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    Cobalt-hued sparks scattered across the clearing floor, dancing over exposed roots and clumps of upturned earth before climbing partway up the lengths of towering, thick-trunked trees. The last flickers of azure light peeled away from the edges of Zephyr’s vision as he looked up. A dense canopy of intertwining branches and broad leaves hung overhead, interrupted only by a narrow opening as wide as the clearing in which he stood. 
 
    The open skies stretched beyond, blue and cloudless. Just a heartbeat ago, he’d been soaring through them alongside his friends and a small entourage of other mages. Blackstone Keep and the war between the Phoenix Knights and the Slave-Masters were now half a world away, and Zephyr couldn’t help but shudder inwardly at the horrors of the last few weeks. 
 
    “Hey, it’s cooler here,” Vincent said, straightening the collar of his red Knight robes. The former jeweler’s apprentice stood more than a head-and-a-half shorter than Zephyr, and though he’d packed on a considerable amount of lean muscle over a year of tough training, he was still much slighter and more slender in comparison. He smoothed back a few stray strands of sandy hair from his brow and shook his head. “But it’s not cold and damp like the Tempest School either.” 
 
    “The deeper we go into the Boundary Forest, the warmer it’ll get,” Nella said. The ranger was wearing the same clothes she’d worn to the foot of Mount Baltros, where she’d first met Zephyr and Vincent: a sleeveless deerskin tunic and earth-hued breeches. An easy smile shone across her pale, freckled face as she swept her gaze around and caused the red braid trailing from her scalp to swing back and forth. “We’re on the edges now, which means the Frost School can’t be too far away.” 
 
    “This is your home, isn’t it?” Lux asked. The beautiful dark-haired Storm Scion had her arm looped through Zephyr’s, and her eyes were full of wonder as she beheld the majesty of the Boundary Forest. 
 
    And it was majestic indeed, Zephyr thought. The trees surrounding the clearing he’d landed in were undoubtedly ancient beyond reckoning, and despite the soft gloom and pools of shadows shrouding them and the inner depths of the forest, there was no mistaking the magical aura emanating from their towering forms. Zephyr felt his eyes widen in wonder like Lux’s. This isn’t just raw ether floating around. We’re standing inside a spell, one so big I can’t even begin to sense where its originating point is. 
 
    “No, not exactly,” Nella replied. She pointed deeper into the forest. “I live about an hour’s walk in that direction. Or I used to, anyway, before I left for the Tempest School. Druidess Filna might have reassigned the hut where I slept to someone else in my absence.” 
 
    “Really?” Vincent blinked in surprise. “She’d do that? Give away your bedroom while you’re gone?” 
 
    “It’s no big deal, really,” Nella said, shrugging. “We switch huts around all the time. And besides, I’m probably going to be staying at the Frost School while we study Frost magic.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Biri Finne said, walking up to the trio. The pale, blue-eyed mage was dressed in the white, blue-trimmed robes of a Frost Guardian, as befitting her rank and station. She nodded to the trio and Lux, before doing the same to other mages milling around in the clearing. “You and the rest of our guests will have quarters within the Frost School for the duration of your stay.”  
 
    Zephyr followed Biri’s gaze and saw that her twin brother, Tosa Finne, was talking quietly to a young mage named Abel Ponur. Less than a month ago, he’d been a senior initiate in the Tempest School. Now, he was the leader of the dozen-strong Storm Scion delegation that had been sent to the Frost Guardians’ aid. Eleven other blue-robed mages clustered around Abel, all of them listening intently to Tosa. 
 
    “Be at ease, esteemed guests and colleagues,” Tosa said to the Storm Scions. “I understand that this is your first visit to the Frost School, but there is no cause to feel uncomfortable. Neither is there any need to stand on ceremony.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Finne,” Abel replied politely. The other Storm Scions voiced their gratitude. A white-robed figure strode from their midst. His hair was the same color as his clothing, and his genial, youthful, and handsome features belied his age of ninety-odd years. 
 
    “Welcome, my friends, to the Frost School,” Grand Sage Bessun Avora said, spreading his arms in a sweeping gesture that tried to encompass the forest. “And the Blight Boundary. Is it not magnificent?” 
 
    “It is, sir,” Zephyr agreed. “I grew up hearing stories and songs about just how grand the Boundary Forests are, but it seems to me that no words can truly capture the sublime beauty of this place, nor do it any justice. The trees are strong and proud, their every branch heavy with history and duty.” 
 
    “Duty?” Vincent asked, scratching his head. “Is that another Wu metaphor of yours, Zeph? The trees here are huge and all, but they’re just trees, aren’t they? What duty could they have?” 
 
    “A truly profound one,” Avora said, smiling. “And I’m not surprised it hasn’t escaped your sensibilities, Zephyr. Only a mind molded by the philosophies of the Wu could have encapsulated the trees and their role in the Boundary Enchantment so succinctly in a single word: duty.” 
 
    “I…” Vincent sighed and bowed to the Grand Sage. “I still don’t get it, Your Excellency. I know there’s a powerful spell going on in this forest, and it’s made up of Frost magic and another type of magic I don’t recognize.” 
 
    “It’s Life magic. That’s what the druids and druidesses–the Boundary Mages–use to keep the Boundary Enchantment going,” Nella said, nudging Vincent and pointing to a section of the intricate magical web woven across every tree in the forest. She smiled. “Druidess Filna told me about it when I was a child, but now, seeing it for myself with my own mage sight is really something else.” 
 
    “The last time we were here, we didn’t really notice all this because we didn’t stay very long,” Vincent said, his gaze following the direction of Nella’s pointing finger. “Nor did we have a Frost Aspect yet, which makes seeing Frost magic in action so much easier.” 
 
     That’s right, Zephyr thought. He glanced down at his inner right forearm. A few inches below his wrist, an azure thunderbolt sat next to an orange-red triangle and a white sphere. They were the Tempest Mark, the Inferno Mark, and the Frost Mark. We did awaken our Frost Aspects just before we attacked the Unliving Empress’s Eternal Palace. 
 
    He conjured a codex display. A scroll unfurled in the air, visible only to him, Vincent, and Nella. 
 
      
 
    Ascender Name: Zephyr 
 
    Magic: Tempest (archmage), Inferno (archmage), Frost (initiate) 
 
    Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder 
 
    Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord 
 
    Frost Aspect: Winter Paladin 
 
      
 
    The codex display was a manifestation of the Codex of Ascension, a spiritual artifact bound to the trio’s souls by Avora. It allowed them to track and monitor their progress in their magical studies in stark, numerical terms. It also absorbed, purified, and converted the dark magic of any Shadowswarm creatures they destroyed into essence orbs, which could in turn be—and had been—used to give the trio immense magical power. 
 
    Thanks to the Codex of Ascension, Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella had become quite possibly the three most powerful mages in the realm, if not the entire world, after only a year plus a few weeks of studying magic.  No one else possessed even a modest fraction of their power, not even Grand Sage Avora or Archmage Brass of the Phoenix Knights. And neither would Archmage Thorn of the Frost Guardians, if Zephyr had to guess. 
 
    With that power, the trio had wiped out entire armies of Shadowswarm entities and turned the tide in the war against the Unliving Empress and her endless hordes of iron drones. And Zephyr knew they would only become mightier still when they mastered Frost magic, something which wouldn’t take very long given what they’d already accomplished. 
 
    The sheer ease through which the trio had accrued power had unnerved Zephyr at first, but he’d come to terms with it, believing that as the threefold reincarnation of Caruthas, the Hero of Light, it was their duty to return his magical mastery to the world and bring it to bear against all that threatened humanity. 
 
    Now, Zephyr was not so sure, because he didn’t think that he, Vincent, and Nella were Caruthas reborn anymore. Many twilight fiends, powerful Shadowswarm entities, had called them their Sacred One, incarnated into three separate bodies. The Unliving Empress had thought that they were the Elemental Anathema, Caruthas’s killer reborn to torment the world once more and usher in a new age of suffering and horror. 
 
    But in an earlier lifetime, the Unliving Empress had also been Azaria Hastur, a stalwart companion of the Hero of Light and a mage of immense power herself. She’d known Caruthas on a personal level, and she’d fought alongside him against the Elemental Anathema. If the trio really were Caruthas reborn, wouldn’t she recognize him in them? And if the trio weren’t the Elemental Anathema, surely she wouldn’t have been so adamant on her insistence that they were? 
 
    Of course, the Unliving Empress could have been simply mistaken. After all, she’d succumbed to madness long before the trio had managed to fight their way to her. Or she could have been lying, since she was no longer the Glyph Mistress, revered heroine, but the Unliving Empress, a monster that had ravaged the world for centuries until her defeat by the trio and execution by Avora. Lying was a trifle when set alongside all the other atrocities she’d committed. 
 
    But for some reason, Zephyr didn’t think she was. The Unliving Empress was vicious and insane, but she wasn’t a liar. In fact, she’d called someone else a liar. Zephyr fought to keep his features neutral as he met Avora’s approving gaze. The Grand Sage hadn’t exactly deceived the trio in any overt manner, but he’d left important things that needed to be said unsaid on more than one occasion, and Zephyr couldn’t help but wonder what the trio needed to know about the Codex of Ascension that Avora still hadn’t told them. 
 
    He can take knowledge from our memories and plant ideas in our heads with his Codex of Elucidation, Zephyr thought darkly. But I don’t think he can read our thoughts, at least not yet. What else can he do to us? 
 
    “Why duty, though?” Vincent’s voice drew Zephyr from his ruminations. “It seems to me that you’re saying these trees are fulfilling some kind of duty.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Zephyr replied, shaking his head. He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Perhaps I got that impression simply from the way they stand, reaching to heavens, so tall and proud. I might very well be mistaken.” 
 
    “Or you could have deduced that the trees are not mere bystanders within the Boundary Enchantment, but active participants in its great magic,” Avora said. He nodded politely to Nella. “If you would, Nella, please explain to your friends what the Boundary Enchantment entails. As a ranger, you should know this.” 
 
    “Of course I do!” Nella snapped at the Grand Sage, her tone drawing a fearful tug on her upper arm from Vincent. The ranger had never been especially reverent to Avora, and her waspishness toward him had only become more pronounced since the trio’s battle with the Unliving Empress. But Zephyr knew Nella well enough to be confident that she wouldn’t hurl their suspicions of the Grand Sage’s intentions in his face. 
 
    For one, they had no concrete evidence to prove that Avora had any nefarious designs. Secondly, for all his duplicity, Avora had fought valiantly alongside the Storm Scions and Phoenix Knights against the Shadowswarm and the hordes of Fennean iron drones and sustained many severe injuries in the process. As far as anyone was concerned, the Grand Sage’s valor was beyond reproach. Third, what if Avora were actually capable of seizing control of the trio’s minds through the Codex of Ascension? If the Grand Sage were indeed a Shadow Cultist, capturing three mages as powerful as Zephyr, Nella, and Vincent and subsuming them to his cause would spell disaster for the world, if not the outright extinction of humanity. 
 
    Nella had suggested simply launching a surprise attack on the Grand Sage and killing him outright before he could do anything in response. Vincent had gasped in horror at the notion, and Zephyr had firmly rejected the ranger’s idea. Such an act was not only dishonorable, but beyond horrific, since Avora could very well be genuinely well-intentioned and utterly undeserving of such an incomprehensible and ignominious death, especially not after a lifetime of fighting against the Shadow and its countless agents. If the trio were to kill an innocent man simply because they found him threatening, how would they be different from a Shadowswarm entity or a Fennean Slave-Master? 
 
    Also, on a darker note, Zephyr wasn’t especially keen to find out whether the trio could actually move against Avora without the Grand Sage simply stripping their magic away or seizing control of their minds at the speed of thought. 
 
    No. Zephyr gave Lux’s hand a gentle squeeze and smiled hollowly at her. We’ll have to bide our time and find some way to sever the connection between our Codex of Ascension and his Codex of Elucidation. 
 
    “In the beginning, the world was frozen and lifeless,” Nella said, launching into a speech that she’d undoubtedly heard many times before, judging by the furrow of her brow and the distance of her gaze as she recalled its words. “One day, the earth broke apart, opening a chasm to its depths that was known as the World Hearth. From the World Hearth, warmth emerged, and life bloomed and spread.” 
 
    “Hey, I know this story,” Vincent said. “I heard it in school when I was five years old, I think.” 
 
    “Hush and let me finish.” Nella frowned at Vincent before she continued. “But then Shadow emerged, dark and spiteful, hateful of life. It reached out and spewed its hatred and spite into the World Hearth, forever poisoning its warmth with Blight. And from that point on, the life and warmth that poured from the World Hearth was diseased and tainted with horror. It took the form of countless beasts that sought only to corrupt and devour flesh untouched by their impurity.” 
 
    That would be the Elemental Anathema, Zephyr thought silently, knowing better than to interrupt the ranger as she spoke. 
 
    “The Hero of Light rallied warriors and mages to his side, and together, they spoke to the oldest of living things, the ancient trees around the World Hearth,” Nella went on. “The Hero of Light came to an understanding with the ancient trees, who agreed to maintain a vigil upon the World Hearth and contain the Blight, allowing only pure life and warmth to pass through their ranks and wash across the world. They would be aided by the Hero’s companions.” 
 
    “The warriors among them would be known as rangers, and the mages would be named druids, wielders of Life magic.” Pride, bright and fierce, shone in Nella’s eyes as she spoke. She clenched her fist and thumped it against her chest. “And so the Blight Boundary was born, a covenant between the ancients and humanity. It is embodied in the Boundary Enchantment, through which no blight-tainted ether may flow, and it is enacted in the blood and toil of the rangers and druids, who put to rest any blight beasts that seek to spread their foulness into the world.” 
 
    “The Boundary Enchantment is like a filter, then,” Vincent reasoned. “It purifies Life ether, allowing it to flow uncorrupted from the World Hearth and into the world, keeping everyone alive.” 
 
    “And warm. If the World Hearth were to simply close up, yes, we wouldn’t have to worry about the Blight anymore, but the whole world would also slowly regress into a frozen wasteland, no matter how strongly the sun shines,” Biri added. The Frost Guardian had been listening quietly all this time, content to let Nella share her knowledge with her friends. She patted the ranger on the shoulder. “Well done, Nella. You are definitely one of Druidess Filna’s brightest wards. No wonder she’s always so proud of you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Biri!” Nella said, a self-satisfied smile spreading across her face. “Speaking of Druidess Filna, I should visit her soon. I haven’t seen her in so long.” 
 
    “You will have the chance to do that, I’m sure,” Biri said. She glanced over her shoulder, presumably in the direction where the Frost School lay, though Zephyr couldn’t make out anything there besides more forest. “Though I wouldn’t be surprised if she comes to visit you first. After all, there is a reason why my brother and I came to bring the three of you here as soon as we could instead of waiting for the next academic year to roll around.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Zephyr said. “Druidess Filna’s letter to Nella mentioned some trouble regarding Shadowswarm entities, as I recall. That’s also why some Storm Scions have come along as well.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Biri nodded gravely. “Archmage Thorn and perhaps Druidess Filna herself will apprise all of our guests, which include the three of you, of the situation fully soon enough.” 
 
    “In that case, perhaps it’s best we get going, then,” Zephyr suggested. “The sooner we speak to Archmage Thorn, the sooner we can start figuring out how we can help the Frost Guardians and the valiant wardens of the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “And the sooner we can start actually learning Frost magic,” Vincent added, snapping his fingers eagerly and causing tiny snowflakes to dance across the surface of his palms. Amongst the trio, Vincent had the strongest affinity for Frost magic, while Zephyr was attuned better to Tempest magic and Nella to Inferno magic. 
 
    Vincent’s eagerness to learn Frost magic was hardly surprising, especially when Zephyr shared it too. He glanced sidelong at Nella and caught her eye. She grinned back at him. She was obviously just as excited about furthering her magical studies. 
 
    “I agree,” Tosa said, turning away from the Storm Scions he’d been speaking to. The Frost Guardian beckoned over his shoulder for everyone to follow him. “Come this way. The Frost School awaits.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zephyr hadn’t known what to expect of the Frost School, but he definitely hadn’t thought it would be a single-floored stone building half as large as the Wu monastery in which he’d grown up. A tall and sturdy wooden door was the structure’s only entrance, and narrow panels of blue-tinted glass adorned its sides. Letters the color of freshly fallen snow ran above the door frame. 
 
    The Frost School, wellspring of the Guardians, they read. 
 
    Tosa walked up to the door and made a simple, waving gesture with his left hand. A small circle of ice swirled into existence over his extended fingers. It was Frost ether, Zephyr realized, pulled from the Frost Guardian’s personal reserves and given physical form by the mage’s will. 
 
    The ring of ice touched the door. White light flared briefly from its surface, and a soft click sounded from its brass handle. Tosa looked over his shoulder at the mages clustered behind him. 
 
    “Follow me, please,” he said. 
 
    Lux had stayed by Zephyr’s side during the brief walk through the forest. She cast him a sidelong glance. Her features bore the fading traces of mild surprise and dawning comprehension. She’d obviously come to the same conclusion as him. 
 
    The Frost School couldn’t be this stately but small building, of course. Spatial enchantments lay behind the wooden door. The Tempest School had used them as well, to turn seemingly cramped rooms into expansive lecture halls and auditoriums. 
 
    Sure enough, Tosa vanished as he stepped through the doorway. Avora went next, followed by the other Storm Scions led by Abel. 
 
    “Ugh. I’m suddenly reminded of going to classes in the Tempest School,” Nella grumbled, before sighing and walking into the door.  
 
    Vincent chuckled and followed closely after her, leaving only Biri, Zephyr, and Lux outside. 
 
    “Are we going to be attending lectures and classes as well, ma’am?” Zephyr asked Biri. “We still have some pens and inkwells in our mage bands, along with a hefty stack of paper for taking notes, so we should be fine for supplies.” 
 
    “The three of you have already missed the start of the academic year, since you were supposed to come here after the Storm Scion induction at the Tempest School,” the Frost Guardian replied. “It wouldn’t be too difficult to find a place for you, and I have no doubt in your ability to catch up with the junior initiates’ progress so far, but no, I believe Archmage Thorn has something else in mind.” 
 
    “I see.” Zephyr nodded. “We are here to help as much as we are to learn. Gabriel taught us Inferno magic while we fought the Slave-Masters alongside the Phoenix Knights. Will you and your brother be assuming a similar role?” 
 
    “More or less,” Biri said. “But I will let Archmage Thorn explain the details.” 
 
    With that, the Frost Guardian stepped through the doorway and vanished. 
 
    “Come along, Zeph,” Lux said. “I’ve always been curious about the Frost School. Let’s see what it looks like.” 
 
    “Alright.” Zephyr approached the entrance, Lux’s hand in his, and walked into the spatial enchantment. His vision blurred momentarily, as it always did whenever he entered one of the Tempest School’s lecture halls, and when it cleared, he found himself standing in a spacious room with a lushly carpeted floor and walls decorated by floral tapestries. 
 
    “Do you see how finely woven the Frost ether is in those?” Vincent asked, nudging Zephyr before pointing at the closest tapestry, which was hanging on the wall right beside the entrance. 
 
    “In those? I’m not sure what you’re talking about…” Zephyr’s words trailed as he noticed the delicate sheets of crystal sheathing the wall decoration. It glistened with Frost ether to his mage sight, but as Vincent pointed out, the artistry involved in its creation was truly remarkable. It’s not an enchantment, but a persistent spell, maintained by self-contained and infinitely looping streams of Frost ether. 
 
    “That’s pretty amazing,” Nella agreed. The ranger rubbed her jaw thoughtfully. “I didn’t think spells could last so long without being tied to a glyph on a physical object.” 
 
    “That would make the spell an enchantment,” Zephyr said, feeling an excited smile spread across his face. “Perhaps that is something unique to Frost magic. I look forward to learning more about it.” 
 
    “Frost magic revolves around perpetual renewal,” Biri said. The Frost Guardian was standing near the trio and Lux, while her brother corralled the awestruck Storm Scions into the center of the room. She waved her hand casually, bringing into existence the same circle of spinning ice Tosa had used to open the door to the Frost School. “Yes, perpetuation and renewal are seemingly contradictory concepts, but I promise it will all make sense to you soon enough.” 
 
    “Master Gathras mentioned something about this before in one of his magical theory classes,” Vincent said, his eyes flashing with excitement. “Frost magic stems from ether which embodies the cusp of rebirth, the moment before winter thaws and life springs anew. I think I understand. When flowers bloom in the spring, they’re new life, but their birth is part of a perpetual sequence. It happens again and again every year, assuming nature maintains its balance.” 
 
    “Very astute, Vincent.” Biri shook her head, a surprised smile unfolding over her pale features. “I’d heard from Master Gathras that amongst you three, you possess the greatest affinity for Frost magic. It seems that he wasn’t mistaken.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” Nella patted Vincent warmly on the back. “But he’s also just very smart in general. Of course he’d figure something like that out in no time. I’d never thought of Frost magic in this way until now, even though I grew up working with Frost Guardians.” 
 
    “It’s a rather difficult concept to wrap one’s head around,” Zephyr said. “But I’m sure we will come to understand it better as we learn more about Frost magic.” 
 
    “Welcome to the Frost School,” Tosa said, raising his voice over the murmurs of the milling Storm Scions.  
 
    A door opened at the far side of the room, and several men and women wearing plain white robes walked in. None of them had a magical aura, nor any indication they were suppressing the presence of one, which meant that they had to be the Frost School’s serving staff. The servants carried small wicker baskets looped around their forearms, and they began passing these out to the Storm Scions. The trio and Lux received a basket each as well. 
 
    Blankets, soap, a small assortment of toiletries, and two plain robes carrying glyphs of fitting, Zephyr thought, taking a peek into the basket in his hands. I already have everything I need in my mage band, and I’m sure that’s true for everyone else. Still, it’s very thoughtful of the Frost School to give us these. 
 
    Avora declined the basket that was offered to him with a polite smile and a shake of his head. The Grand Sage would be given quarters within the Frost School, Zephyr guessed, but he wouldn’t be staying there most of the time, not when his family manor was a simple Wind Walk spell away, and he’d recovered from the spiritual injuries that had damaged his soul circuitry and prevented him from casting spells during the trio’s first week at Blackstone Keep. 
 
    “Must be nice, having a grand manor to go home to,” Vincent said, sighing in envy. He hefted the basket in his hand. “I’m still looking forward to our stay here though.” 
 
    “Hey, Zeph,” Nella whispered quietly, nudging him in the side with her elbow as she spoke. “I remember you telling me what Marie said about you… no, about us, that we were things cooked up in Avora’s secret laboratories. We’re not, obviously, but maybe it’s high time we poked around in his house and see if we can find anything suspicious.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Zephyr agreed, surprising himself. Just a few months ago, the mere notion of breaking into and ransacking the Grand Sage’s home would have horrified him. But in light of recent events, Zephyr felt that the sooner they could either expose Avora for a traitor or dispel their doubts about his loyalty, the better. 
 
    Another person entered the room. He was a tall, slender, and dark-haired man, and he wore the same gray-white robes as Biri and Tosa, though he also had a white sash wrapped around his waist. The newcomer’s features were soft and open, and when he spoke, his voice was mellifluous and pleasant. 
 
    “Hello, everyone,” he said. “Master Tosa Finne has already welcomed you, but please allow me to do it again. My name is Osavar Thorn, and I am the current Archmage and headmaster of this institution.” 
 
    “Archmage and headmaster?” Nella muttered. “Aren’t they the same thing?” 
 
    “No, not necessarily,” Vincent said. “Archmage Xanthus was the headmaster of the Tempest School, but Archmage Brass doesn’t have the time to run the Inferno School, so someone else must be the headmaster or headmistress there.” 
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” Nella agreed, as Abel bowed to Archmage Thorn. 
 
    “I am the leader of this delegation from the northern battle lines, Archmage Thorn,” Abel said nervously. “As per the ancient concord among our orders, we have come to your aid.” 
 
    “I thank you, Storm Scion,” Archmage Thorn replied, returning the bow, though his gaze had drifted to the trio. “Together, we will drive back the darkness.” 
 
    “For all humanity,” Abel and the other Storm Scions murmured in unison, causing Zephyr to realize that the entire exchange had been a ritualistic greeting between representatives of the Frost School and the Tempest School. 
 
    “Please take a seat, everyone,” Thorn said, sweeping both of his hands out before him. Frost ether roiled and swirled at his command, before coalescing into rows of crystalline chairs evenly interspersed throughout the room. “You have all traveled a long distance, but thanks to His Excellency’s Wind Walk spell, the journey was swift and unexacting. Therefore, I would like to explain the dilemma that we face right away, before showing you to your quarters.” 
 
    As the Archmage spoke, the servants walked down the rows of chairs and laid thin cushions upon their surfaces. The Storm Scions, Avora, and the trio murmured their thanks as they sat down and turned their regard to Thorn. Biri and Tosa walked to the front of the room to stand by their leader’s side. 
 
    “For eons, the Frost Guardians have assisted the rangers and druids of the Blight Boundary in holding back the Blight and its tormented embodiments,” Thorn began. “And all this time, we have held the line. But now, things have changed. Shadowswarm have entered the picture, and they have added their darkness to the taint of the Blight.” 
 
    “Shadowswarm and the blight?” Nella asked, rising from her seat. “I don’t see how the two can be connected. Blight beasts don’t have minds of their own. They can’t be Blackguards, and if there aren’t any Blackguards around, there won’t be any Dark Labyrinths too! Come to think of it, where would Shadowswarm creatures come from in the Blight Boundary anyway?” 
 
    “…the rangers, druids, or Frost Guardians who…” Vincent ventured, only for his voice to die out in a horrified squeak as Nella glared at him, her eyes ablaze with fury. 
 
    “Please don’t be so hard on Master Trefori, Ranger Heartseeker,” Thorn said. “You know in your heart that your kin and my fellow Frost Guardians are only human, as fallible as anyone else. Nothing in the Blight Boundary renders us any more impervious than any other individual from the Shadow’s touch.” 
 
    “But fallen rangers or druids cannot hope to avoid the notice of their peers or superiors,” Avora said, shaking his head worriedly. “I cannot fathom any soul hiding its inner darkness from Druidess Filna’s scrutiny, for instance. Furthermore, the northern battlelines are so far away that I cannot imagine corrupt ether leaking all the way here, at least not in quantities enough to establish a connection between a person and a Shadowswarm entity capable of manifesting a Dark Labyrinth within his or her soul. So I have to agree with Nella here. Blight beasts and blight titans possess no souls within which the Shadow can take root. Neither can I imagine any Dark Labyrinth flourishing within the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “Everything you say is true, Your Excellency,” Thorn agreed. “All the factors you listed are why the Blight Boundary has never felt the Shadow’s taint, not in any significant sense, since its creation. But yet, we find ourselves unable to prevail against our enemies now, after eons of holding them at bay.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” Zephyr said, raising his hand politely. He continued speaking after Thorn nodded in his direction. “If Shadowswarm creatures are attacking the Blight Boundary right now, why are we still sitting here and chatting so calmly? Please tell us where they are, and we will destroy them right away, before they can cause any further harm.” 
 
    Cheers of approval rose from the ranks of the gathered Storm Scions. Abel clenched his fists, looked over his shoulder, and gave Zephyr a resolute nod. 
 
    “Yes, let’s get out there and put an end to this,” Lux spoke up next. “Archmage Thorn, we are Storm Scions, and dealing with Shadowswarm is our forte. If they are here, point us in their direction, and they won’t be a problem any longer.” 
 
    Thorn smiled, before raising his left hand and conjuring a sphere of crackling lightning above his open palm. 
 
    That’s a Tempest magic spell! Zephyr realized, before pulling up a codex display and angling it over the Archmage. 
 
      
 
    Osavar Thorn 
 
    Magic: Tempest (mage); Frost (master) 
 
    Tempest Aspect: Magus 
 
    Frost Aspect: Healer 
 
      
 
    “You… you have a Tempest Aspect!” Vincent cried, pointing a trembling finger at Thorn. He quickly snatched his hand down, a look of horror unfolding across his face as he realized the rudeness of his gesture. “Ahem. Sorry, Archmage Thorn. I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    “It’s alright, Master Trefori, and yes, I do have a Tempest Aspect,” Thorn said, a tired smile tugging at his lips. “I am one of the rare few individuals capable of manifesting more than one Elemental Aspect within my soul, and though I have dedicated my life toward studying Frost magic, I have acquired enough skill in Tempest magic to more than hold my own against most Shadowswarm entities below the lesser-rare category. His Excellency can attest to my brief but, I hope, adequate service upon the northern battlelines.” 
 
    “I can indeed, Archmage Thorn,” Avora said, the troubled frown on his face deepening. “And that is why I am so confused. Yes, even rangers, druids, and Frost Guardians can fall to the Shadow, but with Druidess Filna, her peers, and you around, I simply can’t see how there can be enough Shadowswarm around to warrant the aid of twelve Storm Scions whose presences are surely sorely missed upon the battlelines.”  
 
    Zephyr nodded. Thorn’s skill in Tempest magic was middling at best, but Zephyr didn’t doubt that when the Archmage combined it with his mastery of Frost magic, he would be more than capable of destroying entire swathes of weaker Shadowswarm entities and perhaps even defeating a night prince. 
 
    Of course, I still don’t know much about Frost magic except that it has healing spells. So maybe it doesn’t matter how skilled Archmage Thorn is in Frost magic if it’s not very powerful in the first place, Zephyr thought, before shaking his head. But that can’t be possible. Frost magic is as revered as Inferno magic and Tempest magic. It is the magic of one of the three Primal Elements. There is no reason it would be any less potent than the others. 
 
    He glanced at his codex display and willed the information regarding the only Frost magic spell he knew to the forefront. 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Rejuvenation (initiate) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Winter Paladin 
 
    Grant minor regeneration to subject (5 minute duration) or heal minor injuries instantly (touch) 
 
      
 
    “I appreciate your ardor, Zephyr of the Wu, and that of my esteemed Storm Scion colleagues,” Thorn continued. “But the point I was trying to make is that if all that threatened the Blight Boundary were swarms of lesser Shadowswarm entities, I would never have made such a brazen request to the Tempest School for your aid.” 
 
    “So there are night princes around?” Zephyr grimaced in apprehension. “Or twilight fiends?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Archmage Thorn said, his words drawing shocked gasps and fearful mutters from the gathered Storm Scions. Tempest magic was the bane of Shadowswarm entities, but monsters such as night princes would prove more than a match of any single given member of the delegation, and a twilight fiend was powerful enough to annihilate a hundred fledgling Storm Scions by itself. 
 
    Only the trio—and perhaps Avora himself—could face a twilight fiend and prevail. 
 
    “This far from the northern battlelines, night princes and twilight fiends must possess human subjects to manifest themselves, and the latter can only do so by fusing themselves with powerful human mages,” Avora said. “Did that happen? Has the Shadow taken several members of the Frost School’s upper echelon or some of the elder druids?” 
 
    “Fortunately, that has not happened,” Thorn said. He dismissed the ball of lightning from existence. His fingers danced an intricate pattern through the air, summoning swirls of ice that coalesced into the likenesses of four grotesque creatures. 
 
    One of them looked like a twisted mockery of a tortoise. The creature’s shell was covered with craters from which clusters of tentacles oozed and swarmed. Festering growths crusted its misshapen beak. Six twisted limbs protruded from orifices on either of its flanks. 
 
    The second could only be described as a tumor-ridden cat, with arachnid legs sprouting from its back and two feline faces twisted in agony and fury. Wicked, sickle-shaped claws sprouted from each of its furry limbs, while a scorpion’s barbed tail arced from the base of its spine. 
 
    The third was a swan-like creature. Seven pairs of wings covered with spine-like feathers extended from its growth-twisted body. It had four heads, each of them sprouting eight rows of eyes above a beak filled with serrated fangs. 
 
    The last could only be described as a lunatic’s attempt at depicting a dragon, but Zephyr knew that the dual-headed creature with tentacles instead of limbs and wings possessed not a trace of the grace and dignity Mighty Sahhto had in life. 
 
    “Blight titans,” Nella said, frowning in confusion. “But what’s so special about them? The rangers and druids take monsters like them apart on a regular basis. We… wait, no. That’s not right. Those are…” 
 
    Her words trailed off, and the look of puzzlement upon her face turned into one of incredulity and horror. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong?” Vincent asked, nudging Nella. 
 
    “A tortoise, a cat, a bird, and a serpent…” Zephyr said, shaking his head. He tapped the space between his collarbones. Vincent wore a simple prayer amulet of carved wood in the same area beneath his robes. It was an amulet dedicated to the faith of Ostar, the Beast God, the nature deity worshiped by most of the common folk throughout the realm of Vlandusk, if not the world. “Those things… look like the Four Aspects of Ostar.” 
 
    “Blight beasts are chaotic amalgams of cancerous flesh, only vaguely and abstractly comparable to actual animals,” Archmage Thorn explained. “For these blight titans to be so readily recognizable as the Four Aspects…” 
 
    “They have to be rooted in human consciousness,” Zephyr concluded. “Or at the very least, creatures who are able to parody or imitate human consciousness. But does that mean…” 
 
    “Yes,” Thorn said. “These blight titans are walking Dark Labyrinths.”  
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, wait. That’s virtually impossible, isn’t it?” Vincent asked, his eyes wide with horror and confusion. “From what I learned studying magical theory at the Tempest School, there is only one way this could have happened. Four people got tainted by the blight, and then they became Blackguards, whose Dark Labyrinths just happened to manifest as diseased mockeries of the Facets of Ostar. How likely is that? Or is there any other way this could have happened?” 
 
    “Not very likely, and yet as far as I can imagine, Vincent, there is no other causal chain that could possibly have produced such a result,” Avora said, shaking his head. The Grand Sage’s brow was furrowed in thought. “Yes, being tainted by the blight doesn’t prevent one from being taken by the Shadow, but having both happen to the same individual is exceedingly rare, especially in this part of the world. And then to have each of them generate distinct yet thematically complementary Dark Labyrinths? The odds are infinitesimally miniscule.” 
 
    “Blight taint can be cured through both Frost and Life magic except in the most serious of cases,” Nella added. “And I know Druidess Filna sweeps the Blight Boundary with her spells frequently to detect any human suffering from blight taint. No ranger or druid would let anyone in the Blight Boundary go untreated. So how did these four people go undetected long enough to produce Phase Three Dark Labyrinths?” 
 
    “How large are these blight titans, sir?” Zephyr asked Archmage Thorn. “All three of us studied magical theory, and we learned that titans can grow as tall as sixty or seventy feet, but I believe the ones portrayed before us are larger.” 
 
    “They are, by far,” Thorn said. He pointed at the icy likeness of the feline. “This one, which my colleagues have deigned to call the Devastation Tiger, stands two-hundred feet tall upon its haunches. The Snapping Malice, the tortoise, is three hundred feet wide and half that in height. 
 
    “The Sky Horror has a wingspan of seven hundred feet and is as tall as the Devastation Tiger. The Unholy Drake is the largest of them all, though not by much.” The Archmage pointed at the swan and the dragon in succession. “Its body is just over seven hundred feet long, though its girth is a mere ninety or so feet all around. Since their emergence two weeks ago, they have already smashed through eight Defensive Rings, laying waste to all in their path.” 
 
    “I wish to return to an earlier statement you made, sir,” Zephyr said, rubbing his jaw and sweeping his gaze over the icy sculptures. “You said they were walking Dark Labyrinths, and everyone just took you at your word. Have you verified this for a fact with the Heaven’s Eye spell?” 
 
    “Heaven’s Eye?” Nella blinked in surprise. “I don’t remember that spell.” 
 
    “It’s a Tempest magic spell. Zephyr learned it, but we never used it, since our codex displays get the same job done much more easily,” Vincent explained. “It pulls down a column of Tempest ether from the skies to illuminate extra-dimensional spaces. It’s one of the methods Storm Scions use to tell whether a Dark Labyrinth is present. His Excellency used it a couple of times in front of us, remember?” 
 
    “Huh. Now that you mention it, he did,” Nella agreed. She conjured a codex display and made it visible for everyone to see. Abel and the other Storm Scions murmured in surprise at the sight, and even Archmage Thorn seemed to be taken aback. 
 
    “So that’s the famed Avora spiritual artifact,” he muttered under his breath. 
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    Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer 
 
    Reveals extra-dimensional spaces within a ten-mile radius, resonates against the presence of Shadow-corrupted ether 
 
      
 
    “I think this is a Storm level spell,” Nella said. “Archmage Thorn, your mastery of Tempest magic is only that of a mage. Are you capable of casting it at all?” 
 
    “I am,” Archmage Thorn replied, a wintry smile flashing across his face. He produced a crystal sphere from his mage band and held it up for everyone to see. “This is the Coruscating Orb. It magnifies my affinity for Tempest magic and allows me to cast spells one step above my level of mastery. I do know Heaven’s Eye, and I have used it to verify that yes, those titans are indeed Dark Labyrinths. Shadowswarm creatures of middling strength have also emerged from their orifices, much like blight beasts do from blight titans. That is another similarity to a Dark Labyrinth, is it not? Shadowswarm entities emerge from their depths to ravage all in their path.” 
 
    “It is, but I still have some misgivings. Vincent, Nella, and I have vanquished several Phase Three Dark Labyrinths during our time at the Tempest School,” Zephyr said. “They were vast, nightmarish realms that would require days to traverse without the aid of magic. They were larger in size than these titans, but they were also all stationary locations that were incapable of directly causing harm to their surroundings, not creatures capable of wreaking havoc with their fangs and limbs. No, these are not Phase Three Dark Labyrinths. Also, Dark Labyrinths only unleash their denizens when they transcend Phase Three. Therefore, though it may be true that these titans personify or are enveloped in some kind of extra-dimensional space, they aren’t strictly Dark Labyrinths, at least not like any we’ve ever encountered before.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right, Zephyr. Dark Labyrinths don’t move around on their own volition. Neither do they eject Shadowswarm entities until they have fully matured.” Avora peered closely at the icy likenesses for a moment before he met Thorn’s gaze. “Also, Archmage Thorn, you said these things have been devastating the Blight Boundary for two weeks already? How haven’t they gone beyond eight Defensive Rings, flattened the Boundary Forest, and escaped into the realm by now?” 
 
    “Thanks to the efforts of my colleagues, Druidess Filna, and her peers, we have enacted four enchantments of immense power,” Thorn explained. The Archmage’s fingers wove an intricate pattern through the air, each of them trailing wisps of Frost ether in their wake. Glyph-covered globes appeared over each of the titans’ likenesses. Thorn took a moment to clear his throat before he continued speaking. “These enchantments are Frost Seals. My colleagues have used their magic to give the Seals their form, while Druidess Filna and her peers have wrought Life magic spells that fuel the Bastions’ purpose, which is to hold the titans in place within a mile of the World Hearth.” 
 
    “Thank the Infinite Skies for that!” Abel cried, wiping his brow with the back of his sleeve. His fellow Storm Scions echoed his sentiments, filling the room with relieved mutters and sighs. A worried frown appeared anew upon his brow a heartbeat later though, and he looked back up at Thorn. “Archmage Thorn, are these enchantments in danger of crumbling? Or are they simply impossible to sustain for a long time? Is that why you’ve asked for our help so urgently?” 
 
    “These enchantments and their captives can be held indefinitely,” Thorn said. “In fact, they are so powerful that no blight beast can get through them, which means behind the eighth Defensive Ring, every ranger or druid not working on the enchantments hasn’t had much to do since the latter’s creation.” 
 
    “But you cannot maintain them,” Zephyr reasoned. “Otherwise, you all would have placed these enchantments a long time ago already, so that no blight beast would ever have the smallest chance of threatening the world and spreading the blight.” 
 
    “Yes, you are correct.” Thorn flashed a grim smile in Avora’s direction. The Grand Sage was pale, and his jaw was slack. “Yes, your Excellency, we have brought your theoretical musings from three decades ago to life.” 
 
    “Indeed you have, my friend,” Avora said. His hands clenched and opened repeatedly as he spoke, so that Zephyr wondered if the Grand Sage were on the verge of wringing his wrists. “But you and Druidess Filna must also be aware why those musings of mine have remained theoretical all these years, right? The Frost Seals can stop blight beasts and titans from leaving the World Hearth, but they also prevent Life ether from passing as well. While the Frost Seals stand, no warmth, no life can fall over the world. Realms will grow cold, then freeze. New births of men and beast will lessen, before ceasing completely. Plants will stop flowering and bearing fruit. Eventually, all that remains will be lifeless, barren rock, covered in some places by sterile, empty waters.” 
 
    “That is true.” Thorn directed his gaze to the trio. “But I believe the Frost Seals won’t have to stand for much longer. After all, there will be no reason to sustain them once their captives are destroyed.” 
 
    “So that’s what we’re here to do.” Vincent laughed nervously. “Take on a few mountain-sized monsters. Oh. And learn Frost magic, I suppose, but who has the time to do that while all life in the world might just come to an end?” 
 
    “Relax,” Nella said, nudging him with her elbow. “Just because fewer children will be born now doesn’t mean things won’t go back to normal once we kill the titans and bring the Frost Seals down.” 
 
    “In that, you are wrong, Nella,” Avora said, shaking his head. “The effects of the Frost Seals are permanent. Two weeks is too short a time for their diminishment of the world’s life force to be very noticeable, but it has occurred, and it will only get increasingly worse the longer they remain standing. Once the damage extends past a tipping point, where deaths and wiltings outnumber births and sprouting, the world will enter an irrecoverable spiral of extinction.” 
 
    A few moments passed as the Grand Sage took a deep breath and regained his composure with visible effort before speaking again. 
 
    “I am shocked and appalled at this decision, my friend,” he said to Archmage Thorn. “I didn’t think you were capable of resorting to such a drastic measure. I expected this even less from Druidess Filna, who is perhaps the greatest practitioner of Life magic in this era. Your decision to use the Frost Seals is rooted in death, the very antithesis of what the Frost Guardians stand for.” 
 
    “Better the silence of the grave than an existence rife with corruption and foulness,” a cold, monotonous voice echoed through the room. The door through which Archmage Thorn had entered creaked open, and a tall, powerfully built man in jet-black robes entered. His face was sheathed in a mask of black iron wrought into the semblance of a grinning skull. 
 
    That’s a Mortis Priest from the Silent Temple! Zephyr blinked in astonishment. Many years ago, he had helped Master Sora apprehend a rogue mage who’d been desecrating corpses interred in a rural community’s cemetery. A Mortis Priest had come to collect the criminal. He’d been dressed in the exact same fashion as the man now standing next to Archmage Thorn. 
 
    “Father Alexei. I… I didn’t expect to see you here.” Avora seemed taken aback at the sight of the Mortis Priest, but so did everyone else. The somber practitioners of Death magic were feared rather than revered and tolerated rather than admired throughout the realm of Vlandusk. In return, they wandered the nation’s length and breadth, using their spells to make sure graves remained undisturbed and the dead stayed dead. 
 
    Zephyr remembered Master Sora telling him that Mortis Priests also conducted funeral rites when they were requested to do so, but few called upon them for such a service these days. Most commoners preferred priests of Ostar or local Wu monks to help them say their goodbyes to their departed. Master Sora had even gone so far as to say that a villager would rather ask a fierce and austere Dao monk to say a few funeral prayers for his or her deceased than approach a Mortis Priest. 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Alexei said to Avora, his voice falling clearly and crisply from the depths of his mask. 
 
    “Archmage Thorn,” Avora addressed Thorn, waving at the Mortis Priest. “I believe I now know why the Frost Seals have been enacted. It was neither your choice nor Druidess Filna’s decision. This… zealot must have pressured you into taking such a drastic measure.” 
 
    “No, Your Excellency,” Thorn replied. “Father Alexei, revered and respected though he deservingly is, holds no authority over the Frost Guardians or the druids. The decision to raise the Frost Seals was mine and Druidess Filna’s.” 
 
    “But…” Avora’s protest trailed off into an angry, incoherent mutter as Alexei walked through the midst of the gathered Storm Scions before coming to a halt in front of the trio. 
 
    “You three,” the Mortis Priest said, angling his mask so that its fleshless visage seemed to grin and leer beneath the light of the crystal chandeliers overhead. “You must be the weapons. You are here. Good.” 
 
    “Vincent!” Nella hissed, jabbing Vincent in the ribs with her fingers hard enough to make him squeak. “You forgot to suppress your magical aura again! Stop showing off!” 
 
    “I… yeah, I did,” Vincent said, wincing as he massaged his side. “I really need to pay attention to such things. But you both could have reminded me.” 
 
    “I was so accustomed to seeing your magical aura entirely unsuppressed that it slipped my mind,” Zephyr admitted, before squaring up with the Mortis Priest and giving him a polite bow. “Good morning, sir. Yes, the three of us possess more magical and combat prowess than most. We are here to help.” 
 
    “Confident, too.” Alexei tilted his head in a slight nod, before sweeping the empty sockets of his mask over the trio. “A ranger. A craftsman. A warrior of the Wu. Masters of Tempest magic and Inferno magic. Ready to begin your journey into Frost magic, which you will likely master too in the blink of an eye. But how? Why? What are you?” 
 
    “They are Caruthas Reborn, Father Alexei,” Avora said, a proud smile beginning to form over his lips. “The Hero of Light, incarnated threefold into our midst once more to save us from the Shadow with his power.” 
 
    “No, they’re not.” Alexei waved dismissively at the Grand Sage, sweeping his smile away and turning it into an affronted frown. He leaned closer to the trio. The Mortis Priest was a tall man, even taller than Zephyr by an inch or two, so he loomed over Vincent, who squeaked nervously and flinched, only to bump the back of his knees into his chair and plop down on his seat. Even the fierce and bold Nella leaned away, her red brows rising uncertainly. Zephyr stood his ground, but it was much easier for him to do so, since he was nearly eye to eye-socket with Father Alexei.  
 
    The Mortis Priest repeated his questions. “So how? Why? What?” 
 
    “I have no answers for you, sir,” Zephyr said. “But like I said, we are ready to help. All of us here are.” 
 
    “They can help,” Alexei said, gesturing to Lux and the other Storms Scions in a much less dismissive manner than he’d done to Avora. “They can help quite a lot. But you three will be doing the most important work. Now come with me. Let’s get started.” 
 
    “Uh, right now?” Vincent asked. 
 
    “Why not?” Nella slammed her right fist into her left palm. “Those Frost Seals can’t stay up for much longer, right? And we’re here to kill Shadowswarm, so we might as well get to it. Mortis Priest, you’re taking us to the fight? Lead on!” 
 
    “Ha!” A bark of laughter escaped Alexei’s lips. He began to turn away. “Yes. Come. We fight. We bring death to the Shadow and the blight.” 
 
    “Wait,” Zephyr said, placing a gentle but firm hand on Nella’s shoulder to stop her from simply striding away after the Mortis Priest. “Sir, we have just established that the titans are not simply Phase Three Dark Labyrinths, as if those weren’t bad enough. They are Shadowswarm entities of a sort neither we nor Grand Sage Avora are familiar with, judging by his words so far. Given the lore and knowledge His Excellency has at his disposal, nothing like these titans have ever existed before. As they are Shadowswarm, I doubt much new information has been gathered about them to this date, even with Archmage Thorn’s skill in Tempest magic.” 
 
    “So many words, but what are you trying to say?” Alexei demanded, looking over his shoulder at Zephyr. 
 
    “We should not act as rashly as you are suggesting we do,” Zephyr clarified. “Our foes are blight titans, which Vincent and I know nothing about. And though we have more than a passing familiarity with Shadowswarm entities, we have never encountered ones so large and with such capabilities.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to worry about, Zeph!” Nella slapped Zephyr and Vincent on the back, driving the air from the latter’s lungs. “At the end of the day, it’s a blight titan protected by Shadow magic, which we can remove easily with our Tempest magic. And once we do that, I can show you how we kill blight titans around here.” 
 
    “But…” Zephyr began to object, only for Vincent to speak first. 
 
    “I think Nella’s right, Zeph,” he said. “We’ve dealt with iron behemoths shielded by dark magic barriers. This sounds a bit like the same thing. All we need to do is strip the barriers with our Tempest magic spells, and then we burn whatever’s beneath to ash with our Inferno magic spells. The sooner we get this done, the less harm the world will incur.” 
 
    “Alright. You two have convinced me,” Zephyr said, nodding. “We don’t have the luxury of time, so we need to act quickly.” 
 
    “Ah, hold on, I almost forgot.” Nella slapped her forehead. “We’ll need a Frost Guardian or two to come along. Or a druid or druidess. Only Frost magic or Life magic can pinpoint a titan’s vital nodes, which we’ll need to destroy to kill it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zephyr remembered reading about blight titans and their vital nodes while studying general magic theory at the Tempest School. Frost Guardians or druids would use their spells to make the vital nodes on the titans glow with white light, and rangers would shoot them full of arrows or ballista bolts. When the blight titan was incapacitated, Frost magic or Life magic spells would be used to destroy the vital nodes completely. If all of a blight titan’s vital nodes were destroyed, its tainted flesh would turn upon itself and tear its body apart. 
 
    The Frost magic spell was Crystalline Scan, which picked up high concentrations of blight-tainted Life ether. The trio hadn’t learned it yet, but Zephyr didn’t think they needed it at all. 
 
    “Do we?” Vincent asked, giving voice to Zephyr’s thoughts. “It doesn’t matter if we don’t know where a titan’s vital nodes are when we can just burn it to ash after we strip away its Shadow magic defenses.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.” Nella nodded. “If we can melt mountain-sized buildings of steel and stone with our Inferno magic, we can do the same to any blight titan, even if they’re a little larger than they’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “Being twice or thrice as large as a usual blight titan isn’t a ‘little’, Nella,” Lux pointed out. She turned to Zephyr. “Should the Storm Scion delegation come along? We can all cast Soaring Breeze and fly alongside you, so Nella and Vincent don’t have to worry about carrying us with their conjuration spell variants, and we can also add our Tempest magic to yours.” 
 
    “Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” Zephyr agreed. “We’re facing Shadowswarm after all, so the more mages capable of using Tempest magic on board, the better.” 
 
    “We came here to assist you and the Frost Guardians,” Abel said. “So we’ll do just that. You can count on us, Zephyr.” 
 
    The rest of the Storm Scions got to their feet, nervous murmurs of assent rising from their midst. 
 
    “You should come along too,” Nella said to Archmage Thorn. “We probably won’t need you to cast Crystalline Scan, but your Tempest magic will definitely come in handy.” 
 
    “Very well,” Thorn said, before chuckling. He made a slight gesture. The likenesses of the blight titans fell apart into swiftly dissipating flakes of ice. “I wasn’t expecting affairs to proceed so quickly, but eliminating the threat these titans pose to our world in a swift and decisive fashion suits me just fine. After all, the sooner we can tear down the Frost Seals, the better. Follow me.” 
 
    Avora opened his mouth, likely in readiness to voice a protest, but Thorn simply turned and began striding toward the door through which he and Alexei had entered. Tosa and Biri fell in stride with their Archmage, and the Frost Guardians left the room. The Mortis Priest stalked after them without saying another word. 
 
    “Looks like we’re off,” Nella said, an eager grin spreading across her face. She grabbed Vincent by the wrist and pulled him along, ignoring the startled yelp that escaped his lips. The two of them disappeared through the door. 
 
    “Go on ahead with the others first,” Zephyr said to Lux, casting a sidelong glance at Avora. 
 
    “Alright,” she said, before nodding to Abel and the other Storm Scions. They walked through the door, leaving Zephyr alone with Avora. 
 
    “Coming, sir?” he asked the Grand Sage. 
 
    “Yes, Zephyr, I am.” Avora sighed wearily. “I’m just a bit alarmed that I don’t know how and why this is the first I’m hearing of the emergence of these walking Dark Labyrinths and the fact that Frost Seals have been raised.” 
 
    “You were busy with the war against the Unliving Empress, sir,” Zephyr pointed out. “We all were. And besides, it’s only been two weeks since they appeared, and Tosa and Biri came to find us at Blackstone Keep right away. Also, the Frost Guardians probably didn’t want to proclaim the fact that all life upon this world was at risk of facing extinction. That would create a lot of panic, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “It would,” Avora agreed. “Perhaps that was why Druidess Filna’s letter to Nella and Archmage Thorn’s message to me were so vague. If the Frost Seals became common knowledge, I wouldn’t be surprised if we had royal mages poking around, not to mention no small number of Shadow Cultists hoping to score an opportunistic victory for their fell masters. I wonder…” 
 
    “We’d better get going. It’s as Archmage Thorn said, the sooner this threat is dealt with, the better, and we won’t have to worry about royal mages or Shadow Cultists,” Zephyr gestured to the door. “After you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “This is the Crane’s Perch,” Archmage Thorn said, making a sweeping gesture over the forested expanse that yawned beyond the open-air balcony he’d led everyone to. “The view makes it a fairly popular gathering spot amongst the students and teachers in the Frost School. Fortunately for us, they are all in class right now, so there will be few prying eyes and wagging tongues for what we are about to undertake.” 
 
    “Wow!” Vincent walked over to the guardrail of carved stone. His eyes were wide with awe. “This is spectacular, isn’t it, Zeph?” 
 
    “It is,” Zephyr agreed, feeling a sense of wonder wash over him despite the worries and suspicions that had plagued him over the last few days. The Crane’s Perch stood at least thirty feet taller than every tree in the Boundary Forest within eyeshot. Looking off its edge revealed an emerald sea of leaves that fluttered and danced in time with the cadences of the wind as it swept through the heavens. 
 
    His thoughts returned to the Crane Perch itself. The balcony was little more than a broad ledge of sculpted ice projecting from another spatially enchanted door. A subtle Frost magic spell prevented it from melting, even in the heat of late summer and the embrace of the early afternoon sun in the skies. 
 
    Permanence and renewal, the twin tenets of Frost magic. The cycle of life is ever in flux, yet it unfolds endlessly. Zephyr looked away into the distance. Unless we fail here, leaving the blight titans to drown the world in Shadow or the Frost Seals to extinguish life. 
 
    “Attune your Wind Walk spells to mine,” Thorn said, raising his hands and filling them with clusters of dancing sparks. “I will bring you all to the Frost Seal holding the Sky Horror in place. It is the closest one, so we might as well get started with it. We can expect to find Druidess Filna there too. If I remember correctly, she begins her vigil around this time of the day.” 
 
    “Vigil?” Nella pursed her lips in thought. “Is it because the enchantments of these Frost Seals must be continuously maintained or renewed?” 
 
    “Yes, that is correct.” Thorn nodded, a faint smile appearing on his lips. “They are complex amalgamations of Frost magic and Life magic spells. Left alone, they would swiftly unravel, freeing the creatures to devastating effect.” 
 
    “If you created them based on my work, then they will require immense amounts of both Frost and Life ether channeled and woven into the fabric of their enchantments,” Avora said. “The strain upon the mages and druids maintaining their existence would be horrendous, enough to potentially damage their soul circuitry and shorten their lifespans.” 
 
    “What?” Nella demanded. “Druidess Filna is shortening her lifespan?” 
 
    “Storm Scions pledge their lives in the war against the Shadow, while the Phoenix Knights have shed oceans of their own blood in battle against the Slave-Masters,” Thorn said. “We Frost Guardians and your kin, Ranger Heartseeker, are no less resolute in our efforts to contain the blight.” 
 
    “I know,” Nella said. Her eyes blazed with resolve. “Alright. Let’s stop wasting time here. Bring us to the Frost Seal, Archmage Thorn.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” Thorn furrowed his brow and began uttering the casting words for Wind Walk. Cobalt-hued light blazed from his robed form as he pulled Tempest ether from the heavens and shaped it into the spell that would take him to nearly any open-air place he’d previously visited. 
 
    Zephyr did the same, though he completed his casting much more swiftly than Thorn. Nella and Vincent finished their respective spells a quarter-heartbeat behind him. He would be responsible for conveying the Storm Scions with his Wind Walk spell. Thorn would be bringing Father Alexei, Tosa, and Biri with him. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Zephyr spotted Avora completing his spell as well and attuning it to Thorn’s. The Grand Sage wasn’t sitting this fight out, after all. Zephyr sighed inwardly and shook his head. Avora’s spiel about not knowing anything about the blight titans sounded convincing enough, and Zephyr had even heaped on a few rationalizations for why the Grand Sage wouldn’t be informed about what was going on in the Blight Boundary. 
 
    But Zephyr still didn’t believe him. 
 
    True, Avora had seemed genuinely startled upon being dropped into an active war zone alongside the trio when they’d arrived at Blackstone Keep, but information was scarce and shadowy upon the frontlines of battle, and the fight against the Slave-Masters and their hordes had been brutal and taxing. 
 
    But the blight titans and the Frost Seals were in a state of stasis, and Zephyr didn’t doubt that the Grand Sage had spies and messengers embedded within the Blight Boundary. Surely one of them would have managed to get word to him somehow? Avora scarcely missed an opportunity to bring up his vast connections, but he hadn’t done so this time. Perhaps the Grand Sage had been truly failed by his informants, and he’d been too embarrassed to mention them. 
 
    Or perhaps everything he’d said to Archmage Thorn and his reaction to the Frost Seals were lies. 
 
    Keep your friends close, but keep your enemies closer, Zephyr thought. Master Sora hadn’t particularly liked that old adage, but the Wu monk who’d raised Zephyr valued patience and discretion. 
 
    Archmage Thorn vanished in a column of cobalt light. Zephyr wrapped his Wind Walk spell around Lux and the other Storm Scions and followed the trails of woven Tempest ether left in Thorn’s wake. Nella and Vincent kept up. The ranger’s features were grim. 
 
    Their journey through the skies was brief, and Zephyr spotted the Frost Seal even before his Wind Walk spell ran its course and deposited him in the middle of a broad clearing littered with the stumps of ancient trees. The Storm Scions who’d traveled with him landed in a loose cluster behind him as well. Twinned columns of cobalt light and showering sparks signaled Nella’s and Vincent’s arrival. Then Avora landed, though Zephyr wouldn’t have been completely surprised if he hadn’t.  
 
    Thorn, Biri, and Tosa turned to face him. Past their shoulders, Zephyr saw two dozen other Frost Guardians in the clearing, seated alongside a group of men and women wearing rough deerskin tunics and trousers. There were ten of the hide-clad mages, and they could only be the druids and druidesses of the Blight Boundary, as Druidess Filna was in their midst. 
 
    The Frost Guardians and the Boundary Mages were in the midst of casting an immensely complicated spell. Intricate threads of Frost ether and what could only be Life ether poured from their bodies and streamed toward a colossal sphere of ice that stood taller and broader than any building Zephyr had ever seen, save perhaps for the Unliving Empress’s Eternal Palace. A winged silhouette was suspended within. It was blurry to the naked eye, wreathed as it was beneath thick layers of woven Frost ether and Life ether. Zephyr focused his mage sight upon the Frost Seal, peering through the spells and finally beholding the enchantment’s captive. 
 
    The Sky Horror! Zephyr flinched at the sight. The conjured likenesses of the blight titan had been accurate down to every detail he recalled. A chill ran down his spine, and he sought refuge within the Mind Cleansing inner form of the Carefree Sutra before a wave of primal terror could sweep over his consciousness. 
 
    The others didn’t have such a luxury. Many of the Storm Scions fell to their knees and began babbling, while those who didn’t burst into tears. Lux was one of the latter. Zephyr pulled her into his arms and held her close as she sobbed hysterically into his chest. 
 
    Nella was pale and wide-eyed, but she’d retained her composure. She glanced at Vincent, who was merely blinking in surprise at the sight. 
 
    “Blight titans radiate sensations of horror that can overwhelm those who aren’t used to focusing their minds,” she explained. “I thought Lux and the others would be fine since they’re all mages, but this one is really something else. Don’t worry, though. They’ll all get over it soon enough, and once that happens, they’ll do a lot better the next time they see a titan.” 
 
    “You’re used to blight titans, but this got to you a bit because you haven’t seen one in a while,” Zephyr reasoned, trying to focus his thoughts by keeping them in motion. His mouth was dry, and cold sweat trailed down his back. He stroked Lux’s head gently, fighting down his own urge to fall apart into a trembling and babbling fit like some of the other Storm Scions. 
 
    “That’s right. And you’re more or less fine because you’ve got that Wu monk training to fall back on.” Nella nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t feel anything,” Vincent said. “Except a slight scratchy feeling at the corners of my eyes.” 
 
    “Your mind is a fortress of will and resolve,” Zephyr said, remembering how well Vincent had resisted the Unliving Empress’s Tyrant magic spell that had nearly broken Zephyr and Nella.  
 
    “Ah, I was worried that might happen,” Thorn said, approaching the trio. Father Alexei was by his side. “I didn’t realize just how badly affected the wielders of the Tempest would be. Please, allow me.” 
 
    The Archmage’s fingers wove another intricate dance. Frost ether spun and swirled around his hand, before radiating out in a circle of faint white light that washed over the stricken Storm Scions and Vincent. 
 
    Thorn’s spell took effect immediately. Lux stopped crying and looked up at Zephyr, a confused and embarrassed look on her face. Vincent had been standing near a Storm Scion named Wilheim. He helped Wilheim to his feet and gave him a reassuring thump on the back. Wilheim shook his head, and when he opened his eyes after a brief blinking fit, his gaze was no longer distant and vacant. 
 
    The other Storm Scions recovered as well and picked themselves up. Abel dusted off his robes and wiped the tears from his cheeks, before coughing awkwardly into his fist. 
 
    “I… I apologize,” he said. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “We call it the Aberrant Dread,” Thorn explained. “It’s a primal revulsion felt by all living things when exposed to the corrupted Life ether emanating from any blight beast. The larger and more powerful a blight beast is, the more Aberrant Dread it inspires. I know there is a Tempest magic spell called Heart of Stars that guards against magical fear, but it isn’t effective against the Aberrant Dread of blight creatures.” 
 
    “Rangers, druids, and most Frost Guardians are inoculated to the worst of its effects by a lifetime spent upon the Blight Boundary,” Avora added, his brow furrowed in a worried frown. “It would have been much better for the Storm Scions to undergo a gradual acclimatization to the Aberrant Dread first, but we are pressed for time. Still, I didn’t expect this… monstrosity to affect them so much.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Nella said. She reached out and gave Lux’s fingers a squeeze. “I’d thought that the worst you’d feel was some slight queasiness which would fade over time. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to apologize for, Nella.” Lux squeezed the ranger’s fingers back and dabbed at the corners of her eyes with a handkerchief. “I’m feeling fine now, thanks to that spell Archmage Thorn cast.” 
 
    “It’s called Crystalline Fortification,” Thorn said. “As things stand, it seems that I, Biri, and Tosa, will have to keep its effects present on all of us during our attack on the Sky Horror, assuming we do decide to go ahead instead of withdrawing for now. Your Excellency, this means that the role of using Frost magic to heal and support our force will fall solely to you.” 
 
    “It does.” Avora nodded. “It is a role I will gladly fulfill. However, perhaps we should rethink our eagerness to attack the…” 
 
    “Could you demonstrate it again?” Vincent asked, cutting the Grand Sage’s words off. He nodded resolutely as he straightened the collar of his robes. “I caught roughly half of how you wove and tied off those strands of Frost ether when you cast Crystalline Fortification. If you show me again, I’ll probably be able to get it.” 
 
    “Truly?” Thorn arched his brows in genuine surprise. “Crystalline Fortification is a Frost magic spell of intermediate difficulty. As a student, I had to study a Frost magic grimoire for a week and only after knowing its inner workings and theoretical foundations inside-out, practice the spell for a full month. Only then was I able to cast Crystalline Fortification.” 
 
    “Sir, there is nothing I would like more than to further my magical studies through diligent effort, but as you know, we cannot afford the luxury of time,” Zephyr said, bowing to the Archmage. “We will have to learn this spell in a different way. I apologize in advance if that offends your sensibilities.” 
 
    “No, not at all, Zephyr,” Thorn replied. “The different way you mentioned involves the use of His Excellency’s spiritual artifact, does it not? I must admit I am most curious to see it in action.” 
 
    “So am I,” Father Alexei said, in a dark and ominous tone. The eyeless sockets of the Mortis Priest’s skull mask were locked on Avora. 
 
    “Vincent, you requested another demonstration of Crystalline Fortification.” Thorn raised his hands. “I will provide one right now and exaggerate the formation of the Frost ether threads. Will that be sufficient?” 
 
    “It will, but I nearly forgot to do something first.” Vincent conjured a codex display and made it visible to the other mages. 
 
      
 
    Essence orbs: 3,315 
 
      
 
    “Huh, we actually got so many from fighting our way to the Unliving Empress, eh?” Nella said, blinking in surprise. “We might as well put them to use. Start by improving our general skill in Frost magic.” 
 
    “Let’s see if we have enough to get to the level of an adept, first,” Vincent said. His brow twitched, and another codex display appeared. 
 
      
 
    Magic: Frost (initiate) 
 
    Progress to Adept: 0/120 essence orbs 
 
      
 
    “I think we do,” Zephyr said. “If it takes ten times as many essence orbs to get to the next level of magical mastery, we should have enough to get to mage and begin advancing to master.” 
 
    “Great!” Nella patted Vincent on the back. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Alright, here goes.” Vincent’s brow twitched once more as he extended his will toward the essence orbs within the trio’s souls and expended their power. 
 
    Zephyr felt a slight tingle wash over his body and strength flowed through his limbs. It was the telltale sensation that heralded the trio’s progress in magical skill. 
 
      
 
    Magic: Frost (mage) 
 
    Progress to Master: 1,985/12,000 
 
    +495% personal Frost ether reserves 
 
    +495% Frost spell casting speed 
 
    +495% Frost spell learning rate 
 
    +495% Frost spell efficacy 
 
    Essence Orbs: 10 
 
      
 
    “I left ten essence orbs unused just in case we wanted to enhance our spell variants,” Vincent said. “We should bring our Crystalline Rejuvenation spells up to master, to start off, and then decide if we want to do the same for any variants that we might get from learning Crystalline Fortification.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Zephyr agreed. He turned to Archmage Thorn, whose features were painted over with surprise and awe. “Sir, please demonstrate Crystalline Fortification. We should be able to grasp it much more easily now, though I believe Vincent will be the one who actually learns it. His affinity with Frost magic is the greatest among the three of us, you see.” 
 
    “That… that is true.” The Archmage’s voice was shaky. He cleared his throat. “Winter’s Grace, I have never witnessed the like. Your magical auras grew so much in the blink of an eye.” 
 
    “My brother and I witnessed them in battle. They defeated a vast army of iron drones and no less than three twilight fiends,” Biri said in her usual breathy fashion. “There is no doubt that they are the most powerful mages in history.” 
 
    “We had help, ma’am,” Zephyr said. “The Phoenix Knights and Sahhto were there.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Tosa agreed. “But Archmage Brass’s forces would have been overwhelmed if not for Vincent and Nella, and Mighty Sahhto wouldn’t have prevailed against that silver abomination without your assistance, Zephyr.” 
 
    “They’re supposed to be Caruthas reborn but in three pieces,” Father Alexei interjected. “So the Hero of Light is thrice as strong as any single one of these youngsters here? I find that difficult to believe. He would have ended the Shadow for good if he were.” 
 
    “For someone coming from the Silent Temple, you’ve got a lot to say, old man.” Nella glared at the Mortis Priest. 
 
    “I’m a Death Templar of my order,” Alexei said. “I have been granted leave to suspend my vows of silence as I carry out my duties beyond the gates of the Silent Temple.” 
 
    “Come on, Nella, don’t be rude to a Mortis Priest,” Vincent hissed, tugging at the ranger’s elbow. Nella rolled her eyes, but she didn’t shoot one of her characteristically biting retorts Alexei’s way. Vincent bowed to Thorn. “Please go ahead, Archmage Thorn, I am ready now.” 
 
    “Very well.” Thorn channeled some Frost ether and began casting Crystalline Fortification. 
 
    Zephyr tried to follow the Archmage’s work, and he managed to keep up for nearly half the process. He saw Nella grunt in frustration and avert her gaze, signaling that she’d lost track of Thorn’s spell too. But Vincent looked on in rapt attention, his lips moving wordlessly and his fingertips dancing mutedly in time to the Archmage’s. 
 
    Another wave of white light pulsed from Thorn’s hands as he completed his spell.  
 
    Vincent sighed. 
 
    “I think I’ve almost gotten it,” he said. “Another demonstration should do the trick.” 
 
    “Of course,” Thorn said. “This is very fascinating. It seems to me that you actually tried to cast Crystalline Fortification just now, and you would have succeeded if you hadn’t stumbled on the penultimate enunciation. No, Vincent, please don’t apologize. Let me enact another casting of Crystalline Fortification.” 
 
    The Archmage of the Frost Guardians repeated his spell, and Zephyr tracked the intricate threads of Frost ether that danced over his fingers. He was able to follow along further this time, and he felt that with another demonstration, he’d have a fair chance of learning Crystalline Fortification. 
 
    But that wasn’t necessary, as Vincent grinned and conjured a third codex display. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Fortification (initiate) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Crystal Shaper 
 
    Suffuses the souls of allies with Frost ether, rendering their bodies immune to any mild poisons or toxins and their souls impervious to any mild fear-inducing magical effects (10 minutes, 20 feet radius) or Conjure a beacon of crystallized Frost ether that suppresses any magical effects that interfere with the natural permutation of life (up to 20 feet radius). 
 
      
 
    “Got it!” Vincent cried jubilantly and snapped his fingers. He expended enough essence orbs to enhance Crystalline Fortification to a master-level spell. The codex display flickered and shifted as he did so. 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Fortification (master) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Crystal Shaper 
 
    Suffuses the souls of allies with Frost ether, rendering their bodies immune to any severe poisons or toxins and their souls impervious to any powerful fear-inducing magical effects (3 hours, 500 feet radius) or Conjure a beacon of crystallized Frost ether that suppresses any magical effects that interfere with the natural permutation of life (up to 500 feet radius) 
 
      
 
    “Looks like the responsibility of keeping this spell up won’t fall entirely on you three,” Nella said to Archmage Thorn, Biri, and Tosa. “You might not have to bother, even. Vincent, Zeph, and I should be able to keep everyone covered for as long as it’s necessary.” 
 
    She made her way through a short chant, performed the swirling gestures that Thorn had, and cast Crystalline Fortification. Her spell was just as potent, if not slightly more so, than the Archmage’s. 
 
    “It’s true, then,” Thorn said in a soft voice. “When one of you learns a spell, so too do the others. I’d heard of this from Master Colea, but now I’ve seen it happen with my own eyes. It is wondrous, but also shocking and bewildering.” 
 
    “It’s almost enough to make someone believe that you three are indeed Caruthas reborn,” Father Alexei said, his monotone voice somehow conveying unfathomable depths of barbed sarcasm. “Almost.” 
 
    “What you believe, Father Alexei, isn’t very relevant at the moment,” Zephyr said, finally losing his patience with the Mortis Priest. “The important thing right now is that we can attack this Shadow-touched blight titan with a contingent of highly trained Storm Scions. With any luck, we will only have three of them left to worry about by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Yes, you are absolutely correct,” Alexei agreed, before falling back into an unnerving silence. 
 
    “Alright.” Nella clenched her fists and raised her hands. Lightning crackled and swirled above her palms, which meant that she was about to summon her sky-wyrm, a mighty construct of Tempest ether that could easily carry anyone incapable of flight upon its back. Before her sky-wyrm could roar into existence, however, a stern voice rang across the clearing and startled the ranger enough to interrupt her spell. 
 
    “Nella,” Druidess Filna said. Another druid had relieved her from her vigil and taken her place in front of the Sky Horror’s Frost Seal. She got to her feet and nearly stumbled in the process. Zephyr felt his heart skip a beat as he saw the venerable druidess’s face clearly for the first time since his arrival. 
 
    His friends’ reactions were far less stoic. Vincent gasped. Nella cried out in shock, cast aside the remnants of her thwarted spell, and ran toward Druidess Filna. Filna smiled and embraced Nella as she approached. 
 
    “Hello,” she said. “It is good to see you.” 
 
    “Druidess Filna!” Nella cried, her voice cracking in dismay. “What happened? Who did this to you?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Druidess Filna looked as if she’d aged many decades, though mere months had passed since Zephyr had last seen her. At that time, Filna had appeared to be a tall and leanly muscled woman in her early forties. Now, her face was lined with age, and the flesh had fallen away from her bent and trembling frame. 
 
    But her eyes still blazed with adamant resolve. The only soft spot in her gaze was the look of love she washed over Nella. Druidess Filna pushed Nella out to arm’s length, before clasping her on the shoulders. 
 
    “You’ve come a long way, child,” she said, her cataract-fogged eyes blinking and twitching as she met Nella’s horrified gaze. “Look at your magical aura! It’s at least a hundred times stronger than mine, and I’m pretty far ahead of everyone else in the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “Don’t change the topic!” the ranger chided Filna, her voice cracking as she spoke. “Tell me what happened! Why are you…?” 
 
    “So old and decrepit?” A nigh-toothless smile tugged at Filna’s lips. She jerked a wrinkled thumb to point over her shoulder at the Frost Seal. “These things stop fresh Life ether from flowing out into the world, didn’t you hear?” 
 
    “I did!” Nella said. “But how…” 
 
    “I discovered that if the Frost Seals feed on my Life ether instead, they’d let most of the Life ether coming from the World Hearth through. So here I am, day in and day out, doing what needs to be done.” 
 
    “Druidess Filna is one of the rare few mages who can convert her own life force into Life ether, which she feeds into the Frost Seals,” Thorn said, shaking his head somberly. “If it weren’t for her sacrifice, there wouldn’t be enough natural Life ether getting past Frost Seals for any of the other druids and druidesses to maintain the enchantments and hold the blight titans in place.” 
 
    “My rare gift also works the other way around.” Filna reached out and patted Thorn gently on his forearm. “Every drop of Life ether I’ve ever channeled infuses a fraction of its power into my soul, keeping my flesh strong and vital far past the point it should have fallen apart. I never asked for this, and I’ve never been able to stop it from happening, but now I can give back what was never mine to keep.” 
 
    “But you’ll die, won’t you?” Nella cried. “So stop pushing Life ether into the Frost Seals! Stop it right now!” 
 
    “I can’t,” Filna said. Her smile widened as she stroked Nella’s cheek. “And I won’t, because five hundred years is too long for any mortal to live. It’s a long enough time to make one’s soul infinitely weary and jaded, and for layers of ice to thicken around one’s heart. And that would have happened, Nella, if I hadn’t found you, in the twilight years of my overly long life.” 
 
    “That’s nonsense!” Nella gripped Filna’s hands desperately in hers, though it was readily obvious to Zephyr that the ranger’s grasp was careful and tentative at best, so as to not risk hurting the older woman. Tears flowed freely down Nella’s cheeks, but her eyes blazed with anger. “I’ll make you stop! My magic is far stronger than yours, didn’t you say? I’ll break your connection to the Frost Seals!” 
 
    “If you do that, the Blight Boundary will soon run out of natural Life ether to channel, and the druids and druidesses would have to resort to their personal reserves, which won’t last long,” Thorn explained. “The Frost Seals would fall apart shortly after, and all four of the blight titans would be free to unleash their wrath upon the world.” 
 
    “No, they wouldn’t,” Zephyr said. “Because we’ll stop them, here and now. Come on, everyone, let’s get moving. Druidess Filna, pardon my abrupt greetings. My friends and I will pay our proper respects once we’ve completed our task.” 
 
    “That’s right. Please forgive us for our rudeness, Druidess Filna,” Vincent added. He furrowed his brow and uttered a few words. Crackles of lightning danced across his hands, before coalescing into a massive gray cloud elemental beneath his feet. The Tempest entity lifted him slightly into the air. He nodded to the Storm Scions. “I know you can all cast Soaring Breeze to fly, but feel free to hitch a ride on my cloud elemental. It’ll free up your will so that you can direct it to other spells. Also, Archmage Thorn, Master Biri, Master Tosa, and Father Alexei, the offer extends to you four as well.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea, Vincent,” Lux agreed, stepping away from Zephyr. She hopped deftly onto the cloud elemental, which was now floating four feet above the ground. 
 
    The sight was a welcome reminder to Zephyr that Lux was a trained and skilled warrior as well as a competent mage. She noticed his regard and gave him one of her mischievous—though understandably muted—winks. 
 
    “It definitely does,” Abel said, before waving the other Storm Scions ahead. “Alright, let’s get on board, everyone.” 
 
    “We will take you up on that offer, Vincent,” Archmage Thorn said. He and the two other Frost Guardians climbed onto the cloud elemental after the Storm Scions. Father Alexei trundled on next, the metal of his skull mask glinting beneath the light of the afternoon sun. 
 
    “Nella…” Filna began, but Nella pulled away from her, refusing to look the druidess in the eye. The ranger was clutching her right elbow with her left hand again, a mannerism that fell upon her whenever she was truly shaken or upset. The sight saddened Zephyr, as he hadn’t seen her like that in a long, long time. 
 
    Casting words fell from Nella’s lips, and this time, she completed the summoning of her sky-wyrm. The elemental beast’s long, sinuous form unfolded gracefully in the air above her head. Dozens of clawed limbs stretched from the underside of its body. Its fierce and intelligent eyes glared at the blight titan trapped within the Frost Seal. 
 
    Before Druidess Filna could say another word, the sky-wyrm picked Nella up with one of its claws, deposited her on its back, and soared upward, speeding toward the top of the Frost Seal. Vincent exchanged a worried glance with Zephyr. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” Zephyr said. “Go on. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    “Alright, Zeph.” Vincent nodded and spurred his cloud elemental heavenward in pursuit of Nella.  
 
    Surprised and awed cries and whoops arose from the Storm Scions. Biri and Tosa had already witnessed the trio’s magical prowess, but they seemed no less amazed, especially now that they were in direct contact with a creation of Vincent’s Tempest magic. 
 
    Thorn was similarly impressed. The Archmage needed a visible effort to keep his features neutral. Only Father Alexei was unreadable. The empty eye sockets of his mask met Zephyr’s gaze briefly before Vincent’s cloud elemental took him into the skies. 
 
    “We will keep her safe, Druidess Filna,” Avora said, bowing deeply to Filna. “Rest assured of that.” 
 
    “I think it’ll be the other way around,” Filna retorted, a wry cackle escaping her lips. “Go on ahead, Avora. I have no desire to talk to you more than I have to.” 
 
    “It saddens me that to this day, we still haven’t gotten over that unfortunate misunderstanding…” the Grand Sage began to say, only for Filna to hiss and scowl at the man. Avora stammered into silence. He rallied, tried to form more words, but Filna simply pointed into the skies. 
 
    The Grand Sage sighed and cast Soaring Breeze, enveloping his body with faint swirls of cobalt light. He flew after Vincent’s cloud elemental. 
 
    “We will see you soon, Druidess Filna,” Zephyr said, tracing Avora’s flight with his eyes and mage sight. He cast Soaring Breeze as well, but before he could take off, Filna caught him by the wrist. 
 
    “Stay safe,” she said to him. “All three of you.” 
 
    “We will,” Zephyr promised.  
 
    Filna gave him a toothless smile, let go of his wrist, and stepped away. 
 
    He soared into the heavens. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So… what do we do now?” Vincent asked as Zephyr caught up with the others. Nella was still glaring at the Frost Seal, her eyes dancing with lightning and flames. 
 
    “It’s a spatial enchantment,” she said. “The blight titan is trapped in a spatial enchantment that’s tied to the World Hearth. This is what’s killing Druidess Filna.” 
 
    “Not if we kill it first,” Zephyr said, sweeping his mage sight over the sphere of ice.  
 
    The horrific, twisted visage of the Sky Horror tore at his senses, but it no longer tore and ripped at the fabric of his sanity. Nella’s Crystalline Fortification was holding well, though this close to the blight titan, he could sense the Aberrant Dread it radiated pushing at the boundaries of the spell.  
 
    The maddening effects of the colossal creature’s aura would only get stronger as the trio and the other mages got nearer. Zephyr wondered if a Crystalline Fortification spell cast by Thorn or even Avora would provide any protection for unprepared or non-inoculated minds against the blight titan’s Aberrant Dread. 
 
    He found what he was looking for soon enough and pointed to a spot on the sphere just above the Sky Horror’s four beaked heads. 
 
    “Over there,” he said. “That’s where we can enter the Frost Seal and begin our attack on the blight titan. Vincent, you and I had better layer our own Crystalline Fortification spells on Nella’s just to make sure everyone stays focused.” 
 
    “Yes,” Vincent agreed. His face was pale, and he was licking his lips nervously. Beads of sweat rolled down his cheeks. “I can already feel her spell’s protective field bending and bowing beneath the Aberrant Dread.” 
 
    He turned to Thorn and the Frost Guardians, a shaky and apologetic smile on his face. 
 
    “I don’t mean to be rude, Archmage Thorn, but you and the Masters Finne don’t have to bother with Crystalline Fortification,” he said. “Zeph’s, Nella’s, and mine are so much stronger that if ours don’t work, yours won’t make much of a difference at all.” 
 
    “I understand. You three might still have much to learn about Frost magic, but the potency of your Crystalline Fortification spells is beyond anything I can ever aspire to,” Thorn said, before chuckling ruefully. “I might carry the office of Archmage among the Frost Guardians, but I possess nowhere near the same prowess in battle as Archmage Brass, and my power pales in comparison to Archmage Xanthus’s during his lifetime. Put all three of us together, and we perhaps possess slightly over a tenth of the magical strength embodied in just one of you. These are truly interesting times.” 
 
    “Interesting is one way to put it.” Alexei grunted. The Mortis Priest peeled back his left sleeve, revealing a nondescript mage band. Blue light pulsed briefly from it to envelop him, and when the radiance faded, he was clad in a suit of black-hued full plate, complete with a mail coif streaming from the bottom of his skull mask to his gorget. A plain, but finely forged single-handed sword sat in his right gauntleted fist. Strange ether danced across the fingertips of his left hand. The Mortis Priest spoke a few casting words, and the ether coalesced into a short spike of black light that extended from the back of his hand. 
 
    Mortis Priests use Death magic, Zephyr thought. So that’s got to be Death ether. 
 
    “The term I’d prefer is horrifying,” Alexei continued, before pointing at each of the trio with the tip of his sword. “Such magical power simply isn’t supposed to exist. If it were up to me, I’d say we kill them now and return their souls to the Great Cycle before the very fabric of reality tears itself apart.” 
 
    “Yeah? You want to kill us?” Nella snarled, rounding on the Mortis Priest with her sky-wyrm. Her bow flashed into her grasp. Arrows of fire and lightning blazed and crackled into existence at its nock. She drew an arrow of cobalt light to readiness and aimed at Alexei’s face. “You’re welcome to try!” 
 
    “Nella…” Zephyr began, turning to the ranger, but his gaze shot straight back to Alexei as a strangled croak escaped the confines of his mask. Translucent cloud tendrils thrice as thick as Zephyr’s torso had wrapped themselves around the Mortis Priest. As Zephyr watched, they started to squeeze. “Vincent, no!” 
 
    “Relax, Zeph,” Vincent said, his voice colder than it had ever been before. “Father Alexei, if we’re powerful enough to hurt the very fabric of reality, why, by Ostar’s Teeth, would you threaten us? Are you in your right mind? That last question was not rhetorical, by the way. If I don’t like your answer, I’m sending you back down to the ground, because I really don’t need someone trying to kill us when we’re dealing with Shadowswarm and a blight titan.” 
 
    “My mind is right,” Alexei gasped, struggling against the grasp of Vincent’s cloud elemental. “And I meant what I said. You three should die if it were up to me. But it isn’t, as per the decree of the Grand Master of the Silent Temple.” 
 
    “That means Father Alexei won’t try to hurt you,” Thorn quickly clarified. “Not that he could, as you’ve so readily demonstrated.” 
 
    Vincent nodded. His cloud elemental released the Mortis Priest and dropped him back upon its amorphous mass. He shook his head slowly and made a placating gesture to Nella. 
 
    “No, he couldn’t.” Nella lowered her bow and dismissed her elemental arrows. 
 
    “I don’t get it, sir,” Zephyr said to Thorn, as Tosa and Biri helped Alexei to his feet. “When we were in the Tempest School, our magical aura wasn’t much stronger than Archmage Xanthus, and whenever he took on all of us at the same time in spell-casting bouts, he trounced us soundly. Are we really that powerful compared to other mages?” 
 
    “Archmage Xanthus was one of the greatest mages of his time,” Thorn said, his eyes flickering briefly in Avora’s direction. “But no, at his prime, he would still be an insect in comparison to any single one of you. All three of you are suppressing your magical auras now, but even still, I can sense just how immense they are. Frost Guardians learn a lot about the human soul during their studies, and if there’s anything our scholarship, accumulated over the eons, can come to a consensus on, it’s the fact that human souls simply aren’t meant to hold such power. It’s impossible, even for Caruthas himself, back in the day.” 
 
    “Awakening a single Elemental Aspect and developing it magnifies one’s magical strength,” Avora said. “Doing that thrice yields exponentially greater results, depending on a mage’s aptitude for magic. Mine pales in comparison to Caruthas’s—to yours.” 
 
    “Your magical aura was already overwhelming back in the Tempest School, Zeph,” Lux added. “But after the three of you defeated the Unliving Empress and mastered Inferno magic, it has become many dozens of times stronger. My mage sight can barely see its limits, and I suspect as you progress in Frost magic, your magical aura and your spells will become even more powerful.” 
 
    “That isn’t humanly possible,” Thorn whispered under his breath. The Archmage’s words weren’t meant to be heard by anyone, so soft and furtive they were, but Zephyr knew how to read lips. “They aren’t human. Now I know for sure.” 
 
    He might be right, Zephyr thought darkly. Why would Shadowswarm entities call the trio their Sacred One? Why had the Unliving Empress mistaken the trio for the Elemental Anathema? He pushed his doubts through the Mind Cleansing inner form. Now was not the time for them. 
 
    Zephyr extended his will to his mage band and reached for his Knight robes. A touch of concentration was all he needed to have them manifest around his body instead of appearing in his hands in a neatly folded square. Father Alexei had done the same thing with his armor. 
 
      
 
    Knight Robe of Flames and Fury 
 
    Enchanted robes +14 
 
    Resilience, Greater Resilience, Ease, Greater Ease, Greater Tempest Amplification, Greater Inferno Amplification, 100% fire resistance, 100% lightning resistance, 10% ice resistance, 80% dark resistance 
 
      
 
    More fantastic work by Vincent, he thought, marveling at the improvements woven into the red robes after the trio’s return from the Eternal Palace. Zephyr reached next for his weapons. A fantastically intricate saber appeared in his hands. Tongues of flame and spirals of lightning ran up and down its curved blade. He conjured a codex display and angled it over the weapon. 
 
      
 
    Lethal Swiftness 
 
    Enchanted saber +16 
 
    Wielder Resonance 
 
    Facet Simultaneity 
 
    Current Aspects: Gathering Clouds, Burning Horizon 
 
      
 
    Zephyr pushed a small amount of Frost ether into the saber’s hilt. Tiny rings of ice began dancing in concert with the fire and lightning already coruscating along its blade. 
 
      
 
    Current Aspects: Gathering Clouds, Burning Horizon, Piercing Chill 
 
    “What do you think, Zeph?” Vincent asked. “I actually managed to enhance your sword’s spontaneous enchantment. I just didn’t have the time to tell you before we left Blackrock Keep.” 
 
    “It’s marvelous, Vincent,” Zephyr said, his eyes widening in awe at the sight of the three different Elemental ether streams captured in his weapon.  
 
    The Gathering Clouds Aspect made the sword move swifter than flashing lightning and hit as hard as crashing thunder. The Burning Horizon Aspect turned the blade into a searing, irresistible edge that could cleave through plates of enchanted iron as if they were jellied pudding. The Piercing Chill Aspect was new to him, so he focused the codex display upon it. 
 
      
 
    Piercing Chill (mage) 
 
    Purging Touch: Doubled effectiveness against blight-tainted creatures 
 
    Malformation Halt: Slows down blight regeneration 
 
      
 
    Frost magic truly is the bane of the blight, as Tempest magic is to the Shadowswarm. Zephyr tightened his grip on his sword. He nodded to Lux, who’d produced an enchanted sword from her mage band. Archmage Brass had gifted her with the blade after the final battle against the Unliving Empress. 
 
    “We can hold our own, Zeph,” she said. “Don’t worry about us.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Abel said. He held a sturdy oak staff in his hands. A Tempest glyph adorned the gnarled head of the staff. The other Storm Scions had armed themselves as well, with an assortment of swords, staves, and spears. “We will not fail you three.” 
 
    “I know,” Zephyr said, before turning to Nella, who’d put on her heavily enchanted Knight robes too. She was wearing the Vengeful Glare Visor upon her head, an enchanted helm that greatly magnified her Tempest magic and Inferno magic spells. The ranger met his gaze. She obviously knew what he was about to say, but he’d say it anyway. “Nella, we’re all concerned about Druidess Filna, but we really don’t know what to expect when we enter the Frost Seal and begin the attack. Let’s all do everything we can, but we must be willing to withdraw if we have to.” 
 
    “I know, Zeph,” Nella said. “I know. If we die uselessly, we won’t be able to save her. We won’t be able to protect the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “That said, I’m not saying we won’t succeed in bringing down the Sky Horror here and now.” Zephyr forced a grin, building it on a sense of confidence he didn’t feel. “Remember our first Dark Labyrinth? We were thrown into it completely unprepared and under-equipped, but we still won in the end.” 
 
    “I remember, Zeph,” Vincent said, mirroring his grin, though its shakiness and the sidelong glance he threw Avora’s way spoke volumes of his uncertainty. “And this time, we have all this power Archmage Thorn and Father Alexei are so afraid of.” 
 
    “I know no fear,” Alexei growled, but everyone ignored him. 
 
    “So what are we waiting for?” Nella grinned as well. Anxiety and sadness marred her features but did nothing to dampen the resolve blazing in her eyes. Zephyr felt his heart lighten immediately, and a sidelong glance at Vincent told him that the ranger’s confidence had rallied him too. 
 
    “Nothing at all.” Zephyr turned to the entrance into the Frost Seal. Lightning and flames wreathed his limbs. Icicles danced across his fingertips. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Great Seed Bird was one of Ostar’s Aspects, overseeing the spreading of plant seeds across the land and their sprouting through the surface of the earth. What Zephyr saw as he emerged into the extra-dimensional space of the Frost Seal was something else entirely. 
 
    Tainted with blight and warped by the Shadow, the Sky Horror raised all four of its beaked heads and shrieked, shaking the heavens with their fury. Seven pairs of wings, all bristling with spines, spread from its back, their tips stretching high into the gray, featureless, yet perfectly illuminated skies of the Frost Seal. All around its colossal bulk was a flat expanse of now. 
 
    Despite himself, Zephyr shuddered in revulsion. The Aberrant Dread washing off the Sky Horror was strong enough to be felt even beneath the trio’s layered Crystalline Fortifications spells. He quickly glanced at the others.  
 
    Vincent was pale and trembling, but he was always like this on the cusp of battle. The Storm Scions had retained their composure, and the Frost Guardians seemed unaffected by the Aberrant Dread, though the worry and anxiety on their faces were readily apparent. Avora was floating next to Vincent’s cloud elemental, held aloft upon his own Soaring Breeze spell. The Grand Sage’s features were twisted into a mask of horror and disgust. 
 
    “How do we fight this thing?” Vincent cried as the Sky Horror began to beat its wings, sending tremendous gusts of foul air washing over the mages.  
 
    “We burn it from existence, like we said.” Zephyr gripped Lethal Swiftness in both hands and raised the sword above his head. Threads of cobalt-hued electricity crackled up and down the length of its blade. “But first, we hit it with Tempest magic and strip away its dark magic barriers.” 
 
    “That’s right. We did the same thing to the iron drones,” Nella said, raising her bow, Heartseeker. A cobalt-hued arrow appeared in her hand. She nocked it, then drew the bow and readied her shot in a single smooth motion. A ball of electricity materialized in front of her sky-wyrm’s open maw. She cast Condor Barrage, bringing into existence dozens of lightning condors above her shoulders. The electrical birds squawked their fury at the Sky Horror, which was now airborne on its mighty but diseased-looking wings. 
 
    Vincent produced a pair of slim metal rods from his mage band. They were the Ether Conduits, wands that bore potent omnispell glyphs that greatly magnified the effects of all of his spells. He summoned his Storm and Flame hammers over the rods, before casting Arsenal Wind and supercharging the spell with Tempest ether. Hundreds of electrical swords flashed into existence around him. 
 
    Zephyr conjured a codex display and angled it over the Sky Horror as it ascended toward him. The blight titan was unimaginably huge, far larger than even Sahhto, an ancient dragon of great strength and wisdom, had been in life. Thorn had said that the usual blight titans the Boundary Mages and the Frost Guardians dealt with were much smaller in size, and Zephyr had heard several stories from Nella about how rangers would scale the creatures or even tunnel into their bodies to strike at their vital nodes. 
 
     Let’s hope we don’t have to do that, he thought. His codex display flickered. 
 
      
 
    Grand Titan 
 
    Sky Horror 
 
    Category: Sublime 
 
    Weaknesses: Frost magic (minor), Life magic (minor), Death magic (minor) 
 
      
 
    No, that’s not right. There’s something else there, but I can’t quite make it out. Zephyr turned to Vincent, but Vincent was already one step ahead, having conjured two overlapping codex displays and angling them at the Sky Horror as it approached ponderously through the skies. 
 
    “It’s here. I found it,” Vincent said, flicking his wrist and sending one of the codex displays in front of him spiraling through the air. It grew in size as it came to a stop several strides in front of the mages, becoming large enough for everyone to read the text upon its surface easily. 
 
      
 
    Dark Possession: Violation of Skies 
 
    Perpetual Phase 
 
    Blackguard: Twilight Fiend Oruskalax of the Fifth Night 
 
    Shadowswarm Entities 
 
    Darkest Nightmare: lesser-sublime (300 essence orbs) 
 
    Ebon Crawler: lesser-sublime (300 essence orbs) 
 
    Night Prince: lesser-sublime (300 essence orbs) 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what a Dark Possession is, but I do know that a Twilight Fiend has possessed this creature,” Vincent continued. “Zeph, Nella, we’ll have to deal with the Sky Horror the same way we dealt with those iron behemoths with dark magic barriers.” 
 
    “That’s what we were going to do anyway,” Nella replied, firing her bow and sending a cobalt arrow slicing through the skies toward the blight titan. The ranger’s arrow split into four copies of its original form as it traveled, before becoming colossal bolts of lightning. At the same time, the ball of condensed electricity crackling before her sky-wyrm’s open maw flattened out into a cobalt beam of light. All her lightning condors swarmed out as well, beating their wings furiously. 
 
    Vincent added a whirlwind of more than five hundred electrical blades to Nella’s onslaught. Every sword, spear, glaive, or halberd he’d forged with his Arsenal Wind spell was intricately wrought, replete with etchings and scrollwork portrayed to the finest detail. They sliced across the skies toward the blight titan, leaving trails of scorching sparks in their wake. 
 
    Zephyr’s spell variants focused mostly on enhancing his close-combat abilities. He had nothing in his repertoire of Tempest magic spells that matched the artistry of Vincent’s Arsenal Wind or the magnificence of Nella’s Condor Barrage, except perhaps Ion Fall, but that spell could be cast only beneath stormy skies. He thrust Lethal Swiftness out in front of him and cast Cosmos Invocation three times in rapid succession instead. It was the most powerful offensive spell in traditional Tempest magic, and it brought into existence three massive bolts of crackling lightning that ripped out from the tip of his sword. 
 
    Enough lightning to fuel a thunderstorm crashed into the blight titan. The four-headed monster’s massive body convulsed and tangled its wings into a jumbled mass. Shadows peeled away from its misshapen flesh and fell to the ground like raindrops of darkness. The Sky Horror followed shortly after, tumbling from its flight and crashing to the earth. The thunderous impact of its descent blasted a vast crater into the packed snow. 
 
    “We did it!” Vincent said. “We drove away the dark magic barrier from its flesh, but it’s not over yet!” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Nella adjusted her grip on her bow. Spheres of flame roared into existence all around her. Fiery ribbons laced the claws and fangs of her sky-wyrm. An arrow of orange-red light appeared in her right hand. She nocked, drew, and loosed the shaft, sending a beam of searing heat down at the fallen blight titan. The fireballs raced after the arrow, expanding into whirlwinds of flame along the way. Her sky-wyrm opened its maw once more and spewed a torrent of fire. 
 
    Fire Vortex, Disintegrating Ray, and a new variant of Project Heat conjured from her sky-wyrm all cast at once, Zephyr thought, flinching away from the firestorm unleashed by Nella despite the protection of his Knight robes. Inferno magic really is her forte. 
 
    Vincent wouldn’t be outdone. Amongst the trio, he had the most trouble with Inferno magic, but that didn’t mean he could wreak any less destruction than Nella or Zephyr. Tongues of fire roared from the head of his Flame Hammer, before coalescing into an array of blazing stars high up in the sky. It was his Comet Barrage spell. He swept his hammer downward, heralding the descent of hundreds of fiery comets upon the blight titan. 
 
    Zephyr infused his internal energy with as much Tempest ether and Inferno ether as he could channel. He flew downward, racing past the falling spells of his friends. His palms were outstretched and open on either side of his body.  
 
    When he descended within fifty feet of the Sky Horror’s body, he thrust his left palm out, emitting a massive cone of superheated air that burned boiling furrows into the Sky Horror’s flank and turned hundreds of its wing spines into ashen, crumbling motes. But that was only the first stage of his Dragon Annihilation Descent spell. His right palm hammered out next, birthing a column of flame a hundred feet wide. 
 
    The Sky Horror shrieked in protest and agony once, before Zephyr’s spell caught its uppermost heads and turned them into drifting ash. Misshapen feathers peeled away from its breast. Skin and meat followed next, bubbling from existence to expose rapidly charring and crumbling bone. An expanse of organ flesh roasted for a heartbeat, then vaporized.  
 
    Zephyr unleashed a roar of effort and projected another two fiery columns from his palms. They tore deeper into the blight titan’s viscera, setting the creature ablaze from within. 
 
    And then Nella’s and Vincent’s spells struck home, turning the crater formed around the Sky Horror’s bulk into a sea of molten rock. Cries of alarm and discomfort arose from the Storm Scions. The sheer heat of the trio’s spells had to be getting to them, as none of them were wearing any fire-resistant Knight robes. 
 
    Zephyr flashed a glance upward at the other mages. The Frost Guardians and Avora had conjured a sheet of ice to shield themselves and the Storm Scions, but their frozen barrier was already bubbling into vapor. Thorn, Tosa, and Biri kept their features focused and calm, but there was no missing the worry in their eyes. The trio’s spells would overwhelm theirs within the next few moments. 
 
    Vincent swung his Storm Hammer, summoning a massive barrier of crackling cobalt-hued light around the Frost Guardians and the Storm Scions. It was his Cosmos Bastion spell, a powerful Tempest magic spell capable of greatly dampening elemental effects. At the same time, he twirled his Flame Hammer in the opposite direction and cast Flame Call, a spell that allowed him to pull away the waves of heat washing across the other mages and redirect them back upon the blight titan. 
 
    The Frost Guardians staggered back, gasping in relief. Avora waved his hand and dispelled the icy barrier, causing it to disappear into tiny clouds of vapor. Zephyr nodded to himself. Lux and the others hadn’t been hurt in the slightest. 
 
    Inferno magic is far more destructive than Tempest magic, especially with our power, he thought. We’ll have to be careful using it when there are other people around. 
 
    There was no natural ether within the extra-dimensional space within the Frost Seal, so the trio had to draw upon their personal reserves of Tempest ether and Inferno ether. Zephyr had expended a third of his reserves, while Nella was left with roughly half of hers, since her ether capacity was the lowest among the trio’s. Vincent’s was the highest, so he probably had three quarters of his left, if not more.  
 
    Zephyr turned his attention back to the Sky Horror as it writhed and roiled within an ocean of fire. The massive abomination was crumbling to ash. He let go of his sword with one hand and clenched his fist in grim triumph. The Sky Horror was dead, which meant that there were only three more blight titans to slay. Then the Frost Seals could come down, Druidess Filna could begin her recovery, and the trio could settle in to their studies of Frost magic. 
 
    They would also be free to investigate the true nature of their souls and the source of their power. 
 
    “Alright, that’s it,” Vincent said. “I think we’re done here.” 
 
    “Winter’s Grace!” Thorn hissed. The Archmage’s features were taut with barely contained panic. Tosa and Biri seemed startled as well. The trio’s power had grown tremendously since the last time the Glacial Twins had seen them in battle. Thorn smoothed the front of his robes and exhaled slowly. “Well done, Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella. I… I don’t know what else to say about your display of power, save that it has shaken me to my core.” 
 
    “That it’s unnatural?” Alexei added, shaking his head. The Mortis Priest tightened his grip on his sword. “What are you three?” 
 
    Nella clenched her jaw and glared at Alexei. Zephyr knew that just a week or so ago, the ranger would have proudly proclaimed that the trio were Caruthas reborn. Now, she wasn’t so sure, and neither were Zephyr or Vincent. 
 
    “Good job,” Avora said. “You handled the situation swiftly and efficiently. Congratulations on your victory.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Zephyr said, before turning to Archmage Thorn. “If you don’t mind, we would like to proceed to the next blight titan now. I believe we can destroy all of them by the end of the day.” 
 
    “I would like nothing more,” Thorn replied. He wiped his sweat-streaked brow with the back of his sleeve. “Very well. Let us leave this Frost Seal. I will guide the three of you to…” 
 
    “Wait. Something’s wrong,” Vincent said. He conjured a codex display. 
 
      
 
    Essence Orbs: 1 
 
      
 
    “We didn’t get any Essence Orbs from destroying the Sky Horror,” Zephyr realized. “But…” 
 
    “That can’t be right,” Nella said, turning back to the burning blight titan. “The ugly thing was dripping with Shadow magic, and it was even possessed by a twilight fiend. How can…” 
 
    The ranger’s words trailed off into a stunned silence. Zephyr followed her gaze and quickly spotted the reason for the horrified surprise etched across her features. Hundreds of shadow-wreathed flesh spheres pulsed amidst the crackling fire, impervious to its touch. Dark tendrils shot out from every sphere, extinguishing the flames wherever they extended. Meat and bone coalesced along the lengths of the shadowy appendages, reforming the Sky Horror’s body before Zephyr’s eyes. 
 
    “Those are vital nodes!” Nella cried, drawing her bow and unleashing an arrow shrouded in both fire and lightning at one of the spheres. Her shot punched through the shadows covering the bulbous mass, before turning it into ash a moment later, but by then, most of the other vital nodes had been covered beneath thick layers of roiling flesh. Vincent and Zephyr raked the Sky Horror’s reforming body with fire and lightning and destroyed a few more vital nodes, but their efforts did little to stop—or even slow down—the blight titan’s regeneration. 
 
    “Everyone! Look out below!” Lux cried from atop Vincent’s cloud elemental. She pointed at a spot on the soaked ground a few dozen feet from where the shadows peeling from the Sky Horror’s body had fallen. Instead of dissipating, the fragments of the dark magic barrier had remained and begun coalescing into winged avian horrors whose grotesque bodies were made up of shadows. 
 
    Shadowswarm entities! And there are thousands of them! Zephyr thought. He raked a Cosmos Invocation through their midst, destroying a hundred or so with a single spell, but the others began soaring skyward, ignoring the trio and heading toward the entrance of the Frost Seal. 
 
    “They’ll get through and materialize in the Blight Boundary!” Thorn cried. “The Frost Seals aren’t effective against pure Shadowswarm entities!” 
 
    “But Shadow-bane conjurations will be!” Lux said. “Vincent, send us up there! We’ll stop the Shadowswarm entities from getting out. You take care of the blight titan!” 
 
    “Got it, Lux,” Vincent replied, casting Soaring Breeze and hopping off the cloud elemental. He gestured toward the entrance of the Frost Seal with his Storm Hammer, and his Tempest creature obeyed, speeding through the skies and arriving at its destination far ahead of even the swiftest Shadowswarm. 
 
    The Storm Scions raised their voices and hands in concerted spell-casting, bringing into existence a net of crackling lightning over the entrance of the Frost Seal. Nella turned her sky-wyrm around, in readiness to go to their assistance, but Zephyr held up his hand in a forestalling gesture. 
 
    “Wait, we’ll have to leave the Shadowswarm entities to Lux and the others,” he said. “We’ve got a much bigger problem to handle.” 
 
    “I’ll cast Drifting Wind on Archmage Thorn, Masters Finne, and Father Alexei, so that they can fly alongside me,” Avora said. “And then I’ll bring everyone else out and have them establish their Shadow-bane conjurations on the other side of the entrance.” 
 
    “That’s good thinking, sir,” Zephyr agreed. Out in the Blight Boundary, the Storm Scions could channel the naturally flowing Tempest ether to cast their spells instead of relying on their personal reserves, which were infinitesimally smaller than the trio’s.  
 
    “Spare me, Avora,” Father Alexei said. The Mortis Priest had stepped off Vincent’s cloud elemental before it began its withdrawal toward the Frost Seal’s entrance. Wings of gray light fluttered from his boots, holding him aloft in the skies. He gestured with his sword at Zephyr. “I came along for this ride, and I’m staying until it’s through with these three.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” The Grand Sage clicked his tongue irritably under his breath and flew toward the Storm Scions and Frost Guardians, striking down every Shadowswarm entity that came near him with rapid-fire Bolt Invocation spells.  
 
    Avora reached the other mages within moments. He said a few words to Thorn, who nodded. The Grand Sage cast a spell that enveloped the Frost Guardians in a cloak of dancing sparks. They stepped off the cloud elemental and hung in the air as the Storm Scions all enacted their own Soaring Breeze spells and did the same. Lux waved once to Zephyr, before everyone apart from the trio and Alexei disappeared through the entrance. Vincent dismissed his cloud elemental. 
 
    A moment later, the first of the Shadowswarm entities crashed into the Shadow-bane conjurations and burst apart into motes of darkness. More followed them, and Zephyr knew it wouldn’t be long before the monsters overwhelmed the Storm Scions’ collective spell on this side. He could only hope Lux, Abel, and the other wielders of Tempest magic would be able to contain the Shadowswarm beyond the Frost Seal. 
 
    “So what now?” Alexei demanded, jabbing his sword earthward. The Sky Horror had regenerated much of its body. Soon, it would take to the skies again. “What are you going to do next? Yes, yes, I know you’re going to say ‘kill it’ or something like that, but how?” 
 
    “We’ll have to destroy all its vital nodes,” Zephyr said. “But we don’t know Crystalline Scan, which we need to find the nodes. We should have learned it before we came here.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have.” The Mortis Priest grunted. “So you’ll have to make do.” 
 
    “With what, sir?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “With me,” Alexei replied. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t get it,” Zephyr said, shaking his head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “As a sanctioned wielder of Death magic, I know the only four spells which my order allows us to learn. One of them is called Mortis Hunt,” Alexei said. “It can be used, among other things, to detect unnatural congregations of life force, such as the vital nodes of blight titans. It also requires almost no Death ether to cast, so I can use it on a nigh-indefinite basis. I’ll be your bloodhound for this jaunt.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, but…” Zephyr began to say as Vincent and Nella approached. None of the Shadowswarm seemed interested in the trio, swarming en-masse toward the entrance of the Frost Seal in their bid to break through. 
 
    “The ugly beast has many more vital nodes than a regular blight titan,” Nella said. She pointed at Alexei. “Even if this freak can find them inside its body, we’ll be hard pressed to destroy all of them before it begins growing new ones.” 
 
    “Inside its body?” Vincent gulped nervously. “I remember reading about how rangers dive deep into the bodies of blight titans to destroy their vital nodes, but I also remember wondering how that’s possible? Surely we won’t be able to traverse even the Sky Horror’s innards as if we were making our way through a Dark Labyrinth, right?” 
 
    “They use another spell we should have learned,” Nella said, sighing in frustration. “It’s called Crystalline Excision, which automatically shrinks the rangers and druids into whichever size is best when they attack a blight titan’s body.” 
 
    “I cast Heaven’s Eye just now,” Vincent said. “It briefly spotted an extra-dimensional space inside the Sky Horror’s body before regrowing flesh covered it over. That could be the Dark Possession our codex displays picked up. For all intents and purposes, it’s a Dark Labyrinth. If we attack it and destroy its Nexus…” 
 
    “This blight titan won’t have any dark magic protecting its vital nodes anymore,” Zephyr reasoned. “Then we can burn it until there’s nothing left, vital nodes or no.” 
 
    “How do we get to the Dark Possession, then?” Vincent asked. He gestured to the Sky Horror, which had now regrown all of its heads and five out of seven pairs of its wings. “Its entrance is somewhere inside all of… that. Do we have to burn it into pieces all over again? I don’t know if we have enough ether left for that. I suppose we can use up all the Disintegrating Ray and Meltdown talismans we prepared before we left Blackstone Keep, but…” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Alexei said. “My Mortis Hunt spell can tell which vital nodes are the largest and most corrupted. Those should be the closest to the source of their strength, the Dark Labyrinth or whatever foulness your unnatural spiritual artifact calls it. Destroy those, and you ravage the flesh all around them. That should give you the space you need to attack the Shadow at its source.” 
 
    “How are you going to show us where they are?” Nella demanded. “Point your sword?” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Alexei retorted, ignoring the dangerous growl that escaped from between the ranger’s clenched teeth. “I will be using my Mortis Mark spell. It wreathes whatever living object I desire in Death ether, which I know you three can detect with your mage sight. It also renders its targets more vulnerable to steel and spells, though I suspect that last effect wouldn’t make much of a difference in the face of your power.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t, sir,” Zephyr said, growing more than a little tired of the Mortis Priest’s patronizing rudeness. “But telling us where to strike would certainly be helpful. You probably wouldn’t be able to keep up with us on your enchanted boots though.” 
 
    “You can hitch a ride with me, Father Alexei,” Vincent said, conjuring another cloud elemental into existence and stepping upon its amorphous body. “You wouldn’t be able to keep up on those enchanted boots of yours.” 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” The Mortis Priest hopped onto Vincent’s cloud elemental and dismissed the wings from his boots. “Now, if you three are done dawdling about, you’d better get to work.” 
 
    “I will, after I slap that mask of yours off your…” Nella began, raising a clenched fist. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Zephyr said, cutting off the ranger’s tirade before it could gain any momentum. He returned Lethal Swiftness to his mage band and summoned his enchanted blade gauntlets over his hands, running a codex display over them as they materialized. 
 
      
 
    Illumination & Fury 
 
    Enchanted blade gauntlets +12 
 
    Greater Inferno Amplification, Greater Tempest Amplification, Impact, Sunder 
 
      
 
    Lethal Swiftness doesn’t magnify the power of my spells, but Illumination and Fury do, so they’ll be more useful until we’re forced into close-combat, he thought. I should have used them right away. 
 
    The trio and Alexei descended toward the Sky Horror, which was now itself rising to meet them. The blight titan opened all four of its beaks and vomited streams of violet fluid at the trio. Zephyr and Nella wove their way through the torrents of putrid and hissing liquid, while Vincent crashed his way forward beneath a Cosmos Bastion.  
 
    The Sky Horror snapped two pairs of its wings forward. Thousands of spines erupted from their tips. Zephyr flew ahead of his friends, extending the blades and claws from his gauntlets. His Tempest-infused internal energy heightened his reflexes to the point that the spines hurtling toward him seemed to be moving through layers of thick syrup. He hacked and sliced them from the air, clearing a tunnel through their midst for the trio to approach. 
 
    Father Alexei waved his sword in the air and raised his voice in a sonorous chant. Waves of cold air radiated from the Mortis Priest to fall over the colossal bulk of the blight titan. Glyphs of gray light appeared all over the Sky Horror’s body, some of them two or three dozen feet deep beneath its diseased-looking skin and patchy feathers. 
 
    “Those are the vital nodes,” he cried, shouting to be heard over the rushing wind and clamor of battle. Waves of cold ether carried his words to Zephyr’s ears, and judging by Nella’s and Vincent’s expressions, they could hear the Mortis Priest clearly, too. 
 
    That must be one of the four spells he’s allowed to learn, Zephyr thought, before shouting back and encasing his words in a Tempest magic spell—Wind Chime—of his own, so that they were audible to his friends and Alexei. “Which ones will open the entrance to the Dark Possession?” 
 
    Father Alexei chanted again. Most of the gray glyphs vanished, leaving four strewn across the Sky Horror’s misshapen breast. 
 
    “Those,” Alexei said. “Now, you abominations, bring all your unnatural power to bear upon this foe of humanity!”  
 
    “Shut up!” Nella shrieked angrily. Her bow sang, sending a barrage of lightning and fire arrows lancing out at the Sky Horror. Orbs of translucent green light spiraled from the blight titan’s open beaks. Nella’s arrows disappeared into their midst, slicing through dozens of them and bursting them into splatters of verdant fluid. 
 
    Thorny vines swarmed from the epicenter of each exploding orb, reaching for the trio. Zephyr dodged, ducked, and zipped through their grasp. Nella’s sky-wyrm did the same, carrying its rider to safety. But Vincent was far less adroit upon his cloud elemental. 
 
    Zephyr saw him grit his teeth and reinforce his Cosmos Bastion. A moment later, dozens of vines wrapped themselves around the spherical barrier raised by his spell and began squeezing. Vincent’s Cosmos Bastion held the slime-covered appendages at bay, but his cloud elemental was held in place. The remaining orbs vomited by the Sky Horror converged upon him. 
 
    “Vincent!” Nella cried, raising her bow and raking the orbs with another flight of elemental arrows, but that only resulted in the creation of vines that lashed out at the trio.  
 
    Zephyr wove through the swarming thorny limbs and called his Blade Beam spell to mind. A few deft applications of the spell would reduce the mass of vines that had now completely obscured the cloud elemental from view. The trick was tempering the power of the Blade Beam spells so that they wouldn’t hit Vincent and end up injuring him. 
 
    But before Zephyr could lash out with the blades of his gauntlets, the vines turned gray and fell away into crumbling, desiccated chunks to reveal Vincent and Father Alexei. The Mortis Priest had his sword held high above his head with both hands, and he was screaming a series of words that seemed as much condemning litany as a spell. Death ether radiated from Alexei’s blade in one more wave, before he fell to his knees, gasping for breath. 
 
    “That’s my Slay Living spell,” he muttered. “I can only cast it one more time at most before I fall unconscious for a week. I really hope it doesn’t come to that, since you three abominations are supposed to be so powerful. Don’t worry. I can still keep my Mortis Hunt spell up. For now.” 
 
    The Sky Horror had paused in midair, its beating wings sending waves of fetid air washing over the trio. It was physically impossible for something so large to be capable of flight, but Zephyr had learned from Sahhto that the laws of nature didn’t necessarily apply to powerful magical entities. If a mighty dragon could fly, then so too could a twisted abomination of nature. 
 
    “What’s it doing? Why has it stopped?” Vincent asked, hefting his elemental hammers. “It can’t be scared, right?” 
 
    “It should be!” Nella raged. Tendrils of fire and lightning swarmed from her eyes. “Come on! Let’s tear it apart!” 
 
    Zephyr agreed. There was no reason to cede the initiative to the foe.  
 
    He angled himself at the blight titan’s vital nodes and hurtled toward them, sending out a Cosmos Invocation ahead of him. The lightning bolt crashed against the carapace of shadows swirling around the Sky Horror’s torso and blasted them from existence. He readied the Dragon Strike Technique called Dragons Dance in Chaos as he approached. The spell would unleash a barrage of fiery claw and palm strikes upon the now-exposed blight titan’s flesh and tear apart wide swathes of its putrid meat to expose the vital nodes below. 
 
    “Zeph! Watch out!” Vincent cried from behind. A barrage of lightning and fire swords overtook Zephyr and flashed past his shoulder. They swerved upward to intercept a swarm of what could only be described as scarlet carnivorous blossoms, each of them the size of a full-grown warhorse and extending from a gray-green stem that had been transmuted from one of the Sky Horror’s wing spines. 
 
    Vincent’s Arsenal Wind spell blasted apart each of the fang-lined flowers, the heat of each of his fire blades bubbling away whatever passed for sap within the blossoms into vapor. The Sky Horror squawked in fury and snapped at Vincent with three of its heads. Massive beaks clamped down upon his Cosmos Bastion. Tiny cracks cobwebbed away from the points of impact. Zephyr heard a grunt of effort escape Vincent’s lips as he restored his magical barrier and rebuffed the beaks of the blight titan. 
 
    Nella strafed the Sky Horror’s eyes with her arrows, bursting ten out of the twelve yellow, pus-filled orbs that glared malevolently at the trio. The blight titan shrieked again, giving voice to its agony with enough force to shake the skies.  
 
    Nella didn’t relent. Her sky-wyrm swooped in close and raked its fire-lined claws over the pinions of the Sky Horror’s wings. Carnivorous blossoms swarmed toward her on spine-turned-stems. She met them with the elemental tendrils of her eyebite spells. The fiery and electrified fangs at the end each of the appendages spilling from her eyes ripped through unnatural plant matter. Her sky-wyrm dug further into the blight titan’s flesh with its claws, pulling huge chunks of putrid flesh free and sending them raining to the shattered ground below. 
 
    But the Sky Horror was regenerating its wounds nearly as quickly as Nella and her sky-wyrm could deal them. Scarcely a heartbeat had passed since the blight titan had lost ten of its eyes to her arrows when every single one of them bubbled back into existence within filth-crusted sockets. Blood and meat rained from the heavens, but Nella’s sky-wyrm had dug only the shallowest of furrows into the Sky Horror’s back. 
 
    It’s regenerating through the effects of our weaker spells, Zephyr realized. Only our most powerful ones will have any real effect, but we can’t afford to repeat what we just did, not if we’re to have any hope of getting through the Dark Possession. 
 
    Still, Nella’s efforts had distracted the Sky Horror long enough for Zephyr to close in to where his Dragons Dance in Chaos spell would work best. He loosed a tremendous roar of effort as he brought both of his bladed gauntlets into a rapid series of palm and claw strikes. Flames and lightning blasted from his hands, shaped as open palms or slicing claws. They tore apart the meat on the crest of the Sky Horror’s breastbone, and amidst the cascading gore, Zephyr spotted the four vital nodes that Alexei had marked with his spell. 
 
    Vincent did too, as a quartet of lightning blades pierced each and every one of them, scattering the shadows shrouding them from existence. Swords of fire followed next, transfixing every pulsing mass of malformed flesh and reducing them to ashen flakes.  
 
    The Sky Horror’s wounds had already begun healing almost as soon as Zephyr’s spell had run its course, but now, with the vital nodes destroyed, the dark shade of putrefaction fell over their edges, and they started to peel back. Yet another agonized shriek tore from the blight titan. It snapped at Nella with all of its heads, but her sky-wyrm was simply too deft and agile to be caught by the ponderous beaks. 
 
    Zephyr cast Project Heat and swept the rotting flesh with beams of fire, opening the Sky Horror up even wider. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that every drop of blood or scrap of flesh that fell from the blight titan’s body turned into a Shadowswarm entity that raced toward the Frost Seal’s entrance. Lux, Abel, and the rest of the Storm Scions were brave and capable mages, but even they couldn’t hold back tens of thousands of Shadowswarm indefinitely. The trio had to end the fight, and they had to do it quickly. 
 
    Fortunately, he found what he was looking for. The codex display he’d conjured flickered as he angled it over a dark, pulsing mass lodged right against whatever passed for the Sky Horror’s heart. 
 
      
 
    Dark Possession: Violation of Skies 
 
    Perpetual Phase 
 
    Blackguard: Twilight Fiend Oruskalax of the Fifth Night 
 
      
 
    He hit the mass of flesh with a Bolt Invocation, but the lightning streaming from his fingertips washed uselessly over it. That confirmed his worst suspicions. Whatever a Dark Possession was, it couldn’t be destroyed from without, even with Tempest magic spells. The trio had to treat it like a Dark Labyrinth. They had to enter it, slay the Blackguard, and break its Nexus. 
 
    Vincent and Nella flew to his side with Father Alexei in tow. The Mortis Priest seemed to have caught his breath, though his body language screamed of boundless fatigue and no small amount of pain. His Slay Living spell must have been costly to cast indeed. 
 
    “There you go,” Alexei rasped. “Get in. Put that power to good use, abominations.” 
 
    “You little—” Nella began. 
 
    “Father Alexei,” Vincent said, his tone cold and curt. “From this point on, if you cannot address us with common courtesy, you will not address us at all. If I hear you call us abominations one more time, I will tie you up and leave you in as safe a place as I can find while my friends and I do what we must. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Heh.” The Mortis Priest snorted. “Yes.” 
 
    “The vital nodes are already growing back,” Nella said, pointing at a shadow-wreathed mound of roiling flesh. “There’s a Frost Magic spell called Crystalline Cauterization that can stop that. There’s also a Life magic spell called Scour Growth which has the same effect. But we know neither of them.” 
 
    “We’ll learn the Frost Magic spell later,” Zephyr said. “Come on.” 
 
    He dove toward the Dark Possession, with his friends following closely behind. Darkness filled his vision, and an unsettling, yet familiar sensation of unease and mild disorientation washed over him as he placed his hand on its surface. 
 
    That’s exactly what it feels like to enter a Dark Labyrinth, Zephyr realized, pushing down a sigh of frustration. He’d thought he’d seen the last of Dark Labyrinths after his time at the Tempest School, only to be gravely disappointed when it turned out that the Eternal Palace of the Unliving Empress was one as well. Now, he was entering yet another of the accursed extra-dimensional nightmare realms. 
 
    He blinked as the darkness peeled away from his sight, revealing the eerie garden he now stood in. Rows of twisted violet vines stretched out before him, their lengths adorned with the fanged skulls of unthinkable monstrosities. The dirt beneath his feet was blood red and crawling with bright purple worms. 
 
    “Yeah, this is a Dark Labyrinth,” Vincent said, the dread in his voice reflecting the same emotion in Zephyr’s heart. He was still upon his cloud elemental. Alexei hopped off, twirling his sword as he did so. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” the Mortis Priest asked. “From what I’ve heard, you three have torn your way through hundreds of these things.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly the same,” Nella said. She and her sky-wyrm were floating above Zephyr’s head. “Something’s different here. The dark magic in this place is much stronger than anything I’ve ever felt in all the Dark Labyrinths we’ve been in. This goes far beyond Phase Three, beyond even whatever Phase the Dark Labyrinth that killed Xanthus was, even though our codex displays say they’re the same.” 
 
    “All the other Dark Labyrinths we’ve attacked had humans as their Blackguards, and yes, that includes the Unliving Empress as well,” Zephyr said. “But this one’s Blackguard is a twilight fiend. I’m still starting to wonder how that is even possible.” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was,” Vincent said. “A Blackguard is a thrall of the Shadowswarm, giving shape and form to the Shadowswarm entities spawned by a Dark Labyrinth with his or her torments and nightmares. Why would a twilight fiend, the greatest of Shadowswarm creatures, do something like that to itself?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but we’ll have to find out. Alright, remember there’s no natural Tempest ether here for us to channel, so we have to watch our personal reserves and be careful about which spells we cast. Come on, let’s…” Zephyr snapped his gaze to the far side of the garden, where a contingent of shadowy humanoids had appeared. 
 
    They were night princes, each of them individually powerful enough to wipe out a coterie of Storm Scions. Ghastly white grins spread across their featureless faces. Blades of black steel appeared in their fists. Ebon-hued flames danced across their fingertips. 
 
    “Welcome, Sacred One,” the foremost night prince said. “Welcome to the Violation of Skies. Do you like what we’ve done with the place?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sacred One, eh?” Alexei chuckled darkly and hefted his sword. The telltale sheen of cold iron glinted down the length of its blade, giving away its skyforged nature. The Mortis Priest might not have any Tempest magic to call upon, but he was far from helpless against Shadowswarm entities. The empty sockets of his mask swept menacingly over the trio, before falling upon the approaching night princes. “How… interesting.” 
 
    There was nothing else to say. Nella poured electricity from her eyes, showering the unnatural dirt beneath her feet with sparks. A dozen massive bears of cobalt-hued light rose into existence, roared their fury toward the false violet skies, and began a thunderous charge toward the night princes. 
 
    The Shadowswarm creatures reacted swiftly, spreading out into a loose formation. The foremost among them met Nella’s lightning beasts with their black blades and fists filled with dark fire. A half-dozen hung back and began to gesture and chant in their echoing, sinister voices. Five of the night princes actually hurtled into the air, shadowy wings sprouting from their backs. 
 
    Zephyr soared up to intercept them before they could hurl dark magic down upon the trio and Alexei. He swiped the claws of his Illumination gauntlet through a night prince’s midriff, hacking the monster in half at the waist, before swiping the blade of his Fury gauntlet across to intercept another night prince’s descending sword. Instead of contesting a weapon lock with the night prince, he cast Lightning Step and flashed to the other three airborne Shadowswarm entities. The monster whose blow he’d blocked convulsed, covered by the crackling sparks left in the wake of Zephyr’s spell. 
 
    Two night princes raised their hands and poured dark fire upon Zephyr. He cast Lightning Shield, raised the person-sized barrier of cobalt light that had materialized across his left wrist, and placed it between him and the Shadowswarm entities’ spells. The night princes’ flames washed harmlessly over Zephyr’s electrical shield, but a third night prince swooped past him and descended upon Nella and Vincent. 
 
    They can take care of themselves, he thought, as he retracted the blade of his Fury gauntlet and drew Lethal Swiftness from his mage band. The hilt of the enchanted sword filled his right fist. He reversed his grip, before sweeping it in a wide arc as he cast Blade Beam. The spell sent a spiral of lightning slicing out toward the night princes. One of the monsters fell, beheaded by the Blade Beam, while the other managed to dodge the spell by a hair’s breadth. 
 
    It didn’t matter. Zephyr charged in close and lashed out with Lethal Swiftness. The night prince blocked, failed a riposte, and then tumbled from the skies, cleaved open from collar to crotch by Zephyr’s blade. He glanced back down at his friends and saw that the night prince that had descended upon them was dead, its crumbling remains pinned to the dirt by Alexei’s blade. 
 
    Vincent swept his Storm Hammer back and forth, conjuring armored plates of cobalt light over the bodies of Nella’s lightning bears as they fought against the night princes’ frontline. All the while, Nella was threading lightning arrows into the heads, throats, and torsos of the spell-casting Shadowswarm entities. Not every one of the ranger’s shots struck home, as the night princes were swift, canny, and able to raise barriers of shadow between themselves and the arrows. They still fell one by one, until there were only three of them left, but their spell was complete. 
 
    The night princes raised their hands high. A massive fanged skull of violet light appeared in the air above them. It cackled, and every skull adorning the misshapen vines broke from its perch and swooped toward the one conjured by the night princes. Black flames began to pour from the skull’s sockets, nose holes, and maw. 
 
    “Oh no, you don’t,” Vincent said, making a flicking motion with his Storm Hammer. A thread of lightning danced through the space separating him from the skull, and when it struck its target, cracks appeared immediately over the skull’s violet surface. The fire within it took on a cobalt hue, and the night princes had time for a single shriek of horror before Tempest-infused flames poured over them. 
 
    Nella’s bears tore the last of the night princes limb from limb, but of the dozen she’d conjured, only three were left. The rest had been reduced to cascades of showering sparks, which dissipated from existence alongside the flakes of broken shadows that were the night princes’ crumbling remains. 
 
    “That was a good start,” she snarled, lowering her bow. “Well done, you two. None of us have gotten out of practice dealing with Dark Labyrinths.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been that long since we were last in one,” Zephyr pointed out. He nodded to his friends. “But yes, those were nearly thirty or so night princes, and we handled them pretty smoothly. Good job.” 
 
    “Then this definitely isn’t right,” Vincent said, conjuring a codex display and angling it so that the words upon its surface could be easily read. 
 
      
 
    Acquired Essence Orbs: 317 
 
      
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Nella agreed. “We destroyed quite a few Shadowswarm monsters before we came into this Dark Labyrinth too. Didn’t we get any essence orbs from those?” 
 
    “Let me take a closer look.” Vincent furrowed his brow in concentration. The codex display flickered. 
 
      
 
    Essence Drain active: -99% Essence Orb acquisition rate 
 
    Source of Essence Drain: Violation of Skies 
 
      
 
    “Looks like that’s another difference between a Dark Labyrinth and a Dark Possession.” Zephyr rolled his neck muscles and stretched his shoulders. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about that. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    “Not everyone shares this twisted fixation you have on doing things the hard way, Zeph,” Nella grumbled. 
 
    “Honest labor and diligent effort are not the hard way, Nella,” Zephyr replied, stifling a chuckle. “They’re the right way.” 
 
    “What way would you call draining the dark magic of slain Shadowswarm entities into your soul and using it to enhance your magical prowess?” Father Alexei asked, angling his mask so that it seemed to be grinning fleshlessly at the trio. He twirled his sword again and chuckled darkly. “No, I don’t expect an answer for my obviously rhetorical question.” 
 
    “Released from your vows or not, you have a really big mouth.” Nella glared at the Mortis Priest.  
 
     “I definitely do.” Alexei laughed softly. His mirth was laden with darkness, bitterness, and cruelty. He made a subtle adjustment in his grasp on his sword, one that Zephyr recognized as a readying maneuver for a surprise upward cut into an opponent’s groin. The Mortis Priest leaned forward suddenly, placing his mask an inch away from the tip of Vincent’s nose. “Why do they call you their Sacred One?” 
 
    Zephyr brought himself between Vincent and Father Alexei with a swift cast of Lightning Step. He shoved the Mortis Priest none-too-gently away, sending him stumbling a few steps backward. 
 
    “I’m going to guess that that wasn’t a rhetorical question, sir,” he said, trying and failing to keep the anger from his voice. “So I’ll answer it. We don’t know.” 
 
    “I believe you,” the Mortis Priest replied right away, much to Zephyr’s surprise. He held out his hand. “Now give me back my weapon.” 
 
    Zephyr tossed back Alexei’s sword, which he’d been holding by the blade between his index and middle fingertips. The Mortis Priest snatched his weapon out of the air with an ease only a skilled and seasoned warrior would have. 
 
    “Just what are you thinking you will accomplish, sir?” Zephyr asked, after taking a deep breath to calm himself. “You believe we’re some kind of abomination, some creature of the Shadow. You’re going to kill us, and then what? Now you’re stuck in this place by yourself. Yes, you can probably walk right out of this Dark Possession, but you’ll emerge hundreds of feet in the air. Can you outfly the blight titan to the Frost Seal’s entrance?” 
 
    “Within my order, I hold the rank of Sacred Executioner,” Alexei said. “Unlike my brother-templars, who focus on making sure death unfolds in an orderly fashion across the realm, my duties revolve mostly around bringing death to the enemies of humanity, and I am utterly dedicated to them. My life is a small price to pay for carrying out my ordained tasks, and I would pay it, along with any other, gladly. And by the way, I never called you creatures of the Shadow. You did.”  
 
    “I wonder what the others would think if you didn’t leave this place.” Nella had her bow drawn and a burning arrow aimed directly at Alexei’s head. “Maybe because you died gloriously in battle against the Shadowswarm. Or you had some kind of strange accident.” 
 
    “I wonder too,” Alexei said, tapping the fleshless jawbone of his mask. “Thorn would be very suspicious, I’m guessing. Or maybe not. He knows the measure of our foes, but he also knows the depth of your power. Yes, a humble priest such as myself wouldn’t survive against dozens of night princes, but surely three mages who’ve attained unprecedented heights in Tempest and Inferno magic could have protected poor little me? No, I don’t know what they would think. Truly.” 
 
    “Maybe you should wait here, Father Alexei,” Vincent said, walking over to Nella and pushing her arrow down. “I saw you kill that night prince just now, but you took it unawares. In single combat, it would have eaten you alive. And there are going to be more of them and worse as we proceed. It’s not safe for you to follow us.” 
 
    “I guess I could just sit here and start speculating all kinds of reasons why the Shadowswarm would call you their Sacred One,” Alexei said. “And if some nasty creature circles around you three and rips me to pieces, you can find out for yourselves just what Thorn and his Frost Guardians would think about my sudden, inexplicable death.” 
 
    “Or you could have that accident I mentioned right now,” Nella said, but Vincent grabbed her bow with both hands, preventing her from raising it and taking aim at the Mortis Priest. 
 
    “Nella!” he chided her. “I can’t believe what I’m hearing from you! We can’t go around killing innocent people! That would make us no better than… than…” 
 
    “The Shadowswarm,” Nella finished for him. She sighed and let her fiery arrow disappear. “You’re right, Vincent. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking properly, like that time after we captured those traitors in Fennea.” 
 
    “No, you weren’t,” Zephyr agreed, clasping Nella on the shoulder. “Gabriel sorted you out then, but he’s not here now, so you’ll have to settle for us.” 
 
    “I would rather have the two of you around any day over that silly oaf,” Nella said, a subdued laugh escaping her lips. She pointed at Alexei. “So what are we going to do with him?” 
 
    “He comes with us,” Zephyr decided. “We might not have been inducted as Storm Scions, but as wielders of Tempest magic, we are obliged to defend innocent people against the Shadowswarm. And Father Alexei is one of them, as far as we know.” 
 
    “Well said.” The Mortis Priest clapped his armored bracer with his gauntlet in applause. “For what it’s worth, I’m still not exactly sure what the three of you are yet. I have some hypotheses, but none of them can be substantiated enough for me to make any judgment upon whether you deserve confinement or death. And even if they were—substantiated, that is—I still cannot decide off the top of my head how you should be dealt with.” 
 
    “If we have to be dealt with, sir, rest assured that such a task will certainly be beyond your abilities.” Zephyr spread his left hand, letting tendrils of lightning and tongues of fire dance across the surface of his open palm. “I mean no rudeness.” 
 
    “Of course you do! A lay disciple of the Wu with such a sharp tongue? I never thought I’d live to see the like.” Alexei cackled and slapped his armored knee, as if Zephyr had told a huge joke. His mirth died as suddenly as it had begun, and the Mortis Priest gestured further into the depths of the Dark Possession. “Go on, then. The Storm Scions are holding back the Shadowswarm from escaping the Frost Seal as we speak. How long can they last, even with Avora’s help?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Vincent said. “We have to move.” 
 
    The trio advanced down the length of the garden, walking past clump after clump of skull-laden vines. Massive violet beetles ten times larger than Zephyr’s tall and heavily muscled bulk burrowed from the dirt to meet them. 
 
    “They’re ebon crawlers,” Vincent said, reading off the codex display he’d kept floating by his side. “I don’t think we’ve ever encountered Shadowswarm creatures like these before.” 
 
    Dripping sphincters gaped open upon the rotund backs of the Ebon Crawlers, and tentacles swarmed from their depths toward the trio. Zephyr launched a series of Blade Beams into the midst of the tentacles, dicing them into dripping chunks that began to disintegrate as soon as they struck the dirt. Nella blasted holes into their bodies with lightning arrows, sending them reeling back and shrieking in pain. 
 
    The Ebon Crawlers opened their mandibled maws and spewed out streams of putrid dark green fluid that arced toward the trio. Vincent conjured waves of fire-streaked wind strong enough to suspend the monsters’ spit in midair before burning it into stinking vapor. Nella began shooting their heads off, and soon, every last ebon crawler was dead, their multi-limbed bodies twitching as they broke down into motes of crumbling shadow. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Nella said as she walked through the remains of the slain Shadowswarm creatures. “We didn’t get many essence orbs from that either.” 
 
    “No, we didn’t.” Vincent unfurled a codex display as he trailed after her. 
 
      
 
    Essence Orbs: 679 
 
      
 
    “That’s still a hefty amount,” Zephyr said. “We need to learn a few Frost magic spells to make the next blight titan easier to deal with, right? So we can put those essence orbs to use, then. Also, we’re hardly done with this Dark Possession. I’m sure we’ll get quite a few more by the time we are.” 
 
    “I saw an ebon crawler once, during my time on the northern battlelines,” Alexei said, walking up to the trio. “It fell upon a coterie of Storm Scions led by one Master Alpine and slew them all. I survived, but I lost an arm and a leg.” 
 
    “The Frost Guardians helped you regrow those limbs?” Zephyr asked, thinking of Archmage Xanthus, who had been hurt so badly no magic was capable of restoring his lost legs. 
 
    “Thorn did,” Alexei said. “He was the only other survivor in the fight against that ebon crawler. He brought me back here, and he begged the Archmage at that time to restore me.” 
 
    “That’s why you’ve come to help him against the blight titans now,” Nella reasoned. “Because I’ve never seen you around before when I was growing up.” 
 
    “No, no. I’m not here to help him against the blight titans,” Alexei said, waving his hand dismissively. “I’m here to help him with you. Thorn’s a smart fellow, but Avora’s far wilier than him. With me around, the so-called Grand Sage will have a much harder time having everyone dance along to his tune.” 
 
    “Why are you telling us this?” Zephyr asked. “If you think we’re some kind of Shadowswarm entities under Avora’s control, then why…” 
 
    “Again, I never accused you of being creatures of the Shadow,” the Mortis Priest cut Zephyr off. He grunted. “And from what little time I’ve spent with you, I can tell that your hearts are in the right place, assuming you do have hearts. Also, I’m an excellent judge of character, by the way.” 
 
    “Uh… alright?” Vincent scratched the back of his head. “So you’re saying that we…” 
 
    “You’re not Caruthas reborn,” Alexei said. “I’m sure about that. It’s impossible. No human soul, no matter how mighty or how exceptional, can go through the Great Cycle and reemerge with all of its magical power intact, let alone be reborn as three separate individuals. All the scholarship in the world cannot prove otherwise.” 
 
    “And you know this because of the Mortis Eye in the depths of the Silent Temple,” Zephyr said, recalling his studies in the Tempest School. “The Mortis Eye is a powerful artifact that grants its user a glimpse into the workings of the Great Cycle itself, at the expense of half of his or her lifespan. It…” 
 
    “Stop telling me what I already know,” the Mortis Priest snapped. “Followers of the Wu are supposed to be philosophical and long-winded. You are that and worse, pedantic as well. Read less, and do more!” 
 
    “That’s what I keep telling these two,” Nella agreed, ignoring an annoyed “hey” from Vincent and an irritated snort from Zephyr. She gulped nervously before she spoke again. “So if we aren’t Caruthas reborn, then what are we? We share the same mage band. You saw how we learn spells. We are joined in some way, but if not as parts of the same soul, then how?” 
 
    “If you’re not parts of the same soul, then I truly have no idea,” Alexei said. “But I believe that you are. That’s the nature of the bond you three share. Like you said, the fact that you can use the same mage band is proof enough, since those things are soul-bound.” 
 
    “So that means we… we…” Vincent gasped, turning pale as he stumbled to a dead halt. “We’re not human…?” 
 
    “Don’t be foolish!” Alexei shoved Vincent between the shoulder blades, sending him stumbling forward a few steps. “And don’t stop walking, either! We don’t have all day to dawdle in this place! Of course you’re human! All three of you are! I can smell your mortality as strongly as mine!” 
 
    “It’s just that our soul isn’t a human one,” Zephyr muttered. “You said it yourself. A human soul can’t retain magical power through the Great Cycle, and it definitely can’t be reborn as three separate parts. But a soul that isn’t human can.” 
 
    “And there’s that spiritual artifact of yours,” Alexei said. “My order has been investigating Tarkus Avora from the day he started calling himself the Grand Sage, and generations of templars have been doing the same to his descendants over the eons. We know a little about that horror he calls the Codex of Ascension. We know you three haven’t been the first to try it on, for instance. We also know that you three have been the only ones to survive its implantation within your souls.” 
 
    “He… he said he’s never used it!” Vincent stammered. “But… but…” 
 
    “He has said many things that aren’t true,” Nella growled, clenching her fists. “Let me guess. He tried the Codex of Ascension out on humans. They died. Then he used it on us, and we didn’t. Therefore, we’re not human.” 
 
    “Oh, for crying out loud!” Alexei exclaimed, his voice echoing across the unnatural expanse of the eerie garden. “You are human! It’s just that your souls are something else entirely. You will age, grow old, and die…” 
 
    “Unless something else happens to us,” Zephyr cut off the Mortis Priest this time. “Unless we get taken by the Shadowswarm and truly become their Sacred One, whatever that is.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Alexei conceded. “But don’t worry. If that happens, I’ll do my best to kill you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nella said dryly. “But there’s another question of Zeph’s you didn’t answer, and it’s even more pressing now, after you’ve told us all this. You think Avora’s trying some funny business, so why did you say everything you just said? Aren’t you afraid we’d just spill everything to him?” 
 
    “First, it’s obvious to me that you won’t,” the Mortis Priest replied, his words laden with smugness. “You have your own misgivings about him, and you won’t tell him any more than what you think he needs to know.” 
 
    “You are right,” Zephyr said. “Sadly, Grand Sage Avora has lost our trust. The only way he can ever gain it back is if it is somehow proven that Nella, Vincent, and I have been completely wrong about everything. And you too, of course. But I doubt that will happen.” 
 
    “You’re also worried that he might have some kind of hold on you through the Codex of Ascension,” Alexei said. “If you didn’t, the redheaded girl would have put a few holes through his heart already, I’m sure.” 
 
    “It has crossed my mind, but no,” Nella said. “At the end of the day, I still have no sure proof that Avora is a traitor, and I still trust him more than I trust you, skull-face!” 
 
     “Use an insult I haven’t already heard, please.” Alexei snorted. “For what it’s worth, I have good reason to believe that no, Avora can’t control your actions. And now that he’s lost your trust, neither can he sway your thoughts. You might be his creations, but you aren’t his puppets, at least not yet.” 
 
    “How can you be sure of that?” Nella demanded. 
 
    “Oh, easy.” Alexei shrugged. “If you were truly under Avora’s control, you would have killed me a few moments ago.” 
 
    “What…?” Zephyr felt his jaw drop. The Mortis Priest had risked his life to ascertain the extent of influence Avora had over the trio. That was behavior reckless enough to make even Gabriel Xost, perhaps the most impetuous of Phoenix Knights, to pause and reconsider his choices. Zephyr felt his head spin with equal parts anger and confusion at having been led around by Alexei. 
 
    “Alright, enough gawking. Stow your existential crisis,” the Mortis Priest snapped, pointing ahead with his sword at a group of monsters that had appeared in front of the trio. They were gangly limbed scarecrows wreathed in wisps of shadow, and they held scythes of black steel in their misshapen fists. 
 
    “Those are darkest nightmares,” Vincent muttered, reading off a codex display he’d angled upon the Shadowswarm entities. 
 
    “Who cares what they are?” Alexei smacked Vincent on the back again, then shoved Nella in front of him. He moved to push Zephyr as well, only to stop when Zephyr glared coldly at him. The Mortis Priest shrugged. “Go on, make yourselves useful and kill some Shadowswarm!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The darkest nightmares flashed from one location to another, their scythes whistling through the air. Nella shot a few arrows at them as they advanced, but she only managed to hit one. She growled in frustration and filled her eyes with sparks in readiness to conjure another small army of lightning bears, but Vincent stopped her by placing a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “We need to be more careful with our ether,” he said. “I want to try something. Zeph, could you keep them away from us for a moment?” 
 
    “I can.” Zephyr charged out to meet the darkest nightmares. The Shadowswarm creatures converged around him, ghastly cackles radiating from the frozen grins drawn upon their sackcloth faces. 
 
    Their blades sliced down toward him. He parried with Lethal Swiftness and blocked with his Illumination gauntlet, fending off two dozen scythes of black steel. Only two out of ten of his ripostes succeeded in cleaving through the torsos or necks of the darkest nightmares and reducing them to loose-limbed tangles of shadow-wreathed straw upon the dirt. His other counterstrokes cut through empty air, unable to bite into the Shadowswarm creatures before they blinked away. 
 
    Going on the offense, Zephyr charged at a darkest nightmare and punched the claws of his Illumination gauntlet through its face. Sparks cascaded across its body, and it fell. He spun on his heel, lashing Lethal Swiftness out to deflect the descending arcs of two scythe blades, before decapitating one of their owners with a tight backhand stroke. 
 
    “Zeph! Here comes my spell! Don’t worry about getting caught in it!” Vincent called out. He raised his Storm Hammer and unleashed a wave of golden-hued light that washed over the darkest nightmares. Zephyr felt a mild tingling on his skin as Vincent’s spell rolled over him as well, but the Shadowswarm entities’ reactions were far more dramatic. 
 
    The remaining darkest nightmares reeled away, cries of dismay and horror pouring from their unmoving mouths. The wreaths of shadow peeled away from their bodies. A moment later, fiery arrows struck each of them and set them ablaze, causing their screams to rise in pitch and fervor as they flailed their limbs wildly. As Zephyr watched, they crumbled to ashes within the span of a heartbeat. He turned back to his friends, unable to suppress the surprise he felt. 
 
    “Was that Inferno magic that killed them?” he asked. “But how? Shadowswarm above the lesser-sublime category are all but immune to any kind magic except Tempest magic.” 
 
    “I… uh, may have created a new spell.” Vincent unfurled a codex display. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Incandescent Tide (initiate) 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Gem Master 
 
    Extends a wave of Radiant ether that strips all elemental resistance from 30 targets in area of effect (30 feet range, 30 feet radius) or Projects a beam of Tempest ether that increases the elemental vulnerability of 1 target (90 feet range, 9 second duration) 
 
      
 
    “Is that a Radiant magic spell?” Zephyr shook his head in admiration and disbelief. “Did… did you just awaken a Radiant Aspect?” 
 
    “He did,” Nella confirmed. “And because of that, so did we.” 
 
    The ranger projected a codex display. 
 
      
 
    Ascender Name: Nella Heartseeker 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Sun Snarer 
 
      
 
    Ascender Name: Zephyr 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Shining Blade 
 
      
 
    “And we did it without using any essence orbs, too,” Nella continued. “Vincent just started mixing Tempest, Inferno, Frost ether together, and then he cast that spell of his.” 
 
    “I don’t think Radiant magic can be enhanced with essence orbs,” Vincent said. “I tried to improve our overall skill of it just now, but our Codex of Ascension wouldn’t expend any essence orbs toward that purpose.” 
 
      
 
    Magic: Radiant (initiate) 
 
    Progress to Adept: Unknown 
 
      
 
    “I think our skill with Radiant magic will grow as we figure out more of its spells,” Zephyr said. “Speaking of which, amazing work, Vincent. Incandescent Tide isn’t a spell variant. It’s a whole new spell, I think, and you created it from nothing at all.” 
 
    “I was just thinking about how handy it would be for us to use our Inferno magic spells on Shadowswarm as well,” Vincent explained. “So I figured that the best way to do that would be a combination of all three primal elements, which is exactly what Radiant magic is.” 
 
    “A small amount of our Tempest, Inferno, and Frost ether got transmuted into Radiant ether when our new Aspect awakened,” Nella said, tapping the side of her head. “So that’s all we’ve got to work with, now. Fortunately, it seems that Incandescent Tide doesn’t cost very much to cast at all.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. It’s perhaps the least costly spell in our repertoire right now. Even Spark Invocation is slightly more draining,” Vincent said, referring to the first and most basic spell the trio had ever learned. “We don’t have a lot of Radiant ether though, and our capacity to hold it isn’t very large either, but now we have another tool we can use.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Zephyr nodded, before glancing at Father Alexei, then pointing deeper into the Dark Possession. “Let’s keep moving. Time is short.” 
 
    “You’re not going to say anything?” Nella asked the Mortis Priest, who fell in step as the trio resumed their advance. 
 
    “Congratulations, Vincent Trefori,” Alexei said, neutrally. “That was some good, honest mage-craft back there. Well done.” 
 
    “Uh… thanks, I guess?” Vincent replied. 
 
    “It’s really too bad you weren’t properly identified and tutored from a young age,” the Mortis Priest continued. “Otherwise, you would have gone far as a mage, unlike these two others who treat magic as if it were a sword or a bow. Of course, that’s all moot now, given the indelible taint Avora’s spiritual artifact has left on your soul. Oh, and there’s also the fact that your soul isn’t…” 
 
    “If one’s words offer neither wisdom nor delight, then they shouldn’t be given voice,” Zephyr cut Alexei off. “That’s a Wu adage for you, sir, and one I strongly believe you should take to heart. You’ve already made your point about us. Do save your breath until you have anything truly new or insightful to say.” 
 
    “Heh.” Alexei snorted. “No.” 
 
    The garden opened out into a vast field strewn with withered, malformed crops. Twisted trees laden with fanged skulls were spread out across the dismal expanse. Winged creatures fluttered down from the false skies. They were darkest nightmares, this time assuming a form that bore some semblance to the Sky Horror. 
 
    Zephyr flew up to meet them, and his blade and claw ended a half-dozen of the monsters in the blink of an eye. The others dived right into an Incandescent Tide emanating from Nella’s fingertips, before tumbling into a wall of fire raised by Vincent’s Flame Hammer. The Shadowswarm creatures struck the irregularly tilled dirt in twisted, ashen piles and broke apart. 
 
    The field rumbled then, and another group of ebon crawlers emerged. Before the trio could react, the Shadowswarm entities fused their bodies together into what could only be described as a giant violet-hued centipede dozens of feet long. Zephyr swooped toward its head and decapitated the creature with Lethal Swiftness, but another head popped right back into existence. 
 
    Nella grabbed the conjoined ebon crawler’s body with a swarm of lightning eyebite tendrils and tore the monster into pieces. Vincent swept a wave of coruscating electricity over the remains, cauterizing them. 
 
    “The Great Seed Bird,” he muttered as Zephyr descended to his side. “This Dark Possession is a mockery of Ostar’s Aspect as the Great Seed Bird, which kind of explains all the farming and gardening stuff we’ve seen so far. Here, we have soil befouled by poisoned seeds and turned into a wasteland covered with vermin-like monsters.” 
 
    “A Dark Labyrinth’s theme is a reflection of its Blackguard’s psyche.” Zephyr sighed. “I cannot begin to imagine why a twilight fiend would be preoccupied with this Aspect of Ostar. Neither can I fathom why three others would be immersed within the Beast God’s other Aspects.” 
 
    “The Fathomless Wanderer, the Primal Hunter, and the Eternity Serpent,” Vincent mused, counting off on the fingers of his right hand. “The Fathomless Wanderer oversees Ostar’s dominion over the seas, so maybe the Dark Possession within the blight titan called the Snapping Malice will have us in some kind of watery realm.” 
 
    “Twilight fiends can talk, right?” Nella said. “So instead of wasting time trying to figure out this awful place and those oversized blight titans, let’s just get to the Blackguard and beat some answers out of it.” 
 
    Vincent summoned his cloud elemental and had everyone hop aboard its bulk. He flew it across the derelict fields, traversing a dozen miles every minute. They stopped only to destroy any Shadowswarm entities that took notice of them. The trio had learned from past experience that bypassing or outrunning a Dark Labyrinth’s denizens in an attempt to rush to the Nexus often resulted in those very same monsters catching up to them later and attacking them from behind when they were battling the Blackguard. 
 
    Eventually, they arrived at a huge structure of green-tinted glass. It was shaped like a simple cube, and hovering in the unnatural skies above it was a sun of purple fire. Zephyr was reminded of a greenhouse he’d once seen in the town of Tressville. Mr. Yolan, a wealthy merchant, an erudite scholar of horticulture, and an enthusiastic floral arrangement hobbyist had set it up, so that he might distribute fresh flowers to his neighbors for most months of the year. 
 
    The glass cube within the Dark Possession was nothing like the cheerful Mr. Yolan’s greenhouse. Dark, spike-lined leaves pressed against the underside of its translucent surfaces, gushing from the overgrown depths of its interior. Carnivorous blossoms could be seen amidst the leaves, snapping and slavering with dark green drool. The trio and Alexei got off the cloud elemental before Vincent dismissed it. 
 
    “If the Blackguard isn’t here, I don’t know where else it could be,” Nella muttered, gripping her bow so tightly that the leather wrapped across its lower half creaked. She turned to Zephyr and Vincent. “How much Tempest ether do you have left in your reserves? I’ve got just under a quarter remaining, enough to cast Condor Barrage two times and keep my sky-wyrm around for ten minutes or so.” 
 
    “I have roughly one third of my Tempest ether left,” Zephyr said. “I still have plenty of Inferno ether, though. If Incandescent Tide works against a twilight fiend, we might be able to take it on with our Inferno magic spells.” 
 
    “Good thing we still have a few Cosmos Invocation talismans left,” Vincent said, producing ten strips of glyph-adorned parchment from his mage band, counting them out, and then returning them to storage again. “We also still have those Disintegrating Ray and Meltdown talismans.” 
 
    “We might need those to kill the blight titan once and for all, just in case destroying the Nexus of this Dark Possession doesn’t finish it off too,” Nella pointed out. “Let’s save the Inferno magic talismans for later and use them only when we have to.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Zephyr glared at the glass cube. “Alright. Let’s get started.” 
 
    “How?” Vincent asked. He pointed at the overgrown structure and grimaced in disgust. “We’re not going inside there, are we?” 
 
    “No, we aren’t.” Zephyr returned Lethal Swiftness to his mage band, took a deep breath, and pulled both of his upturned palms close to his sides, raising them along the way. The air around him began to heat up, and both Vincent and Nella took a few steps away, with the latter dragging Father Alexei along as she did so. 
 
    Vincent was able to come up with a new spell all by himself. I want to give it a shot, too. Zephyr infused his internal energy heavily with Inferno ether, leaving enough space within his meridians to also accommodate threads of Tempest and Frost ether. Since the battle against the Unliving Empress, he’d meditated upon the Dragon Strike Techniques he’d learned through his Inferno Aspect. Most of them had simply been variants of spells learned by Nella and inscribed spontaneously into both his mental and physical memories. He hadn’t earned them through training and practice, like he had all his other martial techniques. 
 
    The Carefree Palm was one of them. With it, Zephyr could project his internal energy through the limbic channels upon his palms as either a thunderous impact or to weave a web of momentum-stealing force. The former application was more relevant now, but a mere martial technique wasn’t nearly enough to do what he wanted it to do. He had to combine it with the magical skills he’d picked up through the battles he’d undergone so far and the insight Sahhto’s tutelage had provided. 
 
    And then it happened: the perfect, crystalline moment in which all his thoughts, desires, and knowledge came together in perfect synchronicity.  
 
    Zephyr thrust his right palm out. A thunderous cry escaped his lips, and an instant later, the fiery semblance of a dragon roared into existence from his outthrust hand. It bore some resemblance to Sahhto, and in the single heartbeat that spanned its total existence, it charged at the glass cube and snapped its lightning-wreathed fangs and claws upon the front of the structure. 
 
    The surface of the glass bubbled under the searing heat of Zephyr’s new Dragon Strike Technique, before shattering altogether beneath the physical impact of the dragon’s charge. The entire building folded inward. Sparks coruscated over the malformed plants within, before catching on fire and burning into ashen wisps in an instant. An inhuman shriek rose into the air as a lake of flames replaced the glass cube. 
 
    Zephyr felt a twitch in the back of his head, and he unfurled a codex display. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Imbued Projection (Initiate) 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Shining Blade 
 
    Dragon Strike Technique: Remorseless Dragon Advance or Project a beam infused with Tempest, Inferno, and Frost ether (medium, 90 feet range) 
 
      
 
    “Amazing!” Vincent cried. “You crafted another Radiant magic spell, Zeph!” 
 
    “Yeah, and this one can be fueled by any kind of ether, too!” Nella said, running over to Zephyr and smacking him on the back. “Looks like I’m going to have to come up with one myself, too. I can’t be falling behind you two.” 
 
    “You never will,” Zephyr told the ranger. “As long as you are true to yourself, which you always are.” 
 
    “You took my words to heart, Zephyr,” Alexei said, insufferable smugness coloring his every word. “You didn’t treat magic as if it were a blade, but you applied the cultivation techniques of the Wu to it. You’re welcome.” 
 
    “How hasn’t anybody punched your teeth out already?” Nella huffed. 
 
    “Oh, many have tried,” the Mortis Priest replied. “Believe me.” 
 
    “I do,” Vincent said, his reply drawing chuckles from Zephyr and Nella. Surprisingly enough, a harsh bark of laughter echoed from the confines of Alexei’s mask a moment later. 
 
    “I did set myself up for that,” he conceded, before gesturing with his sword at the burning lake where the glass cube used to be. “So what? Did you succeed? Is the twilight fiend dead?” 
 
    “You don’t know how powerful those things are?” Nella scoffed. “Why? You never encountered one of them before?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” Alexei replied right away. “I don’t think I would still be alive if I had. So what’s going on? If the twilight fiend hasn’t been slain, then where is it? I can’t sense any life in the mess of Inferno ether you’ve created there.” 
 
    A column of shadows rose from the midst of the swirling flames and reached toward the violet orb hanging in the sky. Cold, eerie light radiated from the fake sun and washed over the dark pillar as it ascended, causing it to split apart into a maddeningly complex network of branches laden with black leaves. A central stem a third as thick as the original column continued rising, until it touched the violet orb. 
 
    This time, it was the false sun’s turn to split open, turning into dark, crimson-streaked petals. At the heart of that grotesque blossom was a fanged face, identical in shape to all the skulls the trio had seen within this unnatural realm. 
 
    Vincent quickly angled a codex display upon the twilight fiend. 
 
      
 
    Shadowswarm Entity (Blackguard of the Violation of Skies) 
 
    Twilight Fiend Oruskalax of the Fifth Night 
 
    Category: Sublime 
 
    Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor) 
 
    Essence Orbs: 1,300 
 
      
 
    Oruskalax’s grotesque features bore none of the self-assured confidence and savage joviality so characteristic of its kind. Instead, the twilight fiend wore a rictus of agony upon its face, and it writhed and struggled within the heart of the blossom ringing its visage. 
 
    “Visions… visions of life, of sacred spite, of boiling bile and putrid pus…” Oruskalax hissed, its words reaching Zephyr’s words clearly despite the distance between them. “Pain! Pain and hate! Oh, Sacred One! Oh, your malice is sublime! Such pleasure to suffer it! Such pain!” 
 
    “That…” Vincent gulped nervously. “That doesn’t look right.” 
 
    “Actually, it does,” Zephyr said, feeling the hair stand up on the back of his neck. “It looks too right. The twilight fiend looks like it’s caught in an endless waking nightmare just like a Blackguard would. But that would mean that…” 
 
    “Someone or something did this to it.” Nella exhaled a shaky breath. “But how? And why?” 
 
    “Who?” Vincent voiced the most chilling question. “Who could do something like this?” 
 
    “Focus on one thing at a time!” Alexei snapped. The Mortis Priest jabbed his sword at the colossal flower. “My Mortis Hunt spell is picking up all sorts of unnatural life energies within that thing, which is impossible for purebred Shadowswarm entities. This means that it’s been tainted by the blight. So that’s how this twilight fiend got turned into a Blackguard.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Zephyr said. “Blight taint shouldn’t turn anyone into a Blackguard. Otherwise, the Blight Boundary would have as many Storm Scions stationed here as there are on the northern battlelines.” 
 
    “It doesn’t,” Nella said, shaking her head as her eyes filled slowly with the light of comprehension. “A person who gets tainted by the blight soon finds all kinds of tumors growing on his body. If left untreated, these tumors soon eat him alive and become blight beasts.” 
 
    “The blight works by corrupting life and turning it upon itself,” Vincent reasoned. “Shadowswarm entities aren’t technically alive, so in theory, the blight shouldn’t have any effect on them. However, the blight is a magical phenomenon. Yes, Shadowswarm resist all magic except Tempest magic, but this resistance isn’t absolute.” 
 
    “Enough magic of any type can overcome their resistance,” Zephyr said, thinking of how Gabriel Xost had fought Shadowswarm entities by simply pouring so much Inferno magic over them that they eventually burned to ash. “Twilight fiends are infamous for turning humans into Blackguards. The blight got to this twilight fiend, took that ability, corrupted it, and turned it upon its owner.” 
 
    “But… how?” Vincent raised his elemental hammers in trembling hands. “How much blight taint would it take to actually get to a twilight fiend?” 
 
    “More than you have time to think about now!” Alexei yelled. “The twilight fiend is doing something!” 
 
    As Zephyr watched, the hideous flower convulsed upon its stem, sending its massive black leafs dancing in tune with whatever foul wind currents flowed through the false skies. Specks of darkness scattered from the heart of the blossom, before plunging rapidly down to the ground and burying themselves in the scorched soil. 
 
    A heartbeat later, dozens of night princes sprouted from the dirt, their featureless faces alight with malicious glee and their fists filled with black steel and fire. 
 
    “Better stand back, skull-face. Or better yet, go hide somewhere,” Nella told Alexei. “There’s nothing you can do here.” 
 
    But the Mortis Priest was already jogging away from the flower and the other Shadowswarm entities, his every stride unabashedly resolute. 
 
    “I’ll make myself useful,” he promised, glancing over his shoulder. “Now get to work!” 
 
    Zephyr retrieved Lethal Swiftness and twirled it as a small army of night princes advanced upon the trio. Nella raised her bow, an arrow of cobalt-hued light nocked and ready. Electricity poured from her eyes to coalesce into the towering forms of twenty lightning bears. Vincent filled the air above his shoulders with a hundred Tempest-forged blades. 
 
    “Well, you heard the Mortis Priest,” Zephyr said. “Let’s do what he said.” 
 
    He charged out to meet the night princes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zephyr brought Lethal Swiftness through a series of sweeping strokes. The first cleaved through a black blade and split the head of its wielder in half. The second hacked off an arm of shadow. The third, fourth, and fifth each cut a night prince open from its shoulder to hip. 
 
    And then he had to fall back from a web of black swords and torrents of dark fire. He intercepted a huge burst of shadowy flames with his Lightning Shield spell.  A barrage of violet comets erupted from the hands of two night princes and tumbled toward him. Intricate plate armor of cobalt light crackled into existence over Zephyr’s limbs before the Shadowswarm entities’ spells struck home. 
 
    Waves of ebon flame burst as they fell upon Vincent’s Stratospheric Armor and washed harmlessly over its surface. Lightning arrows whipped past over Zephyr’s shoulder to plunge into shadowy heads and throats. Nella adjusted her aim higher and sent a volley of electrical shafts into the night princes trying to take Zephyr’s right flank. The Shadowswarm entities reeled back, their bodies breaking apart beneath the ranger’s spells. 
 
    Zephyr retracted the claws of his Illumination gauntlet, slammed it down upon the dirt beneath his feet, and cast Thunder Clap. A wave of sparks radiated from the point of impact between his armored fist and the ground. It struck every night prince around him and hurled them head-over-heels into the air, their shadowy forms convulsing as they flew. 
 
    Thorn’s and Alexei’s words flashed briefly, yet hauntingly, through his mind, then. Night princes were immensely powerful and dangerous Shadowswarm creatures, but they were falling beneath the trio’s spells like dead leaves scattering before a howling gale. No force of Storm Scions, not even if every garrison upon the northern battlelines were emptied and sent here, could accomplish anything similar to the trio’s feats. 
 
    Not even Caruthas himself, perhaps, commanded such power. That was why the Hero of Light had fought alongside famous champions like Tarkus Avora, Azaria Hastur, and many others to drive the Shadowswarm back and vanquish the Elemental Anathema. 
 
    No. Now’s not the time to think about such things. Focus on the fight. Zephyr clenched his jaw and punched out with his Illumination gauntlet. He extended its claws just as his fist struck a night prince’s chest. The lightning-wreathed blades sliced through the monster’s body. Sparks erupted from the claws and ripped the night prince apart. 
 
    An Incandescent Tide struck the remaining four night princes. A heartbeat later, Vincent’s Project Heat spell scythed beams of crimson fire through the monsters’ necks. Their heads caught fire and fell from their shoulders like falling stars. 
 
    Zephyr didn’t hesitate upon seeing that the way was clear to the twilight fiend. He cast Soaring Breeze and took to the air, intending to put an end to the fight by striking directly at the Blackguard of this Dark Possession. He knew that in the unlikely event that any night princes had survived, Nella and Vincent were more than capable of dealing with them. 
 
    But scarcely had he ascended higher than ten feet when the twilight fiend howled in agony and its floral prison shook its black leaves. A beam of black light lanced from its mouth and into the false skies. Less than a heartbeat later, dark fluid showered from violet clouds that had suddenly appeared. 
 
    Zephyr recoiled as the cold, putrid rain struck the Stratospheric Armor that Vincent had forged over his body, but the powerful Tempest-wrought armor didn’t react in the slightest. No rebuffing sparks danced off the cobalt helm. No swirls of electricity pulsed from the lightning pauldrons to unravel ravening dark magic. 
 
    Zephyr frowned. Whatever foulness the twilight fiend was enacting, it wasn’t a direct attack. He halted his flight and looked down. The remains of the slain night princes were being absorbed into the soil as it sucked up the stinking rain. Before he could do anything, a fresh crop of night princes emerged, though this time, strange, misshapen vines and roots were mixed into their limbs. 
 
    “Zeph, watch out!” Vincent cried, as a dozen of the monsters raised their arms and hurled a massive volley of skulls wreathed in black fire at him. Nella’s bow sang, launching a flight of electrical arrows that scythed a huge swathe of the hurtling skulls from existence. Zephyr cast Lightning Step and flashed back to the ground, so that the rest of the grinning projectiles passed through empty air, howling and cackling as they dived skyward. 
 
    Vincent thrust his hammer out and cast Arsenal Wind, empowering the spell beyond its already prodigious might with an immense amount of Tempest ether. An avalanche of lightning blades swept over the reborn night princes, slaying all of them in the blink of an eye. 
 
    But more rain fell, and before Zephyr could even begin to advance, every destroyed Shadowswarm entity regenerated again. This time, the night princes’ bodies were even more heavily covered with unnatural, malformed plant growth, turning their shadowy hands and feet into claws of violet and pockmarked wood or dangling crimson virulent vines from their scalps. A sickly green light had replaced the malevolent scarlet radiance in their eyes. 
 
    “My, oh my, Sacred One,” a night prince said. “Did you not find our appearance to your liking? Is that why you keep breaking us apart and putting us back together again, with adornments?” 
 
    “I can pull that off one more time,” Vincent said, his voice strained. “And then maybe two more Incandescent Tides so that I can follow up with Inferno magic.” 
 
    “Wait. That won’t help at all if they just keep growing back. We’ll just get worn down, so we need to think of something else,” Nella said, her eyes brimming with flame and lightning tendrils. “It’s almost as if they’re regenerating from vital nodes.” 
 
    “Even if they were, we don’t have a way to find them,” Zephyr said. “I suspect they’re in the ground. There are rainclouds in the sky, sort of. So I could try casting Ion Fall to saturate the dirt with Tempest ether, and then burn everything underfoot with Meltdown or Dragon Annihilation Descent.” 
 
    “That will completely drain you, Zeph, and we don’t even know if your spells will get all the vital nodes,” Nella protested. “If there’s even one left, the night princes will just grow back right away.” 
 
    “Whatever plan you have, either of you, you’d better pull it off soon, because here they come!” Vincent cried as a wave of eerie laughter rolled over the night princes, and they began to advance upon the trio as an inexorable tide of plant-tainted shadow. 
 
    A sphere of gray light struck the ground. Zephyr looked over his shoulder. Father Alexei had flown into the air upon his enchanted boots and hurled a Death magic spell onto the dirt beneath the night princes’ feet. 
 
    “There!” Alexei cried. “My Mortis Mark spell has taken effect! Track it with your mage sight!” 
 
    “I see them!” Nella shouted.  
 
    Zephyr followed her downward gaze, and sure enough, buried deep beneath the dirt, a dozen or so gray glyphs shone brightly to his mage sight. The ranger grunted, and her eyebite tendrils plunged into the ground, a pair of lightning and fire appendages surging toward each vital node. Within a moment, she’d grasped the four closest ones and begun reaching out to the others, which were directly underfoot the advancing night princes. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Vincent asked. “Why don’t you destroy the ones you’ve caught first?” 
 
    “I need to burn all of them at once,” Nella explained. “I don’t have Crystalline Cauterization to stop them from growing back otherwise.” 
 
    “I’ll hold the night princes back,” Zephyr said, refreshing his Lightning Shield spell and his internal energy infusions. A wave of cobalt light swept over the barrier upon his left forearm, restoring the minute cracks and creases across its surface. Inferno ether filled his limbs with strength, while Tempest ether honed his senses back to the keenness of a razor’s edge. 
 
    “And I’ll help you,” Vincent said. He tapped his elemental hammers together. Rings of lightning and fire danced over Zephyr’s sword and wreathed his Illumination gauntlet. When Zephyr extended his claws, they hummed with flames and sparks as well. Vincent then thrust his hammers out, sending an Incandescent Tide washing over the foremost night princes. 
 
    The Shadowswarm entities reeled, but before they could recover, Zephyr was in their midst, striking out with blade and claws. He hacked one night prince down, before decapitating another. Three other monsters that were within blade range thrust out their malformed hands. Purple-gray vines swarmed from their limbs, wrapped themselves around Zephyr’s body, and squeezed hard enough to crack Vincent’s Stratospheric Armor. 
 
    Before the night princes could pull their appendages fully taut and immobilize Zephyr, he twirled Lethal Swiftness, severing the vines wrapped around his wrist. The enchanted sword flashed down and across, parting the vines grasping his legs. Another crack appeared across the Stratospheric Armor’s intricate breastplate. He hacked the thorny limbs around his chest off. Empowered by Vincent’s magic, Lethal Swiftness set every vine it severed ablaze. The hungry flames rushed back up to the night princes’ hands and spread across their bodies, eating into shadowy flesh rendered vulnerable to Inferno magic by Incandescent Tide. 
 
    Zephyr reversed the grip on his sword and fired off a pair of Blade Beam spells, slicing in half three night princes that had sprouted wings from their backs and were flying toward Father Alexei. He snapped his gaze back down in time to raise his Lightning Shield and brace it against a massive torrent of dark fire pouring from the mouths of eight night princes. 
 
    Cracks appeared all across his cobalt barrier. The monsters’ collective effort drove him a step back. He would have used Lightning Step to flash out of the way, but the night princes had angled their onslaught so that Nella was directly behind him. If he’d evaded the dark flames, they would have fallen upon the ranger instead. 
 
    More twisted, misshapen vines sprouted from the dirt beneath Zephyr’s feet and wrapped themselves around his ankles and shins. He hacked himself free in an instant, but that was all the time it took for the fire-breathing night princes to slam their plant-infested hands together to form a massive, crimson thorn and level its tip at Zephyr’s face. 
 
    The grotesque spear streaked across the distance and slammed into his Lightning Shield. The cobalt barrier broke into a thousand electrical shards. The thorn then struck the Stratospheric Armor’s breastplate and shattered that, too. But before it could proceed to impale Zephyr, a fresh suit of Stratospheric Armor rematerialized across his body and washed waves of rebuffing and repelling Tempest ether over the thorn, slowing it enough for Zephyr to sweep his blade and claws up and slam them against its underside. 
 
    Zephyr’s muscles, even empowered by Inferno ether, shrieked and trembled as he forcefully redirected the tip of the night princes’ projectile so that it ended up pointing several inches above his shoulder instead of directly at his heart. It tore on into the skies, narrowly missing Father Alexei before it disappeared from sight. 
 
    He struck down the now-armless night princes with a flurry of Blade Beams, but when the Shadowswarm entities fell, revealing more of their kin behind, he began to feel his Tempest reserves running dry. He could cast one more powerful Tempest magic spell at most or a dozen or so spells of intermediate strength and complexity. 
 
    “Zeph, behind you!” Vincent cried. 
 
    Zephyr risked a quick glance over his shoulder and saw more night princes emerging from the dirt behind him, their bodies now more made up of twisted vegetation than shadow. He turned to face them, as they sprouted claws and lashes from their limbs and charged at him. 
 
    Vincent hit the newly reformed night princes with an Incandescent Tide, followed by a series of Project Heat spells that lanced fiery beams into their bodies and set them ablaze. But Zephyr knew that the monsters would already be regenerating even before the flames of Vincent’s spells died away.  
 
    He racked his brain, trying to think of a better strategy than being bogged down by foes that came back to life repeatedly and became stronger with each rebirth. He could use Lightning Step in a desperate attempt to reach the twilight fiend, but if he did that, Vincent and Nella would be exposed to the night princes. Also, there was no guarantee that Zephyr would actually achieve anything through such a frantic charge. The night princes could pursue him and strike him down from behind, or they could wait until he was distracted by the twilight fiend before doing the same. 
 
    No, that’s not an option, he decided, pulling the remnants of his Tempest ether to his will. I simply have to hold out until Nella’s… 
 
    “I’ve got them all!” the ranger cried. Tempest ether and Inferno ether coursed from her eyes and flowed into the dirt. Waves of heat washed upward from the ground. The night princes convulsed once, before arcs of lightning raced over their bodies and tongues of flame burst from their eyes. The parts of their bodies that had been replaced by grotesque plant matter froze over, before falling apart into shards of ice. 
 
    Zephyr felt a twinge at the back of his head, and he reflexively called a codex display into existence. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Stem Evil (initiate) 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Sun Snarer 
 
    Stops all regenerative effects fueled by dark magic of all targets within 30 feet or Strips away all beneficial effects fueled by dark magic of a single target (30 feet range) 
 
      
 
    Nella fell to her knees, gasping for breath. The lightning and fire faded from her bow, which could mean only one thing: she had completely exhausted her ether reserves. Vincent helped the ranger to her feet as Zephyr ran back to their side. 
 
    “I… I don’t think that spell can stand in for Crystalline Cauterization,” she said shakily, before pointing at Zephyr’s codex display. The words upon it shifted, displaying more information about Stem Evil. 
 
      
 
    Warning: This spell consumes all of the caster’s ether reserves. The caster cannot channel any ether for 30 minutes. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Zephyr agreed. “We have to learn actual Frost magic. Radiant magic is powerful, but what we can do with it is very limited compared to what we’re capable of with Tempest magic and Inferno magic.” 
 
    “Especially when we can’t enhance it with essence orbs. Not that we’ve been getting many of them anyway,” Vincent said. He cast a worried look Nella’s way. “Are you alright? I can’t sense any ether at all within you. That’s got to feel strange, right?” 
 
    “It does,” Nella said. “The moment I got my Tempest mark and awakened my first magical Aspect, I carried ether in my soul. Now… I feel like… I don’t know how to describe it. I haven’t felt like this since before our walk up the Ascent of Wind.” 
 
    Father Alexei landed beside the trio. He pointed his sword at the flower that held the twilight fiend. 
 
    “Get moving!” the Mortis Priest bellowed. “It’s gathering more dark magic to itself! Kill it before it summons more Shadowswarm!” 
 
    “But…” Vincent began to protest. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on her,” Alexei promised. “Now go, before we all die here!” 
 
    Zephyr placed his hand on Vincent’s shoulder and gave him a reassuring nod. Vincent returned the gesture, cast Soaring Breeze, and took to the skies alongside Zephyr. The two of them flew unimpeded toward the heart of the swaying blossom. As Father Alexei had suspected, the twilight fiend—or Blackguard—had exhausted its dark magic for the time being and couldn’t do much more than keep the foul rain pouring. 
 
    They reached Oruskalax. Vincent recoiled at the expression of agony etched upon the twilight fiend’s face. 
 
    “There’s no doubt,” he said. “The twilight fiend didn’t do this to itself. Why would it choose to suffer like this? We can now be sure that it is a victim, not that it deserves any mercy at all.” 
 
    “The Wu teaches us that mercy extends to all who wish to repent,” Zephyr said softly. “I don’t know if that adage applies here, as I cannot say one way or the other if any twilight fiend is capable of repenting or desiring redemption, but I do know that we will end its suffering, one way or the other.” 
 
    “Yes, we will,” Vincent agreed. He tapped Zephyr’s blade with his Storm Hammer and wreathed its length in coruscating lightning. 
 
    Zephyr plunged Lethal Swiftness into Oruskalax’s chest and unleashed all of its Tempest-born wrath into the Blackguard. Beams of cobalt light burst from holes running down the length of the flower’s stem. Its black leaves withered. More seeds scattered from the blossom, as if in a desperate bid to escape, but they crumbled into shadowy ashes before they could travel more than a few feet through the air. 
 
    The agony peeled away from the twilight fiend’s eyes, and it lowered its lucid gaze upon Zephyr. A horrifying smile creased its features. It wasn’t the cruel, predatory leer he’d seen on the faces of its kin. Nor was it a mocking grin, full of smugness and spite. It was the smile of a distraught child, given comfort at last by its parent. 
 
    “Ah, Sacred One,” Oruskalax said as its body crumbled alongside the blossom that had enveloped it. “You saved me. Thank you. Thank…” 
 
    But the twilight fiend could say no more, as the last segments of its horned head fell away into flakes of drifting darkness. A grotesque, pulsing mass was all that remained, suspended momentarily in midair. Tendrils erupted from its heart and began to flail wildly in the air. Their tips terminated in barbed, dripping spikes. 
 
     Zephyr rammed his sword through the mass before its appendages could find purchase in him or Vincent. The shadows shrouding its surface peeled away. Its tendrils convulsed in obvious agony. Vincent bathed it in a torrent of fire that stemmed from his Flame Hammer, burning its limbs into ash into an instant. But the mass itself persisted for several long moments beneath the immolation. 
 
    We really need to learn Crystalline Cauterization if we want to have an easier time dealing with the other blight titans, Zephyr thought. 
 
    Vincent kept his Inferno magic spell going until the mass was completely gone, reduced to drifting ash. 
 
    And then there was nothing left on Zephyr’s blade, nothing, except the telltale shimmer of nightsteel. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much, just a small finger of the silvery metal caught on the curved back of Lethal Swiftness, but there was no mistaking the nature of the cursed substance. 
 
    Vincent inhaled sharply. His eyes widened, and his face turned even paler than it already was. Zephyr understood, fully sharing in his horror and seeing nightsteel once again. 
 
    Yet, he wasn’t surprised. Nightsteel contained unpredictable amounts of dark magic that could be twisted to a multitude of purposes. Avora and the trio had used it to stop the widespread emergence of Dark Labyrinths throughout the realm. They’d also used a nightsteel artifact in an ultimately failed attempt to discern the location of the Unliving Empress’s Eternal Palace. 
 
    But the trio had also seen it used to corrupt Archmage Xanthus and forcibly turn him into a Blackguard and vessel for a twilight fiend. And now, standing before the crumbling remains of Oruskalax, Zephyr didn’t think that there could be any doubt that nightsteel had been used to turn the twilight fiend’s power on itself. 
 
    “I remember taking a close look with my mage sight at the piece of nightsteel that killed Archmage Xanthus,” Vincent said. “The broken threads of dark magic trailing from it are somewhat similar to those in this piece. There are a few noticeable differences, of course.” 
 
    “I see.” Zephyr nodded. Before traveling to the Tempest School, Vincent had been a fantastically gifted apprentice jeweler with a keen eye for detail and a sharp memory. Zephyr took a deep breath as he held his blade out at arm’s length with the nightsteel still balanced upon it, before trusting himself to speak again. “Should we hold onto this, or should we destroy it?” 
 
    “I think we should destroy it,” Vincent said. “It’s too dangerous to keep around, especially not with that much dark magic stuffed inside its depths.” 
 
    “Is it the Nexus, though?” Zephyr asked, looking over his shoulder back at Nella, who was staring worriedly back at him and Vincent in turn. Father Alexei was next to her, his mask flashing its unreadable grin. He’d put his sword away and folded his arms. 
 
    “It might be,” Vincent said. “Let’s go get Nella and Father Alexei before we destroy it. If we end up in midair when the Dark Possession breaks down, I don’t want them falling hundreds of feet to the ground.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Zephyr agreed. The two of them flew back to Nella and the Mortis Priest. She noticed the nightsteel immediately and recoiled at the sight of it. 
 
    “Ostar’s teeth!” the ranger swore, before shaking her head. “But somehow, I’m not very surprised.” 
 
    “Neither are we,” Vincent said. He made a few gestures in the air, conjuring lines of white light from his fingertips that extended to the nightsteel and picked it up off Zephyr’s blade. “This piece was used to amplify the effects of dark magic. The blight is a phenomenon of dark magic, so I believe that its effects were heightened by nightsteel to a level of potency strong enough to overcome a twilight fiend’s resistances and turn it into a Blackguard.” 
 
    “I agree with you,” Alexei said, the fleshless eye sockets of his mask seeming to trace Vincent’s work. “By the way, that is an exquisite diagnostic spell. And you say you’ve not begun your studies in Frost magic yet? I find that difficult to believe. Surely the Glacial Twins must have gone over some theoretical fundamentals with you already?” 
 
    “No, they haven’t,” Vincent said. “But thank you for the compliment, Father Alexei. Do you see anything else I might have missed here?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” The Mortis Priest sighed and shook his head. “Many years ago, I discovered a coven of Shadow Cultists. One of them had a cache of nightsteel, and she’d been using pieces of it to forcibly turn some wild mages they’d captured into Blackguards.” 
 
    “Wild mages…” Zephyr rubbed his jaw. He’d read about them during his studies in the Tempest School. Wild mages were people who’d somehow awakened a magical Aspect but failed to acquire further formal mage training. For the most part, these individuals went about living their lives normally, often unable to cast the simplest of spells. But they held ether and harbored untapped magical potential in their souls. A wild mage who became a Blackguard would generate a Phase Two Dark Labyrinth right away, which would in turn mature rapidly to Phase Three. 
 
    “Turns out that all these wild mages had awakened a Shadow magic Aspect, since they’d been associating with Shadow Cultists for most of their lives,” Alexei continued. “So the nightsteel simply magnified the worst and darkest parts of their souls. I believe that the same thing happened here.” 
 
    “Nightsteel can be used as an attraction conduit for dark magic as well,” Vincent said. “His Excellency used it to pull corrupt ether from all across the realm into a ritual circle…” 
 
    “Oh, he did, did he?” Alexei grunted. His hand fell over the hilt of his sword. “I’d heard about that from Master Colea, but it seems like you’ve just corroborated her account.” 
 
    “The point I believe Vincent was trying to make, sir, is that this nightsteel probably pulled in the blight taint, magnified its power, and then channeled the resultant dark magic to turn the twilight fiend into a Blackguard,” Zephyr said. “Twilight fiends are Shadowswarm, creatures of Shadow magic, which isn’t the same as the blight taint, despite both of them being termed dark magic. So…” 
 
    “You don’t have to lecture me, Zephyr of the Wu,” Alexei said, raising his hand in a forestalling gesture. “I know very well that the enemies of humanity are often at odds with one another. From what I understand, the three of you recently had a very vivid lesson on how there is no love lost between the scum of Fennea and the Shadowswarm. Here, it seems that the Shadowswarm have fallen victim to the blight, though I’ll be damned if I believe even for a second this occurred coincidentally.” 
 
    “Someone did this.” Nella glared at the nightsteel. “And we know only one person who likes fiddling around with such garbage. Let’s kill him.” 
 
    “This isn’t enough proof,” Alexei said, much to Zephyr’s surprise and his friends’ visible astonishment. The Mortis Priest turned to Vincent. “Unless of course, you can trace this nightsteel incontrovertibly back to Avora?” 
 
    “No, Father Alexei, I can’t,” Vincent said. “I don’t think it’s possible. And Nella, Father Alexei just told us about other people who know how to use nightsteel. His Excellency isn’t the only one capable of doing something like this. And how could he, anyway? The blight titans appeared only two weeks ago, and His Excellency was with us at Blackstone Keep.” 
 
    “Was he?” Zephyr pointed out. “He knows Wind Walk. He could travel anywhere in the world in the blink of an eye and be back again.” 
 
    “Wasn’t he injured and unable to cast spells during that time?” Vincent countered. “He wouldn’t be able to cast Wind Walk. No, wait, what if…” 
 
    His face darkened then, and his voice softened to a whisper as he finished voicing his thought. “What if he were lying about the duration of his spiritual injuries?” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” Zephyr said. “Father Alexei is right. For all we know, the Grand Sage could simply be innocent and utterly uninvolved in whatever occurred here that caused the blight titans to appear. If we want to confront him, we need concrete proof that he is indeed responsible. As of now, everything we’ve seen so far is circumstantial at best.” 
 
    “Now you’re speaking like a magisterial advocate,” Alexei said, an amused snort escaping the confines of his mask. “How curious for a follower of the Wu.” 
 
    “Zeph used to help the local guardsmen catch bandits,” Vincent said. “He and his master must have also attended some of their hearings.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Zephyr said, scratching the back of his head as he felt a slight wave of embarrassment roll over him. “I apologize, everyone. I should not be using terms I barely understand.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, you summed things up pretty well,” Alexei said. “Avora is a snake. Everyone knows that. We just don’t have any proof, and we’ve never managed to get any, even after decades of investigation from the templars of my order.” 
 
    “Perhaps that means he is innocent, sir,” Zephyr said. “The Wu teaches us to strive always to see the best in others. Grand Sage Avora might not have the most trustworthy demeanor, but perhaps the nature of his endeavors necessitates that he carries out some degree of subterfuge and resorts to some methods that are more extreme than others.” 
 
    “You really want to believe that, don’t you?” the Mortis Priest asked. He shrugged and continued speaking before Zephyr could answer. “In all honesty, so do I, though you might not believe me. My entire order does. Because if we’re wrong…” 
 
    “…then what are we?” Nella whispered under her breath, her words too soft to be heard by anyone other than Zephyr. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Zephyr said. “Vincent, do you still have enough Tempest ether to conjure your cloud elemental? Nella and Father Alexei will need to hitch a ride on it.” 
 
    “I do,” Vincent replied, sweeping his Storm Hammer through the air. His cloud elemental unfolded into existence. Father Alexei climbed aboard. Then Vincent hopped onto the cloud elemental and helped Nella up as well. He turned back to Zephyr. “Alright, we’re ready, but unless we get somewhere we can channel some Tempest ether soon, I won’t be able to keep it around for more than an hour or so.” 
 
    “That’s plenty of time.” Zephyr pointed his sword at the piece of nightsteel suspended in midair by Vincent’s web of white light and cast Spark Invocation. A slender bolt of lightning arced from the tip of his blade and struck the nightsteel, breaking it apart. 
 
    The surroundings of the Dark Possession began falling away immediately into motes of darkness. Zephyr blinked. 
 
    And then he was in midair once more, hovering before the Sky Horror. His friends and Alexei were behind him, perched upon Vincent’s cloud elemental. 
 
    The Sky Titan was flapping its wings weakly and gasping as if it were short of breath, and it probably was, since the trio had burned and electrocuted huge chunks of its torso into nothingness to get at its vital nodes and the entrance to the Dark Possession. All around him, the winged Shadowswarm that had emerged from the blight titan’s blood were falling from the skies, leaving the exit from the Frost Seal clear. 
 
    But it wasn’t time to leave yet. 
 
    “Looks like almost no time passed at all since we entered the Dark Possession,” Nella called. “If we’d been gone for even a few minutes, the blight titan would have regrown the vital nodes we destroyed and fully recovered.” 
 
    “Let’s finish it, Zeph!” Vincent cried. “It isn’t protected by Shadow magic anymore!” 
 
    He raised his Flame Hammer and cast Disintegrating Ray in rapid succession. Forty searing heat beams lanced from the head of his hammer and sliced through the pinions of the Sky Horror’s wings. The blight titan squawked, tumbled from the skies, and blasted another crater into the ground upon landing. Its severed body parts crashed upon its head and spine a moment later. 
 
    Vincent swept his Flame Hammer down. Fiery comets descended upon the fallen blight titan. Zephyr took a deep breath, then released it alongside a quadruple cast of Project Heat and Disintegrating Ray. A massive column of flames burst into existence a foot away from his open mouth, before falling upon the crater that contained the Sky Horror’s bulk. 
 
    The blight titan raised its beaked heads and squawked a final time in pained defiance before Zephyr’s and Vincent’s spells struck home and bathed it in flames. It writhed and flailed its broken claws as its flesh roiled, caught in struggling throes between regeneration and incineration. Zephyr unleashed all of his Inferno ether into his spells. Vincent did the same, conjuring another cascade of fiery comets. Together, they overcame the effects of the blight titan’s remaining vital nodes, burning away the flesh, bone, and sinew shielding the unnatural masses, before cremating them as well. 
 
    Eventually, only a sea of ashes remained where the Sky Horror had been. Zephyr sagged in exhaustion and turned to Alexei. The Mortis Priest nodded. 
 
    “You got them all,” he said. “I can’t sense any vital nodes remaining. That was a display of immense power, but if any of you had fallen short in the slightest way, you would have failed.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zephyr agreed. He returned Lethal Swiftness and his Illumination gauntlet back to his mage band. “We were lacking several crucial Frost magic spells that would have made this battle much easier. We will be much better prepared when we confront the next blight tyrant.” 
 
    “We also wouldn’t have made it without your help,” Nella said to the Mortis Priest. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Alexei snorted. “You’re welcome. I have one more thing to say before we leave the Frost Seal. Keep your suspicions to yourself. Avora will already be on his guard since I’m here. I don’t need you making my job any more difficult.” 
 
    “Your job being to investigate His Excellency and prove that he’s a Shadow Cultist?” Vincent asked. He frowned as he dismissed his elemental hammers and put his Ether Conduits back into his mage band. “But you also said the Silent Temple has been doing that for years and failing, right? What makes you think anything we do or say will have any real effect on your chances of success?” 
 
    “Thorn called me here for a reason,” Alexei said. “If Avora is indeed a Shadow Cultist, then he’s been operating for decades and cooking up some grand scheme which will be culminating sooner rather than later. He has covered his tracks flawlessly so far, but as he makes the final approach to his goal, he will have to show his hand.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what his goal is, assuming he even has one,” Vincent pointed out. “But I think I get it. If he’s been setting something up for so long, it must be something big, and only big actions, which are easier to spot, get big results.” 
 
    “But why now?” Nella asked. “Or rather, how do you know Avora will try to pull off some grand scheme soon? Have there been signs that he’s building up to it?” 
 
    “There have,” Zephyr said. He counted off on his fingers as he spoke. “The widespread emergence of Dark Labyrinths throughout the land. The attack on the Tempest School and Archmage Xanthus. The escalation of the war between the Slave-Masters and the Phoenix Knights. And now, these blight titans that the Boundary Mages and the Frost Guardians cannot handle.” 
 
    He clenched his fist and lowered his hand before he continued. “And before all that, there is us. We were invited to the Tempest School by Grand Sage Avora, and we gained more magical power within a year or so than any mage can ever hope to attain in a thousand lifetimes. Three abominations, to borrow Father Alexei’s words, appeared, almost as if to set off a chain of events.” 
 
    “I recant those words,” the Mortis Priest said abruptly, drawing surprised looks from the trio. He shrugged, utterly unabashed. “I made a mistake, and I am willing to admit it. You three are not abominations. That was a poorly chosen term, and I regret using it, especially now after having seen you in battle. I don’t know what exactly you are, but I am sure that right now, there is no way you are creatures of the Shadow. Nor are you Avora’s thralls, though I’d established that earlier already. I am sorry I called you abominations.” 
 
    “We accept your apology, Father Alexei,” Vincent said, hastily nudging Nella before she could voice a nasty retort. “His Excellency thinks that we are Caruthas Reborn, or at least, he says he does, but now…” 
 
    “We believe more strongly that we aren’t,” Zephyr said, drifting over to his friends and placing a reassuring hand on each of them. “So though we all appreciate the fact that you no longer consider us abominations, we still don’t know what we are, and this ignorance troubles us greatly.” 
 
    “If you were entirely honest with yourselves, you surely have some ideas already,” Alexei said. He tapped the side of his mask. “I know I certainly do, Sacred Ones.” 
 
    “Don’t call us that!” Nella hissed, ripping Vincent’s hand from her face. “I thought you said we weren’t creatures of the Shadow!” 
 
    “You aren’t,” Alexei replied. “Your deeds and your conviction, which I’ve personally witnessed, say much more than your origins. No creatures of the Shadow would fight so hard in defense of humanity, nor comport themselves with such honor and humility. Also, creatures of the Shadow cannot wield Tempest magic like that, and before you object, yes, I know Storm Scions can be possessed by Shadowswarm, but the Tempest magic wielded by the result of such horrific unions is paltry, fickle, and unstable. Yours isn’t.” 
 
    Zephyr nodded, recalling the trio’s battle against Thraxanilux of the Thirteenth Night. The twilight fiend had possessed Archmage Xanthus and could use his vast array of Tempest magic spells to fend off the trio’s efforts. But Thraxanilux’s defenses had proven to be ultimately flimsy, unable to stand up to even the most basic of Inferno magic spells. 
 
    Tempest magic stems from righteous resolve, he thought, thinking back to how he’d attained an epiphany and elevated the trio’s mastery of Tempest magic to the level of an archmage. No Shadowswarm entity is capable of that. 
 
    The realization brought him an immense sense of relief. Judging by the look on Nella’s and Vincent’s faces, his friends had also come to a similar conclusion. Perhaps they weren’t Carthuas reborn. Perhaps their souls weren’t human. But they were definitely not some kind of foul Shadowswarm creature, at least not now, no matter what the twilight fiends and night princes had called them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The other mages were waiting for the trio and Father Alexei near where Druidess Filna had been sitting. Lux ran into Zephyr’s arms as he landed, while the Glacial Twins rushed to Nella’s side to check on her, as the ranger was pale and swaying on her perch upon the cloud elemental. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she insisted, trying to wave away Biri as the Frost Guardian made a few passes in the air with her hands and dropped a corona of swirling white light over the ranger. 
 
    “You are,” Biri said, sighing with relief as her spell settled upon Nella’s head and shoulders. “You’ve just completely depleted your personal ether reserves. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a mage do that before. Why don’t you channel some ether now? That should put some color back into your cheeks.” 
 
    Nella shrugged and conjured a codex display, proving beyond doubt that the Codex of Ascension didn’t need ether to function. She furrowed her brow and made the floating scroll visible to everyone. 
 
      
 
    Channeling lock: 3 minutes remaining 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to wait a little bit longer before I can,” she said, pointing to the codex display. “It’s a side effect of a Radiant magic spell I created.” 
 
    “Wait. Radiant magic?” Avora asked, running up to Nella’s side. He produced a codex display as well and swept it over the trio. 
 
      
 
    Ascender Name: Nella Heartseeker 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Sun Snarer 
 
      
 
    Ascender Name: Vincent Trefori 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Gem Master 
 
      
 
    Ascender Name: Zephyr 
 
    Radiant Aspect: Shining Blade 
 
      
 
    “By the Infinite Skies,” the Grand Sage said, chuckling and shaking his head in amazement. “I figured that it was only a matter of time before you three awakened a Radiant Aspect, but I didn’t expect you to do that so soon, and without any assistance as well!” 
 
    “That’s right, Avora,” Alexei interjected as he hopped off Vincent’s cloud elemental. “These three don’t need anything from you. Best keep your assistance to yourself.” 
 
    “You are a strange, pitiful little man, Alexei,” Avora said, shaking his head. “I feel sorry for you.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you feel.” The Mortis Priest cackled. He slapped Vincent and Zephyr heartily on the back, before ruffling Nella’s hair, which drew a long, dangerous growl from her. He then walked over to Abel and pointed a finger in his face. “You, Storm Scion.” 
 
    “Yes?” Abel asked, gulping nervously. “What can I do for you, Father Alexei?” 
 
    “I have business elsewhere,” Alexei said. “Use Wind Walk to bring me back to the Frost School. I can find my own way from there.” 
 
    “But…” Abel began to protest.  
 
    The Mortis Priest sighed and nodded. “That’s right. What was I thinking? You’re the leader of this delegation. You’ve got to be here, at least for a while longer,” he said, before turning around and pointing at another Storm Scion, a young, brown-haired woman named Giula. “You, bring me to the Frost School. It’ll take you less than a few minutes, and you can come right back here to rejoin your fellows.” 
 
    “Uh… me?” Giula stammered. She glanced at Abel, who simply waved her along. The Storm Scion bowed to the Mortis Priest, raised her hands, and cast Wind Walk. She and Alexei disappeared in a column of cobalt light. 
 
    We’ll be seeing him again very soon, I’m sure, Zephyr thought, as Lux pulled away from their embrace, though she still held his hand in hers. He met her gaze. “How were things here? I see you managed to stop all the Shadowswarm from getting through.” 
 
    “We did, yes,” Lux said. “But it was close, even with Archmage Thorn and His Excellency helping us. There were just so many of them. I think if you’d taken just a few more minutes to defeat the blight titan, some of them would have emerged from the Frost Seal and escaped into the Boundary Forest.” 
 
    “If by some, you mean a few hundred or so,” Abel clarified as he walked over. The Storm Scion’s face was pale and lined with exhaustion. His fellow mages seemed similarly worn out and strained. “That was a lot of Shadowswarm, Zephyr, and we’re all just recent inductees. If we have to defend another Frost Seal like this again, I cannot guarantee our complete success.” 
 
    “I understand,” Zephyr said. “We won’t have a repeat of what happened today. The Shadowswarm emerged from the blight titan’s blood and flesh, which we shed heedlessly since we didn’t know what else to do. We’ll have a better strategy when we take on the next one.” 
 
    “Alright.” Abel wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his sleeve. He looked past Zephyr’s shoulder. “Oh, I wonder what’s going to happen now.” 
 
    Zephyr followed the Storm Scion’s gaze and saw Druidess Filna make her way to Nella. The ranger didn’t say a word. She simply ran over and hugged Filna tightly again. 
 
    “I am sorry, little one,” Filna said, returning the embrace. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” Nella mumbled into Filna’s shoulder. “You were protecting the world. You were doing your duty. I’m the one who should be sorry for getting angry at you.” 
 
    “Let me explain,” the Druidess said. “Yes, I have a duty to the Blight Boundary, but I also have a duty to you, little one. You are all I have in this world, and I should have thought about how you’d feel if I gave my life in defense of the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “I’d feel proud,” Nella said. “Fiercely proud. But also sad.” 
 
    “Yes, and the last thing I want for you is to feel sadness, little one. At least, any more sadness than you’d already face in this dark, troubled world of ours,” Filna said. 
 
    “It’s dark and troubled now,” Nella said, her eyes shining with tears but her gaze strong and resolute. “But we’ll make it better. Zeph, Vincent, and I will, I promise.” 
 
    “You already have,” Filna replied, hugging Nella tighter. “You already have.” 
 
    Vincent, who’d been expecting an ugly confrontation between the two, exhaled a breath he’d obviously held for too long. He dismissed his cloud elemental and began channeling ether to restore his reserves. 
 
    “That’s one down,” he said to Zephyr. “If we go about things properly, we’ll probably have an easier time with the other three.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Zephyr agreed, before turning to face Archmage Thorn as he approached the trio. “We are victorious, sir. Please arrange for this Frost Seal to be taken down.” 
 
    “I will do it myself,” Thorn said, a soft, unreadable smile upon his face. “I am at a loss for words, Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella. Well done.” 
 
    “Excuse me, Archmage Thorn,” Vincent said politely, raising his hand. “I have been examining the Frost Seals, and I think the others could do with a few adjustments.” 
 
    “You do?” Thorn widened his eyes in surprise. He glanced at Avora, who was similarly astonished. The Archmage coughed into his fist, before sighing. “Of course. Your magical mastery far outstrips mine at this point. Please, tell me what needs to be done.” 
 
    “I… uh…” Vincent glanced at Avora. “Is that alright, Your Excellency? The Frost Seals were your idea after all.” 
 
    “It is, my friend.” The Grand Sage clasped Vincent on the shoulder reassuringly. “Please go ahead and share your insight.” 
 
    “The Frost Seal works by stopping the flow of Life ether from the World Hearth, right?” Vincent began. “And it does so by drawing the Life ether into a vortex and reshaping that into the spatial enchantment that traps the blight beast. But this vortex is greatly reducing the essence orbs we get from destroying Shadowswarm. This will make our ability to progress in Frost magic much lower, which means we will take more time to learn the Frost magic spells we need to bring down the other blight titans.” 
 
    “And time isn’t one of the luxuries afforded to us right now,” Avora said, glancing meaningfully at Druidess Filna. “I didn’t expect that an essence drain vortex would materialize within the confines of a Frost Seal.” 
 
    “How could you?” Thorn asked. “No mage has ever attempted to create Frost Seals until very recently. We know little more about them than the crudest ways to construct and maintain them.” 
 
    “You need to do better!” Nella said, pulling away from Druidess Filna. The ranger’s eyes were red and puffy as she rounded on Thorn. “Adjust the rest of the Frost Seals so Druidess Filna doesn’t have to feed her life energy to them anymore!” 
 
    “I will do my best,” Thorn promised. He bowed to Druidess Filna. “The esteemed Druidess is a venerated ally of the Frost Guardians. Her sacrifice is inspirational, but it pains us all.” 
 
    “I have known you since your earliest days at the Frost School, Osavar, and you have always tried your best,” Druidess Filna said, reaching out and patting the Archmage’s shoulder gently. “Don’t be too hard on yourself.” 
 
    “I might be able to figure something out,” Vincent spoke up again. “Right now, my current mastery of Frost magic means I can discern the major threads and weaves of a Frost Seal, but the smaller details are still a bit beyond me. But if I use up the essence orbs my friends and I have gotten so far to improve our Frost magic, then…” 
 
    “…you’ll be able to make adjustments to the Frost Seals that circumvent their drawbacks?” Thorn asked. He nodded eagerly. “You will also benefit from some expert tutoring. The Masters Finne are the finest instructors and warrior-mages in the Frost School. That was why I sent them to you in the first place.” 
 
    “We’ll get to studying and learning as soon as we can,” Nella said, before jerking her thumb over her shoulder at the massive sphere of ice that was the Frost Seal. “But in the meantime, you can take this down like you said you would.” 
 
    “Nella, Archmage Thorn oversees the Frost School, where you will be a student,” Druidess Filna chided. “You need to mind your tone when you’re talking to him.” 
 
    “Yes, Druidess Filna,” Nella said quickly, her cheeks coloring. She bowed awkwardly to Thorn. “Uh, sorry, Archmage Thorn. I get too carried away sometimes.” 
 
    “You should see how she spoke to Archmage Xanthus,” Vincent said to Druidess Filna. “If I said to my father the things she said to Archmage Xanthus, I’d have my ears boxed and gotten kicked out of the house.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Nella hissed, jabbing Vincent in the ribs with enough force to make him squeal. She glared at Zephyr next, as if daring him to speak. But Zephyr was brought up as a student in the wise ways of the Wu, which was why he simply gave her a slight nod and kept his mouth closed. 
 
    “Nella…” Druidess Filna frowned at the ranger. “Am I to understand that you were rude to Archmage Xanthus, one of the greatest Storm Scions in this era and a hero in the endless war against the Shadow?” 
 
    “In all fairness…” Zephyr began, only to receive a frighteningly similar glare to Nella’s from Druidess Filna. Lux tugged on his arm and shook her head. So once again, Zephyr deferred to the wisdom of the Wu and fell silent. 
 
    “Well, he was being a nasty old man, so I was simply being nasty right back to him,” Nella said, shrugging. “But he wasn’t nasty all the time. He was also funny, kind, and clever. I miss him.” 
 
    Druidess Filna’s features softened. She patted Nella gently on the back. 
 
    “I will undo the Frost Seal now,” Archmage Thorn said, before walking closer to the sphere of ice. Several druids and Frost Guardians had been maintaining the powerful spell, but with the defeat of the Sky Horror, they’d ceased their work. They bowed to Thorn as he approached. The Archmage spoke softly to them for a few moments, and then they all turned to the Frost Seal, raised their hands, and began to chant in chorus. 
 
    Left alone, this Frost Seal will probably just fall apart by itself, Zephyr thought. Still, it’s better to make sure such a huge amount of Frost ether is properly released, so that it can’t be misused. 
 
    “There’s still a lot of dark magic trapped inside there,” Vincent said, pointing to the Frost Seal. “Wouldn’t dispelling the Frost Seal release all of it? Will that be alright?” 
 
    “In theory, it should,” Avora said, stroking his chin. “With its physical embodiment destroyed, the dark magic will unravel, and all the corrupt ether that fueled it will scatter to the winds. Eventually, the Shadow’s and the blight’s touch upon the ether will fade. I believe this was part of your theoretical studies at the Tempest School, was it not?” 
 
    “Yes, it was, sir,” Zephyr said, nodding. He swept the Frost Seal with his mage sight. “I remember that this was a fundamental precept of Thaumaturge Bransla’s ethereal theorem. But I also remember that what you described only happens if there is no focusing intent exerted on unraveling dark magic or unused corrupt ether, yet…” 
 
    “The Sky Horror’s Aberrant Dread is still active,” Vincent said, frowning. “I can sense it pushing against our Crystalline Fortification spells, which means it’s not unraveling at all. Isn’t that strange? Shouldn’t it go away once the blight titan has been killed?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nella said. Faint trails of electricity danced around the corners of her eyes, signaling the return of her ability to channel ether. “It should! Why is it still around?” 
 
    “That definitely counts as a focusing intent,” Zephyr said, before breaking out into a jog toward the mages dismantling the Frost Seal. Lux and his friends followed him. He called out to Archmage Thorn. “Wait, sir! There’s something strange going on!” 
 
    Thorn and the other mages reacted instantly to Zephyr’s words by dropping their hands and ceasing their chant. The Archmage turned to him, puzzlement etched all over his features. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked as Zephyr approached. 
 
    “The Sky Horror’s Aberrant Dread is still active!” Zephyr said. “Is it still alive inside there?” 
 
    “No,” a druid said, shaking his head and scratching his thick beard. “No life, blight-tainted or otherwise, exists within the Frost Seal now. I am sure of it.” 
 
    “As am I, Ymir,” Druidess Filna said, walking over. “The Sky Horror is dead, but if you focus your senses, you will see that its Aberrant Dread persists.” 
 
    Ymir nodded, then furrowed his brow in concentration. Archmage Thorn and the other mages did the same. A moment later, frowns and blinks of surprise washed over their features. 
 
    “The tripled Crystalline Fortification spells cast by you three are so potent that we didn’t feel the Aberrant Dread until we searched for it,” Archmage Thorn said to the trio. “We also just assumed that it would have unraveled, or be well into the process of doing so by now. But it isn’t. That is most troubling indeed.” 
 
    “It truly is.” Avora shook his head. “As Zephyr pointed out, an Aberrant Dread effect comes dangerously close to counting as a focusing intent. Dismantling the Frost Seal right now could result in disaster. We will need to corral and trap it in a safe location. Maybe we can…” 
 
    “I will punch you if you suggest we set up a ritual circle and use nightsteel,” Nella threatened. “There must be something else we can do.” 
 
    “We can continue our vigil,” Ymir offered. “Right now, slaying the other three blight titans is your top concern, young mages. Dealing with what they leave behind can wait.” 
 
    “That is one option,” Zephyr said. “But I don’t know if it’s our best. Druidess Filna is giving her life to keep the Frost Seals in existence. Removing one of them will surely lessen the strain on her. Also, all the dark magic inside this Frost Seal was put to use in the creation and animation of a powerful monster and the Dark Possession within its body. But now, it isn’t, and it’s free to be claimed by the focusing intent of the Aberrant Dread. Take down the Frost Seal, and we might very well see another Sky Horror emerge before our very eyes.” 
 
    “Even if the Aberrant Dread can’t claim or shape the dark magic, someone else can,” Nella pointed out. “We cannot risk that, not after what happened to the Tempest School.” 
 
    “I hate to say it, Nella, but His Excellency is probably right,” Vincent said, groaning in dismay. “We’ll need to draw that dark magic into nightsteel using a containment ritual and then destroy the nightsteel with Tempest magic, and we’ll need to do it quickly.” 
 
    “I don’t have any nightsteel on hand, save that which was used to fashion the Tyrant Compass,” Avora said. He took it out from his mage band. “I retrieved it after you learned the location of the Eternal Palace.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Zephyr said, wincing inwardly. “It was remiss of us to have forgotten about that and leaving an artifact as dangerous as that to potentially fall into the wrong hands. I thought that it had been destroyed by the backlash of the Unliving Empress’s will when she forcibly possessed the bodies of those Slave-Masters. I must have been mistaken.” 
 
    “You were, and yes, artifacts such as these are not trifles to be left lying around,” Avora said. “But there’s no need to be so harsh on yourself, my friend. You three have allies, and I am honored to count myself among their number, and I was more than happy to assist you in reclaiming the Tyrant Compass.” 
 
    Lux’s grip on his hand tightened. Zephyr glanced at her, but she merely gave him a slight shake of his head, telling him that whatever she had to say, she’d say it later. So he contented himself with a deep bow to the Grand Sage. 
 
    Vincent took the Tyrant Compass from Avora, wincing as he did so. The artifact still contained the trapped dark magic of three slain Slave-Masters. He undid the containment clasp on the top of the Tyrant Compass and pushed a trace of Tempest ether into the glyph etched upon the underside of the artifact. The remnants of unraveled Tyrant magic spells rose into the air and dispersed. 
 
    “I don’t know if this will be enough nightsteel,” Vincent said. “We needed a huge amount for that ritual circle in the Tempest School. For this, we’ll probably need as much, or even more.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Nella groaned. “Does that mean we’ll need to go gathering nightsteel again?” 
 
    “It looks like it,” Zephyr said, stifling a sigh of frustration and distaste. He had no desire to seek out the foul substance, much less work with it, but it seemed that they had no choice. “This means that the Frost Seal must be kept in place until we…” 
 
    A tremendous dry crack rang through the air. It reminded Zephyr of the crisp snap of packed ice on the first warm spring day, only many thousands of times louder. He looked up at the Frost Seal and saw an enormous rift across its surface. Before he could say anything, he heard another crack. The rift widened, then began to cobweb. 
 
    “The Frost Seal is breaking!” Thorn cried. “But we’ve only just begun the dispelling process! This shouldn’t be happening!” 
 
    The Archmage raised his hands and began chanting again. The Boundary Mages and Frost Guardians—the Glacial Twins included—joined his efforts a moment later. 
 
    “It’s no use!” Ymir said, a strained grunt escaping his lips. “The Frost Seal cannot be held together any longer!” 
 
    “When it had a captive, there was something to sustain its integrity, but now that it is vacant, its existence is much more volatile,” Avora said, before raising his hands and adding his voice to Thorn’s chant and his magic to the Boundary Mages’ efforts. 
 
    “What spell are you using?” Zephyr asked frantically. “Teach us! We can help you!” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Vincent said. “Creating and maintaining the Frost Seal involves the concerted and continuous efforts of many mages in enacting a highly complex enchantment. His Excellency is familiar with the enchantment, as he created it, so he can help Archmage Thorn and the others. Unless we can learn it in the next few minutes…” 
 
    “We don’t have that much time,” Nella said, taking a deep breath and conjuring a lightning arrow upon her bow. The ranger had evidently channeled enough ether to refill her personal reserves. 
 
    A huge segment of the Frost Seal broke free and fell apart into snowflakes. Abel began barking orders to the exhausted Storm Scions, who scrambled to assume their positions within a defensive spell-casting formation. Lux gave Zephyr’s hand one more squeeze before running to join her peers. 
 
    “Something’s trying to get out, I think,” Zephyr said, drawing Lethal Swiftness and refilling his ether reserves as rapidly as he could. He put on his Fury and Illumination gauntlets as another piece of the Frost Seal disintegrated. 
 
    “We’ll just kill it when it does,” Nella snarled, raising her weapon. Electricity and flames dripped from her eyes. 
 
    “No, that’s not right. There’s nothing alive inside the Frost Seal, remember?” Vincent said. He pointed at the crumbling sphere. “Nothing’s trying to get out. Someone… or something is peeling it open from outside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Frost Seal shattered completely, breaking down into flakes of ice that disappeared within the span of a heartbeat. Corrupt ether washed into the skies, anchored to a single, massive weave of dark magic responsible for the Sky Horror’s Aberrant Dread. 
 
    “Contain it!” Thorn barked, before falling into a frantic chant that the other Frost Guardians echoed. Frost ether gathered in immense threads around the white-robed mages, but before they could cast their spell, the dark magic hurtled away, streaking through the skies in an eastward direction. Thorn lowered his arms, and when he spoke, his words came out as a horrified stammer. “It… it went to the Frost Seal holding the Devastation Tiger. But… why? And how?” 
 
    “There’s a powerful wielder of Shadow magic present!” Vincent cried, producing his Ether Conduits from his mage band and conjuring Storm Hammers over both of them. He slammed the hammers together and sent a wave of Tempest ether roiling over the space where the Frost Seal used to be. 
 
    A faint humanoid silhouette appeared for the briefest of instances. If Zephyr’s reflexes hadn’t been heightened by Tempest magic, he wouldn’t have noticed the apparition unveiled by Vincent’s spell. He opened his mouth, ready to alert everyone else to the mysterious Shadow Mage, but it flew away, fading rapidly into invisibility. 
 
    “There!” Zephyr called nevertheless as he pointed to where the silhouette had been. “It’s gone now, but your Heaven’s Net spell detected that Shadow Mage!” 
 
    “Should we give chase?” Nella asked, lowering her bow as she realized she didn’t have a target to shoot at. The lightning in her eyes grew in intensity as she scanned the section of the sky Zephyr was pointing to. She grunted in frustration a moment later. “Not even a trail. Whoever that was, he or she is a skilled mage.” 
 
    “We have a traitor in our midst,” Avora whispered, his words laden with horror. He turned to Archmage Thorn and Druidess Filna. “I mean no offense, my friends, but it seems to me that either the Frost Guardians or the Boundary Mages have been infiltrated by at least one Shadow Cultist.” 
 
    “We are not friends, Avora,” Druidess Filna replied coldly. “But you are likely right. We need to scour our ranks for treachery, Osavar.” 
 
    “Yes, Druidess Filna,” Archmage Thorn agreed. He sighed and slumped his shoulders in obvious fatigue. “Fortunately, Father Alexei will be at the Frost School. He has spent his life rooting out Shadow Cultists. His expertise will be invaluable.” 
 
    “His absence right now is also notable,” Avora pointed out. “There is no love lost between us, but he takes his leave so abruptly, and then a mage versed in Shadow magic forcibly dismantles the Frost Seal, an impossible feat if it weren’t for the as-yet unannounced demise of its captive?” 
 
    “He went back to the Frost School, didn’t he? Giula took him,” Abel said. “How could he have been responsible unless Giula brought him back? 
 
    “Speaking of which, why isn’t she back?” Lux asked. “The Frost School can’t be more than a few minutes flight away with Wind Walk.” 
 
    “I think you should send someone to check on her,” Zephyr said to Abel. “But right now, we have more pressing issues at hand.” 
 
    “Uh, Zeph?” Vincent tugged on his sleeve. Zephyr turned his gaze to the codex display Vincent had conjured and angled toward the skies. A cluster of golden light hovered in midair. 
 
      
 
    Drained essence orbs: 21,015 
 
      
 
    “Is that all the essence orbs we were supposed to get?” Nella asked. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “By the Infinite Skies!” Avora hissed, looking at the essence orbs through his own codex display. “No! How is that even possible?” 
 
    “How is what possible?” Thorn demanded, turning his gaze skyward to the same spot as well. “What are you talking about, Your Excellency?” 
 
    “Remember that magical vortex I mentioned which is reducing the amount of essence orbs we’re getting, Archmage Thorn?” Vincent spoke up. “I don’t think it has anything to do with how the Frost Seals work after all. Someone or something else is responsible.” 
 
    The cluster of golden lights spun once, before streaking through the heavens and disappearing into the distance. Zephyr took to the skies immediately in pursuit, but he was far too slow to have any hope of catching up with the departing essence orbs. He did, however, take note of the direction they were heading. 
 
    “North. Straight to the north,” he told the others as he descended to the ground. “At the speed with which they were flying, they would reach the battlelines within a day and go beyond them shortly after.” 
 
    “That’s the realm of the Shadowswarm,” Vincent said, shuffling his feet anxiously. “Has a twilight fiend figured out a way to reclaim the dark magic purified by the Codex of Ascension?” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” Avora snapped, looking as distraught and panicked as Zephyr had ever seen him. The Grand Sage clenched his fists so tightly his knuckles went white. “The Codex of Ascension cannot be circumvented like this! It cannot!” 
 
    “Looks like your esteemed ancestor’s creation isn’t without its weaknesses, after all,” Druidess Filna said. “Perhaps you should…” 
 
    Druidess Filna’s words fell away as the Grand Sage turned a gaze filled with unhinged rage upon her. It lasted for only the briefest of moments, but that was enough time for Zephyr to see for himself the unadulterated bloodlust on Avora’s face and the shocking speed with which the Grand Sage smoothed his features over into a mask of moderate frustration. 
 
    “Forgive me for losing my composure,” Avora said, shaking his head. “The Codex of Ascension is the culmination of my family’s efforts to defend the world against the Shadow. The very notion that a twilight fiend might have discovered a countermeasure is distressing to me, and it should be to everyone else.” 
 
    “Can the stolen essence orbs be used by the Shadowswarm in any way?” Zephyr asked. “Because if they can, then our continued usage of the Codex of Ascension might prove to be more harmful than helpful.” 
 
    “We can’t avoid fighting the Shadowswarm possessing the blight titans, Zeph,” Nella pointed out. “So even if we end up sending thousands upon thousands of essence orbs to the Shadowswarm, there’s nothing to be done about that.” 
 
    “I think I have a few ideas,” Vincent said. “What if I altered the Codex of Ascension so that we no longer received essence orbs from killing Shadowswarm? In that way, the corrupt ether of the Shadowswarm creatures we defeat will simply scatter and disperse normally.” 
 
    “That’s unacceptable,” Avora said right away. “My friends, the situation is worse than we could have ever imagined. The blight titans are horrific enough, but now we have at least one traitor and a powerful Shadowswarm entity capable of subverting the Codex of Ascension at large as well. You must persist in empowering yourself, and you must master Frost magic as quickly as you can.” 
 
    “Grand Sage Avora is right,” Zephyr agreed. “The more power we attain, the more readily we can deal with the threats at hand. Also, learning Frost magic will likely help us get better in Radiant magic. If we master Tempest, Inferno, and Frost magic, and we attain a moderate degree of skill in Radiant magic, I don’t see any Shadowswarm entity being a match for us.” 
 
    “Before we start on your studies, I would like to go check on the Frost Seal containing the Devastation Tiger,” Archmage Thorn said. “I sense that it, along with the others, is still intact, but a vast amount of corrupt ether and an inexplicably intact thread of dark magic did travel to its location.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then.” Nella looped her arm around Druidess Filna’s and grinned. “Time for you to experience my magic!” 
 
    “I have been looking forward to it, little one.” Druidess Filna chuckled fondly. 
 
    “Giula still hasn’t come back, Zephyr,” Abel said. “I’m going to go check on her.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should go alone,” Zephyr replied. “Take a few of your fellow Storm Scions with you.” 
 
    “I think they should all go together,” Vincent said. “There’s a Shadow Mage around, remember? And a very powerful one at that. But a dozen or so Storm Scions will still give him or her pause.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in a bit, Zeph,” Lux said. “We’ll go find Giula and make sure everything’s alright.” 
 
    “We’ll find out if anything happened at the other Frost Seal and keep you informed,” he replied.  
 
    Lux waved once, then flew into the skies alongside the other Storm Scions. 
 
    They can track the remnants of Giula’s Wind Walk spell, so they should be able to find her easily, he thought, before turning to Archmage Thorn. “We are ready, sir.” 
 
    “Good,” Archmage Thorn replied. He nodded to Ymir. “There is no need to maintain a vigil here anymore.” 
 
    “That’s right,” the druid said. “Go on ahead, Archmage Thorn. I’ll clean up here and send your people on their way. We can discuss shifts later. As for the Devastation Tiger Frost Seal, Magda’s in charge over there. She’ll help you out.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Thorn bowed to the Boundary Mages, then clasped his fellow Frost Guardians’ hands. He turned to the Glacial Twins. “I would like you two to come along, Masters Finne.” 
 
    “Of course, Archmage,” Tosa and Biri replied in unison. 
 
    Thorn cast Wind Walk and hurtled into the skies, carrying the Glacial Twins with him. Avora went next, and then the trio followed, with Nella bearing Druidess Filna upon her spell. 
 
    They arrived at the next Frost Seal within minutes. It was in a clearing as well, with a host of attendant Frost Guardians and Boundary Mages. Zephyr felt his skin crawl at the silhouette of the Devastation Tiger locked within the confines of the Frost Seal. 
 
    Is that this blight titan’s Aberrant Dread? he wondered. That’s odd. Our Crystalline Fortification spells are still active, but they’re already being stretched to their limits, even out here. 
 
    Before he could ask his friends if they’d sensed the same thing too, a druidess with a shaven head ran up to Archmage Thorn and Druidess Filna and gave the latter a brusque but respectful bow. 
 
    “Something strange happened,” she reported. “A few moments ago, a stream of dark magic pierced through the outer shell of the Frost Seal and went within its depths. Shortly after that, the Aberrant Dread coming from the Devastation Tiger doubled in strength. If the Frost Guardians hadn’t prepared ritual foci to amplify their Crystalline Fortification spells, it would have broken our wills. As things stand, we’re hard-pressed to maintain our vigil already.” 
 
    “How much longer can you hold, Magda?” Druidess Filna asked. 
 
    “If the Frost Guardians continually replace their foci when they burn out, and we bolster their efforts by casting Oaken Fortitude alongside Crystalline Fortification, I believe we can still persist for an indefinite period of time,” Magda said. “But the situation will be precarious. Any lapse on our part will result in everything breaking down, leaving this Frost Seal untended and unmaintained.” 
 
    “Then make sure there is no lapse,” Druidess Filna ordered. “Ymir and his fellows have been freed from their post. Have them assist you.” 
 
    “I will send more Frost Guardians to your aid as soon as I can,” Archmage Thorn promised. He looked around, sweeping his mage sight over the Frost Seal. “You wouldn’t have happened to notice the presence of a Shadowswarm entity or Shadow Mage around here, would you?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t.” Magda frowned. “Is there one on the prowl?” 
 
    “Much is still unclear, but I will convene the senior druids tonight,” Druidess Filna said. “And then I will explain everything I know. In the meantime, stay alert and be on your guard. The enemy is among us.” 
 
    “I see.” Magda nodded. She turned to the trio. “These are our saviors, I presume. Hello, little Nella. It’s been too long.” 
 
    “It has, Druidess Magda,” Nella said, walking over to Magda and clasping her hand. “It’s good to see you. It’s good to be back here, to be back home.” 
 
    “You should check in with your hunting pack,” Magda said. “Callan and the others will be happy to see that you’ve returned.” 
 
    “I will,” Nella promised, before glancing at Zephyr and Vincent. “Rangers work in hunting packs. Callan is the senior ranger of mine. He taught me how to use a bow and hunt blight beasts. I’ll introduce you two to him and the others later.” 
 
    “He must be a masterful archer and a formidable warrior,” Zephyr said. “It would be an honor to meet your mentor and your comrades-in-arms. Right now, let us consider our next course of action. We have refilled our personal ether reserves, but we are fatigued. More importantly, we need to learn several Frost magic spells to increase our chances of victory against the Devastation Tiger. I believe we should withdraw for now and return when we are better prepared.” 
 
    “I think so too, Zeph,” Vincent said, wiping his forehead with the back of his sleeve. “I’m so tired right now I can hardly keep my eyes open. And yes, we do need to learn Crystalline Scan and Crystalline Cauterization, at the very least. We were able to get away without those spells against the Sky Horror because Father Alexei helped us, but I don’t know if he’ll be available when we take on the Devastation Tiger.” 
 
    “Even if he is, I’m not sure if it’ll be a good idea for anyone besides us to go into a Dark Possession,” Nella said. “The nasty skull-faced man is pretty tough, but he was completely outclassed inside, and we had to protect him.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we can’t get any help at all from other mages,” Vincent pointed out. “If it weren’t for Lux and the other Storm Scions stopping the Shadowswarm from escaping the Frost Seal, things would have turned out very badly for us and everyone else in the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Nella nodded. She turned to Druidess Filna and sighed. “Alright, I’m with you two. We’ve done enough for today. Let’s get settled in, learn the Frost magic spells we need, and come back again.” 
 
    “We can teach you Crystalline Scan and Crystalline Cauterization,” Tosa said. “After that, we can proceed with the rest of your studies in Frost magic, time and priorities permitting.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Zephyr said to the Frost Guardian. He turned to Archmage Thorn and Druidess Filna. “We have decided to suspend our attack on the blight titans for today.” 
 
    “That’s a sound decision,” Filna agreed. “You three look exhausted. Osavar, perhaps it’s time that they get settled into the Frost School, if only so they can get some rest? I will return to my lodge and begin coordinating with the senior druids and rangers to see if we can root out this Shadow Mage.” 
 
    “Of course.” Thorn nodded. “Enjoy the rest of your day, Druidess Filna.” 
 
    “I’ll see you later, little one,” Filna said to Nella. “Don’t be rude to the Masters Finne.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Nella hugged the Druidess, then stepped away. “Bye, Druidess Filna.” 
 
    Druidess Filna smiled, before uttering a few words. Warm green light fell from her fingertips to the clearing’s earthen floor. A massive root erupted from beneath Filna’s feet, enveloped her, and then withdrew, leaving nothing but a tiny indentation in the dirt. 
 
    “That’s Glade Stride,” Avora explained. “It’s a Life magic spell which allows its caster to travel anywhere within regions lush with Life ether. Unfortunately, with a few rare exceptions, these places exist only within the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much how Life magic works,” Nella said to Vincent and Zephyr. “It can only be used here. Once you get far enough from the World Hearth, no druid or druidess can cast any Life magic spells. Frost magic isn’t as potent as Life magic when it comes to healing and regeneration, but it can be used almost anywhere in the world.” 
 
    “Frost magic encompasses more than healing,” Biri said, a tired smile spreading across her face. “But you’ll find out for yourself soon enough.” 
 
    That’s right. Frost magic might be able to help us find out more about our previous lives, Zephyr thought, glancing at Thorn. The Glacial Twins said they didn’t know much about such spells, but Biri did mention that Archmage Thorn might have some information. I’ll have to ask him about that later. 
 
    “I thought all our guests would have been shown to their quarters by now,” Thorn said, before chuckling ruefully. “I definitely didn’t expect them to slay one blight titan almost immediately after their arrival. Is there anything else I can do for you, Druidess Magda?” 
 
    “No, Archmage Thorn,” Magda replied. “We have the situation in hand for now, though it is precarious, like I said. The sooner Nella and her friends kill all the blight titans, the better.” 
 
    “We’re on it, Magda,” Nella said, flashing a grin at the druidess. “In the meantime, I’ll be counting on you to keep things under control.” 
 
    “Of course, little one.” Magda returned the grin, before stepping forward and giving the ranger a brief embrace. “Perhaps I shouldn’t be calling you that anymore. You’re all grown-up, fierce and bright-eyed like you’ve always been, but now a powerful mage instead of an overly energetic child.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Nella said softly. “I missed being called that. You can all call me ‘little one’ for as long as you want.” 
 
    Archmage Thorn led everyone back to the entrance of the Frost School. Lux, Abel, and the other Storm Scions were already there, but even as Zephyr ended his Wind Walk spell and descended to the ground, he sensed that something was amiss. 
 
    “Zeph!” Lux ran up to him. Her features were grim. “We found Giula.” 
 
    Zephyr looked past her shoulder to a body lying on the ground a short distance away. It wore the bloodied robes of a Storm Scion, and a silken handkerchief had been placed somberly over its face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Giula had been slain by a blade. It was a single thrust to the heart, delivered from the front. Zephyr sighed as he stood up and took a step away from the Storm Scion’s body. Archmage Thorn was speaking softly to a few Frost Guardians who’d emerged from the Frost School. Snippets of their conversation wafted to him, most of them about arranging the delivery of Giula’s remains to their rightful resting place, but the specific details washed numbly over Zephyr’s ears. 
 
    He hadn’t known Giula really well, and neither had Lux, although the latter two had been formally inducted as Storm Scions at the same time. He’d spoken to her in passing, of course, as there hadn’t been many initiates—both junior and senior—in the Tempest School during the time the trio had spent there, and as far as he could tell, Giula had been a polite and pleasant individual and a competent wielder of Tempest magic. For her to have chosen such a calling in life must have meant that she’d been brave and righteous as well. 
 
    Zephyr clasped his hands in prayer before his chest and recited the Mantra of Peaceful Journeys to see the Storm Scion’s soul on her way to her eternal rest. 
 
    “What do you think, my friend?” Avora asked, when Zephyr had finished. The Grand Sage’s shoulders were slumped, and the expression upon his face was tired and sad. “Can you glean any insight from the body of this valiant mage?” 
 
    “She was killed by a single clean strike, its path unmarred by any attempt to evade or defend,” Zephyr said, drawing upon his martial knowledge and the incidental investigative training he’d received from the guardsmen he’d helped. “Though she was stabbed from the front, she wasn’t able to react in the slightest. This means that the killer must have been a sublime master of the blade. Either that, or the killer was known to her, so when he or she struck, Giula didn’t expect it.” 
 
    “Your first idea seems more probable.” Nella extended her fingers and jabbed Vincent in the ribs, making him yelp and flinch. “See? He didn’t see this coming, but he was still able to squirm away. Even if this killer got the jump on Giula, she would have reflexively flinched or jumped, and the stab wound to her heart wouldn’t have been so flawless, unless whoever was wielding the blade was really fast and skilled.” 
 
    “It could be both,” Vincent pointed out, dourly rubbing his side. “The killer could have been someone Giula knew and was also a master swordsman like Zeph.” 
 
    “Not like me.” Zephyr shook his head. “Whoever did this is far more skilled than I am. He or she might even rival Master Sora.” 
 
    “Great.” Vincent groaned. “So we have a Shadow Mage messing with the Frost Seals, and we also have a formidable assassin running around killing people. This isn’t good.” 
 
    “There is no sign of Father Alexei, except for this,” Abel said, holding up the Mortis Priest’s sword. It was broken halfway down the blade and covered in blood. The Storm Scion winced. “Do you think he was the one who killed Giula?” 
 
     “I don’t think so,” Zephyr said. “I don’t know how skilled Father Alexei is as a swordsman, but as you can see, his blade is broken. It would not have inflicted such a perfect wound if it were broken before or during Giula’s murder, and there would be no reason for Father Alexei to break his sword after killing her. He could have used another blade, but then why would he go ahead and break this one?” 
 
    “Is there a way to find out whose blood is on the sword?” Nella asked. 
 
    “A series of delicately layered Frost magic spells could unveil that information,” Avora said. “But what purpose would that serve, my friend?” 
 
    “It would rule out the possibility that the sword was used to kill Giula if the blood on it isn’t hers. Or at the very least, such a finding would greatly lower the odds of the sword being the murder weapon, since it would make no sense for someone to strike Giula down with that blade, clean it off, and then get another person’s blood all over it before breaking it at some point,” Zephyr said, pinching the bridge of his nose. His head was pounding with fatigue. “I apologize, everyone. I am not a formally trained constable or guardsman. I merely assisted them on a few occasions. Solving a murder is not my forte.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Zeph,” Nella said, squeezing him on the shoulder. “A senior ranger will take charge of this, and he or she will unveil the killer soon enough.” 
 
    “We require more help,” Avora declared. “I will send for your uncle, Lady Jade. His skills and prowess will see us to victory against the Shadow.” 
 
    “Uncle Stalwart will be coming here?” Lux asked, a glimmer of hope cutting through the grief in her eyes. 
 
    “He will begin making his way to a location known to the both of us as soon as I send him a firebird messenger,” the Grand Sage said. “Once that happens, I will bring him here with Wind Walk.” 
 
    “That’s good news, sir,” Zephyr said, feeling some of the tension leave his shoulders. Lux’s uncle was a formidable Dao monk named Master Stalwart.  During the trio’s year at the Tempest School, he’d been their tireless ally as they struggled to cope with the Dark Labyrinths spreading across the realm of Vlandusk. 
 
    “It is indeed.” Avora sighed. “Unfortunately, the Frost School doesn’t keep a firebird roost. I will travel to the Inferno School and elicit the headmaster’s aid.” 
 
    The Inferno School must be closer to the Frost School than Blackstone Keep. Or Avora simply doesn’t want to have to deal with Archmage Brass or Gabriel, Zephyr thought, nodding to the Grand Sage. “I see. Will you be leaving now, sir?” 
 
    “I will.” Avora glanced at Archmage Thorn, who was walking over with the Glacial Twins in tow. “Archmage Thorn will get you settled in here and see to the commencement of your studies. I should be back with Master Stalwart and as many of his peers I can rally within a few days.” 
 
    “Hopefully by then, we’d have taken down another blight titan, Your Excellency,” Vincent said. 
 
    “That would be some good news to come back to indeed.” Avora smiled weakly, before bowing to Archmage Thorn as he approached. “I will take my leave now, my friend, and I will return with allies shortly.” 
 
    “Safe journeys, Your Excellency.” Archmage Thorn returned the bow, but Zephyr could tell that the smile on his face was forced and fragile. Tosa and Biri bowed as well, as Avora stepped away, then disappeared in a column of cobalt light and falling sparks. 
 
    If Thorn already doesn’t trust Avora, then he wouldn’t trust any reinforcements summoned by the Grand Sage either, Zephyr thought. But surely Master Stalwart and the Dao monks are beyond doubt? 
 
    To his horror, it suddenly occurred to him that they weren’t. Master Stalwart had been fighting alongside and taking orders from Avora for years. If Avora truly were a traitor, then Stalwart could only be complicit or horrendously oblivious. Zephyr didn’t believe the latter was the case, as he knew very well just how competent and formidable Stalwart was. That meant the Dao monk would not only be very aware of any duplicity on the Grand Sage’s part but also play a key role in enabling or enacting such treachery. 
 
    But the reverse was true as well. The Dao monks were harsh, austere champions of righteousness and justice. They had no mercy for criminals of any sort, let alone Shadow Cultists or Shadow Mages. If Master Stalwart and a cadre of Dao monks served Avora, then it meant that the Grand Sage’s goals were above reproach, even if his methods and demeanor didn’t inspire the most trust. 
 
    He turned to Lux, only to see that the hopeful expression cast upon her features had faded, giving way to one of worry. She noticed his regard and squeezed his hand briefly in hers. 
 
    “Zeph, remember when His Excellency took out the Tyrant Compass a short while ago?” Lux lowered her voice as she continued speaking, so that only he could hear her. “You three didn’t drop it before you were forced to travel to the Eternal Palace. I saw with my own eyes the Tyrant Compass breaking into pieces beneath the weight of the Unliving Empress’s magical power. It’s intact now, which means His Excellency must have repaired it.” 
 
    “I see.” Zephyr grimaced, fully understanding the worried expression she wore. Avora had proven his untrustworthiness yet again, which reflected badly on Master Stalwart’s devoted service to the Grand Sage. He found himself wondering whether the Dao monk’s presence at the Frost School and Blight Boundary would prove to be more harmful than helpful. 
 
    “We will tend to Storm Scion Giula’s funereal affairs,” Thorn said, pulling Zephyr’s thoughts from his ruminations and back to the present. “For now, the Masters Finne will show you to your quarters. Your fatigue is writ large upon your faces, so your formal training in Frost magic will begin tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Zephyr said. Vincent and Nella thanked the Archmage as well. Thorn gave them a polite nod, before walking back to the other Frost Guardians still gathered at the entrance of the Frost School. 
 
    “Our quarters are next to yours,” Lux said. “Abel and I will finish up here, so why don’t you three go ahead first?” 
 
    “Alright.” Zephyr nodded. “We’ll see you later.” 
 
    “There is a common sitting room close to the guest quarters,” Biri said. “I will arrange for your evening meal to be served there later. You can all catch up then. For now, please follow me.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “So tell me, what have you come to understand about Frost magic so far?” Tosa asked the trio. They were seated in a spacious room lined with rows of simple wooden desks and padded chairs. Zephyr was reminded of one of the Tempest School’s smaller lecture halls, though the Frost School’s furnishings seemed somewhat less plain and austere. 
 
    “It’s very different from Tempest magic and Inferno magic,” Nella began, furrowing her brow in concentration. “Tempest magic spells can be cast one after another very quickly, but they are very complicated, and they depend a lot on you having the right state of mind when casting them.” 
 
    “Can you elaborate further on what you mean by having the right state of mind?” Biri asked. She and her brother weren’t standing behind the lectern at the far end of the room. Instead, the Glacial Twins were seated upon the same chairs as the trio’s. They came off as equals eager to share their knowledge, rather than authoritative masters of Frost magic. 
 
     “I can. When it comes to using Tempest magic properly, a mage must be certain that he or she is doing the right thing,” Vincent replied. He stifled a yawn. Deep rings of exhaustion were present beneath his eyes. After being led to their elegantly furnished guest rooms, the trio had decided to rest until the evening, but when a servant knocked on their doors to tell them that their dinner was ready, only Zephyr had responded. Nella and Vincent had been too exhausted to rise from their beds. 
 
    The same could be said for most of the Storm Scion delegation. Only Abel, Lux, and four other Storm Scions had been at dinner last night. They’d eaten, engaged in sparse conversation, and Zephyr had said another prayer for Giula’s soul, before retiring to their rooms. Lux had spent the night in Zephyr’s arms, but she’d left at dawn to train with the other Storm Scions, while the trio had followed the Glacial Twins to this room. 
 
    “Inferno magic also depends on one’s mindset,” Zephyr said. “Inferno magic spells are significantly less complex than Tempest magic spells, but they are meant to be cast simultaneously. To do that effectively, a mage must be passionate, but he or she must rein that passion in with calmness and collectedness.” 
 
     “Good.” Tosa nodded. “Very good. If the three of you understand this much about Tempest magic and Inferno magic, then it must come as no surprise that the same is true of Frost magic as well.” 
 
    “From what I can tell, Frost magic spells are simpler than Tempest magic spells,” Nella said. “But they’re still more complicated than Inferno magic spells, which means that casting several Frost magic spells at the same time is very difficult to do.” 
 
    She conjured a codex display and made it visible to the Glacial Twins. 
 
      
 
    Magic: Frost (mage) 
 
    Progress to Master: 3715/12000 
 
    +927% personal Frost ether reserves 
 
    +927% Frost spell casting speed 
 
    +927% Frost spell learning rate 
 
    +927% Frost spell efficacy 
 
    Essence Orbs: 35 
 
      
 
    Tosa and Biri flinched at the appearance of the floating scroll. They were still unused to the trio’s manifestation of the Codex of Ascension, and Zephyr knew that they would always be unnerved by the notion of trio using essence orbs to improve their mastery of Frost magic and the potency of their spells. 
 
    “We increased our skill in Frost magic with the essence orbs we got from killing the Sky Horror, but I still can’t cast Crystalline Fortification and Crystalline Rejuvenation at the same time,” Nella continued. “I tried. Also, both Frost magic spells take quite a bit longer to cast than a Tempest magic spell of equivalent power, so while throwing a bunch of Crystalline Rejuvenation spells out one after another is possible, it’s not a quick process.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s because there’s no need to. Inferno magic spells mostly revolve around producing huge amounts of heat to burn something. If one spell isn’t strong enough, you might not have enough time to cast it again. That’s why you cast three or four of them altogether at once,” Vincent said, rubbing his chin. He had retrieved a charcoal pencil and a few sheets of paper from his mage band, all in readiness for note-taking. “Frost magic spells either take effect immediately or last a long time. Crystalline Rejuvenation is one example of a spell that takes effect right away, and even if it doesn’t heal a serious wound completely, you can always cast it again and again until you’re done.” 
 
    “Crystalline Fortification is an example of a long-lasting spell,” Zephyr said. “Other Frost magic spells can be cast while Crystalline Fortification remains in effect, so there is really no need to cast it at the same time as any other spell either.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Tosa said, after exchanging a neutral glance with his sister. “You three are truly gifted mages, even without His Excellency’s spiritual artifact. You understand that Tempest magic spells can be cast in rapid succession, while Inferno magic spells are meant to be cast in simultaneity. In contrast, neither of these casting traits applies to Frost magic spells, yet Frost magic stands alongside Tempest magic and Inferno magic on equal footing.” 
 
    “You’re saying that there must be some parallel or equivalent quality—some casting trait—that applies to Frost magic spells,” Zephyr reasoned. “Also, this trait is as potent as the ones present in Tempest magic and Inferno magic.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Biri said. Each Glacial Twin picked up one another’s conversational thread seamlessly, so that it seemed as if they were as a single individual with two different voices and two different bodies. Zephyr couldn’t help but draw a parallel between the two Frost Guardians and the trio. Biri leaned back in her chair. “Have you figured out just what this casting trait is?” 
 
    “I think I have,” Vincent said. “I took a close look at the Frost Seals yesterday, and though I wasn’t able to figure out the exact composition of the spells involved in their creation, I could see that the Frost magic components were several spells layered on top of one another to create an extremely persistent and potent enchantment. Also, earlier on, Master Biri Finne, you mentioned how Frost magic revolves around perpetual renewal.” 
 
    “I did, yes,” Biri agreed, smiling. 
 
    “So what is it, Vincent?” Tosa asked. “What is the casting trait inherent in Frost magic?” 
 
    “Frost magic spells can be layered, in a sense, upon one another,” Vincent said. “It’s like crafting an intricate piece of jewelry. First, you need to fashion a good mold. Next, you need to smelt and pour the ingots. After that, all the fine detailing goes on, be it the attachment of gemstones or acid-etched patterns. One thing builds upon another.” 
 
    “If you cast Crystalline Rejuvenation, but it doesn’t heal a wound completely, casting the same spell again will build upon the effects of the previous one,” Nella said. “Eventually, you’ll heal the wound.” 
 
    “That must be how the Frost Guardians tending to the Devastation Tiger’s Frost Seal managed to keep their Crystalline Fortification spells effective against the blight titan’s heightened Aberrant Dread,” Zephyr said. “Druidess Magda said they were using ritual amplifiers, but from what I remember learning at the Tempest School, even the best amplifiers cannot increase the magnitude of any given spell by more than threefold. That is nowhere near enough to withstand the Aberrant Dread there, since it was pushing at ours, and we are so much more powerful than all the Frost Guardians at the Frost Seal combined.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Biri said. “The Frost Guardians there were able to layer multiple castings of Crystalline Fortification upon one another, before magnifying their collective effects with the ritual amplifiers. But even then, it’s barely enough. Like Druidess Magda said, the situation teeters on a knife’s edge at the Devastation Tiger’s Frost Seal.” 
 
    “So what are we waiting for?” Nella pounded her clenched fist into her palm. “All we need to learn are Crystalline Scan and Crystalline Fortification, right? If things are so bad there, teach us those spells quickly, and we’ll go kill that blight titan.” 
 
    “The three of you are suffering from profound spiritual fatigue after unleashing earth-shattering tides of powerful magic,” Tosa said. “The diagnostic spells we cast on you after breakfast this morning revealed as much. You need to rest for at least another day before you are truly fit for battle again.” 
 
    “Druidess Magda’s station stands on high alert,” Biri said. “If maintaining the Frost Seal truly proves untenable, word will be sent, and we can still dispatch you three to deal with the situation.” 
 
    “We understand, Masters Finne,” Vincent replied. He scribbled down a few lines of notes. “But in any case, we will still need to learn those two spells. Could we get started?” 
 
    “Very well.” Tosa raised his hands. Swirls of frosty white light danced across his fingertips. “Pay attention now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take Vincent very long to pick up Crystalline Scan. After two demonstrations by Tosa, he performed a near-perfect imitation of the Frost Guardian’s gestures and uttered the same casting words. A wave of faint white light pulsed from the outstretched fingertips of his right hand and washed over the desks in front of him. 
 
    At the same time, Vincent unfurled a codex display. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Scan (initiate) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Crystal Shaper 
 
    Emits a wave of Frost ether that highlights unnatural or corrupt concentrations of Life ether (30 feet range, 10 feet height and width) 
 
      
 
    “Well done, Vincent!” Zephyr congratulated him. “You’re picking up Frost magic really easily!” 
 
    “Thanks, Zeph,” Vincent said, but the smile on his face faltered quickly. He frowned and pointed at the codex display. “But there’s no spell variant for Crystalline Scan. That’s odd.” 
 
    “Spell variants aren’t as common in Frost magic as they are in Tempest magic or Inferno magic,” Biri explained. “Several scholars and researchers have tried to discern why this is the case, and the common, though tentative, consensus is that Frost magic’s emphasis on permanence and structure inhibits the emergence of spell variants.” 
 
    “This is especially true when it comes to spells as specific or narrow in purpose as Crystalline Scan,” Tosa added. “You can expect the same of Crystalline Cauterization as well. Both spells were designed specifically to deal with blight beasts and blight titans.” 
 
    “I see.” Zephyr nodded. “Crystalline Fortification is a bit more general in scope, which is why we acquired spell variants when we learned it.” 
 
    “Here’s mine, actually,” Nella said, calling a codex display into existence. 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Fortification (master) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Blizzard Hunter 
 
    Suffuses the souls of allies with Frost ether, rendering their bodies immune to any severe poisons or toxins and their souls impervious to any powerful fear-inducing magical effects (3 hours, 500 feet radius) or Convert any powerful poisons, toxins, or fear-inducing magical effects within 100 feet into a single projectile that will confer the same effects on their initial originator 
 
      
 
    “I know blight titans can’t feel fear, so there’s no turning their Aberrant Dread back against them,” the ranger said. “But if we come across one that emits poisons, this spell variant will come in handy.” 
 
    “Mine’s a bit more reactive, I think,” Zephyr said, conjuring his own codex display. 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Fortification (master) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Winter Paladin 
 
    Suffuses the souls of allies with Frost ether, rendering their bodies immune to any severe poisons or toxins and their souls impervious to any powerful fear-inducing magical effects (3 hours, 500 feet radius) or Immediately reverses or undoes the effects of any powerful poisons, toxins, or fear-inducing magical effects affecting 1 ally within 10 feet; any recipient of this spell variant cannot receive its benefits again for 1 year 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t that spell variant seem a bit redundant?” Nella asked, scratching her head. “If someone is poisoned or being affected by some spell that targets his or her mind, wouldn’t the main spell simply fix everything by granting immunity?” 
 
    “Not really,” Tosa said, nodding at the codex display. “Poisons and toxins cause damage to the bodies of those they affect. Zephyr’s spell variant targets such damage and reverses it in a very specific manner, I suspect.” 
 
    “Can’t someone’s injuries from poison simply be healed by Crystalline Rejuvenation?” Vincent wondered. 
 
    “They could, but healing any injuries beyond the very minor requires the casting of Crystalline Delving beforehand to determine the full extent of the damage done to a patient’s flesh, bone, or viscera,” Biri said. “It seems that Zephyr’s Crystalline Fortification spell variant simply turns back time, so to speak, undoing the exact harm inflicted by a particular poison or toxin.” 
 
    “It also undoes mental scars left behind by intense fear and horror as well, which means it incorporates elements of space and time distortion,” Tosa said. “Perhaps that is why it can only be used once and is subject to such a drastic limitation.” 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask actually,” Vincent spoke up. “The Frost School seems to be a series of locations all joined together by numerous spatial enchantments rather than a single building. The Frost Seals are also examples of amazingly complex spatial enchantments. Is Frost magic uniquely suited to this?” 
 
    “It is,” Biri confirmed. She pointed at the trio’s mage bands. “The spatial enchantments of most sundry items, such as those, feature Frost magic glyphs, at least on a foundational level.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.” Nella patted Vincent on the forearm. “Speaking of glyphs, I know that the Frost School has the Buried Forge. Vincent should visit it sometime, since he’s so good at handling glyphs and enchanting our weapons and equipment.” 
 
    “On that note, we should prepare more infused talismans,” Zephyr said. “We didn’t end up using the ones we have during our battle with the Sky Horror, but it’s better to have them and not need them than the other way around.” 
 
    “I can procure more luminous parchment for you,” Tosa said, nodding. “As for the Buried Forge, we will be happy to bring any or all three of you there. It is my understanding that Nella’s bow and Zephyr’s gauntlets were forged and enchanted by you, Vincent. And then there are those Ether Conduits of yours. I am eager to see what your next creation would be. I believe my sister feels the same.” 
 
    “I do,” Biri said. Her grin was tinged with excitement. “I am actually one of the three Directors of the Buried Forge, and I have inscribed a fair number of glyphs myself. The quartermaster of Blackstone Keep, Rina Tusu, sang a fair number of praises regarding your work.” 
 
    “I would be honored to visit the Ice Forge,” Vincent said, his eyes widening in awe. “I read about it during my time in the Tempest School. The Buried Forge sits right next to the World Hearth, upon a mountain of sharp, black glass that cannot be climbed, not even by the mightiest blight titan.” 
 
    “That isn’t true anymore.” Nella shook her head. “The Devastation Tiger would make that climb quite easily. Didn’t you see how large it was inside its Frost Seal?” 
 
    “You are correct, Nella,” Tosa said. “Fortunately for us, the Devastation Tiger is held captive within its Frost Seal.” 
 
    “For now,” Zephyr pointed out grimly. “We have learned Crystalline Scan. Let’s proceed with the next spell we need.” 
 
    “Let me enhance Crystalline Scan with essence orbs first, Zeph,” Vincent said. He furrowed his brow in thought, and the codex display he’d unfurled flashed briefly with white light. 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Scan (master) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Crystal Shaper 
 
    Emits a wave of Frost ether that highlights unnatural or corrupt concentrations of Life ether (300 feet range, 100 feet height and width 
 
      
 
    “We still have plenty of essence orbs left to do the same with Crystalline Cauterization,” Nella said. “Or any other spells we might learn later on today.” 
 
    “Crystalline Cauterization is another spell that specifically works against blight beasts or blight titans,” Biri said, raising her hands. “You might say that it is perhaps even narrower in focus than Crystalline Scan.” 
 
    “Why? Could you explain?” Vincent asked. “Crystalline Scan is used to detect a blight creature’s vital nodes, while Crystalline Cauterization is used to make sure they don’t grow back after they’ve been destroyed, right?” 
 
    “Crystalline Cauterization locks up the regenerative capacity a blight beast or titan would have used to regrow a vital node,” Tosa explained. “This prevents the blight creature from simply regenerating a vital node in another part of its body. When all of its vital nodes have been destroyed and all its regenerative capacity exhausted by Crystalline Cauterization, only then will it succumb to its rightful death.” 
 
    “Or we burn its entire body to ash, vital nodes and all, like we did to the Sky Horror,” Nella said, grinning savagely. 
 
    “That’s why the three of you are suffering from spiritual exhaustion now,” Biri chided the ranger gently. “If you don’t give yourselves enough time to fully recuperate, you could cause permanent damage to your magical circuitry that Frost magic cannot fix.” 
 
    “We cannot afford to approach the next blight titan like we did the Sky Horror,” Zephyr said. “Especially now that we know there is a Shadow Mage and a warrior skilled enough to kill a Storm Scion and possibly a Mortis Priest around.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vincent agreed. “We pretty much ran out of ether toward the end. If that happens again and we get attacked before we leave the Frost Seal, things could be bad. Good on you for thinking about stocking up on talismans, Zeph.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about talismans later, you two,” Nella said, cracking her knuckles and stretching her wrists. “It’s time to learn Crystalline Cauterization, so bring it on, Biri!” 
 
    “Of course. Please observe closely.” Biri began chanting and gesturing with her hands. Zephyr tried following the threads of Frost ether she wove into her spell, but he lost track of it within a heartbeat or two. Nella was able to follow a bit longer than he was, it seemed, as she grunted with frustration and rubbed her eyes with the back of her hands a few moments after Zephyr gave up. 
 
    As before, Vincent followed along the longest, his eyes tracing the movements of Biri’s hands and his mouth whispering the same casting words that fell from her lips. Biri finished her spell and pointed at a desk. A bolt of icy white light darted from her extended fingertip and struck the desk, rattling it upon its legs and covering its surface with frost. 
 
    “That was Crystalline Cauterization,” she said. “Did any of you manage to learn it?” 
 
    “I think I did,” Vincent said. Another bolt of white light flashed from the tip of his right index finger and rattled the same desk Biri had unleashed her spell upon. The codex display he’d unfurled earlier flickered. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Cauterization (initiate) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Crystal Shaper 
 
    Produces a small projectile (10 feet range) that freezes a small amount of concentrated corrupt Life ether 
 
      
 
    “You did it again!” Nella congratulated Vincent. She thumped him heartily on the back. “At this rate, we’ll just leave learning all the spells to you!” 
 
    “We can’t just saddle him with all the work, Nella,” Zephyr said. “He’ll be busy with Frost magic glyphs in the Buried Forge sooner rather than later. We have to do our part, too.” 
 
    “I don’t believe we will ever get over how only one of you needs to learn a spell for the other two to do the same,” Tosa said, shaking his head. “But I’m also astonished at just how strong your affinity for Frost magic is, Vincent. The Codex of Ascension aside, if you’d been properly trained as a mage adept, you would have been one of the most gifted Frost Guardians in all of magical history.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Tosa Finne.” Vincent scratched the back of his head shyly. “I’ve actually been giving it some thought. When all this is done, when the world is safe, we still need to live our lives. Would… I mean, is it possible I could formally become a mage? If the Shadowswarm are gone, then there wouldn’t be a need for Storm Scions anymore, right? And the war with Fennea will wind down sooner or later since the Unliving Empress has been defeated, so the Phoenix Knights might not bother recruiting so heavily when that happens. But there will always be a need for healers, won’t there?” 
 
    “I am sure Archmage Thorn would be more than honored to induct you as a Frost Guardian if you so desire, Vincent,” Biri said. She glanced at her brother. The Glacial Twins exchanged a smile. 
 
    “I concur with my sister,” Tosa said. “Archmage Thorn wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to recruit the three of you as Frost Guardians.” 
 
    “I’ll probably go back to my hunting pack someday, Tosa,” Nella said softly. “When it comes down to it, I’m a ranger. The Blight Boundary is my home, and Druidess Filna and everyone else are my family.” 
 
    “What about you, Zephyr?” Biri asked, chuckling softly. “I don’t believe you will shave your head and take your vows as a Wu monk.” 
 
    “Lux will kill him if he does.” Nella cackled and nudged Zephyr in the side with her elbow. “And I’ll help her.” 
 
    “There is no need for that,” Zephyr said, laughing. “Master Sora and the brothers of the Wu monastery keep telling me that I don’t have to be one of them to be part of their family. So no, I have decided that I will not take my vows and become a Wu monk.” 
 
    “Will you be a mage, then?” Vincent asked eagerly. “We can be Frost Guardians together, Zeph!” 
 
    “It would be an honorable path in life, Vincent,” Zephyr said. “But I don’t believe that is one I wish to walk. I might not be a Wu monk, but I was raised in its teachings, both martial and philosophical. And though this journey into the world of magic has been fascinating and wonderful, I would like to return to my roots at some point, in a fashion that would suit both Lux and me.” 
 
    “I see.” Vincent’s face fell, and his shoulders slumped. “I… I just thought the three of us would always be together, but Nella wants to be a ranger and Zeph, you…” 
 
    “Don’t be silly!” Nella wrapped an arm around Vincent’s shoulders and pulled him into a headlock. “Of course we’ll always be together. Wherever we go and whatever we do, we’re never farther than a Wind Walk spell away from each other.” 
 
    “We are bound by friendship, Vincent,” Zephyr said, smiling. “That is a bond that transcends time, distance, and our respective callings in life. Like Nella said, we will always be together in spirit, even if not in the flesh.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    True to her word, Biri brought the trio to the Buried Forge next. It was a vast room with a floor covered in neatly cut stone tiles. One of its walls was lined with fifty or so fire pits. Each pit had a sturdy brick chimney tube hanging above it and a stolid anvil by its side. 
 
     The opposite wall was lined with cabinets full of metalworking tools, ranging from heavy hammers to small, delicate files. Wheeled carts had been placed near the cabinets, ready to be loaded with whatever tools a smith needed for his or her work. Ceramic vats sat in a distant corner, their surfaces covered in a faint sheen of ice. A stenciled wooden wall-sign above them told Zephyr that the vats contained caustic fluid used to etch fine metals. 
 
    There’s some Frost magic enchantment on them, Zephyr realized. Probably to keep any fumes from escaping into the room. 
 
    He counted thirteen Frost Guardians working in the Buried Forge. They’d exchanged their white robes for thick coveralls and aprons of sturdy leather. Every Frost Guardian also wore a visored mask over his or her face. They looked up from the metal they’d been beating or etching into shape at the trio and the Glacial Twins. 
 
    “Don’t mind us. Please feel free to go back to your work,” Biri said, waving dismissively. She turned to the trio. “The Frost School supplements its income by selling charms and pieces of armor inscribed with Frost glyphs. They’re very popular among nobles and royalty.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of them,” Vincent said. “These charms and armor segments protect their wearers from disease and most poisons, while also lengthening their lifespan. That’s why it’s quite common for members of Vlandusk’s royal family to live past the age of a hundred-and-fifty years.” 
 
    Zephyr sighed inwardly and shook his head. Vance the Eighteenth, King of the Realm of Vlandusk, was a distant and unconcerned monarch at the best of times. He’d been ruling for many decades and was expected to rule for many more over a populace whose lifespans were a mere fraction of his and his kin’s.  
 
    That’s not my concern, he thought. Followers of the Wu do not involve themselves in politics. We merely follow the law of the land. 
 
    “Those aren’t the only things that are produced here,” Nella said. “The Frost Guardians also create wands that carry multiple charges of their Crystalline Rejuvenation spells and give them to the rangers. Druidess Filna told me that Life magic spells cannot be transcribed to talismans or infused into any object, so those wands come in handy when a hunting pack doesn’t have a druid or druidess around for any reason.” 
 
    “That is correct, Nella,” Tosa said, smiling faintly. He nodded to his sister. “Why don’t you show them your latest development in glyph inscription?” 
 
    “Of course.” Biri walked deeper into the Buried Forge and gestured for everyone else to follow along. She led the way to a rack carrying half a dozen spears. Each spear’s bladed head bore a glyph that gleamed with faint white light. Biri took down a spear and tossed it to Zephyr. 
 
    “It’s a decent weapon,” Zephyr said, testing the spear’s balance in his hands, before walking clear of everyone and giving it a few experimental twirls and thrusts. “But it seems otherwise unremarkable. I know its head carries a Frost magic enchantment, but it isn’t too strong.” 
 
    He conjured a codex display and angled it over the glyph. 
 
      
 
    Frostbite Spear 
 
    Frostbite: Inflicts effects of Crystalline Cauterization (adept level) when in contact with unnatural concentrations of Life ether. Glyph disintegrates after its effects take place. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” he said, lowering the spear. “A warrior will be able to destroy a blight creature’s vital nodes with this.” 
 
    “A vital node can be destroyed with any unenchanted weapon, actually,” Nella said. “A knife, arrow, or spear will work, and any blight beast or blight titan suffers a lot of pain when that happens. But Crystalline Cauterization makes sure the nodes don’t grow back, so that we can kill the blight creature for good. That’s why every hunting pack has a Frost Guardian or a druid who can cast Scour Growth tagging along.” 
 
    “These weapons will allow rangers or non-mages to help out more,” Vincent reasoned. He peered closely at the glyph as Zephyr walked back to his friends. “I still don’t know that much about Frost glyphs, Master Biri Finne, and I’ve just begun my studies in Frost magic, so I don’t have any insight to share about how to improve this at the moment. Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Biri said. “Come this way.” 
 
    Zephyr returned the spear to the rack. The trio followed the Frost Guardian to a squat and sturdy table of carved stone within an alcove a dozen strides away. A heavy leather-bound tome sat upon the table. It was covered with a faint sheen of protective magical ice. 
 
    “This is the Tome of Frost Glyphs,” Biri said. “Feel free to return here and consult it whenever you want.” 
 
    “Vincent can do something better than that,” Nella said, nudging Vincent in the side with her elbow. “Go on.” 
 
    “I think it’s better to ask for permission first,” Vincent said, before turning to the Glacial Twins and bowing. “The Tome of Frost Glyphs is a priceless treasure that contains invaluable knowledge within its pages. Is it alright if I transcribe its writings to my Codex of Ascension, so that I can consult its contents more conveniently?” 
 
    “You can do something like that?” Tosa asked, his eyes widening for a moment before he gathered himself and coughed softly into his clenched fist. He turned to his sister. “Well, what do you say? You are one of the Directors here, after all. For what it’s worth, I don’t think the other two will override your decision to allow Vincent to do what he’s just suggested.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think they will either,” Biri said, her awe evident upon her features. She pointed at the Tome of Frost Glyphs and muttered a few words. White light flashed briefly off the surface of the massive book, and when it faded from view, so too had the sheen of protective ice. She nodded at Vincent. “Please, go ahead.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Biri Finne,” Vincent said, before turning to the Tome of Frost Glyphs and conjuring a cluster of codex displays in the air around him. He angled each of the scrolls over the massive book, before closing his eyes, furrowing his brow in deep concentration, and raising his left hand. 
 
    Threads of cobalt, crimson, and white light streamed from the tips of his outstretched fingers, before intertwining with each other and becoming a single golden ray that struck the surface of the tome. Vincent’s eyes moved beneath their lids. Lines of text and countless diagrams flashed across the codex displays. 
 
    Radiant magic! Zephyr realized. That’s amazing! 
 
    But before he could say a single congratulatory word, Vincent opened his eyes and lowered his hand, allowing the golden ray to fade from existence. The codex displays he’d conjured flickered, then vanished. He nodded. 
 
    “It’s done,” Vincent said. “We can look up anything in the Tome of Frost Glyphs with a codex display.” 
 
    “You’ll be the only one doing that, I think,” Nella said, whistling between her teeth in admiration. “You were done really quickly this time. I remember you needing quite a few minutes when you were doing the same thing to Gabriel’s Inferno magic grimoire.” 
 
    “I think I’ve gotten better at this,” Vincent said. He snapped his fingers. A codex display appeared. On it was an annotated diagram of the same glyph on the spear Zephyr had been holding a few moments ago. Lines of handwritten words filled the space beneath the glyph. 
 
    “You definitely have,” Zephyr agreed. “The writing seems a lot clearer here than in some of the pages of your transcription of the Inferno magic grimoire.” 
 
    “That’s because Gabriel smeared grease and sauce over those pages, when he was trying to eat and study at the same time during his days as an initiate,” Nella said, before shrugging at the incredulous looks Zephyr and Vincent cast her way. “What? I asked him. He said he couldn’t be bothered with napkins.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought something like that must have happened,” Vincent said, grimacing. His expression brightened. “For this tome though, my transcription should be crystal clear, since I made it a point not to pick up any ink smudges or signs of wear and tear that the original acquired over the years.” 
 
    “Speaking of grimoires, we have prepared Frost grimoires for each of you,” Tosa said. “I will bring you to the Frost School’s archives to collect them after we’re done here, but it seems to me that you probably won’t need to hold onto any physical copies of the texts.” 
 
    “No, we won’t, sir,” Zephyr said. “But thank you.” 
 
    “Great!” Nella turned to Vincent. “Is there anything else you need to do here? If not, let’s go get the books, and you can start learning all the Frost magic spells for us!” 
 
    “We’re dividing the work up as equally as we can,” Zephyr reminded her firmly. “Vincent will be busy with Frost glyphs, as you can see. And if he’s serious about becoming a Frost Guardian down the road, he needs to start learning more about the Frost School too.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know, I know.” Nella sighed. Her eyes lit up with sudden inspiration. “I know! Why don’t I deal with the talismans while you two handle anything that requires reading?” 
 
    “That… that’s not a bad compromise, actually,” Zephyr said, before chuckling softly. Amongst the trio, Zephyr was the worst at talisman inscriptions. He could do them, of course, but he was much slower than Nella and Vincent. In contrast, Nella’s head spun whenever she saw more than four or five lines of consecutive text. Zephyr wasn’t nearly as much of a book-learner and reader as Vincent, but he held his own when it was time to sit down and study. 
 
    “If you had grimoires available, wouldn’t it be easier to teach us Crystalline Scan and Crystalline Cauterization using those instead of by demonstrating those spells?” Vincent asked the Glacial Twins. 
 
    “Truthfully, we just wanted to witness your ability to learn Frost magic spells through mere demonstration again,” Biri explained, sharing an amused glance with her brother. “No Frost Guardian… no mage, I believe, has ever been capable of performing such a feat.” 
 
    “If ancient historical records still hold any accuracy at all, even Caruthas himself could not learn spells simply by witnessing their casting,” Tosa said. “Evidently, you three have surpassed your former incarnation.” 
 
    “Only Vincent has,” Nella replied proudly. “He’s really smart!” 
 
    “Thanks, Nella,” Vincent said, slightly embarrassed at the ranger’s enthusiastic praise. “But I don’t think Master Tosa Finne is referring to intelligence. When we were learning Tempest magic and Inferno magic, we needed to refer to spell diagrams or grimoires to learn spells, and more often than not, we had Master Gathras, His Excellency, Archmage Xanthus, and Gabriel helping us. But right now, we have acquired so much magical power we can learn spells really easily, maybe a bit too easily.” 
 
    “It’s your soul circuitry,” Biri said. “I examined it earlier on and found that the complexity and resilience of your soul circuitry is beyond anything I’ve ever seen before with my own mage sight or in my decades of study and research. Perhaps it wasn’t always like that, but with every school of Primal Elemental magic you’ve mastered, the growth of its intricateness and strength is exponential.” 
 
    “Expo… what?” Nella asked. 
 
    “It’s a mathematical term,” Zephyr explained. “I’ve heard some scholars use it in debates, but I believe Biri is just using that word to say that learning Tempest magic and Inferno magic has increased our magical power so much in a general sense that we are capable of things no mage can or should be able to do.” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you right there, Zeph, before you start getting all moody again,” Nella said. “Here’s the way I see it: we’ll learn Frost magic much more easily than we did Tempest magic and Inferno magic. This also means that we’ll have more time to deal with the blight titans and the Shadowswarm propping them up and track down whoever is behind this mess, probably starting with that Shadow Mage and whoever killed Giula!” 
 
    “Yes, you are right.” Zephyr nodded, feeling his resolve renewed by the ranger’s words. A smile crept unbidden across his face. “Thank you for straightening my thoughts out, Nella. You always know what matters the most.” 
 
    “I do, right?” Nella returned the smile and tugged on Vincent’s elbow. “You still haven’t answered me. Are you done here yet? Can we go?” 
 
    “I don’t intend to start smithing any metal or inscribing any glyphs yet, if that’s what you mean,” Vincent said. “So we can head to the archives and get a Frost grimoire transcribed… actually, hold on. How are your weapons and equipment doing? Do they need any repairs? Nella, I’m going to add a Frost ether equivocator glyph to your bow later, so that you can shoot ice arrows as well.” 
 
    “That would be helpful,” Nella said. “Thanks!” 
 
    “What about you, Zeph?” Vincent asked. 
 
    “My robes are fine, and so are my weapons. I don’t think I’ll need…” Zephyr let his words trail off as a sudden thought struck him. “Remember what I said when I checked Giula’s remains?” 
 
    “Yes.” Nella clenched her fists and scowled. “She was killed by someone who’s really good with a blade. Did you think about something that might help you figure out who it is?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” Zephyr frowned. “I also said that her killer was almost certainly more skilled than me. If I went blade-to-blade with this individual, my defeat would be assured.” 
 
    “We’ll defeat him or her with our spells, then,” Vincent said. “Remember Tushan, the first Blackguard we beat?” 
 
    “I do.” Zephyr nodded. “That was when we’d just started learning Tempest magic too. In life, Tushan was considered to be a martial prodigy, and in his prime, he was a much more accomplished warrior than me, more skilled with the blade and more advanced in his inner energy cultivation.” 
 
    “But we took him down with our spells, and you finished him off,” Nella said. “We’ll do the same to Giula’s killer too.” 
 
    “Yes, but it never hurts to be prepared,” Zephyr said. He glanced back over his shoulder at the spear rack. “My sword puts me on equal terms with this assassin, while my bladed and clawed gauntlets would see me at a disadvantage against a skilled sword-wielder. I need a weapon that can give me an edge over a blade.” 
 
    “A spear,” Nella said, nodding. “I’m not as highly trained as you when it comes to hand-to-hand fighting, Zeph, but I know that all things considered, a spearman has a slight advantage over a swordsman.” 
 
    “I remember learning that from Master Gathras!” Vincent chimed in. “Alright, Zeph, I’ll see about getting an enchanted spear ready for you. It should carry Tempest, Inferno, and Frost glyphs.” 
 
    “When you’ve had some time to go over the Tome of Frost Glyphs, come speak to me, Vincent,” Biri said. “We’ll see about reserving a pit and setting aside some materials for you.” 
 
    “I’ll come and help, Vincent,” Zephyr said. “In the Tempest School, you were working with premade weapons, and at Blackstone Keep, Master Taphir was there to work the bellows, pour molten metal into molds, and beat what comes out into shape against an anvil. I don’t think Master Biri Finne is going to do that for you, but I can.” 
 
    “No, that’s not my forte,” Biri agreed, smiling. “The spearheads were made at a village smithy a day’s walk away. The Frost Guardians here can work an anvil if they have to, but they prefer leaving these tasks to actual, skilled blacksmiths and focusing on their glyphs.” 
 
    That’s true, Zephyr realized, as he swept his gaze across the Buried Forge and the Frost Guardians working there. Most of them were tinkering with delicate files and chisels rather than bashing metal into shape with a hammer. Some fire pits were alight, but the ingots melting in their depths seemed to be soft gold and silver rather than iron. A foot-pedal sanding belt hummed shrilly in the corner, but the Frost Guardian working with it was merely rounding out the edges of a circular amulet frame, not sharpening a blade. 
 
    “Thanks, Zeph,” Vincent said. “I can walk you through the blacksmithing too. We should manage just fine.” 
 
    “You only want to put a spear together, right?” Nella asked. “So all you’ve got to smith is pretty much just the spearhead and then attach it to a pole. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in the Boundary Forest, where the trees give up their limbs of their own accord so that we can turn them into weapons.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Tosa said. “All rangers craft their bows and spears from living branches surrendered by the trees of the Boundary Forest. Nella’s hunting pack got their weapons from a massive tree that calls itself the Heartseeker.” 
 
    “That’s where you got your family name from?” Vincent asked Nella. “I guess that does make sense. ‘Heartseeker’ isn’t exactly a common name in Vlandusk. I was just wondering why Druidess Filna wasn’t Druidess Heartseeker instead.” 
 
    “A name means as much as you want it to,” Nella said, shrugging. She gestured to Zephyr. “Zeph doesn’t even have a family name, and things have worked out perfectly fine for him.” 
 
    “They have,” Zephyr said, more than a little bemused. “Wu monks don’t have family names.” 
 
    “But you’re not a Wu monk, right?” Vincent asked. “So what’s going to happen when you and Lux get married? Is she just going to be Mrs. Zephyr? Then wouldn’t that make you Mr. Zephyr, which in turn means your full name would be Zephyr Zephyr? That doesn’t even make sense!” 
 
    “I can always take her family name,” Zephyr replied, before laughing softly. The trio’s conversations hadn’t been this silly and meandering in a while, and he truly appreciated the weight it took off his shoulders. 
 
    “Wouldn’t that make you Mrs. Jade? And then she’d be Mr. Jade?” Vincent scratched the back of his head. “No, wait. That doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Vlandusk traditions are a bit rigid, but in the south-eastern city states, it’s as common for a woman to take her husband’s family name as it is the other way around,” Tosa said, obviously holding back his laughter. “Neither spouse undergoes a change of gender. Zephyr would be Mr. Jade, if he takes Storm Scion Luxana Jade as his wife and assumes her family name. She would be Mrs. Jade.” 
 
    “Yeah well, it all sounds like a bunch of nonsense to me.” Nella snorted. “That’s fine. I’ll leave all that marriage business to you people. I don’t care for it.” 
 
    “What about Gabriel?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “Whoever said I’m going to marry that crazed maniac?” Nella shot back. “Anyway, rangers don’t marry. Neither do druids. Children are raised by everyone in the Blight Boundary, not just their birth parents.” 
 
    “You’re not worried he’ll marry someone else, then?” Vincent asked. 
 
    “Do you think there is a single woman out there in the world besides me willing to put up with him long enough to not punch him in the face all the time?” Nella asked. 
 
    Zephyr and Vincent exchanged dubious looks. 
 
    “No,” they conceded at the same time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Frost School’s archives were much like those of the Tempest School: a vast chamber sporting rows upon rows of bookshelves packed with tomes of various sizes. There was much less dust though, thanks to the efforts of uniformed librarians, none of whom were mages. 
 
    The Frost Guardians aren’t quite as wealthy as the Phoenix Knights, but they do pretty well for themselves, compared to the Storm Scions, Zephyr thought as Tosa spoke briefly to a librarian sitting behind a desk of carved wood. It must be all the money they collect from healing and selling enchanted charms to the rich and powerful. 
 
    The librarian nodded, before reaching under his desk and retrieving a huge paper box. Tosa thanked him, picked up the box, and walked to a nearby study desk. 
 
    “Here’s a Frost magic grimoire,” the Frost Guardian said, setting down a massive leatherbound tome on top of the desk. He opened its front cover, revealing a glued-on page covered with dozens of names and dates. Tosa ran his index finger briefly down a row of the names. “These are its previous stewards. Unlike Phoenix Knights who can’t stop throwing money around, Frost Guardians are loaned their grimoires during their initiate years. They return the tomes that have been entrusted to them upon their formal induction into the order.” 
 
    “I see.” Zephyr nodded, fully appreciating the weight of magical tradition embodied by the grimoire. Generations of mages had studied from this book. It was a treasured antique, not the oversized paperweight and emergency napkin that Gabriel’s Inferno magic grimoire had been. 
 
    “It details all the spells a Frost Guardian would learn as an initiate and be expected to know as a fully fledged mage,” Biri said. She shook her head before Zephyr could speak again. “I know what you’re going to ask me, Zephyr, and the answer is ‘no.’ This grimoire does not detail a spell that would allow you to see into the Great Cycle and behold your previous life. Archmage Thorn might know more, since as the leader of our mage order, he is privy to secrets the rest of us aren’t.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Zephyr replied. “I will go speak with Archmage Thorn at his earliest convenience.” 
 
    “His duties are many, and his schedule is hectic on the best of days, but I’m sure he’ll find some time to talk to you,” Tosa promised. He shoved the book across the table to Vincent. “Here it is. Would you like to transcribe its contents to your spiritual artifact?” 
 
    “I’ll get to it right away, Master Tosa Finne,” Vincent said. He pointed at the grimoire and unfurled a cluster of codex displays. Once again, a ray of golden light appeared between the tip of his index finger and the heavy tome. The process took longer this time, but not by much. Scarcely had two or three minutes passed when Vincent lowered his hand, allowing the golden ray to fade, and opened his eyes. 
 
    “You got it?” Nella asked. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Vincent said, grinning. 
 
    Nella shrugged and called a codex display into existence. The Frost magic grimoire’s cover sat proudly upon its surface. She nodded. The codex display flickered and displayed the page covered with signatures. 
 
    “I felt that it would be our honor to be counted as students of Frost magic like these other mages,” Vincent explained sheepishly. “So I included that page in my transcription. I hope that’s alright.” 
 
    “It is,” Tosa said, a broad smile spreading across his face. He pointed at one of the names in the bottom-right corner of the page. “That’s me, right there. I wasn’t going to tell you, but somehow, I now feel I should.” 
 
    “As Vincent said, it is our honor, sir.” Zephyr bowed to the Masters Finne. As he straightened his posture, he suddenly noticed the multitude of startled and awed eyes upon the trio and the Glacial Twins. Unlike the Tempest School, the Frost School was packed with initiates, many of whom had been studying in the archives’ study area. 
 
    “You forgot to suppress your magical aura again!” Nella hissed, jabbing Vincent in the ribs. He squealed and danced away, clutching his side. 
 
    “Please return to your studies, initiates,” Biri called, raising her voice slightly. Several nearby librarians frowned, but none of them seemed about to reprimand a full-fledged Frost Guardian for breaking the silence. 
 
    “Now there can be no hiding of your presence,” Tosa said softly, his brow furrowed in concern. “Soon, people will be asking what the three of you are doing here, other than studying Frost magic. They will also start to wonder if there was some horrific threat you have been summoned here to stop.” 
 
    “Wait…” Vincent gulped. “People know about us?” 
 
    “After your achievements in the Fennean War and the Phoenix Knights’ propensity for bragging and tall tales?” Biri shook her head. “Absolutely. Word was starting to get out the day you returned from the Eternal Palace, thanks in no small part also to the Vigilant Blades and their captain’s need to spread news of the victory.” 
 
    “Gossip does truly travel faster than Wind Walk,” Nella quipped. “Oh well. It can’t be helped. I know that the more people know about us, the bigger a target we’ll have on our back. But look at it this way. We can defend ourselves a lot better than most, and if some Shadow Cultist wants to lose his life trying to take ours, then at least he isn’t terrorizing other innocent people.” 
 
    “That is a truly resolute and wise perspective, Nella,” Zephyr agreed. “Still, we should do what we can to be on the lookout. For all our magical power, we are still human. A single blade to the heart is all it takes, Frost magic or not.” 
 
    “Between your internal energy ether infusions and my eyebite senses, nothing is going to sneak up on us, Zeph,” Nella promised. “And since we’ll always be around Vincent except for when he sneaks off to meet Rina, he’ll be fine too.” 
 
    “What?” Vincent blinked in surprise. “You knew about that?” 
 
    “Have you ever turned down a meal?” Nella retorted. “That’s how I knew you were going to use Wind Walk to go to Blackstone Keep and spend time with Rina last night.” 
 
    “Nella, we both know Vincent never turns down meals, but neither do you,” Zephyr said, sighing and shaking his head. “I’m going to reasonably deduce that you sneaked off last night to Blackstone Keep too, to meet with Gabriel.” 
 
    “Yeah well, the moronic oaf was too busy to do much anyway,” Nella grumbled. “Stupid paperwork… I mean, whatever are you talking about? I didn’t go anywhere last night!” 
 
    “Vincent is a bad liar, but you’re much worse,” Zephyr said. “Alright, let’s get this settled. It is too dangerous for us to go off on our own. If we have to visit Blackstone Keep, we should do it after we’ve apprehended the Shadow Mage and assassin, or we go together, all three of us.” 
 
    “You’re right, Zeph.” Vincent nodded. “It’s just not safe. Also, I should have been resting last night to recover from the spiritual fatigue instead of casting Wind Walk spells.” 
 
    “Same here.” Nella sighed, before mumbling furiously to herself under her breath. “The oaf better be done with his paperwork the next time I see him, or I swear I’ll—” 
 
    Zephyr looked away from the movement of her lips before he could read the rest of what she was going to say and turned to the Glacial Twins instead. 
 
    “I understand the Frost Seals are a secret beyond the Blight Boundary, given what Grand Sage Avora said about inquisitive royal mages and opportunistic Shadow Cultists,” he said. “But going by your earlier words, it seems to me that the initiates here aren’t aware of the threat that lurks just a short distance away?” 
 
    “Many miles separate the closest Frost Seal and the entrance to the Frost School,” Tosa said. “And in the event one of the blight titans does come across the entrance, Archmage Thorn can easily shut off its spatial enchantment, turning it into little more than a small stone house. The rest of the Frost School will be safe, for as long as the world can be safe anyway, if you three perish.” 
 
    “Initiates come in constant contact with vendors, peddlers, and sundry artisans who market their wares and services in the Mercantile Bazaar of the Outer Blight Boundary,” Biri explained. “If they knew about the Frost Seals, the rest of the realm will as well soon enough. As it is, all of Vlandusk will know that you three are here in the Frost School by the end of the week.” 
 
    “Maybe it won’t matter,” Vincent said. “For all anyone knows, we could be here simply to undergo our unique education in Frost magic as His Excellency’s guests. In the meantime, we’ll finish off the blight titans, the Boundary Mages can patch up the Boundary Forest, and no one will be any wiser.” 
 
    “For your sake, Vincent, I truly hope events do unfold as smoothly as you describe,” Tosa said, shaking his head. “I should have brought you to a more private place before asking you to perform your transcription. I am truly sorry.” 
 
    “That wouldn’t have mattered.” Nella jabbed Vincent in the side again. “He forgot to suppress his magical aura. Anyone with mage sight probably figured out something was going on when they saw him. And all those visible codex displays and that demonstration of Radiant magic didn’t help either.” 
 
    “I lifted the suppression when I transcribed the Tome of Frost Glyphs,” Vincent said, rubbing his ribs gingerly. “I forgot to put it back on before we walked over here.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” Zephyr said, picking up the Frost grimoire and putting it in the paper box, where another two similar tomes lay. “Let’s return these and start studying.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let’s begin with Crystalline Structure, the other basic Frost magic spell that initiates learn alongside Crystalline Rejuvenation,” Tosa said, pointing to Vincent’s codex display. The Glacial Twins had brought the trio to another lecture room, but Biri had left shortly after they’d sat down to acquire as much luminous parchment as she could. 
 
    Vincent nodded. The codex display flickered, before displaying the pages that detailed the instructions and mental patterns required to cast Crystalline Structure. 
 
    “The two twinned facets of Frost magic are restoration and construction,” Tosa explained. “Crystalline Rejuvenation heals injuries by restoring damaged flesh, sinew, and bone, but sometimes, a wound can be so severe that you might need Crystalline Structure to build a framework of Frost ether upon it to aid the healing process.” 
 
    “A framework of Frost ether?” Vincent rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “So Crystalline Structure can create permanent physical objects?” 
 
    “Yes, it can,” Tosa confirmed. “Physically manifested Frost ether is simply ice, a relatively benign substance that can be dissolved and extracted at will from an injured person’s body. For example, someone you wish to heal might have had the bones of his arm shattered to shards. You could fashion a framework of the bones in their natural state with Crystalline Structure, before actually rebuilding them with Crystalline Rejuvenation. Once you’re done, you can dispel the Crystalline Structure, returning it to intangible Frost ether, and remove it from the person’s body without doing any harm.” 
 
    “I see,” Zephyr said. “But from what I’ve seen and heard so far, restoring a limb that has been completely lost isn’t nearly so easy.” 
 
    “It certainly isn’t,” Tosa said. “In my previous example, the bones of the person’s injured limb are still present, allowing Crystalline Rejuvenation to draw upon them as a reference and rebuild what has been broken or damaged. If a limb or an organ is completely gone, Crystalline Rejuvenation won’t suffice.” 
 
    “You’ll need help from druids or druidesses who are really good at Life magic,” Nella said. 
 
    “That’s correct.” Tosa tilted his head in Nella’s direction. “Powerful Boundary Mages like Druidess Filna herself can cast True Regeneration, but even that must be used in conjunction with careful, measured casts of Crystalline Rejuvenation and Crystalline Structure to restore lost limbs or organs.” 
 
    “That’s what Archmage Brass is waiting on,” Vincent said. “I remember. She was badly hurt in the war.” 
 
    “She was.” Tosa winced, evidently recalling the grievous injuries of the Phoenix Knights’ Archmage. “It will be many months before she can walk again, assuming the Frost Guardians assigned to her can properly coordinate their efforts with those of the Boundary Mages.” 
 
    “Is Crystalline Structure also the foundational spell for the Frost Seals?” Vincent asked. “The Frost Seals are huge amounts of physically manifested Frost ether, aren’t they?” 
 
    “On a tangible level, yes,” Tosa said. “Crystalline Structure constructs can carry and conduct most elemental ethers very well. They are also very suitable conduits for Life ether and Death ether. You haven’t seen a finished charm bearing Frost glyphs yet, but these glyphs are powered by self-sustaining loops of Frost ether contained within small Crystalline Structure constructs.” 
 
    “I see.” Vincent took out one of his Ether Conduits from his mage band and pointed to the glyphs running down their lengths. “These don’t benefit from circulating ether, but if they did, they would be far more effective. Do those loops you mention last forever?” 
 
    “They can last for several years, but not forever,” Tosa said, grinning. “How else can we keep selling them to our very wealthy clients?” 
 
    “Alright, enough chatting.” Nella cleared her throat and rolled her shoulders, as if she were preparing to perform some challenging physical feat. “Let’s start studying the spell and get this over with.” 
 
    Let’s see here, Zephyr thought as he ran his eyes over the lines of text and their accompanying diagrams. A few minutes passed as he considered the instructions. Crystalline Structure was a fairly complex spell, but he felt that it wasn’t beyond his ability to pick up with some work and practice. 
 
    It’s definitely easier to learn a spell this way than by trying to follow along with Tosa’s or Biri’s demonstrations, he mused. 
 
    “What do you think?” Vincent asked, leaning back in his seat and folding his arms. “Can you learn this spell?” 
 
    “I think it’ll take me some time,” Zephyr admitted, shaking his head. “But I should be able to manage it. What about you, Nella?” 
 
    “Same here,” the ranger said. “This is much more complicated than most of the Inferno magic spells we learned, but I think I’ll be able to get it eventually. Did you learn it already, Vincent?” 
 
    “No,” Vincent said. “I haven’t even begun reading the page yet. I learned all the Frost magic spells we know so far, so I wanted you both to get a chance to do some learning too.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Nella groaned and rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. “I can feel a headache coming on already.” 
 
    “Why don’t I handle this one, then?” Zephyr asked. “You can take on the next spell, Nella.” 
 
    “Alright.” The ranger sighed gratefully and leaned back in her chair. “Have at it, Zeph. I know how much you like studying and hard work.” 
 
    Zephyr returned his focus to the instructions on the codex display. His mind strained to process the inner workings of the Crystalline Structure spell, but after another twenty or so minutes of reading and rereading the text and diagrams, he felt he was ready to make his first attempt at casting it. 
 
    He wove his fingers through the air, threads of white light trailing from their tips, and uttered the casting words. At the same time, he shaped his will in accordance with the instructions in the grimoire and extended it into the net of Frost ether he’d shaped in front of him. 
 
    To his utter lack of surprise, his spell fell apart and dissipated into nothingness. But Zephyr was undeterred. He took a deep breath to clear his thoughts, before beginning the process all over again. This time, he was slightly more successful. Frost ether swirled into semi-solid semblance on top of the desk he’d targeted with his spell, only to scatter into tiny icicles that marked his second failure. 
 
    “You almost got it, Zeph!” Vincent said encouragingly. Zephyr nodded and gave him a thumbs-up gesture. 
 
    His third attempt was a success, bringing into existence a simple fist-sized sphere of ice upon the desk.  
 
    Zephyr grinned, more than a little elated at having learned a Frost magic spell through his own efforts for the first time. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Structure (initiate) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Winter Paladin 
 
    Create a small structure of physically manifested Frost ether or Apply a thin coating of physically manifested Frost ether over a single piece of armor or a shield (+10% physical damage resistance) 
 
      
 
    “Nice work, Zeph!” Nella said, throwing up her hands in excitement. She conjured a codex display of her own. 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Structure (initiate) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Blizzard Hunter 
 
    Create a small structure of physically manifested Frost ether or Create a small icicle trap (5 feet radius, 10 feet range, 10 minute duration) 
 
      
 
    “Ah, another snaring spell variant?” The ranger grinned. “It’ll come in handy, I’m sure.” 
 
    “It definitely will,” Zephyr agreed. Tempest magic spells and Inferno magic spells generally did not manifest physical objects, though they were more than capable of bringing about vast physical changes to whatever they were cast upon. This aspect of Frost magic, in contrast, seemed to have an emphasis on physicality. 
 
    Well, that does make sense, he thought. You can hold a handful of snow or ice in your hand or in a bowl, but you can’t really do the same with fire or lightning. 
 
    A dull, throbbing ache fell upon his temples then, and he couldn’t help but wince and raise a hand to his head. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Zeph?” Vincent asked, obviously noticing his sudden discomfort. He blinked and began massaging his temples with his thumbs. “Oh, that’s odd. I suddenly feel a migraine coming on.” 
 
    “Me too,” Nella said, frowning in discomfort. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Tosa raised his hands and cast a Frost magic spell, sending a brief pulse of icy white light washing over the trio. He exhaled in evident relief as the light faded. 
 
    “That’s just the spiritual fatigue speaking,” he said. “You three have learned two fairly complex and specialized Frost magic spells and a basic, though foundational one. Most initiates take weeks to accomplish the latter and many months to learn either Crystalline Scan or Crystalline Cauterization. Consider a mild headache to be a fair price for accomplishing such an astounding magical feat.” 
 
    “Ugh.” Vincent shook his head gently. “It definitely doesn’t feel good. I don’t know if I can learn another spell today.” 
 
    “You can’t, because you’re done for the rest of the day,” Tosa said. “Or at least until evening, because my sister should have acquired the supplies you need by then.” 
 
    Nella got to her feet, shoving back her chair as she did so. Zephyr arched his brow at her until she sighed and put her chair back under the desk she’d taken it from. 
 
    “What should we do next, Master Tosa Finne?” Vincent asked. 
 
    “I would suggest getting some rest, which precludes flying off to Blackstone Keep,” Tosa said, standing up as well. “But I don’t think there’s any harm in you taking a walk around the Frost School. You might find something you wish to purchase in the Mercantile Bazaar, for instance. Or you could visit any of the meditation gardens to clear your minds. The Storm Scion delegation should have finished their magical and combat training drills by now. They might be interested in exploring the Frost School, too.” 
 
    “We would like to speak to Archmage Thorn, actually,” Zephyr said. “We want to ask him about Frost magic spells that…” 
 
    “Yes, I know, Zephyr. You wish to know more about your previous life as the Hero of Light,” Tosa said. “I completely understand, since I would be similarly curious if I were in your shoes. Archmage Thorn’s schedule is packed, but I can always try to book an audience with him for you. But that might not even be necessary. I suspect he will come meet you sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Zephyr said. 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Zephyr.” Tosa bowed to the trio, before walking to the lecture room’s door. “Assuming nothing changes, let us convene here again tomorrow an hour after dawn, so that we can continue your studies.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Nella said. “Have a nice day, Tosa.” 
 
    The Frost Guardian smiled, then walked out. 
 
    “My head hurts,” Vincent said. He raised his left hand. White light pulsed briefly over his palm. “You don’t suppose we can just use Crystalline Rejuvenation to heal ourselves, can we?” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work, Vincent,” Zephyr said. “We’re not actually injured. Our soul circuitry is just a bit overworked. Only rest and time will help.” 
 
    “Rest sounds great to me.” Nella walked over to the door and yanked it open. “Lunch?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Mercantile Bazaar lay behind another spatially enchanted door, and it was set out upon a dirt field open to the skies. Tented storefronts and wooden booths covered the field in haphazard clusters. The air trembled with the clamor of commerce as vendors and peddlers hawked their wares and haggled with customers. 
 
    Zephyr realized immediately that the marketplace didn’t cater simply to the initiates and mages of the Frost School. Customers came from all over Vlandusk, judging by the manner of their dress and the regional dialects ringing from their tongues. The Frost School simply had its own spatial portal to it. 
 
    And so do a few other organizations, he thought as he looked back at the simple wooden doorway the trio had emerged from. Other spatially enchanted portals sat beside the entrance to the Frost School, most of them bearing stenciled signs on their frames or surfaces that announced the identities of their owners. He saw one sign that read “The Vigilant Blades” and frowned. 
 
    “Hey, isn’t that the name of Marie Vensk’s mercenary company?” Nella asked, pointing at the doorway. 
 
    “It is,” Vincent said, nodding. “I guess it does make sense. The Vigilant Blades aren’t as rich and powerful as the Phoenix Knights, but they do pretty well for themselves. And if this is the famed Mercantile Bazaar of Vlandusk, I don’t see why a mercenary company wouldn’t want such premium access to it.” 
 
    “Spatial enchantments such as these become more costly to create and maintain the greater the distance they must span,” Lux said. She and five other Storm Scions, Abel included, had come along with the trio. “It isn’t too far from here to the Frost School, if I remember my geography correctly, but the main headquarters of the Vigilant Blades is located in the Capital. That’s halfway across the realm.” 
 
    “Eh, they can afford it,” Nella said. “Marie told me that Brass paid her an obscene amount of money.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll make good use of it,” Zephyr said, shaking his head as he recalled Marie’s ambition to establish her own mercenary company. She had invited him to be part of it, and he’d declined in no uncertain terms. Marie Vensk was a brave and capable warrior, but he had no desire to ever meet her again. He pointed to a cluster of wooden booths from which smoke, steam, and the aromas of food wafted. “Let’s go get some lunch.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s do just that!” Nella said. She produced a handful of gold coins from her mage band and handed them out at random to her friends and the Storm Scions. “Come on! Time to eat!” 
 
    “I can’t accept this, Nella,” Lux stammered, her eyes wide as she looked at the two gold coins in her hands. “This is too much money to just give away.” 
 
    “It’s alright.” Nella fended off Lux’s attempts to give her back the money. She did the same to the other nervous Storm Scions. “Consider this my treat. I still have plenty left, so just let me know if you need more!” 
 
    “I could live here on one of these for a year,” Abel said in a shaky voice as he held up a gold coin. “How did…” 
 
    “No, she didn’t rob any nobles,” Vincent said quickly. His clarification earned him a prompt cuffing over the head from Nella. 
 
    “There is nothing to worry about,” Zephyr said, slipping the gold coins in his hand back into his mage band, which shared the same extra-dimensional storage space as Nella’s. He knew the ranger never kept track of how many coins she had left, so she would never notice that he’d put whatever she’d given him right back. “Please accept Nella’s generosity. It’ll make her happy.”  
 
    The Storm Scions thanked her profusely, before making their way to the food vendors. The trio and Lux followed closely behind. 
 
    “What’re you going to get, Nella?” Vincent asked, eyeing a booth laden with honey pastries. “I’m thinking I might start off with dessert right away and work my way backwards through the entrée and finally an appetizer.” 
 
    “Fish,” the ranger replied predictably before she strode off to a vendor hawking skewers of grilled mackerel. 
 
    “I think I’ll have some of that clam soup,” Lux said guiltily as she pointed to a wooden booth built around an enchanted cauldron. The vendor was a mage of some sort who used her spells to keep her wares fresh, clean, and piping hot. 
 
    “You know you don’t need to stick to vegetarian food when you’re with me. Go ahead,” Zephyr said, smiling. “I’ll keep looking.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back, Zeph.” Lux kissed him on the cheek and skipped to the booth. The vendor smiled and spooned her a serving of soup into a cheap wooden bowl. 
 
    Zephyr found a booth that served fried potatoes and another that sold goat cheese pastries. By the time he was paying for the pastries with the money Archmage Brass had given the trio for their war efforts, the others had settled down upon a vacant wooden bench and were already well into their lunch. 
 
    “Are you always going to be vegetarian, Zeph?” Nella asked as Zephyr walked over to join his friends and Lux. She cast a sly wink in Lux’s direction. “We know for a fact now that you’re never going to be a Wu monk.” 
 
    “Plenty of lay followers of the Wu are vegetarian too,” Zephyr said, picking up a fried potato wedge and putting it into his mouth. He sat down next to Lux, chewed his food, and swallowed before speaking again. “Besides, I’ve never eaten meat all my life. I don’t think my stomach will take well to it at this point.” 
 
    “It’s probably for the best,” Vincent agreed. He’d already wolfed down three pastries and was peeling away the paper wrapping from a greasy lamb skewer longer than and nearly as thick as his forearm. “Vegetarians eat healthier, after all.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be a vegetarian to not eat like that, you know?” Lux said, grimacing as she pointed at Vincent’s meal. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you eat so much, Vincent.” 
 
    “Oh, you should have seen him in the mess hall of Blackstone Keep,” Nella said. “I think Brass seriously considered having Tila ban him from having more than three servings of sweets per meal.” 
 
    “Hey! I’m a growing boy!” Vincent protested as he took a huge bite off his skewer. He nudged Zephyr with his elbow. “How else am I going to get as tall as Zeph?” 
 
    “You’re twenty-two,” Zephyr pointed out. “I’m afraid this is as tall as you’re going to get, Vincent.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Vincent said, taking another bite of meat. “But I just need to believe everything I eat is going somewhere.” 
 
    “It is, silly!” Nella jabbed him in the side. Vincent yelped and jumped, but Zephyr was able to catch the skewer before it fell to the ground. Nella continued talking as Zephyr handed the skewer back to Vincent. “Casting spells takes up a lot of physical energy too. That’s why we’re especially hungry after casting so many powerful spells.” 
 
    “And you three did cast an astounding number of really powerful spells when you fought the Sky Horror,” Lux said. “So eat up! Zeph put away two big bowls of gruel last night at dinner. You two must be starving, since you skipped dinner, and breakfast this morning was a bit light.” 
 
    “They didn’t skip dinner,” Zephyr said, chuckling. “They just didn’t have it here.” 
 
    “Yeah, I ate a whole chicken at Blackstone Keep, along with an entire strawberry pie,” Vincent said, polishing off the rest of his skewer. 
 
    “I had braised trout,” Nella said, shrugging. “What? I’ve eaten at the Frost School’s dining hall before, and the food at Blackstone Keep is a lot better!” 
 
    “I think you three should stick together,” Lux said. “Especially when there’s a Shadow Mage around, not to mention whoever killed Giula…” 
 
    “We’ve already agreed to do that,” Zephyr reassured her. He patted her hand gently. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Should we take a walk around when we’re done eating?” Nella asked. “I haven’t been here in years!” 
 
    “I’ve been here twice,” Vincent said. “Once as a child with my parents, and another time with my former master, who was hoping to offload a batch of his gemmed pendants. It’d be interesting to see what they have here, so let’s go.” 
 
    “We might as well,” Zephyr agreed. “We can’t do any more studying today anyway.” 
 
    “I have to head back soon,” Lux said. “The others want to do more training in the mid-afternoon.” 
 
    “Just ditch them!” Nella suggested. “And come shopping with me!” 
 
    “Oh, you’re such a bad influence,” Lux replied, laughing softly. “I still remember what you were like when we first met, Nella. How things have changed!” 
 
    “How things have changed indeed!” a tall, burly man clad in hide boomed as he emerged from the crowd swirling through the food vendors. His dark hair was cropped close to his scalp, and he wore the same ranger’s mark on his shoulder as Nella’s: an arrow inked in blue. A broad smile shone through his thick beard. “Little one! It’s good to see you!” 
 
    “Callan!” Nella surged to her feet and thrust her fist out. Callan met it with his own, bumping his knuckles against hers. She beamed with joy. “It’s good to see you too!” 
 
    “By the blessings of Ostar, you look good, little one!” the senior ranger said. “Last time I saw you, you couldn’t even look people in the eye, and now, look at that big smile on your face and that confident glow in your bearing!” 
 
    “I made some good friends, Callan,” Nella said. “They helped me a lot.” 
 
    “I’m sure they did.” Callan clasped Nella on the shoulder warmly, before turning to Zephyr, Vincent, and Lux. “Good afternoon, Nella’s friends. I am Callan Heartseeker, a senior ranger of the Blight Boundary.” 
 
    “Hello, sir,” Zephyr replied. “It is an honor to meet you. Nella is an excellent archer. From what I understand, you are her mentor, so you have every reason to be proud of her.” 
 
    “I definitely do!” Callan said, another hearty laugh rolling from his lips. His mirth died quickly though, and a serious expression came over his face. “I know that you’re supposed to be taking a break right now, but I’m afraid we need to go back to the Frost School right away.” 
 
    “Why? What’s happened?” Nella asked. 
 
    “We found Father Alexei,” the senior ranger said. “He’s been badly wounded, but Druidess Filna managed to patch him up. He wants to talk to you as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Father Alexei had lost his right arm. The Mortis Priest sat on a padded chair in Archmage Thorn’s office, his bearing laden with obvious bone-deep fatigue. Zephyr understood why. During the battle against the Unliving Empress, he’d used Crystalline Rejuvenation to heal Nella’s fractured skull, and when she’d recovered sufficiently, she’d used the same spell to heal his broken hands. The Glacial Twins had completed the process when they’d arrived, but Zephyr remembered very clearly being left with a deep, heavy sense of tiredness. 
 
    Magical healing, Tosa had explained later, sapped its subject’s vitality. The more serious an individual’s injuries were, the greater the strain healing spells would exert on him or her. This was true of both Frost magic and Life magic spells, though the latter was slightly less taxing on whomever it was used. 
 
    “Yeah, that damned thing stabbed me in the guts. Spilled some of them too. I’ll never eat or squat over a privy properly again,” Alexei said, his voice echoing from the confines of his scratched and battered skull mask. He fingered a small stub of broken stone that hung from a silken cord around his neck. “My Mortis Charm activated just as the thing’s blade pierced the skin over my heart. It pushed me a hundred strides from the point of danger and sealed me in a casque of Death ether, but it only works once. The thing that killed the poor young woman would have pursued and finished me off, but now I know it didn’t because a bunch of bright-eyed Storm Scions came looking just at the right time.” 
 
    “Well, that sums things up quite nicely,” Vincent said, bemused at Alexei’s brusque explanation and startled by its contents at the same time. 
 
    “Something was able to overpower you and a trained Storm Scion,” Zephyr said. The trio were seated in a loose cluster in front of Archmage Thorn’s elegant desk of red oak. Lux and Abel were there as well, as were the Glacial Twins and Callan. “What was that thing?” 
 
    “It wore a man’s face,” Alexei said. “But it wasn’t a man. It wasn’t human. And it could change the face it wore. I saw it with my own eyes. Oh, and it can also use Tempest magic, of all things, or at the very least give someone the impression it can.” 
 
    “By the Infinite Skies.” Abel inhaled sharply, his face paling. He turned to Archmage Thorn. “If such a Shadowswarm entity exists, then I must send word to my superiors at once, sir.” 
 
    “You must,” Thorn agreed. “But hear what else Father Alexei has to say before you depart, so you can give a fuller report.” 
 
    “Shadowswarm creatures can’t use Tempest magic,” Nella scoffed, reaching forward and flicking her finger against the crown of Alexei’s mask. The Mortis Priest waved her hand away irritably with his single remaining one. 
 
    “I saw what I saw,” he insisted. “And besides, Shadowswarm can use Tempest magic, as long as they’ve seized and subsumed the flesh of a Storm Scion.” 
 
    “He’s right, Nella,” Vincent said. “Remember what happened to Archmage Xanthus?” 
 
    “I do.” Nella sighed and settled back in her chair. “So this creature, Giula’s killer, is some kind of Shadowswarm entity that took control of a Storm Scion’s body?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Alexei growled. “Since the poor girl recognized the face it wore. Master Trevas, I believe, was the name she said before it drove a blade through her heart.” 
 
    “Master Trevas is one of the current instructors at the Tempest School,” Vincent said. “He was one of the Storm Scions who took over from Master Gathras, remember?” 
 
    “I remember,” Zephyr said, frowning worriedly. “We need to check on the Tempest School as soon as we can to see if Master Trevas and the initiates are safe.” 
 
    “You should depart as soon as Father Alexei is done,” Thorn said. “The Tempest School is a remote and secluded place. Its inhabitants rarely emerge, and it isn’t strange for the villagers in the region to go for months without seeing a Storm Scion or an initiate.” 
 
    “What else can you tell us, sir?” Zephyr asked the Mortis Priest. 
 
    “That’s pretty much it, really.” Alexei let his shoulders sag in fatigue. “This creature wearing Trevas’s face called out to Giula with a Tempest magic spell. She landed with me, and scarcely had a greeting passed her lips before she perished. That creature’s good, really good. I’m a fair swordsman myself, but I didn’t last more than a few heartbeats before it cut off my arm.” 
 
    “Does that mean you didn’t have time to cast any of your spells?” Vincent asked, paling visibly. “Is it that fast?” 
 
    “Probably faster than you,” Alexei said, tilting his mask at Zephyr. “Even when you’ve filled your blood and flesh with Tempest ether.” 
 
    “That’s really fast,” Nella said, shaking her head. “What kind of Shadowswarm creature could it be? A twilight fiend?” 
 
    “That’s not impossible, considering that it could have possessed a Storm Scion’s body, and twilight fiends can’t exist outside of the northern wastes without being anchored to human flesh,” Thorn said. The Archmage’s expression darkened. “Or the flesh of a blight titan.” 
 
    “The Shadow Mage that we sensed could very well be the same thing as Giula’s killer,” Vincent said. “Or there could be two twilight fiends running amok.” 
 
    “There are thirteen of the creatures known to humanity,” Biri interjected. “Caruthas destroyed the rest, and according to records penned by Grand Sage Tarkus Avora himself, without the Elemental Anathema, no more of them can be created.” 
 
    “We know that Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella destroyed eight of them before they came to the Frost School,” Tosa continued. “That leaves five. One of them was within the Sky Horror. We can safely assume that the remaining blight titans have a twilight fiend within each of them too.” 
 
    “There is one left unaccounted for,” Vincent said. “Assuming more haven’t been created, since His Excellency’s ancestor could have very well gotten things wrong. Uh, no offense.” 
 
    “No one here will be offended on behalf of Grand Sage Avora, Vincent,” Thorn said, forcing a smile upon his face. “But I still don’t know if this mysterious assassin could be a twilight fiend. Such creatures are usually much less subtle, and they prefer to kill with spells, not steel.” 
 
    “That’s what did this.” Alexei held up the stump of his right arm. Everything halfway down his bicep was gone. “Plain cold steel. No enchantments, nothing. The blade it wielded could have been bought at the Mercantile Bazaar for two or three silver coins.” 
 
    “The spot we found Giula’s body was to the north,” Lux said. “Zeph, I remember you saying something about the drained essence orbs traveling in the same direction. Essence orbs come from corrupt ether that has been purified, right? What if the essence orbs didn’t go to the northern wastes? What if they went to Giula’s killer, and they’re somehow imbuing it with their power?” 
 
    “I don’t know if that happened, but it could have,” Zephyr said, feeling cold sweat roll down the length of his spine. “That is horrifying. If we became so powerful using essence orbs, what could a Shadowswarm entity with the same power accomplish?” 
 
    “Is that even possible? Can Shadowswarm creatures use essence orbs? Can anyone besides us use essence orbs?” Nella asked. 
 
    “Until now, we still don’t know how exactly the Codex of Ascension works,” Vincent said. “We have only the vaguest understanding of the magical mechanism through which it purifies and converts corrupt ether into essence orbs that we use to increase our magical prowess. Only His Excellency would have such information.” 
 
    “There is no guarantee he would,” Thorn said. “Grand Sage Bessun Avora is many generations and centuries removed from his esteemed ancestor, who created the Codex of Ascension. Records and knowledge might have been lost over the passing of eons. Still, he would be the most likely avenue for insight regarding the Codex of Ascension.” 
 
    “Is his Excellency still not back yet?” Lux asked. “I was hoping he would be, because then my uncle would be here too.” 
 
    “Grand Sage Avora did say that he would take several days to contact Master Stalwart and bring him here,” Zephyr said. “He left only yesterday.” 
 
    “I will let you know the moment he returns to the Frost School,” Thorn said, before standing up. “Now, we should check on the Tempest School.” 
 
    “Do you want me to round up the hunting pack and come along?” Callan asked. “We’re supposed to patrol the Boundary Forest’s third quadrant, but I can ask another pack to cover for us.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Heartseeker, but that won’t be necessary, I believe,” Thorn replied, bowing to the senior ranger. “Please give my regards to Druidess Filna.” 
 
    “I will.” Callan nodded, before clasping Alexei on the shoulder with surprising familiarity. “Don’t get yourself killed now, old man. Not after all the trouble we went to save your sorry behind.” 
 
    “I won’t be accompanying them,” Alexei said, jabbing the stump of his right arm at the trio. “I can barely walk, and I can’t cast spells with one hand.” 
 
    “We’ve already made arrangements to regenerate your missing arm and sections of your intestines, Father Alexei,” Tosa said. “The Boundary Mages have agreed to put you on the highest priority, so I believe we should be able to heal you fully within a week.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” Alexei tilted his mask in a way that suggested surprise. “I certainly wasn’t expecting that, not when you have all those rich nobles, royals, and big shots like Xila Brass herself on your waiting list.” 
 
    “Father Alexei, you have defended the Blight Boundary tirelessly for decades against blight creatures, troublemakers, and Shadow Cultists alike,” Thorn said. “This is the least the Frost Guardians and the Boundary Mages could do for you.” 
 
    “Huh.” Alexei cleared his throat, before nodding. “Thank you. Thank you very much.” 
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    Their arrival at the Tempest School didn’t go unnoticed. Master Siravar was at Aethon Landing, accompanied by several other Storm Scions and a cluster of senior initiates. Nostalgia surged within Zephyr’s heart as he landed from his Wind Walk spell and beheld the familiar stone fountain just outside the austere, majestic building that was the Tempest School, but it faded swiftly as he saw the grim expressions on the faces of the gathered mages. 
 
    “An honor, Archmage Thorn,” Siravar said, bowing as the trio, Thorn, the Glacial Twins, and the Storm Scion delegation approached. “Your arrival is most fortuitous. We have many wounded that would not live through the coming night without healing spells. We were just about to bring them to the Frost School with Wind Walk.” 
 
    “We have to complete a sweep of the Tempest School first,” another Storm Scion with a scarred face said. “This is outrageous. The Shadowswarm dare to attack us here, at the heart of the Tempest’s fury!” 
 
    “Shadowswarm entities attacked the Tempest School?” Zephyr asked. “How? They shouldn’t even be able to get past the Ascent of Wind!” 
 
    “One did,” Siravar said. She nodded to the trio, before turning to the other senior Storm Scions. “These three are His Excellency’s guests. They completed studies here under Master Gathras and the late Master Venn.” 
 
    “Where is Master Trevas?” Nella asked. 
 
    “He was slain, as was Master Felgar,” the scarred Storm Scion said gravely. He sighed and clenched his trembling fists. “The forge was ransacked, but there wasn’t anything that a Shadowswarm entity would find valuable there.” 
 
    “Nightsteel!” Vincent cried. “Could Master Felgar still have had a cache of nightsteel remaining in her forge?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t know,” Siravar said, shaking her head. “There are a few serving staff who help her keep the forge tidy, but they have never conducted an inventory of what she kept in there. Nor were they privy to the particulars of her work.” 
 
    She gestured to one of the senior initiates, a lanky young man with brown hair that Zephyr recognized as Ober. “Senior Initiate Ober Frish here mentioned that he’d been running some errands for Master Felgar. Front and center, initiate. Tell our guests what you told us.” 
 
    “Yes, Master Siravar,” Ober said, stepping from the midst of his peers. He nodded to the trio. “Hello, you three. It’s been a while. Anyway, I learned how to cast Wind Walk recently, so Master Felgar had me ferrying packages between the Tempest School and His Excellency’s home. The last one was a long wooden box longer than I am tall. If I hadn’t put it into my mage band, I wouldn’t have been able to transport it.” 
 
    “I’m going to guess you don’t know what was in those packages, right?” Nella asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” Ober shook his head. “All of them were wrapped up in waxed paper or put inside padlocked wooden chests. And besides, do I look like I’d dare to peek into His Excellency’s things?” 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Nella said, a frustrated grunt escaping her lips. “I wish you’d been, though.” 
 
    “I’m wondering if we should pay the Avora Estate a visit, but I doubt he’s there right now. I also don’t think his servants or his relatives would just show us what he received from Master Felgar,” Zephyr mused. “And that’s assuming they know about any of his plans, either.” 
 
    “I think we should just wait for him to come back to the Frost School,” Vincent said, rolling up the sleeves of his robes. “There are wounded who need healing spells? We can cast Crystalline Rejuvenation now, so let us get started.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think that would be wise,” Biri said, placing a forestalling hand on Vincent’s shoulder. “The three of you should refrain from any extended bouts of spell-casting for the rest of the day and maybe all of tomorrow. Archmage Thorn, my brother, and I should be able to manage the wounded Storm Scions.” 
 
    “So only Master Trevas and Master Felgar were killed?” Zephyr asked. “How and when did this happen?” 
 
    “Master Trevas went missing a day ago,” Siravar explained. “I thought he’d gone off to one of the villages to run some errands for the school, but we only just found his remains here, on Aethon Landing, stuffed into the fountain. That was slightly under an hour ago. An hour before that, a Shadowswarm entity wearing his face stormed into Master Felgar’s forge and slew her in plain sight of the initiates attending her glyph inscription class.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s awful,” Vincent muttered. Zephyr patted him on the shoulder. Thanks to Vincent’s work, Master Felgar had been re-inspired to study Tempest glyph inscriptions once again, and she’d been talking about teaching the basics to the Tempest School’s initiates. It seemed that she’d carried out her plan, only to be killed before it could bear any fruit. 
 
    “If this is the same creature that killed Giula and wounded Father Alexei, then it can use Tempest magic, which allowed it to get past the Ascent of Wind,” Zephyr said. 
 
    “It can probably cast Wind Walk, too,” Nella said. “That’s how it got all the way here from the Blight Boundary. Of course, if we’re sure it is indeed the same Shadowswarm entity and not another one who managed to kill Master Trevas and steal his face.” 
 
    “Hold on…” Vincent said. He turned to Siravar. “You said you found Master Trevas’s body? What state was it in?” 
 
    “Mostly intact,” Siravar replied, clenching her jaw in anger. “He’d been killed by a single blade thrust to the heart. Same for Master Felgar. I examined the bodies myself. The creature knows how to use a sword, probably better than I do, and I’m no slouch myself.” 
 
    That’s right. Master Gathras mentioned in Blackstone Keep how Master Siravar is an accredited Sword Master of the Royal Academy on top of being a Storm Scion, Zephyr thought. “I think it’s very likely we’re referring to the same creature. Giula was killed like that too, and Father Alexei, a Mortis Priest, testified about its skill with a sword.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to interrupt, Zeph, but something just occurred to me, and I really have to put it out there for everyone to think about,” Vincent said. “If Master Trevas’s body has been here while the creature was killing people in the Blight Boundary and the Tempest School, doesn’t that mean it doesn’t need to possess a human body? So it’s not a twilight fiend, right?” 
 
    “All we can conclude from that is the possibility that the killer does not need to possess the body of a likeness it has stolen,” Zephyr said, rubbing his jaw. “For all we know, it could very well have a human body under its control while it killed Giula, Master Trevas, and Master Felgar.” 
 
    “It ransacked Master Felgar’s forge,” Nella said. “What was it trying to find?” 
 
    “It didn’t find anything,” Ober spoke up again. “After cutting down the initiates that tried to capture it, the Shadowswarm entity rummaged everywhere in the forge and turned the whole place upside down. I wasn’t there at the time, but some of the wounded initiates said that it left empty handed.” 
 
    “Whatever it was looking for, you might have already delivered to His Excellency’s home,” Vincent said to Ober. 
 
    “The creature fled before I could arrive,” Siravar said. “After stabilizing the wounded as best as I could, I traveled to the northern battlelines and returned with reinforcements.” 
 
    “Speaking of wounded, let us see to yours,” Thorn said, before nodding to Zephyr. “Return to the Frost School and resume your recuperation.” 
 
    “I think that would be for the best, sir,” Zephyr agreed. “We will rest and take on the next blight titan as soon as we can.” 
 
    “In that case, we will suspend lessons in Frost magic for tomorrow too,” Tosa said. “Learning three Frost magic spells in the span of a single morning taxed you more than I’d expected. But then I wasn’t quite expecting you to make so much progress either.” 
 
    “Alright. We’ll leave this to you, sir,” Zephyr said. He nodded to Abel. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I think the delegation should stay and help Master Siravar and the other senior Storm Scions complete the sweep of the Tempest School,” Abel replied. “Once we’re done, we’ll return to the Frost School and keep training so that we can help you take on the blight titans.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in a bit, Zeph,” Lux said, giving him a quick peck on the lips. “Maybe we can have dinner tonight at the Mercantile Bazaar? It’s open until late at night.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” Zephyr agreed. “See you later.” 
 
    The Storm Scions and Frost Guardians made their way toward the Tempest School, leaving the trio on Aethon Landing. Vincent sighed again. His features were stricken with grief. Nella put a comforting arm around his shoulders. 
 
    “You did a lot of work with Master Felgar,” she said. “You must be really sad about her death. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t you feel sad too?” Vincent asked. 
 
    “I do, and so does Zeph, I’m sure,” Nella replied. “Master Felgar helped us sort our equipment out, and she also helped us store all that nightsteel. I liked her. We didn’t know Master Trevas very well, but I’m sure he was a brave and righteous man, since he was a Storm Scion. We’ll find their killers, I promise, and we will have our vengeance.” 
 
    Zephyr sighed and bowed his head. He muttered the Mantra of Peaceful Journeys for Master Trevas and Master Siravar. The teachings of the Wu eschewed notions of vengeance, placing them below ideals of justice and mercy, but he didn’t need to lecture Nella or Vincent right now. 
 
    “Thanks, Nella,” Vincent said. “And thanks, Zeph, for saying those prayers for them. At least we know that the Shadowswarm entity didn’t get its hands on any nightsteel that Master Felgar might have been keeping in her forge.” 
 
    “If she’d been keeping any, it is probably now at Avora’s place,” Nella pointed out, grimacing. “I don’t know just how much better or worse that is.” 
 
    “Didn’t His Excellency say that he didn’t have any left besides whatever was in the Tyrant Compass?” Vincent asked, before a dark look fell over his face. “Oh, wait. That’s right. He might be lying. In fact, he probably is.” 
 
    “I was hoping to ask Archmage Thorn about Frost magic spells that can delve into our past lives,” Zephyr said. “It looks like we won’t be able to do that today.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Nella grabbed both Vincent and Zephyr by their wrists. Her eyes were filled with excitement. “I just remembered something that horrible skull-faced idiot said! The Silent Temple has that Mortis Eye thing, right? Let’s go use it!” 
 
    “Actually, I was the one who brought it up…” Zephyr began, but the ranger had already begun her Wind Walk Spell. 
 
    “Oh yes!” Vincent chimed in, only to have horror dawn in his eyes. “Wait! I think you’re forgetting something, Nella. Doesn’t it take away half of its user’s lifespan?” 
 
    “You believe any nonsense that horrible skull-faced idiot spouts?” Nella asked. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Zephyr said. “You should too, because he’s a Mortis Priest, and he can’t lie, so—” 
 
    And then they were soaring through the heavens, aloft on a ray of cobalt light. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “No,” Father Alexei said. His skull mask glinted menacingly beneath the candlelight illuminating his bedroom. “Get out.” 
 
    “But—” Nella began, only for the Mortis Priest to thrust his single hand out and shove her back across the threshold of his bedroom and out into the hallway. Zephyr and Vincent caught her by the shoulders, preventing her from falling, but before any of the trio could say anything else, Alexei slammed the door shut in their faces. 
 
    “I’m going to beat his teeth in through his stupid mask!” Nella snarled, lifting her foot in readiness to kick the Mortis Priest’s door. Zephyr and Vincent pulled her away before she could do so. 
 
    “Come on, Nella!” Vincent grunted, struggling to keep his arms wrapped around the ranger’s waist. “He’s already refused. Leave him alone.” 
 
    “He didn’t completely refuse us,” Zephyr pointed out. He pulled Nella another step away from the door before releasing his grip on her upper arm. Vincent sighed with relief and let go as well. Zephyr shook his head as Nella began moving toward the door again. “It’s true. Father Alexei just thought we should recover fully and focus on taking care of the blight titans first. And then he got annoyed when you wouldn’t listen to him, Nella.” 
 
    “Ugh!” Nella hissed irritably and clenched her fists. “I know, I know. I’m sorry, you two. I just can’t stand how rude and smug the skull-faced idiot is.” 
 
    “The skull-faced idiot can still hear you!” Alexei’s voice rumbled from behind his bedroom door. “Go away!” 
 
    Nella raised her fist and took a step forward. Zephyr grabbed her firmly by the upper arm and dragged her away, with Vincent doing what little he could to help speed their departure along. 
 
    “When you kicked his door open just now, he was sleeping with his mask on,” Vincent said, after the trio had made it into an open air courtyard past another spatially enchanted doorway. “Does he ever take it off?” 
 
    “He must, of course,” Zephyr said. “How else is he going to eat and drink?” 
 
    “Speaking of eating and drinking, I’m going back to the Mercantile Bazaar,” Nella said. “We’re not supposed to be casting a lot of spells, right? So we can’t even prepare talismans.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Zephyr said, nodding. A talisman contained the power of a pre-cast spell, held in readiness to be unleashed, so preparing one meant casting the spell it was meant to contain. Nella had felt lightheaded after casting Wind Walk to return to the Frost School, so the trio had decided to refrain from using any magic, at least for the rest of the day. 
 
    “Alright. Off to the Mercantile Bazaar, then,” Nella said, shrugging. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I could use a snack,” Vincent said, patting his stomach. “A mug of beer wouldn’t be bad, either. I saw a vendor selling some.” 
 
    “You two go ahead,” Zephyr said. “I’m not hungry, so I’ll wait for Lux to return and then go with her to the Mercantile Bazaar later.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. See you later, Zeph.” Nella punched Zephyr lightly on the shoulder, then turned and began pulling Vincent along. The two of them walked through the doorway and vanished in the flicker of light that signaled the enactment of a spatial enchantment. 
 
    Zephyr walked to a stone bench at the far end of the courtyard, nodding politely to a few awestruck initiates as he passed them, and sat down. The Tempest, Inferno, and Frost ether in his soul sat stolidly in their rightful places, and he knew they would answer his call if he reached for them, but right now, he was content to pull his focus and will away from magic for the time being. 
 
    His thoughts went back to what he’d said to Vincent about the future. Zephyr had said he wouldn’t be a mage, at least not formally. He was wearing the red Knight robes he’d gotten from Blackstone Keep, but he knew he would never be a Phoenix Knight. The wielders of Inferno magic were brave and fierce, but they were sellswords and mercenaries at heart, a path in life that ill-suited Zephyr. 
 
     Neither would he be a Frost Guardian. He respected their scholarly mindset and admired their dedication to healing, but the rigid nature of Frost magic and the mercantile structure of the Frost School weren’t the best fit for him either. 
 
    What about the Storm Scions, then? Zephyr allowed himself to imagine a world in which the Shadowswarm had been fully vanquished. There would be no need for the austere and righteous wielders of Tempest magic, then. The slow and painful decline that had befallen the Storm Scions could then be eased into a complete and restful demise. Lux would be free to live her life with him. 
 
    But that was wishful thinking. The Shadowswarm would never fully die, and the Storm Scions would always be needed, maintaining their valiant vigil on the northern battlelines. Zephyr could see himself amongst their number, despite his earlier words to Vincent, but he knew that if he found himself wearing the blue robes of a Storm Scion for the rest of his life, it would only be because of Lux. 
 
    The future he truly wanted in his heart didn’t lie in magic. It didn’t exclude magic. It just wasn’t built on it. Zephyr looked into himself and found his internal energy humming silently within his body. He’d cultivated it through a lifetime of practicing the martial teachings of the Carefree Sutra, while tempering his thoughts and outlook upon the world with the teachings of the Wu. 
 
    Yet his path was not that of a Wu monk, and his home wasn’t the Wu monastery. He felt a slight pang as he realized that, but he also found comfort in the knowledge that Master Sora and the brothers would always welcome him there as family. 
 
    So what lay ahead in the days to come, then? Zephyr didn’t know why, but he felt that his time fighting alongside Nella and Vincent was coming to an end. Vincent was growing into a well-rounded and highly gifted mage, Codex of Ascension or not, and Nella had come home, to a place and calling where she truly belonged. 
 
    He took a deep breath and began circulating his internal energy through his body in accordance with the Carefree Sutra’s tenets. It was a basic cultivation drill he’d done countless times throughout his life, and it helped him clear his thoughts and find his focus as he turned his ruminations about the future into contemplations about the present. 
 
    The blight titans were imbued with Shadow magic. The iron drones of the Fennean Slave-Masters had been, too. The Tempest School had been attacked not once, but twice now. As far as Zephyr understood, all these were unprecedented phenomena and events, at least before the trio’s emergence. 
 
    No. A better way of describing this all would be to say that everything started after we received the Codex of Ascension from Avora, Zephyr thought.  We used it to destroy so many Shadowswarm entities and defeat so many evil people, and we gathered so much power along the way. But all this power we have is only needed because of threats that have never existed before, threats that appeared only after we did. Did the three of us get the Codex to fight them, or did they emerge for us to fight… and become more powerful in doing so? And if that’s the case, why? 
 
    A clear and obvious answer lay right before him: Avora. The Grand Sage was the one who created the Codex of Ascension, and he was the one who could have feasibly been responsible for all the crises that the trio had to handle and were still handling now. His Codex of Elucidation could interact with the Codex of Ascension, allowing him to place knowledge in and extract information from the trio’s minds. Zephyr wouldn’t be surprised in the least if Avora’s Codex of Elucidation also gave him some measure of control of the Codex of Ascension, and by extension, control over the trio. 
 
    But some things still didn’t add up. Archmage Xanthus had confirmed that Avora hadn’t been the one who attacked him. The Unliving Empress hated Avora, and she wouldn’t have been willing to work with him, nor give him the slightest room to tempt her into colluding with the Shadowswarm. And right now, though no one could attest to the fact that the Grand Sage had been in Blackstone Keep during the emergence of the blight titans, neither did it mean that he was responsible. The spiritual injuries Avora had sustained in the Tempest School had been genuine, unless Master Colea had been completely fooled, which Zephyr didn’t think likely, as she was a skilled and powerful Frost Guardian. If Avora truly hadn’t been able to cast spells during his recovery, then it was very unlikely that he was responsible for the blight titans threatening the Blight Boundary and the rest of the world now. 
 
    And then there was the mysterious Shadow Mage who’d stolen the essence orbs and the Shadowswarm entity that had killed Giula, Master Trevas, and Master Felgar. Avora had been as perplexed as anyone else by their emergence.  
 
    Zephyr was beginning to doubt his own doubts about the Grand Sage. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed to him that circumstances had unfolded in a way that cast suspicion on Avora too clearly and too easily. If the Grand Sage truly were a master manipulator and liar–and he would have been to survive so long as a traitor beneath the scrutiny of people like Father Alexei–then there wouldn’t be so many signs insinuating his treachery. 
 
    That’s right. I already thought about Master Stalwart. Zephyr loosed the breath he’d been holding and went through the finishing motions of his cultivation drill. Dao monks wouldn’t turn a blind eye to such things unless they knew for sure Avora was innocent. 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. The courtyard had emptied out, which meant that the initiates who’d been there were probably returning to their classes or whatever business they had in the Frost School. Zephyr closed his eyes and began another round of his cultivation drills. He’d attained the Fifth Cycle of the Carefree Sutra a while ago, which technically put him at the same level as Master Sora, though the venerable Abbot of the Wu monastery was still his superior in battle by far. 
 
    Of course, Master Sora wouldn’t stand a chance if I started casting spells. Zephyr dismissed the thought. Another adage came to him, then. It wasn’t from the teachings or philosophy of the Wu. Rather, it was a simple saying commonly used by the villagers who lived near the monastery. Easy come, easy go. 
 
    Zephyr hadn’t attained his current magical prowess without any effort. He’d studied many long hours of magical theory, which in turn helped him learn, understand, and cast spells more effectively. He’d also risked his life in battle against thousands upon thousands of Shadowswarm entities and iron drones to earn those essence orbs. Yet, he was aware that he’d gotten to such heights only because of the Codex of Ascension, and if Father Alexei’s hypothesis about the trio’s origins carried any truth, he’d been able to use the Codex of Ascension only because of his inhuman, unnatural soul. Zephyr’s magic had come easily to him, perhaps too easily, and when or if it went, he didn’t doubt that it would go just as easily too. 
 
    And then what would that make him? Some abomination that had cheated to bask in the glory of the Tempest, the Inferno, and the Frost for a few precious moments? 
 
    He took another deep breath, seeking to settle the inner turmoil that had started to brew within him. No, he wasn’t his magic. He was Zephyr of the Wu, a warrior trained by a tradition of wise, compassionate, and righteous monks who protected the weak and the innocent. It didn’t matter what his soul was or where it came from. It didn’t matter that the magic he could now command didn’t truly belong to him. 
 
    All that mattered was that he did the right thing and lived a life that was true to himself.  
 
    Zephyr concluded his second round of cultivation. His internal energy hummed and sang within him, clean and pure. The Sixth Cycle of the Carefree Sutra still lay beyond his reach, but Zephyr was certain that one day, he would grasp it and bring the martial traditions of the Wu monastery to greater heights. 
 
    He looked up into the skies. The sun was already setting. The doorway to the courtyard opened, and Lux stepped through, a bemused smile on her face. 
 
    “I went to the Mercantile Bazaar, where Nella and Vincent have been carousing, and they told me they’d last seen you here,” she said as she approached. “Luckily for me, you still are.” 
 
    “I was just going over some cultivation drills, since we can’t work on learning more spells until we’ve fully recovered,” Zephyr said. “If you hadn’t arrived, I would have gone over some weapon drills as well.” 
 
    “That’s not such a bad idea, actually,” Lux said. “Abel spoke to Master Siravar and the initiates in the forge and asked for more details about Master Felgar’s killer. The initiates said that it didn’t use any magic, but it shrugged off tides of Bolt Invocations as if they were nothing. One of them even took out a Fireball talisman Master Felgar had stashed away beneath one of her desks and tried to use it.” 
 
    “That spell didn’t work either?” Zephyr asked, already knowing the answer even before Lux began to shake her head. “Father Alexei said this creature knew how to use Tempest magic. Did the sweep find anything that supports his claim?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lux grimaced. “Master Siravar and some of the senior Storm Scions blanketed the place with a spell called Lingering Current, which reveals the nature and caster of recent Tempest magic in a specific area. They found two separate casts of Wind Walk by an unidentifiable person, if it was a person at all. Archmage Thorn already knows this, and I suspect he’s going to talk to you about it in the morning.” 
 
    “So this creature can cast at least one spell, but it prefers to kill with a sword,” Zephyr mused. “So that’s what you meant about why it’s not a bad idea to work on some weapon drills. I agree completely. Maybe I should get Vincent and Nella to do the same, too. Nella hasn’t slacked off at all with her bow and axe skills, but Vincent has barely swung a staff or spear since we left the Tempest School.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll pick it all back up again quickly enough,” Lux said. She tapped her mage band and flashed him a mischievous smile. “I still have my sword with me. Up for a little sparring? Maybe you can give me a pointer or two, mighty warrior of the Wu?” 
 
    Zephyr laughed. He reached out, held Lux by the wrist, swept her off her feet with a simple maneuver, and caught her in his arms. She yelped, before bursting out into a giggling fit. 
 
    “Speaking of points, I believe I win this one,” Zephyr said, unable to keep a grin from creeping across his face and a wave of joy from banishing the gloom in his heart. 
 
    Lux unhooked her legs from Zephyr’s arms, planted them on the floor, and then executed a perfect hip throw, hurling his much-taller and heavier frame off his feet and into the air. Lux was a mage, but she’d also been raised by Master Stalwart, one of the greatest warriors in the realm. 
 
    Zephyr twisted his body in midair and landed lightly on his feet. Lux rushed at him, laughter in her eyes, and tried an absurd tackle that would never have worked on anyone. Zephyr chuckled and let her have it, allowing her to bring them both tumbling to the floor. A deft adjustment of the angle of his hips ended the controlled fall with him on top of her. 
 
    “Hey, that’s not fair!” Lux said, pouting. “How did that happen?” 
 
    “Skill,” Zephyr replied, laughing softly. 
 
    “Was it? Or are you right where I want you?” Lux countered, a sly grin forming on her lips. 
 
    “Well, that works out for me too, because I’m right where I want to be,” Zephyr said, before surging to his feet and picking her up with him as well. 
 
    “I was going to suggest we skip dinner, but then I did tell Vincent and Nella we’d be meeting them,” Lux said, sighing and patting his chest. “Don’t want them to wonder what happened to us.” 
 
    “It’s Nella you’re talking about,” Zephyr pointed out. “She wouldn’t bother wondering. She’ll jump straight to conclusions. And Vincent will go along with them.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Lux laughed, covering her mouth as she did so. “For someone raised amidst the most fearsome hunters in the realm, Nella’s surprisingly worldly. You should hear some of the things she talks to me about sometimes. Thanks to her, I learned things about Gabriel I didn’t want to and didn’t ever need to know.” 
 
    “I wonder if Gabriel himself knows about those things too,” Zephyr mused, rubbing his jaw jokingly. “Probably not, in all honesty.” 
 
    “No, probably not,” Lux agreed, before grimacing in mock horror. “Actually, now that I think about it, it actually is pretty terrifying just how little a grown man, who is also the Acting Archmage of the Phoenix Knights, knows about some commonsensical, everyday things.” 
 
    “Nella will teach him, whether he wants to learn or not,” Zephyr said. He nodded to the doorway. “Shall we head out? I could do with some dinner.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s go!” Lux put her arm through his, and together, they walked out of the door, made their way through the Frost School, and emerged once more into the lively, bustling Mercantile Bazaar. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The second Frost Seal was breaking apart. 
 
    Zephyr stood with his friends before the massive sphere of ice. The Storm Scions were there as well, accompanied by Archmage Thorn and the Glacial Twins. The Boundary Mages and Frost Guardians maintaining the Frost Seal exchanged nervous glances as Druidess Filna and Druidess Magda stepped from their midst to deliver their report. 
 
    “Thank you for coming so quickly,” Druidess Filna said to the trio, the lines on her face deep and drawn with fatigue and worry. “I heard from the Masters Finne that you have recovered from your spiritual fatigue.” 
 
    “We have,” Nella confirmed, with a somber nod. “All we needed was a day or so of rest.” 
 
    That’s just about all the time we had, Zephyr thought. After having dinner and strolling around the myriad stores of the Mercantile Bazaar the last night, the trio and Lux had returned to the Frost School an hour before midnight and went promptly to bed. 
 
    The morning had seen the Storm Scions frantically preparing as many Bolt Invocation talismans as they could while Abel and Lux insisted that the trio refrain from helping out. Biri, who’d delivered the luminous parchment to the Frost School’s guest quarters, had agreed, so the trio had taken it upon themselves to ferry snacks and drinks to the Storm Scions as they worked instead. 
 
    Archmage Thorn had then arrived shortly after lunch and summoned the trio to the Frost Seal holding the Devastation Tiger captive.  
 
    Zephyr cleared his throat and returned his focus to the present. 
 
    “Why is that happening?” he asked, pointing at the cobweb of cracks spreading inexorably across the surface of the second Frost Seal. 
 
    “The blight titan within has found a way to leech the Frost ether and Life ether from the spells that make up the Frost Seal,” Druidess Filna explained. “Best to see for yourself.” 
 
    Druidess Magda signaled for one of the Frost Guardians to approach with a simple mirror framed in perpetual ice. She gestured to its silvery surface. Its depths depicted a vast plain covered in sickly black grass. A mountain of twisted gray stone stood in the middle of the plain. Discordant curls of crimson light adorned its craggy surface. 
 
    Movement flickered within the scene, and Zephyr tracked it with his gaze. He saw a six-legged monstrosity that bore only the slightest resemblance to a shadow-wreathed tiger.  
 
    As Zephyr watched, the feline monster pounced onto a deer of white light and brought it low in a flurry of thrashing limbs and flashing claws. When the tiger rose from its eviscerated prey, it carried a sphere of ice in its fanged maw. It then raced toward the mountain and deposited its prize at its foot. 
 
    The sphere sank into the mountain. As its radiance faded from sight, another crack appeared across the surface of the Frost Seal. Zephyr felt a chill run down his spine as he realized that the same scene was playing out repeatedly all around the mountain. Dozens of six-legged monsters hunted across the plain of black grass, slaying deer at will, and soon, they would run out of prey. 
 
    “That mountain is a cocoon, for lack of a better word, that the Devastation Tiger has wrapped itself in,” Vincent surmised, obviously focusing his mage sight on the depths of the mirror. “It’s forcing the magic sustaining the Frost Seal to manifest itself as those deer, and those smaller beasts are avatars of the Devastation Tiger’s hunger. They kill the deer and feed the released Frost ether and Life ether to the blight titan, strengthening it while also weakening its prison at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s exactly it!” Druidess Magda said, blinking in surprise. “It took us at least a half-hour to figure out the conceptual mechanism the blight titan is operating on, but you summed it up before we could even begin to tell you.” 
 
    “When did this change begin to happen?” Thorn asked. “The last time we were here, the Frost Seal was still holding, albeit precariously.” 
 
    “Barely an hour ago,” Druidess Magda said. “I believe the Devastation Tiger was only able to do what it’s doing now after it received the Aberrant Dread of the Sky Horror.” 
 
    “The Aberrant Dread is the manifestation of corrupt Life ether,” Druidess Filna said. “Like any influence born of the blight, it warps flesh and forces it into unnatural growth and permutations. The Devastation Tiger’s newfound ability to sap the strength of the Frost Barrier came from the deeper depths of corruption wrought upon its body.” 
 
    “We’ve summoned aid from the Frost School and the Boundary lodges,” Magda added. “Coteries of Frost Guardians and circles of Boundary Mages should arrive soon enough, but even with all of our collective efforts, we don’t expect to keep the Frost Seal intact for more than a few hours.” 
 
    “Alright, so we don’t have much time.” Nella peered at the mirror, her eyes dancing with electricity. “That mountain looks pretty indestructible.  The dark magic barrier around it is so closely entangled with what appears to be solid stone that we could probably exhaust all our Tempest ether and Inferno ether and not leave more than a few scorch marks.” 
 
    “The blight titan has shored up its defenses and used proxies to enact its will,” Zephyr reasoned. “If we destroy its proxies, it will be forced to lower its guard if it wishes to continue its efforts to break free.” 
 
    “We’ll stay outside to keep any Shadowswarm creatures that might spawn from escaping,” Abel said. He handed over thirty Bolt Invocation talismans to Zephyr. Those were all that the Storm Scions had managed to prepare during the morning. The spell contained in each strip of luminous parchment was paltry in comparison to even the least powerful spell the trio knew, but even a humble Bolt Invocation was capable of stripping a dark magic barrier of moderate strength. 
 
    “Thanks,” Zephyr said, placing them within his mage band. He turned to his friends and met their gaze. Vincent nodded resolutely. Nella grinned and launched into spell-casting. A moment later, her sky-wyrm roared into existence. 
 
    “Let’s get going!” she said as the mighty Tempest beast writhed in the air above her head. 
 
    “We have to be careful not to overstrain ourselves this time,” Vincent said. “If the Aberrant Dread from this blight titan ends up being transferred to the next like what happened with the previous one, the Frost Guardians and Boundary Mages there might not be able to maintain the Frost Seal.” 
 
    “We’ll take the essence orbs we get from the Devastation Tiger and use them to build up our skill in Frost magic, and then we can go to whichever blight titan’s Aberrant Dread increases and add our Crystalline Fortification spells to those already there,” Zephyr decided. “If we build multiple layers of that spell, the collective effect should last for days.” 
 
    “Or better yet, why don’t we just go ahead and kill that one, too?” Nella suggested. “Then there’ll only be one left.” 
 
    “We just might do that, depending on what condition we’re in after dealing with the Devastation Tiger,” Zephyr said. “The sooner we deal with all of the blight titans, the sooner Druidess Filna will be freed of her burden. It’ll also free us to worry about the Shadow Mage and the killer.” 
 
    “Speaking of the Shadow Mage, it’s almost a guarantee that he or she will do the same thing with the essence orbs that we couldn’t get again,” Vincent said. His cloud elemental swirled into existence around him. “And I don’t know how to stop it. I’ll need to know more about how the Codex of Ascendance works first.” 
 
    “An idea just came to me. Could the Shadow Mage have a Codex or something like that as well?” Nella wondered. “Avora says his Codex of Elucidation cannot affect essence orbs, but who knows if he is telling the truth at this point?” 
 
    “We can only deal with one threat at a time,” Zephyr said. “Barely any time passed at all when we were in the Sky Horror’s Dark Possession, but we shouldn’t expect things to be the same. We all know how time works strangely and differently inside Dark Labyrinths.” 
 
    “Yes, I was just thinking of one where it seemed like we’d been in for only an hour, but two entire days had passed when we came out,” Vincent said. “That wasn’t fun at all.” 
 
    “I thought it was.” Nella shook her head and grinned. “We got to miss a written test on magical history. Anyway, we’re wasting time. Let’s—” 
 
    “Nella!” a rough but hearty voice tumbled from beyond the edges of the clearing. Zephyr recognized the voice’s owner as Callan Heartseeker. He turned in its direction, as did his friends, only to be greeted by the sight of fifty rangers emerging from the Boundary Forest, each of them astride a powerfully muscled bird, the smallest of which stood at least a foot taller than he did. 
 
    “Raptors!” Nella cried out in joy and surprise. “I haven’t seen them in forever!” 
 
    Zephyr mirrored Nella’s grin as the mighty flightless birds approached, bearing their riders closer to the trio. He’d read about raptors in Tressville’s library before. They were predatory birds that lived around the Blight Boundary and were highly resistant, if not outright immune, to blight taint. They were also intelligent and amiable enough to be taken as steeds by rangers. Nella herself had mentioned them once or twice, comparing them to horses. The latter were faster and sturdier over long distances, but raptors could make tremendous jumps, and their far-greater agility allowed them to easily maneuver their way through the dense depths of the Boundary Forests. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Nella asked Callan as the senior ranger broke off from the column of cavalry he led and cantered his mount over to the trio. Vincent flinched at the sight of the mighty bird and the magnificent crown of feathers trailing from the top of its skull. 
 
    His behavior garnered an immediate reaction from the raptor. Its fierce eyes snapped their gaze upon him, and a warning keen thrilled from the depths of its wickedly curved beak. Callan tugged sharply on the reins of his steed, jerking its head back to forestall the aggression it was beginning to turn upon Vincent. 
 
    “Sorry, young man. Raptors prey on the wildcats and giant constrictors that live in the Blight Boundary,” the senior ranger said. “You flinching like that probably reminded old Lucy here of how her food usually behaves when it sees her.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Vincent protested weakly. “I thought it was a pretty normal reaction. Who wouldn’t flinch when a big angry bird with huge claws walks up to you? Also, is that bird really named Lucy?” 
 
    “Hello, Lucy!” Nella rushed forward and wrapped her arms around the raptor’s chest. Lucy squawked happily and bumped the smooth underside of her beak against the ranger’s shoulder. 
 
    “I guess that answers both my questions,” Vincent muttered, hiding behind Zephyr. “Does every ranger have a raptor, Master Heartseeker?” 
 
    “No,” Callan replied, giving his steed a hearty and approving thump on the shoulder. “Some rangers just aren’t suitable to ride raptors, and that’s fine. Nella here gets along with most of them just fine, but for some reason, none will accept her as their rider. That’s just how they are. But anyway, Nella, you asked me what I was doing here. Druidess Filna sent out the call to all available hunting packs and circles to assemble here, and it looks as if we were the first to arrive.” 
 
    “Were you on patrol somewhere nearby, sir?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Callan replied. “We’ve been riding out in full force because apparently, there is something besides blight beasts out here these days, something really scary. Also, there haven’t been any blight beasts or even the usual smaller blight titans since these four monstrosities appeared. I digress. You three get what I mean, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I do, sir.” Zephyr nodded, frowning. If there’s Shadow Mage and a mysterious Shadowswarm entity at large here, there could be Shadow Cultists around too. 
 
    As if she’d been reading his thoughts, Nella turned away from Lucy and to Zephyr and Vincent. 
 
    “The killer’s probably nearby, waiting to strike again,” she said. “Either that, or it’s gone to Avora’s place to get whatever Felgar has sent there.” 
 
    “We’ll carry on as we discussed,” Zephyr said. Abel had joined the trio briefly last night to report that a contingent of Storm Scions had paid a visit to the Avora Estate, but they’d found nothing amiss there, apart from the Grand Sage’s absence. The trio had then decided to question Avora about Master Felgar’s deliveries when he returned to the Frost School. 
 
    “This killer of yours can’t beat an entire hunting pack,” Callan said, patting the unstrung bow hitched to his saddle. “I know you three are supposedly the most powerful mages to have ever existed, but you can still count on us to watch your back.” 
 
    Zephyr’s gaze drifted from the senior ranger’s bow to the long spear hitched on the other side of his saddle. Its head carried a Frost glyph. 
 
    “Hey, isn’t that the glyph we saw in the Buried Forge?” he asked Vincent.  “That makes that weapon a Frostbite Spear, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re right, Zeph. It does,” Vincent confirmed. He conjured a codex display and swept it over the rest of the hunting pack. “Wow, it looks like all the other rangers have the same weapons too.” 
 
    “You said you were going to watch our back, sir, but I actually have a better idea,” Zephyr said to Callan. He pointed at the mirror that Magda’s Frost Guardian comrade had set down by now and explained what the Devastation Tiger was doing within its prison and what the trio needed to accomplish to defeat it. 
 
    “Ah, I see. You could use help with a hunt,” Callan said. A savage grin appeared in the midst of his thick beard. “There are few things we do better.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this, Master Heartseeker?” Vincent asked, peeking out from behind Zephyr. “The smallest of those weird tigers will be at least thrice the size of your mount.” 
 
    “We have brought down larger prey,” Callan replied. He shared a grin with Nella. “The beasts doing the Devastation Tiger’s work can hardly compare in size to some of the blight titans my pack has slain.” 
 
    “I see. The thing inside the Frost Seal is an obvious mockery of Ostar’s Aspect as the Primal Hunter,” Vincent said, reaching for his amulet of the Beast God through the collar of his robes. “I suppose it is fitting that we have the greatest hunters of the realm helping us take care of the Devastation Tiger.” 
 
    “Once the lesser creatures have all been killed, you and your hunting pack must withdraw from the Frost Seal, sir,” Zephyr said. “Leave the blight titan to us.” 
 
    “Yeah, we will.” Callan grimaced. “I know just how powerful one of those things is. They broke through eight Defensive Rings, after all. Each Ring was guarded by a hunting pack and a circle of Boundary Mages. Not many who stood in their way survived. If we could have killed them ourselves, we’d have done so already.” 
 
    “The Crystalline Lens tells us that there are sixty of the lesser blight beasts,” Druidess Magda said. She’d been listening in on the exchange between the trio and Callan. “Even assuming each of them only has a single vital node, you hardly have enough Frost Bite spears to kill them all.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re taking them with us,” Callan said, gesturing to the Frost Guardians who’d been maintaining the Frost Seal. There were nine of the white-robed mages, including the one holding the mirror Zephyr now knew was called the Crystalline Lens. “We’d have to, in any case, since we need mages who can cast Crystalline Scan with us if we want to have any hope of success.” 
 
    “All of us can cast Crystalline Cauterization as well,” a Frost Guardian said, his eyes heavy with grim resolve. “You won’t have trouble killing blight beasts just because you run out of spears.” 
 
    “Thank you, wielder of the Frost,” Callan said, bowing in his saddle. “Please come with me. I’ll disperse you and your fellow mages amongst the hunting pack.” 
 
    “We’ll be killing the ugly cats too,” Nella reminded the senior ranger. “Let’s see who kills more, me versus the entire hunting pack. The loser pays for a round of drinks.” 
 
    “Ha! It’s a very lopsided wager, but I’ll take it!” Callan laughed as he turned his steed around and began leading the Frost Guardians to the other rangers. 
 
    Zephyr nodded to Lux, who’d been standing with her Storm Scion peers. She returned the gesture and added a smile to it, before taking to the skies upon her Soaring Breeze spell. The other Storm Scions followed, twelve robed silhouettes—minus Giula—wreathed in cobalt blue light. They gathered around the entrance to the Frost Seal’s interior, a spot on its spherical surface nearly thirty feet from the ground, and began chanting in unison. Overlapping webs of crackling lightning appeared before the outstretched hands of the Storm Scions and fell over the entrance, covering it entirely. 
 
    Shadow-bane conjurations, Zephyr thought, recognizing their spells. Stacked like this, only a Shadowswarm entity as strong as a night prince would have any hope of breaking through. 
 
    Vincent took out his Ether Conduits and began conjuring a small fleet of cloud elementals. He would need them to carry Callan’s hunting pack through the entrance. 
 
    Zephyr retrieved Lethal Swiftness from his mage band. Growing up amongst Wu monks, he’d never hunted before in his entire life. Neither had he even helped the villagers living around the monastery deal with vermin or pests. As a child, he remembered Master Sora and some of the brothers trapping a grizzly bear that had wandered too close to a village before setting it free in the mountains nearly ten miles away. 
 
    This isn’t the same, he thought. Those things aren’t animals. 
 
    Nella grabbed one of her sky-wyrm’s legs and allowed it to pull her onto its back. Her bow flashed into her grasp, while a fire-and-lightning-laced arrow appeared in her other hand. A savage smile spread across her face. 
 
    “Time to hunt,” she said. 
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    The stench of decay filled Zephyr’s nostrils as he emerged into the skies over the plain of black grass. Nella was close behind, her sky-wyrm stretching its sinuous bulk across the fetid air. Vincent emerged next, at the head of a contingent of cloud elementals, each of the Tempest creatures carrying several raptors and their riders upon its back. There were nine Frost Guardians in their midst, each of them sharing a saddle with a ranger. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Callan said, raising his bow which he’d strung a few moments ago. The senior ranger already had an arrow nocked, though he hadn’t drawn it yet. 
 
    “I’m landing right away,” Vincent announced. He began descending to the plain, with his cloud elementals and the rangers in tow. Zephyr followed closely, his blade held at the ready. Nella covered the descent from the skies, her bow ready to unleash lightning and fire upon any blight beast that got too close. 
 
    The ranger didn’t have too long to wait. The contingent of cloud elementals was still twenty feet above the ground when eight misshapen tigers bounded from the grass, bubbling sickly green drool falling from the corners of their diseased maws. Up close and in the flesh, they were far larger than Zephyr had thought they’d be. The smallest of the creatures was at least ten times the size of a full-grown ox. Thick, heavy muscle corded their malformed limbs and strange, twisted torsos. Their eyes were empty pits of darkness, the telltale sign of Shadow magic corruption. 
 
    “Our arrows are skyforged,” Callan said. “After hearing about what happened at the Tempest School and how Archmage Xanthus died, Druidess Filna commissioned a large batch of skyforged weapons. King Vance was more than happy to help fill the order.” 
 
    That’s right. The King gives them a lot of money and resources, Zephyr thought, recalling the still-hefty bag of gold coins Nella had. The Boundary Mages and rangers enjoyed the favor of the authorities far more than the Storm Scions did. After all, blight beasts were tangible creatures of flesh and blood, no matter how warped and diseased they might be. In contrast, Shadowswarm were ephemeral entities that dwelled far to the north, while Blackguards and Shadow Cultists lurked in rumors and nightmares. 
 
    “Those arrows will pierce the blight beasts’ flesh, then,” Zephyr called out to Callan. “But how can they do any actual harm to monsters that are so large?” 
 
    “The skyforging gets the arrows into their flesh, and the banesap we collect from certain trees in the Boundary Forest eats away at their nerves and slows them down over time,” the senior ranger explained. “It also causes them quite a lot of pain. When they’re so slow they’re barely moving, we find their vital nodes and finish them off.” 
 
    “I see,” Zephyr said, shaking his head as they continued their descent toward the ring of monsters awaiting them with maws poised ravenously open. “That sounds extremely dangerous.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. We know what we’re doing,” Callan said. Fire and lightning arrows shot down from the skies, streaking past the cloud elementals. They punched into the faces of three tigers, ripping away the dark magic shrouding their flesh and setting their heads ablaze. The senior ranger glanced upward, his face filled with pride. “And so does she, it seems.” 
 
    The stricken blight beasts howled and pawed at their burning faces. Callan barked an order, and as one his rangers drew their bows and unleashed a rain of arrows. Skyforged steel hammered home into malformed flesh, and as Zephyr watched, one of the blight beasts staggered and reeled drunkenly, before smashing its head into the foul, grass-choked dirt at its feet. The others backed away, their shoulders and backs bristling with arrows, before turning tail and fleeing, evidently preferring easier prey in the form of the glowing deer. 
 
    The cloud elementals were now low enough for the rangers and their mounts to hop off, so they did, and a dozen furious raptors fell upon the incapacitated blight beast and began ripping away at it with their talons. Ichor and chunks of unnatural flesh flew into the air as the predatory birds dismantled their prey. 
 
    Zephyr leveled Lethal Swiftness at a tiger charging toward a group of rangers and cast Storm Invocation. A bolt of lightning hammered from the tip of his blade and struck the blight beast in the back. Shadows scattered beneath the impact of the Tempest magic spell, and the tiger convulsed, its nerves wracked by lightning.  
 
    Zephyr thrust his left hand out and followed up with a double cast of Fireball. Twin flaming spheres burst from the surface of his palm, fell upon the blight beast, and set it on fire. But before Zephyr could cast Crystalline Scan to find out where its vital nodes were, the monster yowled in agony and fled, its burning body setting every strand of black grass it touched ablaze. 
 
    I should cast Crystalline Scan first, and then hit the vital nodes with Tempest magic spells and Inferno magic spells after, he thought, turning his attention to his next target. The casting words came to his lips, as he brought the mental processes necessary to cast Crystalline Scan to the forefront of his consciousness, but before he could unleash the spell, one of the Frost Guardians accompanying the rangers thrust her hands out and sent a wave of white light pulsing from her palms. 
 
    The Frost Guardian’s spell fell over one of the blight beasts. Two spots on its body—one deep within its torso and the other two feet from the base of its spine—began to glow with the same soft, white radiance that had emanated from her hands. 
 
    Those are the vital nodes! Zephyr abandoned his own Crystalline Scan spell and dived down toward the exposed monster. He plunged Lethal Swiftness into its back. The lightning coursing down the length of his blade scattered the shadows shrouding the blight beast’s back, while the flames brimming upon its edge burned and tore the diseased flesh it cut into apart. It took a mere heartbeat for Zephyr to hack and burn his way to the monster’s vital node, and when he did, he reduced that to ash as well with a sweep of his blade. 
 
    Tendrils of regrowing flesh sprouted nearly immediately from the remains of the vital node. He cast Crystalline Cauterization and swept a beam of white light over them. The Frost magic spell’s effects immediately stopped the meat, bone, and nerve tissue he’d devastated from regenerating. 
 
    The monster reared briefly upon its hind legs, but with the lower half of its spine burnt to a crisp, its rear limbs buckled at the knee joints and thumped nervelessly down upon the dirt. Zephyr cast Lightning Step, flashing to the blight beast’s head. Lethal Swiftness sliced into the back of its neck. The enchanted blade unleashed its might again as it cleaved cleanly through the monster’s flesh and bone. The blight beast’s head toppled from its shoulders, but tendrils of regenerating flesh immediately began to writhe and roil across the still-burning surface of the stump of its neck. 
 
    Four raptors wove their way through the flailing claws of the fallen monster and began tearing into its body. Zephyr dodged away from the cascade of erupting meat and viscera. One of the rangers astride the raptors held a Frostbite Spear in his hands. He gave Zephyr a thumbs-up gesture. 
 
    “We’ll finish this one!” the ranger said. “Go help the others! I think your little friend and Nella have the right idea!” 
 
    Zephyr nodded and rose into the air again. He turned to where he’d seen Vincent and Nella last and spotted the latter still high up in the sky, dropping fiery and electrical snares in a circle around the rangers that halted any blight beast that approached in its tracks. 
 
    Vincent had his Storm and Flame Hammers manifested over his Ether Conduits. Tongues of flame and lightning danced from the hammers to wreath the arrowheads launched by the rangers and the talons and beaks of the raptors in Tempest and Inferno magic.  
 
    A raptor with its natural weapons thus enchanted carved a burning furrow through the flank of a snared blight beast, spilling its fetid viscera into the grass. The ranger on its back shot a pair of flaming arrows into the wound and blasted a man-sized crater in the monster’s body, exposing the vital node that had been revealed by a Frost Guardian’s spell. 
 
    Another ranger hurled a Frostbite Spear into the clump of twisted meat. The vital node turned gray and withered beneath the touch of the enchanted steel. The same thing happened to the flesh and bone surrounding it. The blight beast bleated in hopeless agony, before falling upon its side. Three raptors dove upon its face and began ripping it apart to get at the vital node within its skull. 
 
    Vincent and Nella are helping the rangers catch and kill the blight beasts instead of attacking the monsters themselves, Zephyr thought. So much for Nella’s challenge, I guess, but that’s good thinking on their part. We’ll end up expending a lot less ether this way. 
 
    He rose higher into the sky and saw that all the blight beasts that had approached the descending rangers were dead, being taken apart and finished off, or fleeing.  
 
    Nella placed a Crystalline Scan spell on one of her fiery arrows and darted it into the hind leg of a withdrawing blight beast. Maimed in mid-sprint, it tumbled and rolled head-over-heels through the black grass. White light washed over it, revealing the vital nodes in its torso. 
 
    Ululating war cries rose from a quartet of rangers as they spurred their mounts from the crumbling remains of their most recent prey into a charge upon the fallen monster. The blight beast rose to its haunches and swiped at the foremost ranger. 
 
    Zephyr cast Lightning Step and flashed into the empty space between the monster’s claws and its intended target. Lethal Swiftness sang out, severing the blight beast’s limb just above the elbow joint and sending it tumbling through the air. His next stroke brought in a Blade Beam spell that sliced the malformed tiger in half from crown to crotch. 
 
    The ranger Zephyr had protected hurled his Frostbite Spear at a vital node that was now visible amidst the writhing tendrils of regrowth sprouting from the severed halves of the blight beast. The spear struck home, rendering the node lifeless. Zephyr thrust Lethal Swiftness through the other node, withdrew his blade from the ruptured fleshy mass, and cast Crystalline Cauterization over it, permanently killing the blight beast. 
 
    My spell variants are better suited to combat than to supporting and controlling the monsters, he thought, rising into the air as he returned the grateful salute the ranger cast his way. I’ll let Callan’s hunting pack do their work, while I intervene whenever things get too dangerous for any of them. 
 
    Vincent refreshed the enchantments upon the rangers’ arrowheads and the raptors’ weapons once more, before rising higher into the skies to get a better vantage point.  
 
    In contrast, Nella swept down, her sky-wyrm streaking above a pair of blight beasts that were converging upon one of the glowing deer. The mighty Tempest beast raked its fire-wreathed claws over the backs of the monsters, ripping their flesh open and setting their bodies ablaze. Lightning snares settled in over their bodies, forcing them to the ground as convulsing heaps and allowing the deer to run free. 
 
    A band of rangers led by Callan himself charged the trapped blight beasts. They darted arrows into the creatures’ flesh as they approached, while the Frost Guardian with them revealed the monsters’ vital nodes with a deft cast of Crystalline Scan. 
 
    “There aren’t many Frost Seal incarnations left!” Vincent called from above, magnifying the volume of his voice with Tempest magic. “If the blight beasts kill them all, the Frost Seal will dissolve, and the Devastation Tiger will break free into the Boundary Forest! We can’t let that happen!” 
 
    “Go protect the deer, Nella!” Zephyr cried. “I’ll keep covering for the rangers!” 
 
    “Got it!” Nella replied, altering the angle of her sky-wyrm’s flight so that it soared toward a quartet of blight beasts that were hot on the heels of a herd of deer. She dropped lightning snares upon the monsters, before swooping away. Mounted rangers followed up with their singing bows and Frostbite Spears to finish the trapped blight beasts off. 
 
    If we keep this up, we’ll win without anyone getting hurt, Zephyr thought as he bashed a diseased feline maw away with a Lightning Shield before it could close upon a ranger that had been knocked off her mount. He beheaded the blight beast with a quick Blade Beam spell, before turning around to help the hapless warrior to her feet. 
 
    “Thanks,” the ranger said, vaulting back into the saddle of her raptor, who’d trotted back to retrieve her. “This is going well.” 
 
    “It is,” Zephyr agreed, before casting Lightning Step and flashing to spot in the air above a blight beast’s head. The creature had been swiping at a pair of mounted rangers, narrowly missing each time. He stabbed it through the skull and cooked its brains before it could land a hit, and then he flew away as it collapsed. The rangers whooped in triumph and urged their mounts to begin ripping the monster into shreds. 
 
    Zephyr couldn’t help but marvel at the skill and efficiency of Callan’s warriors as they hounded and brought down one blight beast after another. If the trio hadn’t been there to help, the rangers would have suffered many deaths and they likely wouldn’t have been able to prevent all the deer from getting caught and killed, but Zephyr didn’t doubt that they would have eliminated all the blight beasts in the end. 
 
    Eventually, the last malformed tiger fell, torn apart by Inferno-enchanted arrows. A Frost Guardian seated behind a ranger destroyed the monster’s vital nodes with Crystalline Cauterization spells, and a collective roar of triumph arose from the rangers. Nella joined in as well, raising her fist alongside her kin, though she sat high in the skies above them. 
 
    Vincent descended, his face pale with anxiety and dread, and Zephyr understood why. A short distance away, the mountain of twisted rock had begun to shudder. Cracks appeared across its surface. An unhinged whine of anger filled the air. 
 
    With its proxies slain and its attempt to break free from its prison thwarted, the Devastation Tiger was emerging. Zephyr swept his mage sight over the remains of the slain blight beasts. They were putrefying at an astonishing rate, falling apart into pools of bubbling bile and pus as he watched. But the disturbing sight was the least worrying part of the unnatural decay. Far more worrying was the pools of shadow gathering beneath the corpse of each of the monsters. 
 
    “Callan! You and your warriors have to withdraw now,” Zephyr called to the senior ranger, who was twenty feet or so below him. “Shadowswarm entities are going to appear in numbers you cannot hope to prevail against.” 
 
    “I understand. We’ll support the Storm Scions from the outside,” Callan replied. He pursed his lips and loosed a piercing whistle. His warriors converged upon his position, even as Vincent called to his cloud elementals and instructed the Tempest creatures to pick the rangers up. 
 
    It didn’t take very long before all the rangers and Frost Guardians were drifting toward the entrance of the Frost Seal. Nella waved to Callan as the senior ranger passed her. 
 
    “I owe all of you drinks!” she cried exuberantly. 
 
    “And all of us are going to collect, thanks to the three of you,” Callan replied. “That was a good hunt, Nella, and there will be many more to come!” 
 
    Cheers arose from the rangers. The Frost Guardians applauded as well. Nella beamed as they disappeared through the entrance. 
 
    “I’ll set them down on the ground outside before dismissing those cloud elementals,” Vincent said, descending to Zephyr’s side.  “All in all, I think that went really well. Nobody died, and we managed to save most of the deer.” 
 
    “It definitely did,” Zephyr agreed. He nodded to Nella as she flew over upon her sky-wyrm. “Your kin are formidable warriors. I grew up listening to stories about the exploits of the Boundary rangers, but seeing them in action is truly awe-inspiring.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zeph. I’ll  be sure to pass your comments on to Callan later,” Nella said, her eyes gleaming with pride. “But I bet we impressed him too.” 
 
    “I think he’s very proud of you, Nella,” Vincent said. “They all are. I can see it.” 
 
    Nella’s smile widened, but before she could say anything, winged shapes emerged from the pools of shadows beneath the slain blight beasts and swarmed toward the entrance of the Frost Seal, completely ignoring the trio like before. 
 
     Zephyr frowned at the sight. The Shadowswarm entities appearing now were similar to the ones that manifested from the Sky Horror’s blood. He’d expected a different type of nightmarish monstrosity, as Dark Labyrinths—and by logical extension, Dark Possessions—were as different from each other as the Blackguards from which they spawned, as were their inhabitants. 
 
    It makes sense for the Sky Horror to produce winged Shadowswarm creatures, he thought. That means that the ones coming from the Devastation Tiger should resemble it in some way, but they don’t. 
 
    “That’s strange,” Vincent commented, obviously thinking the same thing as well. He conjured a codex display and angled it over a winged Shadowswarm creature rushing toward the entrance. 
 
      
 
    Shadowswarm Entity 
 
    Night Gaunt 
 
    Category: Intermediate-common 
 
    Weaknesses: Tempest magic (severe) 
 
    Essence Orbs: 15 
 
      
 
    “It’s the exact same type of Shadowswarm creature that appeared when we fought the Sky Horror,” he said. “Night princes don’t vary, but that’s because they’re so powerful and self-aware, but these only belong to the intermediate-common category. They should have some sort of thematic or unique connection to the Devastation Tiger, but they don’t.” 
 
    “Maybe they have some sort of thematic or unique connection to whoever was responsible for these blight titans,” Nella said. “Because they didn’t appear out of nowhere. Someone or something created them. That Shadow Mage we’re worried about… maybe it’s not a mage after all. Maybe it’s not a person.” 
 
    “It could be a twilight fiend, possibly the most powerful one, going by what we’ve seen so far,” Zephyr said. He looked up at the entrance to the Frost Seal. The night gaunts were disappearing through it. He could only hope that Abel, Lux, and the other Storm Scions would be able to hold them back until the trio could defeat the Devastation Tiger and destroy the Dark Possession within its body. 
 
    The mountain shuddered a final time. And then it exploded, sending massive chunks of rock flying everywhere. Vincent raised his Cosmos Bastion, shielding the trio from the hurtling stone that cascaded upon them. Dust filled the air, doing little to lessen the fetid, decaying stench that hung heavily over its false breezes. 
 
    A massive feline silhouette as large as the Sky Horror had been was now visible amidst the shower of debris and the lingering clouds of pulverized earth. The madness-laced whine that had been keening through the skies grew in intensity, before finally turning into a malevolent hiss. 
 
    “Did I ever tell you I used to like cats?” Vincent said, licking his lips nervously. “Well, I definitely don’t, now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A fetid breeze dispersed the billowing clouds of dust, revealing the Devastation Tiger’s twinned faces. The array of arachnid limbs sprouting from its back clawed at the skies. It glared at the trio. 
 
    And then it pounced, its massive bulk moving as quickly as a howling gale. 
 
    Zephyr grabbed Vincent and darted backward and higher into the skies. The cloud elemental Vincent had been perched upon burst apart into a scattering shower of sparks around the tip of the barbed scorpion tail extending from the base of the Devastation Tiger’s spine. Nella’s sky-wyrm recoiled from the glancing swipe it had taken from the blight titan’s arachnid limbs. 
 
    Tendrils of lightning and fire swarmed from Nella’s eyes and wove a binding net around the Devastation Tiger’s hind legs. She roared with fury and effort as her eyebite appendages tightened their grasp on the monster’s diseased flesh, killing the momentum of its skyward leap. 
 
    The Devastation Tiger’s tail darted out again, this time driving its tip toward Nella’s chest. Her sky-wyrm coiled its body around to intercept the blow. Venomous barbs sank into Tempest-wrought flesh. The sky-wyrm roared in pain and dissipated into motes of cobalt light, leaving its rider adrift in midair. 
 
    Zephyr cast Lightning Step and flashed to Nella’s side. He caught her by the waist with his free arm and cast Lightning Step once more, escaping the sweeping arc of the blight beast’s arachnid limbs. The Devastation Tiger yowled in frustration as it began its tumble back toward the ground. The muscles of its hind legs bulged as they burst free of Nella’s eyebites, and the blight beast, standing nearly as tall as the Tempest School itself, executed a deft and perfect landing on all four of its feet. 
 
    It’s fast! Really fast! Zephyr thought. Vincent hadn’t even begun to register the massive monster’s movements, and Nella had only managed a haphazard, off-balance retaliation. If Zephyr’s Tempest-heightened reflexes had been a hair slower, the Devastation Tiger would have slain both of his friends with its opening moves. 
 
    “What… what just happened?” Vincent asked, blinking in surprise. “I didn’t even see it move!” 
 
    “I could barely follow it with my eyes.” Nella shook her head. “We need to slow it down, or we won’t stand a chance!” 
 
    “I can keep up with it, but only just,” Zephyr said, depositing his friends on the cloud elemental Vincent had re-summoned. “Stay up here, out of its reach. I’ll draw its attention so that Nella can hit it with her Crystalline Rejuvenation spell variant.” 
 
    “Right. I remember that one.” Nella let the lightning and fire in her eyes recede slightly. Flakes of ice began to crystallize in the air before her cheeks. “Slowing wards should do the trick. That’s how we got the upper hand on the Unliving Empress. But you saw what happened to my eyebite spells. My slowing wards won’t last very long.” 
 
    “It should last long enough for me to blast its legs off,” Vincent said, raising his elemental hammers and summoning an array of lightning and flame swords above him. 
 
    The Devastation Tiger prowled the plain of black grass beneath the trio, even as tides of night gaunts swarmed the entrance of the Frost Seal. Zephyr tightened his grip on Lethal Swiftness as the blight titan glared up at him and his friends. Malevolence and cunning blazed in both pairs of its eyes, and a weird, clicking sound rolled from its maws. 
 
    It’s… snickering at us, Zephyr realized. This blight titan isn’t like the Sky Horror. It’s much stronger, faster, and smarter. It inherited the Sky Horror’s Aberrant Dread. Did that increase its power? 
 
    It didn’t matter. Lux and the other Storm Scions wouldn’t be able to hold back the Shadowswarm forever. The trio had to make their move. 
 
    “Hold on,” Nella said, just as Zephyr was about to descend and engage the Devastation Tiger in a near-literal game of cat-and-mouse. “It’s doing something strange.” 
 
    The blight titan sat down on its haunches, with both of its faces held skyward. The shadows wreathing its flesh roiled and writhed, before expanding into a miasma of darkness that enveloped its massive bulk. Before the trio could react, the cloud of shadow in which the Devastation Tiger had immersed itself shrank rapidly, receding to a sphere of black light only twice as wide as Zephyr was tall. 
 
    And then the blight titan was gone. 
 
    “It’s withdrawn itself into its Dark Possession!” Vincent cried out in alarm. He conjured a codex display and angled it over the shadowy sphere. 
 
      
 
    Dark Possession: Dusk Hunt 
 
    Perpetual Phase 
 
    Blackguard: Twilight Fiend Rusalotar of the Fourth Night 
 
    Shadowswarm Entities 
 
    Eclipsing Devourers: greater-uncommon (120 essence orbs) 
 
    The Stalker: intermediate-sublime (700 essence orbs) 
 
      
 
    “There are only two kinds of Shadowswarm entities in this Dark Possession,” Zephyr commented quietly. “Yet there is no doubt the battle within will be more hard fought than what we faced in the Violation of Skies.” 
 
    “Why did the Devastation Tiger simply expose its Dark Possession without putting up a fight?” Nella wondered. “We had to literally tear the Sky Horror apart, remember?” 
 
    “Up here, it can’t reach us, and we won’t have much luck striking it down from afar, given how fast it is and how much space it has here to maneuver with,” Zephyr said. He pointed at the Dark Possession with his sword. “Still, if we’d been able to keep throwing spells at the Devastation Tiger, we might eventually have scored a lucky enough hit to slow it down. We would then be able to follow up on that to finish the blight titan off. The Devastation Tiger knows that. It also knows that we cannot destroy a Dark Possession from the outside. If we want to win, we’ll have to enter the Dark Possession and overcome its inhabitants.” 
 
    “The Devastation Tiger is inviting us in, so I guess it’s quite confident we won’t be able to win there,” Vincent pointed out. He dismissed the blades floating above his shoulders and reabsorbed the Tempest ether and Inferno ether he’d poured into their forging. “But then again, we were planning to attack its Dark Possession anyway, so in a sense, it’s just made things easier for us.” 
 
    “This is a mistake it’s going to regret,” Nella said, pounding her fist into her palm. “Let’s go.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trio emerged in midair, with Zephyr aloft on his Soaring Breeze spell while Nella and Vincent perched upon the latter’s cloud elemental. They found themselves hovering over a thick black-leafed tree canopy that stretched across the horizon as far as the eye could see. The false skies were violet in hue, though they carried a tint of blue from the cold radiance shed by a moon shaped like a horned skull. 
 
    “Remember all those strange skull fruit we saw in the last Dark Possession?” Vincent asked. He pointed skyward. “They all looked like that moon, though there are a few slight differences.” 
 
    “Differences? Where?” Nella peered at the skull illuminating the unnatural heavens. “I don’t see any?” 
 
    “There are some,” Zephyr said. “I didn’t notice any until Vincent pointed that out, but the moon-skull’s jaw is thicker, I think.” 
 
    “The eye sockets are also smaller, and there is a slight circular indent on the crown which wasn’t present on the skull fruit we saw earlier,” Vincent added. 
 
    “Alright.” Nella nodded. “You two have a better eye for the small details than I do. Do you think the difference means anything?” 
 
    “The skulls we saw in the Violation of Skies were likenesses of its Blackguard,” Zephyr said. He nodded at the moon. “This skull is probably representative of this Dark Possession’s Blackguard as well.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what the evil filth looks like. Let’s go find it and kill it,” Nella said, before jabbing her thumb at the tree canopy below. “That’s thicker than even the densest parts of the Boundary Forest. I think it might be a jungle. Druidess Filna told me about them, and I think I remember reading some short passages in the Tempest School that described jungles in the southwestern peninsulas, but I’ve never been in one.” 
 
    “You did read those passages,” Vincent confirmed. “It was for our General Knowledge class. You even delivered an excellent final presentation for it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was the one!” A brief smile flashed over Nella’s face. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that down there, the trees are so tightly packed together that walking through them will be very difficult. We might even lose sight of each other too.” 
 
    “We could consider just flying to the Blackguard,” Vincent said. “Those passages you read also mentioned how jungles were full of centipedes, poisonous snakes, and flesh-eating flies!” 
 
    “I don’t remember reading about any flesh-eating flies,” Nella said, scratching the back of her head. “Do you, Zeph?” 
 
    “I don’t, either. Anyway, this is a Dark Possession, Vincent,” Zephyr said. “Its only inhabitants are the Shadowswarm entities identified by our codex displays. I don’t think you’ll need to worry about being bitten by a snake or a centipede.” 
 
     “Where did you get the idea of flesh-eating flies from?” Nella rounded on Vincent. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Vincent shrugged. “It could just be that…” 
 
    “…buzzing noise in the air that has been getting louder and louder since we got here?” Zephyr interjected, only now noticing the rising clamor of countless insectile wings. He didn’t need to look far to spot its source: an immense swarm of black-winged flies, each of them the size of a hunting hound, converging upon the trio. 
 
    He raised a mighty shadow-bane conjuration with a thought, wrapping himself and his friends in a sphere of crackling cobalt-hued lightning. Vincent and Nella did the same, overlapping their Tempest magic barriers over his. 
 
    “Those would be the eclipsing devourers,” Vincent said, glancing at the codex display he’d just conjured. 
 
      
 
    Shadowswarm Entity 
 
    Eclipsing Devourer 
 
    Category: Greater-uncommon 
 
    Weaknesses: Tempest magic (major) 
 
    Essence Orbs: 70 
 
    Warning: Tempest Dissolution upon death 
 
      
 
    “Wait. What does that mean?” Nella pointed to the last line of the codex display. “What’s a Tempest Dissolution? I’ve never seen anything like that before.” 
 
    The first fly crashed into the trio’s shadow-bane conjurations. The Tempest-wrought barrier burned the monster’s flesh away and reduced its entire body to motes of drifting darkness, but Zephyr felt something odd happen as it died. 
 
    “What was that?” Vincent asked, evidently noticing it too. He squinted at the inner surface of overlapping shadow-bane conjurations, before he flinched in alarm. “That Shadowswarm creature drained some of my Tempest ether reserves when it disintegrated!” 
 
    “It did the same to mine too!” Nella cried, before grunting as a hail of buzzing insectile bodies crashed into the sphere of cobalt light and burned away into nothingness upon impact. 
 
    “I think that’s what Tempest Dissolution means,” Zephyr said, refreshing his shadow-bane conjuration as the next wave of black flies approached. “They sap the Tempest ether reserves of any mage who uses Tempest magic on them.” 
 
    “This means we’ll run out of Tempest ether if we don’t do anything else!” Nella said. She clenched her fist and enveloped it in flames. “Let’s burn them out of the skies!” 
 
    Zephyr nodded and cast Incandescent Tide. A wave of golden light radiated from his body and washed over all the eclipsing devourers within thirty feet of the trio, rendering them vulnerable to non-Tempest magic spells.  
 
    Nella followed up with a Comet Barrage spell, hurling a flurry of fist-sized fiery spheres from her palms. The burning projectiles ripped through the Shadowswarm creatures, killing dozens of them and reducing their bulbous bodies to crumbling ash. 
 
    But many more still remained, and they crashed against the trio’s barrier.  
 
    Zephyr fought to stay calm as he felt a good portion of his Tempest ether reserves vanish with the deaths of the eclipsing devourers. More of the grotesque black flies were closing in on the trio. 
 
    “We can’t stay up here,” he said. “There’s no end to them, and we can’t afford to run out of Tempest ether if we want to have any hope of defeating the Blackguard. We have to land and find cover amongst the trees, so we can’t be attacked from every angle.” 
 
    “We’re going into that?” Vincent asked, pointing downward at the jungle. “I’m not sure I like that idea.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but we have no choice.” Zephyr grabbed Vincent and Nella by their shoulders, before casting Lightning Step. He flashed through the thick canopy of leaves with his friends and rematerialized upon the jungle floor, the aftereffects of his spell burning clear a space within the dense vegetation large enough for all of them to stand shoulder-to-shoulder. 
 
    Zephyr put away Lethal Swiftness, summoned his bladed gauntlets over his fists, and stood ready to strike down any of the eclipsing devourers that followed them. Nella had her bow out and a lightning arrow aimed skyward. Sure enough, a small handful of the Shadowswarm creatures descended in pursuit, weaving their way through the branches and black leaves upon buzzing wings. 
 
    Nella shot one down, snatched another electrical arrow into existence, and blasted a hole through the torso of another. Zephyr chopped the rest to pieces with his gauntlets, scattering their body parts all over the undergrowth. 
 
    “The rest are staying put,” Vincent pointed out as Zephyr finished off the last eclipsing devourer that had followed the trio earthward. “Why?” 
 
    “Something feels different,” Nella said, shaking her head. “When I killed those two Shadowswarm entities just now, my Tempest ether didn’t get drained any more than it should have.” 
 
    “The corrupt ether down here is sparser,” Zephyr said, suddenly noticing the difference. “It’s much sparser, in fact. It feels like a Phase One or Phase Two Dark Labyrinth here, whereas the corrupt ether in the skies was so thick and condensed it made my skin crawl.” 
 
    “My skin always crawls whenever I’m in a place like this.” Vincent looked around, and Zephyr knew he was sweeping his mage sight through the jungle. “You’re right, Zeph. The corrupt ether is unevenly distributed in this Dark Possession. I think that’s why the Shadowswarm creatures in the sky have that strange ability to drain our Tempest ether.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nella asked. “Are you saying that those nasty flies have been given more power than they should have?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Vincent explained. “The power of a Shadowswarm creature depends on the phase of the Dark Labyrinth from which it comes. A Phase One Dark Labyrinth produces much weaker monsters than a Phase Two Dark Labyrinth does. But there is a limit to how much a Dark Labyrinth can develop. The Perpetual Phase seems to be that limit, but by thickening corrupt ether in some areas, a Dark Labyrinth—or Dark Possession, in this case—is able to empower its inhabitants beyond what is normally possible.” 
 
    “The eclipsing devourers aren’t very powerful individually, but our codex displays still register them as a considerable threat, because of that Tempest Dissolution ability of theirs,” Zephyr reasoned. “But they lose that ability when they are no longer immersed in high concentrations of corrupt ether. That’s why the ones that followed us down here didn’t drain our Tempest ether when we killed them.” 
 
    “And that’s why they’re staying up there instead of following us.” Nella grimaced and lowered her bow. “There’s no point shooting them from down here then, since they can drain our Tempest ether as long as they’re above the trees.” 
 
    “No, there isn’t.” Vincent sighed and gestured toward the gloomy depths of the jungle. “We’ll have to go on foot from here, but I’m not sure which way we should go to find the Blackguard.” 
 
    “The Devastation Tiger is a mockery of Ostar in the Beast God’s Aspect as the Primal Hunter,” Zephyr said, a mounting sense of fear threatening to creep up his spine.”I don’t think we need to go find the Blackguard. It’ll find us first, if I have to guess.” 
 
    “It’s… it’s going to hunt us? Here? In this dark and cramped place filled with Shadowswarm?” Vincent gulped, raising his elemental hammers and looking around nervously. “Hush! Did you hear that sound?” 
 
    “That was just me tightening one of my bootlaces,” Nella said, rising from her crouch. “Relax, you two. I just realized something. Zeph, you said that the corrupt ether here is so sparse it feels like a Phase One Dark Labyrinth, but it’s even sparser than that. If I had to make a comparison, I’d say it feels like we’re standing outside a Dark Labyrinth’s entrance.” 
 
    Zephyr focused his senses and extended them outward. After a moment, he nodded. 
 
    “You’re right, Nella,” he agreed. “It doesn’t feel like any really powerful Shadowswarm can exist here, beneath the trees. This Dark Possession has concentrated so much of its corrupt ether in the skies that its lower levels hardly have any.” 
 
    “This means that we don’t have to worry about facing any Shadowswarm monsters down here,” Nella said. “Or rather, even if we do, they’ll be quite weak, barely even above the lesser-common category. We can handle thousands of those without even beginning to break a sweat.” 
 
    “So… you’re saying we’re completely safe here?” Vincent asked, before shuddering and shaking his head. “No, of course not! How can anywhere be safe inside one of these places?” 
 
    “I think what Nella is trying to say is that we probably don’t have to worry about fighting off an army of Shadowswarm entities, like we always had to,” Zephyr clarified. He grimaced as the implication of his own words hit him. “We only have to worry about a few Shadowswarm creatures that can pose any credible threat to us.” 
 
    “I see.” Vincent took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment before speaking again. “I can sense it now. The corrupt ether here is so thin that it can’t even sustain two or three Shadowswarm entities above the intermediate-common category.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t matter to something like a twilight fiend, especially when it’s the Blackguard of this place,” Nella pointed out. “So we really only have that to worry about.” 
 
    “That’s a bit of a relief,” Vincent said, casting a few nervous glances over his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Nella and Zeph. Being in the middle of all these trees makes me nervous for some reason. Plenty of light is coming from that false moon, but you still can’t see farther than a few feet away, and the sound of all those rustling leaves makes it difficult to hear anything coming. Anyway, I’ve just got to pull myself together. Let’s go take care of the Blackguard. Do either of you have any ideas on how to find it?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what Zeph said?” Nella jabbed Vincent in the side, startling him and forcing a squeal from his lips. “Like you were saying, this is the perfect hunting grounds for a deadly predator. We won’t have to go find it.” 
 
    “We… we don’t?” Vincent stammered. 
 
    “Of course not, silly.” A savage grin creased the ranger’s face. “It’ll come find us.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sure enough, it came for them. Stalking through the trees, the Shadowswarm entity took the form of a massive feline with six triple-jointed limbs that ended in ebon-hued claws as long as Zephyr was tall. Despite its bulk, it slipped through the trees with ease, its every footfall silent, even as it crushed the sparse jungle undergrowth beneath its predatory tread. 
 
    The monster came to a halt, then. It raised its whiskered snout and sniffed at the fetid air, before resuming its advance unerringly toward where the trio was. 
 
    Zephyr saw this all through a codex display linked to one of Nella’s thirty Shadow-Bane Sentries. The ranger had placed them in a defensive ring all around the trio, and the westernmost magical eye had detected the Shadowswarm creature’s approach. 
 
    Vincent tapped the codex display with his finger. It flickered. 
 
      
 
    Shadowswarm Entity (Blackguard of the Dusk Hunt) 
 
    Twilight Fiend Rusalotar of the Fourth Night (The Stalker Embodiment) 
 
    Category: Sublime 
 
    Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor) 
 
    Essence Orbs: 1400 + 700 
 
      
 
    “There’s the twilight fiend,” he said, pointing at the horned, monstrous face embedded in the forehead of the Shadowswarm entity’s feline one. The twilight fiend’s eyes were pits of swirling shadows, and its features were twisted into a mask of silent agony. “It looks like it’s trapped inside that other Shadowswarm entity, the Stalker.” 
 
    “It’s like the other one inside the Sky Horror,” Nella said, shaking her head in disbelief. “Seeing this twice is more than enough to convince me. The twilight fiends aren’t responsible for the blight titans threatening the Blight Boundary, not directly anyway. They’re little more than tools, used by someone who’s both able and willing to pull off a trick like this.” 
 
    “You mean someone who has powerful magic but isn’t a Shadow Cultist?” Vincent asked. His features sank in dismay. “So it’s confirmed, then? His Excellency… no, Avora did all this?” 
 
    “Avora isn’t nearly powerful enough to trap a twilight fiend and turn it into a Blackguard,” Zephyr said, before frowning and reconsidering his words. “No, that’s not right. Do we actually know just how much power he has? We didn’t even know he could use Radiant magic until we needed to interrogate those Slave-Masters, remember? Who knows what else he could be capable of?” 
 
    “You two know just how little I care for him, but what we have here isn’t proof enough that he’s actually the one behind the blight titans,” Nella said, twisting her mouth in obvious distaste. “Anyway, we don’t have time to worry about him now. That big, ugly cat is coming our way. Let’s get ready.” 
 
    Zephyr nodded and turned his focus back to the Crystalline Structure he’d built. It was a rough likeness of a human silhouette that was around his height. Lethal Swiftness had been mounted onto a clumsy semblance of a right fist. 
 
    Two other Crystalline Structures stood beside his. One was as roughly made as his but not nearly as tall. It had trails of lightning dancing from what passed for its head. The other Crystalline Structure, in contrast, was cast in fine detail, portraying Vincent’s every physical feature perfectly, right up to the minute creases in his collar. It held an Ether Conduit in its left hand. 
 
    All three Crystalline Structures rippled with Tempest magic in the form of a Wind Sheath spell layered over their surfaces, so that they looked like identical replicas of the trio. Vincent was the one who’d cast the Wind Sheath spell, of course, crafting the unnatural light from the moon with his typical finesse and attention to detail into likenesses of the trio. 
 
    “Why did you bother making your Crystalline Structure look so good when you’re just going to drop a Wind Sheath over it anyway?” Nella asked, her brow twitching with annoyance. 
 
    “Because I can,” Vincent replied, good-naturedly thumbing his nose in her direction. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be trying to stay silent?” Zephyr asked, his heightened hearing failing to pick up any trace of the Shadowswarm entity’s approach, despite him seeing it clearly upon the codex display. He was the one responsible for shielding the trio beneath another Wind Sheath spell, rendering them completely invisible. 
 
    “We’re close enough to our decoys to sound like our voices or any sounds we make are coming from them. The same goes for our scents, too,” Nella said. “Besides, I don’t think even you, Zeph, can stay silent enough to elude a Shadowswarm creature specialized in hunting. Plenty of lesser blight beasts can hear a human’s heartbeat from a mile away. There is no reason why something as powerful as this can’t do the same.” 
 
    “I remembered to suppress my magical aura this time,” Vincent said, before clapping his hands over his mouth as the Shadowswarm entity emerged from the gloomy midst of a tree cluster and began advancing upon the Crystalline Structures. 
 
    “Good job, Vincent,” Nella said, her voice tightening. “Keep shaking and sweating and giving off the smell of fear. That should trick the monster into thinking you’re scared.” 
 
    “I… I’m not trying to trick it?” Vincent whispered. “I’m really scared? That thing is huge! Not as huge as the Devastation Tiger itself, but…” 
 
    “I really hope this is one of your better ideas, Nella,” Zephyr said, looking up at the Shadowswarm entity as it loomed over the trio and their decoys. 
 
    “I already explained to you why it is,” Nella said, hefting her bow in readiness to lift and draw, though she hadn’t yet conjured any elemental arrows into her grasp. “If you want to hunt prey, you can stalk it. If you’re hunting a predator, you…” 
 
    “Trap it,” Zephyr finished the ranger’s sentence. He clenched his fists inside their encasing gauntlets. “I’ve done neither, so I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    The Shadowswarm entity the Codex of Ascension had identified as a Stalker raised one of its clawed forelimbs. The triple pairs of yellow feline eyes upon its grotesque face narrowed in obvious suspicion at the fact that none of the decoys had even moved in the face of its wrath, let alone begun to fight or turned to flee. 
 
    Zephyr took the time to study the visage of the twilight fiend trapped within the Stalker. Rusalotar of the Fourth Night seemed to be as tormented Oruskalax of the Fifth Night had been. The twilight fiend’s lips moved fitfully, like a man in the throes of a nightmare from which he could not wake. 
 
    “Hunger… hunger for meat, meat that chews but feeds no hunger…” Rusalotar whispered. “And thirst… thirst for blood that slakes no thirst. Ah, such suffering, endless and exquisite. Oh, Sacred One! Oh, deliver me, I beg of you!” 
 
    “That Sacred One nonsense again,” Nella said. “I can’t wait until we kill all the twilight fiends so that we don’t have to hear them spout such rubbish anymore!” 
 
    The Stalker roared then, sending a tide of putrid, charnel air sweeping over the decoys. Vincent and Nella stumbled, and if Zephyr hadn’t caught and steadied them, they would have been buffeted off their feet by the volume and power of the monster’s bellow. 
 
    “Come on, you stupid beast,” Nella growled. “What are you waiting for? Do it!” 
 
    The Stalker cocked its head and lowered its raised claw instead. It then lowered its snout, took a step back, and sniffed at the decoys. The suspicion in its eyes deepened. 
 
    “I think it’s on to us,” Vincent said. “Maybe we shouldn’t have been talking right in front of it. Maybe it can understand what we’re saying.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Nella said. She turned to Zephyr. “We did consider this possibility. Do what we planned, Zeph.” 
 
    “Alright.” Zephyr nodded. “I’m ready. Go for it, Vincent.” 
 
    Vincent took a deep breath, raised his left hand, and cast Incandescent Tide. A wave of golden light radiated from his body, stripping away Zephyr’s Wind Sheath spell and revealing the trio standing just five feet behind their Crystalline Structure likenesses. 
 
    The Stalker roared again as Vincent’s spell rolled over it, stripping away the benefits of its dark magic barrier. Zephyr cast Lightning Step and flashed through the monster’s bulk, before appearing right behind it, his gauntleted palms dripping with flames. 
 
    The Stalker’s reflexes were as swift, if not swifter than the Devastation Tiger’s. It spun on its haunches, in an attempt to bring its claws to bear upon Zephyr, but dozens of lightning tendrils swarmed from Nella’s eyes and latched onto its shoulders and around its neck, halting its turn midway. The Stalker yowled in frustration and began to turn back to the ranger. 
 
    But Zephyr wouldn’t let it. He thrust his right palm out to begin the opening sequence of the Remorseless Dragon Advance. A fiery glyph ten times his height materialized in the air in front of him. Somehow, he knew without being able to read it that it was the word “dragon” in a tongue long forgotten to time. He pivoted on his lead foot and hammered his left palm out next. Inferno ether swirled from the depths of his soul, mingled with his internal energy, and poured from the main channel upon his open palm to bring a shockwave of superheated air into existence. 
 
    The shockwave slammed into the glyph, blasting it forward so that it fell over the Stalker’s bulk and set its diseased-looking fur ablaze. A shriek of agony tore from its muzzle, but before it could react any further, the shockwave that had propelled the glyph hammered into it next, lifting its massive bulk into the air and tumbling it toward the decoys. 
 
    The Stalker crashed down upon the Crystalline Structures, shattering them into countless icy shards. It surged to its feet, murderous fury burning in its eyes. 
 
    Nella snapped her fingers. 
 
    A hundred Tempest snares snapped shut upon the Stalker. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rings of lightning tightened around the Stalker, searing into its body and forcing its limbs into tendon-snapping convulsions. But it didn’t fall, not even when strips of its flesh began to peel away from its ribs and its smoking viscera poured from its ruptured abdomen in oily, steaming ropes. 
 
    Its malevolent gaze fell upon Vincent and Nella. A split second later, it snapped its maw down at them, and hundreds of razor sharp fangs crashed upon the Cosmos Bastion Vincent had barely managed to conjure in time. Cracks cobwebbed all across the surface of the barrier of cobalt light. The Stalker closed its jaws further, and some of its fangs actually broke through the Cosmos Bastion, drawing cries of alarm from Vincent and Nella. 
 
    Zephyr was no less startled. Vincent’s Cosmos Bastion was a potent magical barrier. For the Shadowswarm creature to be able to breach its surface so cleanly and without casting any spells at all could only mean that it was capable of bringing all of the twilight fiend’s power to bear. 
 
    That also means it’ll take a lot more than a few Tempest snares to finish it, Zephyr thought, taking a deep breath and cycling his internal energy back to readiness.  
 
    More Inferno ether flowed from his soul as he took a step forward and unleashed another Dragon Strike Technique, Dragons Dance In Chaos, upon the Stalker’s torso. Fiery projections of his open palms blasted from his hands and fell over the Shadowswarm creature, some of them burning away entire swathes of fur and flesh from its shoulders. 
 
    Nella raised her bow and put one elemental arrow after another into the Stalker’s neck, chest, and face. The monster recoiled and thrashed wildly, its movements so swift that Zephyr only managed to dodge the flailing of its twisted hind legs by a hair’s breadth. 
 
    Vincent and Nella were far less swift. Massive clawed limbs slammed repeatedly against the Cosmos Bastion, bashing sections of the magical barrier into shards of cobalt light and knocking the two of them off their feet.  
 
    Nella raised her left hand and hurled a white sphere at the Stalker. The monster smashed her spell from the air with a sweeping limb, reducing it to scattering flakes of frost. 
 
    But that didn’t prevent her slowing ward from activating. Frost ether coalesced into a chilling mist around the Stalker’s body, stiffening its body and slowing its movements.  
 
    Zephyr cast Lightning Step, flashed over to his friends, and grabbed them by the shoulders. He cast Lightning Step again, rematerializing with Vincent and Nella thirty feet away, the aftereffects of his spell burning another clearing in the jungle. 
 
    The Stalker spun on its haunches, its eyes tracking the trio’s position unerringly. Zephyr felt a chill streak of fear run down his spine as he realized that the monster had followed the passage of his spell with its eyes. It was that swift, even beneath the effects of Nella’s slowing ward and lightning snares and while still burning from Zephyr’s Dragon Strike Techniques. 
 
    Vincent let his Flame Hammer fade from the Ether Conduit in his right hand and replaced it with a Frost Hammer. He gave it a slight twirl. Icicles burst into existence upon the claws of Zephyr’s Illumination gauntlet, mingling with the lightning coursing down their razored lengths. Vincent’s Storm Hammer flared, conjuring the intricately detailed plates of his Stratospheric Armor spell over Zephyr’s body. 
 
    “You need to slow it down even more, Zeph!” he said. “You’re the only one who can keep up with it!” 
 
    Zephyr nodded and infused his internal energy with as much Tempest ether as he could. The world seemed to slow down as he heightened his reflexes to their utmost limits. His heartbeat pounded a thunderous rhythm in his ears, and he felt his temples throb from the strain. Not since his first foray into a Dark Labyrinth had he pushed himself so hard with his ether infusion spell. 
 
    But he had no choice, not now. Against a foe as swift as the Stalker, Nella’s fire and lightning arrows would catch nothing but air, as would the elemental blades of Vincent’s Arsenal Wind spell. Zephyr was reminded of the Unliving Empress, who nearly crushed the trio with her impossibly fast, strong, and resilient body and her powerful Tyrant magic. 
 
    But the trio were mightier now, having added a hefty dose of Frost magic to their repertoire. Zephyr knew that if they had to fight the Unliving Empress again, their victory would be far more decisive. 
 
    He cast Lightning Step and flashed into the fray. To his complete lack of surprise, the Stalker matched his movements, swiping at him with a pair of clawed forelimbs. Trusting in Vincent’s Stratospheric Armor spell to protect him, Zephyr didn’t bother trying to block or parry the Shadowswarm entity’s blows. Instead, he lashed out with his Illumination gauntlet instead, carving frost-limned wounds into the Stalker’s throat. 
 
    A fraction of an instant later, a tremendous impact crashed into his side, smashing the breath from his lungs and filling the edges of his vision with stars. Vincent’s Stratospheric Armor fell into pieces, brought to ruin by a single solid hit from the Stalker’s claws.  
 
    Zephyr felt a sharp pain cut into his chest as he spun through the air, and he knew that at least one of his ribs had been bruised, if not outright broken. 
 
    But the hit he’d inflicted upon the Stalker had wrought its desired effect. Even as the Tempest ether infusion faded from his internal energy and the world returned to its normal pace once more, Zephyr saw the Shadowswarm entity’s movements stiffen and slow down even further. A confused and frustrated hiss escaped the Stalker’s maw as it stumbled a few steps forward after hitting Zephyr, obviously imbalanced by the magical slowing inflicted upon its body. 
 
    Zephyr focused on his Soaring Breeze spell, willing it to arrest his uncontrolled spiral through the air. His gaze darted to his friends, who’d begun their attack on a target they could now perceive as more than a vague blur of motion. 
 
    Nella raised her bow and fired it repeatedly, sending lightning arrows singing through the air, each of them carrying a slowing ward on its tip. The shafts punched into the Stalker’s flank, spreading coronas of frost all over the points of their impacts. Vincent struck next, waving his elemental hammers as he conjured hundreds of lightning and ice blades in the air above his head. He swept his Frost Hammer down and sent a barrage of ice-wrought swords slicing through the jungle and into the Stalker’s neck and shoulders. 
 
    The lightning swords merged into a single blade of cobalt light with scrollwork and etchings upon its hilt and a pommel more beautiful and intricate than any magical design Zephyr had ever seen Vincent create before. Vincent swung his Storm Hammer out. The single lightning sword arced through the air, spinning end over end, before it embedded its tip in the undergrowth right in front of the Stalker. A halo of electricity coruscated from the pommel to wash over the Shadowswarm creature’s bulk, driving back the shadows that had begun to reform over its body. 
 
    That’ll keep our Inferno magic and Frost magic spells in effect, Zephyr thought, turning himself the right way up in the air and clutching his injured ribs. 
 
    The Stalker surged to its feet. Even without its dark magic barrier, the Shadowswarm creature’s flesh was healing faster than the bite of Nella’s Tempest snares or the flames of Zephyr’s Dragon Strike Techniques could consume it. It was sustained by the touch of the blight. 
 
    Zephyr hurled out a Crystalline Scan spell, bathing the Stalker in a wave of cold, white light. Most of the icy radiance faded as quickly as it emerged. Only seven spots on the monster’s body remained illuminated by the spell’s effects. 
 
    “Strike its vital nodes!” he cried to his friends, but Nella was already in motion, covering the Stalker’s body in a carpet of fiery arrows. The monster roared and began a lumbering charge, but bereft of its former swiftness, it didn’t cover more than a single stride before Nella took one hand from her bow and clenched it into a fist. Every fiery arrow she’d placed in the Stalker’s flesh exploded, sending chunks of meat and bone flying everywhere. 
 
    When did she learn how to do that? Zephyr marveled as he ducked to avoid the scattering debris that scythed through the surrounding trees and crashed against the Cosmos Bastion Vincent had hastily put up. The aftermath of Nella’s spell took the form of clouds of misted blood and swirling smoke, which the foul breeze wafting across the jungle soon swept away. 
 
    The Stalker emerged into view, still taking one lumbering step after another. But now, with the flesh, sinew, and bone above them torn to shreds, the creature’s vital nodes were exposed. They wouldn’t be for long, though. As Zephyr watched, the horrendous wounds Nella had inflicted upon the Stalker began to heal. The trio had heartbeats at best before the vital nodes were hidden again. 
 
    But Nella wasn’t done yet. She had a single fiery arrow nocked and ready. Vincent put his two elemental hammers together. The radiance wreathing them turned from white and cobalt to a bright golden, the hue of Radiant magic. He tapped Nella’s arrow, encasing it in gold light as well. 
 
    The ranger fired her bow. Her arrow split into seven identical copies, each of them punching unerringly into, then through, one of the Stalker’s vital nodes. The passage of the arrows left gaping, blood-rimmed holes in their wake. 
 
    The monster staggered to a halt. A breathless wheeze escaped its maw. Still, it managed to bunch the tattered muscles of its body up, before uncoiling them into a desperate pounce toward Vincent and Nella. 
 
    Zephyr flashed in front of his friends using Lightning Step and summoned Lethal Swiftness in his grasp. He reversed his grip on the sword and swept it up in a vertical arc. A Blade Beam spell projected from the path traversed by Lethal Swiftness. It caught the Stalker upon the right shoulder and sliced right through its entire body, cleaving it in half from collar to crotch. 
 
    The parted segments of the massive monster traveled a bit farther through the air before crashing down on either side of the trio. They twitched for a moment, and then fell still. But Zephyr knew it was far from over. Already, the vacant gouges where the Stalker’s vital nodes had been were wriggling and writhing. In moments, the vital nodes would regenerate, and the rest of the monster’s body would restore itself. Zephyr didn’t know if each half of the Stalker would spawn a whole new Shadowswarm entity, or if they would soon rejoin one another, but he knew he didn’t want to find out. 
 
    He cast Crystalline Cauterization. A beam of white light darted from his fingertips and struck one of the wriggling spots on the Stalker’s body. The ravaged flesh there immediately stopped moving, and the brown, withering hue of swift decay fell over the stillborn beginnings of the vital node. Zephyr did the same thing to another spot, while his friends took care of the rest. Soon, all of the Stalker’s vital nodes were gone, leaving two massive piles of crumbling flesh behind. 
 
    The twilight fiend’s face was still embedded within the lifeless head of the Stalker. It whispered feverishly as the trio approached. 
 
    “The chase is over… the hunt has ended with no blood upon my tongue, no meat between my teeth…” Rusalotar of the Fifth Night said. A small measure of lucidity threaded its way into its nightmarish eyes, and it turned its gaze upon the trio. “But now that you’re here, the prize at hand is greater than anything I could have hoped for, Sacred One.” 
 
    “Who did this to you?” Zephyr asked, hefting Lethal Swiftness. “Tell us, and your suffering ends.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Rusalotar replied. “Vinaruslax of the First Night is the architect of my foul fate. The Greatest of us all, second only to you, oh Sacred One, and she has turned on her kith and kin in an enterprise of madness and hatred beyond the wildest bounds of the unholy darkness.” 
 
    “The First Night?” Vincent echoed, his eyes wide with surprise and horror. “That’s another twilight fiend you’re talking about, aren’t you? And it’s a… she?” 
 
    “That’s the detail you caught on to?” Nella nudged Vincent distractedly. “Think about what you just heard more carefully. This First Night monster is up to something that horrifies even the other twilight fiends.” 
 
    “There is a schism amidst the Shadowswarm,” Zephyr said, shaking his head in disbelief. “I wonder if something like this has ever happened. Archmage Xanthus would know. Perhaps someone like Master Gathras would, too. But this is difficult to believe.” 
 
    He sighed and looked Rusalotar in the eye. 
 
    “What is this… enterprise the First Night is up to?” he asked the twilight fiend. 
 
    “Why… you, of course, Sacred One!” Rusalotar chuckled, its words dripping with malice and madness. “For eons, since your departure, the rest of us have dwelled in the darkness just fine, supping from human souls just enough to slake our hunger and still our boredom. Sure, we missed you, but we didn’t really care if you came back, Sacred One.” 
 
    “But Vinaruslax isn’t the same,” Zephyr reasoned. “An eternity like the one you described couldn’t satisfy her. She wanted more.” 
 
    “She wanted you, Sacred One,” Rusalotar said. “When the accursed Caruthas slew you, she was inconsolable. She would have stopped at nothing to bring you back, and thanks to the layered lies she whispered into the willing ears of the Liar… here you are again.” 
 
    “Avora…” Vincent said, a groan of horror escaping his lips. “You’re talking about His Excellency.” 
 
    “Perhaps I am… perhaps I’m not…” Rusalotar taunted. “But I will tell you no more, Sacred One. Release me.” 
 
    “Or what?” Nella snapped, shaking her fist. “Why should we do anything for you until you tell us everything we want to know? Where is the First Night monster? How exactly did she create these blight titans? Why is she doing all this?” 
 
    “You already know the answer to that last question.” Rusalotar gaze began to grow distant, though the mockery in its voice didn’t lessen in the slightest. “You also know the answer to the first question.” 
 
    “Essence orbs… the Codex of Ascension…” Zephyr said. “The First Night convinced Avora to give us the Codex of Ascension, and then she engineered one threat after another to feed her kin to us. She wants us to attain power that rivals… no, surpasses the Elemental Anathema’s. ” 
 
    “But then why would she begin stealing the essence orbs we earn now?” Vincent wondered, before a fearful light filled his eyes. “Unless… she couldn’t up until this point in time. She let us get this far because she needed to observe us and figure out how the Codex of Ascension works, and she’s succeeded.” 
 
    “We kill the Shadowswarm and blight creatures, convert their dark magic into essence orbs, and then she takes them,” Nella reasoned. “And I bet she’s already put them to use into making whatever killed Giula, Master Trevas, and Master Felgar.” 
 
    “You speak in three voices and wear three faces, Sacred One,” Rusalotar wheezed. His face sank further into the ruins of the Stalker’s skull. “I find it disconcerting. All of us do, but perhaps she most of all. It is something she wishes to correct. And that is truly the final hint I will provide. Now, release me… or else.” 
 
    “Or else what?” Nella growled. 
 
    “Or else this Dark Possession restores itself completely, and we have to fight the Stalker all over again,” Zephyr said. “That’s what happens when a Blackguard is defeated but the Nexus isn’t destroyed in time, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, right. We read about that in class. That’s the answer to your first question about why we simply can’t question this monster to our hearts’ content, Nella,” Vincent said. “But doesn’t a process like that take days?” 
 
    “I think it’s going to take a lot less time than that here, where the Blackguard and the Nexus are the same thing.” Zephyr raised his sword and held it above Rusalotar’s face. “That’s why we can’t question this twilight fiend any further.” 
 
    Wheezing cackles rolled from Rusalotar’s maw. Malicious glee lit up its hideous visage. 
 
    “Farewell, Sacred One,” the twilight fiend said. “It is good to see you just one more time, before the end comes for all of us and the First Night remakes all of existence in her desired image.” 
 
    Zephyr swept Lethal Swiftness down. Rusalotar’s head fell free from its grotesque perch, tumbled into the gore-soaked undergrowth, and began to disintegrate. The foul-smelling jungle breeze picked up in intensity, as the misshapen trees all around them fell away in shadowy flakes. 
 
    Now we have a name, he thought as the Dark Possession started its dissolution. Vinaruslax of the First Night, the most powerful twilight fiend of the thirteen. Of them all, she must have been the closest to the Elemental Anathema, and if Rusalotar can be believed at all, she’s been working to restore her master all this time. 
 
    Several chilling implications followed from that revelation. First, the Shadow Mage at large wasn’t just a rogue wielder of dark magic, but a twilight fiend. Second, the essence orbs denied to the trio were, or more likely already had been, directed to some unholy purpose. Nella’s hypothesis that they’d been used to create the mysterious killer made more sense than Zephyr would have liked it to. 
 
    Third, on top of being able to subvert the Codex of Ascension’s ability to absorb essence orbs, the First Night could also have figured out a way to control the trio through the spiritual artifact, like they feared Avora would be able to. 
 
    Fourth, at this point, the trio had all but come to terms with the fact that they were in fact not Caruthas reborn. They were not creatures of Shadow, as Alexei had reasoned, but everything they’d learned so far suggested that they were, for better or worse, the Elemental Anathema reforged in human flesh and recast with human sensibilities thrice over. 
 
    How and why did that happen? Did Avora know who the trio really had been in their previous life? If so, why had he given them the Codex of Ascension and allowed them to gain so much power? Was the Grand Sage bound by some pact to the First Night, or was he merely a victim of a scheme that had run its course for generations? 
 
    Zephyr met his friends’ gazes and knew right away that they were thinking the same thing. 
 
    “We have to go talk to Avora,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nothing awaited them in the Frost Seal. The Devastation Tiger had wrapped its entire existence within its Dark Possession, and with the latter’s destruction, a similar fate must have befallen the blight titan as well. 
 
    The trio flew through its entrance and emerged into the real world, where the true sun shone in the skies, and a natural breeze carrying all the aromas of earth and wind traversed. They were greeted by the Storm Scions, all of whom were swaying with exhaustion upon their airborne perch as they released their overlapping shadow-bane conjurations. 
 
    Zephyr caught Lux in an embrace, and together, they all returned to the ground, where the Frost Guardians, Boundary Mages, and Callan’s rangers were still waiting.  
 
    Cheers rose into the air, and though the trio joined in, Zephyr couldn’t shake the sense of oppressive foreboding that weighed down upon his heart, and he knew his friends felt the same too. 
 
    “I don’t sense any Shadow Mage or twilight fiend around,” Vincent said quietly as the Frost Seal began to break and the Devastation Tiger’s Aberrant Dread fled to where Thorn had said the Snapping Malice was held captive. The drained essence orbs flashed through the heavens as well, too fast for even Zephyr to pursue. 
 
    “This means that the Frost Seal was designed to break this way, without any outside intervention,” Zephyr reasoned. “The first time it happened, the twilight fiend was only present to make sure things worked according to its plans.” 
 
    “This First Night creature got to Avora, and the Frost Seals are his creations, so of course they’d work the way it wanted them to,” Nella said, channeling ether to refill her reserves. She furrowed her brow in concentration. Her sky-wyrm writhed into existence in the air above her. The ranger waved to everyone else. “Hey, we should head to the Snapping Malice’s Frost Seal right now, shouldn’t we? Who knows if the mages there can handle things?” 
 
    “We anticipated this transference of the Devastation Tiger’s Aberrant Dread, so we have already heightened our Crystalline Fortification spells there with multiple ritual foci,” Archmage Thorn said. “These precautions have cost us a great deal of wealth and manpower, but the two remaining Frost Seals should be able to handle ten times the Aberrant Dread they’ve been handling so far.” 
 
    “The increase in Aberrant Dread isn’t the only thing we need to worry about,” Zephyr said, nodding to where the Devastation Tiger’s Frost Seal had been. “This blight titan acquired new abilities and exhibited new behaviors that threatened the integrity of its prison. Surely we can expect the same from the others? We should check the situation at the Snapping Malice’s Frost Seal right away.” 
 
    “We should,” Thorn agreed. “But first, let me tend to your wounds, Zephyr.” 
 
    The Archmage put a hand on Zephyr’s shoulder and closed his eyes. White light pulsed briefly from Thorn’s palm as he cast Crystalline Rejuvenation, and a soothing coolness washed over Zephyr’s aching ribs. 
 
    “Done,” Thorn said. “Fortunately, your ribs were only bruised, not broken. That means you won’t be too fatigued from being healed by Crystalline Rejuvenation.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Zephyr prodded his side gingerly, only to find that the pain had become little more than a faint memory. 
 
    “Now, let us go.” Archmage Thorn raised his hands and drew Tempest ether toward him in readiness to cast Wind Walk. “I’ll lead the way. Please, follow me.” 
 
    He hurtled into the skies in a column of cobalt light, taking the Glacial Twins with him. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Nella asked Callan. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you later, Nella,” the senior ranger replied. “We have to resupply first. We’re out of arrows and spears.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Druidess Filna said to Nella. “Druidess Magda can reorganize things here.” 
 
    “Alright.” Nella took Filna’s hand in hers and flashed a grin at Callan. “See you later, Callan.” 
 
    The senior ranger returned the grin and gave her a thumbs-up gesture. Nella and Filna took to the skies upon her Wind Walk spell. Vincent and Zephyr followed, as did the Storm Scions. 
 
    The Snapping Malice’s Frost Seal was a few minutes’ flight away, on the other side of the World Hearth. A similar arrangement greeted the trio as they landed: Frost Guardians and Boundary Mages guarding a massive sphere of ice. Another contingent of rangers was present as well, all mounted on raptors. Their leader, a broad-shouldered man with a blond beard, got off his steed and walked over eagerly. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Little Heartseeker,” the senior ranger said, clasping Nella’s hand. “I heard you met up with Callan already. He must be so proud of you.” 
 
    “We just took part in a hunt together, actually,” Nella replied. “And it’s good to see you too, Malle. Looks like the Swiftfangs are doing well.” 
 
    “We definitely are,” Malle said, nodding. He gestured to the Frost Guardians and Boundary Mages, several of whom were now turning from their vigil to speak to Druidess Filna and Archmage Thorn. “There’s some kind of mage killer going around, so I heard. We’re here on guard duty.” 
 
    “Good to hear that the Swiftfangs will be watching our back,” Nella said. 
 
    “You can count on us.” Malle gestured to the Frost Seal. “Now, you’d better be about your business. I don’t understand all this magic stuff, but the gossip on the breeze is that you’ve become a real expert on it.” 
 
    “Something like that.” Nella clasped hands with the senior ranger. “These are Zeph and Vincent. I’ll have to introduce them properly next time.” 
 
    “A good day to you, sir,” Zephyr said, bowing to Malle. Vincent did likewise. Malle returned the gesture awkwardly. 
 
    “Good luck, you three,” the senior ranger said, before returning to his warriors. 
 
    “Go on ahead, Zeph,” Lux said. There were dark circles of exhaustion beneath her eyes, and her features were strained with fatigue. She nodded to her peers. Abel and the other Storm Scions had begun a standing meditation exercise in a bid to refresh their mental energy. Lux flashed Zephyr a tired smile. “I’ll catch my breath with the others, so we’ll be ready to help you when you need us.” 
 
    “Alright.” Zephyr gave Lux a brief hug, before releasing her to rejoin the other Storm Scions. He then walked over with his friends to where Druidess Filna was now in somber conference with her fellow Boundary Mages and the Frost Guardians. 
 
    “Things really do seem to be in control here,” Vincent said as he marveled at the Crystalline Structures arrayed in front of the Frost Seals. They spanned the gamut of several perfectly formed geometrical shapes roughly two or three feet tall. Frost ether and Life ether coursed through the Crystalline Structures, magnifying the effects of the myriad spells keeping the Frost Seal in existence. 
 
    “The Aberrant Dread here is much stronger now,” Vincent continued, peering closely with his mage sight at a pyramid made out of physically manifested Frost ether. “But I think these arrangements should be more than enough to deal with it.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Zephyr said, allowing some of the tension to leak from his shoulders. He turned to Druidess Filna, who’d retrieved from an on-duty Frost Guardian another of those mirrors that allowed one to look inside a Frost Seal. “Excuse me, ma’am. How do things look inside there now?” 
 
    “Unusual and worrying,” Filna replied. She set the mirror down on the ground and pointed at its surface. Zephyr looked at it and frowned in puzzlement. All he saw was a dark, murky emptiness, with an occasional swirl of bubbles. It didn’t take him very long to realize that he’d been looking into the depths of an unnatural ocean, utterly lightless except for the radiance cast by the Frost mirror. 
 
    “After receiving the blight-tainted ether from the Sky Horror, the Devastation Tiger acquired the ability to alter its prison just enough to give it a means by which to escape,” Druidess Filna continued. “But it needed slightly over a day to do so. According to the druids and Frost Guardians here, the Snapping Malice’s Frost Seal began filling with water several minutes ago, and right now, all that’s in there is an ocean tainted by the blight.” 
 
    “If you enter the Frost Seal now, you will be emerging into a lightless watery expanse in which the blight titan lurks,” a Frost Guardian who’d just approached said. She was a dark-haired woman in her middle years. “Judging by the fact that there are multiple sources of Aberrant Dread now emanating from within, you can expect to find many powerful blight beasts within too.” 
 
    “I see,” Zephyr said. “I couldn’t tell, probably because the Snapping Malice’s Aberrant Dread is so overwhelming.” 
 
    “That’s right.” The Frost Guardian nodded. “Neither could we with just our mage sight. Fortunately, we have Crystalline Structures and an array of Frost-glyphed artifacts at our disposal.” 
 
    “Master Trina Lysandra is one of our finest glyph-smiths,” Biri said. She bowed to her fellow mage before turning back to the trio. “She is here to put her expertise in building Crystalline Structures and the operation of the Frost School’s artifacts to use.” 
 
    “I should have introduced myself first before speaking,” Master Lysandra said to the trio. An apologetic smile flickered over her face as she sketched a brief bow. “I am sorry for the discourtesy.” 
 
    “Oh no, not at all, ma’am,” Zephyr replied. He turned to his friends. “Any ideas? We beat the Devastation Tiger without exerting ourselves too badly, so I think we can take the Snapping Malice on right now.” 
 
    “We could use Wind Sanctuary to keep a bubble of air around us when we go in, but we would be at a huge disadvantage fighting like that,” Nella mused. “We’re not fish, so we won’t do well in water, no matter how powerful our magic is.” 
 
    “There is a spell called Crystalline Transmutation,” Vincent said. “I saw it while browsing through our Frost grimoire. One of its main spell variants transforms its caster’s body into a form that can withstand the darkness, coldness, and depths of the ocean.” 
 
    “It’s the Mariner’s Form spell variant,” Tosa interjected upon hearing Vincent’s words. “Crystalline Transmutation isn’t like the shapeshifting spells in Life magic. There are only a few specific forms a mage can assume when casting that spell.” 
 
    “Frost magic is predicated upon stability and structure,” Biri continued, adding to her brother’s explanation. “The Mariner’s Form is one that has been proven to have both. Go beyond its casting specifications, and your flesh might twist and warp with unnatural growth.” 
 
    “Turning us into blight beasts?” Vincent asked, his face turning pale. 
 
    “No, not even that.” Tosa shook his head. “You’ll probably just fall really ill and die, and no amount of Frost magic or Life magic will be able to cure you.” 
 
    “I suppose we should learn that spell,” Zephyr said. “If we can breathe and be utterly at home in water, then we will be able to do battle more effectively.” 
 
    “Let’s say we take on the Mariner’s Form successfully by casting Crystalline Transmutation,” Nella said, tapping the side of her jaw thoughtfully. “Won’t we still be at a disadvantage, since we’ll be new to moving around or casting spells in water? Can we even cast all our spells in water?” 
 
    “That might be an issue,” Vincent pointed out. “We’re dealing with a blight titan that has a dark magic barrier that only Tempest magic can strip away. But if we use any offensive Tempest magic spell in water, we’ll have to keep other defensive spells up against the effects of lightning so we don’t electrocute ourselves too.” 
 
    “The terrain is simply too hostile for us,” Zephyr said, furrowing his brow in thought. “We won’t be able to really use Inferno magic either. That means…” 
 
    His words trailed off as sudden inspiration fell over his consciousness. Nella and Vincent must have noticed his expression, as they rounded on him excitedly. 
 
    “You have that look on your face when you have a brilliant idea!” Nella cried. “Come on! What is it? Spill it!” 
 
    “Yeah, Zeph!” Vincent said. “What are you thinking of?” 
 
    “I don’t know if it is a brilliant idea,” Zephyr began hesitantly. “Actually, the more I think about it, the more it sounds like a potential disaster.” 
 
    “You were talking about Inferno magic when that look came over your face,” Nella said. “Are you thinking of getting some help from the Phoenix Knights? I can fly over to Blackstone Keep right now and bring Gabriel and his best mages back here.” 
 
    “He was just saying how Inferno magic won’t work underwater,” Vincent pointed out. “So how will Gabriel and the Phoenix Knights be able to help? You just want to go see him, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nella admitted casually. “But there’ll be time for that later. So what’s your idea, Zeph?” 
 
    “Remember the iron juggernauts that defend Fennea against any attacks from the sea?” Zephyr asked. “Archmage Brass and Sahhto talked about them.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember,” Vincent said, scratching his head in puzzlement. “We were told they couldn’t be destroyed, not even with our magic, because they’re too powerful.” 
 
    “Before we came to the Frost School, I actually did a bit of reading up on them in Blackstone Keep’s archives,” Zephyr said. “Apparently, the iron juggernauts are linked directly to the Unliving Empress’s will. No Slave-Master commands them.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Nella said. “Gabriel was telling me about some firebird scout reports he received. The iron juggernauts are just spiraling aimlessly now, no longer patrolling the seas. But they still destroyed some empty boats the Vlandusk navy sent their way to test them.” 
 
    “They’re drones at the end of the day,” Vincent said. “When no one is giving them commands, they simply carry out their most basic orders or functions repeatedly. The iron juggernauts are linked to the Unliving Empress’s will, so they will attack anything she hated in life, even though she’s dead now.” 
 
    “And we know that she hated Shadowswarm,” Zephyr said. “Her Slave-Masters might have been willing to collude with Shadowswarm, but she was forcibly turned into a Blackguard by four twilight fiends.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where you’re going with this, Zeph.” Nella pinched the bridge of her nose and shut her eyes. “We have a blight titan to deal with, and you’re talking about iron juggernauts.” 
 
    “We can’t fight this blight titan very well because it’s in the water,” Zephyr said. “But the iron juggernauts might be able to. They stay on the surface of the oceans, but one book I found in the archives suggested that they’re also capable of submerging themselves and going after underwater prey.” 
 
    “Their ability to do that has been proven,” Tosa said grimly. “A decade ago, a fifty-strong group of Frost Guardians tried to sneak past the Fennean navy by assuming the Mariner’s Form and swimming beneath them. The iron juggernauts sensed their presence and caught them within the depths of the ocean. None survived.” 
 
    “That was my predecessor’s disgrace, which in turn led to him stepping down as Archmage and me beginning my tenure as Archmage-in-Waiting,” Thorn added, sighing. “So yes, iron juggernauts are as fearsome and swift underwater as they are above.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting we pit this blight titan against the iron juggernauts,” Vincent concluded, his eyes widening with incredulity. “That’s… a very exciting idea, actually. But how are we going to do that? We can’t just bring them here and drop them into the Frost Seal.” 
 
    “No, but we can bring the Frost Seal to the ocean where the iron juggernauts are and open it up,” Zephyr said, before clearing his throat hesitantly and looking at Archmage Thorn. “Can we, actually?” 
 
    “I don’t know how that’s possible,” Thorn said. “Frost Seals are built upon Life magic as much as they are upon Frost magic, and the farther the distance away from the World Hearth, the weaker any Life magic spells become. Once we leave the Blight Boundary, all Life magic spells will unravel, and it’s halfway across the world to the ocean from here. Even if we could transport the Frost Seal, it will dissolve and release its captives before we arrive at our intended destination. That would be catastrophic.” 
 
    “What if I figure out how to substitute all the Life magic spells for Frost magic equivalents?” Vincent asked, his voice rising in excitement. “Crystalline Structures can mimic virtually any magical effect regardless of its primal element, if only temporarily, and Life magic bears so many similarities to Frost magic! If I take the fourth weave of the Frost Seal and turn it…” 
 
    “Hold on,” Thorn interrupted. The Archmage’s eyes were bright with wonder. “I have given that idea much consideration, actually. If we can fashion a Frost seal entirely from Frost magic, Life ether will be able to flow freely from the World Hearth once again, and Druidess Filna will no longer have to bear such an onerous burden.” 
 
    “Then why haven’t you done it?” Nella demanded, her fingers twitching. If Filna hadn’t cast a stern glare her way, Zephyr didn’t doubt the ranger would have grabbed Thorn by the lapel of his robes and begun shaking him. 
 
    “I lack the magical skill,” Thorn said, a frustrated grunt escaping his lips. “As you already know, I am the least of the three Archmages. Such a feat is beyond my ability, but perhaps it might well be within the reach of you three.” 
 
    “I think this is something only Vincent is capable of,” Zephyr said, clasping Vincent’s shoulder warmly. 
 
    “Yeah! That’s right!” Nella punched Vincent lightly on the upper arm. “He’s the most brilliant of us three.” 
 
     “Thanks, you two,” Vincent said, blushing furiously. “I’ll try to figure something out, but I’ll need some time.” 
 
    “I’ll go get Gabriel. He has a chart showing where all the iron juggernauts have gathered,” Nella declared. She vanished in a column of cobalt light before anyone could agree with or protest her decision. 
 
    “Is she going to bring Gabriel Xost here?” Archmage Thorn said, a faint tremble of alarm in his voice. “The last time he was at the Frost School, he burned down an entire wing of rooms!” 
 
    “That’s horrifyingly impressive, since the rooms of the Frost School are all separated by spatial enchantments,” Zephyr blurted, unable to keep his thoughts to himself. “How…? Actually, that’s alright, sir. I’m not sure I want to know.” 
 
    “I wish I didn’t know.” Thorn pressed a palm to his forehead and sighed. He nodded to Vincent. “The Masters Finne will assist you with any research you might need to conduct and answer any questions you might have about Frost magic to the best of their ability.” 
 
    “Thank you, Archmage Thorn,” Vincent said. He unfurled a codex display. 
 
      
 
    Essence orbs: 3,430 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Zeph. We got a fair number of essence orbs from beating the Devastation Tiger and that twilight fiend possessing it, even with the essence drain effect in place,” Vincent said. “I think I’ll need all the Frost magical mastery I can get if I’m going to figure out how to move the Frost Seal.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” Zephyr agreed. “Go ahead and use them up.” 
 
    Vincent nodded and furrowed his brow. Zephyr felt him reach out to the essence orbs. A sensation of power surged through his body. 
 
      
 
    Magic: Frost (mage) 
 
    Progress to Master: 7,115/12,000 
 
    +1,775% personal Frost ether reserves 
 
    +1,775% Frost spell casting speed 
 
    +1,775% Frost spell learning rate 
 
    +1,775% Frost spell efficacy 
 
    Essence Orbs: 30 
 
      
 
    “I’ve left some essence orbs unused so that we can enhance any new Frost magic spell we learned,” Vincent explained. 
 
    “Good idea,” Zephyr said. “Nella has left for Blackstone Keep to rouse the Phoenix Knights. Gabriel will probably want to rush over, but Rini will make sure things are done properly, so we can expect her to be gone for a day or two, maybe more. You’ll be busy working on how to move the Frost Seal. This means that I will focus on learning as many Frost magic spells as I can, the first being Crystalline Transmutation, just in case we end up having to enter the water for some reason.” 
 
    “The Frost Seal is stable for the time being, thanks to Archmage Thorn’s preparations and foresight,” Druidess Filna said. “And I will deploy multiple hunting packs of rangers to guard this Frost Seal. You will have the days you need to enact this outrageous feat.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” Zephyr said. He nodded to Vincent and cracked his knuckles. “Alright, let’s get to work.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Four days passed, during which Vincent made significant progress on his endeavor to figure out a way to move the Snapping Malice’s Frost Seal. He would go there early in the morning to study the weaves of Frost ether and Life ether that held the massive sphere of ice and the powerful spatial dimension within its depths together. During that time, he also held lengthy discussions with Tosa and Biri. All three referred to stacks of scrolls and books retrieved from the Frost School’s archives as they bent their minds and will toward the audacious enterprise. 
 
    Nella had returned on the evening of the same day she’d left, bearing news that Gabriel and the Phoenix Knights would be more than willing to lend their aid. Rina, the quartermaster of Blackstone Keep and now-assistant to Acting Archmage Gabriel Xost, had reached out to King Vlandusk himself for help, apparently, and the trio should expect an update via a firebird messenger soon. 
 
    The trio also finally summoned the courage to ask Archmage Thorn about any Frost magic spells that could possibly help them find out more details about their past life. Thorn had sighed regretfully and said that though he was privy to the Frost School’s sealed records and secret tomes, he’d never come across any such spells before, though like most other mages, he’d heard plenty of rumors about them. He had offered to give the trio full access to the hidden texts and assist them in searching for what they wanted, but ultimately, they decided to decline.  
 
    There were more important things at hand to deal with, such as the fact that there was a twilight fiend and the mysterious Shadowswarm assassin at large. Zephyr, Nella, and the Storm Scions accompanied Vincent as he studied the Frost Seal and tried to devise a way to pit its captives against the iron juggernauts. True to her word, Druidess Filna also flooded the site of the Frost Seal containing the Snapping Malice with a small army of rangers. More rangers guarded the prison of the Unholy Drake. It was not like the formidable hunters had anything else to do anyway, Callan had explained, since with the World Hearth sealed, no blight beasts or lesser blight titans were manifesting. 
 
    Sitting a dozen or so strides away from where Vincent was working, Zephyr and Nella took this time to study the Crystalline Transmutation spell. It was by far the most challenging spell Zephyr had ever tried to learn. His difficulty was due in part, according to Biri, to the fact that Crystalline Transmutation was in itself one of the most complicated Frost magic spells. Not many fully-fledged Frost Guardians knew it. In the Frost School, only Archmage Thorn and the Glacial Twins did. 
 
    “It took me a year of studying, practicing, and independent research to manifest the basic Frost ether weaves of that spell,” Biri had explained. “My brother took a little longer to get to the same place, while Archmage Thorn needed fourteen months of studying before he was able to initiate the spell in its full form.” 
 
    Another reason why Zephyr struggled with the Crystalline Transmutation spell was his peculiar lack of affinity with Frost magic. Of course, he was still much more attuned to Frost magic than the vast majority of mages thanks to the Codex of Ascension, but there was something about the rigid, strictly structured, and detail-demanding nature of Frost magic that simply didn’t sit right with him. 
 
    It was perfect for Vincent’s meticulous nature, and it was comfortable for Nella, who’d grown up amidst Frost Guardians. That was not the case for someone raised in accordance with the teachings of the Wu, which valued harmony and adaptability, like Zephyr. 
 
    Nella’s greater affinity with Frost magic was hindered by her comparatively poor book-learning skills. The ranger had come a long way as a scholar and a student since her first day at the Tempest School, but grinding through winding passages—no, pages—of text caused her no end of grief. Still, she gritted her teeth and set her will to the task alongside Zephyr. 
 
    And finally, on the mid-morning of the fourth day, Zephyr and Nella finally made sense of the last few lines of Crystalline Transmutation’s instructions, and one of the codex displays he’d conjured flickered. 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Transmutation (initiate) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Winter Paladin 
 
    Builds transmutation scaffold upon caster’s body that can hold Crystalline Forms (10 minutes) 
 
      
 
    This is another Frost magic spell that doesn’t have a variant. Or rather, maybe its variants lie in the Crystalline Forms, Zephyr thought as he gave Nella a congratulatory clasp on the shoulder. “We did it! Good job, Nella!” 
 
    “Good job to you too, Zeph,” she replied, sighing in relief. “You figured out that last little stretch. My head was beginning to spin at having to do so much reading.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, there’s still quite a bit of reading to be done yet,” Zephyr said, nodding at the codex display carrying the words of the Frost grimoire. The floating scroll flickered as it turned the pages of the transcribed book to the instructions detailing the use of the Mariner’s Form. 
 
    “True, but this seems a lot easier though,” Nella said, rolling her shoulders. “I’ve heard Druidess Filna discuss some of the ideas described here to some other druids and druidesses, though she was talking about Life magic shape-shifting spells, not Frost magic.” 
 
    “Let’s get started, then. The sooner we get this done, the better.” Zephyr glanced at Vincent, who was busy scribbling something into his notebook with a charcoal pencil. Beside him, Biri and Tosa flipped feverishly through two ancient tomes, in search of some obscure lore or piece of information that could prove pertinent. 
 
    “Yeah, looks like Vincent’s got a lot to think about at the moment,” Nella said. “He hasn’t noticed that we’ve learnt the spell yet. We can tell him after we’ve gotten the Mariner’s Form.” 
 
    Zephyr nodded. He glanced to the far end of the clearing, where Lux and the other Storm Scions were engaged in some kind of spell-casting drill. Somehow, she noticed his regard and flashed him a smile, before returning to her training. 
 
    I’ve got to keep up too, he thought as he turned his focus back to the Frost grimoire. As he swept his gaze over the first few diagrams and lines of text about the Mariner’s Form, Nella expended some of the few essence orbs left to bring the trio’s skill in the Crystalline Transmutation spell to mastery. 
 
      
 
    Crystalline Transmutation (Master) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Blizzard Hunter 
 
    Builds transmutation scaffold upon caster’s body that can hold Crystalline Forms (5 hours) 
 
      
 
    “That spell duration will apply to whatever Crystalline Form we decide to attach to it too, I’m guessing,” Nella said as she channeled some Frost ether to her soul and molded it into Crystalline Transmutation. A brief shower of drifting ice scattered across her shoulders then, but it dissipated into nothingness within the blink of an eye. The ranger shrugged. “Looks like this spell won’t work unless we have a Crystalline Form ready to attach to it.” 
 
    “Fortunately, we’ll have one soon,” Zephyr replied, running the mental processes described in the grimoire through his consciousness. After the long, arduous work he and Nella had done on the Crystalline Transmutation spell and the trio’s enhanced mastery of Frost magic, learning the Mariner’s Form proved to be little more difficult than a brisk mountain hike. Barely ten minutes passed before his codex display flickered. 
 
      
 
    Spell Variant for Crystalline Transmutation acquired! 
 
      
 
    Mariner’s Form 
 
    Crystalline Form that enables caster to breathe water, withstand the crushing depths of the deepest oceans, swim up to 50 miles per hour 
 
      
 
    “That’s it! We got it!” Nella cried, thumping Zephyr excitedly on the shoulder. 
 
    “We definitely did.” Zephyr returned the ranger’s grin before turning to another page of the transcribed grimoire on his codex display. “There are a few other Crystalline Forms to learn as well. Should we…” 
 
    “No, not until we take a very long break,” Nella said, scrunching her eyes shut and shaking her head. “We’ve gotten what we might need when we take on the Snapping Malice, so that’s good for now.”  
 
    “I'll go and tell Vincent that we learned Crystalline Transmutation and Mariner’s Form,” Zephyr said, getting up from his field stool—a lightweight and practical piece of portable furniture made of hide stretched over a sturdy wooden frame—and stretching his arms. 
 
    “I’ll come too,” Nella said, getting up as well. She glanced at where Vincent was, only to turn back at Zephyr again, curiosity evident in her eyes. “I think he’s made some sort of breakthrough as well. That’s pretty good timing.” 
 
    Zephyr followed Nella’s gaze, and sure enough, Vincent was grinning excitedly and waving them over. 
 
    “Zeph! Nella! Come here!” he cried. “I figured it out!” 
 
    Hearing his words, Abel called a halt to the Storm Scions’ training and told his fellow mages to catch his breath. He and Lux walked over to Vincent, arriving at the wooden desk he’d been working at the last few days alongside Zephyr and Nella. 
 
    “What exactly did you figure out?” Nella asked. “How to move this huge block of ice all the way to the ocean?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Tosa said, a faint smile of disbelief and awe cutting through the fatigue upon her pale features. She nodded to Vincent. “It was your discovery, so you should explain it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Master Tosa Finne,” Vincent replied, trembling with barely contained glee. He pointed at the Frost Seal. “There are two main reasons why we can’t move this. First, the Life magic that holds it together will fall apart when we get too far away from the World Hearth. That would be disastrous, as Archmage Thorn said, since we’d be spilling a powerful blight titan and who-knows-how-many blight beasts and lesser blight titans onto the world.” 
 
    “Aquatic or not, blight creatures will adapt rapidly to their surroundings,” Biri added. “So no, we cannot release the Snapping Malice onto dry land in hopes we can secure an advantage.” 
 
    “Besides, it did its fair share of destruction across the Blight Boundary before it was contained within a Frost Seal, so it’s as deadly on land as on sea,” Tosa continued. He returned the leatherbound tome he’d been holding to his mage band. “Also, I cannot imagine the devastation releasing all that blight-tainted water would cause.” 
 
    “The second reason is that we can’t carry something that large and heavy over half the world, not even with Wind Walk,” Nella reasoned. “Not that we can use Wind Walk to get to the iron juggernauts anyway, since we don’t know where they are. Gabriel will help with that, though.” 
 
    Zephyr nodded in agreement. Even if the Phoenix Knights’ charts on the locations of the iron juggernauts were accurate, the trio still couldn’t fly directly to the massive warships, since Wind Walk only allowed its caster to travel to an open-aired location he or she had previously visited. But the trio could still use Wind Walk to get somewhere nearby, before flying to the iron juggernauts with the Soaring Breeze spell or astride either Vincent’s cloud elemental or Nella’s sky-wyrm. 
 
    But like Nella said, we can’t carry the Frost Seal due to its sheer size, even if Vincent has somehow managed to figure out how to keep it from breaking apart, he thought. “Have you been able to replace the Life magic spells used on the Frost Seal with Frost magic ones, Vincent?” 
 
    “That was what I’d first thought to do, but after some research and experimentation, I felt that simply wasn’t going to work,” Vincent said. “I’d need to awaken a Life Aspect and get good enough at Life magic to even think about removing one of the Life magic spells used on the Frost Seal without the entire thing breaking apart, and that’s assuming I can actually manage to fashion some kind of Frost magic equivalent.” 
 
    “So the first reason we can’t move the Frost Seal still stands,” Zephyr mused. “But you said you’ve figured out a solution, right?” 
 
    “I have,” Vincent replied. “Frost magic is very suitable for enacting spatial enchantments, and right now, the three of us are perhaps the most powerful Frost magic users alive, even if we don’t know that many spells yet.” 
 
    “The Frost Seal is a spatial enchantment in itself…” Nella tapped her chin with her forefinger and pursed her lip in thought. Her eyes lit up in sudden excitement. “Wait. That’s it! You’re going to join the spatial enchantment of this Frost Seal to another one near the iron juggernauts!” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Vincent said. He cleared his throat uneasily. “But I have a feeling you’re not going to like how I intend to do it.” 
 
    “You’ll need to cast a powerful spell that will almost certainly involve a ritual,” Zephyr reasoned, before sighing. “And you’re going to use the nightsteel from the Tyrant Compass for that ritual.” 
 
    “Like draws to like,” Vincent said. “The Tyrant Compass carries traces of Tyrant magic from the Unliving Empress herself, whereas the nightsteel it’s made out of is the physical manifestation of Shadow magic. I will connect the spatial enchantment of this Frost Seal to a spot above the oceans, and then I will manipulate the Tyrant magic within the Tyrant Compass to mimic the Unliving Empress’s summons. That will draw in all of the iron juggernauts.” 
 
    “While the blight titan and the other blight creatures will swarm toward the Tyrant Compass too and pour out of the Frost Seal,” Nella continued. She grimaced. “Using the Tyrant Compass for its intended purpose is bad enough, but you want to come into direct contact with the Tyrant magic trapped inside it? Is that safe?” 
 
    “If I place enough Blazefire Conjurations around my mind, I should be fine,” Vincent said. “There’s nothing to worry about, like Gabriel always likes to say, right?” 
 
    “We can place our Blazefire Conjurations around your mind as well, Vincent,” Zephyr said. “That should keep you safe. The last thing we need is to have the Unliving Empress seize control of your consciousness and reincarnate herself in your body.” 
 
    “No, you’re right.” Vincent shuddered. His face turned pale. “That’s definitely the last thing we need. We can get started right away.” 
 
    “Well, we can’t.” Nella grunted impatiently. “We’re still waiting to hear from Gabriel and Rina. In fact, you know what? I’ll go to Blackstone Keep and grab him right now.” 
 
    “Wait,” Zephyr said, holding up his hand in a forestalling gesture. “Didn’t you say he wouldn’t be at Blackstone Keep because he went to talk to the King? Where are you going to find him? The Capital? Do you know where he’s staying there, if he’s even arrived already?” 
 
    “Ugh, you’re right, Zeph,” Nella said. “I just remembered. He’s not going to the Capital to meet the King. The King is visiting one of the southeastern city states. I can’t recall which one, because their names all sound funny to me. Gabriel and his people are going to meet the King there.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be too far of a journey,” Vincent said. “Blackstone Keep is only a day’s walk from the outskirts of the nearest city state, and Blackstone Keep has horses and carriages. If he set off when you said he set off, he might have already spoken to His Majesty.” 
 
    “Archmage Thorn has been to all the city states,” Biri said. “I’m sure he’d be more than happy to lead you there with his Wind Walk spell when you’re ready to go.” 
 
    “And I’m not too sure you are ready to go,” Tosa continued, picking up the conversational thread directly from his sister. “Vincent, you’re attempting to conjure a spatial corridor between two points that are more than half the width of the world apart. I know just how powerful you and your friends are, but even you three wouldn’t be able to create and sustain a Crystalline Structure capable of establishing such a connection.” 
 
    “You’ll need dozens of Frost-glyph amplifiers and magnifiers, and you’ll need to enact a Frost magic ritual to use them,” Biri added. A determined smile tugged at her lips. “Fortunately, you will have the entire Buried Forge and all of its glyph-smiths at your disposal.” 
 
    “That’s great!” Vincent cried jubilantly, his eyes shining with wonder. “We’ve gone over the Tome of Frost Glyphs over the last few days, and I can’t wait to try out some of the ideas we discussed.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Tosa chuckled helplessly. “Those ideas of yours that would be utterly unthinkable if not for your overwhelming magical power and skill. Yes, let’s put them into practice to get you what you need.” 
 
    “You might as well take the time to do things properly, Vincent,” Zephyr said. “We’ll still be waiting on Gabriel to help us find the iron juggernauts anyway.” 
 
    “Why do we need his help at this point?” Nella asked, tapping her jaw again. “Vincent, can’t you use the Tyrant Compass somewhere in the ocean to pull all the iron juggernauts toward us?” 
 
    “The ocean is vast,” Zephyr explained. “You should know. We’ve flown over it many times by now. Vincent plans to use the Tyrant Compass in an unintended way, which would surely diminish the range of its effects greatly, so they might not even be able to hear his call. And even if the range of Vincent’s summons is sufficient, and we successfully call out to the iron juggernauts from a great distance, what if they take so long to arrive that the Snapping Malice and the other blight beasts escape into the depths of the ocean?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.” Nella nodded. “That’s a good point, Zeph. The blight titan will come rushing out as well when the Tyrant Compass is used. Hmmm.  Actually, will it? Can’t you just keep the door of the Frost Seal shut until the iron juggernauts arrive, Vincent?” 
 
    “I suppose I could, but that’s not the point. There isn’t enough Tyrant magic still remaining to use the compass more than once in the way I want to,” Vincent explained. “If we just use it all up somewhere in the ocean, and like Zeph said, its range is too short or its call is too weak to reach the iron juggernauts, we would have wasted our efforts entirely. No, we need Gabriel to confirm if his charts on the iron juggernauts’ locations are correct, so we can figure out a good spot that we can use to summon them.” 
 
    “Guess we’re waiting, then?” Nella sighed and nudged Zephyr. “Well, looks like it’s back to learning more Frost magic spells for us in the meantime.” 
 
    “It is,” Zephyr agreed, grinning. He relished the challenge. 
 
    “I won’t take more than a day or two to inscribe the Frost glyphs I need,” Vincent said. He turned to Biri. “But I will need amplifiers stronger enough to bear their power within a ritual circle, Master Biri Finne.” 
 
    “As I said, you will have all our resources at your disposal,” Biri said. “We will get you what you need, Vincent.” 
 
    “Gabriel better get things settled on his end quickly.” Nella grunted unhappily. “A day or two, eh? Great. More reading.” 
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    The ocean breeze felt different aboard a ship than it did high in the heavens, Zephyr thought. Down here, its touch was warmer, and the aroma of salt sat more heavily upon its curving gusts. He looked over a guardrail and into the distant horizon, where the waters shone like silver beneath the light of the mid-afternoon sun. Zephyr would have marveled at their beauty, if the trio weren’t here to bait the Unliving Empress’s monstrosities into a fight against a blight titan and the lesser horrors it had spawned. 
 
    A week had gone by since Vincent’s breakthrough. He and the glyph-smiths of the Frost School had fashioned a sphere of intricate locking silver chains covered in Frost glyphs. The Tyrant Compass sat in the middle of the sphere, the magic within it contained and subverted to a different purpose from its original one. 
 
    Zephyr turned away from the guardrail and looked to the broad deck. It was spacious in comparison to that of any other ship, and it would rightfully be so, as it belonged to the Scimitar, one of the ten great galleon warships of the Vlanduskian Royal Navy. The tip of its tallest mast reached nearly thirty feet into the skies, and its mighty frame stretched more than a hundred feet across the water. The Royal Flag fluttered in the salty breeze from the mast. Its crew was more than a thousand strong, most of them fierce marines wearing light-blue uniforms beneath their leather cuirasses. Ballistae emplacements bristled down its flanks, and catapults sat ranged and readied upon raised platforms across its deck. 
 
     An armada of lesser ships accompanied the Scimitar, all of them similarly crewed and equipped. Zephyr had also been told by the galleon’s captain, a powerfully built man called Joran, that each of the lesser ships had at least three Royal Mages on board, while the flagship herself carried a complement of thirty Royal Mages. 
 
    Zephyr and his friends had spoken briefly to some of the purple-robed mages aboard the Scimitar. Most of them had Inferno Aspects and were former Phoenix Knights who’d chosen to serve the King formally rather than beneath a mercenary’s contract. Five of them were former Frost Guardians, recruited for their ability to cast healing spells and keep the ship’s crew in good health. A few possessed Aspects of lesser magic. There was a Coin mage, for instance, whose expertise lay in repairing any faults in the ship alongside her engineers. There was also an Aeromancer, capable of casting much-weaker versions of several Tempest magic spells that would be utterly unable to pierce the dark magic barrier of any Shadowswarm entity. The Aeromancer, however, could fill the Scimitar’s sails with wind at will, which was how the ship had gotten so far out into the ocean in the span of a single day. 
 
    Zephyr shook his head slightly and pushed his ruminations aside as he checked on Vincent, who was casting a powerful Frost magic spell using a ritual circle drawn onto the deck of the Scimitar. Immense tides of Frost ether poured into the neatly inked diagram and flowed through the thirty Frost-glyph magnifiers neatly interspersed just within the circle’s borders. Archmage Thorn and the Glacial Twins stood several strides away, their gazes keen with attention as they stood by to provide whatever assistance was necessary. 
 
    Vincent held a sphere formed by intricately crafted silver chains, each of them covered by Frost-glyphs. The Tyrant Compass lay at the heart of the artifact. Vincent had crafted it a few days ago, just before the trio received word from Thorn that Gabriel’s firebird messenger had arrived. 
 
    Sonorous syllables poured from Vincent’s lips as he pushed through the complex, winding patterns of the ritual spell. Zephyr felt his teeth ache at the sheer amount of ether Vincent was wielding. He suspected that at the end of the ritual spell, Vincent would be too exhausted to do battle. The Snapping Malice—whatever was left of it after it took on the iron juggernauts—would have to be dealt with by Zephyr and Nella. 
 
    The ranger and Lux were standing next to Zephyr. Lux’s features were creased with worry. Zephyr reached out and brushed a stray strand of hair from her brow. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he reassured her. “Vincent will be fine. He’ll just need some rest after he’s done here.” 
 
    “I know.” Lux took his hand in hers and gave it a brief squeeze. “I know now isn’t the time, but I’m getting a bit worried about Uncle Stalwart. It’s been a while since His Excellency said he would bring Uncle Stalwart to the Frost School, but His Excellency has neither been back, nor sent any word.” 
 
    “Maybe we should pay a visit to Avora’s home,” Nella suggested. “Thorn knows where it is, so he can take us there.” 
 
    “Some of the Royal Mages might, too. His Excellency maintains a household in the Capital and makes regular appearances at the Royal Court, after all. That means the King would definitely want someone under his employ who can travel to the Avora Estate at will,” Lux mused, before sighing. “Anyway, now’s not the time to worry about such things. We have a blight titan to deal with.” 
 
    “We’ll check on Grand Sage Avora after we take care of the Snapping Malice,” Zephyr promised, trying in vain to trace with his mage sight the intricate weaves of the spell Vincent was casting. He truly is a prodigy of magic, even without the Codex of Ascension. 
 
    His thoughts drifted again to the events of the last few days. Gabriel’s firebird messenger had called the trio to meet the Acting Archmage of the Phoenix Knights in the City State of Zumberia. Gabriel had spoken to King Vance himself, and His Majesty had graciously offered the use of one of his mighty galleons and its accompanying fleet to carry the trio into the oceans and bring them to a close enough point where they could call to the iron juggernauts. 
 
    Gabriel couldn’t accompany the trio himself, as he and the contingent of Phoenix Knights with him had to perform some task for the King. Still, the Acting Archmage had pledged his assistance in dealing with the fourth and final blight titan, the creature named the Unholy Drake. Zephyr had a feeling that they’d need all the help they could get, but he also knew that depending on how things turned out with the Snapping Malice, events might unfold so quickly that the Phoenix Knights wouldn’t be able to fulfill their Acting Archmage’s promise. 
 
    King Vance wasn’t on the Scimitar, of course. He would be returning to Vlandusk aboard the Rosewind, a pleasure craft equipped with the finest comforts and guarded by an armada larger than the one accompanying the Scimitar. The King had chosen not to meet the trio in person this time, citing a conflict in his schedule. Zephyr was canny enough to recognize this as a political move to remind the trio of their station of birth and put them in their place, regardless of their magical power. 
 
    We will probably meet him sooner or later, he thought as he swept his gaze over the Royal Mages keeping a tense, suspicious watch over Vincent. Thorn cast the King’s agents a cool, frosty look, and many of them turned away, unwilling to make an enemy of the Archmage. Some kept true to their duty, which wasn’t so much as to support the trio than to garner any and all possible information about them. 
 
    If the King sees us as a threat, that could lead to all sorts of trouble. Zephyr thought, sighing. The trio had saved the world twice, already. If they wanted political power, it was theirs for the taking. But Zephyr didn’t desire any, and he was sure that was the same for Nella and Vincent, too. 
 
    Vincent’s chanting rose to a fever pitch. The Frost ether he’d been forging began to coalesce into solid threads that poured into the sphere he held in his raised fist. Thorn and the Glacial Twins thrust their hands out and joined in the chant as well, adding their voices and skill to the ritual spell. The Archmage of the Frost School took the lead and bore the brunt of the magical exertion necessary to continue the ritual spell, while the other two Frost Guardians supported him. 
 
    The Frost Guardians are tidying up after Vincent, making sure that no stray threads of Tyrant magic escape from the ritual circle, Zephyr thought. He clenched his fists and cheered Vincent on silently. They’re also preparing to transition the ritual spell to its next phase. 
 
    A wave of chilled air washed over the deck of the Scimitar. Vincent coughed weakly and lowered the silver sphere in his hand. 
 
    “I did it,” he said, proffering the repurposed Tyrant Compass. “I can conjure a spatial corridor to the Snapping Malice’s Frost Seal and call the iron juggernauts with this. But this enchantment will only hold for ten minutes. We will have to use it before…” 
 
    “Yes, yes. You told us this already,” Nella said. Lightning poured from her eyes and darted heavenward. Her sky-wyrm uncoiled its bulk and roared, drawing cries of alarm from every sailor on every ship in eyeshot. She walked over and grabbed Vincent before he could fall to his knees in fatigue. “That’s plenty of time to get where we need to go.” 
 
    “Which is at least ten miles from here,” Captain Joran reminded the trio. He unfurled a copy of the chart pinpointing the locations of the iron juggernauts and pointed to a spot upon the parchment for emphasis. “This is the point. It’s directly northeast of here.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know,” Nella scoffed. “Wouldn’t want your precious warships to get scratched doing what they’re supposed to do, would we?” 
 
    Before Joran could retort, Nella’s sky-wyrm reached down and picked her and Vincent up in its claws, before gently depositing them on its back. They flew away. 
 
    “What does she think we can do against something as large as you three described?” the captain grumbled to Zephyr. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” he replied, before giving Lux a peck on the cheek. “See you later.” 
 
    “Fortune in battle, Zeph!” Lux said, forcing a bright smile upon her face. “Be careful. The rest of us will be right behind you.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” Zephyr ascended into the skies with his Soaring Breeze spell. He nodded to Thorn and the Glacial Twins, before turning northeast and flying after Nella and Vincent. 
 
    The ranger’s sky-wyrm was swift, slicing through the skies faster than a howling gale. Zephyr had to push his Soaring Breeze spell to catch up, and when he did, he turned to Vincent. 
 
    “Can you manage another Wind Walk spell?” Zephyr asked. 
 
    “I can, but why?” Vincent blinked in puzzlement. 
 
    “If you find yourself too worn out to fight, you need to get yourself to safety,” Nella answered on behalf of Zephyr. “We could really use your help, of course, but if you’re too tired to cast spells…” 
 
    “I’d be better off getting out of your way, so you don’t have to protect me,” Vincent said, smiling wearily. “I know. Let’s see how it goes, first. With any luck, the iron juggernauts will just kill the Snapping Malice for us, dark magic barrier or not. Then we won’t have to do anything.” 
 
    “That would be for the best,” Zephyr said. “But I doubt things will go that smoothly. Even if the iron juggernauts rip the Snapping Malice apart and kill all the other blight beasts, they still won’t be able to do anything about the Dark Possession. Dealing with it will be our job.” 
 
    “Lux and the others will be following us, right?” Vincent said. “I think maybe they should stay farther back or just remain on the ship, so that the Royal Mages can help them too. Also, this far out in the ocean, it probably won’t be a very big deal if some weak Shadowswarm entities scatter past their reach.” 
 
    “She said Abel will keep the Storm Scions far back from where we’re headed to intercept any night gaunts that will emerge from the Snapping Malice’s blood,” Zephyr reminded him. “But you’re right. Maybe they should simply stay with the Scimitar. The King has put up a tremendous show of strength in sending his prized ship and its accompanying fleet with us. We might as well put that strength to use.” 
 
    “I wonder if we should help out with the night gaunts while we let the Unliving Empress’s toys do our work for us,” Nella mused, before shaking her head. “No, we can’t afford to get distracted. We’ll have to trust Lux and the Storm Scions to do their part.” 
 
    “We’re almost there, aren’t we?” Vincent asked, after a few more moments of flight. He glanced nervously at the Tyrant Compass. “I think we only have another three or four minutes left before this enchantment fades and all our work goes to waste.” 
 
    “We’re here, actually,” Nella said, before whistling to her sky-wyrm and bidding it to stop several hundred feet above a nondescript patch of the ocean. She took her bow out from her mage band. “When we’re done with this, there’ll only be one left.” 
 
    “We’re all looking forward to being done with these foul creatures,” Zephyr said as he halted beside the proud Tempest beast and called his Illumination and Fury gauntlets over his fists. He nodded to Vincent. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    “Alright.” Vincent took a deep breath. The sphere in his hand began to shine with a bright white light. A sickly green thread of radiance snaked its way from the heart of the sphere, only to be held in check by the glyph-encrusted silver chains that made up its surface. 
 
    Vincent cried out in breathless effort. A sharp crack resounded through the air. The sphere disintegrated, falling apart into flakes of silver, while the singular piece of nightsteel that had been trapped within the now-destroyed Tyrant Compass hovered above Vincent’s open palm. 
 
    The Tyrant magic still bound within the fragment of accursed metal dispersed in the form of an undeniable summons from creator to monstrosity. Soon, every iron juggernaut that still guarded the coasts of Fennea would arrive. 
 
    The nightsteel began to twist and break down, falling apart into wisps of darkness that perished beneath the mid-afternoon sunlight. Another crack tore through the skies, but this time, it was louder and larger, a portent of the arrival of something horrific and massive. 
 
    A rift appeared in the heavens, nearly as high up in the skies as the trio. Foul, blight-tainted water gushed from its depths and poured into the ocean, causing Zephyr to wince in horror. But the Frost Guardians would be able to deal with that later with some creative spell-casting, Thorn had promised. Zephyr could only have faith that the Archmage wouldn’t let the blight’s touch extend too far into the open oceans. 
 
    That was a huge reason why Gabriel had requested the King’s help, in fact. Apart from the Scimitar, a massive fleet was being gathered at the Royal Docks near the Capital of Vlandusk, every ship laden with Royal Mages who would help cleanse the site of battle. 
 
    Zephyr caught movement within the rift from the corner of his eye, and he turned toward the enlarging violet swirl that sat in the heavens. A nightmarish visage looked back at him. Its alien gaze was filled with hate. A moment later, it emerged, snapping its beaked maw wide open in an attempt to bite down upon the trio. 
 
    But Vincent had opened the rift nearly a hundred feet away. The Snapping Malice’s head wasn’t enough to close that distance. Its beak slammed shut a dozen or so strides in front of Nella’s sky-wyrm, sending a wave of fetid, rotting air washing over the trio. 
 
    “Get clear!” Zephyr called, flying backward. Nella urged her Tempest beast to do the same. The rest of the Snapping Malice poured out of the widening rift then, and began its thunderous plummet toward the ocean. Thousands of tentacles writhing from the craters upon its diseased shell trailed in the wake of its descent. The Snapping Malice struck the water and radiated a massive wave from the point of its impact. 
 
    A moment later, a tide of hideous, malformed blight beasts poured from the rift. Zephyr saw oversized crustaceans bristling with razor-sharp horns and spikes, squid-like creatures with thousands of glowing eyes, and multi-headed sharks with human-like hands sprouting from their bodies, among other horrific monstrosities. They crashed into the swirling, churning seas. 
 
    “If the iron juggernauts don’t show up, we’d have released an army of monsters capable of wiping out every coastal settlement within hundreds of miles,” Vincent said nervously.  
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Nella promised. She pointed to the distant horizon. “Look!” 
 
    Zephyr followed the ranger’s finger with his gaze and saw thick columns of smoke filling the air. A heartbeat later, upon the distant horizon, he spotted the squat, brutal silhouettes giving rise to the smoke. A monotone bleat thundered through the skies, loud enough to rattle Zephyr’s teeth in his skull, even from so far away. It was echoed by another, then a third. The warhorns of the iron juggernauts filled the heavens with their discordant cacophony. 
 
    Nella mouthed a series of obscenities and cast Wind Sanctuary, enclosing the trio in a bubble of protective air and blissful silence. 
 
    “Gabriel said that there are thirty-seven iron juggernauts.” Vincent rubbed his ears gingerly as he spoke. “I wonder if that’s enough to deal with the Snapping Malice and the other blight beasts.” 
 
    “We’ll find out, like we said.” Nella shook her head in awe at the sight of the iron juggernauts converging upon where the Tyrant Compass had been broken. “Either way, we’re going to have to get involved at some point.” 
 
    “That point isn’t now,” Zephyr said. He placed a Wind Sheath spell over Nella’s Wind Sanctuary, bending light around the ranger’s bubble of air to render the trio invisible. He pointed higher into the sky. “Let’s give them more room.” 
 
    “If we’re too far away, we won’t be able to see what’s going on, won’t we?” Nella asked, directing her sky-wyrm to follow Zephyr as he flew higher. “We’ll have to keep an eye on things so that we know when best to strike.” 
 
    “I’ve already thought about that,” Vincent said, producing a spyglass from his mage band. “These carry minor Frost glyphs that make them far more effective than your usual looking glass. With them you can see through the clouds and a long way into the water. I’ve brought one for each of us.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Vincent,” Zephyr said, casting his gaze downward to the churning waters as he continued his ascent. The iron juggernauts had come to heed what they believed to be the Unliving Empress’s call, only to find blight creatures tainted by the Shadow instead. Their fury was obvious, evident by the thunder of their warhorns that caused ripples across the surface of Nella’s Wind Sanctuary spell. 
 
    The first iron juggernaut came into clear view, and Zephyr had to clench his jaw to keep himself from crying out in horrified awe. It was a fortress of solid metal, easily ten times larger than the Scimitar, with winding towers of twisted steel, all of them bristling with strange tubes. The smallest one had to be as broad across as Zephyr’s shoulders and twice as long as he was tall. More of the tubes extended from the iron juggernaut’s bulk. The largest two jutted from its bow, like a spear a warrior would level at his foe.  
 
    Black smoke poured from hundreds of chimney-like pipes upon its length, filling the skies with their darkening miasma and a putrid, greasy stench. Zephyr couldn’t help but cough as a faint whiff of the smoke tickled the back of his throat. 
 
    It smells almost as bad as a blight titan’s breath, he thought, seeing his friends undergo the same reaction. He pointed higher to the skies and continued ascending, with Nella’s sky-wyrm following closely. “Come on. Let’s get even farther away. Remember what Sahhto said? Iron juggernauts can strike even dragons out of the skies.” 
 
    “I wonder how they do that?” Nella asked. “Are those tubes sprouting from all over their bodies bows of some kind? Or can they cast spells?” 
 
    Just before the trio ascended above the cloud canopy, Nella received an answer to her question. The blight creatures milling in the ocean below had spotted the iron juggernauts and moved to attack them as well. One of the colossal ships angled its forward-facing tube at a cluster of the grotesque monstrosities that was frothing through the water toward it. A deep boom thundered through the air, low and loud enough for Zephyr to feel it in his bones and hear it through Nella’s spell, even from so far away. 
 
    With his reflexes heightened by his Tempest-infused internal energy, Zephyr was able to track with his eyes the metallic sphere that sliced through the space between the iron juggernaut and the blight creatures. The whistling projectile struck the foremost blight beast, tore right through its dark magic barrier, and turned its shelled bulk into a starburst of scattering shards. But the sphere wasn’t done yet. It ripped on through, its flight unimpeded by its first victim, and struck another blight beast, some kind of winged shark. The monster burst apart from the impact, turning into a cascading shower of meat and bone. 
 
    On and on the sphere went, killing another two blight creatures before finally coming to a halt in the viscera of a monster that seemed to be little more than a cluster of tentacles. But just as Zephyr thought the sphere’s wrath was spent, it then exploded, creating a vortex of swirling steel that minced everything within its reach into bloody debris. 
 
    “Ostar’s Teeth!” Vincent cried, pointing a trembling finger downward. “Did you two see that? Dark magic barriers didn’t have any effect at all!” 
 
    “And I doubt there’ll be any vital nodes left intact to regenerate anything,” Nella added, a grimace that was equal parts horror and admiration twisting its way across her face. “No wonder nothing has been able to defeat the iron juggernauts all these centuries. I don’t think even an army of dragons like Sahhto would have stood a chance.” 
 
    “If the Unliving Empress had created their land-based equivalent, she would have conquered the world centuries ago,” Zephyr said, shaking his head. “So either she didn’t want to, or she couldn’t, for some reason.” 
 
    “I can’t remember who it was that said it, Sahhto or His Excellency,” Vincent said. “But the iron juggernauts need to drink oil hidden deep beneath the floor of the ocean to live. There’s no such thing on land, so maybe that’s why the biggest iron drones we’ve had to deal with were those behemoths and that silver thing you and Sahhto beat, Zeph. It isn’t that the Unliving Empress didn’t want to make iron juggernauts that could go onto land. She just couldn’t.” 
 
    “That is most fortunate for us,” Zephyr said, shuddering as he imagined a world populated only by drones and Slave-Masters. The fact that the Shadowswarm would have no human souls to corrupt and enslave was scant consolation for the extinction of humanity. 
 
    The trio rose above the clouds, and Vincent handed Zephyr and Nella a spyglass each. Zephyr put his spyglass to his eye and threaded a small amount of Frost ether into the enchanted tool. His vision expanded swiftly to the battle unfolding below. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was the fact that the iron juggernauts weren’t having things entirely their own way. The massive ships were powerful, but they were also slow and clumsy. As Zephyr watched, a swarm of blight creatures surrounded an iron juggernaut and began ripping it apart, even as the metallic monstrosity blasted its killers into blood-mist at point-blank range with its weapons. A crab-like blight beast clambered upon the iron juggernaut, slammed its massive limbs down upon its deck, and ripped out lengths of metal threads. The oil dripping off the threads made them resemble the gore-streaked intestines of a warrior disemboweled in battle. 
 
    Tongues of fire rose from the gaping wound inflicted by the crab monster and turned it into ash. The flames spread rapidly across the deck of the iron juggernaut, burning hot enough to melt its body into slag. The colossal ship upturned itself and sank into the ocean, bubbles and hissing steam marking the point of its descent. 
 
    Another iron juggernaut perished beneath the snapping jaws of a swarm of twisted shark-like creatures that tore its innards out from beneath the waterline. A third was cut in half as the Snapping Malice shut its beak across its body. The blight titan pivoted in the water, kicking up immense tides and undercurrents. The tentacles sprouting from its back swarmed over another iron juggernaut and pulled it into pieces. 
 
    All this time, the two massive ships destroyed by the Snapping Malice pounded the blight titan’s flesh with their weapons. The spheres launched by the iron juggernauts were so powerful that they tore through the Snapping Malice’s dark magic barrier, which was many magnitudes stronger than those of its spawn, and pulverized huge chunks of its shell and body into bloody vapor. 
 
    Several of the lesser blight beasts dived, seeking a refuge from the metal ships or an alternate angle of attack from within the lightless depths of the ocean. A quartet of iron juggernauts followed them, shuttering the chimneys from which the black smoke pouring from their fiery hearts emerged and then sinking beneath the waves. The blight beasts were swifter than their pursuers, but not swifter than the latter’s weapons, which annihilated them as they fled. 
 
    Zephyr was struck by the sheer variety of monsters accompanying the Snapping Malice within the Frost Seal. The blight titan was a mockery of Ostar in his aspect as the Fathomless Wanderer, the eternal avatar of the churning ocean, from which all life emerged in all its multifarious forms. It made some kind of twisted sense that a horde of such mutated and misshapen creatures would be spawned by the Snapping Malice. 
 
    More iron juggernauts swept by the blight titan, launching barrages of metal spheres that stripped one of its flanks entirely free of flesh and shell. The Snapping Malice opened its mouth and emitted a beam of searing heat that vaporized the water it touched and turned an iron juggernaut into a mountain of molten slag. Its tentacles lashed out and laid waste to another of the ships. 
 
    More metal spheres tore into its body, this time blasting viscera free from its abdomen. The blight titan rammed its bulk into a cluster of iron juggernauts, caving in their bows and triggering explosions within their hearts that ripped them asunder and sent them beneath the waves. Even as the Snapping Malice killed its foes, its horrific injuries began to heal, with streams of newly created flesh, sinew, and bone flowing into place. 
 
    “We’ve got to get closer and strike at the blight titan’s vital nodes, or it’ll just keep going until all the iron juggernauts are destroyed,” Nella said, observing the horrific spectacle unfolding below with rapt fascination. 
 
    “You want to go closer to that?” Vincent asked, his voice trembling. “Are we seeing the same thing? There is no spell powerful enough in this world to defend against the iron juggernauts’ weapons. If they spot us, we’re dead.” 
 
    “Both of you are right,” Zephyr said. “We need to use Crystalline Scan and Crystalline Cauterization on the Snapping Malice to incapacitate it so that we can get to its Dark Possession. But we shouldn’t do that right now. There are still too many iron juggernauts remaining. We should wait for more of them to fall.” 
 
    “Or for them to kill all the smaller blight creatures, at the very least,” Nella said. “They’re not doing very well against the Snapping Malice itself, but they’re wreaking absolute carnage on the blight beasts.” 
 
    The blood and flesh of the Snapping Malice had been suffusing the ocean waters for a while, and as it was with the Sky Horror and the Devastation Tiger, night gaunts began to claw their way into existence, heedless of the ocean’s grasp on their unnatural bodies. The Shadowswarm creatures spread their wings and soared toward the skies, eager to seek out human prey. 
 
    But they didn’t. Instead, they turned as one toward the same direction as the Scimitar and began a massed exodus toward the warship and its accompanying armada. 
 
    “It worked!” Vincent cried jubilantly and pumped his fists into the air. 
 
    “It did. Well done, as always.” Zephyr clasped his friend on the shoulder. When Vincent was enacting his ritual, he’d shaved a sliver of nightsteel from the Tyrant Compass and left it at the heart of the ritual circle. Archmage Thorn was supposed to take over after the trio’s departure and use the remnants of the foul substance and the ritual circle to call to any Shadowswarm entities within fifty miles. 
 
    It was a weak call, unlikely to cause any Shadowswarm creature more powerful than those in the greater-common category to waver in its purpose or intent, but night gaunts would find it utterly irresistible. As Zephyr watched, the winged creatures hurtled through the skies beneath the trio, heading straight for the ship. It would be up to Lux, Abel, and the rest of the Storm Scions to corral and destroy the night gaunts before they reached their destination. 
 
    Abel already said he’d fall back to the Scimitar if there are too many night gaunts for the Storm Scions to handle by themselves, Zephyr thought. I shouldn’t worry about him or Lux now. 
 
    “There aren’t many of the blight beasts left now,” Nella reported. “But then again, there aren’t many of the iron juggernauts left either.” 
 
    Zephyr raised his spyglass to his eye again and returned his attention to the carnage in the water. Nella was right. Only a half-dozen or so of the lesser blight creatures remained, floundering as the iron juggernauts cornered and blasted them into extinction. The scattered remains of the monsters suffused the ocean, damaged beyond what their vital nodes could repair. 
 
    As for the massive ships that embodied the Unliving Empress’s will, there were only ten left. Two of the remaining iron juggernauts finished off the blight beasts and rounded on the Snapping Malice. The thunder of their weapons shook the skies and thumped at the edges of Zephyr’s hearing even through the protection of Nella’s Wind Sanctuary spell. 
 
    The blight titan swept another heat beam through the ocean, destroying three iron juggernauts in the blink of an eye. Another barrage of whistling spheres struck its flanks and hip, tearing off one of its hind legs entirely. The iron juggernauts seemed to have gained some measure of their foe, as they began to concentrate their shots, systematically annihilating sections of the blight titan before those parts of its body could regenerate. 
 
    Diseased tentacles swept out from the Snapping Malice’s shell and wrapped themselves around a pair of iron juggernauts. One of the ships folded in on itself, crushed by the blight titan’s grotesque appendages, but the other surged free as its kin focused their weapons on the tentacles entwined over its deck and reduced them to bloody mist. 
 
    Zephyr couldn’t help but marvel at the way the iron juggernauts worked in coordination with one another, transforming from the solitary oceanic marauders they’d seemed to be into deadly pack hunters that reminded him of Callan’s warriors. The blight titan was larger, deadlier, and faster than the iron juggernauts, but the Unliving Empress’s creations hounded it with unrelenting fury and in perfect harmony. 
 
    The Snapping Malice opened its beaked maw, in obvious readiness to emit another fiery beam. But four iron juggernauts hit in the side of its face with a simultaneous volley from their weapons. The impact tore off the lower half of the blight titan’s beak. The ghastly injury began to regenerate immediately, but the unnatural fires the Snapping Malice had gathered in its mouth were denied their imminent release and roiled out of control, enveloping the rest of the blight titan’s head in flames. 
 
    It thrashed wildly and loosed a shriek of agony that shook the depths of the ocean and sent building-sized streams of tainted water hurtling toward the heavens. The surviving iron juggernauts took a moment to aim their largest weapons protruding from their bows, before unleashing a perfectly timed salvo directly at the Snapping Malice’s ravaged head. 
 
    Every shot struck home, completely decapitating the blight titan and ripping deep into the depths of its shell. Twelve of the metal spheres tore their way through the Snapping Malice’s innards, before exploding at the same time, filling the water and the skies with cascades of meat, innards, and shell fragments. 
 
    Only a third of the blight titan’s massive body remained: a forlorn chunk of a shelled body from which two ravaged hind limbs protruded. The explosion sent it spinning to the surface of the water, where it remained, tossed to and fro by the turbulent war-stirred currents of the ocean. 
 
    If we’d been lower by a hundred feet or so, we would have been cut apart or pulverized by the debris, Zephyr thought, marveling at the power of the iron juggernauts’ weapons. He didn’t know if any magic wielded by mage or dragon could ever stand up to the might of the Unliving Empress’s oceanic sentries. 
 
    “Did they do it?” Vincent asked, breathless with excitement and disbelief. “Did they kill the Snapping Malice? It’s not regenerating anymore.” 
 
    “You’re right!” Nella cried. She lowered her spyglass and shook her head. “Those last shots must have also destroyed the blight titan’s vital nodes outright. But if any still remain, they will quickly regenerate the destroyed vital nodes, and the Snapping Malice will come back to life again!” 
 
    “I think that somehow, they know that,” Zephyr said quietly. The iron juggernauts were circling the remains of the blight titan and systematically reducing it to shreds with their weapons. Even a monster as powerful as the Snapping Malice couldn’t regenerate if it were utterly reduced to pieces, vital nodes and all. He lowered his spyglass and was just about to let go of the tension tightening his shoulders and the back of his neck, when a horrifying thought occurred to him. 
 
    Where is the Dark Possession? 
 
    Zephyr quickly unfurled a codex display and, with the spyglass’s help, angled it over the Snapping Malice’s remains. 
 
      
 
    Grand Titan 
 
    Snapping Malice 
 
    Category: Sublime 
 
    Weaknesses: Frost magic (minor), Life magic (minor), Death magic (minor) 
 
      
 
    He focused his will on the codex display, commanding it to delve deeper and reveal the Dark Possession that was supposed to be lodged within the Snapping Malice’s flesh. The floating scroll in front of him flickered… and nothing changed. 
 
    Vincent and Nella quickly caught on to what was wrong. The latter was doing the same thing as Zephyr, and Vincent was looking over her shoulder at her codex display. 
 
    “The Dark Possession! Where is it?” Vincent asked, beads of sweat rolling down the sides of his face. 
 
     Zephyr swept his codex display across the stretch of the ocean where the battle between twisted flesh and living metal had unfolded. He found nothing at first, and he fought to stay calm, even as the thunder of his heartbeat filled his ears and his breathing threatened to take on an edge of raggedness. 
 
    A chill ran down his spine as something registered on his codex display. 
 
      
 
    Dark Embodiment: Abyssal Leviathan 
 
    Incarnation Phase 
 
    Blackguard: Fynnustarx of the Third Night 
 
    Shadowswarm Entities 
 
    Complete Incarnation (15,000 essence orbs) 
 
      
 
    “I found it!” he cried. “Something’s different!” 
 
    “A Dark Embodiment?” Nella asked. “What in Ostar’s name is that?” 
 
    “There!” Vincent pointed downward with his finger, while taking control of Zephyr’s codex display and locking it to a massive shadow that had appeared beneath the iron juggernauts and the disintegrating remains of the Snapping Malice. 
 
    Zephyr felt his breath catch in his throat as an island emerged from the ocean. Tentacles larger than entire towns burst from the water and loomed over the circling iron juggernauts. The ships turned upon the newly emerged threat right away and filled the air with a fusillade of hurtling spheres, only for the whistling projectiles to pass unimpeded through the Dark Embodiment’s body and emerge on the far side, trailing wisps of shadow in their wake. 
 
    It’s not corporeal! Zephyr realized. That’s why the water is moving right through its body instead of around it! 
 
    His notions about the Shadowswarm entity’s physicality were dashed a heartbeat later, as it brought one gigantic tentacle down upon an iron juggernaut, reducing it to scrap metal in a single blow and sending immense waves radiating from the point of impact. Zephyr recoiled at the sight. The creature could be solid when it suited its purposes, he realized, and it could similarly choose not to be, as another barrage of steel spheres passed uselessly through its bulk again. 
 
    The remaining iron juggernauts went into a frenzy, churning the water beneath their bulks into froth as they spread out, hammering again and again at the Abyssal Leviathan with their weapons. But the Dark Embodiment ignored them, choosing instead to extend two of its tentacles toward the ravaged remains of the Snapping Malice. 
 
    “Zeph!” Nella cried, her eyes crackling with sparks. “I see the twilight fiend! It’s right in the middle of the giant squid-thing!” 
 
    Giant squid-thing? Zephyr wondered. The ranger’s description was an apt one, he supposed. The Dark Embodiment was an island-sized, tentacled monstrosity. Zephyr didn’t think that any natural squid that existed would resemble the Abyssal Leviathan in any way at all, but there were worse ways with which he could attempt to wrap his mind around comprehending the sheer size and presence of the creature. 
 
    Shaking his errant thoughts away, he directed his spyglass to where Nella had indicated and found the twilight fiend right away. Like its other kin in the Dark Possessions of the Sky Horror and the Devastation Tiger, Fynnustarx of the Third Night was trapped in a column of shadows. The twilight fiend’s features were twisted into a mask of restless agony. 
 
    The Abyssal Leviathan swept its tentacles again and dashed another iron juggernaut to pieces. The remaining four spread out evenly around the Shadowswarm creature and fired their weapons at the same time. Eight steely spheres punched through the smoky substance of the Abyssal Leviathan’s body and traveled toward its center. 
 
    They want to create another massive explosion right in the middle of the monster, just like they did with the Snapping Malice, Zephyr thought, only just realizing that he’d unconsciously braced himself for the explosion even though he was too far away to truly feel anything but a faint thump in his bones and hear a distant rumble in his ears. 
 
    But the spheres didn’t meet in the center of the Abyssal Leviathan. Instead, their paths changed, undergoing subtle alterations that had the projectiles sweeping by each other with barely a hair’s breadth between their surfaces. Redirected thus, the spheres passed through the Dark Embodiment’s body, emerged from its skin, and slammed into the iron juggernauts surrounding it. 
 
    The massive ships crumpled beneath the impact of their kin’s weapons. Explosions rocked the lengths of their bodies. One of them burst apart into a shower of hurtling steel and burning oil. Another simply fell on its side and began its bubbling descent into the depths of the ocean. The third spun in circles until it, too, was dragged down by the water filling its innards. 
 
    The fourth and sole surviving iron juggernaut had merely been clipped along its flanks. It righted itself and resumed its useless barrage on the Abyssal Leviathan. 
 
    The tentacles that the Dark Embodiment had extended toward the Snapping Malice finally arrived at their destination. They sank into the blight titan’s remains and began to pulse. Masses of deformed flesh emerged into view and began traveling through the lengths of the Abyssal Leviathan’s appendages, all of them barely visible through the swirling shadows that shrouded the tentacles. 
 
    “Those are the vital nodes!” Vincent said. “The Dark Embodiment wants them for some reason. If I had to guess, it wants to acquire the blight titan’s regenerative abilities and grow flesh to fill out its body first. That would make it fully corporeal.” 
 
    “Why would it want to?” Nella asked. “Isn’t it pretty much impervious to anything the iron juggernaut can do like this?” 
 
    “It is,” Zephyr said. “The Abyssal Leviathan is unlike anything we’ve ever seen before, but when all is said and done, it’s still a Shadowswarm entity. Without flesh or steel shielding its true body, it cannot withstand Tempest magic.” 
 
    Nella put her spyglass back into her mage band and conjured a lightning arrow, which she set upon her bow. She turned to Vincent. 
 
    “How are you feeling? Do you want to head back to the Frost School?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Vincent replied, shaking his head. “I think I’ve managed to catch my breath, for the most part. My ether reserves are full, but that doesn’t matter, since we’re out here in the open and have plenty of ether to channel. Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that I can fight. I want to fight.” 
 
    “I understand,” Zephyr said. “But leave the heavy work to Nella and me, and if you need to withdraw, do it right away.” 
 
    “Alright, Zeph,” Vincent said. He took out his Ether Conduits and conjured Storm Hammers over both of them. “Let’s kill this creature.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The trio swooped down from the sky and hurled Cosmos Invocations from their palms, dropping columns of lightning upon the Abyssal Leviathan. The fury of their spells peeled away the effects of Zephyr’s Wind Sheath, rendering all three of them visible once more. 
 
    But the time for stealth and illusions was over. Their strategy to pit the iron juggernauts against the blight titan and its spawn had succeeded as much as it could, and the Unliving Empress’s metal monstrosities had done their part. It was now up to the trio to finish the job. 
 
    A massive tentacle lashed out to intercept the descending Cosmos Invocation spells, only to disintegrate beneath the touch of the triple cobalt-hued lightning columns. Nella whooped in triumph as the trio’s spells struck home upon the Abyssal Leviathan’s body, blasting immense sections of its shadowy bulk into dissipation. 
 
    An unearthly howl of agony and rage shook the heavens. Out of the corner of his eye, Zephyr spotted a cluster of tentacles swarming through the air toward him and his friends. He called Lethal Swiftness into his fist and extended the claws of his Illumination gauntlet, before slicing his blades through the air repeatedly to project a wall of Blade Beam spells. 
 
    Arcs of lightning sliced into the incoming limbs of swirling shadow, severing and then disintegrating them at every point of contact. Vincent raised a Cosmos Bastion around the trio, centering the spell over Nella’s sky-wyrm. The scant few tentacles that had survived Zephyr’s spell crashed into the sphere of crackling lightning and fell apart into shadowy motes, but not without sapping the barrier’s strength considerably. 
 
    “It’s the monster’s size!” Vincent said shakily. It was obvious to Zephyr that he hadn’t recovered from casting the ritual spell. “There’s just so… much of it for my Cosmos Bastion to neutralize! I don’t know how many more of its attacks I can block!” 
 
    “Then we don’t block any of them,” Zephyr said, before nodding to Nella. “Keep your distance and strike from afar. I’ll try to draw the Abyssal Leviathan’s attention. It’s not fast enough to catch me.” 
 
    “Sounds good, Zeph,” the ranger said, pulling her sky-wyrm higher into the heavens and bringing Vincent and his Cosmos Bastion with her. 
 
    Zephyr returned his focus back to the Abyssal Leviathan. To his dismay, he saw that the creature was stung, rather than hurt. The trio’s spells had carved immense craters of destruction upon its body, but as Vincent had said, its sheer size meant that wounds which would have spelt extinction for lesser Shadowswarm entities were mere scratches to it. 
 
    The scattered shadows marking the aftermath of the trio’s Cosmos Invocation spells were already beginning to reform. Zephyr’s gaze shot to one of the tentacles that the Abyssal Leviathan had extended to the now-disintegrating corpse of the Snapping Malice. The appendage had carried a cluster of vital nodes into the center of the massive Shadowswarm entity’s body. Already, the misshapen lumps of flesh were beginning to writhe and roil. Within moments, Zephyr knew, unnatural meat, bone, and sinew would pour from the vital nodes, and once that happened, it would only take a few minutes for a new blight titan, roughly five times larger than its predecessor, would emerge. 
 
    With a fully physical body, it can hide the twilight fiend under layers of regenerating flesh which our Tempest magic and even Inferno magic can’t get through, he realized. We have to defeat it before that happens. 
 
    A series of thunderous booms rocked the skies, then. Zephyr flew sharply to his left, only barely avoiding the metal sphere that the sole remaining iron juggernaut had fired at him. He was then forced to duck and weave through the air, staying little more than a hand’s span away from the barrage of whistling projectiles hurled by the metal monster. 
 
    As he flew clear of the last metal sphere, he hurled himself into a steep dive to avoid the shadowy tentacles converging on where they’d expected him to be in the skies. As he descended, he half-turned and swept Lethal Swiftness around in a short arc, sending a Blade Beam spell slicing upward to sever the limbs that had just tried to catch him. 
 
    But Zephyr wasn’t the iron juggernaut’s only target. Three spheres struck Vincent’s Cosmos Bastion. His magical barrier repelled the fearsome projectiles, but the third shattered the sphere of cobalt light sheathing him, Nella, and her sky-wyrm. Zephyr saw, rather than heard, Vincent’s cry of pain and despair in his flinch and the mask of agony that fell over his face. 
 
    Fire arrows fanned out from Nella’s bow, followed by a swarm of lightning condors with flame-tipped wings. The ranger’s spells crashed into the rest of the iron juggernaut’s projectiles directed their way. Multiple explosions ripped through the skies, filling them with shards of metal. 
 
    Vincent managed to throw up another Cosmos Bastion to absorb the shockwaves and scattering debris ravaging the heavens, but judging by the way he swooned and needed to be grabbed by Nella to maintain his perch on her sky-wyrm, it was clear that he was near the end of his strength. 
 
    The Abyssal Leviathan was another of the iron juggernaut’s targets. Whistling steel spun uselessly through its shadowy bulk. But one of the spheres struck a cluster of vital nodes traveling to the center of the Shadowswarm entity and reduced them to tatters of flesh and dribbles of blood. 
 
    A shriek of outrage rumbled from the Abyssal Leviathan. It pulled all the tentacles it had been chasing the trio with from the skies and hammered them down upon the iron juggernaut. The Unliving Empress’s final masterpiece sank beneath the waves, reduced to a clump of twisted metal. 
 
    It bought some time for us, Zephyr thought, realizing that the vital nodes the iron juggernaut had destroyed were the ones closest to the center of the Abyssal Leviathan’s. More vital nodes were still traveling through the limbs joining the Dark Embodiment and the morass of diseased flesh, pus, and blood that was now all that remained of the Snapping Malice. 
 
    He descended more, bringing himself closer to the Abyssal Leviathan, and attempted another Cosmos Invocation spell, this time seeking to strike at the vital nodes traveling to the monster’s heart directly. Tempest magic spells weren’t as directly destructive as Inferno magic spells were, nor could they do the same thing to vital nodes as Crystalline Cauterization was capable of, but a massive lightning bolt would still turn a lump of flesh to ash. The destroyed vital nodes would regenerate shortly, but at least the Abyssal Leviathan wouldn’t be able to use them until then. 
 
    Lightning roared from his open palms, only to be intercepted by a wall of gigantic, shadowy limbs. Zephyr’s spell tore through them, but it expended most of its power in doing so, leaving only an arm-sized lance of lightning to pierce the tentacle carrying the vital nodes. Electricity crackled into the limb, singed a few of vital nodes, but failed to destroy any of them. 
 
    That’s not going to work, he realized, turning his gaze to the upper skies, where his friends hovered beyond the Abyssal Leviathan’s reach. Nella rained lightning arrows down upon the Dark Embodiment, but her shots didn’t have much more effect on the Shadowswarm entity than Zephyr’s spells had. 
 
    Zephyr cast Lightning Step in quick succession and flashed to his friends’ sides. Nella nodded to him as he materialized next to her, sparks cascading from his body in the aftermath of his spell. 
 
    “The stupid thing is too large for us to hurt it,” she said. “It’s like we’re peeling an apple to get to its core, but the apple is growing its skin back faster than we can work our knife.” 
 
    “That’s why we need to get to its core without having to worry about its skin,” Zephyr said. “We need to cast Cloud Concert and summon a rainstorm. Then I’m going to use Ion Fall.” 
 
    “Ion Fall would hurt the Abyssal Leviathan very badly, but I don’t know if it’d be enough to destroy it outright,” Vincent said. 
 
    “It will, from where I’m going to use it,” Zephyr said, raising his hands. “Come on, let’s cast Cloud Concert. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “I can handle it myself,” Vincent said, clenching his jaw. “I know when we first got it, the spell took all three of us to cast, but after you attained that Epiphany in Tempest magic, Zeph, I think I can manage it all alone.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Zephyr asked. “You look too exhausted to be pushing yourself like that.” 
 
    “I can help him,” Nella said, grimacing at her bow. “Not like I’m doing anything useful right now, anyway.” 
 
    “But you are,” Vincent said. He nodded at Zephyr. “Nella, you’re keeping the Abyssal Leviathan’s attention on you while Zeph gets to where he needs to go.” 
 
    “You already guessed what I’m going to do?” Zephyr asked, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “I did, too!” Nella said. “I think it’s a crazy idea, but our craziest ideas always work best. Go ahead, Zeph! I’ll keep the monster occupied, and Vincent will get you your thunderstorm.” 
 
    Zephyr wasn’t surprised in the least that both his friends already knew what he was going to do. Nella and Vincent were battle-hardened and highly intelligent, and all three of them shared an unbreakable bond that was as much camaraderie and trust as some kind of magical link created by a spiritual artifact or an unspeakable and mysterious shared past life. Of course they would be able to guess his plans. 
 
    He descended once more, pushing his Soaring Breeze spell to its limits so that he plummeted from the heavens like a cobalt comet. The Abyssal Leviathan reached for him, but he sped past its grasp and continued downward. 
 
    Just before he struck the murky, churning surface of the ocean, he cast Crystalline Transmutation. Frost ether coalesced into semi-solid structures around his internal and sensory organs and formed a layer of vessels over his skin. He filled them with the Form of the Mariner. Fins, gills, and scales made of physically manifested Frost ether appeared over his body. A tail sprouted from the Crystalline Structures layered over the base of his spine. 
 
    Zephyr knew how to swim, of course. In fact, he considered himself a fairly good swimmer, having placed decently in more than one swimming meet held by the villagers who lived near the Wu monastery. But things were utterly different with the Form of the Mariner.  
 
    As he plunged into the dark and fetid water, magical gills filled his blood with breath, and the webbed feet encasing his boots sent him speeding through the ocean’s depths. His tail added to his swiftness. All the while, the magical eyes above his face kept the foulness in the water from stinging his actual ones. 
 
    That was how the Crystalline Transmutation spell worked. It didn’t change its caster’s actual body. Rather, it conjured physical manifestations of Frost ether that acted as extra limbs or organs, allowing the mage who cast it to transcend his or her physical limitations. 
 
    Zephyr swam deeper and deeper, into the inky depths of the ocean. The tatters of the slain blight beasts were still sinking all around him, their descent slowed and meandered by the currents of the depths. The carcasses of the iron juggernauts were nowhere to be seen, though trails of oil and grease marked their final resting places upon the ocean floor, deeper still than where Zephyr had already descended. 
 
    Zephyr came to a halt when he arrived directly beneath the immense bulk of the Abyssal Leviathan. It lacked the Aberrant Dread of the Snapping Malice, but its sheer size defied the limits of Zephyr’s comprehension and scratched at the edges of his sanity. If it were allowed to put the vital nodes to use, he couldn’t even begin to imagine how he and his friends would be able to stop it. 
 
    I don’t think placing another Frost Seal on it is going to work, he thought as he began to swim upward. Tentacles lumbered through the water to meet him, which meant that the Abyssal Leviathan’s senses extended in every direction, not just where the trio assumed its face would be. 
 
    Zephyr cast Lightning Shield, conjuring a crackling barrier of lightning over his left wrist. The water sapped at the power of his spell, but not enough to prevent it from granting him complete immunity from electricity. He thrust Lethal Swiftness out and launched another Cosmos Invocation from the tip of his blade. 
 
    A torrent of lightning poured from the enchanted sword, but instead of traveling skyward as a coherent bolt, it scattered into thousands of cobalt trails that met the tentacles descending upon Zephyr. The shadowy limbs dissolved beneath the touch of Tempest magic, clearing the way for him to continue swimming upward into the bottom of the Abyssal Leviathan’s body. More tentacles barred his way, forcing him to cast Cosmos Invocation again and again, filling the seas with enough electricity to kill every living thing within a mile or more. The backwash of his spells would have killed him too, if not for the protection of his Lightning Shield. 
 
    But the diffusing effect the ocean had on Zephyr’s Tempest magic spells worked to his advantage as well. The Abyssal Leviathan found itself in a bath that shocked its unnatural nerves and ate away at its shadowy flesh. It writhed and roiled in agony, and its attempts to snare Zephyr became distracted, unfocused, and easily surpassed. 
 
    The monster’s main body came within reach. Zephyr put Lethal Swiftness away and retracted the claws of his Illumination Gauntlet. He pushed his hands out and cast one of the Frost magic spells he’d learned over the week, Crystalline Spear. 
 
    A massive lance of ice ten times his height and five times wider than the breadth of his shoulders materialized before his hands and hurtled toward the Abyssal Leviathan’s bulk. It was a physical projectile, so it passed harmlessly through the Abyssal Leviathan’s flesh, but just before its lower tip disappeared into the shadowy depths of the monster’s body, Zephyr cast another Frost magic spell on top of his previous one: Crystalline Structure. 
 
    The lance slowed its flight and split apart, forming a tube of physical ice that pushed the shadows away to create an opening through which Zephyr could swim. He darted through that breach in the Abyssal Leviathan’s body, casting Crystalline Structure again and again to extend the length of the tube of ice that had been the Crystalline Spear, ocean water pouring in ahead of him. A tunnel began to form within the monster’s bulk. 
 
    Zephyr cast Crystalline Scan next. A wave of white light pulsed from the tips of his fingers and lingered on a clump of objects above him and to the right. Those were the vital nodes, and by his estimate, they were nearly at the center of the Abyssal Leviathan’s body. Any moment now, they would fill the monster’s being with flesh. 
 
    He couldn’t allow that. Crystalline Structure spells fell from his soul, and he raced toward the vital nodes, building his ice-lined tunnel through the Abyssal Leviathan’s bulk. A final extension of the tunnel brought him just beneath the vital nodes. He cast one more Crystalline Structure spell, creating a hollow cube of ice around the pulsing fleshy lumps which cut them off from the Abyssal Leviathan’s grasp. He then swam to their level, burst through the surface of the ocean, and refreshed his Soaring Breeze spell, rendering himself airborne once more. 
 
    The monster must have sensed his intentions then, as it immediately began turning the shadowy flesh around the cube corporeal. Cracks cobwebbed across the walls of the cube. Zephyr reinforced them with more Crystalline Structure spells, while continuously extending his tunnel upward, striving to build a path to open air through the Abyssal Leviathan’s body. 
 
    Countless lightning condors fell upon the monster from above, each of them exploding on impact and dissolving huge chunks of its shadowy bulk. Electrical arrows fell like rain, blasting massive craters into the Abyssal Leviathan’s body. 
 
    Zephyr clenched his fists exultantly. His friends were with him. He looked to the skies… and found what he was looking for: a roiling canopy of darkened clouds, streaked with natural lightning. Vincent had somehow managed to cast Cloud Concert all by himself. It was a tremendous feat of magical mastery, one that Zephyr knew he wouldn’t be able to imitate. 
 
    Now all he needed to do was to finish his tunnel before the cube he’d built around the vital nodes burst beneath the increasing pressure placed upon its walls by the Abyssal Leviathan. Through the swirling shadows, he spotted Nella’s sky-wyrm descending within reach of the monster’s tentacles. Frost ether swirled around the Tempest-beast, and then Zephyr felt two other Crystalline Structure spells fall upon his own to continue his work. The tunnel’s creation hastened tenfold, and within the span of a heartbeat, it burst through the topmost surface of the Abyssal Leviathan’s body, scarcely ten feet from where Fynnustarx of the Third Night was trapped. 
 
    But the tunnel wouldn’t last long. The Abyssal Leviathan had rendered its entire body corporeal now, and it was squeezing on the layered Crystalline Structures with all of its immense might. Nella and Vincent worked frantically to reinforce and restore the solid ice even as it cracked and buckled. 
 
    Still, Zephyr had all the time he needed. He dismissed his Crystalline Transmutation spell and let the Form of the Mariner fall away from his body as he reached toward the skies and called upon its primordial fury. Tempest ether surged through his soul as he established a connection with the thunderstorm brewing above the ocean. 
 
    Zephyr cried out as he cast Ion Fall, bringing down a column of pure, sky-born lightning from the heavens. It raced through the ice tunnel toward him, and when it struck his raised fists, he let every Crystalline Structure he and his friends had built collapse. The Abyssal Leviathan’s shadowy flesh pressed in, only to blister and burn as Zephyr channeled the might of his Ion Fall spell through his soul and let it radiate from his body like the light of a cobalt star. 
 
    Another unearthly shriek of pain shook the heavens as the monster’s bulk was completely blasted apart from within. Zephyr kept his gaze locked on Fynnustarx of the Third Night, and it seemed to him that the twilight fiend actually opened its eyes for a brief moment and returned his regard. 
 
    Thank you, Sacred One, its all-too-human lips worded, before it was swept from existence by a whirlwind of cobalt lightning. 
 
    You’re welcome, Zephyr found himself thinking. Fare thee well, Devoted Servant. 
 
    He should have felt marrow-freezing horror at the strange thought that crossed his mind, but he didn’t. Instead, only a deep sense of loss and pity welled over in his heart. Fynnustarx of the Third Night had been one of the most loyal servants and closest confidants of the Elemental Anathema, Zephyr knew without knowing how. 
 
    Or perhaps he did, and he was keeping the terrifying answer away, at the farthest fringes of his consciousness, so his sanity didn’t crumble into a million broken, irreparable shards. 
 
    Nella’s sky-wyrm swooped down to him, and as it approached, the ranger shot fiery arrows into the vital nodes, setting them ablaze. Vincent cast Crystalline Cauterization upon the burning clumps of flesh, causing them to fall apart into ashes, which then fell into the ocean and sank rapidly from sight. 
 
    His friends weren’t jubilant from their victory. Vincent’s gaze was distant and heavy with grief, and tears rolled down Nella’s cheeks. The trio looked at one another, and for a reason they didn’t want to think about, they mourned.  
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    There was no essence drain beyond the confines of the Frost Seal. Zephyr felt tremendous, unrealized power surge into his soul in the form of a massive amount of essence orbs. The trio had accrued greater amounts than the Abyssal Leviathan had been worth, but they’d done so by slaying hordes of foes, absorbing and purifying the dark magic of the Shadowswarm entities with the Codex of Ascension one at a time. Zephyr didn’t think they’d ever received so many in a single instant. 
 
    It was a heady, disorienting experience. Vincent swayed on his perch upon Nella’s sky-wyrm, and the ranger had to grab him by the scruff of his neck to prevent him from falling off. Nella herself looked somewhat dazed as well. She blinked and shook her head, as if doing so could clear the same cloudiness in her skull that Zephyr was also feeling at that moment. 
 
    Let’s see, he thought, unfurling a codex display. 
 
      
 
    Essence orbs: 15,007 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough to get us to the archmage level of mastery in Frost magic,” Vincent said. “And we’ll also have plenty of essence orbs left over to fully enhance any other spells we learn.” 
 
    “Fighting the Snapping Malice out here was a great idea, Zeph,” Nella said, reaching out and patting Zephyr on the shoulder. “Yes, we got all these essence orbs, but there are other reasons, too.” 
 
    “There are,” Zephyr agreed, looking into the skies with his mage sight. The tremendous amount of blight-tainted Life ether was dissipating, unbound by the effects of the Frost Seal. The final blight titan, the Unholy Drake, would not receive the strength of its brethren. When the trio confronted the Unholy Drake, they could expect it to be no more powerful than the Sky Horror had been. 
 
    There was another advantage to pitting the Snapping Malice against the iron juggernauts, too. In one fell swoop, the trio had eliminated the only things protecting the Fennean Empire from a naval invasion by all the nations of the world. Zephyr didn’t know if the Slave-Masters were capable of building more iron juggernauts or the silver giant that nearly killed him and Sahhto, but he doubted it. 
 
    If they could, there wouldn’t be only thirty iron juggernauts and one silver giant, he thought, looking up into the skies. The thunderstorm conjured by Vincent’s Cloud Concert spell was fading rapidly, perhaps because Zephyr had taken much of its strength and channeled it into the Ion Fall spell that had killed the Abyssal Leviathan and Fynnustarx of the Third Night. 
 
    Late afternoon sunlight fell tentatively through the dispersing clouds in brazen trails, revealing the oil-stained and gore-choked waterscape beneath the trio. Nella clicked her tongue and sighed. 
 
    “Archmage Thorn said that the Frost Guardians and the King’s people would take care of this.” The ranger looked back in the direction of the Scimitar. “We should go check on Lux and the others, and then return to the Frost School as soon as we can. Once Vincent is rested up, we need to kill the Unholy Drake.” 
 
    “I just need a good night’s sleep,” Vincent said, rubbing his eyes. “But yes, let’s go. It’s starting to get chilly here, sitting just above the surface of the ocean.” 
 
    The trio rose into the skies and began flying back to the Scimitar. Within minutes, they came across the Storm Scions, who’d just finished destroying the last of the night gaunts born from the Snapping Malice’s shed blood. Zephyr caught Lux in an embrace, while Nella and Vincent congratulated Abel and the others on a job well done. 
 
    “I’m very sure we got them all,” Abel confirmed, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb, where the Scimitar and its accompanying armada floated. “Archmage Thorn’s beckoning spell was so strong that the night gaunts made a single-minded rush toward him. All we had to do was place shadow-bane conjurations in their way.” 
 
    Cheers greeted the trio and the Storm Scions as they returned to the Scimitar and landed upon its deck. The King’s sailors and his Royal Mages had witnessed the battle, it seemed, obviously through magical means. Zephyr and his friends found themselves nearly overwhelmed by tides of praise and congratulatory cries. Nella received a deluge of marriage proposals, which she declined with graphic threats of violence and shaken fists. 
 
    “Well done,” Archmage Thorn said, when he finally made it through the throng of admiring sailors. He was pale and trembling with obvious fatigue. “This leaves us with only one more blight titan to deal with.” 
 
    “And the sooner that happens, the less likely His Majesty will be able to establish a pretext to fill the Frost School with his agents,” Biri said quietly, after making sure that her words were audible only to the trio and her fellow Frost Guardians. 
 
    Tosa opened his mouth to add to his sister’s words, only to fall silent as the sailors parted ranks, and Captain Joran walked through their midst, accompanied by a group of purple-robed Royal Mages. 
 
    “Magnificent!” the captain cried, throwing up his hands. “I saw everything through a scrying spell, and now, I know that the tales of your power are understated, if anything. We have sent a firebird messenger to His Majesty already, so he will learn of your triumph in short order.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Zephyr said. “We are very grateful for your assistance, but now that our work is done, we must return to the Frost School and begin our preparations to slay the last blight titan and put an end to this threat once and for all.” 
 
    “I’d hoped you would stay for a celebratory feast, at least,” Joran said. “But I understand. I’m sure the King will congratulate you in a more formal and fitting fashion at a time he deems appropriate.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Zephyr agreed, though judging by the hooded looks the Royal Mages were leveling at the trio, he wasn’t sure he wanted any congratulations from the King. Let’s hope His Majesty is wise enough to not see us as a threat and just leave us alone. 
 
    “As promised, my fleet will now proceed to the site of the battle, whereupon the Royal Mages under my command will commence their efforts to restore the ocean,” Joran said, bowing deeply to the trio. “I bid you farewell, young heroes.” 
 
    “Goodbye, sir,” Zephyr replied, returning the bow. Vincent echoed his actions and words, while Nella glared right back at the Royal Mages, her eyes still crackling with electricity. 
 
    Archmage Thorn muttered some departing pleasantries to Captain Joran, as did Abel, before all of them returned to the Frost School via Wind Walk spells. As they soared through the heavens, Zephyr was looking forward to a hot meal, a bath, and a restful evening. His hopes for those things vanished when he approached the Frost School’s entrance and found Father Alexei and Druidess Filna there, milling alongside a few dozen worried-looking Frost Guardians, Boundary Mages, and rangers. The Mortis Priest turned his skull mask upon the trio as they landed. 
 
    “You’re back. Good,” he said, before nodding to Filna. “Something has happened.” 
 
    “What is it?” Nella asked the Druidess. “Does it have to do with the last Frost Seal?” 
 
    “It does,” Filna confirmed. “Less than a half-hour ago, something attacked the Frost Seal holding the Unholy Drake. It tore through half a hunting pack with a blade. Life magic and Frost magic were ineffective against it. The mages at the Frost Seal said that their spells simply unraveled in its presence. It entered the Frost Seal and sealed the entrance behind it with a dark magic barrier that blocks Crystalline Lenses. We can’t see inside the Frost Seal. Neither can we follow, not that we would, because that would simply mean death.” 
 
    ”And then what happened?” Zephyr asked, fearing the worst. “Is the Frost Seal still intact? Has the Unholy Drake escaped?” 
 
    “No,” Filna said, shaking her head. “The Frost Seal still stands, and judging by the Aberrant Dread emanating from its depths, the Unholy Drake is still imprisoned within.” 
 
    “What happened to the rangers and mages who tried to stop it?” Nella reached out and took Filna’s hands in hers. “How many of them died? Is Callan…” 
 
    “Fortunately, none were slain,” Filna said. “Thanks to the Life magic and Frost magic at hand, every ranger or mage that was cut down survived. All of them will be bedridden for a week, if not more, given the severity of their wounds. And Callan is unhurt, little one. He is now tending to his other Heartseeker brothers and sisters.” 
 
    “Ostar’s blessings!” Nella said, a shaky sigh of relief escaping her lips. “I was so worried for a moment.” 
 
    “This is a catastrophe,” Archmage Thorn muttered. “I know we expected the Snapping Malice’s defeat to trigger a reaction from our foes, but not with such swiftness! We must…” 
 
    Thorn swayed on his feet and would have fallen over, if Tosa and Zephyr hadn’t caught him. Biri ran over and cast a Frost magic spell the trio hadn’t learned yet. White light pulsed briefly from her palm and fell over the Archmage. 
 
    “You’re suffering from severe spiritual fatigue, Archmage,” Biri said, after a few moments. “You need to rest.” 
 
    “I… I suppose.” Thorn sighed in frustration, before nodding apologetically at the trio. “I am sorry you had to see this. My weakness is most unbecoming.” 
 
    “Not at all, Archmage Thorn,” Vincent said. “When you picked up after my ritual spell, you had to handle tremendous amounts of Frost ether and Tempest ether to draw the night gaunts in. Of course you would be tired.” 
 
    “That was nothing at all in comparison to the spell you cast with the Tyrant Compass,” Thorn said to Vincent. “But then again, I would be foolish to measure myself against the power the three of you can bring to bear.” 
 
    Thorn’s gaze turned distant for a moment, before his eyes rolled back, showing their whites. Filna placed her hands on his chest and chanted a few words. Warm green light flowed from her body into his, and the pallor upon his face receded slightly. 
 
    “Take him somewhere he can rest,” Druidess Filna commanded a pair of Frost Guardians standing nearby. 
 
    The white-robed mages bowed to her, before hurrying forward and taking their leader from Zephyr. Tosa and Biri watched grimly as the Frost Guardians brought Archmage Thorn through the entrance of the Frost School. 
 
    “He’s going to be fine, right?” Vincent asked Biri. 
 
    “With a week of complete bed-rest, perhaps,” she replied, shaking her head worriedly. “He might be suffering from more than spiritual fatigue. I wouldn’t rule out damage to his spiritual circuitry, which would affect his ability to cast spells.” 
 
    “I will gather my assistants and tend to him,” Tosa decided. He bowed, then walked away and disappeared into the entrance of the Frost School. 
 
    “Oh no,” Vincent said, wringing his wrists. “Maybe I shouldn’t have asked him to help us like that.” 
 
    “Enough about Osavar Thorn. He’s not going to die from that. Let’s get back to more important matters.” Alexei grunted and straightened the collar of his robes with his only hand. “Now, think about it: Life magic and Frost magic unraveling. You know what that sounds like?” 
 
    “What? What does that sound like, you stupid, cruel old man?” Nella raged, taking a few steps toward the Mortis Priest with her fingers curled into claws. Zephyr and Lux caught the ranger before she could throttle Father Alexei. 
 
    “Please just speak plainly, Father Alexei,” Vincent said, his brow twitching with obvious impatience. “We don’t have time for you to be obtuse.” 
 
    “Didn’t you study a year of magical theory at the Tempest School?” Alexei scoffed. “Whatever. All magic draws on the elements, be they Life, Death, Inferno, or some of the lesser schools. But every single one of them except Tempest magic falters before the Shadow.” 
 
    “The attacker is the same creature that killed Master Trevas, Master Felgar, and Giula,” Zephyr said. “And we already know it’s some kind of Shadowswarm entity, which is resistant to all types of magic except Tempest magic, like all of its kind.” 
 
    “The three of you have fought all manner of Shadowswarm entities,” Alexei said. “You’ve seen spells of other schools wash uselessly over dark magic barriers. But you’ve never seen them come undone before they’re even cast, am I right?” 
 
    “You are,” Vincent said, a horrified look falling over his features. “I think I know what you’re getting at. This isn’t simply a powerful Shadowswarm creature. It’s the most powerful one of all.” 
 
    “The First Night?” Zephyr shook his head, feeling confused. “That would be the most powerful Shadowswarm entity we know of, but even it can’t prevent spells from being cast in its presence. At most, it will simply be completely unaffected by types of magic other than Tempest magic.” 
 
    “No, I’m talking about a monster more powerful than even the First Night,” Vincent said. “The Elemental Anathema… think about how it got its name, Zeph. I remember now! There was this brief passage in Irutha’s Memoirs Master Gathras assigned to us to read. It talked about how nothing could stand in the Elemental Anathema’s way because no spells could be ‘cast before it.’ That was the specific wording. The passage didn’t say that no spells worked against the Elemental Anathema.” 
 
    “There you go,” Alexei chimed in, a self-satisfied smirk evident in his voice. “Finally, some actual scholarship worthy of a mage.” 
 
    Zephyr had to take a deep breath and fall into the calming cadences of the Mind Cleansing inner form to fight down the urge to smack the Mortis Priest, all the while tightening his grasp on Nella so that she didn’t do just that. 
 
    “So you’re saying that the Elemental Anathema is here, attacking the Frost Seal?” Zephyr asked. “But that doesn’t make any sense, because…” 
 
    His words trailed off. Zephyr clenched his jaw. He didn’t want to finish the thought. 
 
    Because we are the Elemental Anathema reborn. 
 
    “No, no, that’s not right,” Alexei said, tapping the temple of his mask with the tip of his index finger. “Think! Put those youthful brains of yours to use! How can that be possible? Before you say anything stupid, let me tell you that it isn’t! No, the Elemental Anathema didn’t attack the Frost Seal.” 
 
    “But something that could become the Elemental Anathema did,” Vincent said, trembling visibly. He turned to Zephyr and Nella. “We’ve got to get there right now and stop it!” 
 
    “We’ll go with you,” Abel declared. Lux and the other Storm Scions shouted their assent and raised their fists. 
 
    “We should have no problem breaking through the dark magic barrier over the Frost Seal’s entrance,” Zephyr said. “After we go in, could you place shadow-bane conjurations over it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I really don’t think it’ll be a good idea for you to follow us in,” Nella said. “Just make sure nothing gets out while we’re in there.” 
 
    “We understand,” Lux said, smiling ruefully. “We’d only be a liability to you three in battle, but we can do that much, at least.” 
 
    “Wait.” Vincent tugged at the collar of his robes. “I just thought of something else. The Elemental Anathema isn’t immune to Tempest magic, because Tempest magic was created by Caruthas for the sole purpose of defeating the Elemental Anathema and the Shadowswarm, right? But do you remember what Master Siravar said at the Tempest School about the creature that killed Master Felgar?” 
 
    “I do!” Nella said. “Tempest magic didn’t work on it either! So is this thing the Elemental Anathema or not? If it is, then how can it be immune to Tempest magic?” 
 
    “We’ve fought a twilight fiend that was immune to Tempest magic too,” Zephyr pointed out. “And that’s because it was using Tempest magic, just like this mysterious killer supposedly can, as well.” 
 
    “The Thirteenth Night…” Vincent muttered. “I can’t remember its exact name, but that’s the one that possessed Archmage Xanthus and caused his death.” 
 
    “So what we’re facing is a creature that is immune to all kinds of magic,” Nella said. “How are we going to defeat it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t exactly have complete immunity against our magic,” Zephyr pointed out. “We can’t cast Inferno magic and Frost magic spells in its presence, but we can still cast Tempest magic spells. They just won’t work on it, but they will work on ourselves. My Tempest infusion spell variant will still be effective, for instance.” 
 
    “Also, if the Elemental Anathema’s ability is limited to preventing non-Tempest ether from gathering into spells, it can’t affect enchanted weapons, which have already bound ether within them to manifest their respective magical effects,” Vincent added. “Zeph can kill it with his sword or his gauntlets. Nella can shoot it with skyforged arrows. Maybe her magical arrows would work too, if she infuses her bow with ether from her personal reserves. As for me… well…” 
 
    “You will keep yourself safe. And even better, you can keep us safe too, with Cosmos Bastion and Stratospheric Armor,” Nella said, reaching out and giving Vincent a quick squeeze on the shoulder. A savage grin spread across her features. “I actually like how this sounds. After all those spells we cast and things we did, in the end, it comes down to shooting a monster in the face with an arrow or cutting its head off with blades.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’ll be that easy,” Zephyr said. “This creature is highly skilled with the blade, and it is also capable of cutting its way through the rangers guarding the Frost Seal. It is formidable, to say the least.” 
 
    “You need a band of Dao monks or Wu monks now,” Father Alexei interjected. “Didn’t Avora say he was going to fetch some of the former? Where, by the Infinite Skies, is he now? Why isn’t he back yet?” 
 
    “What about Master Sora, Zeph?” Vincent asked. “We could go fetch him and the brothers of the Wu monastery right now.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, but I don’t know exactly where they are right now,” Zephyr said. “Master Sora mentioned that they would be making a trip to one of the city states, but he didn’t say how long they’d be there and where exactly they would be going. For all I know, they could be on a ship headed for home already or anywhere else, really.” 
 
    “If only Uncle Stalwart were here,” Lux said. “I actually know where the Avora Estate is. I’ve been there before, so I can bring us there with Wind Walk. We can check to see if he’s there.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we have the time for that, Lux,” Nella said gently. “This creature is inside the Frost Seal, and who knows what it has already done. We need to stop it, right now.” 
 
    “Right now, we have three hunting packs guarding the Frost Seal,” Druidess Filna said. “Any creature of the Shadow, no matter how strong or fast, will be shot full of skyforged arrows the moment it emerges. But if the Frost Seal breaks…” 
 
    “They won’t be able to take on the Unholy Drake,” Zephyr finished. “That’s why our help is needed in the first place. There’s one other thing I’m worried about, too. All those essence orbs that got drained… we don’t know what actually happened to them, but it is possible that they have been repurposed to create this mysterious killer.” 
 
    “And that means it might have some kind of spiritual artifact similar to the Codex of Ascension as well,” Vincent said. He groaned and shuffled his feet. “This gets worse and worse, but Nella’s right. We can’t stand here and talk about it anymore. We have to go.” 
 
    “How are you feeling, though?” Nella asked Vincent. “Archmage Thorn just collapsed, and you were handling maybe fifty times more Frost ether than he was.” 
 
    “Now that you ask, I feel strangely refreshed after defeating the Abyssal Leviathan,” Vincent said, blinking in surprise. “I don’t know if I am fully recovered, but I’m definitely ready to fight.” 
 
    “That might have something to do with the huge amount of essence orbs we got in a single go,” Zephyr said. He conjured a codex display and extended his will toward the essence orbs within the trio’s souls. “Let’s put them to use and head out.” 
 
    “Do it, Zeph,” Nella agreed. Vincent nodded as well. 
 
      
 
    Magic: Frost (Master) 
 
    Progress to Archmage: 0/1 Epiphany 
 
    +6,420% personal Frost ether reserves 
 
    +6,420% Frost spell casting speed 
 
    +6,420% Frost spell learning rate 
 
    +6,420% Frost spell efficacy 
 
    Essence orbs: 7,892 
 
      
 
    “We still have a lot of essence orbs left,” Vincent said. “If only we could use them to improve our mastery of Radiant magic.” 
 
    “I think we already have,” Zephyr said, reaching out mentally to his codex display again. 
 
      
 
    Magic: Radiant (Mage) 
 
    Progress to Adept: Unknown 
 
      
 
    “That’s right! We have Radiant magic spells that can strip the resistances or immunities from creatures touched by dark magic!” Nella said excitedly. “We’ll just hit this monster with Incandescent Tide and then burn it to ash!” 
 
    “Radiant magic is the harmonious union of Tempest, Inferno, and Frost magic,” Vincent pointed out. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we can’t use it at all.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to find out,” Zephyr said. He nodded to Druidess Filna. “We haven’t been to the Unholy Drake’s Frost Seal, so we can’t get there with Wind Walk. Can you point us in the right direction?” 
 
    “I can do better than that,” she replied, raising her hands and filling her palms with warm, green light. “I can bring you there right away with my Glade Stride spell.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Unholy Drake was an obvious parody of the Eternity Serpent, Ostar’s Aspect as the Keeper of Natural Law. Zephyr knew that much, at least, though as a follower of the Wu, he’d never been a very devout worshiper of the Beast God. 
 
    It wasn’t the same for his friends, however. Nella was a ranger, and she took her faith in Ostar very seriously. Vincent, like many commoners of the Kingdom of Vlandusk, offered daily prayers to Ostar and sought guidance and patronage from the Beast God in nearly every aspect of their lives. 
 
    The Great Seed Bird, the Primal Hunter, and the Fathomless Wanderer represented Ostar’s dominion over plant life, beasts of the land and the air, and denizens of the waves respectively. In contrast, the Eternity Serpent oversaw the timely passage of life and death, each in its rightful place. That was perhaps the Beast God’s most sacred role: holding the very fabric of existence together. 
 
    That was why, perhaps, Vincent and Nella were affected by the blasphemy that was the Unholy Drake in a way that they weren’t by the other three blight titans. Nella seethed and clenched her jaw as she emerged from the Frost Seal’s entrance and drifted to Zephyr’s side upon her sky-wyrm. 
 
    Perched upon his cloud elemental, Vincent was holding his prayer amulet tightly in his left hand. A hymn of forgiveness and preservation fell in nervous whispers from his lips. 
 
    The Unholy Drake raised its twinned heads from the dirt beneath its slime-slicked, serpentine bulk and turned its maddened gaze upon the trio. Thousands of tendrils arose from its back and began to weave together to form the grotesque semblance of fleshy, pulsing wings. Sickle-shaped claws tipped the countless back-jointed legs that protruded from its underbelly. 
 
    “I don’t see the creature that came in before us anywhere,” Vincent said, sweeping his codex display around while also casting Heaven’s Eye at the same time. His spell left caused cobalt light to flash starkly over the massive body of the Unholy Drake, confirming the presence of the Dark Possession. His codex display flickered as well, its surface filling with text. 
 
      
 
    Dark Possession: Planes of Discordant Chaos 
 
    Perpetual Phase 
 
    Blackguard: Twilight Fiend Kirasnahvar of the Second Night 
 
    Shadowswarm Entities 
 
    Graveknights: greater-rare (150 essence orbs) 
 
    Night Prince: lesser-sublime (300 essence orbs) 
 
      
 
    “That’s odd,” Nella said, peering closely at the Unholy Drake. The lightning dancing from her eyes filled the dim skies of the Frost Seal’s interior with cobalt light. She pointed at the blight titan’s tail, where a massive globe of swirling darkness revolved. “That’s the Dark Possession, right? It’s not inside the Unholy Drake’s body.” 
 
    The blight titan reared upon its haunches. A shriek of unhinged fury thundered from its dual mouths, shaking the skies and filling the air with the stench of carrion. Its grotesque wings spread and began to beat, carrying its bulk from the ground. The Dark Possession was left behind, shedding a corona of darkness from its depths. 
 
    “What?” Vincent let his jaw fall slack in surprise. “It’s separated itself from the Dark Possession. Didn’t the Snapping Malice do something like that, too?” 
 
    “That means another enemy will appear after we defeat this one,” Nella said, filling her left hand with her bow and her right hand with a cluster of lightning arrows. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll just kill everything inside the Frost Seal and be done with it.” 
 
    “Are we just going to fight it?” Vincent asked, taking out his Ether Conduits. He conjured a Storm Hammer over one and a Frost Hammer over the other. “What about the creature that killed Master Felgar and the others? And what about the Dark Possession? It’s…” 
 
    “We cannot worry about where the killer is or why the blight titan has separated itself from the Dark Possession right now,” Zephyr said. “We’ll need to defeat the Unholy Drake first because it’s heading straight for us.” 
 
    The Unholy Drake rose as high as the trio were in the skies and hung there, glaring balefully at them with two pairs of crimson eyes. It twitched its paired maws and flexed its countless claws. 
 
    Zephyr could tell right away that it was swifter and stronger than the Sky Horror and Devastation Tiger had been. He cast Crystalline Scan, sending a beam of white light darting from his fingertips across the several hundred feet that separated him and the Unholy Drake. 
 
    The Frost magic spell washed over the blight titan’s body, causing fifty or so spots beneath its sickly, pus-oozing scales to glow. The Unholy Drake seemed to sense what Zephyr had done, as low growls escaped its throats and the malevolent light in its eyes blazed more brightly. 
 
     It has slightly more vital nodes than the Sky Horror did, Zephyr thought, calling Lethal Swiftness to his grasp. He turned quickly to Nella and Vincent and gestured at their weapons. “It doesn’t have a dark magic barrier that needs Tempest magic to neutralize. We can simply burn it to ash and then cast Crystalline Cauterization on its vital nodes.” 
 
    “Nicely spotted, Zeph,” Nella said, turning the lightning arrows in her fist into fiery ones. “This should make things much easier.” 
 
    The Unholy Drake finally broke out into an airborne charge, snapping its misshapen wings behind its back and lunging toward the trio with its maws wide open. 
 
    Zephyr dashed out to meet it, his blade extended before him. He cast Disintegrating Ray and stacked two Meltdown spells on top of it. Fire danced down the length of Lethal Swiftness, before coalescing into paired slender beams of searing heat. The red-hot beam sliced through all four of the Unholy Drake’s eyes, setting them ablaze. 
 
    Flesh writhed and roiled within the blight titan’s eye-sockets, and Zephyr knew that the creature would regain its sight within moments. He cast Lightning Step and flashed to the Unholy Drake’s underbelly. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that the monster’s twinned jaws had clamped shut upon the space in the skies he’d occupied a fraction of a heartbeat ago. 
 
    He returned Lethal Swiftness to his mage band and thrust both of his palms above his head in the beginning motions of the Dragon Strike Technique called Double Dragons Arising. Immense heat built within his body before manifesting a moment later from his palms as a serpentine column of fire. The flames struck the Unholy Drake a glancing blow and seared the left half of its body, as it snapped its bulk to the right. 
 
    The blight titan rolled through the air, escaping the full brunt of Zephyr’s wrath, but before it could regroup for a second strike, fiery arrows sliced into the flesh of its flank. Nella’s projectiles exploded, ripping huge chunks of flesh from the monster’s body. Greenish-dark ichor poured from the horrendous wounds streaking the Unholy Drake’s side, but scarcely had Zephyr turned his gaze to the hideous spectacle that they began to heal. 
 
    Nevertheless, Nella had exposed and severely damaged one of the monster’s vital nodes, leaving it an ashen clump on the Unholy Drake’s body. Vincent swooped closer upon his cloud elemental and threaded a Crystalline Cauterization spell deftly through the tides of regrowing flesh that threatened to shield the vital nodes. His spell barely made it through, striking the vital node just as it was upon the cusp of full regeneration. 
 
    The Unholy Drake shrieked agony. The still-regenerating wounds it had taken from Zephyr and Nella stopped healing and peeled away from their epicenter like strips of rapidly putrefying meat. That in turn exposed another cluster of vital nodes, farther down the length of its body but embedded deeply within its flesh. 
 
    Zephyr swept a Project Heat spell over the already festering flesh, burning some of the just-exposed vital nodes into ash. Nella readjusted her aim and transfixed the rest with fiery arrows. Once again, Vincent finished the job with a series of deftly cast Crystalline Cauterization spells, causing the entire left half of the Unholy Drake’s body to crumble and fall away into clumps of rotting meat and fragmented bone. 
 
    The blight titan tumbled from the skies and crashed down upon the black sand that made up the floor of its prison. The tremendous impact of its fall smashed one of its heads into pulp, leaving the other to unleash a nerve-chilling roar of pain and rage toward the heavens. 
 
    Zephyr held his palms out to his sides in readiness to unleash a Dragon Annihilation Descent, while Vincent leveled his Flame Hammer down at the fallen blight titan, quintuple-layered Disintegrating Ray spells brimming at the tip of his elemental weapon. Nella had an arrow burning so hot it had turned blue readied and drawn upon her bow, aiming at the Unholy Drake. 
 
    But before the trio could finish the blight titan off, it opened its remaining maw, and three orbs of swirling darkness hurtled skyward from the depths of its throat. The projectiles were massive, probably twice as large as Nella’s sky-wyrm, but they were relatively slow, slower than even the flight of a pebble tossed casually over a still stream. 
 
    Zephyr easily flew out of the way of the one spinning toward him. Vincent did the same, but Nella chose to shoot her arrow into the depths of the Unholy Drake’s orb. The burning shaft plunged into the orb, its outline clearly visible amidst the swirling shadows, but it didn’t destroy or even stop the blight titan’s projectile from continuing in its path. Instead, the arrow simply vanished. 
 
    Nella’s sky-wyrm pulled itself higher into the skies. The orb came to a halt in the space where she’d been a moment ago and remained there. The ranger clicked her tongue irritably as she conjured another fiery arrow upon her bow. 
 
    “What just happened there?” she asked. “How did my arrow disappear?” 
 
    “That looked like some kind of spatial enchantment,” Vincent called from a dozen or so strides away in the skies. “But there’s something different about it.” 
 
    “The Frost Guardians outside warned us that the spatial enchantment inside the Frost Seal has become unstable since the killer entered it,” Zephyr said. “They mentioned something about how time could possibly pass differently inside here.” 
 
    “That was what happened when we went into the Sky Horror’s Dark Possession, too,” Vincent said. “When magic is used to affect space, it won’t leave time untouched as well. The two metaphysical concepts go hand-in-hand, and since the Unholy Drake is an obvious parody of the Eternity Serpent, who oversees the natural unfolding of time in its proper place…” 
 
    “We don’t have time to talk about that right now!” Nella cried, loosing her arrow at the Unholy Drake as it took a deep breath and exhaled another flurry of swirling orbs once more. This time, she attached eyebite tentacles of lightning, flame, and frost to the end of her arrow, and the elemental appendages guided the shaft’s flight, swerving it past the shadowy orbs in its path. 
 
    Just before the arrow struck home, it split into dozens of copies. The Unholy Drake had time for one more roar of rage before its face, neck, and torso were transfixed. Nella raised her right fist and clenched it. Zephyr felt the ranger extend her will toward her arrows. All of them exploded again, sending geysers of diseased flesh and warped bone hurtling into the skies. 
 
    The trio avoided the second wave of the Unholy Drake’s orbs with ease once more. All of the shadowy spheres came to a halt where the trio had been in the skies and remained there. Vincent turned his Frost Hammer into a Storm one and swept it across to cast Wind Surge, one of the simpler spells the trio had learned in the Tempest School. A wall of air washed across the ground, carrying away the clouds of dust and misted blood that were the result of Nella’s explosive arrows. 
 
    The wreckage of the Unholy Drake lay beneath the trio, little more than a mound of smoking flesh and boiling viscera. Zephyr descended toward it, beams of white light falling from his palms as he cast Crystalline Cauterization in rapid succession over the monster’s vital nodes. Nella and Vincent followed his lead, and before long, the blight titan was gone, the putrefying scraps of its body falling into swirls of dust, which were then carried away by the eerie, unnatural breeze within the Frost Seal. 
 
    “Is that it? Is it over?” Vincent asked, before sighing and slumping his shoulders. “Of course it’s not. But the killer hasn’t shown itself yet.” 
 
    “And the Dark Possession is still there,” Zephyr said, pointing to the shadowy orb that the blight titan had left behind before it began its attack on the trio. “And it’s also inside whatever spatial enchantment the Unholy Drake was using.” 
 
    “A Dark Possession is virtually identical to a Dark Labyrinth, which is itself an extra-dimensional space,” Vincent said, scratching the back of his head. “I don’t know why the Unholy Drake has placed a spatial enchantment over it, and I’m not sure I want to find out.” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice,” Nella said. “We need to kill the Blackguard inside, so that means we’re going in.” 
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that.” Vincent sighed. “But you’re right. I would like to unravel that spatial enchantment first, but it’s made up of blight-tainted Life ether, and I don’t know any Life magic. I wouldn’t know where to begin.” 
 
    “Let’s get this done,” Zephyr decided, flying toward the Dark Possession. His friends followed him, expressions of grim resolve etched upon their features. 
 
    As they approached the shadowy orb, it suddenly contracted to a fraction of its original size, becoming little more than a silhouette around a man-sized rift of violet light that had been within its depths. Without even looking through a codex display, Zephyr recognized the rift as the entrance to the Dark Possession. He exchanged wary glances with Vincent and Nella and saw that they’d made the same realization. 
 
    We’re being invited in, or something’s going to come out, he thought, before suspending his Soaring Breeze spell, landing on the ground, and continuing his advance on foot. If need be, he could take to the skies in the blink of an eye, moving faster than sound itself could travel. 
 
    Nella kept her sky-wyrm around, as did Vincent with his cloud elemental. The two of them didn’t have Zephyr’s heightened reflexes, but their Tempest entities were more than swift enough to carry their creators from danger if necessary. The ranger readied a lightning arrow upon her bow, while Vincent raised a Cosmos Bastion over the trio. 
 
    A humanoid silhouette emerged into view when the trio approached within a dozen steps of the rift. It wore Giula’s face, but its complexion was a ghastly gray. Green-black lines ran down the sides of its cheeks, and its eye sockets were pits of darkness. Tattered gray robes sheathed its body, and a plain steel sword filled its fist. 
 
    Nella didn’t hesitate. She raised her bow and fired a lightning arrow straight at the creature. The Giula-thing raised its weapon in a masterful parry and caught the arrow with its blade. As it did so, its features shifted to one Zephyr recognized. 
 
    Tushan! He felt cold fingers dance down the length of his spine, and it was all he could do to keep his jaw from falling slack in shock. His mounting horror grew as cobalt light pulsed from the creature’s body, traveled down the length of its blade, and struck the lightning that threatened to explode from Nella’s arrow. 
 
    The ranger’s Tempest magic spell fell apart into a shower of sparks, neutralized by another Tempest magic spell the monster had cast. 
 
    “That’s Storm Ring!” Vincent cried. “It canceled out Nella’s spell with Storm Ring! But how…” 
 
    His words trailed off into a horrified gasp. The creature was now wearing Master Trevas’s face. The change in its features had happened sometime between its parrying of Nella’s arrow and its countering of her spell with its own. The monster lowered its sword and took a step forward. 
 
    The twilight fiend that possessed Archmage Xanthus blocked our Tempest magic spells with some kind of Storm Ring spell variant as well, Zephyr thought. He thrust out his left hand and cast Fireball, intending to send a ball of flame hurtling toward the monster. 
 
    To his surprise, he found that his Inferno ether wouldn’t heed his call. It emerged from the depths of his soul in scattered threads that swiftly unraveled before they could coalesce into any semblance of a spell. He tried again, only to encounter the same result. 
 
    “I can’t… I can’t focus on my Inferno magic spells!” Nella growled, wisps of flame scattering uselessly over her bow as she tried to conjure a fiery arrow. 
 
    “Frost magic isn’t heeding my call either,” Vincent said. “And neither is Radiant magic.” 
 
    The monster leveled its sword at Vincent. A thunderous bolt of lightning arced from the tip of its weapon and crashed upon the surface of his Cosmos Bastion. Vincent’s magical barrier crackled and sparked, but it repelled the creature’s spell easily. 
 
    That was a Storm Invocation spell, Zephyr said, calling Lethal Swiftness to his grasp and extending the blade of his Fury gauntlet. He placed himself between the monster and his friends and fell into a combat stance. 
 
    But the monster came to a halt just beyond blade range. It pointed the tip of its sword at the trio, and opened its mouth to speak. 
 
    “Mine,” it said, in a monotonous, echoing voice. “It’s mine. Give it to me.” 
 
    “What is it talking about?” Vincent said. “What does it want?” 
 
    “Who cares?” Nella gripped her bow tightly as she reached into her mage band and retrieved a cluster of arrows with skyforged heads. Zephyr sensed her pouring Inferno ether directly into the enchanted weapon. The ranger drew her bow. The tip of her arrow burst into flames, and she snarled in triumph. “Here’s something for you, freak!” 
 
    She shot the arrow. The monster’s face shifted to Tushan’s once more, and it dodged the streaking shaft with a swift and graceful sidestep. Undeterred, the ranger fired another arrow, then another. The creature dodged them all from near-pointblank range, demonstrating a depth of martial skill and a degree of swiftness Zephyr quickly recognized as superior to his own. 
 
    That’s right. In life, Tushan was more skilled than me in both martial technique and cultivation, he thought. I only beat him with Nella’s and Vincent’s help because his body was badly patched together by dark magic. Now, whatever thing that’s wearing his face has all of his prowess. 
 
    The creature intercepted Nella’s last arrow upon the tip of its blade. A deft twirl of its wrist sent the shaft hurtling back toward the ranger. Zephyr cut it from its flight with a sweep of Lethal Swiftness, and the broken halves of the arrow bounced off the surface of Vincent’s Cosmos Bastion. 
 
    Tushan’s features twitched, then. The monster turned its empty gaze on Zephyr and tilted its head, as if in curiosity. 
 
    “What… what’s going on?” Vincent demanded. “What is it doing? I… hey! That face! I remember that face! It’s…” 
 
    “Tushan’s,” Zephyr finished, grimacing in confusion. “He was the first Blackguard we fought.” 
 
    “And his flesh remembers you too, it seems,” a cold, feminine voice said. The creature’s shadow writhed and roiled, and another humanoid figure, slight and slender, emerged from its depths. Its face was narrow, and its features were undoubtedly womanlike, but the curved horns protruding from its brow readily identified it as a twilight fiend. Its lips curled into an expression halfway between a curious smile and a frustrated grimace. A long, flowing robe of shadows sheathed its form. “He was the greatest warrior of this era to be consumed so totally by the Shadow, so of course it would be fitting for you three to end his mortal life, allowing him to be fully reborn as a vessel for my Sacred Beloved.” 
 
    “Vinaruslax the First Night, I presume?” Zephyr said, leveling his sword at the twilight fiend. Lightning danced down the length of Lethal Swiftness’s blade, but he didn’t doubt that the creature wearing Tushan’s face would easily intercept and block any Tempest magic spell he cast at the twilight fiend. 
 
    “Yes, it is I,” the shadowy woman replied, sketching a mock bow. “We meet face-to-face at last, my pawns, and ordinarily, I would be more than happy to undergo the usual exchange of pleasantries and taunts my kin are so fond of. But right now, I find that my patience has come to the end of its limits, so please, go ahead and give my Sacred Beloved what he wants, so we can finally be together once more.” 
 
    Vinaruslax stroked the cheek of its protector fondly, as it… no, she spoke. Thinking of a twilight fiend in feminine terms made Zephyr’s skin crawl, but there was no mistaking the too-human demeanor of the Shadowswarm entity. 
 
    “What does uh, he want?” Vincent asked, gesturing at the Tushan-thing. “What even is he, anyway?” 
 
    “He is my Sacred Beloved!” Vinaruslax declared, before frowning slightly. “Well, to be accurate, he will be my Sacred Beloved. Right now, he is simply what I call a Revenant, dead human flesh held together and animated by the modified Life-ether you call the blight. But when he gets what he wants, he’ll be whole once more.” 
 
    “So answer the question!” Nella snapped, trying and failing to cover the fear in her voice with the anger in her words. “What does he want?”  
 
    “Your souls, of course,” Vinaruslax said, beckoning to the trio. “You’ve held onto them long enough, don’t you think? Give them back. They shouldn’t be trapped inside the frail human shells you wear.” 
 
    “The Elemental Anathema’s soul,” Zephyr said. “Reborn through the Great Cycle… and split into three so that each may live within a human body… that’s what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Vinaruslax said, clapping her dainty hands in front of her chest. She patted the Revenant’s cheek. “It’ll fit nicely right in here, so come on now, hand them over.” 
 
    “The only thing I’ll be handing over is your death!” Nella raged. Lightning poured from her eyes, but Zephyr held up a hand to forestall the ranger from attacking again. 
 
    “The Elemental Anathema unravels every element in its presence except the Tempest,” he said. “But we aren’t capable of doing anything like that, so how can we be the Elemental Anathema?” 
 
    “Are you still clinging desperately to some forlorn hope that your souls don’t rightfully belong to my Sacred Beloved?” Vinaruslax tittered, covering her mouth as she did so. Her mirth ended as abruptly as it had begun. She sighed and waved dismissively. “I’ll satisfy your curiosity, since you three have played along so perfectly until now, all the way to the end of your existence. My Sacred Beloved’s glorious gift lies in the essence of his power, the very same power he once used to bring countless Shadows into being.” 
 
    “The essence orbs,” Vincent said. “They are conceptualizations of pure magical energy, unaligned to any element, which means they can be bent to any purpose. Our Codex of Ascension uses it to heighten our magical mastery of the three Primal Elements. Your Codex…” 
 
    “Ah, so you did figure it out.” Vinaruslax nodded to the Revenant. “Go ahead. Show them.” 
 
    The undead creature nodded. A scroll, sickly yellow in hue and tattered around the edges, unfurled in the air before it. Vincent wasted no time in angling his own codex display over the Revenant’s. 
 
      
 
    Codex of Domination 
 
    Dominator Name: The Elemental Anathema, Sacred One of the Shadowswarm 
 
    Magic: Tempest (master) 
 
    Tempest Aspect: Magus 
 
    Spells: Myriad 
 
    Lives Devoured: 
 
    Habers Trevas (Storm Scion) 
 
    Alys Felgar (Storm Smith) 
 
    Giula Pilos (Storm Scion) 
 
      
 
    “The Codex of Domination uses essence orbs to rebuild the creator of the Shadowswarm,” Vincent muttered feverishly, his eyes running back and forth across his codex display. “It also uses essence orbs to increase its user’s magical prowess, just like our Codex of Ascension. I think it has many other abilities too, none of which our Codex of Ascension has, such as allowing its user to absorb all the spells and magical skill of the people it’s killed.” 
 
    “So it’s better than ours?” Nella growled, obviously not liking the idea in the least. 
 
    “Of course it is,” Vinaruslax said. “The Codex of Ascension was built off poor little Avora’s Codex of Elucidation, and it was a vast improvement in many ways. The Codex of Domination was built off of yours, after centuries of study and contemplation and a short time of observing it in action.” 
 
    Zephyr felt his blood run cold at the revelation. The twilight fiend had just confirmed the suspicions the trio had held for some time already. The first was that their foe must have a spiritual artifact of some kind, and the second was that their enemy’s Codex could only have been built after seeing the Codex of Ascension put to actual use by the trio. 
 
    “Alright, that’s it,” the twilight fiend continued, feigning a yawn mockingly. “I’ve said enough. Now, hand over your souls, or my Sacred Beloved will be forced to take them.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” Nella said, lightning eyebite tentacles swarming from her eyes. Her sky-wyrm roared and brandished its claws. 
 
    “Nella…” Vincent began, only for Vinaruslax to break out into laughter. 
 
    “Fine. I will,” she said, before nodding to the Revenant. 
 
    The undead creature bared its blackened teeth. Its codex display turned red. 
 
    Agony washed over every inch of Zephyr’s being. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The third and worst suspicion the trio had was that they would be vulnerable through their Codex of Ascension, and that suspicion was realized now, Zephyr thought, as the Revenant sought to rip his soul from his body. 
 
    But the trio hadn’t been idle during the days they’d taken to prepare their attack on the Snapping Malice. Through painstaking effort and countless hours of work, they had looked into themselves and tried to discern the inner workings of the Codex of Ascension. Vincent had been the one to detect the bridge, for lack of a better word, which joined the spiritual artifact directly to their souls. 
 
    Delving deeply into his own consciousness via a meditative drill he’d learned in the Wu monastery, Zephyr had found the abutments—to persist with the bridge analogy—that held the bond in its rightful place. 
 
    With her fiery will, Nella had then promptly knocked the abutments askew, permanently distorting the alignment of the bridge joining the Codex of Ascension to their souls. Vincent had been horrified that would have caused the trio to forfeit their magic, but that hadn’t been the case. 
 
    They could still cast spells as potently as before. The only real changes were that their codex displays now seemed somewhat distorted… and that their souls weren’t directly connected with the Codex of Ascension anymore. The spiritual artifact was still present, but it was now more akin to a hat worn loosely upon their heads than an iron mask welded across their faces. 
 
    So when the Revenant linked its codex to the trio’s and tried to tear their souls from their bodies, their souls moved toward the bridge, resulting in the surge of agony that struck Zephyr, but then stopped, unable to cross the now-misaligned link. 
 
    Zephyr gasped for breath and forced his eyes open, falling deeply into the Mind-Cleansing Form of the Carefree Sutra to push back the pain he felt grinding in his bones, pounding between his temples, and searing his skin. His vision came back, still red-rimmed, and he saw that he had fallen to his hands and knees. The screams of his friends rang at the edges of his hearing, and he turned to them. 
 
    Nella was lying on her back, writhing in pain. Her sky-wyrm was gone, scattered from existence with the loss of her focus. Vincent was curled into a fetal position, clutching his head. Tears of agony rolled down his cheeks. 
 
    Zephyr surged to his feet and picked up Lethal Swiftness from where he’d dropped it, intending to charge the Revenant and fight it hand-to-hand, even if he weren’t sure of his victory. 
 
    But the undead creature was reeling back, clutching at its head. Greenish-black ichor poured from its nostrils and the corners of its eyes. Its codex display vanished, signaling the end of whatever it had been trying to do, and the horrendous agony tearing at Zephyr’s every sense began to recede. 
 
    “You tampered with the Codex of Ascension!” Vinaruslax hissed, her features twisted in anger and obvious confusion. “Such unimaginable audacity I could never have foreseen!” 
 
    “Like you didn’t foresee us defeating the Snapping Malice outside its Frost Seal?” Zephyr asked, feeling the salty warmth of blood roll down the corner of his mouth. “Or the fact that we walked right in here and played along to draw you out?” 
 
    Zephyr ripped a handful of Inferno magic talismans from his mage band and focused his will on one that carried the Project Heat spell. The spells within them had already been cast, so whatever trait of the Elemental Anathema the Revenant had acquired didn’t render them useless. 
 
    Vinaruslax’s eyes widened in horror as the strip of luminous parchment in Zephyr’s hand fell apart into ash and became a beam of heat that lanced toward the Revenant. 
 
    The twilight fiend threw herself in front of the Project Heat spell. Inferno magic crashed into her shadowy form and washed over her body harmlessly. Zephyr expended a talisman that carried the Meltdown spell next, dropping a bubble of superheated air over Vinaruslax and her fell creation. 
 
    She hissed and raised her arms, bringing a dark magic barrier into existence that pushed Zephyr’s Inferno magic spell back and held it at bay, but not before the trailing ends of the Revenant’s hair were set ablaze and the fingertips of its left hand reduced to ashen stumps. But not even a heartbeat passed before wriggling strands of gray flesh burst from the creature’s charred hand and reformed its lost digits. 
 
    Though the pain had stopped a few moments ago, something had been torn and broken inside Zephyr’s body. He stumbled a step forward and fell down to one knee. A bloody cough forced its way between his lips and splattered to the sand beneath his feet. His vision swam, but before it went dark completely, he felt the soothing coolness of a Crystalline Rejuvenation spell fall over him. 
 
    Vincent was by his side, using up one Crystalline Rejuvenation talisman after another. Zephyr glanced over his shoulder and saw that Vincent had already healed himself, it seemed, and Nella too, as the ranger had her bow out and a lightning arrow aimed at the twilight fiend. 
 
    The ranger took her shot. Her arrow blasted right through Vinaruslax’s dark magic barrier, but the Revenant caught the shaft in a gray fist and neutralized the lightning coursing down its length with a Storm Ring spell. She lowered her bow and manifested a cluster of lightning eyebite tentacles that swarmed from her eyes. The crackling appendages fastened themselves on Vinaruslax’s dark magic barrier and began to break it apart, while Zephyr and Vincent each readied talismans that carried Fireball spells. 
 
    “Time to die, monsters!” Nella snarled, pouring more Tempest ether into her lightning appendages and hastening the dissolution of Vinaruslax’s dark magic barrier. 
 
    The Revenant wreathed its sword with crackling lightning, before thrusting its tip skyward. Nella’s eyebite appendages were forced from the twilight fiend’s barrier and drawn to the blade. Vincent put aside the Talisman and leveled one of his Ether Conduits. A Storm Hammer manifested once more over it, and he cast Cosmos Invocation, sending a massive tide of lightning crashing down upon Vinaruslax and her undead creation. 
 
    The twilight fiend’s dark magic barrier withstood Vincent’s spell, which was a testament to her great power, but not without breaking apart into flakes of shadow that the unnatural breeze within the Frost Seal carried away and scattered in an instant. Zephyr expended the talisman in his hand and enveloped the twilight fiend and the Revenant in a massive sphere of flame. 
 
    Vinaruslax shrieked in fury. The Inferno magic spell did little more than cause the ends of her hair to smoke slightly, but it burned the Revenant to a crisp and turned its sword into a puddle of molten slag. The undead monster reeled, before falling backward and crumbling into trails of ash. But before it hit the ground, more tendrils of gray flesh wriggled into view, rapidly reforming the Revenant’s body, so that it caught itself toward the back end of its fall and surged to its feet once more, lightning dancing across its fingertips. 
 
    The First Night said that the Revenant was created with blight-taint, so we need to use Crystalline Cauterization on it as well, Zephyr thought. But we don’t have any talismans holding that spell. 
 
    Nella struck again, this time directing her eyebite tentacles toward Vinaruslax. Vincent hurled out another Cosmos Invocation. The Revenant stepped in front of its creator and blocked both their spells with a powerful variant of Storm Ring. 
 
    Zephyr used up a talisman containing a Disintegrating Ray spell. Vinaruslax caught the beam of searing heat in her fist and held it at bay until its fury was spent. She then twirled the fingers of her free hand and produced a sword. Its blade was single-edged and slightly curved, and it had quillons shaped into the likeness of trailing clouds. The hilt looked like carved ivory, topped with a pommel of black stone. She tossed it to the Revenant, who caught the sword and twirled it once, demonstrating consummate skill and impeccable mastery all within a single movement. 
 
    The Revenant then charged, closing the distance to the trio with breathtaking speed. Zephyr met it blade to blade, only to find himself severely outmatched within the span of three strokes. Vincent had wanted to craft an enchanted spear for him, but preparing for the attack on the Snapping Malice had taken all of his time and focus.  
 
    It was a moot point anyway, Zephyr quickly realized. A spear would have given him a bit more reach and perhaps helped him hold the Revenant at bay, but not for more than a few moments longer. The difference in skill between him and Tushan in his prime was simply too great. 
 
    Zephyr took a cut across his chest, and his heavily enchanted Knight robes parted beneath the edge of the monster’s sword. Nevertheless, the robes still managed to repel the blade before it could leave more than a shallow nick in his flesh. 
 
    Unfortunately, that single, seemingly minor cut sent immense waves of cold racing across his body. He staggered back, and he would have lost his head to a follow-up stroke from the Revenant if Vincent hadn’t sheathed his body in a Stratospheric Armor spell. The creature’s sword bounced off the plates of cobalt light protecting Zephyr’s neck. The impact rattled his teeth in his head and filled his vision with stars. 
 
    Zephyr punched out with his Fury gauntlet, seeking to drive its blade into the Revenant’s chest. The monster picked apart the clumsy counter with a deft parry. Its riposte lanced the tip of its sword directly into his sternum, flexing the cobalt-hued surface of the Stratospheric Armor inward, driving the breath from his lungs, and doubling him over. The Revenant raised its sword and brought the weapon down with a two-handed grip, slamming the blade upon the back of Zephyr’s neck and driving him to his knees. 
 
    Zephyr felt, rather than saw, the monster raise its sword again to repeat its decapitation stroke. He didn’t know how many it would need to cut his head off, but he wasn’t about to find out.  
 
    Gritting his teeth and feeling blood well around them and fall from his lips, he pressed his palm against the sand and cast Thunderclap, sending a starburst of sparks radiating from all around him. 
 
    Dazed and battered, Zephyr couldn’t put nearly as much Tempest ether into the spell as he wanted to, but it was still strong  enough to shock the Revenant and send the monster staggering back, its limbs twitching uncontrollably. A few stray sparks even reached Vinasrulax and blasted one of her feet from existence below the ankle, causing the twilight fiend to howl in pain. 
 
    Vincent and Nella didn’t miss their chances. Twinned Cosmos Invocations roared from their outstretched palms. The Revenant recovered and managed to throw itself into the path of the massive lightning bolts and block the greater part of their fury with its Storm Ring spell, allowing Vinaruslax to throw herself into the skies, suffering glancing hits that disintegrated part of her lower body as she ascended. 
 
    The twilight fiend hissed angrily and thrust her hands out at the Dark Possession. The shadowy orb enveloping it expanded to its original size in the blink of an eye. Zephyr threw himself back, barely avoiding the orb’s edges as it smothered the Revenant. 
 
    “Zeph!” Vincent screamed, his voice wavering in fear. 
 
    Zephyr snapped his gaze around and felt his heart skip a beat as he saw the orbs the Unholy Drake had hurled into the skies descend upon the trio. He reactivated his Soaring Breeze spell, but before he could fly to his friends and snatch them from danger, they too were enveloped by the spheres of darkness. Zephyr threw himself reflexively backward and into the skies, his heightened reflexes allowing him to easily avoid the rest of the falling orbs. 
 
    “Well dodged,” Vinasrulax congratulated him, a mocking smile spreading across her face. “Too bad the same can’t be said for the other two.” 
 
    Zephyr leveled his sword at the twilight fiend, but before he could unleash a Cosmos Invocation, she streaked back to the ground and dived within the orbs, which were now all merging into the one around the Dark Possession. Snarling in frustration, Zephyr hurled a bolt of lightning into the depths of the swirling darkness, but he knew that he’d accomplished nothing except waste his ether. 
 
    I can’t leave them in there, he thought, before descending into the shadowy orb. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the darkness peeled away from the edges of his vision, Zephyr found himself next to his friends. They were unharmed, though their dazed and confused expressions likely mirrored the one on his own face. All three of them were standing on what appeared to be a platform of black, polished stone, no more than several strides long and wide. 
 
    “Where…? Where are we?” Nella asked, conjuring a codex display. The puzzled frown upon her face deepened. “We’re not in the Dark Possession.” 
 
    “No, we aren’t,” Vinasrulax’s voice rang out. “We’re somewhere far less interesting and quite a bit more dangerous. I wish I didn’t have to resort to this, but I’m afraid your tampering with the Codex of Ascension has left me no choice.” 
 
    Zephyr snapped his gaze toward the twilight fiend. She and the Revenant were standing on another platform a short distance away. Violet light of every shade swirled in the emptiness separating the platforms. 
 
    “I… I know this place!” Vincent gasped in horror. “I read about this when I was researching spatial enchantments with Biri and Tosa! This… this is Limbo, the void between worlds, where the rules of time and space don’t exist.” 
 
    “They do exist,” Vinasrulax said, smirking. The twilight fiend had managed to reform most of her body. She waved her hand over the Revenant. Black robes appeared over its gray flesh, replacing the clothes that Zephyr’s Fireball spell had burned. Vinasrulax gave her work an approving nod before returning her attention to the trio. “As I was saying, the rules of time and space do exist and apply here, but only because of the lingering power of the creature you humans call the Unholy Drake. You can walk back and forth on the Temporal Bridge, and if you jump off the edge, you’ll fall. I really don’t suggest doing that, though.” 
 
    “Why did you bring us here?” Nella demanded. “Was it because you couldn’t beat us in a fair fight?” 
 
    “On the contrary, our victory was imminent,” the twilight fiend said. She stroked the Revenant’s face fondly. “My Sacred Beloved would have slain you and devoured your lives, claiming your souls for himself.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” Zephyr said. “Your creature is powerful, but the odds of victory were in our favor. One or two of us might have died, but I’m sure we would have prevailed if the battle had been allowed to unfold to its conclusion. That’s why you brought us here.” 
 
    “Alright, fine. Whatever.” Vinasrulax shrugged. “Believe what you will. I have no wish to belabor the point.” 
 
    “Belabor this!” Nella raised her bow and unleashed a lightning arrow. The shaft didn’t make it past the edge of the platform. Instead, it dissolved the instant it passed above the swirling violet abyss. 
 
    “Nothing may exist within Limbo without the proper spells,” Vincent said, grabbing Nella by the wrist and stopping her before she could fire another arrow. “Right now, we’re only still in one piece because we’re within the effects of such a spell. If you disrupt it somehow…” 
 
    “You will dissolve into nothingness, body and soul,” Vinaruslax finished. “And your Temporal Bridge exists at my pleasure, so do keep that in mind. With that said, let us get to the business at hand.” 
 
    “And what would that business be?” Zephyr demanded, tightening his grip on Lethal Swiftness. “Try to take our souls again through our Codex?” 
 
    “Why yes, of course,” the twilight fiend said. “But to do that, I will have to recalibrate the spiritual artifact with your souls again, and I can’t do it with the Codex of Domination alone. I’ll need the Codex of Elucidation, since it precedes the Codex of Ascension.” 
 
    “The Codex of Elucidation…” Vincent frowned. “That belongs to His Excellency. Is he your ally? Are you bringing us to meet him, so he can do your bidding?” 
 
    “Ally?” Vinaruslax giggled and slapped her thigh, as if at a private jest. “I suppose he is, in the loosest sense of the word. But ‘unwitting, multi-generational pawn’ might suit him better. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. He’s dead. Or at least, subject to a fate worse than death, but I suppose I’ll have to give him a brief reprieve from his torment, if only for a little bit, so I can get what I need from him.” 
 
    The twilight fiend raised her hands and dragged them through the space above her head. The void around the platforms shifted, and another rift appeared, hovering between the trio and Vinaruslax. Words suddenly unfolded over Nella’s codex display. 
 
      
 
    Dark Possession: Planes of Discordant Chaos 
 
    Perpetual Phase 
 
    Blackguard: Twilight Fiend Kirasnahvar of the Second Night 
 
    Shadowswarm Entities 
 
    Graveknights: greater-rare (150 essence orbs) 
 
    Night Prince: lesser-sublime (300 essence orbs) 
 
      
 
    “That’s the Dark Possession that was supposed to be attached to the Unholy Drake, isn’t it?” Nella asked. “What is it doing here? Have we gone back to the Frost Seal?” 
 
    “We haven’t,” Vincent said, shaking his head. “The Unholy Drake seemed to have the ability to manipulate time and space through those shadowy orbs, and the Dark Possession was covered in one of those orbs. It could very well be the case that it exists in two or more places simultaneously. Actually, that’s not quite right. It’d be better to think of it as a house with two doors that opens to two different places.” 
 
    “That was an accurate guess and another very apt analogy,” Vinaruslax said, clapping her hands in mock admiration. “You obviously embody my Sacred Beloved’s great intellect, Vincent Trefori. And you, Zephyr, personify his wisdom in war, while Nella Heartseeker, the prettiest of the three, you are his passion and resolve incarnate.” 
 
    The rift widened then, to reveal a scene of horrific carnage. Avora, Stalwart, and a band of Dao monks were in the ruins of what used to be a lavishly furnished hall. They were surrounded by an army of night princes and graveknights, and though the Grand Sage and the monks fought valiantly, they were overwhelmed and slaughtered within moments. The battle ended with a night prince tearing Avora’s heart from his chest and biting into the organ with fangs of dark light. 
 
    Vincent looked away, and even Nella blanched at the horrific sight. The rift flickered, and Avora, Stalwart, and the monks were arrayed against impossible odds once more, only to have the slaughter repeat itself. 
 
    “That’s got to be the Avora Estate, and a Dark Possession has unfolded over it,” Vincent said breathlessly. “But because His Excellency and Master Stalwart are trapped inside one of the Unholy Drake’s orbs, they are caught in this cycle where they’re killed again and again!” 
 
    “Ostar’s Teeth!” Nella hissed a brief string of obscenities. “I never liked Avora, but he doesn’t deserve this. Stalwart definitely doesn’t! We have to save them, Zeph!” 
 
    “I think you three had better worry about yourselves, first,” Vinaruslax said. “Or actually, don’t. Don’t resist. That would make things so much easier.” 
 
    The twilight fiend gestured, and the scene within the rift froze into immobility just before the Shadowswarm entities advanced upon Avora and Master Stalwart, having already finished off the rest of the Dao monks. She then nodded to the Revenant. The creature conjured a codex display, before turning its empty gaze upon the trio. 
 
    Nella and Vincent cried out in agony and doubled over, and Zephyr had to bite down on his lip to keep himself from doing the same. Codex displays from the Codex of Ascension unfurled in front of each of the trio. Gibberish—strange glyphs, letters, and words from an unknown language—unfolded over their surfaces. 
 
    The Revenant was attempting to seize the trio’s souls through the Codex of Ascension again, but it wasn’t following through entirely on its efforts, as Vinaruslax knew they wouldn’t be successful until she had gotten whatever she needed from Avora. 
 
    A codex display appeared in front of the Grand Sage, who was frozen in motion. The words “Master Key” unfolded across its surface, before floating into the air as a triangular prism glowing with cobalt, white, and crimson light, each radiant hue symbolizing one of the Primal Elements. Pushing the pain from his mind, Zephyr reached out to it like he would toward essences orbs stored within his soul. 
 
    To his surprise, the Revenant flinched and took a single staggering step back. Zephyr felt his will secure some kind of tenuous grasp upon the words on Avora’s codex display. He drew it toward him… and sensed the Revenant pulling on the Master Key, whatever it was, as well. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Vinaruslax cried. “Stop it! You won’t win! The Codex of Domination is far more powerful than the Codex of Ascension!” 
 
    The twilight fiend’s words were true, Zephyr quickly realized, as he felt his grasp on the Master Key slipping and the agony washing across his entire body grow in intensity. But he wouldn’t just give up like that. He wouldn’t… 
 
    Nella joined him then, clenching the Master Key with her will as well. The ranger’s grasp was much stronger than Zephyr’s, to his utter lack of surprise, and together, they brought the Revenant to a standstill, with the Master Key hovering in the space between the two platforms. 
 
    The undead creature trembled. Something burst in the side of its head, and a torrent of green-black ichor poured down its lifeless cheek. The blight-taint within its body repaired the damage almost instantly. 
 
    That means we can’t simply wear it down, Zephyr realized, his entire body trembling with pain. Warm, salty fluid flowed down his cheeks and splattered upon the platform beneath his feet in crimson droplets. He was bleeding from his eyes… and nose. 
 
    A quick glance at Nella told him that the same thing was happening to the ranger, but her head was unbowed, and her blood-streaked eyes were filled with resolute and righteous anger. 
 
    Crystalline Rejuvenation spells washed over Zephyr, dulling the agony somewhat. More white light pulsed from Vincent’s hands to fall upon Nella, and she turned around, grabbed Vincent, and pulled him to his feet as she stood up as well. 
 
    “We’re not dying on our knees,” she said. 
 
    “We’re not dying at all,” Vincent said, letting the crumbling remains of the last few Crystalline Rejuvenation talismans fall from his hands. Before Zephyr could ask him what he meant, Vincent reached out to the Master Key and instead of pulling on it alongside Nella and Zephyr, began to take it apart instead, delicately unraveling the entwined threads of Primal Elemental ether that it was made of. 
 
    “No!” Vinaruslax screeched. “Stop that! You don’t know what you’re doing!” 
 
    “I do, actually,” Vincent said. “His Excellency must have known what we are, and he would have only given us the Codex of Ascension if he had some means of neutralizing us instantly. The only way this could happen would be through something hidden within his Codex of Elucidation, something that can be used to unravel a spiritual artifact and disperse the power it’s gathered.” 
 
    “And you think it’s this?” the twilight fiend snapped. “Let it go and accept your fate, worms!” 
 
    “Of course it would be,” Vincent said, veins pulsing on his forehead as he exerted his will. “Why else wouldn’t you have already taken it from him before you confronted us? It’s because the Codex of Domination seeks to absorb our souls and the magical power we’ve built within them with the Codex of Ascension. You don’t want to neutralize the threat that the three of us could pose to the world. You want us to become part of that thing… that monster beside you… that threatens the world.” 
 
    “Threaten? We’ll do more than that this time around,” Vinaruslax promised. “With my Sacred Beloved restored to his true glory, all of humanity will fall, eternally feeding the Shadow with their agony and horror!” 
 
    “I’ll feed you my fist,” Nella shot back. “Come over here and get it, if you’ve got the guts.” 
 
    The light emanating from the Master Key condensed itself into a triple-hued beam. Vincent turned it upon the Revenant. 
 
    “Built upon thousands of Crystalline Structures so small they can’t be seen by the naked eye…” he muttered feverishly. “Fueled by Inferno magic and focused by the Tempest… this Master Key can do quite a few things.” 
 
    “How…?” Vinaruslax staggered back, her eyes wide with horror and surprise. “Surely you haven’t discerned its use already?” 
 
    “You wanted to use it to correct the distortion we’ve inflicted on the Codex of Ascension, and it could have, with a few adjustments,” Vincent continued, disregarding the twilight fiend’s words. “But its main purpose is to destroy spiritual artifacts like the Codices. Let me demonstrate.” 
 
    Vinaruslax sank her shadowy fingers into the Revenant’s temples, and Zephyr immediately felt a fifth malign presence join the struggle for the Master Key. The beam shining from its surface wavered in its intensity, before drifting away from the Revenant. 
 
    She’s trying to wrest control over the Master Key from Vincent just as Nella and I are trying to wrest possession over it from the Revenant, Zephyr realized, clenching his jaw and stiffening his resolve as best as he could. Pain tore through every inch of his body, strong enough to make his vision swim, but he persevered, even as he felt something burst inside his abdomen and a torrent of blood flow from between his lips. 
 
    Nella groaned and bent over, throwing up a mouthful of blood as well. One of Vincent’s eyes had burst, leaving him with an empty socket from which crimson fluid gushed, joining the stream of gore that ran from his bleeding ears and nose. But Vincent’s face was beatific in its focus, and his remaining eye was looking at nothing at all as he fought a desperate mental battle against the twilight fiend. 
 
    The triple-colored beam swung toward the trio, and Zephyr tried desperately to block it with his body. But halfway through its passage, the light went out, only to reemerge in an opposite direction and fall upon the Revenant. 
 
    “You’re familiar with this…” Vincent whispered. “Probably because you were the creator of these spiritual artifacts in the first place… or at least one of their creators.  And your mind is just so much stronger than mine, because you’ve lived so many thousands of years, Vinaruslax… but … I’m just better than you.” 
 
    “No!” the twilight fiend shrieked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The violet void around the platforms spun and whirled, and more shadowy orbs appeared all around the trio. The darkness within the spheres peeled back. Zephyr found his gaze drawn irresistibly to one of them. 
 
    A vision was unfolding inside that sphere. Zephyr saw Avora, though the Grand Sage’s robes were of a different cut, and his features looked older, more tired, and more heavily shadowed with bitterness. He was within some kind of chamber that had walls lined with glowing glyphs and racks carrying glass tubes filled with strange fluids. 
 
    Zephyr absently angled a codex display over the man, and to his surprise, words flashed across its flickering surface. 
 
      
 
    Tarkus Avora 
 
    Magic: Frost (master); Inferno (master); Death (master) 
 
    Frost Aspect: Healer 
 
    Inferno Aspect: Warlock 
 
    Death Aspect: Necro Savant 
 
      
 
    No. It isn’t Bessun Avora, he realized. This is Tarkus Avora, His Excellency’s ancestor and Caruthas’s trusted companion. 
 
    Tarkus Avora had his hands raised over a golden skull. A gray stone was embedded upon the forehead of the skull. Frost ether and Death ether poured from Avora’s fingertips. Zephyr placed his codex display over the skull. 
 
      
 
    Mortis Eye 
 
    Great Cycle Artifact 
 
    Opens a brief portal to the workings of the Great Cycle, reduces user’s lifespan by half of its remaining duration.  
 
      
 
    That’s an artifact from the Silent Temple! How… Zephyr’s shock turned into horror as he spotted the Mortis Priest bleeding out on the floor behind Tarkus Avora. The supposed Hero’s Companion and the first Grand Sage turned to the Mortis Priest and ripped his skull mask off, revealing the man’s grim and battered features and a slit throat. 
 
    “Your life is ending,” Tarkus hissed. “I might as well make good use of it.” 
 
    The Grand Sage seized a handful of the Mortis Priest’s hair and pressed the Mortis Eye against the man’s forehead. The grim mage clenched his jaw and uttered not a single word as his life-force was consumed by the artifact. 
 
    A swirl of gray-white light appeared before Tarkus. The Grand Sage howled with laughter and hurled the Mortis Priest aside. He hurled Frost and Death ether into the complex ritual circle etched into the stone floor beneath his feet. 
 
    “With power drawn from the Wheel of Souls, I will surpass that upstart Caruthas!” Tarkus shrieked. “I am the true Master of Magic, not he! I—” 
 
    Streams of black light radiated from the opening into the Great Cycle. A shadow emerged. It wore Tarkus’s face, but only for a brief moment, because its features shifted to that of the slain Mortis Priest. 
 
    Someone… called… it said. A heart full of hatred and malice… drowning in fear. I answer that call… 
 
    “What? What is this?” Tarkus lowered his hands and cut the threads of ether he’d poured into his ritual circle. The portal to the Great Cycle snapped shut, but the shadowy figure remained. It turned crimson eyes upon the Grand Sage. 
 
    Tarkus shrieked in horror. The shadow fled, and the orb carrying the vision of the Grand Sage drifted away. 
 
    Another spun into Zephyr’s view. He shook his head, fighting to keep the agony at bay and wondering why this was happening. His gaze drifted briefly to Vinaruslax, who seemed to be as embattled as the trio were, and he understood. If the twilight fiend were responsible for what she called the Temporal Bridges and the orbs that bent time and space, her struggle against Vincent must have weakened her control over the orbs, allowing them to reveal windows to the past in accordance to the whims and desires of any minds nearby. 
 
    And one of Zephyr’s greatest desires, shared with his friends, was to know what exactly they were. They knew now, without a doubt, that they were the Elemental Anathema reborn, but they still didn’t know what that really meant. 
 
    But I’m going to find out now, Zephyr thought, looking deeply at the closest shadowy orb. Once again, the darkness within its depths peeled away. 
 
    Mages pursued the shadow that had emerged from the Great Cycle, but when it looked upon them, they became unable to cast any spells. Their fears and nightmares poured from the consciousness and took physical form, given substance by the ether within the mages’ souls. They prostrated themselves before the shadow and called it their lord and master. 
 
    And the shadow bade them to rise. There were a hundred of these creatures, and Zephyr saw Vinaruslax among them. He knew that by the time Caruthas’s life came to an end, only thirteen of the twilight fiends would be left. 
 
    The Elemental Anathema told its children to spread across the land, and so they did, sinking their claws into countless human souls and building Dark Labyrinths around their victims, which in turn birthed more creatures. They were a swarm, the Shadowswarm. 
 
    Zephyr blinked as the second shadowy orb drifted away and another approached. 
 
    Caruthas, the Hero of Light, called down the power of the heavens, and with it, he and his companions, a repentant Tarkus Avora foremost among them, drove the Shadowswarm back from the land and into the distant north. There, the Shadow dwelled in their countless thousands of thousands and forged a realm of nightmares and horror for themselves. 
 
    But the Hero of Light wasn’t done. He pressed the attack, and in a dark cavern deep beneath the surface of the earth, he destroyed the Elemental Anathema and was slain himself. 
 
    Zephyr swallowed the lump in his throat as a fourth shadowy orb spun into view. 
 
    Tarkus Avora was within his chambers once more, this time surrounded by not one, but dozens of mutilated corpses, the remains of people he’d conducted horrific magical experiments on. He worked feverishly upon a Crystalline Construct that also contained Inferno ether and Tempest ether, his efforts fueled by madness and guilt over the death of his cherished friend, Caruthas. 
 
    The Hero of Light would be reborn once more, Tarkus Avora believed, and when he did, the Grand Sage would make amends by gifting him with a spiritual artifact of immense power, so that he might rapidly regain his Elemental Mastery. 
 
    But there was something dwelling within his shadow. Vinaruslax rose from the darkness and whispered into his ear, and though the Grand Sage didn’t know it, he followed her instructions, and the Codex of Ascension began to take shape, built upon his Codex of Elucidation. 
 
    A fifth orb showed the passage of many centuries, with one Avora after another laboring away upon the Codex. Vinaruslax was in all of their shadows, fueling their obsession while guiding them to establishing themselves as respected heroes among humanity. Every Avora and every Grand Sage dedicated his or her life toward the eventual rebirth of Caruthas, committing all manner of atrocities as they perfected the Codex of Ascension. 
 
    But then Bessun Avora came along, a particularly strong-willed and inquisitive scion of his bloodline. He resisted Vinaruslax’s whispers, so much so that she fled from him before he detected her presence and the influence she’d had on his ancestors. Bessun delved deep and ranged far in his studies, adamant on uncovering the obsession that had plagued the blood of Avora. He scoured the darker avenues of humanity, unearthed forbidden magical lore, and covered his tracks with webs of lies. He incurred disfavor and invited suspicion along the way, tarnishing the once-pristine reputation of his family. 
 
    Eventually, he succeeded. He gave up half his lifespan, looked into the Mortis Eye which had been returned to the Silent Temple, and saw that his Ancestors had spent their lives upon a lie, though he knew not that it had been one told to Tarkus, rather than a misguided notion born of grief and guilt. Caruthas was long lost to the Great Cycle, for he was only human. 
 
    But the Elemental Anathema had not. 
 
    The darkness within the next orb unraveled, revealing the final moments of Caruthas and the Elemental Anathema. The former was mortally wounded, and the latter was disintegrating into motes of drifting shadow. 
 
    “I would have liked to have a soul,” the Elemental Anathema lamented. “Things would have turned out differently, perhaps. I wouldn’t bring out the nightmares of humans. I would be one, and I would have been happy.” 
 
    “Would you? Have one, and be human, then,” Caruthas said, a weak smile creasing his bloodied and battered features. The Hero of Light raised his single remaining hand and cast his last spell, one born of powerful Radiant magic. It was called Redemption, and it hurled the Elemental Anathema into the Great Cycle, where in time, it would grow a soul. 
 
    And after many eons, it did grow a soul, one so powerful and exceptional that it could only be reborn into three lives: a gifted artisan, a contemplative warrior, and a fierce hunter. 
 
    Zephyr lowered his head, his heart sinking at the confirmation of what he’d already known for a while. He didn’t want to gaze into the next orb that floated before him, but he did, nevertheless. 
 
    Bessun Avora, the Grand Sage of the current era, knew that the Elemental Anathema had been reborn. He paced the grounds of the Avora Estate, a beautiful stretch of land comprising a dozen palatial manors and a medium-sized market at its heart, debating with himself whether or not to track down the trio and have them killed as children. 
 
    But then he met Master Stalwart, perhaps his closest friend besides Archmage Xanthus, and he came to accept the teachings of the Dao. Though the way of the Dao brooked no mercy for the evil, neither did it condone hurting the innocent, and the trio, in their infancy and throughout their young adulthood, remained innocent. 
 
    So Bessun Avora resolved to leave them alone and let them lead their lives, far away from magic and the affairs of mages. He sealed the Codex of Ascension, which had consumed so many generations of his family, within the secret vaults deep beneath the Avora Estate. 
 
    Another orb drifted into view as the last one filled with darkness and meandered off. Zephyr looked into its depths, already half-guessing what he would see. 
 
    Vinaruslax couldn’t allow Avora to simply walk away and leave the trio alone, of course. She’d spent centuries on the Codex of Ascension. She wouldn’t let the Grand Sage of this era undo her work and condemn it to oblivion, so she returned, this time whispering into the ears of thousands upon thousands of human beings throughout the realm and beyond. Many heeded her words and became Shadow Cultists that ravaged their own kind. Slightly fewer than that turned into Blackguards, their hearts birthing Dark Labyrinths, which in turn spawned Shadowswarm creatures that tormented and devoured every soul that could reach. 
 
    Bessun Avora and Master Stalwart couldn’t stem the tide of darkness that threatened to wash over the world. One night, as the Grand Sage sat in his study and mourned the deaths of a cadre of his finest agents at the hands of Shadow Cultists, Vinaruslax slipped into his shadow and began whispering into his ear again. 
 
    “Troubled times are upon the world,” she said. “You are not powerful enough. Your allies are weak and few. You need help. The three were born into this era for a reason. Give them the power you know they can hold and keep for themselves.” 
 
    That very same night, Avora decided to tell one more lie to the world: Caruthas had been reborn. The Grand Sage tore open the doors of his family’s secret vault and drew forth the Codex of Ascension. He raised it to the skies… 
 
    And the rest was history. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The light from the Master Key turned abruptly from the Revenant to fall upon the trio, and for a moment, Zephyr thought that Vinaruslax had prevailed. Instead, the twilight fiend seemed aghast. She reached out with her hands, her fingers curled into claws. Zephyr felt her will surge in a tremendous tide of effort, one that taxed her enough to cause her shadowy form to begin disintegrating, but also one seemingly sufficient to angle the Master Key’s radiance away from the trio. 
 
    “Imbecile!” she shrieked at Vincent. “That would have destroyed the Codex of Ascension!” 
 
    “It would also have scattered the power the three of us have gathered through your manipulations,” he replied, his voice eerily calm and his remaining eye looking into a distant nothingness. “Because it was all you, wasn’t it? You were the one who arranged for His Excellency to send us into those Dark Labyrinths. You were the one who had the Thirteenth Night attack Archmage Xanthus, forcing us to kill it and absorb its dark magic as essence orbs. You were the one who sent seven of your kin to the Unliving Empress and turned four of them into blight titans at the World Hearth. You sacrificed your own kind to us, placing all of their power within our souls, so that you can now claim it and give it to that monster beside you.” 
 
    “They were weak! They didn’t mourn my Sacred Beloved!” Vinaruslax raved. “Instead of carrying out his will and wiping out humanity, they lounged in the darkness and toyed with the souls of the weak! Only I loved him enough to bring him back. Only I loved him enough to advance his divine ambition!” 
 
    “Did you really?” Zephyr asked softly, the visions he’d seen within the orbs still haunting his memories. “Did the Elemental Anathema truly desire the death of humanity above everything else?” 
 
    “Of course!” the twilight fiend spat. “Why else would he have slaughtered and tormented so many of them in his lifetime?” 
 
    “Because of what he is,” Nella said. The ranger’s features were strained with agony, but her eyes were dark and heavy with sadness. “The Elemental Anathema couldn’t have done anything else but create you and the other twilight fiends, and all of you couldn’t have done anything else but torture and kill. You didn’t have any choice. None of you did.” 
 
    “Is… is that pity on your face, human?” Vinaruslax blinked in confusion, before snarling in unhinged rage. “I will keep your consciousness beyond the dissolution of your souls! I will torment them for ten thousand years, and then I will heap even worse agonies upon them!” 
 
    “Of course you would,” Vincent said. “That would be the utmost depths of your limited imagination.” 
 
    “My limited imagination?” Vinaruslax growled. “I am the Shadow Mistress, the First Night, mightiest of the Shadowswarm! I have put countless human souls through infinite, unthinkable agonies!” 
 
    “But you can do nothing else,” Zephyr said, shaking his head. “The Shadowswarm are born of human fears and nightmares, and because none of you have souls… because none of you are truly conscious, you can never transcend those very same fears and nightmares. You can never inspire, never heal, and never stand for anything that is good and right. But I don’t believe that there is no hope for you. Because after all of this… I now know there is one thing you can do.” 
 
    “And what would that be, condescending follower of the Wu?” Vinaruslax glared at him. 
 
    “You can love,” Zephyr replied. 
 
    The twilight fiend’s features twitched in surprise. Zephyr felt the grasp of her will upon the Master Key weaken. Vincent must have felt it too, as he seized the tri-colored artifact and turned its light upon the Revenant. 
 
    “It is always easier to destroy than to build,” he said, so softly that Zephyr could hardly hear him. “Yet destruction is always necessary for anything new to arise.” 
 
      
 
    Frost Magic empowered! 
 
      
 
    Magic: Frost (Archmage) 
 
    Epiphany: 1/1 
 
    +10,000% to personal Frost ether reserves 
 
    +10,000% to Frost spell casting speed 
 
    +10,000% to Frost spell learning rate 
 
    +10,000% to Frost spell efficacy 
 
      
 
    White light blazed from the trio’s bodies. Vincent pointed at the Revenant, before clenching his fist. The undead creature’s codex display began to dissolve. It went into convulsions. Vinaruslax cried out in horror and wrapped her arms around the Revenant, but it fell apart in her hands, turning into ash that trailed between her fingers and piled upon the platform. 
 
    No longer held in place by the monster’s will, the Master Key sped toward the trio. Zephyr caught it, before falling to his knees and exhaling in relief as the agony he’d been feeling began to fade. The tri-colored light sank into his hand, and a codex display appeared unbidden beside him. 
 
      
 
    Master Key acquired! 
 
    New Codex Configuration options available 
 
      
 
    Radiant Magic empowered!  
 
      
 
    Magic: Radiant (Master) 
 
    Progress to Archmage: Unknown 
 
      
 
    New spell acquired! 
 
      
 
    Redemption (initiate) 
 
    Suffuses non-human target with Radiant ether. If target dies within 5 minutes, its consciousness can choose to enter the Great Cycle. Drains caster of all ether reserves and disables ether channeling for 1 hour. 
 
      
 
    That’s Caruthas’s spell, Zephyr thought. In the end, we did inherit something from the Hero of Light. 
 
    Vinaruslax cried out in horror and loss as she fell to her knees and thrust her hands into the ashen pile. A mass of golden light emerged from the remains of the creature, and Zephyr instantly recognized it as the collective manifestation of the essence orbs the twilight fiend had stolen and fed to her foul creation. 
 
    “Its victims’ souls are there as well,” Vincent said, pointing into the golden light. “If we leave them here, they will lose their chance to enter the Great Cycle and eventually dissolve within Limbo. We must bring them back to our world.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Nella asked, casting a Crystalline Rejuvenation spell over Vincent’s face. The spell wouldn’t restore his lost eye, at least not cast in such a hasty and unfocused manner, but it would stem the bleeding. The ranger clicked her tongue in concern. “How are we even going to get back to our world? Just jump into that rift and hope we end up where Avora and Stalwart are?” 
 
    “No. Limbo will claim us as soon as we leave this Temporal Bridge,” Vincent said. 
 
    “You destroyed the Revenant’s Codex of Domination, didn’t you?” Zephyr asked him and received a nod in response. “So now all the essence orbs it’s stolen have been released and are turning back into pure, unaligned magical energy. Can we do anything with that?” 
 
    “We can try.” Vincent swooned on his feet. Zephyr and Nella caught him before he could fall, and he smiled weakly back at them. “But I’m going to need your help.” 
 
    “Of course, silly!” Nella chided him, trying in vain to wipe some of the blood off his face with her thumb. Tears shone in her eyes. “You’ll always need us, like we’ll always need you. Just tell us what to do.” 
 
    “I’ll show you,” Vincent said, and once again, Zephyr felt him reaching out with his will toward the mass of golden light, which began drifting toward him. 
 
    “I think I get it,” Zephyr said. “That magical energy is holding Master Trevas’s and the others’ souls in place. If we absorb it with our codex, it will become essence orbs again, and their souls will be lost. We need to pull it toward us, but build something around it to keep it in its current state.” 
 
    “You’re the best at building stuff, Vincent,” Nella said. “We’ll follow your lead.” 
 
    Vincent nodded and raised his hand. Frost ether trailed from his fingertips, turning into Crystalline Structures that took the form of a net of delicate icy chains. Zephyr and Nella cast Crystalline Structure as well and built upon the net with their own spells. The chain links created by Nella were broad and sturdy, while Zephyr’s were long and irregularly shaped. 
 
    Soon, the net grew large enough to encompass the mass of golden light. Vincent pulled on the golden light with his will. Zephyr and Nella helped him, and together, the trio dragged an immense tide of magical energy to their Temporal Bridge. 
 
    “It crossed the span of Limbo between the Temporal Bridges,” Vincent said, a nervous chuckle escaping his lips. “Good. I was only half-certain that would work.” 
 
    “But it did,” Zephyr said. “And you had good reason to believe it would. Our Codex of Ascension began to work before we got our Tempest Aspects, which means that it is a creation of unaligned magical energy. The Revenant’s Codex of Domination must be the same, and it was able to reach across the Temporal Bridges and affect us. That means unaligned magical energy can exist in Limbo.” 
 
    Vincent nodded and spread the net the trio had created to catch the golden light as it fell upon their platform. Nella helped him wrap it around the magical energy, before tying it shut with a knot made up of a Crystalline Structure. 
 
    “Great. Giula’s and the Masters’ souls are safe,” the ranger said. “Now all we need to do is get back.” 
 
    “We need to draw enough of the magical energy from the net to encase us,” Vincent said, grimacing. “And this is going to sound crazy, but then we push it at the rift, jump on it, and hope it has enough momentum to get us through.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Zephyr said, casting Crystalline Structure to form a solid panel of ice over the net. He then grabbed his friends by the waist and picked them up. Before any second-guessing on his part could occur, he delivered a mighty kick to the panel he’d just created, fueling the blow with as much Inferno ether he could infuse into his internal energy as possible. 
 
    The net hurtled toward the edge of the platform. Vincent and Nella cried out in alarm, but Zephyr was already in motion. He cast Lightning Step and flashed upon the net. Vincent hurriedly pulled on the magical energy trapped within and drew out enough golden light to envelop the trio. 
 
    “Hold on tight!” Zephyr cried as the net tumbled end-over-end into Limbo and toward the rift. 
 
    The frozen scene of Avora’s last stand became larger and larger. Zephyr couldn’t help but close his eyes as it filled his vision. 
 
    And then he was spinning through the cold, unnatural air of a Dark Possession, still holding on tightly to his friends. The net of Crystalline Structure chains had fallen apart during the brief journey through Limbo which hadn’t lasted the span of several heartbeats, and the golden light within began to slowly disperse. 
 
    We’ll still need to destroy this Dark Possession to free their souls, he thought, twisting his body in midair, landing on his feet, and setting his friends down gently beside them. Nella scrambled upright and pulled Vincent with her. The trio were now standing beside Avora and Stalwart, who were still frozen alongside the tides of Shadowswarm that surrounded them. 
 
    “Ready?” Nella filled her eyes with lightning and called her bow into her hands. 
 
    “No, but when has that stopped us?” Vincent said wearily as he called his Storm Hammers into existence over his Ether Conduits. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” Zephyr said, raising Lethal Swiftness to readiness. 
 
    Vinaruslax emerged from the rift, howling with fury. She clenched her fists. The opening to limbo snapped shut, cutting the Dark Possession off from the effects of the Unholy Drake’s orbs. 
 
    And time began to flow once more. 
 
    Zephyr swept his sword across and sent a torrent of Blade Beam spells arcing out into the horde of graveknights that had just resumed their charge upon Avora and Stalwart. The skeletal creatures were all clad in heavy, tattered plate armor of black steel, and they wielded massive two-handed swords and warhammers. Zephyr’s spells mowed all of them down in a single sweep, reducing them to trails of crumbling shadows. 
 
    Nella fired a lightning arrow into the skies. It split apart into hundreds of copies that descended upon the night princes surrounding Avora and Stalwart. The Shadowswarm entities howled in fear as they perished. Countless winged forms of cobalt light appeared over her shoulders and sped off in all directions to finish off the survivors. 
 
    Vincent raised a Cosmos Bastion just in time to intercept a beam of black light Vinaruslax had thrown from her hands. His barrier of cobalt light dissolved the twilight fiend’s spell, and the magical backlash sent her hurtling away through the air. 
 
    He then turned to Avora and Stalwart, who were blinking in surprise. 
 
    “Hello, Your Excellency and Master Stalwart,” Vincent said, bowing deeply to them, before nearly stumbling to his knees and needing to be caught by Zephyr before he fell. 
 
    “It’s… it’s you!” the Grand Sage cried, his features awash with astonishment. “I gathered my agents, only to be attacked in unprecedented force in my own home! I thought we were done for!” 
 
    “You’re safe now, sirs,” Zephyr said. 
 
    “Though I have no fear of death, I am most certainly glad to see you, young man,” Stalwart replied, clasping him heartily on the shoulder. “I trust Lux is well?” 
 
    “She is,” Zephyr said, perhaps a little too hastily. “We will defeat the Shadowswarm, and then go meet her together.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” the Dao monk agreed, a rare smile spreading across his battered and dour features. He sighed and shook his head. “Thank the Infinite Skies you have come to our aid. We have already suffered heavy losses. The two of us are the only ones still alive within the Avora Estate.” 
 
    “Every member of my family has been killed,” Avora said, his features twitching with cold rage. “But such is the price we pay in defense of humanity.” 
 
    “Sir, I know now is a poor time for this, but there is something you must know, without any further delay,” Zephyr said. He conjured a codex display, then placed his hand on the Grand Sage’s shoulder and established a link between the Codex of Elucidation and the Codex of Ascension. 
 
    “What…? What are you…?” Avora began, before Zephyr relayed everything he’d witnessed within the shadowy orbs of the Unholy Drake. The Grand Sage’s eyes flickered beneath their closed lids, and Zephyr released him a moment later. 
 
    “I…” Avora shook his head, then looked guiltily at the trio. “So now you know.” 
 
    “We suspected, for quite a while already,” Nella said. She sighed. “But what can we say? You gave everything to the fight against the Shadow, even the lives of your family. How can anyone else ask for more from you?” 
 
    “By the Infinite Skies.” Stalwart grunted uneasily. “We felt the deception was necessary. But now, perhaps that wasn’t the best decision in hindsight. For what it’s worth, you three have my apologies and, I’m certain, those of the Grand Sage’s.” 
 
    “We accept,” Vincent said immediately. “It is clear you and His Excellency meant well, Master Stalwart, and you were victims of the First Night’s deception. I don’t know what the mage community at large might think, but I know for sure that we hold nothing against you.” 
 
    “That is true, sirs,” Zephyr confirmed. Nella nodded grudgingly as well. 
 
    “I… I don’t know what to say.” Avora sighed. “I…” 
 
    “YOU WILL DIE!” Vinaruslax’s voice echoed across the false skies. “I WILL CLAIM YOUR SOULS MYSELF AND MAKE YOU SUFFER AN ETERNITY OF TORMENT! 
 
    A massive winged form approached from the violet horizon. It reminded Zephyr of an ebon drake, a Shadowswarm entity parodied upon the likeness of a noble dragon. But the creature that swooped toward them was twice as large, and a horned face—its features twisted in agony— was embedded within the forehead of its fanged and snouted one. 
 
    Nella angled a codex display over it. 
 
      
 
    Shadowswarm Entity (Blackguard of the Planes of Discordant Chaos) 
 
    Twilight Fiend Kirasnahvar of the Second Night 
 
    Essence Orbs: 1,600 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Here we go again,” Vincent said wearily. “The Blackguard looks like the most formidable one we’ve fought so far, and our ether reserves are pretty depleted. We still have some talismans left, but I don’t know if they’ll be enough against an enemy like that.” 
 
    “It’s nothing we can’t handle,” Nella said, conjuring a lightning arrow upon her bow. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” Zephyr agreed, adjusting his grip on Lethal Swiftness. 
 
    “Wait,” Avora said. The Grand Sage reached into his mage band and drew out a staff of white steel. “This was one of Caruthas’s favored weapons, the Justicebringer. My agents found it only recently, at great risk to themselves, and I enlisted Master Felgar’s aid in restoring it. She finished her work and had it sent to my home. I meant to give it to you three, but as you can see, that didn’t happen.” 
 
    Avora tossed the staff to Zephyr, who caught it in his left hand and felt it draw on the scant amount of Radiant ether within his soul. A blade of light appeared at its tip, turning the staff into a spear. 
 
    “This will be most helpful, sir,” Zephyr said, sensing the immense power within the relic weapon. “Thank you.” 
 
    With that, he cast Soaring Breeze and hurtled into the skies to meet the twilight fiend’s charge. The dark dragon opened its maw and breathed a tide of black fire. Zephyr leveled the Justicebringer at his foe. Its tip emanated waves of pure, white light that doused Kirasnahvar’s flames. A moment later, the spear of light was slicing through the dragon’s torso from chest to crotch. 
 
    Zephyr flew clear, and the monster shrieked as ropes of black viscera spilled from its open belly. Beams of black light lanced from the tips of its wings down at Vincent and Nella. Vincent put away one of his Ether Conduits. The Justicebringer vanished from Zephyr’s grasp and reappeared in Vincent’s hand. The spear-tip of light faded, and a radiant prism of countless facets replaced it. 
 
    Vincent raised the Justicebringer. White light poured from every facet of the prism. Kirasnahvar’s dark beams washed away in the radiance, as did much of its body and all of its limbs, leaving little more than a dismembered torso and a cluster of tattered wings that barely kept it aloft in the skies. 
 
    The dark dragon opened its maw and dived downward in a suicidal bid to crash its bulk or plunge its fangs into its tormentors. Vincent let go of the Justicebringer, and it appeared in Nella’s right hand. The ranger dropped her bow and raised the staff. The prism of light upon its tip was gone. A spiked ring had taken its place. 
 
    Radiant snares appeared in the air to intercept Kirasnahvar’s descent. They caught the dragon in their biting grip and began to dissolve its flesh. The monster thrashed and struggled, to no avail. It swept its hate-filled gaze over each member of the trio. 
 
    Zephyr cast Cosmos Invocation. Nella and Vincent did the same. Three massive bolts of lightning converged upon the dark dragon, blasting it from existence. The twilight fiend in its forehead opened its eyes, and in the moments before its dissolution, looked upon the trio in wordless gratitude. 
 
    The Dark Possession peeled away, leaving the trio, Avora, and Stalwart standing in the actual ruins of the Grand Sage’s home. The bodies of his family and his servants were strewn everywhere, as were those of many Dao monks. The golden light that had carried the trio back into the world completed its dissipation, freeing the souls of Giula, Master Trevas, and Master Felgar to embark on their journey to the Great Cycle. 
 
    Avora remained stoic as sunlight washed over the scene of his family’s deaths. He nodded to the trio as they approached. Nella thrust the Justicebringer into the ground. 
 
    “It’s done, then?” he asked. “You resolved the situation at the World Hearth, I presume?” 
 
    “The last of the Frost Seals should have broken by now,” Vincent said. “Life ether can flow unimpeded across the world again.” 
 
    “That’s good.” Avora closed his eyes and sank wearily to his knees. His features were lined with grief and fatigue. “That’s good. That also means that Druidess Filna will regain much of her former vigor. I know you’ll be especially happy to hear that, Nella.” 
 
    “I most certainly am,” she replied, before spinning on her heel, drawing a lightning arrow, and firing in a single motion. The arrow sliced through the air, punched into Vinaruslax’s chest, and pinned her to a crumbling pillar that had once been part of a manor within the Avora Estate. “Nice try, but you didn’t think we’d have forgotten about you, did we?” 
 
    “No!” the First Night and last of the twilight fiends cried, raising a trembling hand that began to disintegrate even as she spoke. Her gaze was wild and unfocussed, and it was clear to Zephyr that she was no longer fully conscious, or at least, present in the moment. “No… I only wanted to please you, Sacred Beloved. Please don’t hurt me. All I did was what you wanted.” 
 
    “Yes, killing people and trying to destroy the world. That’s what you were doing,” Nella said, raising her bow with another lightning arrow drawn and aimed at Vinaruslax’s head. “Anyway, you’re done. Time to die.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Zephyr said, placing his hand gently on Nella’s shoulder. “I have something to say to her first.” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Zeph,” the ranger replied, lowering her bow and letting her lightning arrow dissipate from existence. She gestured at the twilight fiend. “You’d better make it quick, though. The monster isn’t going to last much longer.” 
 
    “She expended most of her strength before even coming here,” Vincent said. “When I blocked her spell with my Cosmos Bastion, the resultant magical backlash itself was probably enough to begin her irreversible disintegration.” 
 
    Zephyr walked over to the twitching twilight fiend. Only her head and her upper torso still remained. She managed to briefly meet his gaze. 
 
    “You said the Elemental Anathema’s sole desire was the extermination of humanity,” Zephyr spoke softly. “But you must have seen what we saw in those time distortions within Limbo. Do you really still believe that?” 
 
    “No…” Vinaruslax broke out into sobs. “No, I don’t. I didn’t want to believe it, but not anymore. Oh, forgive me, Sacred Beloved. I didn’t know… I didn’t…” 
 
    “Thanks to Caruthas’s mercy, he got what he wanted, in the end,” Zephyr said, smiling and touching his own chest. “And for that, I am grateful. I think on account of your boundless devotion to him, he would have wanted you to have the same thing, too.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I like this, Zeph,” Nella said. “She’s a twilight fiend, and she killed thousands upon thousands of people. She’s got to die for her crimes.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know about this,” Vincent said. “Who knows how she will turn out?” 
 
    “Did Caruthas know how we would turn out?” Zephyr said to Vincent, before turning to Nella. “And she is going to die, but maybe, just maybe, she might get a chance to make things better after that, too.” 
 
    “Penitence is an acceptable alternative to punishment,” Master Stalwart said grudgingly. The Dao monk had evidently guessed Zephyr’s intentions, even though he didn’t share the trio’s bond with each other. “That is one of the few areas where the teachings of the Dao coincide with the teachings of the Wu. However, I’m not sure if a lifetime of penitence, or even several lifetimes, can make up for eons of evildoing.” 
 
    “Given what we’ve found out about the Shadowswarm, I’m not even sure they can be called evil. But that is a debate we will have to conduct later, sir,” Zephyr said to Master Stalwart, before turning back to Vinaruslax. “Should you accept my offer, know that I expect no penitence from you, and I will lay nothing but my best wishes upon you as you embark on your journey.” 
 
    The twilight fiend blinked in astonishment. She, too, had guessed the nature of Zephyr’s unspoken offer. 
 
    “Well?” Nella said, snapping her fingers irritably in Vinaruslax’s face. “Are you going to take it or not? Let me remind you that you’re going to die soon, just to be sure you know.” 
 
    The twilight fiend nodded. By now, only her head and the upper part of her shoulders remained intact. 
 
    Zephyr smiled and reached for the Justicebringer. The staff hurtled from where Nella had left it into his grasp. Golden light pulsed from his soul to encase Caruthas’s relic weapon. He turned to his friends. 
 
    “I’m going to need some help here,” Zephyr said. 
 
    Vincent stumbled forward and seized the staff. Nella did too, another string of grumbles falling from her lips. Immense amounts of Radiant magic—many hundreds of times greater than what Caruthas had used on the Elemental Anathema—poured from the Justicebringer and washed over Vinaruslax. The twilight fiend sighed as she disappeared beneath the power of the Redemption spell. 
 
    “Ugh, that’s done,” Nella groaned, pulling her hands away from the Justicebringer and stretching her neck muscles. “I need a nap.” 
 
    “I need a bit more than that,” Vincent said glumly, pointing at his eye. 
 
    “Druidess Filna will fix you right up, so don’t worry!” Nella pulled Vincent into a hug, before beckoning Zephyr to join them as well. 
 
    Zephyr hesitated, but only for a moment. He looked at the spot where Vinaruslax had been and smiled. 
 
    “Goodbye,” he said. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Forty years later 
 
      
 
    Ayla the Shadow Thief raced down the alley and stopped at its mouth. She risked a quick peek around the corner at her target, before ducking back into concealment. Overhead, the full moon shed its radiance over Tristar City, scouring every patch of darkness from existence beneath its cold and distant gaze. For most thieves, this much light would be a problem, but not for her, not when she was a master of Lunar magic. 
 
    Lunar ether welled from her soul. She seized it and molded it with her will, before throwing her Lunar Cloak spell over herself. The moonlight falling upon her shoulders bent and twisted, turning her invisible. 
 
    Emerging from the alley, she threw herself into a sprint and ran past a pair of clueless chainmail-clad guards. A few strides past them, she cast another spell that flashed her from the pool of moonlight in which she stood to another just beyond the outer gates of the Grand Sage’s Estate. 
 
    The guards flinched and reached for their swords. Ayla was skilled in the ways of silence, but even she couldn’t render her running footfalls completely soundless. She ducked behind a hedge as one of the guards scratched beneath his helmet, confusion showing on his heavily bearded face. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” he asked his comrade. “Sounded like footsteps, quick and light.” 
 
    “I heard something,” the other guard replied. “But I don’t see anything. It could just be the wind tossing some garbage down the street.” 
 
    “Could be, but I doubt it,” the first guard said. “Should we call this in?” 
 
    “The sergeant won’t be happy if we’re jumping and raising the alarm at every little thing,” the second guard said. “Just keep your eyes open. We have a long night ahead of us.” 
 
    Releasing her Lunar Cloak spell, Ayla sneered and continued padding her way down a side-lane that she knew would lead to the central manor. As she advanced, she couldn’t help but marvel at how incompetent the guards had been. The Grand Sage hired his guards from the Vigilant Blades mercenary troupe. Weren’t they supposed to be the best of the best in the realm of Vlandusk? 
 
    I don’t care how rich people spend their money, she thought. Especially when I’m just going to take it from them. 
 
    The Shadow Thief hid behind a garden shed as she heard the footfalls of more armored warriors ahead. Sure enough, another pair of guards appeared, one of them holding a lantern in his hands, though he probably didn’t need it, since the moon was shining so brightly tonight. 
 
    Ayla crouched down and waited for them to pass her. She needed to catch her breath anyway. The spell she’d used to get past the gates was one called Lunar Step, and it took a lot out of her to cast it. Lunar Cloak had drained her ether reserves quite significantly, too. She was tempted to channel some Lunar ether to restore them, but that could trip some kind of magical alarm within the estate, and she didn’t want to risk that happening. 
 
    Once I pull this off, the Thieves’ Guild will fawn in awe over Ayla the Shadow Thief! she thought to herself. They might even make me Guildmaster! I would be the youngest, for sure! 
 
    Even as the thought crossed her mind, she pictured her mentor, a wizened Aeromancer named Olga, shaking her head and clicking her tongue in disapproval. 
 
    Silly girl, Olga would say. Who, by the Infinite Skies, would be insane or foolish enough to try to steal from the Grand Sage’s home? He’s one of the Three Heroes of Light! Do you know what he’s done for all humanity? 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Ayla grumbled beneath her breath. The lessons she’d learned as a young child came to her mind by rote. “Grand Sage Vincent Trefori created affordable Frost-glyph charms of lesser healing that saved the lives of millions around the world. He built academies to train generations of Frost Guardians. His daughter, Nella Trefori, is the Archmage of the Frost School.” 
 
    How current is all of that anyway? She scratched her jaw irritably. And why do I care at all? He’s rich, and I’m not, so here I am to make some money off him. 
 
    Ayla continued on her path after the guards were at a safe distance. She considered throwing another Lunar Cloak over herself again, but she ultimately decided against it. She could cast the spell perhaps one more time and hold it for two minutes, assuming she wanted to reserve enough ether to cast Lunar Step again. 
 
    No. I will now rely on my other skills as the Shadow Thief, she decided as she made her way to the door that she knew led to the kitchen. There, she would slip on the disguise that Anders, the Thieves’ Guild’s facilitator, had prepared for her and pass herself off as a servant. That would in turn allow her to make her way to the Grand Sage’s library, which, according to the map she’d procured from Anders, wasn’t too far from the kitchen. 
 
    And that’s where I’ll find the Emerald of Vision, Ayla thought, skulking to the simple wooden door and retrieving her set of lockpicks from her belt pouch. This late in the night, the Grand Sage’s servants would either be retiring to their quarters or doing the final rounds of their duties within the manor. 
 
    That wasn’t the case, she quickly realized, as she picked the ridiculously simple lock and crept into the Grand Sage’s manor. The kitchen still bustled with activity, and before she could find a place to hide, a portly, brown-haired woman in her middle years stomped up to her and thrust an apron into her hands. 
 
    “You’re late,” the woman said brusquely. A name tag on her cream jacket identified her as Housekeeper Jenn. She glanced over her shoulder, arched her brow, and took the apron back. “On second thought, it’s the waiting staff that’s shorthanded. The kitchen is managing to get by.” 
 
    “But I…” Ayla the Shadow Thief began, only to have Housekeeper Jenn grab her by the shoulders and usher her to a small room, where many servant dresses hung upon neatly arranged racks. 
 
    “Get changed and get to work,” Jenn commanded, shutting the door in her face. 
 
    As if! Ayla waited for the Housekeeper’s footsteps to recede, before reaching for the handle, fully intending to vanish within the manor. She froze as she realized that she wasn’t the only one in the changing room. 
 
    Four other waitresses were there as well, all of them already dressed. One pulled down a uniform and held it up to Ayla. 
 
    “This should fit you,” she said. “Come on, then.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ayla the Shadow Thief seethed as she carried a silver tray of honeyed tarts toward the banquet hall. It was the Grand Sage’s sixty-second birthday, according to talk in the kitchen, and he’d invited some of the local gentility to celebrate it, alongside his family and friends. 
 
    His friends! Ayla could hardly suppress a shudder of excitement at the thought. That meant Nella Heartseeker, the Phoenix Champion, was here as well. She’d led the Phoenix Knights in a massive war that had finally spelled the doom of the Fennean Empire and put an end to the Slave-Masters’ eons-long reign of terror. After that, she’d hunted and vanquished the most hideous and horrific of blight beasts emerging from the World Hearth, and she did that still to this day, alongside her sons and their sons. 
 
    Ayla had grown up listening to songs about Nella Heartseeker, and she’d longed all her life to meet the only woman among the Heroes of Light. 
 
    Get a grip on yourself! Ayla frowned as she arrived at the banquet hall, set down her tray on a long table of carved and lacquered oak, and immediately began scanning the lavishly decorated room for an avenue of escape. I am the Shadow Thief, and I will not be distracted! 
 
    The moniker she’d chosen for herself had disturbed anyone who heard it. Even Olga would shake her head and mutter superstitiously beneath her breath whenever Ayla called herself the Shadow Thief. Ayla didn’t think it was a very big deal. Nobody had seen or heard of any Shadowswarm in decades. Who cared if she called herself the Shadow Thief… 
 
    “Excuse me,” a calm, even voice said from behind her, jolting her from her thoughts. Ayla spun on her heel and frowned at the person who’d dared approach her. 
 
    It was a tall, powerfully built man wearing a simple blue robe that clashed grotesquely with the finery in which the other nobles at the banquet were clad. His hair was graying, which meant that he was at least in his middle years, but his features were still smooth and youthful. Ayla was also struck by how kind and warm his eyes were. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Grandpa, she doesn’t speak like the others,” a small boy standing beside the blue-robed man said. His hair was cropped short, and he was dressed in well made but simple clothes as well. “How curious.” 
 
    “How curious indeed,” the grandfather replied, reaching down to stroke the child’s head. He looked back up to Ayla. “Little Adamas here would like another cup of fruit juice. Would you mind getting him one? Or if it’s too much trouble, please let me know where I can get it for him.” 
 
    “Uh… trouble?” Ayla choked on her words and fell into a coughing fit. To her surprise, the robed man reached out and tapped her shoulder gently with a single finger. The coughing receded nearly instantly. 
 
    “I reset the thirteenth outer channel of your eighteenth minor quadrant,” he said, before giving her a short bow. “But I now realize I should have asked before touching you. I apologize if you have been offended. “ 
 
    “No, not at all!” Ayla stammered. She smiled nervously at Adamas, who looked back up at her with dark, patient eyes. “Fruit juice, was it? I’ll be right back!” 
 
    “Please get grandpa a cup as well,” Adamas said, giving his grandfather’s hand a slight squeeze. “Actually, would grandma want one too? But I suppose we should go get it instead of this lady here, then? She only has two hands, and there will be three cups.” 
 
    “I can use a tray, little one,” Ayla said, unable to resist leaning forward and tapping the small boy on the nose with a finger. But she quickly remembered where she was and whom she was talking to, so she stood back up and began backing away, fixing a smile upon her face. “Like I said, I’ll be right back. Three cups of fruit juice.” 
 
    “Thank you very much,” the robed man said. 
 
    That was Zephyr the Windstrider! Ayla thought to herself as she scampered back to the kitchen. He was the one who reclaimed the northern wastes from the Shadowswarm and made them suitable for people to stay in again! I can’t believe I actually spoke to him! And I can’t believe he’s so polite! And his grandson is so cute! 
 
    The birthday party was in full swing by the time she’d returned to the banquet hall, a tray laden with three cups of fruit juice balanced upon her hand. Zephyr was nowhere to be found. Instead, she spotted Adamas, standing beside a slender, middle-aged woman in a simple blue dress. 
 
    “Grandma,” Adamas said, pointing to Ayla. “That’s the lady who said she’d bring us some fruit juice.” 
 
    “Ah, thank you, young lady,” the grandmother said to Ayla as she took the cups off her tray. “We really appreciate it. Vincent wants Zephyr to meet some of his business partners. That’s why he stepped away, but I’m sure you have his thanks, too.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ayla said, sketching a bow to the woman who could only be the legendary Luxana Jade, a famed swordswoman and a skilled Storm Scion. “Please, milady, let me know if there’s anything else you need.” 
 
    “Oh, now she’s talking like the others,” Adamas said, scratching his head. “I wonder why.” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Lux asked, a quizzical arch appearing on her silver brow. 
 
    Ayla didn’t wait for the little boy to explain. She took a few steps back, threw on a Lunar Cloak, and vanished into the milling crowds. Lunar Cloak turned her completely invisible under moonlight, but in firelight or sunlight, it simply made her difficult to spot. Olga had said that trying to look at Ayla while she had Lunar Cloak active beneath the sun was like trying to balance her eyes on a bar of soap skidding across a wet floor. It was a completely senseless analogy, but Ayla found herself returning to it time and time again. 
 
    Now’s my chance! she thought, making her way out of the banquet hall and slipping into a lavish, wood-paneled corridor. The library isn’t too far from here. I can— 
 
    There was a middle-aged woman at the far end of the hallway staring directly at Ayla. She wore a sleeveless hide tunic and a pair of matching trousers. Her feet were sheathed in roughly woven leather shoes. The woman’s features were lined and heavily tanned, speaking of a life well-lived. The smile lines at the corners of her mouth said that she’d been very happy for most of it. 
 
    But most striking of all were her eyes. Fire, lightning, and frost danced within their depths. Ayla felt her knees go weak and her Lunar Cloak spell begin to slip from her grasp. 
 
    “Heh,” the woman said, before snorting and taking a swig from her glass of wine. She turned and walked away, heading back to the banquet hall by another entrance down the corridor. 
 
    Did she see me? Ayla wondered. Did she? That’s Nella Heartseeker, isn’t it? She must have seen me through my spell! Then why didn’t she say anything? I should get out of here! 
 
    But Ayla didn’t. Neither did she slip away from the banquet hall. She couldn’t, because she was so fascinated. All night long, she played the part of a waitress, listening to snippets of conversation tossed her way and beholding the genuine smiles on the many people present. 
 
    She learned that things were good, pretty much everywhere. But then she already sort of knew that. Business was booming at the Thieves’ Guild because everyone was doing well. Prosperity reigned universally across every realm, and starvation was all but gone, thanks to the Grand Sage’s research on crops that could flourish in nearly every climate and required little resources to do so. 
 
    With the Fennean Empire gone, nobody needed to fear being abducted by the Slave-Masters anymore.  Blight beasts still emerged from time to time, only to be promptly dealt with. And as for the Shadowswarm… 
 
    …they simply didn’t exist anymore. The Storm Scions had disbanded their order, and those among their number who had family to return to did just that, while others started their own. 
 
    Of course, kings, princes, and the like still strove and struggled for power, but with the Heroes of Light around, none of them dared let things get out of hand. King Vance the Nineteenth, in particular, was said to be good friends with Grand Sage Trefori, but he couldn’t make it to the party tonight. 
 
    As the evening wound down, guests started to leave in droves. Luxana Jade withdrew quietly with two women, who could only be her daughters, and two men, who could only be their husbands. Her grandchildren, all five of them, went with her. Zephyr kissed his wife goodnight before departing the banquet hall through another exit. 
 
    A boisterous bald old man named Gabriel Xost had drunk himself under the table a few hours ago. He’d been promptly slung over Nella Heartseeker’s shoulder and carried out. The Phoenix Champion had promised she’d return, but she never did. Her sons and grandsons, all of them tall and strong men, caroused until it was past midnight, before they left as well. 
 
    The crowd shrank, receded, and vanished, and all of a sudden, Ayla found herself completely alone in the banquet hall. 
 
    No… she wasn’t alone. 
 
    There was a short man with thinning hair seated on a velvet chair at the far end of the hall. He was dressed in fine, silken robes, and there was a white staff leaning casually against the back of his chair. One of his eyes was an icy white in color. 
 
    Grand Sage Vincent Trefori smiled at her. 
 
    It was only then that she realized she hadn’t snuck her way in. She’d been lured in, for Ostar-knows-what purposes. That explained why the guards were so absentminded and the lock was so easy to pick. 
 
    “Hello there, Ayla Osura,” he said, beckoning to her. “Grab a chair and take a seat. I’d like to talk to you.” 
 
    Yeah, no thanks! Ayla cast Lunar Step and aimed her spell at one of the ceiling windows, through which moonlight still shone. She flashed toward it, only to rebound painfully from a spiked circle of flames that had suddenly appeared in front of the window. 
 
    Ayla the Shadow Thief bit down a scream of terror as she began the twenty-foot fall to the banquet hall’s floor, but a robed figure appeared out of the corner of her eye and waved his hand. A gust of wind caught her and turned her plummet into a gentle, spiraling descent, which ended with her bootheels clicking gently upon the floor tiles. 
 
    “We agreed that we’d be gentle with her,” Zephyr said to Nella Heartseeker, who was stomping in from the opposite end of the banquet hall, fiery tentacles dripping from her eyes. 
 
    “She’s fine, Zeph,” Nella said. She walked over to Ayla, pinched her cheek, and then gave her a hearty thump on the shoulders. “There you go. Look at her. She’s fine.” 
 
    “Please have a seat, Miss Osura,” Vincent said, the fingers of his left hand trailing a brief dance through the air.  
 
    A marvelously detailed chair of ice materialized behind Ayla, but before she could protest at sitting on something that would freeze her butt off, Nella put a firm hand on her shoulder and forced her down. 
 
    Ayla squealed, expecting a biting chill to run up her spine, but to her surprise, that didn’t happen. In fact, the chair was surprisingly warm and comfortable. 
 
    “It’s all a matter of temperature regulation, you see,” Vincent was saying to Zephyr. “If you pull on Frost ether this way, your Crystalline Structure will…” 
 
    “That’s very interesting, Vincent,” Zephyr said, a patient smile spreading across his impossibly youthful face. “But we shouldn’t keep our guest waiting.” 
 
    “I… I’m your guest?” Ayla stammered. “But why? Do I know you?” 
 
    The trio exchanged glances. 
 
    “In a sense, I suppose,” Vincent said, steepling his fingers before him. “Ayla Osura, also known as the Shadow Thief, a registered member of Tristar City’s Thieves’ Guild, of all things. You just turned fifteen, and already you have gotten and still are getting into all sorts of trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t really care if you do, by the way,” Nella said, folding her arms. “I told these two to just let you live your life and face the consequences of your actions, but no, they insisted on having a talk with you first.” 
 
    “A talk, in which some guidance and opportunities will be offered, and not an iota of coercion,” Vincent said. “Regardless of what you say or do tonight, you will be free to go.” 
 
    “She’s a gifted mage,” Zephyr said, stroking his chin. “Both of you can sense it, can you not? With the proper training, she could rival my daughters.” 
 
    “And my sons,” Nella admitted grudgingly. “Let’s just cut to the chase. Ayla, that’s your name, isn’t it? We’ve done a lot of work over the years, but the three of us are getting old. There’s no getting around that. We’ll be around for a bit longer yet, but not much more than that. And when we’re gone, the fragile peace we’ve established might not last. We need young blood to make sure it does. You could be that young blood.” 
 
    “But… what does that have to do with me?” Ayla asked. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I just told you, didn’t I?” Nella snarled, drawing a terrified squeak from Ayla’s lips. 
 
    “Let me do the talking for a bit,” Vincent said, sighing. “Miss Osura, I would like to extend a formal invitation to you to enroll in my Central Academy. Yes, it primarily teaches Frost magic, but I believe you can easily awaken a Frost Aspect, among others.” 
 
    “Your Academy teaches other kinds of magic, too?” Ayla blinked in surprise. 
 
    “Tempest, Inferno, and Frost,” Zephyr said, a tinge of pride entering his smile. “My daughters are certified Elemental Masters. You could be one, too.” 
 
    “Why me? It can’t be just that I’m gifted, right?” Ayla demanded. “I must ask again. Do you know me? How?” 
 
    The trio met her gaze. All of them smiled. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Zephyr said. “Or rather, we did, but that was a lifetime ago.” 
 
    End of Elemental Mastery 
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