  that,  I  hope  Fei  Xue  survives.  She’s only here because I brought Gabby along. She didn’t deserve to get hurt.  Raphael muttered a prayer to Luna, beseeching the Goddess of the Crescent Moon to bestow some mercy upon Fei Xue. 

Koshi  must  have  heard  him.  He  looked  over  his  shoulder  at Raphael  and  reached  out  to  him  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian. 

“Did you ever wonder how you got your name, Raph?” Koshi asked. 

“I’m  named  after  one  of  Luna’s  Four  Archangels,  right?” 

Raphael answered. “Michael, Uriel, Gabriel, and Raphael. They were her closest and most devoted followers in life, and they followed her to the heavens when she became a goddess.” 

“That’s  right,  Raph.”  Koshi  chuckled.  “We’ve  never  talked about this before, but I suppose now is as good a time as any.” 

“So why did you name me Raphael, Koshi?” Raphael asked. 

“Why not Michael, Uriel, or Gabriel? Michael is the Archangel of Fire, right? So wouldn’t his name fit me better? After all, I did breathe fire just now.” 

“Yes,  you  did,  Raph,”  Koshi  replied,  his  mental  voice  laden with amusement. “The short answer is that I happened to walk past a statue  of  Archangel  Raphael  as  I  was  carrying  you  out  of  the chapel.” 

“What’s  the  long  answer?”  Raphael  smiled.  “I  can  see  why Uriel  wouldn’t  be  the  best  fit.  He’s  the  Archangel  of  Death.  And Gabriel  is  the  Archangel  of  Justice,  which  I  can  appreciate,  but  I don’t think you ever saw me running off to become an advocate like Mr. Vinci. 

“No, I didn’t think you’d enjoy all that reading and studying,” 

Koshi guffawed mentally. “I had a hard enough time trying to make sure you went to school! And by the way, I ran into Maestro Colombo before  we  left.  He  tells  me  you  still  owe  him  an  entire  month  of detention! Just  what did you do, Raph?” 

“Oh right. That was probably because I scribbled funny faces all  over  the  Maestro’s  personal  notebook  on  my  last  day  at  school. 

Also, I never did graduate, did I? Oh well, I don’t think that matters now.” Raphael shrugged. “But yes, why did you name me Raphael? 

The long answer this time, please.” 

“Raphael is the Archangel of Healing. In life, he brought hope and  compassion  to  the  sick  and  injured.  As  a  heavenly  entity,  he inspired kindness and mercy among all the souls in the world. I felt he most embodied Luna’s ideals. Before you arrived, Raphael, I was lost, scared, and in pain. I didn’t know what to hope for, and I saw no light in the dawning of each day’s sun. That all changed when I held you in my arms.  You were my Archangel, Raph. You gave me hope, brought  light  into  my  life,  and  look,  you  healed  me  and  made  me whole once more.” 

Raphael  fought  down  the  lump  in  his  throat.  He  didn’t  know what to say, so he just placed his hand on Koshi’s back and blinked away the tears gathering in the corners of his eyes. 





Chapter 24







Leaving  the  plateaus  behind,  Koshi  flew  after  Sylvia.  They traversed  a  landscape  that  swiftly  transformed  from  barren  rock  to lush green plains, strewn with trickling streams and planted fields. It would have been an idyllic view, if not for the teeming hordes of dark goblins below. 

Looking over Koshi’s shoulder, Raphael caught his first sight of the dark goblins. He had never seen such creatures before. Each goblin  was  more  diminutive  than  a  full-grown  man.  Lanky  limbs corded  with  wiry  muscle  sprouted  from  their  torsos,  their  reddish flesh  intermittently  hidden  beneath  dark  scales  that  seemed  more like riveted armor than natural growths. Their faces were round and snub-nosed, and they bared mouthfuls of sharp teeth as they tracked Koshi’s flight with their yellow eyes. 

“Dark goblin cavalry,” Cyrano observed. “Giant spiders serve as their mounts.” 

Raphael looked closer upon hearing the veteran’s words. The veteran  was  right.  The  goblins  were  mounted  on  scuttling,  eight-legged things with bulbous bodies. 

“Yeah, I hate them too,” Ginerva chimed in. “Giant spiders are much  trickier  to  handle  than  many  other  monsters.  They  can  climb up slopes and all over walls as if they were nothing. I’ve seen many a  poor  sap  die  screaming  after  a  giant  spider  drops  down  on  him from above.” 

“You  don’t want to get bitten by one of those things,” Cyrano said.  “But  if  you  do,  that’s  why  we  have  anti-venom  potions—

assuming  you  manage  to  apply  one  before  your  insides  turn  into mush.” 

“How do you deal with them?” Gabriella asked, shuddering. 

“Giant  spiders  can  cross  most  kinds  of  terrain,  but  not  all kinds, so fight them there,” the armsman replied. “For example, they can’t float or swim at all, so if you can drive them into any body of water  taller  than  your  waist,  they  will  drown.  And  then  there’s  ice. 

Giant spiders can’t climb or cross icy surfaces. Their legs can’t find any traction.” 

“I  don’t  think  the  Uwajima  region  has  many  huge  bodies  of water,”  Raphael  said  quietly.  He  had  memorized  Eliza’s  map.  “And winter is still many months away.” 

“But we have magic.” Ginerva nudged Gabriella. “I saw Your Highness’s Ice Magic just now, and I was fairly impressed. I’m sure you  know  how  to  cast  Frost  Congregation,  so  you  can  change  the terrain  into  something  that  will  really  bother  these  eight-legged freaks.” 

“That’s an ogre!” Fenix cried suddenly. 

Raphael  followed  the  battlemage’s  pointing  finger  to  a massive form amidst the goblins. The ogre was clad in heavy plate armor of dark steel, and he stood upon a floating disc of black stone, similar  to  the  one  used  by  Subtha  and  Arunas,  only  much  smaller. 

Chains  trailed  from  the  platform’s  underside,  entwined  around  the bulbous torsos of the swarming spiders that pulled it along. 

The ogre unslung a bow as long as he was tall and nocked an arrow of spear-like proportions. 

“Koshi!”  Fenix’s  voice  turned  frantic.  “You  see  that?  Get  us out of here!” 

“Calm yourself, young man,” Koshi snorted, before swerving around  so  that  his  flight  would  take  him  directly  over  the  ogre. 

“Watch  as  I  decimate  our  foes  and  ease  our  battles  in  the  days  to come.” 

The  ogre  fired  his  bow,  sending  a  gigantic  arrow  slicing through  the  skies.  Raphael  gasped  as  it  spiraled  closer,  its  flight unspent even so high amidst the heavens. He reached out through the light of the Dragon Meridian, ready to warn Koshi. 

“I see it, Raph,” Koshi told Raphael, preempting his concern. 

“Don’t worry.” 

The  dragon  spun,  snapping  his  wings  in  close.  Cyrano  and Ginerva  gasped  in  surprise.  Gabriella  fell  protectively  over  Eliza. 

Fenix  screamed  and  clutched  his  hat.  But  Raphael  knew  that  they were safe, held in place on Koshi’s back by a bubble of  Ryu -To-Ki. 

Koshi’s evasive roll had the ogre’s arrow hurtling harmlessly past  his  torso.  Compared  to  the  dragon’s  sheer  size,  the  arrow seemed  tiny,  but  Raphael  noticed  the  crimson  glowing  runes  on  its head and the unnatural humming it made in the air as it sliced by. 

 It’s definitely an enchanted arrow, maybe one strong enough to  pierce  Koshi’s  scales,  Raphael  thought.  We  need  to  get  out  of range as quickly as we can. 

Before  Raphael  could  voice  his  thoughts,  Koshi  inhaled sharply and opened his mouth. 

Flames  roared  from  his  jaws,  cascading  forth  in  a  crimson-orange tide that enveloped the ogre and a swathe of his goblin army and turned them into a mass of blazing humanoid torches. 

Koshi  snapped  his  wings  back  and  looped  another  airborne circuit  over  the  gathered  host,  letting  the  remnant  fury  of  his Elemental  Breath  incinerate  its  way  through  several  dozen  more goblins. As the last of the flames pouring from his jaws petered out of  existence,  the  dragon  hurtled  skyward,  leaving  the  surviving goblins, now leaderless, to shriek in horror and scatter into disparate mobs. 

“That was for the people of Uwajima,” Koshi declared as he brought  the  war  party  above  the  clouds  and  amidst  the  clear  blue sky.  “How  they  must  have  suffered  at  the  hands  of  the  ogres  and their foul hosts.” 

“Well  done,  sir.  The  goblins  you  turned  to  ash  won’t  be causing  any  more  trouble,  that’s  for  sure.”  Cyrano  blinked,  his battered  and  torn  features  stricken  with  awe.  “Also,  Raphael  and Your  Highness,  notice  how  quickly  the  goblins  scattered  after  the death  of  their  leader?  That’s  another  of  their  weaknesses.  Without

the  presence  of  a  commander,  be  it  an  ogre  or  one  of  their  own chieftains,  goblins  are  easily  distracted  or  demoralized,  their  will  to fight is far more easy to break than that of harpies.” 

“I  remember  you  mentioning  this  before  during  our  training session,”  Raphael  said.  “We’ll  go  for  the  leaders  first  then,  when we’re fighting goblins.” 

“It isn’t always that easy.” Ginerva grimaced. “As you’ve seen, ogres are formidable in personal combat, and they know better than to  stand  out  in  the  open  where  they  can  be  easily  picked  off  by artillery, archery, or magic.” 

“Well,  Koshi  can  always  just  fly  overhead  and  breathe  fire over them, like he did with that ogre just now,” Fenix pointed out. The battlemage  tapped  a  scale  on  the  dragon’s  back.  “In  fact,  with  him around, I don’t know if there will be anything else left for us to do.” 

“We  just  fought  a  horde  of  harpies,  remember?”  Raphael said.  “They  forced  Koshi  to  stay  in  his  human  form  until  the  ogres arrived.  There  was  also  that  arrow  fired  by  that  ogre  archer  down there. It was enchanted. If it had hit Koshi, he could have been badly hurt.” 

“And then there are hydras,” Koshi rumbled. “You all saw how my  battle  against  that  thing  unfolded.  I  was  outmatched  and  would have perished if not for your aid.” 

“It  was  our  honor  to  fight  alongside  you,  sir,”  Cyrano  said. 

“But  that  hydra  was  really  something  else.  I  have  fought  several during  my  time  with  the  Hell  Drakes,  and  I  don’t  remember  them being so strong and fast. The same for the harpies, too.” 

“That lines up with what High Captain Janan Rosya has been telling  the  Guild  Master.  The  ogres  have  been  enhancing  their servants with dark magic.” Fenix sighed, glancing at Raphael. “And we know how.” 

“The  dragon  that  died  in  Uwajima  was  named  Shiomi,” 

Raphael said, clenching his fists. “Even as we speak, the ogres are cutting into her bones and tormenting her soul.” 

“We  will  set  her  free,  Raphael,  like  we  did  with  Platina,” 

Gabriella promised, her eyes ablaze with resolve. 

“Yes, we will,” Raphael replied. 




* * *

 

Koshi descended beneath the clouds once more, and the Hell Drakes’ base in the Uwajima region came into view. Situated on the top of a broad, gentle slope, it was a huge, open-air compound, its borders marked by tall ridges of raised earth. Wooden palisades sat above the earthworks, reinforced by ramparts of packed dirt. 

Fifty feet behind the ramparts, ballista emplacements sat on wide earthen mounds taller than the walls. Trebuchets interspersed the  row  of  ballistae  mounds,  their  massive  arms  drawn  back  and ready. 

A sea of scrupulously organized tents made up the center of the base, many of the canvas structures flying banners adorned with the Hell Drakes insignia: a sinuous red lizard curled in on itself, front claws rampant. 

As  Koshi  drew  closer,  Raphael  caught  sight  of  the  warriors manning the walls. They were fellow Hell Drakes, but they were all clad  in  uniforms  of  sturdy  gray-green  tunics  and  trousers  beneath their chainmail or leather armor. Most of them also wore sallet helms bearing the Hell Drakes insignia. Raphael was surprised at the sight, and he couldn’t help but compare these Hell Drakes to the ones he’d fought alongside under Bjorn Hammerstar’s command. 

“You  noticed,  eh?”  Ginerva  said.  “High  Captain  Rosya  runs her  mob  more  like  an  army  than  a  war  party.  Uniforms,  regiments, sergeants, and the like. That’s how she can manage the thousands answering to her.” 

“You  don’t  like  that,”  Raphael  replied,  not  missing  the disapproving tone in the mage’s voice. “You prefer fighting in a small group, as a band of adventurers.” 

“That’s right. If I wanted to be a soldier, I would have become a guardswoman.” Ginerva grinned and tossed her hair playfully. “But as you can see, I’m far too pretty for that.” 

“No,  you’re  not,”  Cyrano  rumbled,  his  words  earning  him  a disgruntled punch in the upper arm from his longtime comrade. 

Raphael  studied  the  base  once  more,  and  it  became apparent why Janan had chosen this position to hold. Judging from Eliza’s  map  and  what  he’d  seen  of  the  Uwajima  region  so  far,  the contested landscape was made up of mostly broad, sweeping plains, contained  within  towering  mountain  ranges  and  nigh-impassable plateau formations. 

The Hell Drakes base sat in the center of a pass among the mountain  ranges  that  barred  the  forces  of  the  ogres  from  overland access  to  the  rest  of  the  Yamato  Republic.  Though  the  base’s fortifications did not cut off the entire pass, the ogres couldn’t afford to  bypass  it  as  well.  If  they  tried,  the  Hell  Drakes  would  have  free reign to bombard them with artillery as they passed, cutting them to pieces.  Raphael  didn’t  doubt  that  the  open  plains  on  the  base’s flanks had been viciously trapped either. 

After  being  ravaged  by  artillery  and  traps,  any  ogre  army would be easy pickings for a contingent of Hell Drakes sallying forth from  the  base.  Raphael  thought  back  to  how  readily  Arunas  and Subtha spent the lives of their harpies. The ogres were vicious and uncaring  of  their  fighting  slaves,  but  he  didn’t  believe  they  were foolish  and  wasteful  either.  The  only  way  the  ogres  were  getting through  to  the  rest  of  the  Yamato  Republic  was  to  besiege  and destroy the base. It would cost them much in blood and death, but it was also the only feasible approach they had. 

Unless,  of  course,  they  had  harpies  that  could  cover  vast distances.  If  the  war  party  hadn’t  run  into  Arunas  and  Subtha,  the ogres  and  their  host  of  harpies  would  have  been  able  to  circle around and attack the base from behind. If the ogre leading the host of goblin spider cavalry launched a frontal assault at the same time, 

the  Hell  Drakes  would  be  hard-pressed  to  repel  the  simultaneous attacks. 

And  if  there  were  a   third  ogre  army  that  bypassed  the  base during  the  battle,  it  would  breach  the  Uwajima  Region  and  sweep through the rest of the Yamato Republic, and Raphael knew that the nation  had  possessed  no  military  force  of  its  own  since  the destruction  of  the  Republican  Guard.  Apart  from  the  Hell  Drakes, there was no resistance against the ogres at all. 

Lastly,  there  was  that  dragon-bone  staff  Arunas  used. 

Raphael couldn’t imagine wooden walls withstanding the wrath of a force beam. The ogres must have only recently developed the use of dragon-bone  artifacts.  Otherwise,  the  Hell  Drakes’  defiant  stand would have ended by now. 

Raphael  sighed.  He  had  to  tell  High  Captain  Janan  Rosya about the harpies and the ogres’ new weapons. He also had to send word  to  Premier  Matsumoto.  Hopefully,  the  latter  could  somehow coordinate some kind of defensive strategy with the Guild Master. 

The  uniformed  Hell  Drakes  on  the  palisades  noticed  Koshi. 

Many  of  them  pointed,  their  faces  stricken  with  awe  and  disbelief. 

Raphael noticed a Hell Drake fumbling for a crossbow, only to have the warrior beside him cuff him over the back of the head. Raphael swept his gaze to the ballistae and saw that though their crews were tense  and  anxious,  not  a  single  siege  weapon  had  been  aimed skyward. 

 Sylvia  must  have  told  them  we  were  coming,  Raphael thought.  We should meet up with her as soon as we land and talk to Janan. 

A  Hell  Drake  raised  a  wooden  pole  bearing  a  strip  of  red cloth, waved it high in the air, and pointed toward the center of the base. Koshi grunted and followed the man’s direction. Another Hell Drake did the same further in, and the dragon obliged, adjusting his flight accordingly. 

“I  believe  they’ve  cleared  a  space  for  me,  just  in  front  of  all the tents,” Koshi said as he swooped over a sea of awed faces. “I’ll

land there.” 

The  dragon  reined  in  his  massive  frame  as  he  approached the tents and began descending toward an open dirt field just large enough  to  encompass  his  haunches.  Raphael  spotted  Sylvia amongst the Hell Drakes surrounding the landing space. The elf was chattering to a helmed figure clad in plain but well-maintained plate armor. 

Koshi  set  his  claws  into  the  packed  dirt  and  lowered  his wings.  The   Ryu-To-Ki  bubble  on  his  back  blinked  out  of  existence, allowing  the  war  party  to  dismount.  Fenix  was  the  first  to  do  so, scrambling  down  to  solid  ground  even  as  he  spewed  a  stream  of sheepish thanks and apologies to Koshi. 

The  veterans  followed  next,  muttering  their  gratitude  to  the dragon as they descended. 

“Here, Raph. Let me help you with Lizzy,” Gabriella offered. 

“No, don’t worry about it.” Raphael smiled as he picked Eliza up in his arms. “I’ve got her. Go ahead. I’ll be right behind you.” 

“Alright.  See  you  down  there.”  The  princess  returned  his smile and clambered down after Ginerva. 

Raphael glanced at Eliza. Her breathing was more even, and her skin was no longer hot to the touch, which meant that her fever had faded. She was still pale, though, and her pulse seemed shaky and uneven, at least to his heightened senses. 

“She  will  recover,  Raph,”  Koshi  sent.  “She  just  needs  some rest.” 

“Alright,  Koshi,”  Raphael  replied  as  he  climbed  down  the dragon’s  lowered  wing.  “You’ll  tell  me  what  happened  to  her  later, right?” 

“I  will.  Or  at  least,  I  will  tell  you  everything  I  know.”  Koshi’s mental voice carried with it more than a tinge of concern. 

“So  will  I,  Magus!”  Rayne  chimed  in.  “And  don’t  worry!  I wasn’t sure back there, but you and Gabby saved Eliza. She will be just fine! She just needs to be more careful in the future!” 

“Thanks, Rayne,” Raphael told the faerie dragon. 

As Raphael stepped away from Koshi, the dragon enveloped himself  once  more  in  golden  light.  The  radiance  soon  faded, revealing  his  robed  human  form  standing  where  his  massive draconic  one  had  been.  A  chorus  of  awed  whispers  and  hushed cheers arose from the gathered Hell Drakes. 

Sylvia walked up to him, flanked by a pair of uniformed Hell Drakes, who unfurled a stretcher between them. 

“We’ve  got  her,  armsman,”  said  the  closest  Hell  Drake,  a lean,  black-bearded  man.  “Come  check  in  on  her  at  the  infirmary later.” 

“Thank  you,  sir,”  Raphael  replied,  placing  Eliza  on  the stretcher. 

“I’m Auxiliary Mori,” the Hell Drake told him, before gesturing to his colleague, a tall woman with her dark hair shorn close to her scalp. “And this is Auxiliary Okada. We know who you are, Raphael. 

Welcome.” 

Before Raphael could respond, the auxiliaries marched away, bearing Eliza with them. 

“Is the Grand Princess alright, Sylvia?” Raphael asked as he sighed and tore his eyes from the spot amidst the congregated Hell Drakes where Eliza had disappeared. 

“She’s fine,” the elf said cheerily. “Feng Mo says she’ll be in a coma for a week or two, but eventually, enough of her will grow back for her to wake up and join us in stomping ogres.” A grayish tentacle crept  out  from  Sylvia’s  belt  pouch  and  touched  her  forearm.  Sylvia nodded.  “Oh,  actually,  Fei  is  going  to  be  out  for  much  longer  than that. She did lose one of her lungs and pretty much all her intestines, among  other  things,  such  as  a  kidney.  One  of  her  hearts  is  also badly  damaged.  So  I  guess  she’ll  have  to  sit  this  session  of  ogre-stomping out. But like I said, it’ll all grow back!” 

 One of her hearts?  Raphael shook his head in disbelief and tried not to think about whether  he had more than one heart as well. 

“When  we  first  met  her,  I  thought  you  two  were  enemies.  But  it

seems  that  you  actually  care  a  lot  for  her  and  you  know  her  very well.” 

“Fei  and  I  go  way  back.”  Sylvia  chuckled.  “We  fight  all  the time, but we actually like each other quite a bit. I’ve always found her to  be  the  most  pleasant  one  among  her  siblings  by  far,  and  at  the end of the day, what’s a little brawl among friends?” 

“I’m glad to hear that your friend will be fine,” Raphael said, his mood brightening at her infectious cheer. 

“So  am  I,”  said  the  armored  warrior  who’d  been  beside Sylvia. She strode past the elf to stand right in front of Raphael. “The political ramifications of a Grand Principality’s death would be drastic and  likely  devastating,  precarious  as  our  situation  here  already  is. 

We will put her on a cart bound for the Changzhou province on the morrow, where her brother, Grand Prince Shi Kung, can oversee her care and recovery.” 

“High  Captain  Janan  Rosya?”  Raphael  asked,  realizing  how short she was up close, with the top of her helm barely cresting his midriff. 

“Indeed,  armsman,”  she  replied,  bringing  a  gauntleted  hand to her helm and raising its visor. “Your reputation precedes you.” 

Raphael blinked at the sight of the High Captain’s face. Janan Rosya  was  a  goblin,  though  her  complexion  was  green  rather  than red,  and  her  brown  eyes  blazed  with  intelligence  and  cunning instead  of  mindless  fury.  Her  nose  was  sharp  and  pointed,  and  the grim smile on her round face revealed canines far sharper than any that had ever resided in a human being’s mouth. 

“You’re staring,” Janan pointed out. 

Raphael cleared his throat uneasily and bowed. 

“I’m sorry, Janan. I just… I mean…” he began. 

“You’ve never met a true goblin,” the High Captain finished for him,  casting  Sylvia  a  sidelong  glance.  “Just  like  you  to  leave  out such a detail, Ninth Seat.” 

“But it’s always so funny when they find out!” Sylvia guffawed, slapping her knee. Janan shook her head in disgust and returned her attention to Raphael. 

“Your  war  party  has  come  a  long  way,  and  according  to  the Ninth  Seat,  you’ve  already  had  a  taste  of  what  we  face  here,”  the goblin said, gesturing to a Hell Drake wearing a white lanyard around her  collar.  “This  is  Corporal-auxiliary  Makoto.  She  is  the quartermaster  and  logistician  of  this  base.  She  will  assign  quarters and amenities to your war party.” 

Corporal-auxiliary  Makoto  approached.  She  was  a  slight, slender woman in her middle years, and she held an open notebook in her hand. 

“Speak  to  me  about  supplies  and  potions  as  well,”  Makoto said. “Things are tight around here, but we’ll see what we can do.” 

“Thanks,  Makoto.”  Raphael  looked  over  his  shoulder  and caught  Cyrano’s  regard.  The  burly  armsman  nodded  and  walked over. 

“I’ll  coordinate  any  resupplying  we  need  with  the quartermaster,  Raphael,”  Cyrano  said.  “At  least  until  Eliza’s  well enough to resume her duties again.” 

“Cyrano.”  Janan  folded  her  arms  and  looked  past  the armsman. “And Ginerva, of course. Well met, you two.” 

“Hail,  High  Captain  Rosya.”  Cyrano  bowed  his  head respectfully,  but  Raphael  didn’t  fail  to  notice  the  tension  in  the armsman’s jaw and the affected neutrality of his voice. Ginerva gave the High Captain a nervous wave. 

“The  two  of  you  declined  to  serve  under  my  command  five years  ago,  and  now  that  your  late  Captain,  Jenna,  has  died,  I  find you beneath the banner of the Ninth Seat.” Janan narrowed her eyes and met Raphael’s gaze. “I would take offense, if not for the fact that it’s  not  how  things  actually  are,  isn’t  it?  It’s  obvious  who’s  really  in charge here.” 

“Me, of course,” Sylvia proclaimed obliviously. 

“Of  course.”  Janan  sneered,  flashing  her  sharp  teeth. 

“Disperse  your  war  party  and  have  them  take  what  rest  they  can, armsman  Raphael.  Then  report  to  my  command  tent.  Bring  your second-in-command with you. And the Ninth Seat, if you must.” 

“Alright, Janan. I’ll come find you later,” Raphael said, but the High Captain was already walking away. 

“Snooty little pipsqueak,” Sylvia whispered. She stuck out her tongue  and  wagged  it  behind  Janan’s  back,  only  to  zip  it  back  into her mouth and pretend to examine her nails when the High Captain looked over her shoulder. 

“One  other  thing,  armsman  Raphael.”  Janan  smiled menacingly. “Welcome to Uwajima.” 





Chapter 25







As  a  High  Captain,  Sylvia  was  given  her  own  tent.  As  was Gabriella, despite the princess’s protests. 

“Don’t  worry,  Gabby,”  Raphael  said.  “Go  get  some  rest.  I’ll come find you later.” 

“Alright.” Gabriella suppressed a yawn. “I could really do with some sleep. I’ll see you later, then.” 

“You can come find me in my tent later too, Raphael,” Sylvia said, painting her customary leer on her face. 

“Sure, Sylvia. I’ll come get you so we can go to talk to Janan together,”  Raphael  replied,  fighting  hard  to  keep  his  expression neutral  as  the  elf  huffed  and  stalked  away,  dragging  Gabriella  with her. 

The  rest  of  the  war  party  followed  Makoto  down  a  winding, circuitous  route  through  the  midst  of  the  tents.  Fenix  whistled admiringly as they walked. 

“See how everything is so tidily laid out and well-organized?” 

the battlemage said. “High Captain Rosya really is something else.” 

“The  Hell  Drakes  call  themselves  a  guild  of  mercenary adventurers,”  Cyrano  said.  “But  it’s  Rosya’s  mob  that  really embodies the ‘mercenary’ aspect of our guild. They’ve fought all over the world, mostly on open battlefields as opposed to the stinking lair of some twisted beast or undead monstrosity. Her Hell Drakes have won  entire  wars,  toppled  more  than  one  regime,  and  established several others. They call themselves Rosya’s Kingmakers, and they bring  in  more  gold  for  the  Guild  than  all  the  other  war  parties  put together.” 

“You sound like you really admire them,” Raphael said. 

“We  do,”  Ginerva  replied,  rapping  her  knuckles  against Cyrano’s  battered  shoulder  guard.  “The  High  Captain  of  the  First Seat  is  an  amazing  individual.  In  all  honesty,  I  don’t  doubt  that history  will  remember  her  name  much  more  vividly  than  the  Guild Master’s.” 

“Then  why  didn’t  you  and  Cyrano  join  her  war  party?” 

Raphael  asked.  “You  mentioned  not  liking  a  soldier’s  life,  Ginerva, but I feel that there’s something else.” 

“There  is.”  Cyrano  exchanged  a  glance  with  Ginerva.  “High Captain Rosya deserves the highest esteem for her prowess and the victories  she  has  accrued  in  the  name  of  the  Hell  Drakes,  but  we have no desire to fight under her command.” 

“Like  Cyrano  was  saying,  Rosya’s  Kingmakers  fight  wars. 

This  means  that  more  often  than  not,  they  go  up  against  other human forces,” Ginerva explained, her features taking on a somber cast. 

“They  kill  other  people  for  gold,”  Raphael  concluded.  “The Hell Drakes working with Bjorn Hammerstar don’t. Or at least, they try not to.” 

“Yes. High Captain Bjorn Hammerstar is an adventurer and a leader of adventurers. Monsters are his primary foe.” Cyrano’s voice was  grim.  “But  that’s  not  the  only  difference.  Unlike  every  other captain,  High  Captain  Rosya  negotiates  her  own  assignments  with clients, and she is notorious for choosing those that involve killing a lot of people. The Kingmakers are slayers of men more so than they are vanquishers of monsters.” 

“Which  is  what  makes  her  presence  here  so  surprising,” 

Ginerva  said.  “The  world  is  filled  with  lords  who  need  some rebellious  peasants  crushed  or  their  rivals  slain.  All  of  them  would shower  her  in  gold  and  luxuries.  Why  is  she  here  instead,  fighting ogres  when  she  could  be  burning  down  some  village  or  hanging some hapless noble’s children from the walls of a keep?” 

Snapping her notebook shut, Makoto halted in her tracks and spun  on  her  heel.  Fenix  flinched  from  the  anger  flashing  in  the

quartermaster’s  eyes.  Ginerva  returned  Makoto’s  glare  with  a challenging  grin,  as  if  daring  the  corporal-auxiliary  to  speak  up  in Janan’s defense. 

“High Captain Rosya is here because Guild Master Yun Shen wants her to be,” Makoto snapped. 

“As are we, Hell Drakes one and all, to do the Guild Master’s bidding,”  Raphael  said,  stepping  between  the  two  women.  “Please, Makoto, no offense was meant, and no one doubts Janan’s loyalty.” 

Wordlessly, the quartermaster turned away and resumed her stride. Raphael sighed and followed. The rest of their thankfully short journey  unfolded  in  silence  and  ended  with  the  war  party  standing before a pair of empty tents, their flaps tied open to reveal bundles of sleeping rolls within. 

Makoto handed a sheet of paper to Raphael. It was a map of the base. 

“Mess area is here,” she said, pointing to a spot on the map. 

“Latrines are over there, east and upwind of the washing area. I can be  found  here,  at  the  supply  depot,  during  most  hours  of  the  day. 

High Captain Sylvia and Princess Gabriella are among the captains, right  there.  And  here  is  the  command  tent.  The  High  Captain  is expecting you, so you’d better go to her as soon as your mob settles in.” 

“Thanks,  Makoto,”  Raphael  said,  committing  the  map  to memory in a heartbeat and handing it to Fenix. 

The  quartermaster  gave  him  a  tight  nod  and  stalked  away. 

Raphael  turned  to  the  war  party.  Fenix  was  yawning.  Ginerva  had dark  circles  beneath  her  eyes.  Cyrano’s  shoulders  slumped  with exhaustion,  despite  the  armsman’s  stoic  demeanor.  Only  Koshi seemed fresh, his draconic vitality far surpassing that of his human comrades-in-arms. 

Janan  wanted  Raphael  to  bring  along  his  second-in-command.  Raphael  hadn’t  given  that  notion  any  thought.  After  all, Sylvia was the war party’s High Captain, at least in name. He sighed. 

“Koshi, would you come with me to see Janan?” he asked. 

Koshi shook his head. 

“She  wants  you  to  bring  along  your  second,  right?”  he  said. 

“I’m here to help, Raph, but I don’t think that role falls to me. I have never been a leader, and I’m a bit too old to start learning how to be one.” 

“Don’t look at me either,” Ginerva interjected. “I’m not captain material. Just tell me what to do and I’ll be happy.” 

“A true master of magic and manipulator of cosmic forces is beyond  politicking,  Raphael.”  Fenix  folded  his  arms  and  forced  a tired  grin  on  his  face.  “Count  me  out.  Besides,  I’m  overdue  for  a nap.” 

That  left  only  Cyrano.  The  armsman  sighed  and  nodded resignedly. 

“Let’s go, Raphael. I used to play second-fiddle to Jenna too, before  she  died,”  Cyrano  said,  shrugging  off  his  knapsack  and kicking it into the corner of a tent. 

“Alright.  Thanks,  Cyrano.”  Raphael  nodded,  recalling  how Cyrano  had  led  his  war  party  during  the  battle  against  the  Pale Haunter  and  its  revenants.  The  armsman  was  a  dependable  and inspiring individual, schooled in the ways of war and leadership. His advice and insight would be invaluable in the days to come. 

Leaving  Fenix,  Ginerva,  and  Koshi  behind,  Raphael  and Cyrano  made  their  way  through  the  base.  Kingmakers  stared  at them as they passed, with more than a few muttering polite greetings and offering respectful nods. 

“Judging from what Janan said and how this lot are behaving, they must have heard of what you did in the junkyard,” Cyrano said. 

“News spreads fast, even to this gods-forsaken part of the world.” 

“Then they know what we’re here to do,” Raphael speculated. 

“It is likely.” Cyrano swept his gaze across the mass of gray-green uniforms swirling amongst the tents. “These Hell Drakes have been fighting here for two years, and all they’ve managed to achieve is  a  stalemate,  with  no  hope  for  victory.  Morale  can’t  be  any  good, 

even  for  a  mob  as  motivated  and  disciplined  as  Rosya’s Kingmakers.” 

“But  our  arrival  means  that  things  are  going  to  change,” 

Raphael said. 

“And  for  the  better,  at  least  where  the  Kingmakers  are concerned.”  A  slight  grin  pulled  at  the  corner  of  Cyrano’s  mouth. 

“Like I said, they know what you did, and they’re hoping you can pull off  a  similar  miracle  in  Uwajima,  especially  now  that  they’ve  seen you swooping down astride a dragon.” 

“That  did  look  pretty  amazing,  didn’t  it?”  Raphael  said, drawing a chuckle from the dour armsman. 

“Indeed,” Cyrano replied. “I don’t think I’ll be regretting joining your war party any time soon.” 

They  found  Sylvia’s  tent  easily  enough,  since  the  elf  was waiting outside for them, tapping her foot impatiently. 

“Aw, you brought him,” Sylvia complained, thumbing her nose at  Cyrano.  “I  was  hoping  I’d  be  able  to  show  you  around  my  tent when you arrived, Raphael.” 

“It can’t be very different from ours. Maybe you get a field cot. 

That’s it,” Cyrano said, pushing open the flaps to Sylvia’s tent. “Yeah, you  have  one.  Everything  else’s  the  same.  Right.  We’ve  seen  it. 

Let’s go.” 

“Cyrano!”  the  elf  huffed  and  stamped  her  feet,  but  the armsman  was  already  walking  away.  Raphael  choked  down  an amused chuckle and followed, with a scowling Sylvia in tow. 

The command tent was much larger than the ones assigned to  the  war  party.  Its  entrance  flaps  were  adorned  with  the  Hell Drakes  insignia,  and  two  Kingmakers  in  chainmail  stood  sentry before  it.  They  acknowledged  Raphael,  Cyrano,  and  Sylvia  with slight tilts of their helmed heads. A Kingmaker drew a tent flap open and gestured for them to enter. 

The interior of the command tent had enough standing room for a dozen people, despite the boards lining its canvas perimeter, all

of  them  festooned  with  charts,  maps,  and  missives.  A  small  brass standing  lamp  cast  its  radiance  over  a  simple  wooden  table  laden with paper. Janan sat behind it, perched on a high chair that placed her head level with Raphael’s. 

The  High  Captain  had  removed  her  helm  and  breastplate, revealing the gray-green tunic she wore beneath her armor and the close-cropped  white  hair  adorning  her  scalp.  She  looked  up  as  the war party approached and set down her quill. 

“Sit,” Janan instructed, gesturing to the sturdy stools arrayed in front of her desk. As Raphael eased himself down onto one of the seats, the High Captain produced a wand similar to the one the Guild Master had used as a pointer in his study. She jabbed it at a spot on an  upright  map  board  placed  beside  her  chair.  “This  is  the  most current  situation  map  of  this  warfront.  Our  base  is  here.  Need  I  go over the strategic ramifications of its location?” 

“No.”  Raphael  shook  his  head.  “I  understand  why  it’s  there. 

Placed  where  it  is,  the  base  won’t  let  the  ogres  get  around  it  and reach the rest of the Yamato Republic.” 

“Good.” Janan’s eyes flashed with approval. “You have some strategic  acumen,  even  though  your  lack  of  formal  schooling  is blatantly apparent.” 

“But  that’s  not  true  anymore,  though,”  Raphael  continued. 

“On  our  way  here,  we  fought  harpies  capable  of  flying  over  the mountain  ranges.  The  base  won’t  be  able  to  stop  the  ogres anymore.” 

“I  know.  The  Ninth  Seat  told  me  about  them  before  you arrived.  My  war  party  has  several  mages  schooled  in  Farseeing Magic. They have corroborated her account, which means you have saved us from ruin even before your arrival.” Janan leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers, her mannerisms strangely similar to those of the Guild Master. “My mages also claim that your father, Dragon Knight Koshi, has scattered a host of goblin cavalry we have been anticipating for days. You have my thanks, armsman Raphael.” 

“Well, what are you going to do about it?” Sylvia demanded. 

“We can send any number of letters to Matsumoto, but we know the Republic doesn’t have an army anymore and can’t even defend itself now.” 

“It’s  been  two  years  since  the  destruction  of  the  Republican Guard,  hasn’t  it?  Why  hasn’t  the  country  rebuilt  its  military  since then?” Raphael asked. 

“If  the  Guild  Master  sent  you,  then  you  know  about  Grand Prince  Shi  Kung’s  offer,”  Janan  said.  “The  last  thing  the  Chimeric Empire wants for the Yamato Republic is for the latter to rebuild their military and thereby secure their sovereignty. It’s an open secret that many  Yamato  parliamentary  representatives  are  in  the  Empire’s pocket.” 

“Over  the  last  two  years,  they  have  fought  hard  to  keep  the Republican  Guard  in  its  grave,”  the  High  Captain  continued.  “I’m talking  bribes,  clandestine  raids  on  the  personal  households  of political  rivals,  blood  openly  shed  in  the  streets.  The  Republican Guard isn’t coming back, at least not without a complete military and cultural purge of the country.” A harsh grin crept across her face. 

“And, with all due respect, High Captain, you’d be the expert on  purges,”  Cyrano  broke  in.  “The  Tiravaens  would  know,  if  you hadn’t handed them over to the tender mercies of Count Voksen.” 

“Ah,  I  was  wondering  when  you’d  bring  that  up,  Cyrano.” 

Janan bared her sharp teeth. “You attacked and grievously wounded several  of  my  armsmen  and  mages  that  day.  If  I  hadn’t  been  so impressed  with  your  aptitude  for  violence,  I  would  have  had  you expelled from the Hell Drakes.” 

“You  were  rounding  up  children!”  Cyrano  trembled  with  rage as he spoke. “Voksen had them all impaled!” 

“No. He also hung a few of them from his battlements.” Janan drummed her fingertips across the top of her desk. “Count Tiravaen was a thief and traitor, Cyrano. By the laws of the United Hunarchia Principalities,  his  entire  family  shared  in  his  guilt  and  punishment. 

Count  Voksen  hired  the  Hell  Drakes  to  facilitate  the  deliverance  of

justice,  and  we  did  our  job.  We  are  mercenaries,  armsman.  You would do well not to forget that.” 

“I won’t,” Cyrano said, clenching his fists and exhaling slowly. 

He forced his usual mask of dour stoicism over his face and tilted his head slightly in Raphael’s direction. 

 Cyrano’s really upset, but he brought up this painful memory for my benefit,  Raphael thought.  He wants to show me what kind of person Janan is. 

“So,  to  return  to  Sylvia’s  question,  what  are  we  going  to  do about  the  harpies?”  Raphael  asked.  “If  they  can  fly  over  the mountain ranges or cross the plateaus, they—” 

“Can surround us and cut us off,” Janan finished. “Of course. 

I  have  already  processed  such  elementary  considerations  and arrived at a strategy.” 

“Well,  don’t  keep  us  in  suspense,  Janan.”  Sylvia  rolled  her eyes. “What is it?” 

“There is no doubt now that the ogres are empowering their slave  warriors  with  dark  magic  derived  from  the  dragon’s  corpse where  the  Wind  Bastion  used  to  be.”  The  High  Captain  jabbed  her wand again at her map board, this time placing its tip higher. “If we neutralize  their  source  of  power,  by  destroying  the  dragon’s  corpse for  instance,  we  can  easily  trounce  the  ogres  and  drive  them  from Uwajima. But as you can see, the Wind Bastion lies near the eastern tip  of  the  Uwajima  Region,  but  everything  beyond  the  walls  of  this base has fallen under enemy control.” 

“We  already  know  that,”  Sylvia  said.  “Give  us  something useful.” 

“Impatient as always, Ninth Seat. This is Hanko City, a place of  particular  historical  importance  to  the  people  of  Yamato.”  Janan pointed her wand at a location northeast of the base. “And perhaps to you as well, armsman Raphael. According to myth, it was once a mighty fortress built beneath the watchful eye of Shiomi the Defiant. 

Its walls and battlements fell to ruin as the ages went by, leaving little

more than an unremarkable Yamato city in its place, which the ogres easily overran and conquered.” 

“Conquered.” Raphael looked closer at the city’s location on the map. It was a fair distance away from the Wind Bastion, closer to the  northern  edge  of  the  Uwajima  Region.  “This  means  that  the ogres are still there.” 

“Indeed,” Janan said. “They use it as a forward base of sorts, much  like  how  we  use  ours.  They  rest  and  feed  their  goblins  and harpies  within  its  walls,  before  marching  here  and  throwing  their slaves against our defenses.” 

“You’re  suggesting  we  attack  and  retake  the  city,”  Raphael concluded. 

“Correct.  Having  a  dragon  on  our  side  all  but  ensures  the success of our assault on Hanko City, and that is exactly what we’re going to do.” The High Captain smirked. “Would you like to explain why, for the intellectual inferiors sitting beside you?” 

“I  am  going  to  slap  your  oversized  bosom  off  your  chest, Janan,” Sylvia growled dangerously. 

“We  can’t  fly  all  the  way  to  the  Wind  Bastion  right  now because it is very heavily guarded,” Raphael said. “Koshi would get overwhelmed  by  harpies.  Even  if  we  did  manage  to  land  there,  we wouldn’t be able to fight our way through thousands of goblins and perhaps hundreds of ogres. But if we take Hanko City, the ogres will get very angry. They will send a huge force all at once to Hanko City to  retake  it.  This  means  that  the  Wind  Bastion  might  be  left undefended. Or at least, slightly less defended. If we can fly over the clouds,  we  can  make  it  there  undetected,  where  we  have  a  much better chance of landing and reaching Shiomi’s corpse.” 

“Impressive. And correct.” Janan’s eyes widened in surprise. 

“So this is the mind of a Dragon Knight. The Guild Master spoke very highly of you, but I wasn’t sure if you lived up to his regard until now.” 

“There’s just one problem.” Raphael shook his head. “Hanko City is in ruins, like you said. There are no walls or any defenses. If

the Hell Drakes are attacked there, they won’t be able to hold. The ogres will wipe everyone out.” 

Janan retrieved a small white disc from a pocket and placed it on her desk. Raphael recognized it immediately. 

“A  recall  charm?  You’re  going  to  draw  the  attention  of  the ogres and then use recall charms to send everyone back to the Guild House in Lucario?” Raphael frowned. “But that won’t work either. If the Hell Drakes leave, Uwajima will be left undefended. Even without the dark magic they’re using on Shiomi’s corpse, the ogres can push through into the rest of the Yamato Republic.” 

“This  recall  charm  won’t  send  its  user  back  to  the  Guild House.”  Sylvia  tapped  Janan’s  recall  charm  with  her  finger.  “It’s attuned to another location. Somewhere nearby.” 

“A mustering field just beyond the base, to be specific.” Janan smirked again. 

“I like this idea.” Sylvia grinned and nudged both Raphael and Cyrano in turn. “We invite the ogres to a party, get them all riled up about attending, and then we leave.” 

“It is a good plan,” Cyrano said, nodding slowly. “Even if we fail and perish at the Wind Bastion, the worst that can happen is that the  situation  returns  to  how  it  was  before  we  arrived,  with  the  Hell Drakes still holding Uwajima against the ogres.” 

“No, that’s not right. If we fail to reach Shiomi’s corpse, things can  only  get  worse.”  Raphael  met  Janan’s  gaze.  “You’re  leaving  in just  under  two  months,  right?  The  Yamato  Republic  can’t  afford  to retain  the  Hell  Drakes  any  longer  than  that.  Once  the  Hell  Drakes leave, the ogres will be free to attack the rest of the country. Premier Matsuomoto  and  the  other  members  of  parliament  might  accept Grand  Prince’s  Shi  Kung’s  help,  but  the  raging  war  will  tear  the people and land of Yamato into shreds.” 

Janan’s smirk turned into a genuine smile. 

“Go on.” She gestured for Raphael to continue. 

“There’s  also  no  guarantee  the  Hell  Drakes  can  hold  out, even back in this base. The ogres will launch as massive an attack here  as  they  would  on  Hanko  City.”  Raphael  gestured  to  the  maps and charts all around the tents. “You keep track of so many things, Janan. Do you think the Hell Drakes can withstand an attack many more  times  stronger  than  what  they’re  accustomed  to  here  after attacking Hanko City? I doubt it.” 

“So  what  does  this  mean,  then?  Enlighten  me,  armsman Raphael,” the High Captain said. 

“It means that despite your talk about driving the ogres from Uwajima  just  now,  you’re  going  to  use  the  recall  charms  to  come back to this base and then abandon it immediately instead, leaving the Yamato Republic to its fate,” Raphael told her. “Either the country falls  to  the  ogres,  or  it  gets  absorbed  by  the  Chimeric  Empire. 

Something tells me you don’t really care which one happens.” 

“Precisely.”  Janan  pocketed  her  recall  charm.  “We  have stayed here too long. I don’t know if the Guild Master has told you, but the Yamato Republic is in serious arrears with the Hell Drakes. 

Their  last  payment  was  three  months  ago.  The  Guild  Master  has been funding this assignment out of his own personal wealth all this time.” 

“And  the  Kingmakers,  once  the  highest-earning  war  party amongst the Hell Drakes, is now a drain upon the Guild’s finances.” 

Cyrano chuckled darkly. “This couldn’t have happened to a better lot. 

How embarrassed you must be, High Captain.” 

“I  care  not  for  meaningless  accolades,  armsman,”  Janan snapped.  “I  care  only  for  the  fortune  and  glory  of  the  Guild.  Grand Prince Shi Kung has requested our services. Dissidents have taken to ambushing the convoys serving Changzhou’s gold mines. I mean to  crush  them  for  eighty  thousand  gold  coins  up  front  and  a shareholder’s yield in whatever the mines produce for a year.” 

“Then  why  would  you  even  bother  taking  Hanko  City?” 

Raphael asked. “If all you wanted to do was to save money or make more of it for the Guild, you would abandon Yamato right now.” 

“Much  of  a  sellsword’s  worth  lies  in  his  reputation.”  Cyrano grunted, folding his arms. “The Guild Master gave his word that the Hell Drakes would remain until what’s left of the two months is up. If Janan  abandons  the  client  now,  the  Guild’s  reputation  would  suffer greatly.” 

“But if she manages to take a city back from the ogres, even for  just  a  short  time,  she  would  make  up  for  leaving  the  Yamato Republic  to  the  ogres,”  Raphael  continued.  “Janan,  you  said  you care  only  for  the  fortune  and  glory  of  the  Guild.  I  see  it  now. 

Withdrawing the Hell Drakes from Uwajima saves the Guild a fortune and  gives  you  a  chance  to  earn  another.  Taking  Hanko  brings  the Guild glory.” 

“Astute.”  Janan’s  dark  eyes  flashed.  “You  will  make  captain one day yet, perhaps high captain, assuming you survive.” 

“I  have  a  feeling  you’re  not  too  keen  on  that  happening,” 

Raphael pointed out. 

The  High  Captain  of  the  First  Seat  laughed  and  turned  to Sylvia. 

“How  did  you  find  someone  like  him,  Ninth  Seat?”  Janan asked.  “He  is  a  thousand  times  sharper  than  you  will  ever  be.  No wonder you’ve all but surrendered your captaincy to him.” 

“Surrendered? Ha! Raphael just does what I want him to do without  me  even  telling  him  or  knowing  that  I  wanted  it  in  the  first place.” Sylvia smiled and draped her arm over Raphael’s shoulders. 

“That’s how good he is.” 

Janan snorted in disgust and flicked her wrist dismissively at Sylvia. She met Raphael’s gaze once more. 

“No,  armsman.  I  will  be  transparent  with  you.  I  am,  in  your words,  not  too  keen  on  your  survival,”  the  High  Captain  said. 

“Whether you succeed or not, I hope you  don’t survive your assault on  the  Wind  Bastion.  Your  sudden  appearance  among  the  Hell Drakes  has  sent  the  Guild  Master  into  a  flurry  of  uncharacteristic behavior,  most  notably  his  willingness  to  send  an  armsman  of  the lowest rank on an assignment against ogres.” 

“You’re hoping that if I go away, the Guild Master would start behaving the way you like,” Raphael said. 

“Exactly.”  Janan  leaned  back  in  her  seat  and  chuckled.  “I don’t care about dragons and your portentous concerns. So do me a favor, Raphael, and die out there, along with the rest of your lackeys if you must.” 

Raphael grinned. He stood up, pushing his chair back as he did so. Sylvia and Cyrano followed suit. 

“I’m  going  to  disappoint  you  about  that,  I’m  afraid,”  he  said. 

“We will join your attack on Hanko City. And then we will head to the Wind Bastion. Have a good day, High Captain Janan Rosya.” 

“We  commence  our  march  the  day  after  tomorrow.”  Janan gave  them  a  dismissive  wave  of  her  hand.  “Now  get  out  of  my command tent.” 



Chapter 26







As  evening  set  in,  Raphael  made  his  way  to  the  base’s infirmary. It was a collection of interconnected tents spread out over a  vast  area,  all  the  better  to  accommodate  the  sick  and  wounded among the ranks of the Hell Drakes. 

Pushing  apart  the  entrance  flaps  of  the  largest  tent,  he ducked  inside.  The  auxiliary  who’d  introduced  himself  as  Mori  was there, scribbling in a notebook and checking the contents of a shelf laden with glass jars. He nodded at Raphael. 

“Looking for your comrade?” Mori asked. “Cot thirty-four.” 

“Thanks,  Mori,”  Raphael  said,  but  the  auxiliary  didn’t  reply, already immersed in his work once more. 

Raphael walked amidst the rows of injured Hell Drakes. Many of them were missing limbs, which meant they would likely no longer be able to fight again any time soon, at least until they could undergo long periods of treatment with powerful Healing Magic. Perhaps the Guild  Master  or  Janan  could  find  some  other  role  for  them  in  the meantime.  Despite  the  latter’s  cruel  words  and  bitter  demeanor, Raphael didn’t doubt that she cared for those under her command. 

 In  fact,  she  reminds  me  a  bit  of  Cailee,   Raphael  thought. 

 Though I’m sure Cailee would be outraged at the comparison. 

He  found  Eliza’s  cot  easily.  She  was  already  awake,  eating small spoonfuls of vegetable stew from a wooden bowl and chatting cheerily with Gabriella. 

“Raph!” the princess called, noticing him. She was seated on a  small  wooden  stool  beside  Eliza’s  cot.  “Lizzy’s  awake!  She regained consciousness much more quickly than I’d expected. I don’t think she needs any more Healing Magic.” 

“That’s  great!”  Raphael  crouched  next  to  Eliza.  “How’re  you feeling? Better?” 

“Yes,”  she  replied,  giving  him  a  dazzling  smile.  “I  feel  really good, actually, Raphael. The medical mage said I could leave in the morning and rejoin everyone else.” 

“Listen,  Eliza.  What  happened  back  at  the  plateau…” 

Raphael began. 

“You  gave  me  some  of  your  strength,  Raphael,”  Eliza  said. 

“At first, I thought it was because you’d somehow chosen me as your Dragon Knight, but then I remembered all the lore I’d researched on that topic, and I realized nothing like that happened.” 

Rayne hopped out of Raphael’s pocket then and onto Eliza’s lap.  The  faerie  dragon  looked  deep  into  her  eyes,  then  turned  to Raphael. 

“She  doesn’t  stand  in  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian, Magus,” Rayne said. “Not unless you will it.” 

“Rayne  said  something  to  you,  right?”  Eliza  set  her  bowl aside  and  stroked  the  faerie  dragon’s  head.  “I  can’t  hear  him  now, though.” 

“What  did  you  learn  about  Dragon  Knights,  Eliza?”  Raphael asked. “Why do you say you’re not one?” 

“Dragons choose their Knights from the most heroic mortals, be  they  human,  elf,  or  dwarf.  Once  chosen  and  initiated  into  the draconic mysteries, a Knight must develop his or her powers through training,  trials,  and  tribulation,”  Eliza  said,  obviously  reciting something  she’d  read.  “I’ve  undergone  no  training,  Raphael,  yet  I share your strength and speed. You placed your armor on me, and when Skyfang appeared in my hand, it was because you placed the blade there. I didn’t earn any of those things. You gave them to me. 

That’s how I know I’m not a Dragon Knight.” 

“Of  course  she’s  not,”  Rayne  chirped.  “She’s  on  the  path  to becoming a Dragon Paladin, Magus, and a fine one she’ll make!” 

“Eliza,  have  you  heard  of  something  called  a  Dragon Paladin?” Raphael asked. “Rayne says that you might be becoming one.” 

“No, I’ve never come across anything like that in my studies,” 

Eliza replied. 

“Wait,” Raphael said, thinking of someone else he could ask. 

“I’ll ask Koshi to come here. He might be able to tell us something.” 

“Uhm.” Gabriella swept her gaze between Raphael and Eliza sheepishly. “Should I leave, then? Koshi said that this is something very private for Eliza.” 

Eliza reached out and squeezed the princess’s hand. 

“It’s alright, Gabby,” Eliza said. “I don’t want to hide this from you.” 

“I’ll  stay  right  here,  then.”  Gabriella  squeezed  Eliza’s  hand back. “Looks like I’m in for an amazing story.” 

“Koshi?”  Raphael  sent,  reaching  out  through  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian. “Eliza’s awake. Could you tell her what you know about the Dragon Paladin?” 

Koshi responded immediately. 

“I see. I’ll come over right away,” he replied. 

The  Dragon  Knight  was  true  to  his  word,  arriving  at  the infirmary within a few minutes. He clasped Raphael on the shoulder and gave the two blonde women a respectful nod. 

“Good  evening,  Your  Highness.  Hello,  Eliza,”  Koshi  said.  “It seems you are feeling much better. That is excellent news indeed.” 

“Thanks, Koshi,” Eliza said. “Rayne mentioned that I might be becoming a Dragon Paladin. Do you know anything about that?” 

Koshi cast a sidelong glance at Gabriella, but Eliza shook her head. 

“It’s alright, Koshi,” Eliza said. “I want her to hear this.” 

“Very well, then.” Koshi took a deep breath and sighed. “Truth be told, I don’t know that much about Dragon Paladins myself. All I

know is what Platina once told me, a long time ago. She said that in eons past, the sun dragon called Terendulach the Radiant saved the lives of three elf orphans, who’d witnessed their parents’ death at the hands of a vampire. The orphans followed Terendulach around, and they  became  very  attached  to  him,  with  the  reverse  being  true  as well.” 

“Soon,  the  three  elves  started  manifesting   Ryu-To-Ki  in  the form  of  the  speed  and  strength  bestowed  by  the  First  and  Second Draconic  Braziers.  They  were  also  able  to  sheathe  their  flesh  in draconic  armor,  forged  from  the  radiance  of  the  Third  Draconic Brazier, but Terendulach had never chosen any of them as Knights,” 

Koshi continued, his brow furrowed and his expression troubled. “In his desire to keep them safe, Terendulach had somehow poured his strength  into  their  very  beings.  Thanks  to  their  shared  sorrow  and perpetual fear, the elves accepted, drinking of the dragon’s might so deeply  that  the  flames  of  the  Draconic  Braziers  hollowed  out  their souls and turned them into empty humanoid husks filled with  Ryu-To-Ki.  They  became  little  more  than  extensions  of  Terendulach’s  will. 

They spoke no word that wasn’t Terendulach’s, and they knew no joy that  didn’t  belong  to  the  dragon.  They  were  Terendulach’s  Dragon Paladins,  embodiments  of  his  righteousness,  but  nothing  else besides that.” 

Koshi  patted  Eliza  gently  on  the  shoulder  and  sighed  once more. 

“For  someone  so  young,  you  have  seen  much  grief  and sorrow, Eliza,” he said. “It is obvious in the cast of your brow and the weight of your gaze. Immersed in your own personal darkness and sense  of  helplessness,  you  reached  out  to  Raphael’s  light,  and generous as he was, he was more than happy to share it with you.” 

Eliza  stifled  a  sob,  but  she  took  Raphael’s  hand  as  he reached out to her. 

“You  mentioned  my  helplessness,  Koshi,  and  you’re  right,” 

she  said.  “I  can’t  cast  spells  like  Fenix  or  fight  like  Sylvia.  When  I fought by Raphael’s side in Vitoria, he spent more time protecting me

than  driving  back  our  enemies.  Back  there,  I  did  feel  helpless,  but that all changed when he placed Sunfang in my hand, allowing me to help him put Platina to rest.” 

“And  a  mighty  feat  that  was,  Eliza,  one  for  which  you’ve earned  my  eternal  gratitude.”  Koshi  placed  his  hand  over  his  heart and  bowed.  “But  do  heed  my  words.  If  you  keep  drawing  on Raphael’s   Ryu-To-Ki  like  that,  it  will  burn  your  very  soul  from  your body, turning you into a mindless automaton. That’s what it means to be a Dragon Paladin.” 

“I  don’t  want  something  like  that  to  happen  to  you,  Eliza,” 

Raphael declared. 

“But  you  needed  my  help  to  defeat  the  two  ogres  earlier today,”  Eliza  said.  “And  I  also  want  to  keep  helping  you,  not  hide behind you, like a useless and pathetic burden.” 

“You’re not useless,” Raphael told her. “And far from pathetic. 

You’re  definitely  no  burden,  either.  You’re  very  important  to  me, Eliza. And to all of us. Fenix, Sylvia, and I all count on you to keep our war party running. I—” 

Gabriella  jabbed  Raphael  viciously  in  the  side,  hard  enough to make him flinch. 

“That’s  not  what  she  wants  to  hear  from  you!”  the  princess chided,  wagging  her  finger  in  his  face.  To  Raphael’s  surprise, Gabriella’s eyes shone with unshed tears. “You were doing so well, saying how important she was to you, and then you veer off into war party  nonsense!  I  thought  you  were  smart,  Raph,  but  I  never  knew how clueless you are when it comes to treating a woman right!” 

“What’s she so angry about, Magus?” Rayne asked. 

“I’m  not  sure,”  Raphael  replied,  wincing  as  he  clutched  his ribs. He recalled how Gabriella had punched Sylvia and left a lump on the top of the mighty elf’s head. The princess was much stronger than she looked. 

Koshi  stroked  his  chin,  his  brow  furrowed  in  thought.  “Right now,  the  power  of  the  Dragon  Paladin  calls  to  you,  Eliza,  but  there

are many paths through life, and many ways in which one can find fulfillment in the years allotted to him or her.” 

“Master  Victis  told  me  something  similar,”  Eliza  said  softly. 

“He tried to arrange a marriage between me and a local pig farmer, because bearing and raising children are a woman’s most profound joys, at least according to him.” 

“Master  Victis?  That’s  Fenix’s  teacher,  isn’t  it?”  Gabriella growled. “At least now we know where he got his idiocy from!” 

“The  thing  is,  Master  Victis  truly  meant  well,”  Eliza  said.  “To him, I was just the poor orphaned child of someone to whom he felt indebted, and I had not an ounce of magical aptitude to my name. As far as he knew, the life of a pig farmer’s wife was the greatest joy I could aspire to. You’re going to tell me something similar, aren’t you, Koshi?” 

“No,  not  at  all,  actually.”  Koshi  blinked  in  surprise.  “I  have never  met  this  Master  Victis,  but  he  sounds  like  a  very  narrow-minded  fellow  indeed.  What  I  was  trying  to  say  is  this.  Rather  than burn your soul away with the power of the Dragon Paladin, why not become  a  Dragon  Knight  instead,  like  me?  You  are  among  the worthiest  of  Knight  aspirants  I  have  ever  seen.  Platina  would  have loved  you  if  she  were  still  alive.  Truth  be  told,  she’d  probably  pick you over me if she had to make that choice.” 

Raphael chuckled and shook his head. Koshi was only telling Eliza that to make her feel better. Raphael had spoken with Platina moments before her soul moved on into oblivion, and he knew that she loved Koshi deeply. If she had to live a thousand repetitions of her  life,  she  would  choose  Koshi  over  any  other,  each  and  every time. 

But  Koshi’s  words  did  bring  up  an  exciting  prospect.  Could Eliza  become  a  Dragon  Knight?  His  Dragon  Knight?  Was  it  even possible? Raphael didn’t know. He wasn’t a dragon, after all, so how could he choose a Dragon Knight? 

He knew one thing for sure, though. If anyone deserved the chance to become a Dragon Knight, it was none other than Eliza. 

“I think that’s a fantastic idea, Koshi!” Raphael asked. “What do you think, Eliza? Do you want to become a Dragon Knight? You’ll be able to see the light of the Dragon Meridian for yourself and light your Draconic Braziers as well!” 

“Yes,” Eliza said, her voice filled with resolve. She looked into Raphael’s  eyes.  “I  want  to  become  a  Dragon  Knight,  Raphael,  so that I can fight alongside you.” 

“Great!”  Raphael  looked  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian and  fanned  the  Draconic  Braziers  to  life.  He  put  his  hands  over Eliza’s face and…

“Well?”  Gabriella  demanded.  “Is  it  done?  Is  Lizzy  a  Dragon Knight now?” 

“Uh… I don’t know what to do.” Raphael turned to Koshi. “Do you know how to make someone a Dragon Knight, Koshi?” 

Koshi  shook  his  head.  “I’m  afraid  not,  Raph,”  he  said. 

“Rayne?” 

The faerie dragon ruffled its hood. 

“Koshi is still new to his draconic nature, so he won’t be able to  choose  his  own  Knight  yet  for  at  least  another  eight  to  nine hundred  years,”  Rayne  said.  “As  for  you,  Magus,  yes,  you  can choose a Knight. In fact, you can choose any number of Knights, as long as they’re worthy. Look to the bond between your souls. Suffuse it with the light of the Dragon Meridian.” 

Raphael  closed  his  eyes  and  did  as  the  faerie  dragon instructed. The pink thread joining his soul to Eliza’s was still strewn with threads of gold. Raphael bathed it within the light of the Dragon Meridian. He snapped his eyes open when he heard Eliza gasp. 

“I… I can see something. It’s like a golden light, but it comes from somewhere behind my eyes. I don’t know if that makes sense,” 

she  said,  blinking.  “It’s  gone  now,  but  I  feel  like  I  can  bring  it  back again, with a lot of effort.” 

“That’s  it.”  Koshi  nodded.  “The  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian has been revealed to you. Now, you need to undergo cultivation until

your soul opens fully to it. Raphael and I can teach you how in the morning.” 

“That’s  amazing!”  Gabriella  squealed  and  hugged  Eliza tightly. “You’re a Dragon Knight now, Lizzy!” 

“I’m  afraid  that’s  not  true,”  Koshi  said.  “You  haven’t  even opened yourself to the light of the Dragon Meridian, let alone begun bringing your Draconic Braziers to life. Much work and training await you, Eliza. You’d best prepare yourself.” 

“I will, Koshi!” Eliza promised, clenching her fists eagerly. “I’ll open the Dragon Meridian and light my Braziers in no time!” 

“Once  again  I  am  forced  to  rain  on  your  parade.”  Koshi frowned.  “Raphael  managed  to  open  his  soul  to  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian by himself when he was six, but he’s not a Dragon Knight,  like  I  am  or  what  you  aspire  to  be.  It’s  going  to  take  a  lot more time for you to achieve such a feat.” 

“How long did it take you, Koshi?” Eliza asked. 

“A  hundred  years.”  Koshi  coughed  into  his  hand,  as  if embarrassed. “But don’t worry. As long as you actively cultivate your soul, your body will remain as youthful as Raphael’s.” 

“A  hundred  years?”  Gabriella  said  incredulously.  “We  don’t have time for that!” 

“No  one  said  being  a  Dragon  Knight  would  be  easy,”  Koshi pointed out. 

“You’re  right,  Koshi,”  Eliza  agreed.  “No  one  said  it  would.  I won’t give up, not even if it takes me a hundred years.” 

“Either  that,  or  just  become  a  Dragon  Paladin,”  Rayne interjected. “You’d make a wonderful one.” 

“…Rayne?” Eliza turned to the faerie dragon and picked it up. 

“Was that you? I can hear your voice again!” 

“Of course you can! Your soul now stands within the light of the Dragon Meridian, Aspirant Eliza!” Rayne replied. 

“You  can  talk  to  Rayne?  That’s  so  adorable!”  Gabriella squealed. She turned to Raphael. “Quick, Raph! Make me a Dragon

Knight too so I can speak with Rayne!” 

“Absolutely not,” Raphael, Rayne, and Koshi said at the same time. 





Chapter 27







Beneath  the  tentative  radiance  of  the  rising  sun,  the  Hell Drakes  base  bustled  with  activity.  Auxiliaries  loaded  supplies  and ammunition onto carts. Ballistae and trebuchets were torn down, and their  wheeled  platforms  were  hitched  to  wagons.  Horses  were brushed,  checked,  and  fed.  A  continuous  chorus  of  ringing  metal tolled  from  the  repair  smithies.  Armsmen  and  mages  congregated upon the base’s parade grounds, drilling their battle tactics under the watchful eyes of their captains. 

The Hell Drakes were preparing for war. 

Raphael  was  standing  in  the  corner  of  the  parade  grounds, watching the spectacle unfold. He couldn’t help but compare Janan’s war party to the host Bjorn Hammerstar, High Captain of the Second Seat, had led during the battle for Lucia City. Bjorn had commanded a  motley  collection  of  individual  war  parties,  each  with  their  own captain,  specialties,  and  tactics,  and  he’d  left  them  to  fight  as  they best saw fit, serving mostly to coordinate and weave their disparate prowess into a collective effort. 

Janan’s Kingmakers were another matter entirely. 

Arrayed upon the packed dirt of the parade grounds, infantry armsmen formed shield-walls in front of archer-auxiliaries armed with crossbows. Behind them, mages stood amidst rows of carts meant to represent  trebuchet  or  ballista  emplacements.  Roving  bands  of cavalry armsmen swept back and forth along the formation, guarding the archers and artillery. 

Seated upon a wooden platform that towered over the parade grounds,  High  Captain  Janan  Rosya  oversaw  her  war  party’s training.  Her  eyes  were  hard  and  critical  as  the  Hell  Drakes demonstrated  their  skills.  Wielding  a  crimson  baton  in  her  fist,  she

turned  and  muttered  something  to  an  aide.  The  auxiliary  saluted, then  ran  off,  bellowing  fresh  orders  for  the  captains  amidst  the drilling Hell Drakes. 

As Raphael watched, the shield-wall wheeled about in perfect harmony. Spears thrust from between the gaps of oaken shields and over their steel rims. Clusters of crossbow bolts sliced through firing lanes  left  open  amidst  the  infantry  ranks,  slamming  unerringly  into the  straw  targets  laid  out  at  the  far  end  of  the  parade  grounds. 

Mages  wrapped  the  infantry  in  bubbles  of  white  light—Raphael recognized those as Spirit Shields—before sending waves of flames and lightning cascading over the armsmen and into the midst of the imaginary  enemy.  The  cavalry  broke  apart  into  two  columns  and wheeled about to pincer the space before the infantry. Twin tides of mounted  warriors,  their  spears  couched,  scissored  past  each  other in doubled devastating charges that would lay waste to any hapless foes caught in their path. 

Raphael could easily imagine a tide of goblin riders breaking upon the Hell Drakes’ formation before being routed and cut down by horsemen. He nodded admiringly. Janan had molded her war party into  an  efficient  and  well-oiled  military  machine.  As  the  cavalry returned to the back of the formation, Janan rose from her chair and raised her crimson baton. 

“Well  done,  Regiment  Four,”  the  High  Captain  proclaimed, her  high-pitched  voice  rolling  across  the  parade  grounds  with surprising strength and clarity. “You are dismissed!” 

The warriors of Regiment Four snapped about to face Janan. 

A captain’s bellowed order had them saluting her in perfect unison. 

She returned their salute. 

“Regiment  Five,  stand  by  to  execute  assault  pattern  sixty-four!” Janan cried. “Kill for wealth! Slay for glory!” 

“Kill for wealth! Slay for glory!” A thundering chorus of voices echoed the Hell Drakes’ slogan. 

As  the  next  regiment  of  Hell  Drakes  poured  into  the  parade grounds,  Raphael  turned  his  attention  to  Eliza,  who  was  seated  by

his side, her legs crossed and her hands resting gently on her knees, palms toward the sky. 

She was undergoing her first session of draconic cultivation. 

The events of the previous night raced through his mind. He still  couldn’t  believe  that  Eliza  had  taken  her  first  steps  toward becoming a Dragon Knight. The very thought filled him with euphoric anticipation.  How  powerful  would  she  become?  What  draconic weapon  would  she  manifest?  How  could  she  best  fight  by  his  side with  Ryu-To-Ki at her command? 

But  a  sobering  notion  rolled  over  him  as  soon  as  those questions  flashed  through  his  mind.  Koshi  had  taken  a  hundred years  of  cultivation  to  open  himself  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian. He’d also revealed that he’d needed another five years to light the First Brazier, and the Second had taken him yet another ten. 

It would be a long time yet before Eliza could fight by his side as Koshi did. 

“Which  is  why  she’d  be  better  off  as  a  Dragon  Paladin, Magus,” Rayne said, peeking its scaled head out from his pocket. “I can still show you how to make her one. She’ll be ready to receive the full strength of your  Ryu-To-Ki  within a year.” 

“Then Eliza wouldn’t be herself anymore,” Raphael explained. 

“Eliza doesn’t want to be herself,” Rayne replied. “She’s sad because of who she is.” 

“Maybe  becoming  a  Dragon  Knight  will  make  her  happy.” 

Raphael  was  shaken  by  the  faerie  dragon’s  words.  Rayne  had  a knack  for  perceiving  his  emotions,  and  the  faerie  dragon  could probably do the same for Eliza as well, since she was bound to him as his Knight Aspirant. So if Rayne said Eliza was tormented by her very existence, it couldn’t be too far off the mark. 

“No,  Magus.  It  wouldn’t.  Even  if  she  becomes  a  Dragon Knight,  she  will  still  be  herself,  and  she  hates  that,”  Rayne  said softly,  casting  Eliza  a  sidelong  glance.  “She’s  enraptured  by cultivation  now,  but  I  know  you  wouldn’t  want  her  to  hear  what  we just said, so I made sure she didn’t, just in case.” 

“Thanks,  Rayne.  That’s  very  thoughtful  of  you.”  Raphael sighed  and  stroked  the  faerie  dragon  on  the  head.  “I  don’t understand why Eliza hates being herself. She’s strong, brave, and wonderful. Surely you would agree.” 

“I  do.”  Rayne  looked  up  into  Raphael’s  eyes.  “But  I  live  to serve you, Magus, first and foremost. That’s why I’m telling you that getting a Dragon Paladin will increase your power by a lot, and within a short time as well, even if it means Eliza will cease to be.” 

“If the most important thing for you is to serve me, then obey me  in  this,  Rayne.”  Raphael  shook  his  head.  “No  more  talk  about turning Eliza into a Dragon Paladin.” 

“By your will, Magus.” Rayne shrank into Raphael’s pocket. “I don’t want Eliza to go away either. She’s nice. I like her.” 

“So do I, Rayne. And no, I’m not angry with you. I know you mean well.” Raphael retrieved a dried apple from the knapsack he’d brought along and gave it to the faerie dragon, who chirped in delight at the treat. 

Fenix emerged from the ranks of Hell Drakes lined up along the  parade  grounds,  Ginerva  and  Cyrano  in  tow.  He  raised  his eyebrow at the sight of Eliza. 

“So  Gabriella’s  babbling  was  true.  Eliza  has  become  your Dragon  Knight,”  the  battlemage  said.  He  sighed.  “I  shouldn’t  have spoken  so  harshly  to  her  about  her  magical  aptitude.  I  just  didn’t want  her  to  waste  her  life  on  something  she  would  never  be  any good at. I must apologize.” 

“You only meant well, Fenix,” Raphael said, clasping Fenix on the shoulder and giving him a reassuring smile. “And as I remember, you apologized already, so there’s no need for you to do so again.” 

Fenix slumped his shoulders in relief. 

“Thanks, Raphael. I still feel like I should say something, but I don’t  know  what.”  The  battlemage  looked  at  Eliza  once  more.  “So that’s it, huh? She’s no longer human. She’s like Koshi. Or like you.” 

“No.  Eliza  is  still  very  much  human,”  Raphael  said.  “She’s only  begun  the  long  and  arduous  road  toward  becoming  a  Dragon Knight. It might be a century before she opens her soul to the light of the Dragon Meridian.” 

“That’s  the  lowest  degree  of  your  powers,  isn’t  it?”  Fenix’s eyes  widened  in  disbelief.  “You’re  telling  me  that  Eliza  won’t  even start becoming a Dragon Knight in this lifetime?” 

“I’m  afraid  so,  Fenix.”  Raphael  turned  to  Eliza.  She  was  still motionless, her mind and soul held rapt by the mysteries of draconic cultivation. They’d begun two hours before dawn. It would be time for her to stop soon. “Where are the others?” 

“Koshi  is  repairing  some  wagons,”  Cyrano  reported. 

“Gabriella is helping out at the infirmary. Sylvia is seeing Fei Xue and her… creature off. I was there. The Grand Princess woke up briefly, Raphael. She wants you to visit her court as soon as you can.” The armsman  looked  at  Fenix.  “What  is  it,  battlemage?  You  obviously have something to say. Spit it out.” 

Fenix sent an annoyed glance Cyrano’s way before turning to Raphael. 

“I’ve told you this before, Raphael, but I’m just going to say it again,” the battlemage said. “Your magical aptitude rivals mine. You have  the  potential  to  become  one  of  the  greatest  mages  the  world has ever seen, just like I do.” 

“Wow.  Somebody’s  modest.”  Ginerva  chuckled  and  nudged Cyrano with her elbow. “Remember when you used to be so cocky and full of yourself?” 

“No,” the armsman grunted. 

“What are you trying to say, Fenix?” Raphael asked. 

“What  I’m  saying  is  that  there  is  more  than  one  route  to power  and  greatness  for  you,”  Fenix  explained.  “Now,  you’re wrapped up in all this business with the Dragon Meridian, Braziers, Ryu-To-Ki,  and  what-not.  I  won’t  pretend  to  understand  all  these draconic  concepts.  They’re  beyond  my  comprehension.  What  I  do understand, though, is Vector magic. After the elves abandoned us, 

humanity brought the world to heel with Vector magic. You somehow have access to mana, but we cast the same spells, even though we power them differently.” 

“Get to the point, boy,” Cyrano grumbled. 

“I’m trying to! Be quiet!” Fenix snapped irritably, looking over his shoulder. 

“Wow.” Ginerva laughed. “He really is like you when you were young, Cyrano.” 

“No, he isn’t.” Cyrano frowned. “And I’m only thirty-eight. I’m still young.” 

“Keep telling yourself that,” Ginerva quipped. 

“I  will.”  The  armsman  folded  his  arms  and  glared  at  his longtime  comrade.  “I’ll  also  tell  myself  and  everyone  within  earshot that you’re as old as I am.” 

“Hey!”  Ginerva  punched  Cyrano  futilely  in  the  ribs.  “It’s unseemly to reveal a lady’s age!” 

Fenix  turned  back  to  Raphael,  his  brow  twitching  with annoyance. 

“As  I  was  saying,  before  I  was  rudely  interrupted,  you  could do  worse  than  to  prioritize  your  magical  studies.”  The  battlemage jabbed his thumb toward himself and grinned. “You’re looking at the next Archmage, Raphael, but I really wouldn’t mind standing beside an equal or even against a rival.” 

“I know you’ve been told over and over again that you’re not human,  but  you  are,”  Fenix  continued.  “At  least  in  every  way  that matters. Magic, be it True or Vector, is the crown jewel of humanity’s achievements. It is your birthright, as much as it is mine. You should seize it, Raphael, and ascend to greatness alongside me.” 

“Huh. I was never that cocky,” Cyrano declared. 

“Yeah.” Ginerva blinked. “I have to agree.” 

“Thanks, Fenix.” Raphael grinned as well. “I won’t neglect my magical studies.” 

“Good  enough  for  me.”  The  battlemage  tilted  his  hat  by  its brim. 

Raphael crouched down beside Eliza and placed his hand on her  head.  He  reached  out  to  her  through  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian. 

“Eliza, that’s enough for now,” he sent. “Let’s take a break.” 

Eliza gasped and opened her eyes. She blinked as she saw Fenix, Cyrano, and Ginerva standing in front of her. Her expression grew  flustered  as  her  gaze  focused  past  them  and  onto  the  Hell Drakes going through their drills. 

“How  long  have  they  been  here?”  she  asked,  her  cheeks reddening. “Did… Did everyone see me like that?” 

“Yes, but it’s alright,” Raphael said, helping Eliza to her feet. 

“You did well today.” 

“Thanks, Raphael.” Eliza smiled, but her expression still bore more than a tinge of embarrassment. 

“I assure you that no one else but us has paid any attention to you at all,” Cyrano told her. The armsman turned his gaze to the Hell  Drakes  on  the  parade  ground.  “An  impressive  display.  Janan’s Kingmakers  have  been  fighting  ogres  for  two  years,  so  think  what you may, but I believe we have a lot to learn from them.” 

“As far as I know, the plan is to lay siege to Hanko City, which is held by the ogres,” Fenix muttered nervously. “Tell me I’m not the only one who believes that sounds insane.” 

“Janan  is  deploying  her  entire  war  party.  That’s  more  than fifteen  thousand  Hell  Drakes,  counting  all  armsmen,  mages,  and auxiliaries,”  Cyrano  said.  “She  also  has  artillery  that  will  serve  as siege weapons. We have a good chance of taking Hanko City back.” 

“Fifteen  thousand?”  Ginerva  asked,  her  voice  wavering  with disbelief. “The Kingmakers have grown that much? Last I heard, they were just under eight thousand strong.” 

“I went around the base last night, speaking to captains and the rank-and-file alike,” Cyrano explained. “Most of the new recruits

came  from  the  locals  who  lost  their  homes.  A  significant  portion  of them were members of the Republican Guard. The vast majority of the newcomers can only fight as auxiliaries, but every single one of them is eager to pay the ogres back in blood.” 

“Still,  we’re  attacking  an  entrenched  ogre  position,  are  we not?”  Fenix  said.  “Remember  those  two  ogres  on  that  floating platform? They were formidable. And then there was that hydra and all those harpies. There will be much, much more at Hanko City.” 

“Don’t worry, Fenix,” Raphael said. “Cyrano told us just how strong Janan’s war party is, but he forgot to mention one more thing that will assure our victory.” 

The  confident  glint  returned  to  the  battlemage’s  eyes.  He clenched his fists. 

“Of course,” he said. “We have us.” 

Chapter 28







In  his  days  at  school,  Raphael  had  read  many  books  about war,  and  he’d  listened  to  many  of  Maestro  Colombo’s  lectures decrying  its  horrors  and  deprivations.  But  none  of  that  could compare to the stark reality of seeing it for himself. 

From the sky, Uwajima was a picturesque expanse of green fields interspersed with flowing streams. As the Hell Drakes marched across  the  territory  overrun  by  the  ogres’  hordes,  Raphael  beheld what the monsters left behind. 

Piles  of  ashen  wood  and  soot-stained  stone  marked  where villages and towns once stood. Fields that must have once burst with rice  now  stood  overgrown  and  forlorn,  testaments  to  the  demise  of their tenders. 

The worst were the rows of impaled corpses, now little more than dried, weather-ridden scarecrows after two years of exposure to the  elements,  lining  the  country  roads.  Some  of  them  were  adults, and some of them weren’t. 

Raphael wanted to ask Janan why the Hell Drakes hadn’t cut down the impaled bodies and laid them to rest, but he already knew the answer. There were simply too many of them to remove and bury safely when goblins and harpies could attack any moment. 

Janan’s  war  party  trudged  on  grimly  but  resolutely.  She’d deployed  the  main  body  of  the  assault  force  in  a  single  massive column, with the baggage and siege train right behind. Further back from that was the bulk of her cavalry, ready to sweep up either side of  the  column.  Archers  congregated  in  the  middle,  with  mages spread out evenly among the armsmen and auxiliary infantry. 

Raphael  and  his  war  party  had  been  placed  immediately behind Janan’s command group. The High Captain of the First Seat

was astride a massive warhorse. The beast was as yet unarmored, but  Raphael  had  seen  its  segmented  barding  of  thick  steel  and leather plates packed away in one of her aides’ saddlebags. 

Janan rode amidst a cluster of Hell Drakes, equal parts men and  women,  and  she  conferred  with  them  softly  as  they  advanced. 

Her  inner  circle  all  wore  the  same  uniforms  as  the  rest  of  her  war party,  but  they  also  sported  golden  lanyards  across  the  right shoulder flaps of their gray-green tunics. 

 Those must be her captains,  Raphael thought.  Which means they’re  all  either  highly  skilled  armsmen  or  powerful  mages.  Yet they’re  all  dressed  the  same.  No  robes  or  intricate  runic  armor  on any of them. 

Nevertheless, he didn’t doubt that they were well equipped. A slim green-eyed Hell Drake keeping pace with Janan cast a glance over  her  shoulder  at  Raphael,  who  didn’t  fail  to  notice  the  fine, obviously  enchanted  cuirass  about  her  torso  and  the  sword  that hummed with magical energy at her hip. The captain handing a scroll to  Janan  had  a  staff  of  black  steel  clipped  to  his  saddle  and bandoliers filled with magical reagents strapped across his body. 

Janan’s  captains  didn’t  present  themselves  in  as  diverse  a fashion as the rest of the Hell Drakes. But that didn’t mean they were any  less  formidable  or  capable  than  the  ones  who  fancied themselves more adventurers than mercenary soldiers. 

“The ogres don’t like holding vast amounts of territory, at least not  until  they’ve  been  able  to  warp  its  soil  and  air  into  something more to their liking,” Cyrano muttered. “They like to establish forward bases, much like we do, and warp  those  specific  locations  instead. 

It’s a testament to how dogged Janan’s resistance has been that the ogres  haven’t  warped  all  of  Uwajima  yet.  Her  sorties  must  have scared them so much they didn’t dare pull off any of their dark rituals within striking range of the Hell Drakes base.” 

“Warp  the  soil  and  air?  Dark  rituals?  What  do  you  mean?” 

Raphael asked. 

Cyrano adjusted the straps of his shoulder guard as he kept pace alongside Raphael. “I’m not sure why they do it, but that’s what happens to any land that the ogres manage to hold for an extended period of time. They turn the soil into some kind of gray, ashen muck where only red, thorny vines can grow. Maybe they eat those vines or feed it to their slaves. Or perhaps they burn it in the depths of their fortresses. That would explain the clouds of red smoke that always hang over ogre territories.” 

“And the process isn’t reversible, which is why once land has been  taken  by  ogres  and  held  long  enough,  it’s  no  longer  worth reclaiming,” Ginerva continued, her voice grim. “It doesn’t look like it now,  but  there’s  hope  for  Uwajima  yet.  High  Captain  Rosya  must have kept the ogres on their toes, so they haven’t been able to enact their vile rituals or build any of their usual fortresses.” 

“They don’t need to build a fortress,” Fenix pointed out. “They already  have  one.  Hanko  City.  The  Defiant  Citadel.  Every  child across the world knows about it.” 

“It’s  a  tourist  attraction,”  Cyrano  said.  “I  was  there  on assignment four years ago. Maybe there were walls once, but back then, I saw only wooden facades and more peddlers than soldiers. If the  actual  Defiant  Citadel  still  stood,  Yamato’s  Republican  Guard wouldn’t have been crushed so easily.” 

“That also means that the ogres don’t already have a fortress we  must  storm.”  Raphael  shifted  his  grip  on  the  shaft  of  his  glaive and swept his gaze over the war party. 

Everyone  had  been  fully  reequipped  and  supplied.  All  the dents  in  Cyrano’s  battered  armor  and  shield  had  been  hammered out, and his weapons had been cleaned and polished to a gleaming fault. He and all the mages carried a full complement of Spell Dust vials and potions. Fenix wore a new pair of dazzling gloves. Koshi’s and Eliza’s quivers had also been refilled. 

“If Hanko is in such bad shape and has no defensible value at all, then why did the ogres bother holding it?” Fenix asked. “Why are we attacking it?” 

“The  Mizuno  River  flows  through  the  middle  of  Hanko. 

Aqueducts carry water from it to all the fields and farms on the city’s outskirts,”  Eliza  said,  unfurling  a  map  of  the  region  and  pointing  to different locations as she spoke. “I don’t think harpies or goblins eat rice or tend livestock, but they definitely need water. It also sits on a stretch of Uwajima’s Grand Highway that leads directly east on one end,  skirting  a  wooded  canyon  that’s  been  controlled  by  ogres  for nearly a century now. Its other end points toward the pass blocked off by the Hell Drakes.” 

“This means that Hanko City is the perfect stopping point for the  ogres  when  they  move  their  armies  from  their  homeland  into Uwajima,” Raphael reasoned. 

“Yes, Raphael.” Eliza swept her finger across the map. “And all  the  tributary  roads  originating  from  the  city  give  the  ogres  easy access  to  the  rest  of  the  Uwajima  Region  as  well.  I’m  afraid  that’s how they managed to overrun the Republican Guard so quickly.” 

“Isn’t  that  the  Wind  Bastion?”  Fenix  jabbed  his  finger  at  the map  near  where  it  depicted  the  canyon  beyond  the  borders  of Uwajima. 

“Home  of  the  Wind  Mages.”  Ginerva  shrugged.  “They  keep the ogres from getting too uppity, or so they say, and they’ve done it for a long, long time, right until they didn’t. I guess the ogres finally had  enough  and  beat  their  pompous  heads  in.  That’s  where  we’re eventually headed for, aren’t we, Raphael?” 

“Yes. But first we have to take Hanko City,” Raphael replied. 

“If it can be done, why haven’t Janan’s Kingmakers done so already?”  Gabriella  asked.  “They’ve  been  here  two  years,  haven’t they?” 

“Because even if they could, they can’t hold it,” Fenix replied. 

“Haven’t you been paying attention? And there’s no guarantee they can  now,  either.  Didn’t  you  see  the  size  of  that  goblin  horde yesterday? That alone nearly outnumbers our entire force right now. 

How  many  more  slaves  do  the  ogres  have  jammed  into  Hanko? 

Think,  Your  Highness,  think!  As  a  mage,  your  brain  is  your  biggest asset.” 

“I  know  what   isn’t  your  biggest  asset  though,  Fenix,”  Sylvia piped in, briefly but pointedly directing her gaze at the lower half of the battlemage’s body. She continued speaking before he could bark off a reply. “We’re in for a hell of a fight, but one I think we can win. 

We  know  Janan  has  attacked  the  ogres  all  over  Uwajima  and definitely skirmished with them at Hanko before, otherwise this entire region would be a wasteland. But they won’t be expecting  all of us to ditch our base and attack theirs head-on.” 

“Right.  We  will  crush  the  ogres  at  Hanko.”  Cyrano  grunted and  furrowed  his  brow.  “But  I  suspect  that  will  be  the  easy  part. 

Assaulting  the  Wind  Bastion  is  going  to  be  a  real  nightmare.  We have to win there and be able to recall successfully back to the Guild House in Lucario. One of the ogres we fought is obviously a master of Spatial Magic. What if he traps us there? What if…” 

“Let’s focus on one thing at a time,” Koshi’s strong and calm voice  rolled  from  the  rear  of  the  war  party.  He  nodded  to  Cyrano. 

“There is nothing to worry about, young man. In my time, I’ve learned that an arrow to the skull stops ogre mages from casting any spells. 

I’m sure you’d agree that a spiked flail or war pick applied the same way would be similarly effective.” 

“Yes,  sir,”  Cyrano  replied,  coughing  sheepishly  into  his  fist. 

“My  apologies.  It’s  just  that  I’ve  fought  in  many  sieges,  so  I  know what  to  expect.  I  can’t  say  the  same  about  seeking  out  a  dragon’s remains to put it to rest.” 

“Not  that  this  is  going  to  be  much  of  a  siege  anyway,  since Hanko doesn’t have any real walls.” Ginerva nudged Cyrano in the ribs. “Ever the worrywart, Cyrano. Some things simply don’t change with age.” 

“Yeah,  I  know,”  the  armsman  replied.  “Such  as  your  debt. 

When are you going to clear your bar tab? And you still owe me two gold coins.” 

“Hush. Didn’t you hear what Koshi said? Focus on one thing at  a  time.”  Ginerva  looked  away  and  began  whistling  a  discordant tune. 

“How  long  do  we  have  to  walk  anyway?”  Gabriella complained. “If I’d known we’d be walking so much, I wouldn’t have worn these new boots.” 

“Hanko’s  two  days  away,”  Raphael  said.  “We’re  almost  a quarter of the way through the first one already, but if you’re getting worn  out,  I’m  sure  there’s  room  for  you  on  one  of  the  supply carriages, Gabby.” 

The princess’s eyes flashed. 

“Absolutely  not!”  she  snapped.  “I’m  walking  alongside everyone else, even if I end up bleeding through my socks!” 

“That’s  what  Healing  Magic  is  for.”  Fenix  rolled  his  eyes.  “I already told you, your brain is…” 

“Shut up, Fenix!” Gabriella and Sylvia said at the same time. 



Chapter 29







Along the way, the Hell Drakes encountered roving bands of goblins, on foot or astride scuttling spiders. Most of the monsters fled at the sight of such an overwhelming force, and Janan directed her cavalry  to  their  pursuit  and  destruction.  A  few  of  them  charged mindlessly  at  the  amassed  Hell  Drakes,  only  to  be  annihilated  by arrows, spells, and blades. 

Janan left no survivors, and Raphael understood why. It was impossible to hide the passage of such a large force in the flat, open landscape  of  the  Uwajima  Region,  especially  when  it  kicked  up massive clouds of dust on the Grand Highway in its wake. Still, the fewer  direct  witnesses  the  ogres  had  of  the  Hell  Drakes,  the  less knowledge  they  had  of  their  strength  and  actual  intent.  For  all  the ogres  knew,  Janan  might  simply  be  launching  yet  another skirmishing assault on Hanko instead of seeking to seize the city and wipe out its defenders. 

As  the  sun  began  to  set,  the  first  harpy  scouts  appeared across the horizon. They hung high in the sky, looping above the Hell Drakes and hanging beyond the reach of arrows and spells. Janan had her mages conjure clouds of magical fog instead, thwarting the monsters’ spying attempt. Archers cut down the harpies the moment they moved within bowshot range. 

The  High  Captain  of  the  First  Seat  was  brutal,  direct,  and efficient,  and  Raphael  once  again  found  himself  comparing  her  to Bjorn  Hammerstar.  The  latter  was  cunning,  flexible,  and  creative, adapting  his  tactics  and  strategies  on  the  fly  depending  on  the abilities  of  those  he  commanded  and  the  circumstances  of  the enemy.  Janan  simply  took  the  most  obvious  and  simple  option  at each turn, but she executed her straightforward tactics to perfection. 

Raphael  could  easily  see  why  she’d  managed  to  hold  the ogres  at  bay  for  two  years.  Against  such  vicious  foes,  brutal simplicity   was  the  right  answer,  more  often  than  not.  There  were times to be clever, like Bjorn, and cunning, like Cailee, but Raphael couldn’t  deny  just  how  effective  the  application  of  sheer overwhelming force could be. 

 It’s  what  this  entire  assault  on  Hanko  City  hinges  upon,  he thought.  Fifteen thousand Hell Drakes all attacking a single location at once will be very difficult to stop, especially if they don’t need to worry about holding the place or dealing with a larger force later. 

Raphael snapped his attention back to the present. Two burly armsmen  were  dragging  a  squawking  harpy  with  broken  wings, claws, and legs to Janan, who’d gotten off her horse. They cast the monster  at  the  High  Captain’s  feet.  Janan  placed  her  heel  on  the harpy’s neck. 

“How many at Hanko?” she asked. “And what?” 

“Eat  your  eyes!  Feast  on  your  heart!”  the  harpy  squawked back, foaming at the mouth. 

Raphael  blinked  in  surprise.  He  didn’t  know  that  harpies could talk, much less speak the Common Tongue. He’d thought that they were mindless beasts, utterly in thrall to the will of the ogres. 

Janan  leaned  into  the  harpy’s  throat.  Her  steel-toed  boot crushed  the  monster’s  windpipe.  It  gasped  and  convulsed,  but  with its  broken  limbs,  it  couldn’t  even  really  struggle.  The  High  Captain walked away, leaving the harpy to its agonizing death. 

Another  captured  harpy  was  thrown  before  Janan.  This  one had  its  limbs  hacked  off  and  cauterized  at  the  stumps.  The  High Captain repeated her question, and upon receiving a similar answer, moved  on  to  another  harpy,  leaving  this  monster  to  die  slowly  and painfully as well. 

Raphael  and  the  war  party  watched  Janan  interrogate another  dozen  harpies.  Sylvia  kept  her  expression  neutral,  but Raphael could sense the disgust and disapproval roiling from the elf. 

Gabriella  and  Eliza  had  looked  away  a  long  time  ago.  Koshi

muttered softly and angrily under his breath. Fenix pretended to be very interested in a scroll he’d produced from his knapsack. 

Only  the  two  veterans,  Cyrano  and  Ginerva,  watched  on alongside Raphael, their faces stony and grim. 

The last harpy’s resolve broke, having witnessed the demise of  its  fellows.  It  groveled  before  Janan,  begging  for  mercy  and offering to tell the High Captain everything it knew. 

“Let’s hear it,” Janan said. 

“Ten thousand goblins. Eight thousand harpies,” the monster gibbered. “Four hydras. Fifty of the Great Horned Lords.” 

Worried mutters arose among the High Captain’s aides, and Raphael couldn’t help but share in their concern. Fifty ogres were a formidable force indeed. 

“I  see.”  Janan  turned  away  and  gestured  to  one  of  the  Hell Drakes, a lean armsman in leather armor, by her side. “Gut and skin it alive.” 

“But I helped! I helped!” the harpy protested. 

Janan looked over her shoulder and sneered, the light of the setting sun glinting off her sharp teeth. 

“I hate traitors,” she said. 

The armsman in leather armor drew his dagger. It was curved and  serrated.  Raphael  had  a  feeling  this  wasn’t  the  first  time  the armsman had performed such a task for Janan. 

An  arrow  sliced  through  the  air.  Its  flight  ended  with  its  tip buried  deep  in  the  harpy’s  eye.  The  monster  flopped  into  a  lifeless pile. 

Koshi lowered his bow, a thunderous expression on his face. 

“There  is  enough  horror  in  the  world  already  without  us perpetrating even more,” he snarled. 

The  Hell  Drakes  around  Janan  flinched  at  Koshi’s  rebuke, caught  between  their  awe  at  their  mythic  hero  and  their  loyalty  to their High Captain. Janan chuckled and shrugged. 

“By your will, oh mighty Koshi,” she said, the tone of her voice utterly devoid of sincerity. “Amidst all this horror you speak of, may the Goddess of the Crescent Moon grant us all the luxury of keeping our hands as clean as yours.” 

The High Captain gestured to her aides. 

“We  have  what  we  need.  Resume  our  advance,”  she  said. 

The  Hell  Drakes  saluted  her  and  dispersed,  yelling  orders  to  those under  their  command.  Janan  remounted  her  steed  and  cantered  it back to the head of the column. 

“We’re  moving  out  again?”  Gabriella  asked,  looking  toward the reddening horizon. “The sun is setting soon.” 

“We’re proceeding at a forced march,” Cyrano told her. “Move through  the  night,  with  short  breaks  along  the  way,  keep  going through  the  next  day,  and  camp  just  beyond  assault  range  of  the eastern edge of Hanko City. That’ll put us right in position for a dawn attack with the rising sun behind our backs.” 

“Seems  like  she  wants  to  take  the  city  in  a  single  massive attack.”  Ginerva  nodded  in  the  direction  of  the  distant  siege  and baggage  train.  “That’s  why  she  brought  all  that  artillery  along.  It’s going to be used on goblins and harpies, not walls, since Hanko City doesn’t really have any.” 

“And  she  doesn’t  really  care  if  the  city  gets  damaged  even more, since she’s not interested in holding it,” Raphael concluded. 

“Correct.” Cyrano turned to the rest of the war party. “Alright, looks like we’re moving again. Let’s go.” 

The Hell Drakes marched through the night, just like Cyrano had  predicted.  As  the  sun  rose,  Gabriella  swayed  on  her  feet  with every step, overwhelmed by exhaustion. 

“I  can  keep  going!”  the  princess  protested,  when  Raphael approached, intent on sending her to one of the baggage carts. “I’ll just cast Invigorate on myself!” 

“Don’t waste Spell Dust just to show us how tough you are,” 

Fenix rebuked her. The battlemage’s face was tight and drawn with

fatigue,  but  he’d  kept  pace  unfalteringly.  “Catch  your  breath,  Your Highness. There’s plenty to get tired about later.” 

“It’s  alright,  Gabby,”  Raphael  said.  “You’re  not  used  to  this much walking right now, but you will be soon enough. Go get some rest.” 

Slumping  her  shoulders,  Gabriella  nodded  quietly  and allowed  Raphael  to  bring  her  to  one  of  the  baggage  carts.  She’d scarcely sat down beside a crate of hardtack before she closed her eyes and drifted off into a fitful slumber. 

“That’s  Lucario’s  princess,  eh?  What  a  brave  little  girl,”  said the auxiliary holding the reins of the mules pulling the cart. He was an elderly man, his face lined and jowled, with a sparse beard jutting from his chin in gray wisps. Raphael guessed he would be roughly the same age as Maestro Colombo, placing him in his early sixties. 

The  auxiliary  held  his  hand  out,  and  Raphael  clasped  it,  wrist-to-wrist. “Name’s Abe. Well met, Raphael, son of Dragon Knight Koshi.” 

“Pleased  to  meet  you,  sir,”  Raphael  replied.  “Thanks  for letting Gabby onboard.” 

“We  can’t  all  be  soldiers,  lad,”  Abe  said.  “And  besides,  she hung  in  there  pretty  well,  didn’t  she?  Marched  all  night.  I  couldn’t manage that, not right now, at least.” 

“You’re  doing  just  fine,  sir.  You’ve  been  walking  all  night  as well and keeping this cart on track, haven’t you?” Raphael pointed to the strip of black cloth bound around Abe’s right bicep. “What’s that? 

I  saw  many  of  the  auxiliaries  wearing  this,  but  almost  none  of  the armsmen and mages.” 

Abe’s expression took on a somber cast. 

“You  know  almost  half  of  us  here  used  to  live  in  Uwajima, right?” the auxiliary said. “When the Wind Bastion fell and the ogres crushed  the  Republican  Guard,  we  fled  our  homes,  making  a  mad dash westward. The ogres chased us. And they caught us. Turns out you can’t really outrun a goblin on a giant spider. I lost my little girl, her husband, and their children. And that’s just my story. Ask around and you’ll hear many others just like it.” 

“I’m  sorry  to  hear  that,  Abe,”  Raphael  said.  “You  wear  that armband to mourn and honor the memory of your family, then?” 

“No, lad.” Abe’s features hardened, and his eyes turned cold and flinty. “The time for mourning is over, and if the High Captain has taught us anything, it’s that there’s no point in honor, be it giving it to anyone  else  or  looking  for  it  within  yourself.  No,  I  don’t  wear  this armband to mourn or honor anyone.” 

“Then why do you wear it?” Raphael asked. 

“It marks me as a member of this war party’s Death Brigade.” 

Abe smiled, but it was a bitter, broken expression, born of grief and hopelessness rather than joy. “When the battle begins, you will see for yourself what that means. Now, be off with you, lad. Leave me to my thoughts. I will keep an eye on your precious princess.” 

Sensing  that  Abe  didn’t  want  to  talk  anymore,  Raphael nodded mutely and made his way back to the rest of the war party. 

The  rest  of  the  day  passed  uneventfully,  with  no  further encounters  occurring.  The  ogres  must  have  pulled  back  all  their forces  in  the  area  and  gathered  them  at  Hanko  to  meet  Janan’s pending attack. As the sun began to set once more, Janan called for a general halt. 

Gabriella sighed in relief as the High Captain conferred with her aides. She’d rejoined the war party several hours ago, somewhat refreshed, but the grueling pace had still taxed her. 

“We’re going to stop now, right?” she asked. 

“Yes.  We’ll  camp  here.”  Cyrano  swept  his  gaze  around, studying  the  terrain,  and  Raphael  followed  suit.  So  far,  they’d followed the Grand Highway, but Janan had diverted from its endless miles of packed dirt two hours ago, leading the Hell Drakes through abandoned  fields,  derelict  villages,  and  through  a  small  abandoned town.  Now,  fifteen  thousand  Hell  Drakes  milled  before  a  gently sloping ridge of grassy hills. 

“You  can  see  Hanko  once  you  crest  these  slopes,”  Ginerva said, wiping her brow with the back of her sleeve. “It’s right across an open plain, so the ogres won’t be able to sneak up on us from there.” 

Several  captains  left  Janan’s  side,  bellowing  orders  as  they strode amidst the Hell Drakes. The siege and baggage trains moved up,  flanked  by  the  Hell  Drakes  cavalry.  Auxiliaries  scrambled  in  all directions,  bearing  sacks  and  leading  carts.  Armsmen  fanned  out, blades and bows in their fists, and mages followed suit. 

As  Raphael  watched,  Janan’s  command  tent  was  erected. 

Carts  and  wagons  were  arrayed  into  improvised  barricading formations.  The  High  Captain  cantered  her  mount  over  to  Raphael and lowered her gaze down to his. 

“Follow. Bring your second-in-command, the Ninth Seat, and the Dragon Knight,” she instructed and turned away before Raphael could reply, fully expecting him to follow. 

Raphael turned to Sylvia. The elf, unlike usual, did not have a snarky  comment  at  hand.  To  his  surprise,  Sylvia  simply  shrugged and nodded. 

“Let’s go see what we’re in for, Raphael,” she said, her voice calm but utterly devoid of its usual levity. 

Alongside  those  named  by  Janan,  Raphael  climbed  the small,  hilly  ridge.  Flanked  by  her  entourage  of  aides,  the  High Captain had already crested it. She lowered the spyglass in her hand and turned to Raphael. 

“That’s  Hanko,”  she  said,  pointing  into  the  distance.  As Sylvia, Cryano, and Koshi came to stand beside him, Raphael let his gaze follow her finger to the Hell Drakes’ destination for the first time. 

Hanko  City  sat  across  an  open  grassy  plain  from  the  hilly ridge. It was much smaller than Lucia City, and even from a distance, Raphael could tell that it had been sacked and despoiled. The city’s skyline was filled with low-lying stone buildings, most of their gutted interiors  vented  open  to  the  darkening  dusk.  Thousands  of  smaller houses  were  spread  out  in  a  concentric  pattern  from  the  city’s interior, crisscrossed by slender walkways. Bodies milled within and above  the  streets:  goblins  and  harpies,  massing  in  anticipation  for the  Hell  Drakes’  attack.  Several  of  the  winged  monsters  flew  high, 

squawking  defiantly.  They  circled  the  few  crumbling  towers  jutting from the heart of the city. 

“The sad remains of the Defiant Citadel, now become harpy roosts,”  Janan  commented.  She  passed  her  spyglass  to  Raphael. 

“Look to the center. Take note of that broad stone building with fancy stone  archways.  It’s  in  much  better  condition  than  all  the  others. 

That’s Hanko’s city hall, built upon the ruins of the Defiant Citadel’s main keep.” 

“I  see  it,”  Raphael  said,  looking  through  Janan’s  spyglass. 

“It’s  definitely  the  nicest  building,  so  that  must  be  where  the  ogres are staying, right?” 

“Obviously.  The  harpy  said  there  would  be  fifty  ogres  here. 

That’s not a small amount, which means, first and foremost, they are also  amassing  their  forces  for  a  decisive  assault  on  our  base.  We just  beat  them  to  the  punch.  But  that’s  not  all.”  Janan  turned  to Sylvia.  “You’re  the  Vorpal  Dancer,  Ninth  Seat,  famed  for  putting  an end to the Lucarian Ogre Wars twenty years ago. What do you think this many ogres together also means?” 

“There  is  an  ogre  lord  among  them,”  the  elf  replied  grimly. 

“This is going to be tough.” 

“What  is  a  mere  ogre  lord  to  the  slayer  of  an  ogre  king?” 

Janan  asked.  “Now  is  not  the  time  to  understate  your  combat prowess, Ninth Seat. It’s your only redeeming quality.” 

“You want us to kill this lord,” Raphael spoke up, seeking to forestall a snarky comment from Sylvia. Very much out of character, the elf only gave him a slight nod and remained silent. 

“I  know  that  ogres  are  selfish  and  too  concerned  with  their personal  glory  to  work  together  properly,”  he  continued.  “This  lord keeps  them  under  control  and  focused.  If  he  dies,  the  other  ogres will start thinking only about themselves.” 

“Correct.” Janan smiled, baring her sharp teeth. “That will be your only role on the morrow. When the battle is joined, the ogre lord will emerge to direct and rally his inferiors once he realizes that we aren’t conducting a raid, but an eradication. Destroy him, and our job

will  be  much  easier.  Or  at  least  die  in  the  attempt,  weakening  him enough so I can slay him once my forces have ground his to dust.” 

“We’ll get it done,” Raphael promised. 

“Good.  Tell  me  how  you’re  going  to  do  it,”  the  High  Captain demanded, sweeping her gaze over the war party. 

 She’s  testing  me,  Raphael  realized.  He  brought  Janan’s spyglass up and studied Hanko City once more. Its city hall sat at its heart, flanked by the derelict remains of the Defiant Citadel. Getting there  on  foot  would  involve  fighting  through  hordes  of  goblins  and harpies. Raphael didn’t doubt they would find a hydra or two in their path as well.  No, we won’t reach the ogre lord on foot, at least not in the way Janan wants us to. 

Raphael  lowered  the  spyglass  and  looked  up  into  the  sky. 

They couldn’t simply fly overhead either. Koshi would be caught by harpies. Inspiration came to him as he followed the fading light of the sun as it cast its final orange beams skyward, past the clouds. 

“Harpies can’t fly above the clouds, but Koshi can,” he said. 

“Koshi will take us so high up that the harpies can’t reach us. Then we  will  fly  directly  downward  onto  the  ogre  lord  when  he  appears. 

We will have to sit out the opening parts of the battle and wait until the ogres’ army is fully occupied by yours.” 

Janan’s toothy smile widened. 

“A strike from the skies. Bold and decisive. I like it,” she said, casting  a  glance  at  Sylvia.  “You’re  wasted  on  the  Ninth  Seat, armsman.  Swear  yourself  to  my  command  if  you  survive.  I’ll  make you a captain. You’ll serve among my personal staff.” 

“Not  a  chance!”  Sylvia  draped  her  arm  over  Raphael’s shoulders in her usual fashion, squeezing his cheek against the side of  her  breastplate.  “He’s  mine,  Janan.  You  have  enough  boy-toys already!” 

“Heh.  Fair  enough.  You  can  keep  this  one,  Ninth  Seat.  For now.”  Janan  turned  her  mount  away  and  cantered  down  the  ridge, making  her  way  past  the  Hell  Drakes  ascending  its  slope,  bows, tools, and sacks in their hands. 

“Tomorrow’s  going  to  be  interesting,”  Cyrano  said,  cracking his knuckles. “I’ve never fought an ogre lord before.” 

“Ogre lords are mighty foes.” Koshi folded his arms and gave Raphael a confident smile. “But I’m sure we can take him, Raph.” 

“Yes, we can, Koshi!” Raphael replied. 

“The ogres won’t have the nerve to attack us tonight, so we’d better  get  some  rest.”  Cyrano  began  descending  the  ridge.  “I’ll  get the others settled in and make sure our gear is ready.” 

“Good night, Raph,” Koshi said, following the armsman. 

“Good night,” Raphael replied. As Koshi disappeared beneath the edge of the ridge, Raphael sighed and glanced sideways. “…Are you going to let me go anytime soon, Sylvia?” 

Sylvia  beamed  at  him.  She  sat  down,  forcing  him  to  his haunches alongside her. 

“No,” she said and leaned her head against his. 

Raphael opened his mouth, about to protest, but he noticed the troubled, worried glint in the normally unflappable elf’s eyes. 

“Sylvia…” he began. 

“Hush,” she said. “Just sit here with me for a bit.” 

He nodded as best he could and stretched out his legs. 

Together, they watched the moon rise. 

Chapter 30







If  they  wanted  to  catch  the  ogre  lord  by  surprise,  Koshi couldn’t take flight from the ground and ascend beyond the clouds in his draconic aspect. 

So dawn saw Koshi soaring heavenward in his human form, the golden radiance of his wings hidden by the light of the rising sun. 

Raphael  rose  alongside  him,  pulled  along  by  his  wrist.  Sylvia’s Pocket Dimension Prism was nestled in his belt pouch. The rest of the war party waited within. 

As  they  broke  through  the  clouds,  Koshi  hurled  Raphael higher  up  into  the  air  and  transformed.  Raphael  landed  adroitly  on Koshi’s  broad,  scaled  back  and  crouched  down  as  the  dragon ascended even further skyward. 

 The higher up we are, the less likely we’ll be seen,  Raphael thought.   And Koshi can look through gaps in the clouds more easily as well to keep an eye on the battle. 

“You  can  share  the  Knight’s  vision  if  you  want  to,  Magus,” 

Rayne piped up, peeking its head out of Raphael’s pocket. 

“That’s probably a good idea, Raph,” Koshi said, coming to a halt  and  spreading  his  wings.  Golden  light  pulsed  faintly  from  their leathery  edges,  speaking  of  the  magic  that  held  the  dragon’s massive  frame  aloft  and  stationary  in  the  air.  “It’ll  be  much  better than me trying my best to tell you what’s going on. I think Janan is beginning the assault already.” 

“Got it.” Raphael glanced down at Rayne. “How do I do it?” 

“Simply  push  your   Ryu-To-Ki  through  the  link  between  your souls, Magus,” the faerie dragon instructed. “Remember how I said you can control my flight by doing that to me? You can do the same

with  the  Knight.  Then  you  can  see  through  his  eyes  and  hear through his ears.” 

Raphael nodded and closed his eyes, seeking the thread that tied his soul to Koshi’s. He found it easily: sable and brilliant, utterly indestructible.  His   Ryu-To-Ki  raced  through  it  and  merged  with Koshi’s. 

And  suddenly  the  dragon’s  perspective  filled  Raphael’s vision. He gasped at the awe-inspiring spectacle. It was one thing to witness  the  soaring  heavens  astride  a  dragon’s  back.  Witnessing  it through Koshi’s eyes was entirely different. 

“That’s what I felt when I first took flight in this form, Raph.” 

Koshi’s  voice  was  amused  and  wistful  at  once.  “All  those  centuries flying alongside Platina or on her back, but nothing quite compares to witnessing dragon-flight for yourself.” 

Raphael had no choice but to agree. Koshi’s vision was sharp enough  to  distinguish  the  different  wind  currents  as  they  rolled through  the  heavens.  Looking  through  the  dragon’s  eyes,  Raphael could pick apart each individual sun ray as it cascaded from above. 

Every  cloud  was  an  intricate,  swirling  tapestry  of  curves  made  of millions upon millions of water droplets, every one visible to Koshi’s sight and rendered countable by the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

The same was true of Koshi’s hearing. Every rustle, sigh, and murmur  of  the  rushing  wind  was  a  clear,  ringing  note  of  utmost beauty.  Voices,  human  and  otherwise,  wafted  from  below,  audible even over such a vast distance. 

Raphael  shook  his  head  and  focused  his  thoughts.  There would be a better time to marvel at Koshi’s wondrous senses. 

“Let’s take a look at what’s going on,” he said. 

Koshi  tilted  his  gaze  and  narrowed  his  eyes.  Hanko  City snapped into sharp clarity. Just as the dragon had said, Janan was launching her attack. 

Hell  Drakes  had  worked  through  the  night  to  set  up  a hundred-and-twenty  ballistae  and  trebuchet  emplacements,  the

former  mounted  on  the  crest  of  the  ridge  and  the  latter  ranged  a short distance behind it. 

Auxiliaries with spyglasses stood amidst the ballistae, flanked by other Hell Drakes holding green and black flags. The black flags snapped  straight  into  the  air,  then  waved  in  unison.  Trebuchets  all along  the  line  thumped  their  arms  out,  unleashing  a  hail  of  rubble salvaged from the abandoned town the Hell Drakes had passed. 

Raphael  followed  the  flight  of  the  hurtling  stone  shards  as they arced over the plains separating the artillery from Hanko and fell toward the ranks of goblins amassed on the city’s outskirts. Rubble crashed  amidst  the  ogres’  foot  soldiers,  pulping  flesh  and  breaking bones.  Shrieks  of  pain  and  fear  rose  from  the  goblins,  but  the  red-skinned monsters held their position unwaveringly. 

The reasons for their resolve were obvious. First, most of the initial  volley  had  missed,  falling  far  short  of  the  mark  and  laying waste to what remained of the houses sprawled on the outskirts of Hanko City. Raphael counted perhaps a mere forty or so goblins that had actually been hit by the falling rubble, a minuscule number in the face of the thousands of monsters the ogres commanded. 

Second,  two  dozen  ogres  stood  among  the  goblins,  their massive statures towering over the warped and twisted forms of their slaves and holding them in place by sheer force of terror. Each ogre wore thick plated armor and carried either a serrated sword or spiked club in his fists. Many of them held shields as well, though there was no dragon bone in sight. 

But  the  first  volley  of  scattered  rubble  had  only  been  a ranging  shot.  As  Raphael  watched,  black  flags  snapped  vertical amidst  the  Hell  Drakes  once  more.  Trebuchets  unleashed  their second  fusillade,  this  time  made  up  of  hundreds  of  leaden  balls wreathed in magical energy. 

This  time,  the  artillery  struck  true,  landing  squarely  in  the midst  of  the  goblins.  The  leaden  balls  hurtling  from  the  trebuchets burst  apart  in  the  air  several  feet  before  they  would  have  made contact with whatever was in their path. Sheets of flames cascaded

from the disintegrating spheres and turned everything they touched into shrieking humanoid torches. 

The  trebuchets  claimed  hundreds  of  goblin  lives  with  their second  volley.  The  leaden  spheres  had  even  killed  one  ogre,  their fiery  wrath  burning  through  his  multitude  of  magical  wards  and turning his enchanted armor to molten slag. 

Green  flags  swirled  amidst  the  Hell  Drakes,  then.  Ballista ropes  twanged.  Their  bow  arms  snapped,  filling  the  sky  with hundreds  of  bolts,  each  of  them  longer  than  Raphael’s  entire  arm. 

This  volley  was  directed  at  the  clusters  of  harpies  fluttering  above the  goblins,  something  the  feathered  monsters  quickly  realized  as they swirled and spiraled, crashing into each other as they sought to evade the hurtling ballista bolts. 

The harpies weren’t fast enough. Steel-tipped shafts scythed through  their  midst,  perforating  skulls,  throats,  and  torsos.  Wings were shorn from shoulders. Hurtling tempered metal hacked taloned feet free. Viscera slithered from freshly punctured bodily rents. Ichor, limbs,  and  organs  rained  from  the  sky  onto  the  goblins  below.  And then their skyward momentum spent, the ballista bolts followed suit, reaving  their  way  through  goblin  flesh  after  having  had  their  fill  of harpy blood. 

Another ogre perished, his ruptured helm sporting two ballista bolts. He fell to his knees first and then crashed the entire length of his  body  down,  flattening  any  goblin  hapless  enough  to  have  been standing in his shadow. 

A  collective  roar  arose  amidst  the  monsters.  Goblins  thrust their  swords  and  spears  up  high.  Harpies  ranted  and  slavered  as they regrouped in the air. The ogres swung their blades forward, and their army advanced. 

 Of  course  the  ogres  would  close  in  to  attack,  Raphael thought.  They don’t have any artillery of their own, so there’s nothing else  they  can  do,  unless  they  want  to  stay  put  in  the  city  and  let Janan bombard them all day. 

Thousands  of  writhing,  bulbous  giant  spiders  emerged  from the  bowels  of  the  buildings  lining  the  city’s  outskirts  and  scuttled amongst  the  ranks  of  the  advancing  goblins.  The  latter  hopped astride their hideous mounts, and their charge accelerated tenfold. 

The  trebuchets  loosed  another  volley,  though  Raphael  saw that the range of this one was far shorter and it would fall ahead of the advancing ogre forces rather than over them. Leaden balls burst in  the  air  once  more—but  instead  of  flames,  this  time,  clouds  of hissing  frost  billowed  out,  turning  a  vast  swathe  of  the  grassy expanse between the city and the hilly ridge into a frozen wasteland. 

The  foremost  spiders  sensed  what  they  were  charging  into and  tried  to  halt.  The  sheer  weight  of  numbers  behind  them  meant their  efforts  were  in  vain.  Thousands  upon  thousands  of  arachnid limbs  scuttled  onto  sheets  of  ice.  The  cold  seared  through  the grotesque  appendages  and  held  them  fast,  breaking  them  off  from the  bulbous  bodies  to  which  they’d  once  been  attached.  Spidery thoraxes  burst  as  they  fell,  rendered  brittle  and  fragile  by  the  cold and crushed by the weight of the goblins astride them. 

The overland advance of the goblins crawled to a halt, but the ballistae  kept  singing,  sending  clouds  of  sharpened  steel  slicing through  the  harpies  in  the  air  or  scything  down  the  goblins  as  they stumbled and shrieked atop their icy prison. 

Another  dozen  ogres  emerged  into  view,  striding  from  the shadows of the city’s buildings. The newcomers were all clad in dark robes,  and  they  all  carried  staves  of  black  steel.  Once  again, Raphael noticed the lack of dragon bone atop the implements of the ogre mages. 

 That  means  that  Arunas’s  staff  and  Subtha’s  shield  aren’t commonplace  among  the  ogres.  Maybe  they’ve  only  just  learned how  to  use  dragon  bone  as  weapons  or  armor,  Raphael  thought. 

 That has to be the case, because otherwise, the ogres would have destroyed  Janan’s  base  by  now  with  another  staff  just  like  the  one Arunas wielded. 

The  ogre  mages  raised  their  staves  and  chanted  in  unison. 

Waves  of  heat  roiled  from  their  outstretched  palms  and  cascaded over  the  icy  field.  The  frost  receded,  leaving  behind  bare,  magic-ravaged dirt. 

“Nothing  will  ever  grow  there  again,”  Koshi  said  somberly. 

“Such are the horrors of war.” 

The goblin cavalry rallied beneath the bellowed threats of the armored  ogres  and  resumed  their  advance,  pushing  against  volley after volley of ballista bolts that sliced through their ranks. 

The harpies were able to close the distance far more quickly, even  as  they  plummeted  from  the  skies,  killed  by  the  dozen  with every heartbeat. Hell Drake archers raised their crossbows and took aim  as  the  feathered  monsters  came  within  range.  They  loosed  at the  barked  commands  of  their  captains.  Crossbow  bolts  hurtled alongside ballista fire, wreaking more carnage among the harpies. 

But the archers only had time for one volley before the flying monsters  were  close  enough  to  charge  the  ballista  emplacements. 

The foremost harpies fell from the skies, shrieking with rage as they sought to sink their fangs and talons into human flesh. Those further back  remained  airborne.  Their  mouths  snapped  open.  Darts  of corrosive venom rained down. 

The  Hell  Drakes  crewing  the  artillery  raised  their  shields above their heads: wooden boards covered with thick layers of straw. 

The  harpies’  spit  splattered  onto  the  shields  and  burned  through them, but broken up by the uneven texture of the layered straw, the darts of corrosive venom did their work slowly, giving the Hell Drakes enough time to toss their expended protective implements aside and run for cover. 

The fleeing artillery crew were swiftly outpaced by the diving harpies, however. The slowest of the Hell Drakes failed to descend the  ridge  before  they  were  snatched  up  by  the  feathered  monsters and  torn  apart  limb  from  limb  in  midair.  This  time,  it  was  human viscera and limbs that rained to the ground. The harpies shrieked in

triumph  and  descended  further,  this  time  targeting  the  trebuchet emplacements. 

But  the  harpies’  charge  did  not  go  uncontested.  An  infantry force surged from the midst of the artillery and their crew, roaring a battlecry filled with rage and hatred. Raphael felt his jaw go slack as he  recognized  Abe  among  the  ranks  of  the  counter-attackers.  The elderly auxiliary hacked his sword into a harpy’s face, pulled it free, then  plunged  the  blade  into  another  monster’s  gut.  Beside  him,  a matronly woman clad in the colors of a Kingmaker auxiliary chopped a talon off with her handaxe, while a slender girl with haunted eyes rammed a spear through a harpy’s throat. 

The  counter-attackers  all  wore  the  black  armbands  of  the Death Brigade, and they shrieked with rage as they cleaved into the harpies.  It  was  obvious  to  Raphael  that  almost  none  of  them  were trained warriors, but their fury more than compensated for their lack of skill as they brought their blades to bear on harpy flesh. 

Though  the  feathered  monsters  had  reeled  from  the unexpected  counter-charge,  they  rallied  swiftly  and  tore  into  the Death  Brigade,  matching  swords  with  talons  and  axes  with  fangs. 

The  front  ranks  of  the  two  clashing  forces  churned  with  torn  flesh, arterial  spray,  and  dismembered  limbs.  Raphael  saw  Abe  fall  then, torn  limb  from  limb  as  he  buried  his  remaining  teeth  in  a  harpy’s throat. 

But the Death Brigade had the edge in numbers and resolve. 

Clawing  their  way  over  the  piled  corpses  of  their  comrades,  they forced their way amidst the harpies, blades flashing and fists flying. 

They dragged the feathered monsters down and hacked them apart. 

They rammed their weapons into harpy flesh, heedless of defense. 

Three members of the Death Brigade died for every slain harpy, but they seemed more than ready to make such a trade. 

The  harpies’  resolve  faltered  in  the  face  of  such  murderous rage  and  relentless  hate.  The  foremost  monsters  squawked  in horror, pushing back against the press of descending winged bodies. 

As  the  Death  Brigade  advanced,  Raphael  was  now  able  to distinguish  them  from  the  rest  of  the  Hell  Drakes,  arrayed  into  the disciplined ranks and formations he’d seen them demonstrate on the parade grounds. These were Janan’s true soldiers, actual armsmen, mages, and dedicated auxiliaries. The High Captain was positioned even  further  back,  ringed  by  a  hundred  armsmen  in  heavy  plate armor. 

Astride his horse, a captain thrust a gauntleted fist skyward. 

Mages raised their hands or leveled staves. At the captain’s barked command,  the  mages  hurled  fire  and  lightning  above  the  heads  of the  Death  Brigade  to  wreak  death  and  ruin  among  the  harpies.  All this time, the Death Brigade did not cease its bloody advance, killing and dying with every step. 

That  was  enough  to  break  the  harpies.  The  feathered monsters turned and fled skyward—only to find themselves chased by  another  cloud  of  whistling  crossbow  bolts.  As  the  harpies scattered, another mounted captain broke from the main body of the Hell Drakes and spurred his horse ahead of the Death Brigade. He raised a whistle to his lips and filled the air with its shrill music. In his other  fist,  he  waved  a  crimson  flag.  As  one,  the  Death  Brigade swung their gaze to the captain and followed him as he crested the ridge. 

The goblin cavalry were less than a hundred paces from the abandoned  ballista  emplacements.  Raphael  saw  their  yellow  eyes widen in surprise as a roaring tide of frenzied humans rolled over the ridge  and  charged  downhill  toward  them.  The  Death  Brigade slammed  into  the  goblin  advance  before  the  monsters  could  brace themselves or organize a counter-charge of their own. Once again, viscera,  limbs,  and  blood—human,  goblin,  and  spider—smeared fleshly ruin over the magic-shattered landscape. 

The  goblins  proved  far  more  fearsome  combatants  than Raphael had expected them to be. They wielded their jagged swords with consummate skill as they sliced human heads from shoulders or hacked limbs from bodies. Their mounts tore chunks of flesh from rib cages  with  their  mandibles  and  spat  deadly  poison  into  hate-filled

faces. But the Death Brigade rolled over the goblins, butchering the monsters as they exhaled their dying breaths and crushing their foes beneath the weight of their corpses. 

The rest of the Hell Drakes followed in the wake of the Death Brigade, advancing at a steady pace to maintain their formation and conserve  their  strength.  Artillery  crew  scrambled  to  re-man  the ballista  emplacements  as  the  Hell  Drakes  crested,  then  descended the ridge. 

Depleted badly during their advance, the goblins couldn’t hold against the Death Brigade. For every human a goblin warrior killed, two more dragged it down and hacked it to death. Raphael saw the fear in their eyes and knew their resolve wouldn’t hold much longer. 

But  then  the  roar  of  ogres  filled  the  air,  a  cacophony  of bellowed  threats  and  bloodthirsty  promises.  The  wavering  mass  of goblins  stiffened  then,  holding  their  ground  even  as  the  Death Brigade carved bloody swathes through their ranks. 

Colossal  armored  forms  waded  through  the  milling  goblins, forcing them aside or crushing them underfoot. The ogres had joined the battle, and Raphael knew this wouldn’t bode well for the Death Brigade. 

The  first  one  to  push  his  way  to  the  front  was  an  ogre wielding a massive serrated two-handed sword. His first swing arced through  a  dozen  warriors  of  the  Death  Brigade,  scattering  their severed  limbs  and  pulped  organs  high  into  the  air  even  as  arterial spray  fountained  upward  in  a  collective  geyser.  His  next  turned another dozen humans to wreckage. The goblins rallied around their master and surged forward, hacking and killing. 

The  ogre  advanced  one  step  at  a  time,  scything  humans down with every heartbeat. But the Death Brigade didn’t falter. Their battle-line  bent  and  bowed  around  the  ogre,  even  as  their  corpses piled  up  at  his  feet,  and  they  re-engaged  the  goblins,  killing  the monsters’ renewed momentum and pushing them back once more. 

Another  ogre  joined  the  first,  then  another.  They  became anchoring points in the goblin line as they slaughtered every warrior

of the Death Brigade that came within reach. 

But  Raphael  knew  that  all  this  time,  the  main  Hell  Drakes force had been advancing. Lithe, nimble figures in dark leather armor emerged  from  the  disciplined  battle-line  and  ran  ahead.  They  dove seamlessly  into  the  midst  of  the  Death  Brigade’s  rearmost  warriors and slithered their way through the press of bodies toward the ogres. 

“Battlefield assassins,” Koshi rumbled. “Truly a ruthless tactic, both in its conception and execution.” 

Raphael saw what Koshi meant soon enough. The ogre with the  two-handed  sword  staggered  suddenly.  Then  he  roared  in  pain and  fell,  crashing  backward  into  a  cluster  of  goblins  and  pulping them  beneath  his  weight.  The  ogre’s  right  foot  rose  into  the  air.  It was bleeding profusely at the ankle. 

Before  the  ogre  could  rise,  a  trio  of  Janan’s  assassins appeared by his neck. They held runic short swords and daggers in their  fists.  Two  of  the  assassins  went  for  each  of  the  ogre’s  arms, methodically and swiftly dipping their blades through the creases in his  armor  and  picking  apart  his  tendons  and  ligaments.  Rendered helpless, the ogre could do nothing as the third assassin slid a short sword  through  the  eye-slit  of  his  helm  and  into  his  brain.  As  the ogre’s massive corpse convulsed in its death throes, the assassins scattered  and  melded  into  the  midst  of  the  frenzied  Death  Brigade once more. 

“Few  can  hide  and  slay  like  that,  holding  neither  fear  nor honor in their hearts,” Koshi explained. “It takes a dark soul to walk such a path, and it takes a darker one yet to employ ones such as them. We fight alongside Janan now, Raph, but in the days to come, I’m not sure it would be wise to maintain such an alliance, though of course, we definitely don’t want her as an enemy.” 

“The  Guild  Master  trusts  her,  Koshi.  Otherwise,  he  wouldn’t have given her so much freedom and independence,” Raphael said. 

“I  think  he  keeps  a  much  closer  eye  on  the  other  High  Captains, such as Sylvia.” 

“Sylvia…  is  a  bit  of  a  special  case.”  Koshi  sighed.  “But consider  this,  Raph.  Does  Yun  Shen  keep  Janan  on  such  a  long leash because he trusts her, or because he has no choice?” 

“I suppose we’ll just have to ask him when we see him next,” 

Raphael replied, returning his attention to the battle unfolding below. 

Another  ogre  had  fallen  to  Janan’s  assassins,  but  now  his fellows  seemed  to  have  become  aware  of  their  presence.  An  ogre with  a  massive  spiked  club  spun  on  his  heel  and  crushed  a  Hell Drake  in  leather  armor  that  had  been  hiding  amidst  a  cluster  of Death  Brigade  warriors.  A  second  ogre  further  down  the  line  of goblins caught an assassin by the neck in midair as the latter leaped toward  him,  enchanted  daggers  drawn.  It  was  a  woman.  The  ogre broke  her  neck  with  a  casual  flick  of  his  wrist  and  flung  the convulsing corpse away. 

The  warriors  of  the  Death  Brigade  were  crumbling.  Though their  resolve  did  not  falter,  none  of  them  could  match  an  ogre  in battle. All they could do was die in the futile hope that the flesh and blood their deaths left on the ogre’s weapons might slow them down. 

Raphael  cried  out  in  horror  as  an  ogre  picked  up  a  Death Brigade  warrior  by  the  scruff  of  his  neck.  This  one  was  little  more than a child, though with eyes that had seen a thousand nightmares. 

He swung his sword uselessly in midair. The ogre batted the blade aside,  pinched  the  boy’s  head  off  his  shoulders,  and  howled  with glee. 

A quartet of armsmen surging through the Death Brigade cut off the ogre’s laughter, however. Wielding battle-axes, the armsmen chopped  their  blades  into  the  sides  of  the  ogre’s  knees,  felling  the massive armored monster like a tree. As the ogre flailed and gasped, the armsmen hewed his head off, taking turns with their decapitating strikes. 

Raphael  cheered  inwardly.  The  main  Hell  Drakes  force  had joined  the  battle,  pushing  their  way  through  the  Death  Brigade. 

Disciplined  shield  walls  replaced  a  tide  of  wild,  hacking  blades. 


Goblins  found  themselves  impaled  upon  spear  formations  and

perforated  by  neat,  point-blank  volleys  of  crossbow  bolts.  Ogres were  surrounded  by  armsmen  wearing  heavy  plate  armor  and mages  with  their  hands  and  staves  wreathed  in  magic.  Four  of  the armored monsters fell, overwhelmed and hacked apart. 

Cavalrymen  streamed  out  from  the  rear  of  the  Hell  Drakes advance, took positions on the flanks of the disintegrating goblin line, and  charged.  Goblins  gibbered  with  terror  as  armsmen  astride barded warhorses thundered toward them, lances couched, but they had nowhere to go, engaged in the front by the Hell Drakes infantry and rooted in place by the demands of their ogre masters. 

The  cavalry  struck  home  with  a  titanic  crash  and  carved swathes of ruin among the massed monsters. Another ogre fell to his knees, his breastplate punctured by two lances, leaving twin rents in flesh  and  armor  from  which  viscera  slopped  out  alongside  gushing lifeblood. The goblins broke, as did the ogres. They turned and fled back toward Hanko City. 

Captains  along  the  Hell  Drakes  battle-line  barked  orders.  A volley  of  crossbow  bolts  scythed  into  the  backs  of  the  retreating monsters,  then  another.  And  then  the  cavalry  thundered  off  in pursuit,  dropping  their  lances  and  pulling  sabers  or  warhammers from their saddles, so that they might better slay their fleeing foes. 

The  Death  Brigade  surged  forward  as  well,  seeking  to continue  the  slaughter,  but  the  captain  with  the  whistle  rode  his mount into their path. He blew shrilly into his instrument once more and waved his red flag. 

“Enough! Hold this position!” the captain bellowed. 

The warriors of the Death Brigade obeyed reluctantly, coming to a halt and arraying themselves into a loose formation before the captain.  Some  of  them  dropped  dead  of  their  mortal  wounds  then, the  rush  of  combat  the  only  thing  that  had  kept  them  alive  for  the past few moments. 

Raphael sighed as he swept Koshi’s gaze over the surviving warriors  of  the  Death  Brigade.  There  had  been  eight  thousand  of

them at the start of the battle. Now, only two thousand and fifty-four remained. They’d wreaked carnage on their foes, but at horrific cost. 

“Grief  and  despair  can  be  as  intoxicating  as  anything  else,” 

Koshi  observed,  his  voice  somber.  “I  know  this  very  well.  If  you hadn’t come along, Raph, I’m afraid I would be little better than those lost souls down there.” 

“I  don’t  think  so,  Koshi,”  Raphael  said,  thinking  about  Abe, who’d  spent  his  final  moments  ripping  out  a  harpy’s  neck  with  his teeth.  “You  didn’t  have  Janan  whispering  in  your  ear,  telling  you  to hate  the  ogres  so  much  you  stop  caring  about  yourself.  Perhaps you’re right. We shouldn’t anger Janan, but neither should we trust her.” 

“Something’s  happening,  Raph.”  Koshi  angled  his  gaze toward the heart of Hanko, where its city hall, adorned with intricately carved archways, sat. 

Three  slime-slick  gray-green  masses  oozed  from  the shadows of the building. Nine serpentine heads uncoiled from each of them, hissing as they rose toward the sky. 

“Hydras.”  Raphael  furrowed  his  brow.  “The  harpy  Janan caught said there were four here. Where…” 

A fourth hydra emerged from Hanko’s city hall. This one was the  largest,  towering  over  its  kin.  Wisps  of  flame  trailed  from  the corners of its nine mouths. 

Chains  had  been  twined  around  the  monster’s  torso.  They trailed skyward, terminating at the base of a massive floating disc of black stone, similar to the one Arunas and Subtha had ridden save for  its  shape.  An  ogre  stood  upon  the  disc.  His  massive  form  was sheathed  in  a  suit  of  ornate  plate  armor,  its  every  dark-steeled segment crawling with crimson magical runes. 

 This has to be the ogre lord,   Raphael  thought,  adjusting  his grip on his glaive nervously. 

The ogre lord drew his sword from his hip. It was a weapon befitting  his  proportions,  its  straight  black  blade  nearly  as  long  as Raphael  was  tall.  The  hilt  was  fashioned  into  the  likeness  of  a

fleshless hand, its bony fingers spread and reaching upward toward the blade. A cruel spike served as the sword’s pommel. 

“Hold your ground, maggots!” he roared, his voice thundering across  the  battlefield.  “I  am  Vukaste  the  Unholy,  and  you  will  heed my words! You swore to give your lives for the glory of the Horned Fiend!  To  spill  your  blood  in  His  name!  To  slay  your  foes  with  His wrath! And so you shall hold, or I will kill you all myself!” 

The  routing  ogres  and  goblins  staggered  to  a  halt  at  their lord’s  command.  The  pursuing  Hell  Drakes  cavalry  broke  off  and galloped  back  to  the  main  force,  their  captains  rightly  sensing  that the monsters were about to rally and launch a counterattack. 

Using the light of the Dragon Meridian, Raphael made a quick count  of  the  ogres’  remaining  forces.  About  four  thousand  goblins still stood, most of them mounted on giant spiders. There were just under two thousand harpies milling in the air, battered and hesitant, but still held in place by Vukaste’s command. Ten ogres had fallen, and the remaining forty, the ogre lord included, were all present on the battlefield. 

The  main  force  of  the  Hell  Drakes  was  largely  unscathed, thanks to the frenzied efforts of the Death Brigade, which meant that they now held a numerical advantage over the ogres, one Raphael suspected  would  widen  further  when  Janan  had  the  artillery  going once more. 

Just  as  that  thought  crossed  his  mind,  Raphael  heard  the thump  of  trebuchet  arms.  Leaden  balls  arced  across  the  sky  and burst  above  the  goblins,  dousing  them  in  flames.  Ballista  bolts  tore through harpies, sending the feathered monsters spiraling to ground. 

The monsters began gibbering in terror again, and even the ogres  wavered,  those  closest  to  where  the  trebuchets  struck  home raising  their  shields  against  the  sheeting  flames  and  trusting  in  the enchantment of their armor to preserve their flesh. 

Vukaste  swept  his  sword  down,  leveling  its  tip  across  the battlefield.  Raphael  followed  its  direction  and  realized  that  the  ogre

lord  had  pointed  his  blade  directly  at  Janan,  who  was  astride  her horse upon the hilly ridge. 

“Advance,” Vukaste growled. 

Chapter 31







“When the ogre lord emerges, he will send his forces ahead of him first. Once they’ve engaged our battleline, he will then charge whatever  he  thinks  will  bring  him  the  most  glory,”  Janan  had  said. 

The  High  Captain  tapped  her  gorget  and  grinned.  “That  would  be me. Strike when he does so.” 

Janan  was  right.  Raphael  had  a  feeling  the  High  Captain often  was.  As  the  goblins  and  harpies  advanced,  continual bombardment  from  the  trebuchets  and  ballistae  whittled  away  at their  strength.  The  last  of  the  harpies  fell  beneath  a  point-blank volley  of  massed  crossbow  fire  just  before  the  remaining  goblins collided with the shield wall formed by Hell Drakes armsmen. 

Spears  burst  through  gaps  in  shields  and  hammered  into goblin  and  spider  flesh.  Swords,  maces,  and  hammers  scythed through goblin skulls and torsos. Battered, depleted, and exhausted, the  monsters  stood  no  chance  against  the  fresh,  disciplined,  and skilled armsmen. 

Ogre  mages  chanted  and  gestured  hesitantly,  but  they,  too, were  outnumbered  by  the  mages  of  the  Hell  Drakes.  Spells  and counterspells  laced  the  air  over  the  clashing  combatants.  As  the magical  contest  unfolded,  a  fireball  detonated  amidst  the  ogre mages,  turning  two  of  them  into  ashen  piles.  A  cloud  of  lightning roiled  through  the  Hell  Drake  mages,  imploding  a  quartet  of  them and smearing their body parts all over the ground. 

A robed ogre fell, the flesh stripped from his skull. A human mage  had  his  beating  heart  torn  from  his  chest.  The  bloody  organ flew into an ogre’s open hand, only for its owner to perish as an icy lance  punched  through  his  skull.  Another  ogre  mage  was  felled beneath a roaring column of flame. 

Everywhere  Raphael  looked,  the  Hell  Drakes  were  winning. 

Koshi  swooped  around,  angling  his  body  in  readiness  to  descend upon Vukaste. 

But  then  the  hydras  reached  the  line.  The  foremost  one, bleeding and stumbling from the dozens of ballista bolts embedded in its body, stomped through the goblins and hammered its bulk into a  shield  wall.  The  armsmen  in  its  path  shrieked  as  they  died, crushed beneath the monster’s tremendous weight. Two Hell Drakes in heavy plate armor charged, wielding broad-bladed halberds. They each struck off a hydra’s head before they were torn from their feet and forced down the monster’s remaining gullets. 

More armsmen charged in, hacking at the hydra’s body and necks.  This  time,  the  warriors  of  the  Death  Brigade  accompanied them, surging past the monster to plug the hole it had created in the Hell Drakes battle-line. Mages laced the hydra’s stumps with bolts of fire.  An  armsman  wielding  a  long  spear  plunged  his  weapon  deep into the monster’s chest. The hydra shuddered and lowered its last head.  Its  jaws  snapped  shut,  biting  the  spearman  in  half.  Another armsman  took  the  chance  to  decapitate  the  monster  for  the  final time. 

A second hydra crashed into the battle-line somewhere else. 

It  crushed,  ripped,  and  tore  apart  fifty-seven  armsmen  and  mages before the Hell Drakes managed to kill it. 

Janan  galloped  toward  the  third,  leading  a  column  of  heavy cavalry.  The  High  Captain  held  out  her  right  hand.  Magical  energy swirled over her gauntleted palm, and Janan pulled forth a battleaxe with a crescent-shaped head. She yanked the reins of her horse with her  other  hand,  deftly  pulling  her  mount  away  from  the  hydra’s snapping maw. 

The  cavalryman  behind  her  rammed  his  couched  lance through  the  monster’s  lowered  head.  His  fellows  charged  on through, impaling the hydra through its many faces or its grotesque, mishappen torso. The monster reared back, shrieking in agony. 

Janan  hurled  herself  from  her  horse  and  landed  on  the hydra’s body. She climbed up the monster’s back and charged at its last  remaining  head.  Her  axe  cleaved  through  hydra  flesh.  A serpentine neck fell, followed by the monster’s massive frame. The High  Captain  leaped  onto  her  mount  as  it  circled  back  for  her.  She raised her axe at Vukaste and shrieked a wordless challenge. 

The ogre slammed his fist against his chest and obliged. His hydra trundled forward, ballista bolts bouncing harmlessly off its hide and trebuchet fire doing little more than to coat the monster’s limbs and necks with soot. 

Raphael  knew  that  the  day  wasn’t  won  yet.  If  Vukaste managed to slay Janan, the Hell Drakes would be devastated. The ogre lord would then wade into their midst, killing captains until their resolve  broke  and  they  fled,  becoming  easy  prey  for  the  remaining goblin cavalry. 

“It’s time for us to attack!” Raphael said. “Let’s go, Koshi!” 

“Understood,”  the  dragon  growled  and  snapped  his  wings back, tilting his sleek form into a descending dive. 

Raphael  kept  his  eyes  on  Vukaste  and  Janan  as  Koshi plummeted  downward,  shrieking  through  the  air.  Other  ogres, armored  and  robed,  had  abandoned  their  positions  among  the goblins  and  joined  their  lord  in  his  advance  on  the  High  Captain. 

They followed in the shadow of Vukaste’s titanic mount, unwilling to be the first to join the fray. 

Vukaste  didn’t  seem  to  mind.  His  spiked  helm  left  the  lower half of his face exposed, and his manic, frothing grin spoke volumes of his eagerness to catch and slay Janan. 

The  High  Captain  arrayed  her  warriors  into  a  triangular formation behind her, forming a lance of armored cavalry with her at its tip. She looked up defiantly at Vukaste’s hydra as it approached. 

The  monster  towered  over  the  High  Captain.  Even  astride  her mount, she did not even measure a tenth of the hydra’s height. 

“Fire doesn’t seem to work on that thing, so I’m going to use my lightning elemental breath instead, Raph!” Koshi sent through the

light of the Dragon Meridian as he descended to within fifty feet from the flank of Vukaste’s hydra. He inhaled deeply. Tendrils of lightning danced  across  the  length  of  his  snout.  A  metallic  scent  filled Raphael’s nostrils. 

The dragon opened his jaws, and a blazing lance of lightning sliced  into  the  hydra’s  torso.  The  monster  shrieked  in  agony.  Its heads trashed and flailed, snapping the chains that bound the ogre lord’s disc to its back. 

Koshi  held  his  lightning  breath  true  as  its  fury  played  out, boring  a  hole  through  the  hydra’s  body  and  emerging  on  the  other side  to  reduce  a  trio  of  ogres  to  ash.  The  monster  stumbled  away, pulling  free  from  Vukaste’s  platform  and  ignoring  the  ogre  lord’s bellowed threats. 

Then the hydra’s heads reared up, turned toward Koshi, and opened  their  mouths.  Flames  bubbled  within  the  depths  of  their misshapen maws. 

“Koshi!” Raphael warned. 

“I know!” the dragon replied, pulling his wings in and twisting his  body  into  an  evasive  roll.  “I’m  going  to  draw  its  shots  high  and away, so they don’t land on the Hell Drakes! You should take off on Rayne now and bring the fight to the ogre lord!” 

“Got it!” Raphael hurled himself off Koshi’s back, even as fiery columns  frothed  skyward  from  the  hydra’s  mouths,  seeking  the dragon’s flesh. He glanced downward at his pocket. “Going to need your help now, Rayne.” 

“By your will, Magus,” the faerie dragon replied, slithering free and  assuming  its  larger  form.  It  zipped  beneath  Raphael,  catching him  upon  its  scaly  back,  and  dived  away  from  Koshi  as  the  latter rolled through the sky, chased by the hydra’s flames. 

Raphael  pulsed  his   Ryu-To-Ki  through  Rayne’s  body,  fusing his  consciousness  with  the  faerie  dragon’s.  His  soul  was  suddenly replete with the instincts and intricacies of flight. 

“See, Magus? Now you’re a creature of the skies as much as I  am,”  Rayne  told  him  as  they  cut  through  the  air  in  a  spiraling

descent. 

Raphael  looked  to  where  he’d  last  seen  Janan.  The  High Captain sat high in her saddle, axe raised above her head as she led a  thunderous  cavalry  charge  against  the  ogres  on  the  hydra’s  left flank.  Disoriented  by  Koshi’s  sudden  attack,  robed  and  armored ogres  alike  spotted  Janan’s  approach  too  late.  The  ones  closest  to her raised their shields and stood shoulder-to-shoulder in an attempt to  form  an  impromptu  bulwark  against  the  Hell  Drakes,  but  the charge struck home before they could brace themselves. 

Janan cleaved an ogre’s skull in half as her warhorse barged the  monster’s  bulky  frame  off  his  feet  and  trampled  his  twitching corpse beneath its hooves. A heartbeat later, the couched lances of the two riders behind her burst through enchanted shields and runic breastplates,  ripping  into  the  flesh  beneath.  The  steel-shod  hooves of their mounts trampled any ogres hurled underfoot by the impact of the charge. 

The  High  Captain  and  her  entourage  cut  free  of  the  ogres who’d tried to meet their charge and tore into the ones behind. Janan rode by a pair of robed ogres and butchered them before they could bring their staves or spells to bear. 

The  ogres  on  the  hydra’s  left  flank  were  doomed.  Raphael looked  away  as  more  lances  found  their  mark.  He  angled  Rayne’s flight  downward,  weaving  the  faerie  dragon  through  the  hydra’s undulating  necks  and  arriving  just  above  Vukaste’s  platform.  He pulled  out  Sylvia’s  Pocket  Dimension  Prism  and  tapped  its  surface twice as Rayne shrunk back to its usual size, depositing Raphael in front of the ogre lord. 

The  war  party  materialized  behind  Raphael,  weapons  and spells at the ready. 

Vukaste grinned and raised his sword. 

“Interesting,” the ogre lord said. 

Chapter 32







Sylvia dashed wordlessly ahead of the war party, her massive elegant sword held high above her head in readiness for a cleaving chop.  Vukaste  charged  to  meet  her,  arcing  his  own  blade  out  in  a mighty blow that struck Willowflight aside. 

Taking a step back, the elf released her sword. She thrust her left hand forward, extending its first two fingers while pulling the rest back  toward  her  palm.  Willowflight  swooped  and  danced  in  the  air, weaving and hacking at Vukaste. 

The  ogre  lord  withstood  Sylvia’s  onslaught  heartily,  blocking and  parrying  each  cut  from  the  elf  with  his  blade  in  a  masterful display  of  swordsmanship.  He  dashed  Willowflight  low,  took  a  step forward, and chopped out at Sylvia’s neck. The elf leaned backward, bending  beneath  the  arc  of  Vukaste’s  sword.  She  thrust  both  her hands  out.  Willowflight  whistled  through  an  upward  arc,  its  edge catching the side of the ogre’s helm in a glancing blow and laying it open across one temple. 

Vukaste  staggered  back  as  Sylvia  regained  her  poise  and recalled Willowflight to her grasp. A trickle of blood rolled down her neck. 

Raphael  felt  his  jaw  drop.  The  entire  exchange  had  barely taken  a  single  heartbeat,  so  swift  and  mighty  Sylvia  and  Vukaste were. Even if he combined Intermediate Haste with the full strength of the Draconic Braziers, Raphael wasn’t sure he could follow their movements, let alone keep up with them. 

“What happened?” Ginerva whispered, her voice stricken with awe and dread. 

“Sylvia  exchanged  blows  with  our  target,”  Cyrano  said.  The armsman had a white-knuckled grip on his flail’s handle. “I couldn’t

see anything beyond blurring steel.” 

“Superb.  You  are  still  as  deadly  as  you  were  the  day  I  met you,  Shadowsoul,”  the  ogre  lord  growled,  speaking  fluently  in  the Common  Tongue.  He  tore  his  damaged  helm  from  his  skull  and tossed  it  off  the  floating  disc,  revealing  an  aquiline  nose  perched between high yet sturdy cheekbones. Crimson eyes blazed from the sunken  depths  of  his  brow.  Apart  from  the  blue,  metallic  hue  of  his skin  and  the  malicious  cast  to  his  comely  features,  the  ogre  lord looked the very picture of a heroic warrior-prince from legend. 

“It’s  been  a  while,  Vukaste,”  the  elf  replied  grimly.  “But  not long enough.” 

“How I’ve longed to meet you again, oh killer of my father and my brothers,” Vukaste said, a broad, genuine smile spreading across his  face.  “How  many  nights  have  I  lain  awake,  dreaming  of  this moment. Twenty long years have passed, and I have yet to properly thank you for what you did.” 

“Twenty  years?”  Eliza  whispered.  “Wasn’t  that  when  Sylvia slew the ogre king besieging Lucia City?” 

“She also slew his sons,” Cyrano said. “Cut off all their heads. 

That  was  how  she  became  known  as  the  Vorpal  Dancer.  But  it seems she missed one.” 

Vukaste  looked  past  Sylvia,  directing  his  gaze  at  the  rest  of the war party. His eyes were filled with sincere, unfathomable joy. 

“It seems you’ve carved out your own legend upon the deaths of  my  kin,  Shadowsoul,”  the  ogre  lord  said.  “My  sincere congratulations.” 

“Yeah thanks, I guess.” Sylvia raised Willowflight again. “Now, I’m in a bit of a hurry, so if you don’t mind, I’m just going to go ahead and kill you now.” 

“Oh, yes,” Vukaste replied breathily, bringing his blade to bear as well. “Please, try.” 

“None of this nonsense, elf! Get out of the way!” Fenix cried, pushing  past  Cyrano  and  striding  to  stand  beside  Raphael.  The

battlemage  raised  his  hands.  “Raphael!  Let’s  kill  this  worthless bastard right away! An Annihilation Ray or two will do the trick!” 

Twin  serpentine  shadows  fell  over  the  war  party  before Raphael could reply. He looked up. Two of the hydra’s heads loomed over them, while the rest tracked Koshi’s flight and filled the sky with columns of hissing flames. 

The heads opened their maws. Heat distortions swirled in the air between their jaws. Wisps of fire danced across their fangs. 

“Watch  out!”  Cyrano  cried,  grabbing  Raphael  and  Fenix  by the scruffs of their necks. The armsman picked them up and hurled them  to  Eliza’s  feet,  several  paces  back  from  where  they’d  been standing. 

Fire poured from the hydra’s maws. Cyrano brought his shield up and threw himself aside, barely clearing the twin columns of flame that splashed against the surface of the floating disc. 

A  trickle  of  fire  rebounded  from  the  impact,  however,  and clipped  the  armsman’s  shoulder  guard.  It  spread  instantly,  setting him ablaze. He fell, his armor rattling against the disc’s black stone. 

“Cyrano!”  Ginerva  cried,  raising  her  hands  and  hurling  a barrage  of  metal  shards  into  one  of  the  hydra’s  faces.  Her  spell peeled  strips  of  flesh  from  its  grotesque  snout.  That  head  reeled back,  the  flames  dripping  from  its  maw  petering  out  in  wisps  of smoke. 

Eliza  helped  Raphael  to  his  feet.  Without  a  second  thought, he  reached  into  the  Fourth  Draconic  Brazier,  drew  Skyfang,  and placed it into her hand. 

She met his gaze and nodded. 

And then she was soaring into the air, Skyfang at the ready. 

She  sliced  the  golden  sword  over  the  other  hydra  head’s  eyes, rupturing  them,  before  weaving  away  from  its  smoking,  snapping jaws and returning to Raphael’s side. 

Gabriella  summoned  a  shower  of  frost  over  where  Cyrano laid, snuffing out the flames clinging to the armsman’s flesh. 

Raphael rushed to Cyrano’s side and dragged him away from the  conflagration  blazing  where  the  hydra’s  breath  had  struck.  The heat washed painfully over Raphael, rattling the golden scales of his draconic armor and ripping the moisture from his eyes and lips. 

 That’s  nearly  as  hot  as  dragon-fire,  he    realized.  Horrified, Raphael dragged Cyrano another ten paces from the flames, nearly all  the  way  to  where  Eliza  and  Gabriella  stood,  and  set  him  down, ready to cast Lesser Heal. 

“Cyrano! Are you alright?” he asked. 

The  armsman  turned  to  face  him,  smoke  trailing  from  his shield  and  armor.  Cyrano’s  brow  and  beard  were  singed,  and  his cheeks were littered with weeping blisters. 

“I’m not too badly hurt. Got to my potion of Flame Resistance in time.” Cyrano tapped the belt strapped across his thigh and turned to the rest of the war party. 

“Well  done!”  Ginerva  cried,  relieved  that  her  longtime colleague was safe. “I knew you were too grumpy to die!” 

“Everyone’s  got  a  Flame  Resistance  potion,  so  use  it,  all  of you,” Cyrano said, shaking his head as Raphael and Gabriella tried to cast Healing spells on him. “No, don’t. This is nothing. Remember that  we  can  only  receive  a  certain  amount  of  Healing  Magic  at  a time. Save it for if I get really badly hurt.” 

“Good thinking.” Raphael withdrew his hands and depressed the  red  stopper  of  his  own  potion,  pushing  its  contents  into  his bloodstream. The rest of the war party followed suit. 

“Remember,  it’s  Flame  Resistance,  not  immunity,”  Cyrano continued,  getting  to  his  feet  and  hefting  his  flail.  He  pointed  to where  the  hydra’s  breath  had  struck.  The  air  above  the  stone  was still burning, the blaze seemingly sustained by sheer spite. “And look at that. No ordinary fire does that. Your potion isn’t going to do you much  good  if  the  hydra  catches  you  squarely  with  its  breath.  Don’t get burned if you can help it.” 

Raphael  looked  up  at  the  hydra’s  reeling  heads.  As  he watched, the blinded head’s eyes grew back, bubbling into existence

within  moments  and  snapping  their  yellow  glare  upon  Eliza.  The other head loomed over Ginerva, the torn flesh of its snout already healed. 

 Looks  like  we’ll  have  our  hands  full  with  just  two  of  the hydra’s heads. We won’t be able to help Sylvia against Vukaste, at least not yet.  Raphael cast a sidelong glance at the elf. 

Sylvia caught his eye and smiled. She gave him a thumbs-up. 

“I’ve got this,” she said. “Just keep that thing off me.” 

“Alright.” Raphael nodded. “We’ll come help you as soon as we can.” 

“Eyes front and center, armsman!” Cyrano barked, raising his shield  as  he  moved  to  stand  between  the  hydra  heads  and  the mages. Raphael rushed to his side, glaive held high and ready. 

“Fire doesn’t work on it,” he told Fenix, taking up position in front of the battlemage and Eliza. 

“That’s what Chain Lightning is for,” Fenix replied, flexing his fingers.  Yellow  tendrils  of  electricity  danced  briefly  across  his  right palm. A green light pulsed over his left. “And I’ve got other tricks up my sleeve, too.” 

The hydra heads hissed. Flames dripped from the corners of their mouths. 

“Here it comes!” Cyrano cried. 













Chapter 33







The hydra was the largest creature Raphael had ever seen. It stood  taller  than  even  Platina  in  her  aspect  as  a  draco-lich.  Koshi and  Feng  Mo  were  less  than  two-thirds  its  size,  with  the  former barely even cresting the top of the hydra’s torso if they stood side by side. 

As  two  of  the  colossal  monster’s  heads  reared  up,  flames bubbling  from  the  corners  of  their  mouths,  Raphael’s  gaze  was instantly drawn to the whitish gray spurs jutting from behind the base of their necks. 

 Dragon  bone!   he  thought,  horrified  and  disgusted  at  the sacrilege done to Shiomi’s remains.  The ogres made this hydra more powerful with dragon bone! 

“This  monster  has  been  empowered  with  stolen  draconic power,” Raphael warned the war party. He pointed at the bone spurs with his glaive. “That’s dragon bone. We already know it can breathe fire,  but  it’s  also  definitely  going  to  be  stronger  than  others  of  its kind.” 

“Gabriella,  cast  Frost  Congregation  and  perpetuate  it  above all of us!” Fenix ordered. 

The  princess  did  so  immediately,  raising  her  hands  and chanting.  Her  spell  summoned  a  cluster  of  gathering  frost  five  feet above the war party. 

“Raise  it  higher!”  Fenix  demanded.  “To  the  fullest  extent  of your arcane reach!” 

Gabriella  muttered  irritably  under  her  breath  and  shot  the battlemage  an  annoyed  glance,  but  she  complied  once  more, bringing  her  magical  frost  twice  as  high.  Even  so,  her  spell  barely topped a third-length of the hydra’s necks. 

Fenix  thrust  his  hands  out  and  muttered  a  single  arcane syllable. Green light pulsed before his palms, and twin gusts of wind roared  into  the  midst  of  the  swirling  ice  above  the  war  party.  The battlemage angled his fingers and dragged them across the air in a circular  motion.  His  magical  wind  shrieked  through  a  similar  circuit, catching Gabriella’s frost and swirling its particles into an icy spiral. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  the  princess  demanded.  “I  can’t materialize  any  ice  if  you  keep  breaking  my  coalescing  frost  like that!” 

“Creating  ice  isn’t  the  point.  Don’t  stop  casting  that  spell!” 

Fenix  snapped  at  Gabriella.  “What  is  a  block  of  ice  materializing  in midair going to do except fall on us? 

Just as the battlemage finished speaking, twin streams of fire roared  from  both  of  the  hydra’s  maws.  Fenix  intercepted  the cascading  flames  with  a  whirlwind  of  spinning  frost,  even  as  he warned Gabriella again to keep casting her spell. 

The mages’ barrier of wind and ice swept the descent of the hydra’s  breath  within  its  swirling  depths,  carrying  the  flames  away from the war party and over the edge of the floating disc. 

 Brilliant!  Raphael  thought.  Rather  than  try  to  block  the  fire head-on with Spirit Shields, Fenix lessened its strength and pushed it aside instead. 

Hissing  in  frustration,  the  hydra  snapped  one  of  its  heads down,  smashing  through  the  spinning  frost.  Its  gaping  maw  hurtled toward Fenix. Calling on every iota of the Draconic Braziers’ might, Raphael  struck  the  hydra’s  descending  head  with  his  glaive.  His curved  runic  blade  gouged  through  slime-slick  flesh  and  scraped jarringly along bone as hard as solid steel. 

It  wasn’t  enough  to  thwart  the  hydra.  Just  as  Raphael staggered  backward,  his  polearm  forced  back  by  the  sheer  weight and power behind the monster’s descent, a spiked steel ball as large as he was tall crunched into the hydra’s cheek. 

The monster reeled away, staggered by the impact against its face.  Glancing  to  Cyrano,  Raphael  saw  the  armsman  pull  his  flail

back,  its  spiked  head  shrinking  to  its  original  size  and  its  chain reassuming  its  two-feet  length.  Ginerva  stood  behind  Cyrano,  her fingers resting lightly on the pommel of his weapon. 

The hydra’s other head snapped down, diving toward Fenix. 

Raphael hacked at it once more, this time bowling an Explosive Orb down the length of his weapon so that its blade and his spell struck the monster’s jaw at the same time. 

The  simultaneous  detonation  and  impact  on  the  hydra’s descending  face  was  enough  to  repel  it  this  time.  The  creature’s head  was  hurled  upward,  its  eyes  glazing  over  with  pain  and confusion. 

Raphael  spared  the  blade  of  his  glaive  a  quick  glance.  The runic metal was somewhat singed, but otherwise intact. As he pulled his polearm back for a follow-up strike, a magically lengthened chain arced up and above the hydra’s disoriented head. 

It  was  Cyrano.  The  armsman  had  crooked  his  elbow  and slung the chain of his flail around the back of his arm, whipping the weapon’s steely length like a skyward pendulum. The spiked ball at its end had been replaced by his war pick, also enlarged twofold by Ginerva’s magic. 

The wicked metal spike of the armsman’s war pick punched wetly  into  the  back  of  the  hydra’s  skull.  Cyrano  yanked  down  the chain  at  the  same  time,  adding  his  own  Fortify-boosted  strength  to the momentum of the whipping flail. 

The  hydra’s  head  plummeted  down  once  more  to  slam against  the  surface  of  the  floating  disc.  The  thunderous  crash  of monstrous  flesh  against  black  stone  stirred  a  painful  ringing  in Raphael’s ears. Despite the immense impact, the disc didn’t tilt in the slightest,  holding  its  poise  perfectly  in  the  air.  Neither  did  Raphael feel any jarring aftershock radiating from where the hydra’s head had fallen. 

 What exactly is this black stone?  he wondered briefly, before thrusting that thought to the back of his mind. There was no time to

think  about  such  things  now.  Raphael  hurled  himself  toward  the downed head, Eliza close at his heels. 

The  hydra’s  other  head  was  descending  yet  again, brandishing hundreds of dripping fangs in its gaping maw. Raphael dashed under the monster’s shadow, twirled his glaive around, and hurled himself upward, scything the butt of his polearm right into the underside of the hydra’s jaw. 

The blunt impact, combined with another perfectly timed and placed  Explosive  Orb,  blasted  the  hydra’s  head  off  its  intended course for Fenix’s flesh. A quick glance over his shoulder witnessed Eliza swiftly bringing Sunfang across the neck of the fallen head. The blade of golden light sliced easily through the monster’s gray-green flesh, decapitating the hydra. 

Suddenly  truncated,  the  serpentine  neck-stump  reared skyward,  convulsing  even  as  it  spurted  jets  of  putrid,  hissing  black ichor.  Fenix  swept  the  barrier  of  swirling  frost  back  and  forth, intercepting the falling hydra blood and spinning the foul liquid away from the war party. 

“Ha! One down, eight to go!” the battlemage crowed. 

Fenix’s  elation  was  short-lived,  however.  Just  as  Raphael alighted  on  the  surface  of  the  floating  disc,  the  torn  flesh  of  the hydra’s severed neck stump wriggled and writhed. Tendrils of muscle staunched  the  bleeding.  Then  wet  bone  emerged  from  the  wound, wreathed in swiftly thickening flesh. 

Scarcely  two  heartbeats  had  passed  before  a  fresh  head emerged into being, dripping with the after-fluids of its birth. Its eyes snapped open, casting its yellow malevolent gaze over the war party. 

The  other  head,  recently  repelled,  swung  about  to  add  its baleful regard to that of its fellow’s. Its flesh was unmarked as well, leaving  no  sign  of  the  effects  of  Raphael’s  glaive-strike  and Explosive Orb. 

“I  know  that  hydras  regenerate,  but  not  so  quickly  like  this,” 

Cyrano  hissed,  pulling  his  pick  free  and  kicking  the  monster’s severed  head  aside.  “And  you  said  this  thing  is  immune  to  fire? 

Cutting off a hydra’s heads and cauterizing the stumps with flames is how we usually kill it. How’re we going to bring this thing down?” 

Raphael snapped his gaze down to the gaping rent Koshi had blasted  into  the  hydra’s  torso  with  his  lightning  breath.  The  wound was hissing and bubbling with regrowth, but it hadn’t fully healed yet. 

The hydra’s elemental immunity didn’t extend to lightning. 

“Koshi said it can be hurt by lightning.” Raphael pointed to the writhing hole in the hydra’s body with his glaive. He looked over his shoulder at Fenix. 

The  battlemage  caught  his  gaze  and  nodded.  He  swept  his outstretched  hands  apart,  letting  the  swirling  frost  barrier  fall  into shards  of  broken  ice,  then  brought  them  back  together  once  more, fingers arced into claws. 

“Die!” he roared. 

Chain Lightning streaked from his fingertips to engulf the two hydra  heads  glaring  at  the  war  party.  The  serpentine  necks  roiled and twitched beneath the crackling arcs of electricity. One yellow eye even  burst  in  its  socket,  but  the  hydra’s  malevolent  glare  never faltered.  It  opened  its  two  mouths.  Its  ruined  eye  began  to  bubble back into existence. 

 It’s not working!  Raphael realized. 

Fenix’s  eyes  widened,  the  battlemage  obviously  coming  to the  same  conclusion.  He  terminated  his  Chain  Lightning  spell  and turned to Gabriella. 

“Quick! Cast Frost Congregation!” he yelled, raising his hands in turn to evoke Wind Blast. 

The  princess  gasped  and  began  stammering  the  arcane syllables  to  her  spell,  but  Raphael  knew  that  she  wouldn’t  be  fast enough. 

Drawing  on  the  swiftness  imbued  within  his  flesh  by  the Draconic  Braziers,  Raphael  dashed  off  to  the  easternmost  edge  of the  floating  disc  and  pelted  the  hydra  heads  with  a  cluster  of Explosive Orbs. 

“Hey! Over here, you ugly bastard!” he screamed, his spells detonating against the monster’s jaws and cheeks. Unsupported by the  might  of  his  glaive,  the  Explosive  Orbs  had  little  effect  beyond rattling  the  hydra’s  jowls  or  ripping  minor  scratches  across  its  flesh that healed as soon as they were opened. 

But  his  battlemagic  and  taunts  were  enough  to  catch  the monster’s  attention.  The  hydra  heads  snaked  in  his  direction,  their eyes widening with rage. 

“Raphael!”  Eliza  cried,  trying  to  run  to  his  side,  but  Cyrano caught her by the waist and shoved her behind him. 

“No!  It’s  too  dangerous!”  the  armsman  snapped,  turning  to Gabriella. “Cast Frost Congregation over him! And get ready to have that Healing Magic handy!” 

Flames  spewed  from  the  hydra’s  gaping  maws.  Roaring  in defiance, Raphael shielded his face with his forearms and fed every last drop of  Ryu-To-Ki  burning in his soul to his draconic armor. He had withstood Huo Xian’s Annihilation Ray, but he didn’t know if he could withstand the hydra’s fiery breath, even after having ingested his Flame Resistance potion. 

He would have to find out. 

Immense heat washed over him as the hydra’s breath struck home. Raphael closed his eyes. He felt his draconic armor flex and bend,  its  scales  of  golden  light  breaking  apart  and  disintegrating beneath  the  tide  of  fire.  Raphael  clenched  his  jaw  and  called  forth another layer of armor even as the first one fell apart. Fresh golden light coalesced into being over his skin, pushing the flames away. 

The second draconic armor wavered, but it held true, holding the devouring touch of the hydra’s flames at bay. It was a testament to  how  much  progress  Raphael  had  made  since  his  journey  to Vitoria. Huo Xian’s Annihilation Ray wasn’t much more powerful than the  hydra’s  flames,  but  it  had  shattered  multiple  sets  of  Raphael’s draconic  armor.  Now,  a  second  conjuration  of  his  draconic  armor was  enough  for  him  to  withstand  the  monster’s  fiery  breath.  The

Flame Resistance potion likely helped, too. Raphael made a mental note to make use of his potions when the situation called for it. 

As the hydra’s flames petered out, Raphael twirled his glaive above his head and swept it to the side. The backdraft pouring from the  mighty  arc  of  his  weapon  hurled  the  final  fiery  flickers  of  the monster’s breath into wisped oblivion. 

He glared defiantly up at the hydra’s paired gazes, seeing the first flickers of doubt and uncertainty in the monster’s eyes. Then he charged,  bringing  his  glaive  straight  out  before  him.  The  two  hydra heads battling the war party snapped down, hissing with fury. 

Cyrano’s  flail  smashed  into  one  of  the  monster’s  snouts. 

Enlarged once more by Ginerva’s magic, the spiked ball halted the head’s descent in its tracks. 

Eliza’s lithe form spiraled through the air, borne on Skyfang’s magic.  She  arced  the  golden  sword  up  and  across  the  side  of  the other  head,  slicing  through  flesh,  severing  fangs,  and  rupturing  a yellowed eye. Eliza hurled herself into an erratic, descending spiral to avoid the snapping jaws of the head she’d cut. 

Raphael’s  path  to  the  hydra’s  torso  was  now  open,  albeit briefly.  He  hurled  himself  off  the  floating  disc,  fell  five  feet,  and plunged  his  glaive  into  the  monster’s  flesh,  just  at  the  base  of  its necks.  Driven  by  the  full  strength  of  the  Draconic  Braziers,  the weapon cut deep, its blade slicing through skin, muscle, and sinew before  it  chipped  through  bone  and  grazed  whatever  passed  for  a lung within the hydra. 

The  hydra  loosed  a  nine-fold,  thunderous  roar,  laden  with more  affront  than  actual  pain.  All  of  its  heads  turned  to  him,  rage blazing in their eyes. 

Rayne  dashed  in  then,  weaving  its  sleek  form  through  the serpentine lengths of the hydra’s necks. The faerie dragon snatched Raphael’s raised hand and pulled him skyward. 

The monster snapped at them, all nine heads slavering with fury.  Their  fangs  sliced  into  empty  air,  and  their  massive  skulls

slammed into each other with bone-breaking impact as Rayne turned Raphael incorporeal. 

The  faerie  dragon  continued  its  ascent,  bringing  Raphael nearly thirty feet above the monster before dropping them both into corporeality. 

Free  from  having  to  evade  the  hydra’s  flames,  Koshi swooped  down  and  spread  his  wings,  hanging  in  the  air  next  to Raphael. The dragon opened his jaws. Tendrils of electricity crackled across  his  fangs.  Raphael  pointed  downward  to  the  glaive  he’d embedded deep in the hydra’s flesh. 

Koshi  lanced  a  crackling,  titanic  bolt  of  lightning  downward, sending  its  fury  straight  through  the  steel-cored  shaft  of  Raphael’s glaive.  The  monster  shrieked  again,  this  time  in  obvious  agony  as electricity coursed through its flesh, rending gaping rents across its rippling hide and filling the air with the stench of its burning flesh. 

But  Raphael  could  see  it  wasn’t  enough.  Even  as  ichor poured from the monster’s nine snouts and its eyes burst one after another, the hydra’s wounds roiled and writhed with mending flesh. 

 If  Koshi  can  breathe  lightning,  there’s  no  reason  why  I  can’t do that too!  he thought. 

Raphael  inhaled  sharply,  then  opened  his  mouth.  The  Fifth Brazier  filled  his  soul  with  its  fury.  A  ball  of  crackling  electricity materialized  a  foot  away  from  his  lips.  He  pointed  it  downward, aiming for his glaive, and unleashed its fury. 

A  second  bolt  of  lightning  blazed  forward,  echoing  Koshi’s first  and  striking  the  exact  same  spot.  The  electrical  energy  ripped through the hydra’s flesh. All nine of its heads exploded in cascades of scattering bone and brain. Its torso burst apart, loosing a torrent of foul, stinking viscera that bubbled and hissed as it struck the ground. 

The monster’s six legs convulsed and buckled at the joints. 

The  hydra  fell,  becoming  a  titanic  heap  of  limp  and  lifeless flesh. 

Raphael  wanted  to  whoop  in  victory,  but  darkness  closed  in on the edges of his suddenly spinning vision. He reeled and gasped

in exhaustion. 

“Steady, son,” Koshi rumbled through the light of the Dragon Meridian.  “It’s  just  the  strain  of  Elemental  Breath.  It  taxes  your strength  heavily  if  you’re  new  to  its  use.  Just  take  some  time  and catch your breath.” 

“Did you see that, Koshi?” Raphael wheezed, trying to inhale with  lungs  that  suddenly  felt  too  small  and  too  tight.  “I  breathed lightning, just like you did.” 

“Yes, Raph. I did,” the dragon replied, his voice brimming with pride.  “Well  done!  I  wasn’t  sure  which  of  the  elements  the  Fifth Brazier would see fit to bestow upon you, but now we know there are at least two of them.” 

“The Magus can breathe the same elements as any dragons bonded to him can,” Rayne chimed in, wagging its tail gleefully. “So if Knight Koshi has fire and lightning, so do you too, Magus.” 

“So if there are other dragons alive, and I forge a bond with them, I can breathe whatever they can? Like ice? Or wind?” Raphael asked, shaking his head to clear his vision. 

“Among  other  elements,  yes,”  Rayne  said.  “Such  as  force, like Shiomi once did, for example.” 

Raphael  blinked,  trying  to  wrap  his  mind  around  such  a bewildering  notion.  Movement  crawled  at  the  edges  of  his  vision then, and he looked down. 

The hydra was still regenerating, its torn and mutilated torso wriggling  with  regrowth.  The  smoking,  tattered  stumps  of  its  heads writhed and crawled with tendrils of interweaving flesh. 

“The hydra! It’s still alive!” he cried. “We have to—” 

Eliza hurled herself off the floating disc, Skyfang held low and ready.  Cyrano  trailed  her,  war  pick  in  his  fist.  The  blonde  woman alighted on the landscape of foul, rippling flesh. She dashed toward one of the dragon bone spurs jutting from the base of a hydra’s neck. 

Cyrano slammed down heavily after her. The armsman broke off in another direction, charging toward a different bone spur. 

The  blue  glow  of  Fenix’s  Blink  spell  announced  the battlemage’s  materialization  on  the  hydra’s  back.  He  pointed  at  a cluster  of  bone  spurs  and  rained  Explosive  Orbs  down  upon  them, hammering them to dust. 

Eliza  swapped  Skyfang  for  Rage  Bane  as  she  closed  in  on her  target.  She  brought  the  golden  mace  down  on  desecrated dragon  bone,  pounding  the  spur  into  shards.  Across  the  hydra’s back, Cyrano did the same, driving the point of his pick into a spur repeatedly until ancient bone fell beneath the bite of cold steel. 

Fenix disposed of the rest, his Explosive Orbs giving him far more  reach  than  Eliza  and  Cyrano.  As  the  final  dragon  bone  spur disintegrated beneath the battlemage’s wrath, the writhing tendrils of the  hydra’s  regrowing  flesh  stiffened,  then  disintegrated  into putrescent puddles. 

The  monster’s  colossal  torso  bubbled  and  hissed,  falling apart  beneath  Eliza’s,  Cyrano’s,  and  Fenix’s  feet.  The  battlemage cast  Blink  once  more,  rematerializing  on  the  floating  disc  beside Ginerva and Gabriella. Koshi arced himself downward, sweeping his claws  out  to  gently  collect  Cyrano  and  Eliza.  He  was  just  in  time, picking  them  up  a  heartbeat  before  their  perch  dissolved  into  a rancid tide of slime that washed over the few ogres that had survived Janan’s cavalry charges down the hydra’s flanks. 

The ogres shrieked in agony as the hydra’s corrosive viscera engulfed them, eating through their enchanted armor and robes. 

“Get  me  back  there,  Rayne,”  Raphael  said,  nodding  to  the floating disc. 

“By your will, Magus,” the faerie dragon replied. 



Chapter 34







Rayne swung back to the disc and deposited Raphael beside the war party’s mages. 

Raphael  staggered  with  exhaustion  as  he  studied  the  battle between Sylvia and Vukaste, the ogre lord. It wasn’t going very well for  Sylvia,  he  quickly  realized.  Vukaste  was  a  whirlwind  of  blurred steel,  hacking  at  Sylvia’s  defenses  in  a  dazzling  display  of swordsmanship and forcing her on the back foot in every exchange. 

As  Raphael  watched,  Vukaste  twirled  his  blade  into  a dazzling  parry  that  foiled  Willowflight’s  intricate  arc,  cut  the  floating sword aside, and finished with a downward chop that sought to split the  elf  in  half.  Sylvia  danced  away  from  the  whistling  edge  of Vukaste’s  blade,  but  she  wasn’t  fast  enough.  Her  shoulder  guard spun into the air, sliced free from her silhouette. A sliver of Sylvia’s flesh accompanied it. 

Three  shadowy  copies  of  the  elf  emerged,  each  of  them wielding an inky duplicate of Willowflight. They chopped at Vukaste simultaneously,  the  edges  of  their  blades  seeking  his  throat, diaphragm,  and  groin.  The  ogre  lord  caught  two  of  the  cuts  on  the edge of his sword, blocked the third with his armored forearm, and then  spun  on  his  heel,  bringing  his  blade  around  in  a  sweeping backhand that sliced through all three of Sylvia’s shadows. 

The elf snatched her flying sword out of the air and lunged at Vukaste,  thrusting  her  blade  at  his  unarmored  face.  The  ogre  lord leaned his head out of the way and caught Willowflight in his teeth. 

Sylvia’s eyes widened in shock, but before she could react, Vukaste thundered his fist into her abdomen, smashing her away. 

Raphael  surged  forward,  catching  the  elf  mid-flight  and halting  her  momentum  with  the  strength  of  the  Draconic  Braziers. 

Sylvia  coughed.  Blood  burst  from  between  her  lips,  signaling  that something had been broken inside her. 

Vukaste  spat  Willowflight  onto  the  surface  of  the  disc  and advanced,  his  sword  raised  and  his  eyes  blazing  with  madness. 

Gritting  her  teeth,  Sylvia  disentangled  herself  from  Raphael  and pushed  him  back.  She  reached  her  hand  out  toward  her  sword.  It soared back into her grasp. Before Raphael could say anything, the elf charged back into battle, pitting her steel against the ogre lord’s. 

Raphael  took  a  step  forward,  but  Gabriella  and  Ginerva caught him by the shoulder and upper arm, halting him in his tracks. 

He looked back over his shoulder at them. 

“Don’t,” Ginerva warned him. “There’s nothing you can do to help her. We’ll have to leave this to the High Captain.” 

“They’re  moving  so  fast  I  can’t  even  see  what’s  going  on!” 

Gabriella cried. “I can’t use Healing Magic on Sylvia like this!” 

Fenix strode to stand beside Raphael. 

“I thought I had a clear shot at the ogre just now when the elf was knocked back, but she jumped right in again before I could do anything,” the battlemage said, snarling with frustration. 

“We need to slow him down.” Raphael looked to the light of the Dragon Meridian, focusing his thoughts and running the spells of the war party’s mages through his mind. “I have an idea. Fenix, can you still cast Spirit Shield on Sylvia?” 

The battlemage nodded. 

“I’ve got my mage senses locked on you, Sylvia, and Eliza a long time ago. I can cast most of my benign and beneficial spells on you without line of sight,” he explained. 

“Ginerva, if I’m guessing correctly, the metal from your Roving Shards  spell  will  be  attracted  to  something  charged  with  electricity, right?” Raphael asked the veteran mage. 

“That’s  right.  Looks  like  someone’s  been  paying  attention  in school,” Ginerva quipped, trying but failing to mask the tension in her voice. 

“Gabby, remember that pool of ice you used on Platina in the junkyard?”  Raphael  turned  to  the  princess.  “When  you  get  the chance, I want you to put something just like that under the ogre.” 

“But  they’re  moving  too  fast!”  Gabriella  protested.  “If  I  just cast Frost Congregation all over the place, I’ll catch Sylvia as well.” 

“Don’t  worry.  We’ll  slow  him  down,”  Raphael  promised.  He raised  his  hands  and  called  Chain  Lightning  to  mind.  “Fenix!  Cast Spirit Shield on Sylvia now!” 

The battlemage complied, uttering a pair of arcane syllables that summoned a bubble of white light over the elf’s blurred form. 

Raphael cast Chain Lightning then, wreathing the entire half of the floating disc’s surface with crackling streams of electricity. As he  suspected,  the  spell  hardly  affected  Vukaste  at  all.  Perhaps  the ogre’s enchanted armor resisted its effects. Or perhaps Vukaste was simply too tough to be affected. 

But  Raphael  had  managed  to  lace  the  ogre’s  limbs  with tendrils of electricity. He glanced sidelong at Ginerva. 

“Now! Hit him with Roving Shards!” he cried. 

The  veteran  mage  did  so,  thrusting  her  hands  forward  and hurling a barrage of gray slivers that streaked unerringly to Vukaste’s body. They struck the ogre’s armored form and stuck to it. 

Preempting  Raphael’s  thoughts,  Ginerva  curled  her  fingers into  claws  before  he  could  tell  her  what  to  do  and  dragged  them downward  through  the  air.  Vukaste  stumbled  mid-swing,  weighed down by the effects of Ginerva’s second spell. His adroit movements suddenly slowed. 

“How  do  you  like  my  Leaden  Plague,  you  blue  bastard?” 

Ginerva  asked  as  Vukaste  staggered  back,  surprise  registering  on his perfect features. 

“Gabby! Ice him!” Raphael said. 

Gabriella  chanted  and  gestured,  conjuring  a  pool  of  ice beneath  Vukaste’s  armored  boots.  The  ogre  slipped  on  the  slick

surface and fell backward, his armor ringing thunderously against the black stone of the floating disc. 

Sylvia  pressed  her  advantage.  She  charged  at  the  prone Vukaste and hacked her blade deep into the ogre’s right thigh, biting through  his  armor.  The  ogre  lord  hissed  with  pain  and  thrust  his sword at her face, forcing her to withdraw. 

Still  bleeding,  Vukaste  surged  to  his  feet  and  perched unsteadily  on  the  pool  of  ice  beneath  him,  his  limbs  still  weighed down by Ginerva’s Leaden Plague. Sylvia circled to his back and cut at his neck. The ogre lord blocked Willowflight’s edge with the back of  his  armored  forearm.  He  parried  the  elf’s  subsequent  slashes  at his  abdomen,  throat,  and  skull  as  well,  his  sword  dipping,  twirling, and spinning in his grasp in a wondrous display of swordsmanship. 

Vukaste  blocked  Sylvia’s  latest  attempt  to  decapitate  him, then drove her back with a riposte at her heart. The ogre slammed his fist down on the pool of ice, shattering it into a carpet of countless frozen  shards  on  which  he  could  find  surer  footing.  He  swept Ginerva’s metal slivers from his limbs and torso. 

“Well done,” Vukaste congratulated Raphael, a genuine smile of  delight  spreading  across  his  face.  “A  fine  strategy,  cooked  up  in the heat of battle. You are truly superb, human.” 

Sylvia charged in once more, slicing Willowflight’s edge down at  the  ogre’s  skull.  He  blocked  the  cut  and  locked  blades  with  her. 

Vukaste  loomed  over  the  much-smaller  elf,  his  shadow  engulfing hers under the light of the early morning sun. His greater weight and strength forced her down and back, arcing her spine over her heels. 

Grinning,  Sylvia  sank  into  Vukaste’s  shadow.  The  ogre stumbled  forward,  his  blade  suddenly  unopposed.  Before  Vukaste could recover, she reemerged, slipping between his legs and driving her  sword  up  toward  his  groin.  The  ogre  hurled  himself  skyward, easily ascending twenty feet into the air. 

“I’m wise to your wiles, Shadowsoul,” he said. “That was how you  killed  my  second  brother,  splitting  him  from  crotch  to  crown before my eyes. You think I would forget such a sight?” 

“Catch and hold him in the air, Fenix!” Raphael cried, but the battlemage  was  already  thrusting  his  hands  forward,  green  light pulsing over his open palms. 

Twin  columns  of  wind  blasted  forward,  howling  toward  the airborne  ogre.  As  the  doubled  Wind  Blasts  caught  Vukaste,  Fenix rolled his palms over one another, turning his dual-cast spells into a swirling  vortex  of  air  that  hurled  the  ogre  another  ten  feet  higher before holding him in the sky. 

Vukaste roared and hurled his arms outward against the coils of air Fenix had wound around his limbs. A crack rolled through the skies as the Wind Blasts snapped beneath the ogre’s sheer physical strength.  Vukaste  began  falling  down  toward  Sylvia,  his  blade  held high above his head in readiness to unleash a devastating arc from the heavens. 

Fenix  recoiled  and  staggered  back,  blood  suddenly  seeping from his nose and ears from the backlash of his broken spells, but he kept his hands raised and pointed his fingers. 

“Let’s torch him from existence, Raphael,” Fenix growled. 

Nodding,  Raphael  sped  through  the  gestures,  arcane syllables, and mental concepts of the Annihilation Ray spell. Fenix’s voice  rose  in  concert  with  his,  and  as  the  final  arcane  syllables  left their lips, a beam of searing crimson streaked toward Vukaste. 

Letting  go  of  his  sword  with  one  hand,  the  ogre  tapped  the center  of  his  breastplate.  The  segment  directly  over  his  heart  slid downward,  overlapping  its  counterpart  beneath.  Blue  light  pulsed from the opening in Vukaste’s armor. It radiated forth, solidifying into a  sapphire  shield  between  the  ogre’s  massive  frame  and  the incoming Annihilation Ray. 

 That’s  a  force  barrier  like  the  one  from  Subtha’s  shield! 

Raphael realized.  So he does have a dragon-bone artifact on him! 

The  crimson  beam  of  Fenix’s  and  Raphael’s  spell  struck Vukaste’s shield of blue light. Sizzling and crackling filled the air as the Annihilation Ray vented its fury, but when its final embers played

out,  it  left  behind  little  beyond  a  web  of  thin,  hairline  cracks  on  the ogre’s force barrier. 

Vukaste  crashed  down  beside  Sylvia.  His  blade  smashed Willowflight  aside.  His  clenched  fist  drove  into  the  side  of  Sylvia’s ribs.  The  dry,  crisp  sound  of  breaking  bone  resounded  over  the surface  of  the  floating  disc.  Blood  burst  from  the  elf’s  lips,  and  she collapsed face-first at the ogre’s feet. 

Cyrano  and  Eliza  landed  behind  Raphael,  then.  The armsman  tossed  Raphael  his  glaive  as  Koshi’s  massive  shadow flashed over the rest of the war party. 

The dragon roared and lashed out with his claws at Vukaste. 

The ogre sidestepped Koshi’s grasp and countered with a backhand cut, forcing the dragon into a hasty evasive roll through the air. Even so,  Vukaste’s  blade  sliced  a  furrow  down  Koshi’s  side,  scattering black scales and dragging a trail of golden blood into the air. 

Koshi  gasped  and  choked  as  he  pulled  himself  skyward, narrowly avoiding the ogre’s follow-up chop at his neck. The dragon convulsed  in  pain  as  he  ascended.  Vukaste  grinned  and  kicked  off the surface of the floating disc, leaping high in pursuit. 

Raphael  moved  before  thinking.  A  wordless  roar  thundered from his lips as he sprinted and hurled himself skyward, intercepting the  ogre  in  midair.  With  the  full  strength  of  the  Draconic  Braziers blazing through his soul, he arced his glaive at Vukaste’s torso. 

The  ogre  withdrew  his  sword  from  its  original  path  toward Koshi’s  flesh  and  blocked  Raphael’s  blow.  A  flicker  of  surprise creased Vukaste’s features as Raph pulled his glaive back, twirled it above his head, and hammered it down at the ogre’s skull. 

Vukaste caught the polearm’s blade on the edge of his own, but  the  impact  was  enough  to  drive  him  downward,  back  to  the ground. The ogre crashed down once more, landing feet-first beside Sylvia’s prone form. 

Raphael thundered down upon him with another descending chop,  but  this  time,  Vukaste  pirouetted  out  of  the  glaive’s  arc  and stepped  through  with  a  backhand  counter  of  his  blade.  Raphael

twisted  his  body  in  midair,  but  the  tip  of  the  ogre’s  sword  caught  a glancing blow just under his shoulder-blade. It tore right through his draconic armor, parted the runic leather beneath, and traced a line of searing agony across his flesh. 

 It’s nothing. Just a scratch,  Raphael told himself as he landed on the balls of his feet and surged to the attack once more. His next cut at Vukaste’s waist bounced harmlessly off the back of the ogre’s armored  forearm.  And  then  he  had  to  backpedal,  twirling  and spinning  the  shaft  of  his  glaive  in  defensive  patterns  as  Vukaste advanced, hacking and slashing with his sword. 

The  ogre’s  blade  made  it  past  Raphael’s  defenses  thrice, tracing a line beneath his ribs, hacking his shoulder guard from his cuirass, and cutting him to the bone under his left eye. Blood poured down Raphael’s cheek, but he gritted his teeth and planted his feet as Vukaste’s flurry played itself out. 

Raphael  thrust  out  with  his  glaive,  actually  managing  to punch  its  tip  through  the  ogre’s  armor  an  inch  above  the  knee  of Vukaste’s  unwounded  leg.  Vukaste  growled  and  stumbled  forward, now  bleeding  from  both  legs.  Raphael  arced  the  butt  of  his  glaive upward, slamming its steel tip under Vukaste’s jaw and snapping the ogre’s head backward. 

Raphael  advanced  to  press  his  attack,  drawing  his  glaive back in readiness for a sweeping cut, but Vukaste recovered much more  quickly  than  Raphael  had  expected.  The  ogre  snapped  his gaze  downward,  stepped  within  the  reach  of  Raphael’s  glaive,  and lashed out with his fist in a thunderous left hook. 

Raphael  ducked  underneath  the  sweeping  gauntlet,  only  to be kicked in the chest by Vukaste. The blow shattered his draconic armor,  smashed  the  air  from  his  lungs,  and  hurled  him  away,  but Raphael knew that his ribs would have collapsed beneath the impact if the ogre’s legs hadn’t been wounded. 

Cyrano caught Raphael in mid-flight and put him down. With Ginerva  by  his  side,  the  armsman  twirled  his  flail  once  before sending  it  hurtling  toward  Vukaste.  The  spiked  ball  quadrupled  in

size  as  it  flew,  but  the  ogre  lord  batted  it  aside  contemptuously, seized  the  magically  lengthened  chain  in  his  fist,  and  jerked  it backward. 

Cyrano’s  strength  was  no  match  for  Vukaste.  The  armsman was yanked within reach of the ogre’s blade before he could let go of his flail. He raised his shield desperately, just managing to catch the descent  of  Vukaste’s  sword.  The  ogre’s  blade  bit  through  Cyrano’s shield, but the armsman managed to roll with the blow, unhitching his arm  and  pivoting  his  body  away  even  as  his  shield  fell  into  pieces. 

Still,  Vukaste’s  sword  shaved  a  chunk  of  armor  and  flesh  from Cyrano’s forearm, splattering blood across the surface of the floating disc. 

The ogre thundered his fist into the armsman’s jaw, smashing it to shards. Cyrano spun and fell into a limp, armored heap. 

Raphael hurdled Cyrano’s unconscious form and struck out at Vukaste once more, the arc of his glaive foiling the ogre’s attempt to finish  the  armsman  off.  Vukaste  parried  Raphael’s  blade  and countered with his own, a broad smile of genuine pleasure spreading across his face as they exchanged a storm of blows. 

Eliza  approached,  drawing  her  enchanted  dagger  and wielding  it  alongside  Ragebane,  but  Raphael  reached  out  to  her through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“No! Stay away! It’s too dangerous,” he told her. 

It  was  true.  Without   Ryu-To-Ki  or  the  Fortify  and  Hasten spells encasing Cyrano, Eliza wouldn’t last more than a heartbeat in melee  against  Vukaste.  And  even  if  Raphael  were  willing  to  have Eliza  assume  the  role  of  his  Dragon  Paladin,  he  couldn’t  afford  to share  any  of  his  own   Ryu-To-Ki  with  her,  so  hard-pressed  as  he already was by Vukaste. 

The  ogre’s  sword  slipped  past  Raphael’s  attempt  to  engage and redirect it with the glaive of his blade, forcing him to backpedal beyond  Vukaste’s  reach.  Caught  on  the  back  foot,  Raphael  gritted his teeth and waited for the ogre’s inevitable, unavoidable follow-up stroke that would cleave him from shoulder to hip. 

But  it  never  arrived.  Instead,  Vukaste  took  a  step  back  and raised his sword, bringing its hilt before his face. Raphael recognized the  gesture  as  a  fencing  salute,  one  used  commonly  among  the Lucarian  knights  he’d  witnessed  in  Lucia  City’s  annual  jousts  and tournaments. 

Vukaste  must  have  noticed  Raphael’s  surprise.  The  ogre lowered his blade. 

“The  inflection  of  your  words.  Your  attire.  And  the  fact  that you  fight  alongside  Shadowsoul,”  Vukaste  said.  “Are  you  not Lucarian, young human? Did I not perform the salute properly and in doing so, caused you offence? If so, I apologize, and I promise I will endeavor to be more attentive in my studies of human customs.” 

“I  grew  up  in  Lucia  City,  sir,  which  means  I  am  Lucarian,” 

Raphael  replied,  sneaking  a  glance  over  his  shoulder.  Ginerva  and Fenix were hauling Cyrano’s bulk away and toward Gabriella. Koshi had  reassumed  his  human  aspect  and  was  crouching  beside  the princess,  whose  hands  pulsed  with  white  light  as  she  suffused  the wound across his ribs with Healing Magic. If speaking with Vukaste would  buy  the  war  party  some  time  to  catch  their  breath,  Raphael would gladly do so. 

“And  as  for  the  salute,  I  believe  you  performed  it  correctly,” 

Raphael  continued.  “However,  I  am  not  a  knight,  so  I  should  not receive such a gesture, nor can I return it.” 

“You’re  not  a  knight?”  Vukaste  asked,  shaking  his  head  in sincere puzzlement. “Are they not the greatest warriors of Lucario? 

Surely  one  with  your  prowess  and  skills  must  have  a  place  among their ranks?” 

“Only  the  King  can  bestow  knighthood  upon  his  subjects,” 

Raphael  said.  “Alternatively,  a  Duke  or  a  Count  can  do  so  as  well, with the King’s permission. I have not received any such honor.” 

“A duke or a count. I see. Those are the titles of other human nobility, denoting ranks beneath that of a king’s.” Vukaste nodded. “I was the son of a king amongst my people.” 

“That  would  make  you  a  prince,  sir,”  Raphael  pointed  out, glancing  at  Sylvia.  The  elf  moaned  and  coughed  out  another mouthful of blood. 

“I know that term,” Vukaste said. “But there is no equivalent among us. Blood ties grant us no rank or esteem. Only strength and glory does. The son of a king begins with nothing at all, save for his wits and his appetite for slaughter.” 

“I  heard  you  are  an  ogre  lord,  sir.  Did  you  achieve  such  a rank by performing worthy deeds?” Raphael adjusted his grip on his glaive  and  flashed  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  over  his  body. 

Two of his ribs were bruised, though not broken. The cut across his cheek  was  still  seeping  blood,  but  it  had  begun  to  clot.  The  gash across  his  torso  was  painful  but  ultimately  minor.  Raphael  nodded. 

He could still fight. 

“Ah,  yes.  That  is  correct.  I  slew  a  thousand  warriors  of  the Chimeric Empire in open battle. I oversaw the torture of ten thousand human villages, keeping every soul alive for at least fifty days under the  ministrations  of  my  trained  goblins.  I  forced  a  Count  of  the Hunarchia  Principalities  to  flay  the  flesh  from  his  own  children  and wear their woven skins as a cape,” Vukaste recited wistfully, his gaze bright  and  distant,  as  if  looking  upon  fond  recollections.  “And  then, alongside  Shadowsoul,  I  slew  my  brothers  and  my  father,  hacking them apart on the eve of the day where they would level Lucia City. 

She struck most of the killing blows, of course, but we wouldn’t have succeeded if not for our conjoined efforts.” 

 Sylvia  fought  alongside  Vukaste?  What?  Raphael  fought  to keep the shock from his face as the ogre continued his speech. 

Vukaste  continued.  “And  then  with  General  Githara’s  aid,  I laid  waste  to  the  Wind  Bastion,  the  fortress  of  a  cowardly, treacherous lot that sought power above the needs of their people. 

You should thank me, Raphael. Humanity should thank me. I brought extinction to the Wind Mages, ending their bid to betray your kind.” 

“You  called  the  Wind  Mages  traitors,  but  aren’t  you  one yourself, sir? After all, you just said you killed your brothers and your

father,” Raphael pointed out. 

“They  were  the  traitors  to  my  people.  They  were  obsessed with  Lucia  City,  uncaring  of  how  their  victory  would  have  left  our people  exposed  to  a  rear  attack  from  an  army  led  by  ten  Chimeric Grand  Principalities.”  Vukaste  grinned.  “They  had  to  die,  so  that  I might lead my forces to further glories in the days to come.” 

Raphael finally got a good look at the blue light radiating from Vukaste’s chest. It appeared to be a lump of stone, but it beat in time to the light pulsing from its depths. 

 That’s  a  heart!  Raphael  realized,  a  chill  running  down  his spine.  A dragon heart! 



Chapter 35







Rayne’s  anguished  voice  echoed  across  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian.  “That’s  Shiomi’s  heart!”  the  faerie  dragon  cried, echoing Raphael’s thoughts. “It turned to stone when she died, but he’s filled it with dark magic and put it inside his chest!” 

The ogre noticed the direction of Raphael’s gaze. He looked down and tapped his breastplate. 

“Ah, this.” Vukaste glanced down at Sylvia’s heaped form by his heel. “After killing my father, Shadowsoul attacked me. Her blade reached my heart, but though I survived, I was never quite the same until  Arunas,  my  most  loyal  warlock,  replaced  my  damaged  heart with this.” 

Raphael  shuddered  as  he  cast  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian on Vukaste and finally realized how the ogre had become so  mighty.  Ryu-To-Ki   flowed  through  the  ogre’s  being,  twisted  and corrupt, but still capable of igniting the two Draconic Braziers burning within his soul. 

“He’s…  He’s  a  Dragon  Knight?”  Raphael  asked  Rayne through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“No!”  The  faerie  dragon’s  denial  was  vehement  and  furious. 

“He  desecrated  Shiomi’s  body  and  stole  her  power!  He’s  not  a Dragon Knight, and he will never be one.” 

“Ah.”  Vukaste  raised  an  eyebrow.  “I  have  been  mistaken. 

You’re not human, young one. I see it now. You are possessed of a strength similar to mine. You are the same as me.” 

“No, I am not,” Raphael growled, raising his glaive. “You are a monster.  You’ve  hurt  so  many  people,  and  if  I  don’t  stop  you  now, you’re going to hurt more!” 

“You  style  yourself  a  defender  of  humanity,  then?”  Vukaste grinned and brought his sword to bear. “Very well then, young one. If that is the role you’ve chosen, then you should enact it, but tell me your name first.” 

“Raphael. My name is Raphael,” Raphael said. 

“And  my  name  is  Vukaste  the  Unholy,  Slayer  of  Innocents and Defiler of the Weak.” Vukaste saluted Raphael once more. “And now, Raphael, let us endeavor to kill each other.” 

 Ogres  are  already  strong,  and  I’m  sure  Vukaste  is  using Fortify  and  Hasten  on  himself,  Raphael  thought  frantically  as  the ogre advanced.  And then he also has the speed and strength of the First and Second Draconic Braziers. On top of that, there’s also his swordsmanship  and  Shiomi’s  force  barrier.  I  don’t  think  I  can  beat him by myself. 

“Raph!” Koshi’s pained voice echoed through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “He managed to cut into one of my lungs! Gabriella is using her magic on me now. I’ll come help as soon as I can!” 

“Stay  back  and  let  Gabby  do  her  work,  Koshi,”  Raphael replied. “Don’t worry. I’ll stop Vukaste here and now.” 

Raphael called the Hasten spell to mind, but before he could utter its initial arcane syllables, a leaden trebuchet sphere larger all around than he was tall whistled through the air and crashed down onto  Vukaste.  The  ogre  struck  it  with  his  fist,  crunching  the  spiked knuckles  of  his  gauntlet  into  the  projectile’s  surface  and  sending  it spinning off the edge of the floating disc. 

“Surrender,  ogre!”  Janan’s  voice  rang  from  below.  “We  have defeated your army. You stand alone. Bare your neck to my axe, and I will make your death swift. Or don’t. It makes no difference to me whether you die cleanly or be crushed beneath our artillery.” 

Raphael swept his gaze beyond the edge of the floating disc. 

The High Captain was right. The battle for Hanko City had been won. 

No  other  ogre  remained  alive,  though  Raphael  was  sure  many  of them had escaped with their magic rather than stay to die alongside

their  lord.  Hell  Drakes  cavalry  rode  down  the  scant  remnants  of fleeing goblins. Even the hydra had been killed. 

Astride  her  mount,  Janan  crested  the  hilly  ridge  once  more. 

Behind her, rows of trebuchets stood crewed and ready, their arms pulled back and fully laden. 

Vukaste did indeed stand alone. 

The  ogre  threw  his  head  back  and  laughed.  His  mirth  rolled over  the  landscape  of  slaughter  for  many  moments,  and  when  he was done, his eyes blazed with madness. 

“Magnificent!  Truly  magnificent,  Janan  Rosya!”  Vukaste roared. “For years you have thwarted my lieutenants and defied my forces.  So  long  have  I  wanted  to  meet  you  on  the  field  of  battle, commander to commander, and I have, only to be soundly beaten by your strategic cunning and brutal resolve! My congratulations to you, High Captain of the Hell Drakes!” 

“Flattery  won’t  save  you  from  death.”  Janan  raised  her  axe. 

“So which will it be? Die fast, or die ugly?” 

“You  mistake  my  applause  for  capitulation,”  Vukaste  replied. 

“You have merely defeated me in strategy. You have not vanquished me in battle.” 

“Die ugly it is, then.” The High Captain snapped her weapon down. The artillery crew behind her burst into motion. 

Raphael  wanted  to  scream  at  Janan,  to  tell  her  that  his  war party was still there, easily within range of the trebuchets’ wrath, but judging from the malicious twist to the High Captain’s mouth, it was clear she didn’t care. He turned to Fenix. 

“Get everyone off this disc!” Raphael cried. 

“I  can  Blink  to  and  fro,  carrying  one  person  at  a  time,”  the battlemage  said,  placing  his  hands  on  Cyrano’s  chest.  Blue  light pulsed briefly, and then he was gone. 

“Rayne!  Help  Fenix!  Koshi  can’t  fly  right  now!”  Raphael  told the  faerie  dragon,  but  it  was  already  swooping  down,  Gabriella, Koshi, and Ginerva perched on its back. 

“Your will, Magus!” Rayne replied. 

Fenix reappeared once more, materializing between Raphael and Eliza. 

“Go,” Raphael told Eliza. 

“What about you?” she asked. 

“I’ve got to get Sylvia clear,” Raphael replied, nodding at the elf’s crumpled form. 

“I’ll help you!” Eliza said. “We can—” 

“No,  Eliza,”  Raphael  said  as  gently  as  he  could.  “You  can’t. 

Vukaste will cut you down the moment you get close enough, and I don’t know if I can stop him while still defending myself.” 

Hurt rolled over Eliza’s features, and her upper lip trembled, but she nodded and put her hand on Fenix’s shoulder. 

“Go get the elf,” Fenix said to Raphael. “If she dies from this, you know she’ll never stop making fun of us about this.” 

And  then  Fenix  and  Eliza  were  gone,  leaving  only  Raphael standing across from Vukaste. 

But  he  wasn’t  alone.  Rayne  soared  toward  him,  having already  deposited  its  riders  elsewhere.  It  shrank  down  to  its  usual size as it neared, before diving back into Raphael’s pocket. 

“My  place  is  by  your  side,  Magus!”  the  faerie  dragon declared. 

“I know, Rayne. I know.” Raphael smiled down at Rayne as it peeked its head out and glared at Vukaste. 

Leaden spheres from Janan’s artillery arced into the sky, and Raphael  knew  that  this  time,  they  would  be  filled  with  fire,  frost,  or whatever lethal concoctions the Hell Drakes had put together. 

Vukaste’s  gaze  was  cast  skyward,  beholding  the  leaden spheres descending upon him. The blue light radiating from his chest became brighter. 

 If  he  creates  a  force  barrier,  I’ll  be  trapped  outside  it  and won’t be able to reach Sylvia,  Raphael realized. He burst into a full-

on sprint, charging toward Vukaste. 

The ogre returned his attention to Raphael. 

“Even  now,  you  seek  to  finish  our  duel,  Raphael?”  Vukaste asked, his voice brimming with appreciative joy. “How superb. Very well, then. I shall indulge you!” 

Raphael cast Mirror Aspect as he approached. Then he cast the same spell again eight more times, measuring the breadth of the floating  disc  with  illusory  copies  of  himself.  He  dived  and  rolled among  his  Mirror  Aspects,  even  as  they  echoed  his  movements, shuffling his true self into their midst. 

Vukaste frowned, disapproval evident on his face. 

“You charge into battle, then resort to such roguish trickery?” 

the  ogre  demanded.  “Come  now,  Raphael.  Do  not  sully  the  lofty regard I hold for you!” 

The  first  of  Raphael’s  Mirror  Aspects  entered  the  reach  of Vukaste’s  blade.  The  ogre  sliced  through  them,  dismissing  them from  existence.  Raphael  jabbed  out  with  his  glaive,  alongside  his remaining  illusory  copies.  Vukaste  parried  the  wrong  blow,  allowing Raphael to score a shallow stab into the ogre’s side. 

Vukaste  staggered  back,  grunting  in  pain.  Raphael  dived toward Sylvia, seeking to pick the elf up in his arms and roll the both of them off the edge of his disc. 

But  the  ogre’s  shin  came  up  to  meet  his  face.  Raphael twisted his head, trying his best to avoid the blow, but Vukaste’s kick glanced  off  his  temples  and  knocked  him  off-course.  Instead  of rolling over Sylvia, Raphael now crashed down beside her, his vision spinning. 

“So  that  was  your  goal,”  Vukaste  said.  “You  were  coming  to Shadowsoul’s aid. A noble gesture, but ultimately futile. I am going to kill her, Raphael, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 

Raphael  tried  to  stand,  and  he  made  it  to  his  hands  and knees,  but  the  world  seemed  to  spin  around  him,  and  he  knew  he would make it no further, at least for a while. 

 That hit to my head must have gone to my brain,  he thought. 

 Koshi told me about injuries like this before. I just need to wait until its effects to lessen enough for me to use Healing Magic on myself. 

A  leaden  sphere  reached  the  disc,  then.  It  broke  apart, pouring a lake of fire all over its black stone surface. A force bubble emanated  from  Vukaste’s  chest.  It  radiated  out  and  beyond  the ogre’s massive form, pushing back the cascading flames. 

To  Raphael’s  surprise,  Vukaste’s  barrier  included  him  and Sylvia  as  well,  but  Rahpael  knew  better  than  to  be  grateful  to  the ogre. Vukaste simply wanted to kill the elf himself, and he likely had the same intentions for Raphael as well. 

More  leaden  spheres  struck  home  then,  spewing  their contents all over the floating disc. Frost, fire, and acid roiled around the  edges  of  Vukaste’s  barrier.  Some  of  the  trebuchet  projectiles were  simply  heavy,  solid  balls  of  metal,  like  the  first  one  that  had descended  upon  the  ogre.  These  crashed  down  on  the  surface  of the  disc,  not  even  marring  its  smooth,  black  surface,  or  bounced harmlessly off Vukaste’s force bubble. 

“You  disappoint  me,  Janan  Rosya,”  Vukaste  proclaimed.  “I’d thought  you  to  be  as  great  a  warrior  as  a  strategist,  but  I  see  now that I was wrong, or you would have gladly pitted your blade against mine.” 

Janan’s only response was a contemptuous sneer as the Hell Drakes’  trebuchets  rained  volley  after  volley  onto  the  ogre.  But Raphael  could  tell  by  the  stiffness  of  her  stance  and  the  crease  in her brow that the High Captain was getting worried. Nearly an entire minute had gone by since the artillery bombardment had begun, and not a single shot had even come close to touching Vukaste. 

 There’s  a  limit  to  how  much  his  barrier  can  resist!  Raphael thought.  The  moment  it  subsides,  I’ll  get  Rayne  to  turn  all  of  us incorporeal and escape with Sylvia! 

But  the  ogre  had  no  intention  of  standing  indefinitely  under the  wrath  of  the  trebuchets.  He  uttered  a  short  series  of  arcane syllables and gestured toward the surface of the floating disc. Green

runes flared into life all over the black stone. Vukaste gestured once more, and the disc began moving of its own accord. 

“You  lot  bore  me,”  Vukaste  announced  as  he  drifted  away, back  toward  Hanko  City.  “I  shall  complete  my  errand  here,  then withdraw  to  the  Wind  Bastion.  I  will  return  at  the  head  of  a  larger force shortly to bring death and ruin to you all.” 

“Ballistae!”  Janan  cried,  sweeping  her  axe  across  her  body. 

The twang of countless massive bowstrings rose into the air. 

Raphael  winced  as  clusters  of  steel  bolts  arced  through  the skies  and  sliced  toward  Vukaste.  He  needn’t  have  worried.  The ballista bolts clattered uselessly off the ogre’s force barrier. 

Slowly and inexorably, the disc brought Raphael and Sylvia to the  heart  of  Hanko  City.  Hell  Drakes  cavalry  milled  in  their  wake, helpless and confused. Raphael shared in their confusion. What was Vukaste  trying  to  do?  What  did  he  mean  when  he  said  he  had  an errand to complete here? 

As  the  disc  neared  Hanko’s  city  hall,  it  dipped  beneath  the stone  building’s  awnings  and  drifted  into  its  shadowed  depths. 

Raphael blinked, trying to clear the last of the stars that persisted in his vision. He didn’t know what Hanko’s city hall had originally looked like, but it was evident that the ogres had gutted the massive, multi-storied complex. 

Entire  floors  lay  ruined  and  inaccessible,  their  stairwells smashed beyond repair. Partitions and plaster walls had simply been knocked down and trampled over, leaving a broad avenue of detritus between the streets outside and the depths of the building. 

A  massive  pit  soon  came  into  view.  It  had  the  exact  same dimensions  as  the  floating  disc.  Vukaste  grinned  as  they  began descending into the pit. 

Clamor arose among the cavalrymen who’d followed the disc. 

Janan rode at their fore, her eyes blazing with impotent fury. 

Koshi’s  winged  form  blocked  out  the  sunlight  streaming  in through  the  entrance,  then.  The  dragon  obviously  wanted  to  crush

Vukaste’s  force  barrier  with  a  tide  of  flames  or  a  lance  of  lightning, but he was worried about catching Sylvia and Raphael in his breath. 

“Raph!  Are  you  alright?”  he  asked  through  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian. 

“Yes, Koshi, I am,” Raphael replied. He tried to stand, but his vision  spun  again,  and  he  sank  down  beside  Sylvia.  The  elf  was entirely  unconscious  by  now.  Blood  pooled  by  her  mouth,  but  she was  still  breathing,  much  to  Raphael’s  relief.  “But  I  got  hit  in  the head.  I  don’t  think  I  can  move  right  now,  but  I  should  be  able  to soon.” 

As the edge of the disc came level to the gaping, bottomless pit, Vukaste dismissed his force bubble. Before the Hell Drakes could react,  the  ogre  leveled  the  blue  light  from  his  chest  above  their heads. 

“Watch  out!”  Koshi  warned,  reaching  out  with  his  wing  and placing it over Janan and her warriors. 

A beam of force streaked from Vukaste’s chest. It lanced into the  ceiling  above  Koshi’s  head,  blasting  through  stone  and  plaster. 

The  ogre  swept  his  force  beam  from  side  to  side,  wreaking  ruin through the battered architecture of Hanko’s city hall. 

“Koshi!” Raphael reached out mentally. 

“I’m fine, Raph!” the dragon responded immediately. “I didn’t get hit, and I managed to brush away most of the falling debris that would have struck the Hell Drakes!” 

“I  think  the  building  is  going  to  collapse!  You  have  to  get everyone out now!” Raphael told him. 

“I  know,  and  they  know  too.  They’re  galloping  out  at  a breakneck pace,” Koshi said. “Be strong, son. I’m coming for you.” 

“No,  you’ve  got  to  get  out  too,”  Raphael  protested.  “If  the building falls on you, you’ll be badly hurt as well!” 

“I  can’t  do  that,  Raph!  I  can’t  leave  you  like  that!”  Koshi charged  forward,  his  draconic  silhouette  barely  visible  amidst  the cascading dust and falling stone. 

“You have to!” Raphael replied. “I’ll be fine! I’ll beat this ogre and  then  rejoin  everyone  else  with  Sylvia.  Just  get  out,  now!  Trust me, Koshi!” 

The  dragon’s  reluctance  was  palpable  over  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian,  but  so  was  his  pride.  Koshi  withdrew  as  Hanko’s city hall began the final, irreversible stages of its implosion. 

“Alright,  son.  I’ll  be  waiting  for  you,  as  will  everyone  else. 

Come back safe with the elf,” Koshi said, before the building’s ceiling collapsed in its entirety and wreathed everything in darkness. 

Vukaste terminated his beam as the disc descended into the pit and encased them once more in a force bubble, its blue radiance the  only  source  of  light  deep  beneath  the  surface  of  the  earth.  As rocks  and  debris  hammered  off  its  shimmering  dome,  the  ogre grinned at Raphael. 

“Ah,  Raphael,  welcome,”  Vukaste  said.  “Such  sights  await you before your demise.” 

Chapter 36







The  disc  descended  silently,  moving  through  an  earthen tunnel  that  led  ever  downward.  The  edges  of  the  tunnel  were smooth,  which  meant  that  it  had  been  cut  by  beams  of  pure  force, either  from  an  artifact  like  Arunas’s  staff  or  from  the  un-fossilized heart beating in Vukaste’s chest. 

Throughout the entire descent, the ogre stood stationary, his arms  folded  and  his  blade  sheathed.  Confidence  and  resolve radiated from Vukaste’s beatific expression, as if he were on his way to behold something divine. 

Or  undergo  some  form  of  apotheosis  himself,  Raphael thought  darkly.  He  called  to  mind  every  fact  he  knew  about  Hanko City. Janan had pointed out that its city hall stood above the Defiant Citadel, a fortress erected by Shiomi, when she stood alongside the people  of  Yamato  against  the  ogres  and  their  hordes.  The  fortress was  now  gone,  its  walls  and  its  aspirations  lost  to  the  currents  of time,  its  repute  left  in  tatters  after  Shiomi’s  madness  forced  those she once protected to kill her. 

But what if it wasn’t gone? What if the actual Defiant Citadel still  existed,  deep  beneath  Hanko  City,  and  Vukaste  had  dug  so deeply underground because he wanted to find it? Was there some kind  of  artifact  or  another  of  Shiomi’s  body  parts  that  the  ogres wanted to locate and desecrate? 

The shakiness to his vision and the trembling in his limbs had subsided  somewhat  by  now.  Raphael  touched  his  temple  and  cast Lesser  Heal  on  himself,  seeking  to  lessen  the  effects  of  his  head injury. It worked. The world stopped its spinning. 

He sighed in relief, then evened out his breathing and picked Sylvia up carefully in his hands. The elf felt fragile and broken in his

grasp, and she was, most of her ribs reduced to shards that tore her insides  further  with  every  wavering  breath  she  took.  He  whispered the arcane syllables to Lesser Heal and cast the spell on her. White light  pulsed  briefly  over  Sylvia’s  flesh,  and  Raphael  cast  a  frantic glance at Vukaste. 

The  ogre  merely  smiled  and  gave  him  a  slight  nod.  He obviously didn’t care if Raphael used Healing Magic on Sylvia, even if he’d promised he’d kill the elf later. 

Turning  his  attention  back  to  Sylvia,  Raphael  cast  Lesser Heal  once  more.  Sylvia’s  ribs  shifted  under  his  fingers  as  the  spell took  effect.  She  coughed  another  mouthful  of  blood,  but  her breathing  became  stronger.  Raphael  frantically  renewed  his  efforts, pouring one Healing spell after another into the elf’s body. Each time, he  checked  her  torso,  hoping  that  the  worst  of  her  injuries  were mending. 

After his twelfth cast of Lesser Heal, the elf caught his hand as  he  moved  to  feel  her  ribs.  He  looked  up,  only  to  see  her  green eyes boring into his, a mischievous cast on her battered face. 

“If  you  wanted  to  do  this,  you  only  had  to  ask,  Raphael,” 

Sylvia teased him. 

“You’re alright!” Raphael gasped in relief. “You’re alright!” 

“Takes a lot more than an ugly ogre to kill me,” she grunted, snapping  a  glare  at  Vukaste’s  direction.  The  ogre  turned  away,  his expression unchanging. 

“Don’t  move,  Sylvia,”  Raphael  said.  “I’ll  use  more  Healing Magic on you.” 

“No, it’s fine. I’ll take it from here.” The elf placed her hand on her  chest  and  uttered  a  series  of  arcane  syllables  longer  than  but similar  to  those  required  to  cast  Lesser  Heal.  White  light  suffused Sylvia’s body, and she sighed. “Higher Heal should do the trick. I’m still hurting, but at least I’m not going to bleed out internally any time soon.” 

“You’re not fully healed yet,” Raphael pointed out. 

“No,  but  I  think  that’s  all  the  Healing  Magic  I  can  take  right now.” Sylvia snuggled deeper into Raphael’s arms. “This is nice. We should do this more often.” 

“This? What do you mean by  this? Is it me carrying your near lifeless  body  around,  or  is  it  us  nearly  being  killed  by  ogres?” 

Raphael quipped, unable to help himself. 

“Yes,” the elf replied. 

Fighting  down  the  urge  to  roll  his  eyes,  Raphael  swiftly relayed  the  events  that  had  resulted  in  their  underground  jaunt alongside  Vukaste,  capping  it  off  with  his  speculations  about  the Defiant Citadel. 

“Astute  and  mighty,  Raphael,”  the  ogre  broke  in  as  Raphael concluded his account. “Everything you surmised is correct. You are truly  a  wondrous  specimen  indeed.  It  would  be  a  pity  to  slay  you. 

Why  don’t  you  forsake  the  humans  and  become  my  apprentice instead? Arunas and Subtha would welcome a new brother-in-arms.” 

“Not a chance, horn-boy!” Sylvia snapped, throwing her arms possessively over Raphael’s neck. “He’s mine!” 

“I  will  not  join  your  cause,  Vukaste,”  Raphael  said,  meeting the ogre’s gaze evenly. “You and others like you hurt innocent people and ruin the lives of those who love them. You dug up and violated Shiomi’s  body,  causing  horrible  pain  to  her  trapped  soul,  and  now you’re  trying  to  do  more  of  the  same!  No,  Vukaste,  as  long  as  you keep doing such things, we will always be enemies.” 

“Very well. It seems that we will be enemies, then.” Vukaste drew his sword. “And I leave none of my enemies alive.” 

“I’m  going  to  defeat  you,  Vukaste.  You’re  not  going  to  hurt Shiomi  anymore.”  Raphael  rose  shakily  to  his  feet,  putting  most  of his weight on his glaive. He still felt lightheaded, but at least he could stand now. 

Sylvia stood by his side, Willowflight in her grasp once more. 

The  elf  swayed  unsteadily  on  her  feet,  and  her  breathing  was  wet and shallow, but her eyes blazed with resolve. 

“You  got  lucky  just  now,  horn-boy,”  she  said,  forcing  a  grin onto her face. “But I’m going to get serious from here on. I remember you  pissing  yourself  twenty  years  ago.  I  bet  you’re  going  to  do  it again.” 

“Ah,  Shadowsoul.”  Vukaste  sighed.  “I  am  as  disappointed  in you as I am impressed by Raphael. Twenty years have passed, as you  say,  yet  you  have  merely  retained  your  prowess.  In  contrast,  I have honed my skills and acquired great power. Spout your defiance all you want. It is time for you to die. And after that, I will ask Raphael to join me one more time, just for courtesy’s sake, before I slay him as well.” 

“We  need  to  get  him  to  lower  his  force  barrier,”  Raphael whispered  to  Sylvia.  “Once  he  does  that,  Rayne  can  turn  us incorporeal long enough for us to slip away.” 

“Alright,  I’m  open  to  ideas,”  the  elf  replied,  as  Vukaste advanced, blade held high. 

“Right  now,  we’re  inside  his  barrier,  so  he’s  not  using  it  to defend  himself.”  Raphael  swiftly  cast  Lesser  Heal  on  himself.  His vision steadied as the spell took effect. 

“So that means we simply need to hit him until he does so.” 

Sylvia grinned and hefted her sword. “That’s easy enough.” 

Raphael found himself grinning at the elf’s optimism. 

“You know many spells, Sylvia, so why don’t you hang back and see what you can do with them, while I fight him up close?” he suggested. 

“Sounds  good  to  me.”  The  elf  punched  him  lightly  in  the shoulder. “I can’t believe I was kicking you around just a few weeks ago. Look how far you’ve come, and so quickly too.” 

“I  don’t  know  about  you,  but  I  have  a  good  captain  who’s teaching me what I need to know,” Raphael said. 

“Damn right you do.” Sylvia mirrored Raphael’s grin. “Let’s go beat an ogre up, shall we?” 

“All done with your farewells?” Vukaste rumbled. 

Raphael didn’t bother replying. He poured every drop of  Ryu-To-Ki  he could muster into the Braziers, burning them at their hottest. 

Their  flames  suffused  his  soul.  A  fresh  suit  of  draconic  armor manifested  over  his  body,  its  golden  radiance  pushing  back  the suffocating subterranean darkness. 

At the same time, inspired by Vukaste’s use of Martial Magic together  with   Ryu-To-Ki,  Raphael  cast  Higher  Fortify  and  Higher Haste  on  himself.  The  world  suddenly  became  very  quiet  and  still. 

He  felt  the  strain  of  Higher  Haste  immediately.  It  was  a  gnawing sensation  at  the  base  of  his  limbs,  and  a  cold,  empty  feeling  just under his heart that got worse with every flicker of passing time. 

Sudden  warmth  filled  him,  then,  driving  the  side-effects  of Higher Haste back. Raphael looked at Sylvia. The elf had placed her hand on his shoulder. Gold-green light pulsed between her fingertips. 

She’d cast Invigorate on him to offset the strain Higher Haste placed on  his  body.  Sylvia  shot  him  a  sly  wink,  her  movements  somehow not slowed in his accelerated perception. 

 She’s  under  the  effects  of  a  Haste  spell  too,  Raphael realized.  But I didn’t see her cast it. Maybe she did it earlier. 

Vukaste was almost upon them. His movements didn’t seem any  slower,  either,  but  Raphael  doubted  the  ogre  would  be  as blindingly fast as he’d been above-ground. 

Raphael  charged,  determined  to  bring  the  fight  to  Vukaste. 

The ogre’s smile widened with delight. 

“A frontal attack, bold and decisive!” Vukaste roared, cleaving his  sword  down  as  Raphael  entered  its  range.  “I  applaud  you, Raphael!” 

Raphael thrust his glaive out low behind him, angling its butt for the surface of the disc. At the same time, he bowled an Explosive Orb  down  its  length.  The  detonation  of  the  spell  and  the  impact  of the  steel-cored  shaft  against  black  stone  blasted  Raphael  forward, hurling him under and past the arc of Vukaste’s descending blade. 

Letting go of his glaive, Raphael threw himself into a tackle at Vukaste’s left leg. He slammed his shoulder against the ogre’s lower

thigh, just above the spiked knee pad, and tugged at Vukaste’s calf with both hands. 

The  ogre  growled  as  Raphael  straightened  his  leg,  yanking the  knee  out  from  its  slightly  bent  poise  and  ruining  his  combat stance. But Vukaste didn’t go down, even with his wounded legs. He reached  for  the  back  of  Raphael’s  neck  with  his  free  hand,  but Raphael  ducked  beneath  the  ogre’s  gauntleted  fingers  and  wove past his grasp, letting go of Vukaste’s left leg in the process. 

Pivoting  his  shoulder  off  Vukaste’s  back,  Raphael  slammed his heel into the back of the ogre’s right knee, putting the full force of Higher  Fortify  and  the  strength  of  the  Draconic  Braziers  into  the blow. Vukaste’s wounded limb buckled, and the mighty ogre crashed down onto his right knee, with his left leg still extended before him. 

Raphael  considered  punching  Vukaste  in  the  back  of  the head,  but  he  abandoned  the  idea  swiftly.  He  didn’t  want  to  pit  his knuckles against Vukaste’s horns. He had a better strategy. Raphael hauled himself up Vukaste’s back and onto his shoulders. He seized Vukaste’s  horns  and  pulled  his  head  back,  exposing  the  ogre’s throat. 

Before Vukaste could react, Raphael snaked the back of his left  knee  across  the  ogre’s  neck  and  pressed  his  right  shin  against the back of Vukaste’s skull, his draconic armor hissing and sparking as they came in contact with the ogre’s razor-sharp horns. Raphael locked  his  legs  in,  aiming  to  choke  the  blood  from  Vukaste’s  brain. 

The  ogre  growled,  dropped  his  sword,  and  reached  to  his  throat, seeking to tear Raphael away. 

Sylvia  struck  then,  gesturing  and  chanting  the  arcane syllables  of  a  spell  Raphael  didn’t  recognize.  Shadowy  tendrils snaked  from  the  darkness,  wound  themselves  around  both  of Vukaste’s  wrists,  and  pulled  them  downward  and  away  from Raphael. 

The elf continued her chant, each syllable falling from her lips thickening  the  shadowy  coils  around  the  ogre’s  wrists.  Raphael squeezed  harder  with  his  legs,  all  the  while  pulling  backward  on

Vukaste’s  horns,  looking  for  the  momentary  lessening  of  tension  in the ogre’s powerful neck. If he found it, he would twist the horns in his  hands  to  one  side,  while  he  pivoted  his  hips  to  the  other, snapping Vukaste’s spine just under the base of his skull. 

But  that  moment  of  weakness  never  arrived.  Gasping, Vukaste  raised  his  hands  slowly,  his  strength  surpassing  that  of Sylvia’s  shadowy  tendrils,  even  as  the  elf  continued  her  chant, pouring  more  and  more  magical  energy  into  her  spell.  His  fingers would  reach  Raphael  in  moments,  and  then  he  would  have  no problem tearing Raphael free from the chokehold around his neck. 

Willowflight  rose  into  the  air  and  leveled  its  tip  at  Vukaste’s chest. The ogre grunted in alarm, his words stolen by the pressure around his neck. 

“That’s  a  fancy  little  toy  you  got  there,  horn-boy.”  Sylvia sneered. “Let me cut it out so we can all get a better look at it.” 

Willowflight  streaked  forward,  slicing  toward  Vukaste’s exposed,  stolen  heart.  The  force  bubble  enshrouding  the  disc blinked out of existence. The blue light pulsing from Vukaste’s chest intensified. 

Raphael released his chokehold and hurled himself away. An instant  later,  Sylvia’s  sword  struck  the  ogre,  but  it  bounced  away, failing to penetrate the barrier of blue light in which Vukaste’s body was now encased. 

The  ogre  coughed  and  clutched  at  his  neck,  shaking  his head. He looked up as Raphael withdrew to Sylvia’s side. 

“A marvelous attempt,” Vukaste gasped. “But a similar tactic won’t work next time.” 

Raphael  didn’t  doubt  the  ogre’s  words.  Vukaste  was  far stronger  and  faster  than  he  was.  Raphael  had  managed  to  hold Vukaste as long as he did only because the ogre hadn’t expected an attempt  to  grapple  him.  The  next  time  Raphael  tried  that,  the  ogre would be more than ready for him. 

Still, they’d achieved their purpose. The force bubble around the  disc  was  gone.  Raphael  swept  his  gaze  around,  looking  for

somewhere he, Sylvia, and Rayne could flee to amidst the smooth, descending slope of the earthen tunnel. 

Then  the  disc  came  to  a  halt,  right  in  the  middle  of  a  vast chamber of gray stone lined with pillars of brass and marble. Curious lamps of twisted metal hung from the top of the pillars, shedding their plain white radiance over the surface of the disc. 

Raphael  looked  up  and  saw  that  they’d  come  in  through  a hole cut into a ceiling of planed stone, and they were now within a building, buried deep underground. 

 Could this be the Defiant Citadel?  he wondered. 

Angry  voices  rose  from  the  far  end  of  the  chamber  to Raphael’s  left,  and  two  silhouettes  of  ogrish  proportions  staggered into  view.  He  recognized  them  immediately:  Arunas  and  Subtha, both of them swathed in bloodied bandages, with the former missing an arm from the shoulder down. 

“Master!  You’ve  brought  vermin  back  with  you!”  Subtha hissed  in  the  tongue  of  the  ogres,  fumbling  the  sword  belted  to  his waist into his grasp. “Allow me to crush them on your behalf.” 

“It’s  them.”  Arunas  growled.  “The  ones  that  thwarted  our attempt to bypass Uwajima and attack the rest of Yamato.” 

 We caught them entirely by coincidence,  Raphael thought.   If we  hadn’t  been  there,  Arunas  and  Subtha  would  have  destroyed  a city  or  two  behind  Janan’s  defensive  position.  That  would  have caused  all  kinds  of  chaos  and  forced  the  Hell  Drakes  into  many difficult choices. 

“Peace,  my  apprentices,  and  speak  now  in  the  Common Tongue,”  Vukaste  commanded.  “We  have  guests  among  us,  and  I will brook no discourtesy among you.” 

“Yes,  Master,”  Arunas  and  Subtha  said  in  the  Common Tongue, bowing their heads. 

Raphael  looked  past  Arunas  and  Subtha  then,  his  vision drawn to a gleaming object upon a stone plinth. 

It  was  a  scale,  sapphire  blue  in  hue  and  slightly  larger  than his open palm. A dragon’s scale. 

Vukaste noticed his regard and smiled. 

“Ah,  it’s  just  as  well  that  you  are  here,  Raphael,  that  you might behold my greatest desecration to date before your death,” he said, raising his hand and pointing at the scale. “That was the scale over Shiomi’s heart. Before she fell to madness, she peeled it from her  flesh  and  presented  it  to  the  wardens  of  the  Defiant  Citadel, hoping  to  inspire  their  resistance  against  the  advances  of  my people.” 

“No,  Master!  Why  are  you  telling  the  vermin  that?”  Arunas asked. 

“Raphael  here  has  a  curious  affinity  for  the  nemesis  of  our people,  young  Arunas,”  Vukaste  explained.  “He  wields  some measure  of  the  same  power  I  do.  It  is  only  fitting  I  illuminate  him about all matters draconic.” 

“But…” Subtha began, only to swallow his words as Vukaste raised his hand in a gesture demanding silence from the lesser ogre. 

“Have  the  two  of  you  completed  your  work?”  the  ogre  lord demanded. 

“Yes,  Master,”  Arunas  replied.  “We  have  stripped  all  the warding  spells  around  Shiomi’s  scale.  All  that  remains  is  for  you  to place it over your heart.” 

“Excellent.”  Vukaste  nodded.  “You  have  done  well,  my apprentices.  Withdraw  now  to  the  Wind  Bastion  and  seek  the attentions of our healers there. Also, have General Githara muster a force  ten  times  as  large  as  the  one  we  had  here.  Our  slaves  have been crushed by the Hell Drakes, but we will return and make them rue their audacity.” 

“What about the vermin, Master?” Subtha asked. “Should I kill them for you?” 

“You  are  in  no  state  to  fight,  young  Subtha,  though  I appreciate  your  enthusiasm.”  Vukaste  chuckled  fondly.  “No.  I  will

handle  our  guests.  Now  begone,  the  both  of  you.  I  will  rejoin  you shortly at the Wind Bastion.” 

“We  obey,  Master.”  Arunas  and  Subtha  bowed  once  more. 

Blue light suffused their frames, and then they were gone. 

Raphael  didn’t  wait  for  Vukaste  to  start  speaking  again.  He scooped Sylvia up in his arms, drawing a surprised yelp from the elf, and  dashed  to  Shiomi’s  scale,  coming  to  a  halt  right  in  front  of  the plinth. 

Vukaste matched him stride for stride. He stood across from Raphael, with Shiomi’s scale between them. 

“Another cunning stratagem, Raphael?” the ogre asked. “But what  can  you  hope  to  achieve,  I  wonder?  This  chamber  is  entirely sealed, leaving the rest of the Defiant Citadel inaccessible. You only need reach out to have the final unsullied piece of Shiomi’s carcass within your grasp, but you have nowhere to go that my blade cannot reach. In the end, I will lay claim to her heart in its entirety.” 

“I won’t let you do this!” Raphael said, gritting his teeth. 

“There  is  nothing  you  can  prevent  me  from  doing,”  Vukaste declared. “Bear witness as I unfold this final desecration on Shiomi, and then I shall deliver you to oblivion.” 

Sylvia snatched the scale from the plinth, tugged open a rent in her skintight undersuit, and shoved the item into her clothing. 

“Come get it, horn-boy,” she said and stuck her tongue out at Vukaste. 

The ogre’s brow twitched, as did the sword in his hand. 

Raphael spun on his heel and fled, sprinting for an archway filled  with  debris.  Armored  feet  pounded  on  the  bare  stone  behind him  as  Vukaste  pursued.  Raphael  didn’t  dare  glance  over  his shoulder,  but  he  knew  the  ogre  had  to  be  pulling  his  blade  back  in readiness to cut them both down from behind. 

 Faster! I’ve got to go faster!  Raphael sped through the arcane syllables of Highest Haste and performed the gestures as best as he could with Sylvia in his arms. The elf gasped, obviously recognizing

the spell and how dangerous it was. Just as she opened her mouth to object, Raphael completed Highest Haste. 

The  world  suddenly  became  a  very  quiet  and  brittle  place. 

Raphael looked over his shoulder. Vukaste had already lashed out, the path of his blade bringing imminent doom to Raphael and Sylvia. 

Gritting  his  teeth,  Raphael  took  one  step,  then  another, pulling  out  of  the  arc  of  the  ogre’s  sword.  Another  few  more  steps followed,  bringing  him  away  from  Vukaste.  A  horrific  chill  began  to seep into Raphael’s limbs, and darkness crowded in on the edges of his vision. 

Yet  he  took  several  more  steps,  bringing  him  within  ten strides of his destination. He didn’t know what lay beyond the debris, but  he  knew  he  had  to  get  away  from  here  and  deny  Vukaste Shiomi’s heart scale. 

He  dismissed  Highest  Haste.  Agony  shrieked  through  every fiber of his being. 

“Rayne!” Raphael reached out through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“By  your  will,  Magus!”  the  faerie  dragon  replied,  its  voice laden with fear, and pulled all three of them into incorporeality. 

Vukaste  roared  as  Raphael  dived  through  the  debris  and continued pushing through piled, broken stone. He didn’t dare stop, knowing  that  at  any  moment  the  ogre  could  blast  his  way  through with a beam of force. 

His heart pounded in his chest. His vision went dark, but still he ran, until he heard Sylvia whisper in his ear. 

“We’re clear and far away, Raphael. We’re safe. You can stop now,” the elf said. 

Raphael  stumbled  to  a  halt,  feeling  his  body  sink  back  into corporeality  as  Rayne  withdrew  its  power.  Sylvia  hopped  out  of  his arms and caught him by the shoulders, but he couldn’t see her. 

He couldn’t see anything. 

Sylvia’s  voice  echoed  in  his  ears,  but  he  couldn’t  hear  what she  was  saying.  Her  fingertips  brushed  his  face,  bringing  warmth that he never knew he’d missed, because suddenly everything inside him felt so cold. 

Raphael sank to his knees. He closed his sightless eyes. 

And he fell into darkness. 



Chapter 37







Raphael found himself aloft in a sea of white light, the agony that had wracked his limbs a swiftly dimming memory. A blue-green globe hovered before him, and beyond that were the lined, worried features of a frail old man. 

 Wu Xin?  Raphael realized. This was the same old man from a dream he’d had. He’d called himself Wu Xin. 

“You’re  hurt,”  the  old  man  said.  He  ran  his  rheumy  eyes  up and  down  Raphael’s  floating  form,  then  sighed,  his  shoulders slumping. “But not too badly, it seems. You’ll be fine, especially with Shadowsoul taking care of you out there.” 

“Shadowsoul?” Raphael blinked. “Sylvia? You know her?” 

“Yes, I do. Such an amusing child.” Wu Xin smiled fondly and made  a  sweeping  gesture  at  Raphael.  “And  just  look  at  you  now! 

Scarce  days  have  passed  since  we  last  talked,  and  you’ve  already attained so much more power!” 

Raphael  nodded  slowly,  letting  the  implications  of  Wu  Xin’s words  sink  in.  The  old  man  could  somehow  sense  Raphael’s progress, either in his magical knowledge or his draconic cultivation. 

“I’ve  been  very  busy,  and  my  hard  work  has  paid  off,”  he replied. “And you look good, yourself. Some of your hair has grown back,  there  are  fewer  lines  on  your  face,  and  you  seem  to  be  in much better spirits than before.” 

Wu  Xin  touched  his  lined  cheek.  His  smile  faltered  but remained, changing from wistful to guarded and reserved. 

“That’s  right.  I  do  feel  better,”  he  said.  “I  was  asleep,  you know? For far too long. But you woke me up, Raphael. I can’t thank you enough for that.” 

“I did? If so, I’m happy to have helped,” Raphael replied. “But why were you sleeping for so long?” 

“I…  I  was…”  Wu  Xin’s  lips  trembled.  He  looked  down,  his eyes  suddenly  filled  with  fear  and  confusion.  “I  was  so  tired.  But before that, I was so sad, and being sad made me tired. That’s why I went to sleep.” 

“Why were you so sad, Wu Xin?” Raphael asked. 

The  old  man  looked  up,  meeting  Raphael’s  gaze.  His  fists clenched by his side. 

“Maybe I wasn’t sad. No.” Wu Xin sighed. “I was feeling guilty. 

For  all  the  horrible  things  I  did.  And  I  just  wanted  to  stop  thinking about them.” 

“And that’s really why you went to sleep,” Raphael reasoned. 

Wu  Xin  had  previously  hinted  at  having  committed  wrongdoings  of some  kind.  Raphael  didn’t  know  what  they  were,  but  the  old  man’s remorse was undoubtedly sincere. 

“I was running away from them, Raphael,” Wu Xin said. “But I think maybe it’s time I stopped doing that and started getting ready to pay for what I did, instead.” 

“The  best  way  to  stop  feeling  guilty  is  to  make  up  for  your wrongdoings.”  Raphael  reached  across  the  blue-green  globe  and patted Wu Xin’s shoulder gently. 

“I agree.” Wu Xin put his hand over Raphael’s. “I’m going to start now, with you.” 

“With  me?  What  do  you  mean  by—?”  Raphael  found  he couldn’t  withdraw  his  hand  from  Wu  Xin’s  grasp.  “What  are  you doing?” 

Black  sparks  danced  across  the  old  man’s  eyes.  His  smile widened. 

“Hmm.  Ryu-To-Ki, eh? So that’s what Yao Yu was up to. That brilliant,  brilliant  girl!”  Wu  Xin  muttered,  ignoring  Raphael’s  fruitless attempts to pull away. “And this, at the core of your soul… truly have my deeds come back to haunt me.” 

The old man began laughing softly and shaking his head. 

“What  are  you  talking  about?”  Raphael  demanded.  “Let  me go!” 

“I’m  not  going  to  hurt  you,  Raphael,”  Wu  Xin  said.  “Calm down. Then focus, and look deep inside yourself.” 

Raphael had no choice but to obey. He turned the light of the Dragon Meridian upon his soul. His  Ryu-To-Ki  reserves were utterly depleted, every Brazier reduced to little more than glowing embers, but he knew they would reignite once more and return to their former glory. 

“You were right,” Raphael said. “I will recover. I just need a bit of rest.” 

“Correct, but that’s not what I’m talking about,” Wu Xin said. 

“Look more closely.” 

Raphael  returned  his  regard  to  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian  and  focused  on  the  Fifth  Brazier,  the  one  most  recently ignited.  It  glowed  weakly,  like  all  the  others,  but  a  golden  trail  of spent   Ryu-To-Ki  led  from  it,  all  the  way  to  Sixth,  which  held  the power of the Heavenward Dance within its depths. 

“The  Sixth  Brazier  is  almost  within  my  grasp,”  Raphael whispered. “I just need a little bit more cultivation and…” 

“No,  no,  no.”  Wu  Xin  shook  his  head.  “You’ve  done  quite enough  cultivation  for  now.  It’s  already  within  your  grasp.  You  just have to take it for yourself.” 

“How do I do that?” Raphael asked. 

“Through  actualization,”  the  old  man  replied.  “Just  like  my children, yours seems to take the form of battle. Focus your mind the next time you make war, and you will attain new heights.” 

“I  see.  I’ll  ignite  the  Sixth  Brazier  the  next  time  I  fight Vukaste.” Raphael nodded. “That should even the odds a bit.” 

“Look a bit more closely, Raphael,” Wu Xin said. 

Raphael  obeyed  again,  casting  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian  on  the  cold  and  empty  Sixth  Brazier.  To  his  surprise,  he

found  another  trail  of   Ryu-To-Ki   leading  from  it,  all  the  way  to  the Seventh. 

 Is  the  Seventh  Brazier  open  to  me  already?   Raphael clenched his fists. With the strength of the Seventh Brazier, he would fare much better against Vukaste. 

“How  did  these  two  Braziers  suddenly  come  within  my reach?” he asked. 

“You  already  know  that  cultivation  increases  your   Ryu-To-Ki over time,” Wu Xin explained. “However, acquiring enough  Ryu-To-Ki is  a  necessary,  but  not  sufficient  condition  for  you  to  ignite  your Draconic Braziers in succession. Do you know what that means?” 

“Yes, I think I understand now,” Raphael replied. “I need to be able to hold increasing amounts of  Ryu-To-Ki  to ignite each Brazier, and it seems to me that I have already cultivated enough to go up to the  Seventh.  But   Ryu-To-Ki  isn’t  the  only  thing  I  need  to  ignite  the Braziers. I also need to fight and learn.” 

“Excellent,”  Wu  Xin  said,  releasing  his  grip  on  Raphael’s hand. “Now, you’d better get going, Raphael. You’ve got lots to do.” 

“Alright.” Raphael nodded. “Thanks, Wu Xin.” 

“No, thank  you.” The old man chuckled. “I hope you make it back  here,  stronger  than  ever.  If  you  do,  I  probably  won’t  look  the same the next time we meet.” 

“Who are you, Wu Xin? You said something about me being like your children just now. I’ve been told several times how similar I am  to  the  Chimeric  Grand  Principalities.  Were  you  talking  about them?”  Raphael  asked,  meeting  his  gaze,  but  the  old  man  merely threw his head back and laughed. 

Gone was his wheezing, querulous voice. Wu Xin’s mirth was strong and deep, belonging more to a being untouched by time than one undergoing the twilight of his existence. 

“If you were talking about them, then wouldn’t that make you

—” Raphael never got the chance to finish his sentence. The blue-green globe before him filled his vision once again. 

He  blinked,  then  found  himself  falling  through  the  heavens. 

Uwajima rushed up to meet him, then Hanko City. Raphael flew into the  ground  and  slipped  through  the  darkness  of  packed  rock  and carved stone. 

And then there was his own body, laid out before a kneeling Sylvia. Raphael fell within himself. 

He opened his eyes. 
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“Ah,  there  you  are,”  Sylvia  said,  her  face  hovering  over Raphael’s. “Feeling a bit better now?” 

Raphael shifted on his back and flexed his fingers and toes. 

His limbs still felt heavy, and the dark rings around his vision hadn’t fully receded yet. Still, he was conscious, and if he had to, he could stand up and move. 

“Yes.” He nodded, feeling the back of his head shift against a firm  yet  strangely  warm  surface.  With  a  start,  Raphael  realized  his head had been resting on the elf’s laps. He began to sit up, only for her to put a hand on his chest and push him down again. 

“Relax.  Your  heart  actually  stopped  just  now,  out  of  sheer exhaustion.  It  took  nearly  eight  casts  of  Invigorate  to  get  it  started once  more,  and  I  still  needed  another  six  before  you  opened  your eyes.” Sylvia chuckled. “Good old Invigorate. Quite possibly the best spell for trysts, you know. Lets you go all night. And all morning too.” 

“Thanks, Sylvia,” Raphael said, trying in vain to sit up again. 

“But I should be able to cast it on myself now.” 

“Oh  hush.”  She  pushed  him  down  once  more,  this  time placing her fingers on his forehead. “Are you seriously saying you’ll service yourself when there’s a lovely elf maiden offering to do it for you?” 

“Sylvia…” Raphael rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Now’s not the time.” 

“Actually, it is,” the elf said. “Think carefully. Your injuries are minor. You’ve only just depleted your vitality, which can be restored by magic. The same isn’t true for me, but I’ve got a full complement of Spell Dust. So sit back, and let me work.” 

It  did  make  sense.  Raphael  still  had  plenty  of  mana  left  in reserve, but he didn’t know what the next confrontation with Vukaste would  be  like.  In  contrast,  as  long  as  Sylvia  had  Spell  Dust,  she could cast any number of spells. 

“I get it. It’d be better if you kept your distance and supported me  with  magic  when  we  fight  Vukaste  again,  just  like  we  did  just now,” he said. “I’m guessing that I wasn’t out very long?” 

“About  an  hour  or  so.”  Sylvia  shrugged.  “It’s  a  bit  difficult  to tell so far underground. Who would have thought to infuse the walls with lumen-stone though? The Defiant Citadel’s builders really were something else.” 

“Lumen-stone?”  Raphael  blinked,  only  just  recalling  where they were: deep within the bowels of the Defiant Citadel, which was itself  buried  far  beneath  the  surface  of  the  ground.  He  and  Sylvia should have been wreathed in darkness, utterly blind unless the elf had  some  kind  of  spell  that  allowed  them  to  see  in  the  complete absence of light. 

But  it  wasn’t  dark.  A  soft  white  glow  suffused  everything, casting  the  bruises  on  Sylvia’s  face  in  stark  contrast  to  the otherworldly  beauty  of  her  features.  Raphael  swept  his  gaze  back and  forth,  trying  to  take  in  their  surroundings.  They  were  in  the middle of a wide hallway, its length lined by walls of planed stone. 

“The light. It’s… coming from the walls?” Raphael asked. 

“Like  I  said,  lumen-stone,”  Sylvia  said.  “Dwarf  work,  given how fine and solid it is. You won’t find craftsmanship like that even among my kind, much less in human cities.” 

Rayne  wriggled  out  of  Raphael’s  pocket  and  crawled  up  his chest.  The  faerie  dragon  looked  into  Raphael’s  face.  Its  eyes  were full of relief. 

“I’m so glad you weren’t hurt, Magus,” Rayne said, casting a sidelong glance at Sylvia. “Luckily Sylvia was here to help you.” 

“Yes, Rayne.” Raphael patted the faerie dragon on the head with a trembling hand. “We’re all very lucky to have Sylvia.” 

“Have me?” The elf sniggered and brought her face closer to his.  “If  you  want  to   have  me,  you’ll  really  need  Invigorate,  then, because  I  can  go  all  night,  then  the  morning,  and  until  the  next morning, too.” 

Raphael  fought  down  the  urge  to  roll  his  eyes  again.  He thought  back  to  how  Sylvia  had  been  boasting  of  her  many  trysts during  the  trip  to  Vitoria,  only  to  have  Fenix  reveal  that  she’d  been snoring in her cot most of the time. Sylvia went out of her way to be provocative, but Raphael was starting to believe that the elf actually didn’t  know  that  much  about  the  topic  she  wouldn’t  stop  making innuendos about. 

“Good thing we both know that spell,” he replied, meeting her gaze squarely. “So we can cast it on each other if we have to.” 

To  his  utter  lack  of  surprise,  Sylvia  coughed  into  her  fist, broke  eye  contact,  and  lifted  her  head,  but  not  quickly  enough  to hide  the  faint  tinges  of  color  blooming  in  her  pale  cheeks  from Raphael’s  notice.  He  suppressed  a  chuckle  as  she  cast  Invigorate on him once more, this time restoring enough of his strength for him to drive away the darkness on the fringes of his vision. 

“Raph!  Raph!”  Koshi’s  voice  rang  through  the  light  of  the Dragon  Meridian.  “Rayne  just  told  me  you’ve  awakened.  Are  you alright? What happened? Where are you now?” 

“Koshi?” Raphael replied. “I’m fine. Sylvia and I managed to steal something important from Vukaste and run away. I’m not sure exactly  where  we  are,  but  I  think  we’re  inside  the  actual  Defiant Citadel, not the one tourists visit in Hanko City.” 

“I… I see. The battle aboveground is over. Janan and the Hell Drakes  are  now  regrouping  outside  the  city,  near  where  we  first began  the  attack,”  Koshi  said.  “Janan  wants  to  leave  within  a  few hours but do you remember those warriors with the black armbands? 

The ones that call themselves the Death Brigade? They want to stay behind  to  make  a  final  stand  against  the  ogres’  counterattack, thinking to buy some time with their lives and extract what measure

of vengeance they can with their blood. I tried to urge some of them to leave, but they refused to listen to me.” 

“No!”  Raphael  was  horrified.  “We  can’t  let  them  waste  their lives so senselessly.” 

“Janan says that the presence of some resistance will induce the ogres to mass a greater force, and in doing so, expend time and resources that they otherwise wouldn’t,” Eliza’s voice chimed in over the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  “That  would  allow  the  rest  of  the Hell Drakes to withdraw and then abandon Uwajima more efficiently. 

Of  course,  what  Janan  didn’t  think  about,  or  doesn’t  care  about,  is the fact that the massed ogre force will then sweep into the rest of the Yamato Republic.” 

“Eliza…” Raphael began. 

“I’m  so  happy  you’re  alright,  Raphael,”  she  continued.  “And about  what  you  said  just  now,  I’m  not  angry  at  all.  You  just  didn’t want me to get hurt. And you were right. Vukaste was so strong and fast that he’d have cut me down in the blink of an eye. Just look at how quickly he dismantled Cyrano. I had no place in that fight. Also, Cyrano’s fine. He won’t be able to fight for a few days, though. He’s quite badly hurt.” 

“Thanks, Eliza,” Raphael said. “Is Janan going to try to find us at all?” 

“No.”  Eliza’s  mental  voice  was  tinged  with  anger.  “In  fact, she’s practically gleeful at the idea that you and the ogre might have perished when Hanko’s city hall collapsed. I’ve never wanted to slap someone so much.” 

“How’s everyone else?” Raphael asked. 

“Fenix, Ginerva, and Gabby are exhausted but unhurt. Koshi took  a  very  serious  wound,  so  he  needs  lots  of  rest  now,”  Eliza reported. 

“I’m  fine,  Eliza,”  Koshi  said.  “I  just  need  to  catch  my  breath and then I’ll…” 

“Koshi, please get some rest.” Raphael looked up at the solid stone  ceiling  and  the  sturdy,  seemingly  impregnable  walls.  “Sylvia and I are very deep underground, so there’s nothing you can do until I  make  my  way  back  up  to  the  surface  again.  When  that  happens, I’m going to need your help.” 

“Alright,  Raph,”  Koshi  replied.  “I’ll  keep  trying  to  talk  to  the Hell Drakes who want to stay behind.” 

“That sounds like a good idea,” Raphael said. “I’d better start trying to find a way out now, so I’ll talk to you and Eliza later.” 

“Be careful, Raphael,” Eliza said. 

“I will.” Raphael felt Eliza’s and Koshi’s presences within the light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  dim  as  they  directed  their  attentions elsewhere. He turned to Sylvia, ready to relay the conversation he’d had, only to find the elf smiling enigmatically. 

“Janan’s being horrible as usual,” she said. “Everyone else is fine for now, and we’ve got to find a way out and beat up horn-boy, not necessarily in that order.” 

“Wait. How did you know that?” Raphael asked, recalling how Sylvia  had  seemed  to  know  every  word  he’d  said  and  where  he’d been in the Guild House. “You cast an eavesdropping spell on me, didn’t you? And it also lets you hear my  thoughts!” 

“Why  would  you  say  something  like  that?  I  would  never  do anything like that.” Sylvia’s reply was utterly unconvincing. 

“Sylvia…” Raphael began, frowning. 

The elf sat him up, pushing him by the shoulders. Then she got to her feet and began skipping down the corridor, her movements pained and forced. 

“Well,  we  don’t  have  all  day!  We  have  to  get  out  and  beat horn-boy  up.  And  then  we  also  need  to  catch  Janan  before  she leaves  and  apply  our  boots  to  her  buttocks.  So  let’s  go!”  Sylvia declared. 

“Sylvia!  You  can’t  use  magic  to  listen  to  other  people’s thoughts  like  that!  It’s  not  right!”  Raphael  stood,  wincing  at  the

lingering  heaviness  in  his  limbs.  Still,  he’d  replenished  over  half  of his   Ryu-To-Ki   reserves,  thanks  to  the  elf’s  repeated  casts  of Invigorate.  He  stalked  after  Sylvia,  intent  on  making  her  undo  her eavesdropping spell. 

Raphael  was  several  strides  from  her  when  she  turned  a corner.  He  followed,  muttering  irritably  under  his  breath,  only  to collide into her back, the elf having halted abruptly in her tracks. 

“What are you—” he began as he sidestepped Sylvia, before noticing  the  ghostly  apparition  of  shimmering  blue  light  standing  in their way. It took the form of a young girl clad in a flowing robe. She had large, round eyes, a button nose, and short curly hair that ended just below her pointy ears. 

Unable  to  help  himself,  Raphael  glanced  at  Sylvia’s  ears. 

They  weren’t  the  same  as  the  apparition’s.  Sylvia’s  ears  jutted outward from the sides of her head. The ears of the ghostly girl were swept back along the sides of her skull. 

 Like a dragon’s,  Raphael realized. 

The  girl  pointed  at  Sylvia.  The  elf  blinked  and  looked  down. 

Raphael followed her gaze to the bulge in the abdominal area of her torn undersuit. 

Sylvia reached into her clothing and produced Shiomi’s heart-scale. She crouched down before the ghost and proffered the blue, triangular relic. 

“Hi there,” she said. “Is this yours?” 

The ghost nodded numbly. It tried to touch the scale, but its incorporeal  fingers  passed  uselessly  through  it.  A  silent  sob  rolled from its lips. 

“Don’t worry,” Sylvia reassured the ghost. “We’ll put this back where it belongs when it’s safe.” 

The girl of blue light didn’t respond. It clutched its upper arms and  sobbed  bitterly.  Sylvia  sighed  and  looked  over  her  shoulder  at Raphael. 

“We can’t do anything for her right now,” the elf said. “She’s obviously  tied  to  this  heart-scale,  so  we  can  only  help  her  by thrashing horn-boy and putting her scale back where it used to be in the Defiant Citadel.” 

“That’s  Shiomi,  right?”  Raphael  nodded  at  the  ghost.  “We’re looking at her spirit?” 

“None other.” Sylvia stood up and turned the scale over in her hands.  “But  if  I’m  not  mistaken,  this  is  just  a  spiritual  fragment,  a sentimental echo of Shiomi’s actual soul, which lies elsewhere.” 

“I  think  Shiomi’s  soul  has  been  broken  up  into  pieces.  I sensed  parts  of  it  leaving  to  join  other  bigger  portions  when  we destroyed  Arunas’s  staff  and  Subtha’s  shield,”  Raphael  said, suddenly arriving at a grim realization. “Vukaste carries her heart in his chest, so this means that part of her soul is here too.” 

“A major part, in fact.” The elf shook her head. “This is dark magic of the foulest kind, fragmenting a soul and binding each piece to  a  part  of  its  former  vessel.  Shiomi  must  have  suffered  so  much pain beyond the grave.” 

Raphael knelt down before the ghostly girl. It ignored him, still intent on its grief. He looked within himself and cast the light of the Dragon Meridian on her shimmering form. 

The ghost’s reaction was instantaneous. It looked up and met Raphael’s gaze, its eyes widening in surprise. 

“…Kin?” it asked tremulously. “Kin?” 

Raphael glanced at Sylvia. Surprise was written all over the elf’s features, but she nodded eagerly. 

“It’s  speaking  to  you,”  she  said.  “Of  course.  I  should  have thought  of  it  earlier.  You  can  cast  Deliverance,  which  means  you have a strong affinity for spiritual entities.” 

“Yes, I am kin. My name is Raphael,” Raphael said, offering his hand to the ghost. “Are you Shiomi?” 

“Yes,” the ghost replied, reaching out and placing its hand in his. To Raphael’s surprise, its translucent fingers didn’t pass through

his. Shiomi, or this remnant of the great dragon,  touched  him. 

“Hello, Shiomi,” Raphael said. “I’m very happy to meet you.” 

“I…” Shiomi blinked, as if unsure of what to say. “I’m happy to meet  you  too,  but  I’m  also  unhappy.  Please  help  me,  kinsman Raphael.” 

“Poor  Shiomi.  She  is  so  sad,”  Rayne  said,  popping  its  head out of Raphael’s pocket. “We must help her, Magus.” 

Shiomi glanced at Rayne, then back to Raphael, meeting his gaze. 

“There’s a little one. It called you Magus,” she said. “Are you our Magus, kinsman Raphael?” 

“Yes. Yes, I am,” he replied. 

A  bright  smile  spread  across  Shiomi’s  ethereal  face.  “Then you can help me. You are our Magus,” she declared. “You can save all of us. Every kinsman and kinswoman.” 

“I… I will do my best.” Raphael pointed to the scale in Sylvia’s hands.  “Let’s  start  by  putting  that  back  first.  Would  that  make  you happy, Shiomi?” 

“Yes,” the ghost replied. “Then I can go back to sleep again. 

I’m sad when I’m awake. And I’m scared, too.” 

“Scared? Why would you be scared?” Raphael asked. 

Shiomi  didn’t  answer.  Instead,  she  raised  her  hand  and pointed  past  Raphael’s  shoulder,  back  down  the  hallway  he  and Sylvia had come. 

Sylvia  hissed  and  spun  on  her  heel.  Magical  energy  swirled above  her  palms,  forming  a  violet  spiral  from  which  Willowflight emerged.  The  blade  fell  into  place  beside  her,  summoned  from where it had been left after the elf’s failed attempt to stab Vukaste in the heart. 

 Something  stalked  from  the  illuminated  length  of  the  lumen-stone hallways. Its silhouette was wispy and ephemeral, but Raphael could make out sleek, predatory legs terminating in claws of reddish-black smoke, a powerful torso similar in shape to Koshi’s but small

enough  to  fit  within  the  confines  of  the  Defiant  Citadel,  and  a skeletal,  fang-filled  snout,  the  outline  of  which  couldn’t  be  anything but draconic. 

“A  pain-wraith!”  the  elf  said.  “It  has  horn-boy’s  magical signature all over it.” 





Chapter 39







“I didn’t know Vukaste was so adept at Necromancy!” Sylvia said as she stared at the pain-wraith. 

Raphael  cast  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  on  the  pain-wraith as it approached, its skeletal snout hanging low and its claws hauling  its  sinuous  torso  forward,  leaving  wisping  trails  of  crimson-grey smoke over the lumen-stone floor in its wake. His heart sank as he  confirmed  his  worst  suspicions.  The  monster  wasn’t  merely  one of Vukaste’s necromantic conjurations. It had been birthed from the fragment of Shiomi’s soul trapped within her heart, which now beat within the ogre’s chest. 

“That’s  another  part  of  Shiomi’s  soul,  Sylvia.  He…  He  hurt her. He hurt her so badly she became… this.” Raphael clenched his fists, his fury burning white-hot in his soul. 

“That’s  how  pain-wraiths  are  created.”  Sylvia  wrinkled  her nose in disgust. “A deceased’s spirit is tormented beyond the point of reason and then unleashed to share its agony with the living.” 

Raphael noticed how the wraith’s blazing crimson eyes were fixated on Shiomi’s ethereal form. He moved to stand between them, raising  his  glaive  and  taking  up  a  defensive  stance  in  front  of  the ghost. 

“Is  that  what’s  scaring  you?”  he  asked  Shiomi.  “That monster?” 

“That’s  me  too,”  Shiomi  replied.  “But  something  has happened  to  that  other  me.  She’s  become  bad,  and  she  wants  to hurt  everyone.  The  Thunder  Guardians  protected  me  with  many spells  before  they  died,  so  she  couldn’t  touch  me  before.  But  the horned ones undid those spells.” 

“So now the wraith can hurt you,” Raphael reasoned. “Don’t worry. I won’t let it.” 

“No,  she  doesn’t  want  to  hurt  me.”  Shiomi  shrank  in  on herself. “She just wants to make me like her, so we can be together again, like we once were, but I don’t want that, because I don’t want to be like her.” 

“You  said  she  became  bad.  Did  the  horned  ones  make  her bad?” Sylvia asked. 

“No. Someone else did a long time ago, after I was no longer with her.” The ghost clutched her upper arms, as if hugging herself. 

“Someone  else  caused  her  to  hate  everything  and  everyone.  Then she died and broke into many pieces.” 

 Dragon rage. That’s what she’s referring to. Shiomi fell victim to the same madness that brought extinction to dragonkind,  Raphael realized, the full meaning of Vukaste’s words finally sinking in. 

The  ogre  had  described  Shiomi’s  heart-scale  as  the  final, unsullied  piece  of  the  dragon,  which  was  true,  because  she  had parted with it before she’d been consumed with rage and hatred. The other  parts  of  her  corpse  and  the  soul  fragments  bound  to  each  of them  were  tainted  by  the  same  malevolence  that  had  suffused Platina’s  skeletal  remains  and  turned  the  Justicebringer  into  a  fell draco-lich. 

The  wraith  halted  several  strides  from  them.  Its  smoky  jaws fell open. 

“Raphael.  Shadowsoul,”  the  monster  whispered  in  an  eerie, resonating  voice,  its  words  obviously  coming  from  Vukaste.  “You have something that belongs to me. Put it down, and I promise that your deaths will be swift. Painful, but swift, nevertheless.” 

“If  you  want  it  so  badly,  why  don’t  you  come  take  it  for yourself, horn-boy?” Sylvia taunted. “Or maybe you’re too scared, so you sent this pain-wraith instead.” 

“Scared? I wasn’t the one who fled, Shadowsoul,” the wraith replied in Vukaste’s stead. “But enough of your tired witticisms. Give me the scale, then bare your throats and face your deaths.” 

“Or what? You’ll whine and cry and stomp your feet, like you did twenty years ago when your daddy wouldn’t listen to you?” the elf snapped. “I should have finished you off back then, but I remember you  pissing  yourself  and  begging  me  for  mercy,  even  though  your hands were covered in your brothers’ blood.” 

“I  won’t  make  the  same  mistake  you  did,”  the  wraith  said.  “I will  slay  the  both  of  you,  no  matter  how  many  pleas  for  mercy  fall from your lips.” 

“I seek no quarter from you, Vukaste,” Raphael said, leveling his glaive at the wraith. “And I will give you none.” 

“Resolute words, Raphael. I will relish ending your life.” The wraith began advancing once more. A skeletal tail of smoke lashed the  air  above  its  head,  scraping  across  the  hallway’s  ceiling  and scattering a loose trail of lumen-stone fragments free. 

Burning every Draconic Brazier as hotly as he could, Raphael roared and charged. He thrust his glaive out at the monster, but the bladed tip of his weapon sliced uselessly through the wraith’s snout, catching nothing tangible in its path. The monster lashed out with a fore-claw.  Raphael  withdrew  his  glaive  and  attempted  to  block  with its  shaft,  but  the  wraith’s  smoky  appendage  passed  through  the polearm’s steel-cored length and sliced into his torso. 

The  impact  blasted  the  air  from  Raphael’s  lungs  and slammed  him  into  the  closest  hallway  wall,  but  the  monster  hadn’t managed to part his flesh. It withdrew its limb, golden scales of light trailing  brokenly  from  its  claws,  and  thrust  its  snout  forward,  jaws closing in on his head. 

Sylvia slammed her sword into the side of the wraith’s head. 

Willowflight’s length was wreathed in white radiance. Its edge carved a  furrow  into  the  monster’s  cheek  and  sent  it  rearing  back, convulsing in agony. 

“Damn it,” the elf cursed, as she hauled Raphael to his feet. 

“I’m not good at Holy Magic, so Lesser Disruption is all I can manage on the fly. Otherwise I would have taken that thing’s head off.” 

“Your  magic  seems  to  be  quite  effective,”  Raphael  pointed out.  “The  monster  is  undead,  isn’t  it?  Can  you  cast  Banish?  That should do the trick.” 

“I  can,  but  like  I  said,  Holy  Magic  is  very  difficult  for  me. 

Casting  Banish  will  take  me  twice  as  long  as  it  would  take  Mr. 

Awkward-and-Unlikeable,”  Sylvia  said,  hefting  her  sword  as  the wraith  shook  its  snout,  then  began  advancing  once  more.  “I’m  not going to be able do that with this thing looming all over us.” 

 It  takes  Fenix  quite  a  while  to  cast  that  spell  too,   Raphael thought,  thinking  back  to  how  he’d  needed  to  buy  time  for  the battlemage  to  cast  Banish  in  the  midst  of  a  horde  of  sanguine treants. 

“Cast Lesser Disruption on my weapon, and I’ll keep it busy,” 

he said. 

“No  time  for  that.”  Sylvia  placed  her  left  hand  on  Raphael’s cheek  and  closed  her  eyes.  A  shadowy  tendril  emerged  from  her temples and sank into his. As the elf released her sword and left it hanging  in  midair,  Raphael  found  himself  suddenly  aware  of Willowflight’s presence in a way he’d never been before. 

The  tilt  of  its  sweeping  blade.  The  dust  motes  singing  down its  length.  The  counterweight  of  its  pommel.  And  the  lingering warmth of Sylvia’s hand. 

Raphael  opened  his  palm.  Willowflight’s  hilt  flew  into  his grasp. He met Sylvia’s gaze as she opened her eyes. The elf’s pale cheeks were tinged with color. She looked away, as if embarrassed. 

“I  just  transferred  Willowflight’s  mastery  to  you,”  Sylvia explained.  “Don’t…  Don’t  get  the  wrong  idea,  Raphael!  We  don’t have any other choice right now, and I’m taking my sword back the moment we’re done here!” 

 What  idea  am  I  supposed  to  get?  Raphael  nodded,  more than a little confused. He put his glaive down and took the massive sword  in  both  hands.  Willowflight  was  surprisingly  light,  weighing little more than a twig in his grasp, but he’d seen Sylvia cleave apart

sanguine  treants,  skeleton  warriors,  revenants,  and  harpies  alike with it. 

As Sylvia clapped her hands in front of her chest and began chanting, he charged the wraith, hacking out Willowflight in a mighty, but  inexpert  arc.  The  wraith  leaped  back  from  the  white  radiance encasing the sword’s steely length. Its tail hammered down from an overhead  angle,  seeking  to  crush  Raphael  against  the  floor.  He sidestepped the smoky appendage, and as it struck empty stone, he crashed  Willowflight’s  edge  down  after  it,  severing  the  wraith’s  tail several feet from its tip. 

The monster shrieked in pain. Its claws caught Raphael once more,  ripping  scales  of  golden  light  from  his  draconic  armor  and sending  him  staggering  backward.  Slamming  his  heel  down  behind him to arrest his momentum, Raphael batted away the wraith’s next attempt  to  claw  at  him,  the  flat  of  Willowflight’s  blade  knocking  the monster’s forelimb off its intended course. 

The  sword  twitched  in  his  hands  then,  as  if  offended  by  his lack  of  skill.  Raphael  was  no  swordsman,  after  all,  and  he’d  been wielding Willowflight like an oversized club. A vision flashed into his mind,  then,  little  more  than  a  flicker  of  thought,  but  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian captured it indelibly and fixed it in his memory. 

It was that of a young elf girl, dancing amidst a sea of falling crimson  leaves.  She  held  a  silver  sword  in  her  hands,  its  blade  as long as she was tall. As the wraith stormed in once more, its fangs streaking for Raphael’s flesh, he pirouetted the same way the elven girl had in his vision. Willowflight arced out in his grasp, and its edge peeled a strip of smoke from the monster’s flank, hurling it back and reducing it to a convulsing heap once more. 

Raphael  found  himself  pulling  the  last  two  fingers  of  his  left hand back while pointing the index and middle fingers outward. He let  go  of  Willowflight  and  jabbed  his  left  hand  forward.  The  blade hurtled beyond his grasp to hack another furrow across the wraith’s chest, before dancing back to him and hovering by his side. 

More  visions  flickered  through  Raphael’s  mind.  The  elf  girl danced and danced. The falling leaves turned into snowflakes, then the crisp sunrays of spring mornings. Golden summer heat washed over  her  shoulders,  and  then  red  leaves  fell  once  more.  Still  she danced and danced, the silver sword in her hands weaving dazzling patterns around her. 

Raphael hurdled the wraith’s sweeping claws, spun in midair, then  sliced  his  pointing  hand  through  the  air.  Willowflight  traced  a similar  arc,  this  time  severing  the  monster’s  right  forelimb  entirely and  causing  it  to  hurl  itself  away,  agonized  shrieks  ripping  from  its smoky throat. 

Another elf appeared by the dancing girl’s side, then. He was clad in dark robes and wore a malevolent smile on his face. He led the  girl  away.  And  then  Raphael  saw  knives  and  spilled  blood.  He heard  chanting  that  never  seemed  to  end.  The  elf  girl’s  face emerged once more from a sea of darkness, her cheeks strewn with tears. Twelve other elf girls stood by her side, their gazes vacant with pain. 

Raphael recognized one of them as Cailee. The other elf girl he recognized was the first one he’d seen, the one who danced with a  silver  sword  in  her  hands.  The  elf  in  the  dark  robes  pointed somewhere  in  the  distance,  and  the  girls  charged,  enchanted weapons in their hands and mighty spells falling from their lips. 

Raphael  staggered  back,  his  heart  pounding  painfully  in  his chest. The wraith loomed over him, its remaining forelimb raised in readiness to scythe its claws through his body. 

A beam of white light tore into the monster’s chest. Raphael glanced over his shoulder and saw that it came from Sylvia. The elf’s hands were raised, and her Banish spell roared forth from her open palms into the wraith’s form, tearing it apart and scattering its smoky limbs all over the hallway. 

The  monster  shrieked  one  last  time  before  it  exploded.  Its severed head bounced off the ceiling and burst apart into a crimson-black smear as it crashed down upon the floor. 

Willowflight  spun  into  Raphael’s  grasp  again,  and  more visions  flooded  into  his  mind.  Elves  in  white-gold  robes  burst  into view. They clapped chains upon the elf in dark robes, and when they looked  upon  the  elf  girls  kneeling  at  his  feet,  their  eyes  were  filled with pity and disgust. 

And then the elf girl, the one who danced with a silver sword, was  walking  through  impossibly  green  trees.  She  arrived,  no, returned somewhere she expected to be loved and welcomed, only to  be  hated  and  feared  instead.  So  she  left  and  started  dancing again,  this  time  with  dozens  of  shadows  accompanying  her  every movement. 

Raphael  brought  the  fingertips  of  his  left  hand  to  his  cheek. 

He felt moisture. Tears. He turned to Sylvia, but before he could say anything, she stepped forward and hugged him tightly. 

“It’s  alright.  It’s  alright,”  she  said.  “I’m  sorry  you  had  to  see that,  Raphael,  I  really  am,  but  there’s  nothing  for  you  to  feel  bad about. It all happened a long, long time ago, and everything turned out just fine.” 

Raphael  could  only  nod  as  he  blinked  away  the  tears  that brimmed from his eyes. He’d just witnessed Sylvia’s past as a Sister of  Chaos,  and  he’d  also  felt  a  portion  of  her  pain  as  if  it  were  his own. Suddenly, the elf’s peculiar behavior all made sense. The mirth Sylvia  sought  through  her  words  and  actions  had  been  the  natural antidote  to  her  grief,  but  after  work  was  done,  she  no  longer  knew how else to greet the unfolding of each day. 

“Sylvia,  I…”  Raphael  began,  only  to  frown  and  pull  Sylvia’s left hand from where it had been clasped firmly on his rear. The pity that  had  been  welling  in  his  heart  for  her  shriveled  as  he disentangled  himself  from  her  embrace  and  returned  Willowflight  to her grasp. 

“The  monster  can’t  hurt  you  anymore,  Shiomi,”  he  told  the ghost, but she shook her head. 

“The other me wasn’t going to hurt me, Magus,” Shiomi said. 

“She was going to hurt you, and she isn’t going to stop.” 

“What do you mean, kid?” Sylvia asked. “We destroyed that thing and—” 

The  elf’s  voice  trailed  off.  Raphael  followed  her  gaze.  The crimson-black smears that had been the wraith were crawling across the  floor  to  congeal  together  into  a  rapidly  growing  pool  of  writhing smoke. 

“Was Banish ineffective?” he asked Sylvia. 

“No,” the elf replied. “My spell scattered the wraith’s essence. 

Normally, that would send an undead creature on to its afterlife, but something else is rooting it here.” 

“Shiomi’s  heart,”  Raphael  said,  coming  to  the  obvious conclusion.  “As  long  as  Vukaste  still  has  it,  we  won’t  be  able  to defeat his wraith.” 

“Let’s get out of here before it puts itself together. I can hit it with Banish spells all day, but it’d just be a waste of time and Spell Dust,” Sylvia urged. 

“No,  wait.”  Raphael  shook  his  head  and  walked  toward  the wriggling pool of smoke. “I’ve got an idea.” 

“That’s  right!  You  can  try  casting  Deliverance  on  it!”  the  elf cried  excitedly,  but  her  jubilation  faded  nearly  as  quickly  as  it  had begun.  “I  don’t  know  how  effective  Deliverance  would  be  though, with the wraith being bound to a physical object with dark magic.” 

Raphael thought back to the times he’d cast Deliverance on the monsters he’d defeated. Their souls had been more than ready to pass on to oblivion, where they would no longer be subject to their earthly  torment.  He  suspected  that  the  same  was  true  of  Shiomi’s soul as well. 

 I need to talk to her, but I can only do that if she’s willing to listen to me in the first place,  he thought. Sudden inspiration struck him.  The  wraith  birthed  from  Shiomi’s  soul  fragment  had  been hunting  her  lesser  counterpart,  the  echo  of  sentiment  lingering around her heart-scale. The latter would catch the former’s attention, if nothing else. 

“Shiomi?” he said, looking back over his shoulder at the ghost and reaching out his hand. “Could you help me?” 

“What do you need me to do, Magus?” she asked. 

“Come  talk  to  this  other  Shiomi  with  me.”  Raphael  proffered his  hand  once  more.  “Maybe  you  can  help  her  remember  better times and happier days, because you were there for those too.” 

“I’m… I’m scared, Magus.” Shiomi looked down. “What if she shows  me  the  thing  that  turned  her  bad,  and  it  makes  me  like  her too?” 

“You don’t have to keep calling me 'Magus', Shiomi,” Raphael told her. “You called me kinsman Raphael just now, didn’t you? Why don’t you call me that instead? Or just use my name.” 

“I  can  do  that?”  Shiomi  took  a  few  steps  forward,  wonder spreading across her translucent features. “You would let me call you that, even though you’re our Magus?” 

“Of  course.  Trust  me,  Shiomi.  We’re  kin,  and  I’ll  keep  you safe,” he said. 

“Alright,  Raphael.  I  trust  you.  Let’s  go  talk  to  this  other  me.” 

Shiomi took his hand. 

Raphael  closed  his  eyes  and  cast  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian  over  the  wraith’s  remains.  Its  radiance  easily  picked  out Shiomi’s  soul  fragment.  Pain  radiated  from  the  dragon’s  soul,  as  it did  with  Platina’s  in  the  junkyard.  And  there  was  shame,  too,  the utter  disgrace  of  having  turned  against  those  she’d  once  fought alongside and protected. 

He  reached  out  to  her,  as  he’d  done  to  Platina,  seeking  to help  her  move  past  her  agony  and  find  relief  beyond  the  veil  of death. 

“Shiomi,” he called. “It’s alright now. You don’t need to suffer anymore. Listen to me.” 

A hissing, sibilant voice filled his consciousness. 

“No!  The  pain!  It  blinds  me!”  it  raved.  “The  shame!  The betrayal!  They  tear  at  me  with  every  passing  moment!  I  hurt  those

who trusted me! For that I suffer! I will always suffer!” 

“But  you  didn’t  want  to  do  that,”  the  ghostly  Shiomi  said.  “If someone  forced  you  to  do  bad  things,  how  can  you  be  at  fault?  I know you didn’t want to hurt anyone. I know because I am you, and you are me, and I don’t want to hurt anyone.” 

“Yet I did!” the tainted Shiomi shrieked. “I slew those I loved! I watched helplessly from behind eyes filled with rage as my claws cut their mortal bodies apart and my breath turned them to dust! Oh, my friends!  How  they  must  have  suffered!  How  horrible  their  pain  and terror must have been…” 

“I’m only a little piece of you,” the ghostly Shiomi said. “So I’m not as smart as you are. Nor can I speak very well. I still think you didn’t  do  anything  wrong,  but  there’s  a  Magus  with  me.  Why  don’t you listen to him?” 

“A…  A  Magus?”  the  dragon’s  tormented  soul  gasped. 

Raphael  sensed  the  regard  of  an  ancient  presence  fall  fully  upon him,  thoughtful  where  it  had  been  previously  agonized  and distracted.  “You…  the  one  who’s  reached  out  to  me…  you’re  a Magus?” 

“I am.” Raphael sighed. “I know of you, Shiomi. Hundreds of years have passed since your death, yet the people of Yamato still revere you. After all, you gifted to them the Defiant Citadel, so that they might defend themselves against their enemies. They even built a city in your honor and named it Hanko, the word for ‘defiance’ in the traditional Yamato tongue.” 

“I know… My chief tormentor seized it two years ago and dug deep within its bowels.” A dragon’s head coalesced into being within the light of the Dragon Meridian. Its scales were sapphire blue, and its  eyes  were  crimson.  Shiomi  cast  her  gaze  upon  her  lesser  self. 

“He was looking for you, that he might complete the violation of my flesh and soul, and bind the latter to his for all eternity.” 

 Would Vukaste become a dragon like Koshi if that happens? 

Raphael wondered. He pushed the horrifying thought to the back of

his  mind.  It  didn’t  matter.  No  matter  how  much  power  the  ogre gained, Raphael would still need to beat him. 

“Are  you  going  to  bring  me  to  him?”  the  ghostly  Shiomi asked. 

“I  don’t  want  to,  but  I  must.”  The  dragon  reared  her  head back, her neck tense with agony. “I can’t resist him. He heaps fresh pain  upon  my  eternal  suffering.  I  must  abide  by  his  will,  even  if  it piles further shame upon my disgrace!” 

“Heed  me,  Shiomi,  for  I  am  your  Magus,”  Raphael  said sternly.  “You  claim  that  you  stand  in  disgrace  for  your  crimes.  Yet your  smaller  self  disagrees.  She  thinks  that  you  cannot  be  blamed for actions you were forced to perform.” 

“She is wrong,” the dragon hissed. 

“Then show me why,” Raphael demanded. “Convince me that your  shame  is  deserved,  and  I  will  leave  you  to  your  pain.  If  you cannot, then you will submit to my judgment!” 

“Very  well,  Magus.”  Shiomi  fixed  her  crimson  gaze  on Raphael’s. “See for yourself.” 

Chapter 40







Raphael  found  himself  aloft  on  sapphire  wings,  hurtling through  the  skies.  He  looked  through  draconic  eyes  upon  a magnificent  citadel  adorned  by  soaring  towers  and  lined  by  mighty walls.  Warriors  and  mages  crowded  the  battlements,  raising  their voices in praise and triumph. 

“Shiomi!”  they  chanted.  “Shiomi  the  Defender!  Shiomi  the Defiant!” 

A massive shadow fell over the humans below, far larger than any  Koshi  had  ever  cast  in  his  draconic  aspect.  It  drifted  closer, before coming to a halt as Shiomi perched her colossal frame on a stone platform built and reserved for her on the highest tower of the Defiant Citadel. 

“My  friends!”  Shiomi  said,  her  mighty  voice  silencing  the cheers.  A  sea  of  awed  faces  looked  up  at  her.  “We  have  seen  the foe off decisively, and eons will pass before they dare return, if at all. 

My heart soars with pride on your behalf. Such courage and strength all of you possess. It humbles me beyond measure.” 

“We  couldn’t  have  done  it  without  you!”  an  armored  man cried, thrusting his fist into the air. His breastplate bore a crest in the shape of a sapphire thunderbolt. “You convinced the dwarfs to build the Defiant Citadel with us! You broke the back of the ogre hordes! 

You  are  Yamato’s  savior  and  defender,  Lady  Shiomi,  and  we dedicate this victory of victories to you!” 

“Your words are kind as always, Ishin, but hardly fair,” Shiomi replied. “You were the ones who met the ogre hordes blade to blade, pitting your courage and might against their dark magic and twisted machinations. It was humanity that triumphed this day. I merely had the honor of witnessing your heroics.” 

Fresh  cheers  thundered  into  the  air  at  the  dragon’s  words. 

Thousands upon thousands of warriors and mages gave their voices in praise of Shiomi the Defiant. 

Their chants faded with every passing moment, and then they fell into abrupt silence. 

“My  finest  day,”  Shiomi  said  mournfully.  “I’d  lived  nearly  ten thousand  years  by  that  point,  but  never  had  I  truly  felt  alive  before that. Never have I adored any species more than humanity.” 

Raphael blinked and found himself standing within a hallway of  the  Defiant  Citadel,  much  like  the  one  he  and  Sylvia  were  still physically in. The lesser Shiomi was by his side, her ghostly hand in his.  She  pointed  down  the  hallway  and  began  walking,  pulling Raphael along with her. 

The  Defiant  Citadel  was  bustling  with  life.  Warriors  and mages  filled  the  hallways,  chatting  and  boasting.  Training  halls teemed with activity and effort. The rustling of pages echoed through the  many  libraries.  Industry  and  craft  hammered  on  within  the Citadel’s one hundred forges. All these Raphael saw as he followed the  ghostly  Shiomi,  understanding  them  to  be  abstractions  of  the dragon’s memories rather than any single exact recollection from her perspective. 

It  reminded  him  of  the  Guild  House,  a  place  of  shared purpose  and  camaraderie,  a  gateway  to  adventure  and  promise. 

Raphael smiled and kept walking. 

Then he saw the inverted pyramid of black stone Arunas and Subtha  had  been  riding.  Robed  mages  stood  around  it,  lost  in murmured  conversation.  Raphael  wanted  to  approach  it,  but  the hallways flew past, bringing him ever forward. 

He  arrived  before  an  open-air  balcony,  where  he  saw  a feminine form he immediately recognized as Shiomi in her humanoid aspect,  wearing  a  plain  and  sturdy,  long-sleeved  dress  of  blue cotton. She was fine-featured and pale of complexion, with curly dark hair that hung just below her shoulders. 

“I do grow up to be very pretty,” the ghostly Shiomi said shyly. 

A  man  stepped  out  onto  the  balcony.  It  was  the  warrior named  Ishin.  He  put  his  hand  under  Shiomi’s  chin.  She  smiled radiantly at him. He tilted her lips to his. 

Embarrassed, Raphael averted his gaze, only to find himself soaring  through  the  skies  once  more,  looking  down  at  a  sweeping landscape through draconic eyes. The dragon spoke to him without words, and he knew that years had passed since Shiomi’s meeting with Ishin upon the balcony. 

Ishin was one of the founders of the Thunder Guardians, an elite  order  of  mages  and  warriors  based  in  the  Defiant  Citadel  and sworn to the defense of Yamato against all evil, whether it came from ogres  or  the  hearts  of  men.  Despite  the  passage  of  time  and  the graying of his hair, Ishin had declined Shiomi’s offer to make him a Dragon Knight. There was beauty in the ephemeral nature of human life, he’d told her, and it was that beauty that allowed him to love her as he did. 

And it was that love that filled the dragon’s heart then, as she soared through the skies, heading back to the Defiant Citadel after a flight halfway across the world, where she’d conducted a confusing but  ultimately  fruitless  investigation  into  the  strange  demise  of Findatry  Verdantheart,  an  old  friend.  Findatry  was  a  nature  dragon who’d  allegedly  gone  insane  and  massacred  entire  cities  before being  slain  by  Koshi,  Platina’s  Dragon  Knight.  The  Justicebringer’s Dragon Knight had refused to speak with her. His eyes were haunted with  grief  and  horror,  and  Shiomi  hadn’t  dared  to  enquire  about Platina’s health. 

Shiomi  dismissed  the  troubling  misgivings  that  plagued  her about  the  whole  incident.  She  was  on  her  way  home  now,  back  to the warmth of Ishin’s embrace and the radiance of his smile. 

And  then  it  struck  her.  A  wild,  piercing  surge  of  hate  that rolled through her entire body. It consumed her with rage, a crimson fervor  that  washed  over  everything.  Raphael  gasped  in  horror, feeling the very same thing that Shiomi did for himself. 

A  primal,  irresistible  contempt  for  everything  non-draconic flooded  through  his  soul,  as  it  must  have  done  to  Shiomi’s.  It drowned out the light of the Dragon Meridian, and Raphael threw his head back and roared, giving voice to his desire to burn and devour the world. 

“Magus!”  Rayne’s  call  sliced  through  the  rage.  “Look  to  the bonds of your soul. They will keep you true.” 

Trembling with effort, Raphael did so, reaching blindly for the light of the Dragon Meridian and fumbling its unseen radiance toward his soul. The colored threads dashed away the crimson rage flooding his mind. There was Koshi’s bond with him, its golden hue signifying the pride Koshi had in his son and their unbreakable familial link. 

Eliza’s  bond  bloomed  with  warmth  and  filled  him  with renewed hope. Its white and pink length was now interspersed with threads of gold, and Raphael knew that if he had to face eternity, she would be a fine companion to do it with. 

Fenix’s  red  and  green  threads  had  grown  thicker.  The battlemage  had  laid  down  his  challenge  to  Raphael.  Together,  they would reach new heights of excellence, inspiring one another every step of the way. 

Sylvia’s bond with him had grown stronger too. He’d seen into the  mystery  of  her  past  and  had  shed  tears  for  her  pain,  and  he didn’t doubt that it meant a lot to the elf. There was still much of her to uncover, but he knew that Sylvia would always have faith in him, as he would in her. 

The  threads  binding  him  to  Gabriella,  Cyrano,  and  Ginerva blazed  with  their  respective  hues  as  well.  The  princess  and  the veterans respected and trusted Raphael, and he held nothing but the highest regard for them in turn. 

And then there was Cailee’s bond. The curve of her lips, the brightness  of  her  eyes,  the  warmth  of  her  skin  found  due representation in the hue of the rose-red thread between their souls. 

They  would  meet  again,  and  whatever  intrigue  or  unspoken

promises  she  hid  behind  her  smile  would  then  unfold.  Raphael expected nothing less from her. 

A  fresh  bond  had  been  forged,  Raphael  realized.  He  traced the sapphire blue thread, only to find the ghostly Shiomi at its end. 

She reached out and clasped his hands anew, her eyes bright with fear and worry. 

“Please,  Raphael,”  she  pleaded.  “You  said  you’d  keep  me safe.  Don’t  let  the  thing  that  took  the  other  Shiomi  away  take  me too.” 

Raphael picked her up. 

“Don’t  worry,”  he  reassured  her,  feeling  the  dragon  rage fading away like the remnants of a bad dream. “You’re safe. I won’t let anything hurt you.” 

He knew why his bonds with his friends had been enough to pull him free from the dragon rage, while Shiomi’s love for Ishin had not. Raphael spent his entire life among humanity, laboring in Lucia City’s  marketplace,  playing  and  learning  with  other  children,  and being a son to Koshi. 

Shiomi  was  a  dragon,  born  and  bred  to  streak  through  the skies.  Her  gaze  was  cast  ever  downward  on  humanity,  no  matter how strongly she adored them and loved one of them. 

Raphael  looked  into  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian  once more. 

And  then  he  was  flying  again,  this  time  above  Shiomi’s massive form. The dragon’s crimson eyes were filled with mindless rage  as  she  arrived  at  the  Defiant  Citadel.  A  man  stood  upon  her landing platform, looking up at her with a bright smile on his face. 

Shiomi inhaled sharply. 

Raphael  forced  himself  to  watch  on  to  the  very  end, witnessing  every  moment  of  carnage  the  dragon  wreaked  on  her friends  and  those  she  once  defended.  He  looked  on  as  Ishin  fell, crushed  against  unyielding  lumen-stone.  Warriors  and  mages

begged  and  pleaded  as  they  died,  slain  by  force  beams  or  by sweeping claws and snapping fangs. 

Finally, her friends fought back. Thousands of blades, arrows, and  spells  struck  Shiomi,  yet  still  she  killed  and  killed,  until  not  a single  living  soul  remained  within  the  Defiant  Citadel.  Broken, bleeding,  yet  still  bristling  with  hatred,  the  dragon  climbed  to  her landing platform and looked upon the crimson smear that had once been the man she loved. 

Shiomi  threw  her  head  back  and  roared.  When  she  did  so, she saw a golden streak slicing through the heavens. 

It  was  Koshi.  His  features  were  twisted  with  grief,  guilt,  and horror. 

“I’m  too  late,”  Koshi  muttered.  “I  should  never  have  let  her leave. I should have…” 

Platina’s Dragon Knight drew his bow, the famed Sunkiller. A golden arrow streaked forth, punching through flesh unprotected by dragon-scale and into her heart. 

And  then  Shiomi  knew  nothing  but  the  torment  beyond  her grave. 

“Well,  Magus?”  the  dragon  said  as  Raphael  found  himself standing  in  the  same  hallway  once  more.  “You  have  seen  for yourself what manner of fiend I am. Do I not deserve the torment that roils within my soul, the added agony that Vukaste the Unholy piles upon that? What do you say, Magus? Render your judgment!” 

“I  will.  Pay  close  attention,”  Raphael  declared.  He  glanced down  at  the  ghostly  Shiomi  and  nodded.  “I  agree  with  her.  It  isn’t your fault. When I spoke with Platina, she told me of this otherworldly rage that possessed her and drove her to all kinds of atrocities. But you showed me what it was, and you let me feel for myself just how powerful  it  can  be.  You  weren’t  in  control  of  yourself.  Someone did this to you.  Someone  did this to Ishin and everyone you loved.” 

“But…” the dragon Shiomi began, only to have Raphael snap his hand up in a gesture for silence. 

“I am your Magus, Shiomi the Defiant,” he said. “And that is my judgment. You will abide by it!” 

“I…  I  will,  Magus.”  The  dragon  bowed  her  massive  head  in submission.  “Yet,  I  cannot  do  your  bidding,  for  Vukaste  holds  my heart in his chest. I cannot pass into oblivion, as I know you would have me do.” 

“Just wait for me,” Raphael promised. “I’ll set you free. But in the  meantime,  I  want  you  to  stop  hurting  yourself  and  stop  helping Vukaste.” 

“I  will  obey  as  best  I  can,  Magus.  I  cannot  prevent  Vukaste the Unholy from drawing upon my strength,” Shiomi said. “But I will no  longer  place  my  will  at  his  disposal.  His  reach  will  no  longer stretch beyond the length of his blade.” 

“That  will  be  enough  for  now.”  Raphael  nodded.  “I  will  see you soon.” 

He  opened  his  eyes.  Sylvia  was  by  his  side,  a  smile  on  her face, and so was the ghostly Shiomi, clinging to his hand. 

The  remains  of  the  pain-wraith  were  falling  apart.  A  single tendril  of  crimson-black  smoke  surged  into  the  air  and  spread  out, forming Vukaste’s visage. 

“Well  done,  Raphael,”  the  ogre  growled,  in  a  voice  born  of smoke and dark magic. “You managed to reach Shiomi on a level I never could. No matter, my dominion over her will be complete once her heart-scale is within my grasp.” 

“And  how’re  you  going  to  do  that,  horn-boy?”  Sylvia  asked. 

“You  don’t  have  a  pain-wraith  to  push  around  anymore.  Are  you going to dig your way through lumen-stone to find us?” 

“No, Shadowsoul,” Vukaste replied. “Raphael will give me the heart-scale  of  his  own  volition.  Either  before  or  after  he  witnesses you being tortured to death.” 

“Got to catch us first!” the elf retorted. “And since you weren’t paying attention to what I just said, good luck finding us at all!” 

“Have  you  wondered,  Raphael,  why  the  Defiant  Citadel  was such a thorn in my people’s side?” Vukaste said, turning his regard away  from  Sylvia.  “It  is  a  mere  structure  of  fortified  stone.  Set  so deep  within  this  realm  the  humans  call  Uwajima,  just  how  useful could it be in resisting the hordes at our command?” 

“The  pyramid  Arunas  and  Subtha  rode  on!  And  the  floating disc!” Raphael exclaimed, recalling how he’d seen the former during his tour of the Defiant Citadel through Shiomi’s memories. “They’re part  of  this  place!  You  dug  them  out  and  brought  them  to  battle  so that you could test them!” 

“Correct.”  Vukaste  chuckled.  “The  Defiant  Citadel  once soared  through  the  skies,  alongside  its  draconic  creator.  The  weak memories and vague histories of humanity have allowed this fact to be  lost  to  the  passage  of  time.  The  same  cannot  be  said  of  my people’s  esteemed  war-sages.  The  Defiant  Citadel  has  languished underground for far too long. I will tear it from its tomb and raise it to the heavens.” 

 Then he can bring it to the Wind Bastion or to any other ogre stronghold, where he can have entire armies of goblins and harpies root us out from our hiding place here,  Raphael realized.  We can’t let him do that. 

“Now,  do  you  understand  why  you  will  hand  Shiomi’s  heart-scale to me, Raphael?” the ogre asked. “I remain where you last saw me. Come to me. Or don’t.” 

Vukaste’s smoky visage grinned, then dissipated entirely. 

“Well, that’s not good,” Sylvia said. 

Chapter 41







The  rumbling  began  almost  immediately,  and  Raphael  knew what  it  meant.  Vukaste  was  carrying  out  his  promise  to  raise  the Defiant Citadel back into the sky. He picked up his glaive and turned to Sylvia. 

“We’ve got to go, now,” he said. 

“Of  course.  But  to  where?”  Sylvia  asked.  “If  Vukaste  can indeed  tear  the  Defiant  Citadel  from  its  grave  and  bring  it  to  the surface, it’ll be easy enough for us to escape. We can hop out of any window that leads to open air, and if we’re too high up, I can fly us down with Willowflight.” 

“You’re  saying  we  don’t  have  to  confront  Vukaste,”  Raphael reasoned. 

“That’s  one  option.  Consider  this:  you’re  worn  out,  and  I’m beat up. Vukaste is slightly scratched here and there. We don’t have to fight him now,” the elf explained. “We can take the heart-scale and leave. He won’t dare come after us himself if we have an entire army of Hell Drakes with us.” 

Raphael glanced at the ghostly Shiomi. Her eyes were wide with fear. 

“No.  I  promised  her  that  I’d  return  the  scale  to  its  rightful place,”  he  said.  “If  we  let  Vukaste  take  the  Defiant  Citadel  away,  I might never get the chance to do so. Also, if the ogres have a flying fortress,  they  will  be  unstoppable.  We  have  to  stop  him  here  and now.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Sylvia cracked her knuckles. “Let’s go beat his face in.” 

“I  can  guide  you  back  to  the  Heart  Chamber,”  Shiomi  said. 

“It’s where you took the scale from, but I’m not sure if you can find

your way back there by yourself.” 

“Probably not,” Raphael admitted, thinking of the blind, frantic dash he’d made through stone and ancient walls. “Thanks, Shiomi.” 

The  ghost  nodded,  then  began  walking  down  the  hallway. 

Raphael and Sylvia followed in her wake. 

“Koshi!” Raphael reached out through the light of the Dragon Meridian. “You need to get everyone clear of Hanko’s city hall right away! Vukaste is going to bring the Defiant Citadel up into the skies!” 

“Really?”  Koshi  responded  swiftly.  “The  Defiant  Citadel  has never flown since Shiomi’s death. I thought perhaps it was no longer able to. That’s why the people of Yamato simply built over and forgot it.” 

“Remember  those  floating  black  stone  platforms?  The upside-down pyramid at the plateaus and the disc outside the city?” 

Raphael  sent.  “The  ogres  have  managed  to  figure  out  how  to  use those to make the Defiant Citadel fly again.” 

“I see,” Koshi replied. “The Hell Drakes have withdrawn to the outskirts,  in  any  case,  with  the  Death  Brigade  making  their  final preparations  to  reenter  and  fortify  the  city.  I  will  tell  Janan  to  keep everyone at a safe distance.” 

“Sylvia and I are on our way to attack Vukaste,” Raphael said. 

“If  you  wait  until  he  emerges  into  open  air,  I  can  help  you,” 

Koshi  declared.  “I  can  fly  overhead  and  rain  arrows  on  him  with Sunkiller.” 

“You’ll need to watch out for his force beam,” Raphael pointed out. 

“I  know,”  Koshi  said.  “That’s  why  I  won’t  be  bringing  the mages  along  on  my  back.  I’m  far  more  agile  with  my  Heavenward Dance  than  I  am  in  my  draconic  aspect.  Vukaste  will  have  a  much harder time catching me that way.” 

Raphael nodded. “Alright. We’ll be counting on you, Koshi.” 

“See you soon, Raph.” Koshi’s presence dimmed once more within the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

Shiomi  led  them  along  a  fairly  straightforward  route  through the  Defiant  Citadel’s  hallways.  The  ancient  fortress  had  definitely seen better days. Many of the rooms they passed were in shambles, the  best  of  them  in  utter  disarray  and  ruin,  while  the  worst  were caved in, filled with centuries’ worth of layered rock and dirt. 

The  rumbling  grew  stronger  with  every  passing  moment, interspersed  by  the  occasional  thunderous  crack  of  breaking  stone or  fracturing  rock.  Sturdy  though  the  Defiant  Citadel  might  be,  it would not survive its reemergence from its tomb unscathed. 

Another thunderous crack resounded through the air, this one much closer than the others. Raphael looked over his shoulder. The hallway  behind  him  was  collapsing,  its  lumen-stone  walls  breached by the sheer weight of the earth itself. 

 Sylvia’s  hurt!  She  can’t  run!  Raphael  picked  up  Shiomi  and perched  her  on  his  shoulders.  Then  he  did  the  same  to  Sylvia, sweeping her up in his arms. 

“We’ve got to take a faster route, Shiomi!” he told the ghost. 

“Rayne can bring us through walls for a short time. Where should we go?” 

Instead  of  replying  with  words,  Shiomi  reached  out  to  him through  the  light  of  the  Dragon  Meridian.  Raphael  was  suddenly aware  of  the  Defiant  Fortress’s  layout,  its  branching  hallways, chambers, and stairwells etched indelibly in his mind. He also knew that they were in the lower levels of the Defiant Citadel, all of which were crumbling apart and disappearing into a vortex of swirling earth as Vukaste worked to rip the fortress free of its grave. 

Raphael  looked  to  the  ceiling.  They  had  to  reach  the  upper floors,  and  the  fastest  way  to  do  so  was  to  go  straight  up.  He  set every  Draconic  Brazier  ablaze,  feeling  their  might  flow  through  his limbs. 

“Rayne, I’m going to need you to bring me through each floor, one after another,” he told the faerie dragon. 

“By  your  will,  Magus,”  Rayne  replied  resolutely,  reading  his intentions  as  always.  “It’s  going  to  be  difficult,  but  I  won’t  let  you

down.” 

Raphael kicked off the crumbling floor, hurling himself toward the ceiling and passing through the stone as Rayne pulled them out of corporeality. As he emerged through the floor on the upper level, the faerie dragon withdrew its power, allowing him to land, renew his footing, and kick off into another vertical leap. 

They  repeated  the  process  again  and  again,  with  Raphael finding less and less time to jump upward before the floor crumbled beneath his feet. He could feel Rayne’s strength waning as well, the faerie  dragon  finding  it  much  more  difficult  to  shift  back  and  forth between corporeality and incorporeality than stay in the latter state. 

 I need to go faster! I need to go higher!  Raphael clenched his jaw as he kicked off from a floor just before it fell apart.  I need to fly! 

As  he  emerged  from  another  floor  and  planted  his  feet,  the stone  beneath  him  gave  way,  dangling  him  beneath  a  void  of swirling, crushing dirt. 

Raphael  fed  the  Sixth  Brazier  with   Ryu-To-Ki,  filling  its  unlit depths  with  sparks.  Wu  Xin’s  words  about  how  he  could  only progress through battle rang through his mind. Right now, he wasn’t fighting with glaive nor spell, but he was still fighting nevertheless, for his and Sylvia’s lives, for the promise he’d made to Shiomi, and for the people that Vukaste would hurt if he weren’t stopped. 

The Sixth Brazier blazed into life. Wings of golden light flared from his shoulders. 

“Rayne!  Keep  us  incorporeal  for  just  a  little  longer!”  he  told the faerie dragon. “I’ll get us to safety!” 

“By  your  will,  Magus!”  Rayne  replied,  its  mental  voice trembling with strain. 

He  cast  his  gaze  upward  and  soared  beyond  the  crumbling depths  of  the  Defiant  Citadel,  passing  through  falling  stone  and cascading  dirt  as  he  raced  toward  the  Heart  Chamber,  where  he’d last seen Vukaste. 

And  then  they  were  suddenly  high  enough  where  rays  of daylight  streamed  through  windows  that  had  been  buried  for centuries.  Raphael  heard  Sylvia  gasp  in  surprise,  and  he  was  no less amazed himself. Vukaste had actually succeeded in unearthing the Defiant Citadel, even if that meant consigning its lower levels to oblivion,  and  the  ogre  was  bringing  the  ancient  fortress  into  the skies, as he’d promised. 

“Koshi!” Raphael called. 

“I see it, Raph,” his father replied. “I’m on my way.” 

Raphael  flew  through  another  dozen  floors  before  he  found himself  streaking  toward  a  ceiling  mural.  It  depicted  a  grand spectacle  of  proud  warriors  and  mages  arrayed  before  an  ogre horde,  a  magnificent  sapphire  dragon  with  wings  rampant  soaring above them. 

He  ascended  through  it,  emerging  on  the  other  side  just  as Rayne’s strength gave out, dropping everyone back into corporeality. 

Raphael  closed  his  eyes  briefly  and  savored  the  warmth  of the  sun  upon  his  skin,  its  rays  cascading  through  the  gaping expanse where the Heart Chamber’s ceiling used to be. 

“Magus, I…” the faerie dragon gasped. 

“It’s alright, Rayne. We’re here. Well done,” Raphael said. He spread his wings of light and glared down upon Vukaste. 

“Ah, Raphael.” The ogre smiled, his eyes bright with sincere delight. “I’d feared you’d chosen an insect’s death, crushed by falling earth or hunted down by goblins. But here you are, ready to slay or be slain by me. How good it is to see you again.” 

“I’ll  stop  you,  Vukaste,”  Raphael  promised,  dismissing  his wings  and  setting  Sylvia  and  Shiomi  down  by  his  side.  “I  won’t  let you hurt anyone anymore.” 

The ogre had been standing on the black stone disc, tendrils of green magical energy connecting the fingers of his left hand to its dark, flawless surface. He clenched his left fist, then, and the Defiant

Citadel hurtled heavenward, taking little more than a few heartbeats to come to a halt hundreds of feet from the surface of the earth. 

“Heroic declarations are all well and good, Raphael. I am not opposed  to  them.  In  fact,  I  enjoy  hearing  them,  falling  as  they  do from the lips of the countless human champions I’ve slain,” Vukaste said,  opening  his  palm  and  letting  the  tendrils  of  magical  energy running  through  the  disc  dissipate  into  nothingness.  He  raised  his sword  and  saluted  Raphael.  “But  I  have  a  feeling  we’re  beyond words now. There is nothing left to say. We can only endeavor to kill one another.” 

Raphael  raised  his  glaive  wordlessly.  The  ogre  was  right. 

There  was  nothing  left  to  say.  He  glanced  at  Sylvia,  and  the  elf withdrew several paces, Willowflight floating by her side. 

“Please, Raphael,” Shiomi pleaded. “Please make things right again.” 

“I  will,  Shiomi,”  Raphael  said.  “Go  stand  with  Sylvia.  She’ll keep you safe.” 

The  ghost  obeyed,  shuffling  over  to  huddle  behind  the  elf. 

Sylvia  reached  out  absently  to  stroke  Shiomi’s  head,  only  to  have her fingers pass through the ghost’s translucent form. 

Raphael smiled at the sight, then he turned back to Vukaste and  charged,  glaive  held  high.  With  the  strength  of  six  Draconic Braziers  blazing  within  his  soul,  he  closed  the  distance  between them  before  the  ogre  could  blink  and  scythed  his  blade  diagonally downward, seeking to cut Vukaste apart from collar to hip. 

Vukaste  executed  a  perfect  parry,  catching  the  blow  on  his sword,  but  the  sheer  force  of  the  impact  staggered  him  and  forced him back several steps. Raphael didn’t relent. He stepped in closer and cut upward in a backstroke, arcing his blade toward the ogre’s right armpit. 

Vukaste’s  left  gauntleted  fist  thundered  across  his  broad chest  and  smashed  Raphael’s  glaive  away.  The  ogre  twirled  his blade  and  brought  its  length  into  a  figure-of-eight  circuit,  its  edge whistling for Raphael’s flesh. Raphael weaved past the first two cuts. 

The  third  one  glanced  across  his  chest,  dragging  a  trail  of  golden scales  free  from  his  draconic  armor  and  parting  the  runic  leather cuirass beneath. 

He  thrust  both  fists  forward  and  jammed  the  shaft  of  his glaive  against  the  cross-guard  of  Vukaste’s  blade,  bringing  the massive sword to a complete halt. Then he pivoted the glaive off the contact  point  its  shaft  shared  with  the  ogre’s  sword.  The  glaive’s blade flashed through a brief, shallow arc, but it was enough to chop into Vukaste’s cheek and sink an inch into his flesh. 

The ogre flinched, and Raphael took the chance to hook the shaft  of  his  glaive  behind  Vukaste’s  knees  and  shoulder-barge  the ogre  just  below  the  diaphragm.  The  tripping  maneuver  sent Vukaste’s  massive  armored  form  tumbling  backward,  but  the  ogre tucked  his  knees  in  and  kicked  out  as  he  fell.  The  airborne momentum of his mighty limbs brought him into a complete backflip. 

Vukaste  landed  before  Raphael,  perfectly  balanced  on  the balls of his feet. His left fist scythed out once more. Raphael caught the  hook  in  a  partial  parry  upon  the  shaft  of  his  glaive.  The  ogre’s gauntleted  knuckles  rolled  off  the  polearm  and  clipped  Raphael’s ribs, tearing more scales of golden light from his draconic armor. 

Raphael grunted and took a step back, trying to find enough space  to  deliver  a  sweeping  cut  with  his  glaive.  He  didn’t  expect Vukaste  to  follow  up  with  a  perfectly  poised  roundhouse  kick  that blasted through Raphael’s frantic attempt to block with his glaive and tore the shaft from his grasp. Vukaste’s leg slammed into Raphael’s chest and sent him skipping across the floor of the Heart Chamber, more fragments of his draconic armor trailing in his wake. 

Raphael  pushed  the  agony  pounding  through  his  chest  and abdomen  to  the  back  of  his  mind.  He  twisted  his  body  in  midair, slammed his heels down onto the ground, and forcibly arrested the momentum of his flight. He snatched his glaive back into his grasp—

but Vukaste was already upon him, sword cleaving toward his neck. 

Raphael  met  the  ogre’s  blade  with  his  own,  at  the  same  time

unleashing the power his draconic armor had absorbed from all the abuse it had endured. 

The  explosion  blasted  Vukaste’s  sword  aside.  The  ogre snarled as the hilt of his weapon rang painfully in his grasp, battering the  nerves  from  his  fingers.  Raphael  thrust  his  glaive  out,  directing its  point  at  the  blue  radiance  of  Vukaste’s  stolen  heart.  The  ogre caught the top of the polearm’s blade with his left hand, his armored fingers creaking against curved steel. 

Raphael  growled  and  pressed  forward,  his  soul  ablaze  with the  flames  of  six  Draconic  Braziers.  His  blade  advanced  an  inch, then two, until its point hovered tremblingly a hair’s breadth from the draconic  heart  that  beat  in  Vukaste’s  chest.  The  ogre  tried  to  raise his weapon arm, but Raphael knew that it was all Vukaste could do to hold onto his ringing sword. Vukaste’s eyes widened as Raphael advanced even more, sinking the tip of his glaive a quarter-inch into the ancient fossilized organ that once belonged to Shiomi. 

Blood burst from the corners of the ogre’s mouth. He pivoted abruptly  on  his  back  heel  and  let  go  of  Raphael’s  glaive.  Bereft  of resistance,  Raphael  stumbled  forward,  his  blade  carving  a  furrow over  the  ogre’s  breastplate.  Before  he  could  recover,  Vukaste punched him in the side of his face. 

The impact filled his vision with stars and sent him tumbling head  over  heels.  Blood,  hot  and  salty,  flooded  his  nostrils,  and Raphael  knew  that  something,  a  cheekbone  perhaps,  had  been broken in his face. He twisted his body in mid-flight once more, beat his  wings  to  halt  his  momentum,  and  tried  to  surge  back  to  the offensive,  but  his  vision  spun  before  he  could  take  two  strides. 

Raphael fell to his knees, his glaive clattering from his grasp. 

 Another  head  injury,  he  thought,  struggling  to  his  feet.  But I must stand. I must fight. I must…

Vukaste punched him again, this time in the midriff. Raphael felt  at  least  two  ribs  snap.  Blood  misted  from  his  mouth,  and  he doubled over in on himself. He forced himself to look up at Vukaste, to glare defiantly at the ogre as he drew his gauntleted fist back. 

But  Vukaste  didn’t  deliver  the  killing  blow.  Instead,  his  eyes darted  to  the  side,  and  he  hurled  himself  back,  partially  out  of Willowflight’s path, so that Sylvia’s sword cut him open at the waist instead  of  cleaving  into  his  spine.  Blood  sheeted  from  Vukaste’s newest  wound.  He  roared  and  brought  his  blade  up  to  parry Willowflight’s  backswing,  then  dashed  the  flying  sword  to  the  floor with his fist. 

The ogre turned to Sylvia, who stuck out her tongue at him, but  her  movements  were  pained  and  stiff,  and  Raphael  knew  that she  stood  no  chance  against  Vukaste  in  melee.  He  dove  for Vukaste’s left ankle just as the ogre took a stride toward the elf and hauled  on  it  with  all  his  might,  slamming  his  shoulder  against Vukaste’s armored calf at the same time. 

The  desperate  tackle  took  the  ogre  by  surprise  and  brought his  armored  form  clattering  to  his  knees.  Raphael  scrambled  up Vukaste’s  back  and  began  raining  blows  desperately  on  the  ogre’s skull,  heedless  of  the  horns  that  sliced  into  his  fists  with  every impact. 

Raphael  felt  something  break  upon  his  eighth  punch  to Vukaste’s  head,  both  in  his  hands  and  the  ogre’s  skull.  The  ogre reeled and swayed, but he was still able to reach over his back, rip Raphael  from  his  perch,  and  hurl  him  aside.  As  Raphael  tumbled through  the  air,  he  saw  Sylvia  direct  Willowflight  at  Vukaste  once more, only to have the ogre pull off yet another flawless parry, cutting the flying sword out of the air. 

And then Raphael hit the floor, crying out in pain as he felt his broken ribs cut into something deep inside him. 

“You, Shadowsoul, have what I want,” Vukaste growled, blood pouring  from  his  mouth,  nose,  and  ears.  “I  will  take  it  from  your corpse now.” 

“Kiss my ass, horn-boy,” the elf taunted. 

“Run, Sylvia! Get on Willowflight and leave,” Raphael gasped. 

“Make sure he doesn’t get Shiomi’s scale!” 

“And leave you behind? Not a chance,” Sylvia snapped. She opened  her  palm.  Willowflight  spun  into  her  grasp.  “Catch  your breath, Raphael. It’s my turn to beat horn-boy’s teeth in.” 

Vukaste  took  another  step  toward  Sylvia.  A  golden  arrow sliced down from the sky and blasted a hole through the ogre’s left shoulder.  Vukaste  roared  and  staggered  back,  his  left  arm  hanging limply  by  his  side.  Another  arrow  thundered  in  from  amidst  the clouds, streaking toward Vukaste’s right temple. The ogre turned his head,  so  that  the  arrow  carved  a  furrow  across  his  brow  instead, laying him open to the bone. 

 Sunkiller!  Koshi’s  here  to  help  us!  Raphael  swept  his  gaze over the edge of the sky-soaked Heart Chamber and caught sight of Koshi’s golden silhouette soaring through the clouds. 

But Vukaste blocked the next arrow with his sword, and then the  next.  Sunkiller  sang  over  and  over  again,  lacing  the  ogre’s armored  form  with  golden  arrows,  but  none  of  them  hit  their  mark beyond the first two. 

Sylvia took the chance to dash to Raphael’s side. She placed her hands on his back and chanted the arcane syllables of a Healing spell. White light filled the edges of Raphael’s vision, and he felt the agony of his wounds recede, leaving behind a dull, heavy soreness. 

“That’s  all  the  Healing  Magic  you  can  take  for  now,”  the  elf announced.  “But  I’ve  put  your  ribs  together  and  patched  up  your punctured lungs and spleen. Stopped the bleeding in your brain, too. 

Your left hand is still broken though.” 

Raphael blinked in surprise and looked up at the elf. 

“My cheek is healed. You couldn’t have left it broken so that I still have two hands instead?” he asked. 

“You think I’m going to let your handsome face remain in such bad shape for so long?” Sylvia retorted, flicking his nose. 

“…Thanks,  Sylvia,”  Raphael  said,  fighting  down  an  urge  to yell at the elf. He scrambled to his feet and wiped the blood from his mouth with the back of his right hand. 

“Such  magnificent  archery!”  Vukaste  bellowed  as  he  sliced another golden arrow out of the air. “Who are you, worthy foe? Tell me, that I might honor your memory beyond your death!” 

“I  am  Koshi  the  Dragon  Knight,  fiend!”  Koshi  cried  in response. “Take my name to your grave!” 

His  golden  form  never  stopped  moving,  and  Sunkiller  never stopped lacing Vukaste with its wrath, but it was obvious to Raphael that  the  ogre  had  gotten  a  read  on  Koshi’s  darting  flight.  The  blue light  radiating  from  his  chest  grew  brighter,  and  Raphael  knew  that Vukaste was going to send an unerring beam of force to strike Koshi from the skies. 

He  charged,  and  Sylvia  charged  alongside  him.  Vukaste snapped  his  gaze  down  at  them  as  they  approached,  even  as  the edge of his blade split another of Sunkiller’s arrows down its length. 

The  elf  snapped  her  right  hand  out,  pointing  her  index  and middle  fingers  while  keeping  the  others  tucked  into  her  palm. 

Willowflight spun toward Vukaste’s groin. The ogre parried the flying sword, only for Raphael to seize it with his will, shape his hand like Sylvia’s, and send Willowflight arcing forth once more. 

The flying sword sliced off Vukaste’s ear as it streaked over his shoulder. Sylvia assumed control of its flight, then hacked it into the  ogre’s  hip.  Vukaste  bashed  Willowflight  loose  before  its  edge could  sink  in  deeper  and  brought  his  blade  up  to  deflect  a  golden arrow. 

The ogre dropped to one knee and angled his chest at Sylvia. 

Before  Raphael  could  react,  Vukaste  lanced  a  sapphire  beam  of force at the elf. It sliced through her silhouette and arced off into the horizon. 

“No!” Raphael gasped, only to feel delicate but strong fingers tugging at his belt. He looked down to see Sylvia pulling herself out of his shadow. 

“Phew. That was way closer than I’d thought it would be,” the elf said breathlessly. 

 She must have entered her own shadow and then come out through  mine.  Raphael  helped  Sylvia  to  her  feet,  his  heart  still pounding wildly at the thought that she’d been slain by Vukaste. 

The ogre spun toward Raphael, a thunderous expression on his mangled features. 

“Enough games,” Vukaste growled. “You have fought well, all of you, but this ends now.” 

“Raph!  He’s  going  to—”  Koshi  sent  through  the  light  of  the Dragon Meridian. 

“I  know.  Another  force  beam,  and  we  don’t  have  any  other shadows to jump to,” Raphael replied, sweeping his gaze back and forth. 

It  was  true.  The  Heart  Chamber  had  lost  all  its  walls,  either during  the  Defiant  Citadel’s  ascent  or  a  long  time  ago.  Whichever had happened, it was now an empty, windswept platform, empty of shadows beneath the early afternoon sun. 

 Sylvia  could  bring  us  to  Vukaste’s  shadow,  but  that  would mean coming within reach of his blade,  Raphael thought.  That’s not going to work. 

“Stand clear, Raph!” Koshi said. “I’ll hit him with my elemental breath!” 

“No.  You’ve  fired  so  many  arrows  from  Sunkiller.  You  can’t have much  Ryu-To-Ki  left. You still need to make it back down to the ground  safely,”  Raphael  told  him.  “I’ll  use  my  elemental  breath instead!” 

Before  Koshi  could  respond,  Raphael  thrust  Sylvia  behind him  and  opened  his  mouth.  An  orb  of  fire  manifested  a  foot  before his face. He’d lanced the colossal hydra with a bolt of lightning born from  the  might  of  five  Draconic  Braziers.  Now,  he  would  incinerate Vukaste with the fury of six. 

The ogre’s eyes widened as he realized Raphael’s intention. 

He laughed, his booming voice rolling across the heavens. 

“So  be  it,  Raphael.  Let  this  be  the  final  clash  of  our  wills!” 

Vukaste bellowed. “How blessed am I to have such foes as you! And you too, Shadowsoul and Koshi! Such delight have you brought me this day!” 

Blue  light  blazed  from  the  ogre’s  chest,  coalescing  into  a beam of pure force. As it sliced forth, Raphael roared and unleashed the  fury  of  his  elemental  breath,  compressing  the  flames  of  six Draconic Braziers into a single crimson lance of searing heat. 

Fiery  ray  collided  with  sapphire  beam.  Air  displaced  with  a thunderous crack. The backwash of the impact hurled Raphael’s hair back  from  his  face  and  tugged  at  the  trailing  ruins  of  his  armor. 

Sylvia gasped as she was forced to a crouch, but she remained by his side instead of scurrying from the path of Vukaste’s beam. 

Raphael  poured  every  last  ember  of   Ryu-To-Ki   he  could muster  into  his  elemental  breath,  but  there  was  no  doubt  about  it. 

Vukaste’s stolen strength was more potent. His force beam pushed Raphael’s  fiery  ray  back.  And  Raphael  wasn’t  surprised.  After  all, Shiomi had been one of the most ancient and mightiest dragons of yore,  rivaling  Platina  in  power  and  wisdom.  How  could  he  hope  to compare to such greatness? 

“You can, Magus!” Rayne shrieked. “The ogre wields but the barest fraction of Shiomi’s power. It is at odds with him, because he has taken it without asking and twisted it into foulness.” 

“No.  It’s  too  strong…”  Raphael  protested,  his  mental  voice trembling through the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

“It  isn’t!”  the  faerie  dragon  said.  “You  are  the  Magus,  the Master of Dragonkind. No draconic power supersedes yours!” 

“I…  won’t…  give  up,”  Raphael  grunted,  leaning  into  his elemental  breath  and  holding  Vukaste’s  beam  at  bay  for  another heartbeat longer. “I promised Shiomi I would make things right again. 

What kind of Magus would I be if I didn’t keep my word?” 

Something cool slipped into his palm. He glanced downward. 

The ghostly Shiomi was by his side, taking his right hand in hers. 

“Thank you, Magus,” the ghost sobbed. “You fought so hard for me. Thank you.” 

“It’s…  It’s  alright,  Shiomi,”  Raphael  told  her,  as  darkness began to creep in on the edges of his vision. “I… I’m going to…” 

“I  won’t  stand  by  and  let  you  do  everything,  either,”  Shiomi declared.  She  tightened  her  grip  on  his  hand.  “Let  me  help!  I  can help!” 

Familiar  patterns  tumble  through  Raphael’s  mind.  Thanks  to Fenix’s  tutelage,  he  was  able  to  recognize  them  as  the  mental sculpting  components  of  Spontaneous  Transmigration.  The  spell tumbled  from  his  soul.  It  needed  no  mana,  only  his  will—and Shiomi’s. 

The  heart-scale  flew  out  from  Sylvia’s  clothing  and  soared into the heavens. Sapphire light blazed afresh from its edges, purer and  truer  than  that  of  the  beam  shrieking  from  Vukaste’s  stolen heart. 

Shiomi’s  ghost  looked  up.  She  smiled.  And  then  she vanished. 

The  blue  light  enveloping  the  heart-scale  brightened,  until Raphael was forced to avert his gaze. Then he felt the downdraft of beating  wings  upon  his  shoulders.  The  light  faded.  A  draconic shadow  danced  amidst  the  coruscating  radiance  cast  by  the  clash between force beam and fiery ray. 

A roar shook the air. Raphael cast his gaze upward. A dragon with  sapphire  scales  hurtled  into  the  sky,  then  swooped  back  and about to hover above him. There was no doubt. 

Shiomi was reborn. 

But not in her former majesty, Raphael quickly realized. The force  dragon  was  but  twice  the  size  of  Rayne’s  larger  form  and, snout to tail, would measure only a scant fraction of Koshi’s draconic aspect. 

“A youngling,” Rayne murmured, its voice filled with wonder. 

“A dragon youngling.” 

Shiomi  inhaled  sharply,  then  snapped  her  head  forward.  A sapphire  beam  lanced  from  her  open  jaws,  joining  Raphael’s elemental breath and forcing Vukaste’s force beam backward. 

The  ogre  roared  in  pure,  unfeigned  shock,  the  first  time Raphael  had  ever  seen  him  unsettled.  The  moment  passed  swiftly, though. Vukaste clenched his jaw and furrowed his brow. The beam roaring  from  his  chest  grew  stronger,  and  Raphael  found  himself pushed  back  once  more.  He  dropped  to  a  crouch,  hoping  to  find some purchase on the unyielding stone floor of the Heart Chamber. 

Golden  arrows  rained  down  on  Vukaste,  only  to  bounce uselessly  off  the  force  bubble  that  encased  the  ogre’s  armored frame.  Raphael  felt  Koshi’s  frustration  over  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian,  and  he  knew  that  Koshi  was  ready  to  attempt  something dangerous and desperate. 

And so was Sylvia. The elf had moved back to his side and was  staring  straight  ahead  at  the  clashing  draconic  energies,  her fingers flexing upon the hilt of her blade. Raphael noticed her gaze dancing  from  one  flickering  shadow  to  the  next,  and  he  feared  she would begin some kind of suicidal charge at Vukaste. 

He reached out and placed his broken hand on her shoulder. 

Their gazes met, and the cold, flinty light in hers vanished before the resolve burning in his. She gave him a slight nod. 

 Wu  Xin  showed  me  that  the  Seventh  Brazier  is  within  my reach,  Raphael thought.  I’ve got to ignite it now, or never at all! 

He looked to the light of the Dragon Meridian and reached for the  Seventh  Brazier,  the  one  beyond  Koshi  had  never  managed  to ignite. 

“No Knight has, Magus,” Rayne told him. “You will be the first and only.” 

The  Seventh  Brazier  blazed  into  life.  Its  flames  poured  over its  brim  and  flooded  Raphael’s  soul  with  their  might.  The  fiery  ray roaring from his jaws hurled Vukaste’s force beam back several feet. 

 It’s still not enough!  Raphael realized in horror. Veins pulsed across the ogre’s temples, and his features were a rictus of agonized

effort,  but  still  he  stood,  and  still  he  had  the  upper  hand,  his  beam inexorably regaining the ground it had lost. 

Raphael cast the light of the Dragon Meridian frantically into the  depths  of  the  Seventh  Brazier,  looking  desperately  for  anything that might tilt the scales of victory in his favor. 

He  found  it:  the  true  power  of  the  Seventh  Brazier. 

Knowledge of its mysteries filled his mind. 

The First gave him swiftness, the Second strength. The Third wreathed him in draconic armor, while the Fourth opened the doors to draconic armaments. The Fifth imbued him with elemental breath, and the Sixth allowed him to perform the Heavenward Dance. 

The  name  of  the  Seventh’s  power  bolted  through  his consciousness. 

 Draconic Trace. 
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Raphael  pulled  Sylvia  to  his  side.  Blue  runes  flared  into existence  around  him,  enveloping  both  of  them.  The  glowing  runes spun outward, before locking into place in midair. Within a heartbeat, they  coalesced  into  a  massive  net  of  sapphire  light  identical  to Shiomi’s form in its full glory, with Raphael and Sylvia ensconced in the middle. 

The  youngling  Shiomi  gasped  in  surprise  and  dropped  her force beam, and Raphael knew that the dragon was at the end of her strength  as  well.  He  let  his  own  elemental  breath  fade.  Vukaste’s beam scythed forward, unopposed, until the net of blue light opened its draconic jaws and met it with a column of pure force, untainted by dark magic and unhindered by immaturity. 

It  was  Shiomi’s  true  wrath,  vented  on  her  tormentor,  and  it tore through Vukaste’s beam, scattering it into oblivion before roaring toward the ogre. 

Vukaste  hurled  himself  aside,  but  Raphael’s  beam  clipped him  just  below  his  left  elbow,  ripping  the  injured  limb  away  in  a shower of blood. The ogre bellowed in rage, not fear, and charged, sword held high even as his lifeblood spurted from the stump of his left arm. 

Raphael  flexed  his  mind.  A  massive  draconic  claw  of  blue light slammed into Vukaste, swiping him from his feet, tearing armor plates and chunks of flesh free, and skipping him across the floor of the Heart Chamber. 

As  the  ogre’s  armored  form  tumbled  toward  the  precipice between stone and sky, he twisted in midair and jammed his sword downward into ancient tiles and planted his heels, arresting his flight

barely  five  feet  from  where  he  would  have  fallen  into  emptiness. 

Vukaste looked up, blood pouring from his nose and mouth. 

Raphael let the Draconic Trace of Shiomi fade. Clenching his unbroken  right  fist,  he  stalked  toward  the  ogre,  meeting  Vukaste’s glare unflinchingly. He passed his glaive on the way, and he kicked the polearm up into his grasp. 

“Marvelously  done,  Raphael,”  Vukaste  gasped,  blood bubbling between the ogre’s lips. “This battle has been most joyous.” 

“It’s over, Vukaste,” Raphael replied. 

“Yes,  it  will  be.”  Vukaste  twirled  his  sword  and  brought  it  to bear. “Come, Raphael. Slay or be slain!” 

Raphael spun his glaive into readiness, holding it high on the shaft in a one-handed stance. 

They struck at the same time. Vukaste’s blade arced toward Raphael’s neck. 

Raphael  hammered  the  point  of  his  glaive  into  the  ogre’s forearm,  arresting  the  sword’s  decapitating  stroke.  He  released  his weapon and thrust his hand into Vukaste’s chest, closing his fingers around Shiomi’s stolen heart. 

Raphael  tore  the  massive  organ  free,  snapping  a  cluster  of black  strings  that  bound  it  to  the  ogre.  The  soul  fragment  bound  to the  heart  coalesced  into  existence  before  the  light  of  the  Dragon Meridian,  shuddering  and  gasping  from  its  sudden  deliverance beyond debasement. 

Vukaste  crashed  to  his  knees.  His  nerveless  arm  flopped, jarring  the  glaive  free  from  his  flesh.  Amazingly,  the  ogre  was  still conscious and alive, the remnants of his stolen  Ryu-To-Ki  sustaining him beyond his mortal wound. 

“This…  is  your  victory,  Raphael,”  he  gasped.  “I  congratulate you.” 

Raphael nodded grimly in response. 

“You  were  a  mighty  foe,  Vukaste,”  he  said.  “I  won’t  forget you.” 

“No,  you  won’t.”  The  ogre  smiled,  baring  his  bloody  teeth. 

“Because I will slay you in our next battle.” 

“Next battle?” Raphael frowned. “You won’t live past the next few  minutes!  And  there’s  no  more  of  Shiomi’s  strength  for  you  to steal!” 

“Is there not?” Vukaste glanced at Shiomi’s heart, prompting Raphael to take a closer look as well. 

It  wasn’t  an  entire  heart,  he  realized.  Clean  cut  lines  along one  of  its  sides  suggested  that  Raphael  held  merely  half  of  the actual organ in his hand. 

“The  rest  of  Shiomi’s  carcass  lies  still  within  my  grasp,  and there  are  thousands  upon  thousands  more  defilements  we  will  yet visit upon her,” Vukaste promised. “Farewell, Raphael.” 

Shaking  with  horror,  Raphael  took  a  step  forward,  but  blue light pulsed briefly at the ogre’s belt, and then he was gone. 

“No!  Vukaste!  You  bastard!  Come  back!”  A  wordless  roar  of frustration thundered from Raphael’s lips. He didn’t know how long it went  on,  only  that  it  faded  when  he  felt  Sylvia’s  and  Koshi’s  hands on  his  shoulders,  pulling  him  back  and  away  from  the  edge  of  the Heart Chamber. 

“It’s alright,” the elf said. “We’ll get him next time. I’ll rip off his head, squat over his stumpy neck, and…” 

“Are  you  alright,  Raph?”  Koshi  asked.  His  eyes  were  bright with both concern and pride. 

“Yes,  Koshi.  I’m  fine.”  Raphael  took  a  deep  breath  and sighed.  Sylvia  was  right.  Vukaste  was  beyond  his  reach  now. 

Thwarting the ogre’s plans would be something for another day. 

“Raphael?” the youngling Shiomi said shyly, poking her head out  around  Sylvia’s  shoulders.  “I…  I  don’t  know  what  happened  to me. And… I also don’t know what’s going to happen to me.” 

“You  have  been  reborn,  ancient  one.  You  should  come  with us,” Koshi said reverently. “We could use your wisdom and strength.” 

“Ancient one?” Rayne squeaked. “Don’t be silly, Knight Koshi. 

She’s a youngling! You can see for yourself!” 

“That’s  right.”  Shiomi  shifted  her  crimson  eyes  from  side  to side,  a  surprisingly  expressive  sign  of  her  uneasiness.  “I’m  not  the Shiomi you knew. I’m just… me. I don’t really know who I am or what to do. I don’t have that much wisdom or strength to offer either.” 

“You  should  come  with  us  anyway,  Shiomi.”  Raphael  smiled at  the  force  dragon.  “It’s  going  to  be  dangerous,  but  I  think  it’s  the best way for you to learn about who you are and what you want to do.” 

“Can  I  really?”  the  force  dragon  widened  her  eyes.  “I’ll  be helpful, I promise!” 

“Of course.” Raphael nodded. “Welcome, Shiomi.” 

“Wait!” Sylvia declared. “If you’re not the actual Shiomi, then why don’t we give you a new name, just so we don’t get confused? I named the weird thing in Raphael’s pocket ‘Facekiller’…” 

“No, no, she didn’t,” Rayne protested. “And how am I weirder than her?” 

“So  why  don’t  we  name  you  Headcrusher  instead?”  the  elf continued. “Or Headbiter. Or Murderclaw! I like that one! Your name is—” 

“Sylvia, no,” Raphael and Koshi said at the same time. 

“Uhm.” Shiomi wagged her tail and looked from side to side again. “I think I like my name just fine, so I’ll just be Shiomi.” 

“Aw, that’s lame!” Sylvia huffed, folding her arms. 

Raphael looked down at the heart in his hand. Without dark magic, it was now little more than a shrunken gray fossil, its edges overflowing the confines of his palm. 

“You’d think that a dragon’s heart, even half of one, would be a lot larger, right?” Sylvia asked. 

“It’s  fossilized,  which  makes  it  smaller,”  Raphael  replied, frowning. “You… You do know that’s how organs work, right?” 

“I  assure  you  I  know  all  about  organs  that  get  bigger  when they fill up with blood,” the elf said, leering. 

Shaking his head, Raphael looked to the light of the Dragon Meridian, where Shiomi’s soul fragment was still cowering. He hurled the  fossilized  heart  to  the  floor  and  crushed  it  to  dust  beneath  his heel. Then he reached out to the soul fragment with his Deliverance spell. 

“Thank you, Magus,” the dragon’s spirit said. “I will now pass into  the  oblivion  that  has  been  denied  me  so  long,  but  before  I  do that, I will show you one last thing.” 

Raphael  found  himself  soaring  through  the  skies  again, looking  through  draconic  eyes  over  the  sweeping  expanse  of  the Uwajima Region. He immediately spotted what was wrong. 

Amidst  a  cluster  of  ruined  buildings,  strange  crimson  vines crawled  up  the  length  of  a  tower  of  alien,  inhuman  design  and proportions. He cast his gaze east and west, seeing similar towers in different locations, all of them wreathed in red vines. The sky above each tower was overcast, the air laden with black smoke. 

 This is what ogres do to the land they take!  Raphael realized. 

 But don’t they need a long, uninterrupted time to do this? I thought this  wasn’t  possible  with  Janan’s  Kingmakers  keeping  the  ogres worrying and guessing? 

“They  have  taken  other  parts  of  me  all  over  the  land  I defended  in  life,  Magus,”  Shiomi’s  spirit  explained.  “And  they’re using  my  flesh  and  fragments  of  my  soul  to  bring  about  such foulness so quickly.” 

“I will stop them,” Raphael promised. 

“I know you will, Magus.” The soul fragment dissipated before the light of the Dragon Meridian. 

Raphael  stood  once  more  before  Koshi,  Sylvia,  and  Shiomi. 

Draconic  power  brimmed  within  him,  the  soul  fragment’s  final  gift. 

With it, he could deepen his  Ryu-To-Ki  or mana reserves, or he could further empower the Braziers he’d already ignited. 

He thought about what the ancient force dragon would have wanted, and he knew immediately what to do with such power. 

Raphael  placed  his  hand  on  the  Heart  Chamber’s  floor.  He called  to  mind  Shiomi’s  memories  of  the  Defiant  Citadel.  Then  he unleashed the force dragon’s gift. 

Sheets  of  force  sprang  up  around  the  fortress,  their  blue surfaces molded and detailed in perfect imitation of the mighty walls that once defended the Defiant Citadel’s perimeter. Battlements and stairwells  accompanied  the  barriers,  all  sculpted  as  well  from  pure force. 

“The Defiant Citadel reborn…” Koshi said, his eyes wide with awe. “Never have I thought I would see the day.” 

“Not quite yet, Koshi,” Raphael replied. There was still much of  the  fortress  to  restore:  its  towers,  its  vaults,  its  many  chambers. 

He  knew  then  that  he’d  direct  the  liberation  of  Shiomi’s  other  soul fragments  toward  the  complete  rejuvenation  of  the  Defiant  Citadel. 

“But it’s a start. Something we can use to take the fight to the ogres.” 

“Can  we  even  move  the  Defiant  Citadel  through  the  skies?” 

Koshi asked. 

“Shouldn’t  be  a  problem,”  Sylvia  said,  nodding  toward  the disc of black stone. “Horn-boy was using fairly basic Earth Magic on it. Any mage should be able to do the same.” 

“Alright.  Let’s  go,”  Raphael  declared.  Wings  of  light  blazed from his back. He turned to Sylvia, intending to carry her back down to the ground, but the elf had already clambered upon Shiomi’s back, much to the youngling dragon’s dismay. 

“Murderclaw will carry me!” Sylvia declared. 

“But that’s not my name…” Shiomi started to protest, only for Sylvia to flick her fingers against the back of the dragon’s ear. 

“Quibbling  over  details  will  make  you  awkward  and unlikeable,  like  someone  I  know!  Now,  let’s  go!  Let’s  go!”  Sylvia thumped  her  heels  against  Shiomi’s  flank.  The  dragon  flapped  her wings and rose into the air. 

“I  am  going  to  talk  to  the  elf  about  treating  a  dragon respectfully  later,”  Koshi  grumbled  as  Shiomi  carried  Sylvia earthward. Wings of light blazed into existence over his shoulders as well. 

Raphael hurled himself into the skies, and with Koshi by his side, flew clear of the Defiant Citadel. The Hell Drakes had gathered a fair distance away, and they looked up in awe as Raphael soared overhead,  flanked  by  Koshi  and  their  ancient  protector,  Shiomi  the Defiant, reborn. 

Raphael searched for Janan amidst the sea of faces, and he found her easily. The High Captain stood next to the rest of the war party.  Fenix,  Gabriella,  and  Ginerva  threw  their  hands  up  and cheered  as  Raphael  approached,  descending  from  the  skies. 

Cyrano, his entire face swathed in bandages and his left arm tucked in a sling, nodded in grim satisfaction. Eliza ran up to Raphael as he landed  and  threw  her  arms  around  him.  He  returned  her  embrace, before turning to Janan. 

“Hey, Janan,” Raphael said. “I have an idea.” 

The  High  Captain  glanced  up  at  the  Defiant  Citadel  before meeting his gaze. 

“I’m listening,” she replied. 

End of Book 2
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