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    A loud, strong wail echoed across the cavernous stone arches of the Crescent Moon Abbey’s chapel. Sister Amalia froze, dropping her broom. Her gaze snapped toward the main entrance. The enormous double wooden doors should have been closed after sunset. But they now stood open. A bag of tools gleamed beside the left door. 
 
    There was something else there, too: a bundle.  
 
    Sister Amalia edged forward through the dimly lit chapel. The bundle shifted, and she froze. A tiny hand thrust out from the bundle of rags. 
 
    A baby? she thought. A baby! Another sharp wail shot through the Crescent Moon abbey. 
 
    She knelt down and glanced out of the door. No sign of whoever had left him. She picked up the child and held it close. Bright blue eyes shone against dirt-smudged cheeks, returning her gaze. A small mouth opened and let loose another wail – one of indignation at being left alone, of a desire for warmth and comfort. 
 
    Sister Amalia was a young nun, having taken her vows not two days after she’d turned eighteen. She knew very little about most things, but she knew almost nothing about babies. Amalia began to coo, hoping to comfort the baby, but its cries only continued to grow louder. 
 
    “Sister!” a man’s voice rang down the hallway. “Is… Is that a baby?” 
 
    Sighing with relief, Amalia turned to the man. “Koshi! I found this baby here, just now! Right beside your tools! Did you see who—” 
 
    Koshi stepped into the candlelight. He was an old man, as craggy and ragged as Amalia was young and fresh. He wore a laborer’s tunic and trousers of roughly spun wool. A pronounced limp punctuated his every step. Koshi knuckled the gray-brown bristle under his chin and shook his head. 
 
    “I stepped away for a moment,” he said. He walked up to Amalia and looked down at the baby. “Someone must have left this little one here while I was away.” 
 
    Koshi wagged a dirty finger in the baby’s face, and the child clutched it. 
 
    “Oh my!” Koshi chuckled. “We have a strong little one here.” 
 
    “He’s… he’s stopped crying.” Amalia blinked. “I think he likes you, Koshi.” 
 
    “Everyone likes me, Sister. But is it a ‘he’?” Koshi asked. “Well, let’s find out.” 
 
    A quick glance confirmed Amalia’s guess that the baby was, indeed, a ‘he.’ 
 
    “Amalia! What’s going on? I thought I heard a child crying,” a woman’s voice called. Another nun strode into the chapel, carrying a bucket and mop in her hands. 
 
    “Sister Superior Sofia!” Amalia bowed hastily and nodded at the bundle in her arms. “Someone left this little boy here. Neither of us saw who.” 
 
    Sofia put down her bucket, leaned her mop against a pew, and walked over to Amalia. “Oh my. Whoever could have done something like that?” 
 
    She cooed to the baby. He gurgled back. 
 
    “He’s adorable!” Sofia said. 
 
    ‘What should we do, Sister Superior?” Amalia asked. 
 
    Sofia sighed and smoothed out her wimple. “It’s not the first time the Crescent Moon Abbey has taken in foundlings. There are orphans aplenty in these troubled times. We can only be one of the places where they are fortunate to wash up at.” 
 
    “Will you take him in, then, Sisters?” Koshi asked. 
 
    The older nun grunted as she took the baby from Amalia. “Yes. I will inform the High Abbess in the morning, and he will be placed among the orphans we care for. In the meantime, we have to find him a wet nurse. Amalia, could you have a word with Mrs. Balotelli? Her house is not far. It’s...” 
 
    “I know where it is, Sister Superior.” Amalia bowed and walked out of the chapel. The dark tones of her robed and wimpled form disappeared into the night. 
 
    “It’s sad for a child to be abandoned like this,” Koshi said, sighing, “but it’s a relief that you are there for him, Sister.” 
 
    “We are sworn to provide what succor we can to those who suffer, Koshi.” Sofia glanced at the chapel doors. “Your work is done, then?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. I just have to gather your tools and return them to the chapel’s storeroom.” 
 
    “Thank you. The Abbey truly appreciates all the times you’ve helped us.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, Sister. You and the other Sisters have helped so many people, saved so many lives. I only wish I could do more.” Koshi tapped his thigh gently. “And I would, if not for my bad legs.” 
 
    “A hero’s injury, taken in defense of others.” Sofia clutched the baby closer with one hand and patted Koshi on the shoulder. “You deserve better, good man, you really do. It’s a disgrace how you’ve been treated.” 
 
    “Ah, it’s all in the past, now.” Koshi waved at the baby, who gurgled happily in response and reached for him with tiny hands. 
 
    “The child needs a wash,” Sofia declared. “I hate to ask this of you, Koshi, since it’s already so late, but would you carry that bucket to the fireplace beside the confessional? I’m sure Father Cosimo won’t mind us using his basin to heat up some soapy water.” 
 
    “Of course, Sister.” Koshi picked the bucket up with a grunt and followed the nun. 
 
    There was a small wooden table by the fireplace, laden with Father Cosimo’s notes and books. Koshi gathered and stacked them neatly on a wooden pew, clearing the space for Sofia to lay out some cleaning rags Sister Amalia had left in the chapel. 
 
    Sofia emptied her bucket of soapy water into Father Cosimo’s baptismal copper basin and set it near the fireplace to heat up. 
 
    “Are you still staying in that old shed on the city outskirts, Koshi?” Sofia asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sister.” Koshi pulled his hands from his face and waggled his tongue at the baby. The child gurgled in delight and reached for him. Koshi let the baby hold on to his fingers. 
 
    “That must be lonely. Why don’t you stay with the Abbey’s commune? We have several rooms available, and if you’re worried about earning your keep, you’re more than capable of doing so, with how handy you’ve proven yourself to be.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time the Sisters had made that invitation, and each time, Koshi had to fight off the temptation. Human warmth, community, smiles and conversations: he’d allowed himself small doses of such things every time he attended the services or helped out with small repairs at the Abbey. 
 
    But it was too dangerous. They might find him before his time was up, and if they did, everyone around him would suffer. That’s why he lived where he did, beside the garbage dump, where no other living soul would choose to dwell. 
 
    Sometimes, in his most guilt-wracked moments, he wondered if even the occasional human contact he allowed himself was too risky. By all rights, he should have never come here, never gotten close to human dwellings, never attended that first service in the Crescent Moon Abbey. 
 
    Koshi hated many things about himself, but he hated his selfish need to be close to humanity the most. He forced a smile onto his face. “I will give it some thought, Sister. By the way, did you hear about Mr. Ferri’s most recent success with his rhubarb patch?” 
 
    Sofia chuckled. “Typical. Say you’ll consider it and then change the subject.” She shook her head, smiling softly. “I’ll say no more about you joining the commune. For now.” 
 
    Koshi bowed to the Sister. “I think the water’s warm enough, now.” 
 
    “Good. Bring the baby here.” 
 
    The child would have burst out into tears as Sofia toweled him down if Koshi had not kept up a barrage of funny faces. 
 
    “What’s his name going to be, Sister?” 
 
    “That’s a good question. I haven’t given it much thought yet. This has all been so sudden, you see.” Sofia washed the rag she’d been using in the basin, wrung it out, and resumed her work, this time clearing out the grime from the baby’s legs and feet. She smiled at Koshi. 
 
    “Perhaps you should name him,” she said. 
 
    “What? No, I could never presume to…” 
 
    “The two of you seem to be getting along famously already. I can just about see the two of you, years from now, keeping the Abbey in tiptop shape.” 
 
    Koshi didn’t want to mention he didn’t know how many years he did have left, so he just focused on keeping his forced smile on his face. “Begging your pardon, Sister, but naming a child is holy work, only for parents, and failing them, well, it falls to you and your Sisters.” 
 
    “That is true, Koshi. You have been paying attention to Father Cosimo’s sermons.” 
 
    “Every word, Sister. Every word.” 
 
     Sofia washed and wrung out her rag again. Holding the baby’s chest up in one hand, she angled his body so she could reach his back. She hummed as she wiped away the grime at his ears, but her voice cut off into a strangled gasp as her rag made its way down his back. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Sister?” Koshi asked, coming closer. 
 
    “This… this…” Sofia made a few more tentative wipes with her rag. Her eyes grew wider, and her breathing became ragged. 
 
    And then Koshi saw it too. He couldn’t believe his eyes. At the center of the baby’s back, there was a golden triangle, pointing downward, open at its base. The triangle was accompanied by four golden lines, two reaching upwards from its heart, the other two running parallel to its sides. 
 
    A Dragon Sigil. Koshi clutched the side of the table to steady himself. 
 
    Sofia’s reaction was far more extreme. She shrieked in abject horror and let go of the baby. Koshi caught him before he could fall more than an inch. 
 
    “Sister! What...” But he knew why the nun was reacting like this, why she was backing away, clutching the sides of her face. He knew why tears of horror had begun to brim in the corner of her eyes. 
 
    Sofia turned and ran. Her slippered footsteps echoed throughout the chapel. As she disappeared from view, Koshi steadied his own breathing and calmed the frantic hammering of his heart. He looked down at the child he held in his arms. 
 
    “Praise Namakhut!” His first tribute in decades to the God of Dragons escaped his lips as a fierce whisper. He knew now what he had to do, what lay ahead for him in the remaining years of his life. Koshi wiped the baby dry, wrapped him in rags, and held him close as he hobbled out of the chapel. 
 
    He cast one last look at the chapel and the nearby Abbey as he hastened from its grounds. The Sisters’ dormitory was several minutes’ away on foot, and it would take even more time for Sofia to raise the others and bring them here. Koshi and the baby would be long gone by then. 
 
    And he could never return again, not with the responsibility he now bore. He said his mental goodbyes as he walked down the dirt path leading away from the Abbey and into the city. 
 
    The baby began crying again. 
 
    “Oh, right.” Koshi nodded. Didn’t Amalia go to fetch Mrs. Balotelli? The Balotelli household wasn’t far away, and the baby could definitely use a wet nurse right now. The money the Sisters had paid him for repairing the chapel doors would be more than sufficient for her services. 
 
    Another thought struck him as he made his way there: the child still didn’t have a name, yet. Koshi smiled. When he’d been walking out of the chapel, he’d passed by a weathered stone statue of the Archangel Raphael, Healer and Guardian of the suffering and afflicted. 
 
    There could be no more suitable name. 
 
    He stroked the baby’s brow and rocked him gently. “Now, now dear Raphael. Let’s find you some food, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Other children had a papa and a mama, but Raphael had only ever had Koshi. He was never unhappy, though. They wore clothes that weren’t always clean and had many patches, and they lived in a small house with zinc walls and funny smells. The rain came in through the holes in the roof sometimes, and they didn’t always have enough to eat. Still, they had a gigantic playground, bigger than the eye could see and stretching past the place where the sun went down. Some of the other children at school called it a “junkyard” or a “rubbish dump,” and Raphael supposed that they thought his playground wasn’t a nice place. 
 
    They were wrong, of course. When Koshi took Raphael by the hand, and they walked through the playground hand-in-hand, he never knew what they would find. Every corner was an adventure, and every moment brought excitement. Would Koshi find something he could bring to the marketplace and exchange for apples? Or maybe there was a treasure they would bring home for Koshi to fix, like the brass lamp above their beds of old straw. Sure, sometimes, they would run into something scary that had lots of teeth and smelled bad, but Koshi was always there to beat it up and make it run away. 
 
    One morning, Koshi lit a candle and sang him his sixth birthday song. As the first rays of sunlight danced through the spaces between the walls of their house, and Koshi settled down to start his work, Raphael began putting away their bowls back onto their kitchen shelf. He was almost done when he noticed something.  
 
    “There is a light on top of your head, Koshi,” Raphael said. He didn’t know why he hadn’t seen it before, but there it was, white and shiny, floating just above Koshi’s head as the old man sat at the table. 
 
    Koshi gave him a strange look, then, and turned away from the clock he’d been repairing.   
 
    “A light on top of my head?” he asked. Tell me what it looks like, little Raph.” 
 
    “Small and round. It’s not touching your head, but I still feel like it’s coming out of you.” 
 
    A big smile spread across Koshi’s face, squeezing the grease stains across his cheeks into funny patterns. When he spoke again, his voice was low, almost like a whisper. “Yes, yes. That’s just it. Now, do you think you can make something like that appear on top of your head, too?” 
 
    Raphael gave Koshi a sideways look, but he shrugged and nodded. Why couldn’t he? In school, they said that children are like their papas and their mamas. So why wouldn’t Raphael be just like Koshi? 
 
    So he did it. A small ball of white light popped out above Raphael’s head. He couldn’t quite look at it directly, but he could feel it, and he could see Koshi take a deep breath and widen his eyes. 
 
    “The Dragon Meridian! It took me a hundred years of cultivation to open it, but you…” Koshi cleared his throat and looked at Raphael. His smile grew even bigger. “This is wonderful, little Raph! Just wonderful!” 
 
    “Hurray!” Raphael raised his hands and cheered. He wasn’t exactly sure why Koshi was so happy, but if Koshi was happy, so was he. 
 
    The light above Raphael’s head went off, though. He blinked, shook his head, and turned it on again. 
 
    “I have to keep thinking about it to keep the light on,” he told Koshi. 
 
     “Yes, you do.” 
 
    “It actually… makes me feel tired. Like I’m running. I don’t think I can keep the light on all the time,” Raphael said. 
 
    “Well, you know how the more you run, the faster you become and the longer you can run?” Koshi chuckled. “It’s the same thing.” 
 
    “But running is fun! I run when I play.” Raphael frowned. “What’s keeping the light on good for?” 
 
    With a big grin on his face, Koshi reached into a small cloth bag underneath the metal table he worked at and pulled out a bunch of small ball bearings. 
 
    “Let the light go out, little Raph,” he instructed. 
 
    Raphael shrugged and obeyed, with a sigh of relief. Keeping the light on was getting tiring. 
 
    Koshi let go of the ball bearings he held. They fell back into the bag, tinkling all the way. 
 
    “How many did I drop just now, little Raph?” he asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t count them all. They fell too quickly.” 
 
    Koshi picked up another handful of ball bearings and nodded. “Now turn the light back on.” 
 
    Raphael did so. This time, he actually felt a dull ache in his head, and his right eye couldn’t stop twitching. 
 
    Koshi did the same thing he did just now. The ball bearings in his hand fell back into the bag, but…  
 
    “Thirty-seven!” Raphael shouted. “I saw them! I could count everything! I could think so quickly! I saw… I could… it hurts…” 
 
    “Let the light go out, little Raph.” Koshi patted Raphael on the head gently. “That’s right. I dropped thirty-seven ball bearings back into the bag.” 
 
    “Is that what the light does? Make me think quickly? See everything?” Raphael asked excitedly. 
 
    “The light is called the Dragon Meridian, little Raph. Most other people can’t see it. Only you and I, and maybe some very, very special individuals can. So…” 
 
    “I shouldn’t talk about it to other children,” Raphael finished Koshi’s sentence. “Just like I can’t talk about the shiny yellow pattern I have on my back.” 
 
    “Yes, little Raph, that is correct.” Koshi’s smile became different, then, almost fierce and maybe even slightly angry. “But the time will come when all will know about you, for you are destined for great things.” 
 
    “Great things?” 
 
    “The call will come for you one day, and it is my duty to make sure you are ready when it does.” A faraway look came onto Koshi’s face, then, as if he were seeing something that wasn’t there. 
 
    “I don’t understand, Koshi. What call? Who’s going to call?” 
 
    Koshi laughed and patted Raphael’s head again. “Right, right. Sometimes, I forget how young you are. We’ll talk more about that when you’re a bit older. For now, I want you to work on keeping the Dragon Meridian open. It will focus your mind and make you do many things other people can’t.” 
 
    “Like practicing my running, so I can be fast and tough?” 
 
    “Something like that, little Raph, something like that. But maybe not right now.” Koshi clapped his hands together and picked Raphael up. “Let’s go see if we can find some apples! How does that sound?” 
 
    “Apples! Hurray!” 
 
    They were laughing as they walked out of their house, but it was clear to Raphael that Koshi’s legs hurt, and that his smile hid a lot of pain. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    And so, every day after school, Raphael ran around their house, skipped over piles of broken furniture, and did leap-frogs over heaps of old clothes, like he always did. But he also tried to keep the light above his head on while he played. 
 
    It wasn’t easy starting out. The day after he first turned the light on, he tried counting while he held it, and he found that he could get to twenty before his head started to hurt and he had to let it go. He took a deep breath, walked around a bit as he waited for the pain in his head to fade, and tried again. Still twenty. He tried another ten more times before the sun went down. 
 
    As darkness fell and that day turned to night, he managed to count to thirty. 
 
    Within a week, he could keep the light on far longer than he could keep count without getting bored. Koshi was delighted at Raphael’s progress, and he suggested that Raphael try keeping his Dragon Meridian open while he ran and played. 
 
    That was difficult, at first. Raphael couldn’t concentrate on his leap-frogs when he held the light on. He had trouble balancing on the narrow plank bridging two broken wagons. When he stumbled and cut his knee, he ran to Koshi and complained. 
 
    “That’s because you’re trying to do two things at once, little Raph,” Koshi explained as he brought Raphael to the cistern where they kept their clean water. He washed Raphael’s knee and applied some of the stinging ointment he kept in his belt pouch. 
 
    “But keeping the light on and running are two different things,” Raphael pointed out. 
 
    “When you eat your breakfast, you’re chewing and moving your spoon at the same time, aren’t you? You also have your eyes open, and you even talk with your mouth full, even though I’ve told you time and again not to do that!” Koshi tweaked Raphael’s nose and made him giggle. 
 
    “But if I don’t do all that, it doesn’t feel like breakfast!” 
 
    “Exactly. It’s all one thing. Think of keeping the Dragon Meridian open and doing anything else as the same thing.” Koshi ruffled Raphael’s hair. “Now, go run around a bit more. I have a few more things to mend for Mrs. Bianchi before we go get some dinner.” 
 
    When Raphael stood on one end of the plank bridge, which was two times higher than he was tall, he turned on the light in his head and took one step. Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    And then he was running, faster than he’d ever crossed the bridge before. He laughed, whooped, and jumped, the light of the setting sun in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Raphael fell from the top of a gigantic garbage pile. Midair, he twirled, tucked his chin in, and rolled his shoulder across the ground as it came up to meet him. His vision spun, but his balance and timing were perfect, his momentum playing itself out in a deft tumble that brought him back to his feet right in front of Koshi. 
 
    “Good morning!” Raphael chimed. 
 
    Koshi blinked. His mouth worked futilely for a few moments before he managed to make it sputter what he wanted to say. “What were you thinking, jumping from so high up? You scared the shoes off my feet!” 
 
    “You’ve still got them on.” 
 
    “You little rascal.” Koshi chuckled, the deep lines on his face breaking apart and reforming into a mask of amusement. And it was a mask. Koshi tried to hide it, but Raphael knew that his legs were hurting him more and more every day. 
 
    The only thing Raphael could do for him was to try and cheer him up and help out however he could. He took Koshi’s sling bag from his shoulder and slung it over his own. 
 
    “Let me carry everything when we go foraging today,” he said. “I’m nine years old, and I’m big and strong now!” 
 
    “Yes, you are. You’ve grown really tall, too. After another year or two, I’ll be looking up at your face.” 
 
    “And then it’ll be my turn to look after you!” Raphael flexed his biceps, a gesture he’d learned at school. 
 
    Koshi laughed. A thoughtful look came over his face, and then he nodded, as if he’d made up his mind about something. 
 
    “Actually, let’s go foraging tomorrow. I want to talk to you about something today.” 
 
    “Sure.” Raphael put down the sling bag and cocked his head curiously. “What is it?” 
 
    Koshi took a long look at Raphael’s playground, ringed all around their house. Over the years, Raphael had stacked piles of garbage, all types of discarded furniture, and added another three to his collection of broken wagons and carts. 
 
    “I’ve seen you run up and down all of this, tumbling everywhere but not getting hurt. The other day, some of your school friends came to visit, didn’t they? Did they try doing the same thing, too?” he asked. 
 
    “No. They can’t run as quickly as I can. And if they climb too high, they start to get scared.” Raphael sighed. “Marco almost fell yesterday. Good thing I caught him, so he didn’t get hurt. His papa and mama would be so angry with me if he did.” 
 
    “That’s because you can do things other children can’t do.” Koshi tapped the side of his head. “Do you know why?” 
 
    “The Dragon Meridian!” Raphael replied. “I can keep it open all day, now!” 
 
    “Exactly. The Dragon Meridian heightens your mind’s abilities, making your movements more precise and your thoughts flow far more smoothly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s why school is getting so boring now. I can add and subtract things faster than Maestro Colombo. You should see his face when I shout the answers to his questions before he can read them off the board!” 
 
    Koshi quirked an eyebrow at that comment, and Raphael gulped nervously. Koshi didn’t like it when Raphael made fun of Maestro Colombo. Something about respecting one’s elders, but the Maestro was so boring, and the way his face became red when he got angry was just too funny. 
 
    “Anyway, you were saying something about the Dragon Meridian!” Raphael changed the subject. 
 
    “Ah, yes. You’re now able to keep it open all the time. That means you have attained Perpetuation, the first stage of Dragon Cultivation.” 
 
    “What’s cultivation?” Raphael joined Koshi as he walked to the entrance of their house and sat down at the doorstep. “I think you mentioned something like this before, but you didn’t really explain it.” 
 
    “There is life-energy in every living thing, in you, in me, in your friends, and the crows that come keep us company sometimes,” Koshi said. 
 
    “Even in apples?” 
 
    “Yes, even in apples. And yes, we’ll go see if we can get some later, so stop fidgeting and listen carefully. We use this energy in everything we do – walking, eating, even sleeping, and how we use it changes our body in different ways.” 
 
    “If we use it to run a lot, our legs become stronger and we can run faster. Maestro says it’s because our leg muscles become bigger. And if we carry heavy things all the time, the same thing happens to our arm muscles,” Raphael said, trying to guess where Koshi was trying to lead his thoughts. 
 
    “Exactly! But you and I, little Raph, we have a different kind of energy inside us. It comes from dragons, and it allows us to do many fantastic things.” 
 
    “What are dragons? Gianna tried to ask about them during class, but Maestro hushed her and refused to say any more.” 
 
    Koshi’s smile fell away. All of a sudden, he seemed very tired and very old. After a few moments of silence, he sighed and patted Raphael on the shoulder. “I’ll tell you more about them when you’re a bit older, little Raph.” 
 
    Raphael bit back an annoyed protest. He hated it when Koshi made such promises, but the strange, sad look on his face meant that there wouldn’t be any answers about dragons, at least not today. 
 
    “This energy, we call it Ryu-To-Ki, or Draconic War Aura. When we use it properly, we are, first of all, able to open the Dragon Meridian.” 
 
    “First of all…” Raphael’s eyes widened. “You mean there are other things we can do with it?” 
 
    “Yes, if we build it like others would build their leg or arm muscles, and we do it through cultivation.” Koshi tapped the top of Raphael’s head lightly with his index finger. “In fact, you’ve already started to cultivate your Ryu-To-Ki. How do you think you’ve managed to keep your Dragon Meridian open all this time?” 
 
    “So I’m done cultivating, then?” 
 
    “Far from it!” Koshi crossed his legs, so that he was now sitting in a strange position, with each ankle resting on the inside of the knee on the opposite leg. He placed his palms just beneath his belly button. “Come, sit like this.” 
 
    Raphael shrugged and copied Koshi. It wasn’t entirely an uncomfortable way to sit, but it did feel rather strange. 
 
    “Now, I want you to let go of the Dragon Meridian, but still keep it open,” Koshi said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it close if I let it go?” 
 
    “Not when you’ve attained Perpetuation. Close your eyes, and try it.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Raphael prepared to do as Koshi instructed. He hadn’t let his Dragon Meridian close for a long time, not even in his sleep. When it was open, everything seemed brighter, sharper, and more colorful. He could think so much more clearly and quickly than everyone in school. The idea of letting all that go and going back to where things were dull and dark made him uncomfortable. 
 
    But he did it, anyway. He loosened his mind and let go. 
 
    But the Dragon Meridian didn’t close. Its radiance remained, strong and sure. Raphael released the breath he’d been holding all this time. 
 
    “It’s still open!” he cried. 
 
    “As I thought. Perpetuation. And at your age, too. Truly, the Dragon Magus…” Koshi muttered, his voice trembling. 
 
     “Dragon Magus?” 
 
    Koshi shook his head sharply, as if he’d been woken from a daydream. “Never mind. Focus on the Dragon Meridian’s light. Sense where it reaches toward.” 
 
    And it was reaching. A slender beam of its radiance ventured out, seeking somewhere inside Raphael. It pulsed when it found one of the places it was looking for, and then it continued on its way. 
 
    “It’s finding places in me, but not in my body,” he said. “What’s going on, Koshi?” 
 
    “The Dragon Meridian is priming each of your Draconic Braziers, the reservoirs of your Ryu-To-Ki, for ignition. These don’t exist in your flesh, but in your soul.” 
 
    “Eighteen…” Raphael gasped. “The light touched eighteen places, and it’s now returned to where it started.” 
 
    “Those are the eighteen Draconic  Braziers, little Raph, and from this day forward, we will work on lighting them, one by one.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Raphael: 18 years of age 
 
      
 
    Shrieking, the scrounge-worm burst from the dirt. Its maw was a ring of fangs dripping with corrosive venom, and its body, a grayish convulsing tube of rubbery flesh and muscle, stretched longer than Raphael was tall. And he’d grown quite tall indeed. Koshi had to look up to meet his eyes now, and everyone in the marketplace commented on how big and strong he was. 
 
    He ducked beneath the scrounge-worm’s arc through the air, letting it pass over his head. The creature crashed noisily into a pile of scrap metal and rotting wood. Its screams rose. 
 
    “Phew, good afternoon to you too, Wormy.” Raphael scratched the inside of his ear with his pinky finger. He carried a huge canvas sack on his back. It was his turn to go foraging in the outer reaches of the junkyard, and if he had his way, it would always be his turn from now on, so Koshi could rest at home. 
 
    The scrounge-worm thrashed itself free, scattering debris all over. It lined itself up for another pounce. Raphael sighed. 
 
    “Are we really going to do this now? Again? Come on, you know I can’t work properly if you’re jumping around, smashing things up like this, and distracting me.” 
 
    The creature shrieked in response and hurled itself forward, its body uncoiling like a gigantic spring. Raphael leaned out of the way again, and once more it slammed heavily into another pile of garbage—this time containing glass. 
 
    He winced at the tinkling of shattering glass and the scrounge-worm’s cries of pain. The creature pulled itself out of the wreckage its pounce had created and shuddered. Cuts ran down the length of its body, and it bled a grayish-green ichor from dozens of places. 
 
    “See? You’ve hurt yourself, silly Wormy!” Raphael chided, walking over and wagging his finger. 
 
    The scrounge-worm wept, making a strangely human noise. It tried to coil in on itself but couldn’t, the pain of its wounds sending it into convulsions. 
 
    Raphael sighed. He crouched down over the creature. “Don’t be a big baby. You know these cuts will go away in a few hours, so I don’t want to hear any more crying from you.” 
 
    The scrounge-worm made another sound, something not unlike a grumpy groan. Raphael reached for a shard of glass embedded in its side. “We’ve got to get these out first, though.” 
 
    It hissed, but Raphael wagged a finger in front of its maw and hissed back. “None of that. Now, be quiet and let me work.” 
 
    He focused the light of the Dragon Meridian on the scrounge-worm’s body, a trick that he’d picked up from Koshi a few months ago. The glass shards stood out in his vision. They’d torn several nasty holes in the creature’s flesh, but Raphael had seen it recover from much worse before. He cracked his knuckles and got to work, ignoring the scrounge-worm’s whimpering complaints. 
 
    By the time he was done, Raphael had a small collection of broken glass shards at his feet. He unstoppered his waterskin and rinsed out the rest of the creature’s smaller cuts. It groaned. 
 
    “No, I don’t care if you think this smells bad. The water will get rid of the smaller pieces of glass I couldn’t get to with my fingers,” he scolded. “And no, I don’t smell funny. You smell funny.” 
 
    The scrounge-worm turned its back on Raphael and oozed away. Somehow, it managed to infuse its retreat with disgruntlement. 
 
    “You’re welcome!” he called after it. 
 
    Predictably, it didn’t reply, except to break wind into the passing breeze. 
 
    “Ugh. Gross,” Raphael huffed. He clipped his waterskin back to his belt and looked up at the sky. There were another three or so hours of sunlight left, enough for him to reach an unexplored area of the junkyard and do some foraging. 
 
    Then he would be off to the marketplace, hopefully having found something valuable enough to trade for some medicine. Koshi had been coughing all night, and in the morning, during breakfast, he’d actually coughed blood, though he’d tried to hide it. 
 
    Raphael had insisted on skipping school that day to take care of the day’s chores, so that Koshi could sit down and focus on repairing a puzzle-box that Mr. Manzo wanted to sell in his emporium. 
 
    Little did Koshi know, Raphael hadn’t been going to school for several months already. Instead, he’d been finding work in the city and telling Koshi that the money he’d earned came from scholarships. It wasn’t entirely unbelievable. After all, Raphael had attained full marks for every subject during the civil exams that every eighteen-year-old in the Kingdom of Lucario had to take. 
 
    But his earnings had been sparse, little more than scraps on the hour for tedious errands, since most of the peddlers in the marketplace were reluctant to hire a child. Raphael gritted his teeth as he broke into a run. The only way he’d be able to buy some medicine for Koshi was to find something in the junkyard, something precious. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The junkyard stretched out for miles and miles behind Lucia City, the Kingdom’s capital. People threw away their garbage there, but they never ventured further from the city gates than where Raphael and Koshi’s house was. Past that, according to talk in the marketplace and lessons from school, was where an ancient people had left the ruins of their civilization. 
 
    The first King of Lucario had come from that place, it was said, walking out of the ruins. Then he’d laid down his flag, declared he was going to build a kingdom, and forbidden all to enter where he’d emerged. 
 
    That was centuries ago, of course, and these days, the constables didn’t waste their time or energy enforcing the ancient edict. If someone wanted to venture into what people now called the junkyard, he or she was free to do so. 
 
    And many had, adventurers of all kinds, years ago, at least, or so Raphael had heard. He hadn’t seen many growing up, just a few ragged, desperate bands who walked past his house and into the junkyard, never to return. Perhaps a few of them had been eaten by the scrounge-worm, even. 
 
    It was a dangerous place. Shadow fiends and howlers came out during the night, and when the sun shone, beasts like the scrounge-worm lurked, ready to pounce. All these were nothing Raphael or Koshi couldn’t handle, of course. Even though Koshi was sick, he’d beaten up an entire pack of howlers last week when they’d been late getting home before nightfall. 
 
    But it was also a frustrating place. Raphael had spent more than two hours looking through dusty stone houses and piles of broken rocks. He’d climbed to the top of an ancient tower, finding handholds and footholds in the cracks running down its length, but when he kicked open the rotted wooden windows at its summit, all he’d found was a desiccated skeleton and an empty glass bottle. 
 
    In a small dirt pit, he’d picked up a few rusty springs, and he’d had to fight off a very startled and sleepy shadow fiend. As the beast ran away, bruised and whimpering, Raphael sighed and put the springs into his sack. The glass bottle was there, too. Maybe it would fetch a coin from Mr. Paolo, who might want to use it to store one of his perfumes. 
 
    The junkyard shifted and changed every time Raphael visited it, too. A building he’d searched through last week might be gone several days later, replaced by an ancient, dried-out well or a collapsed tower. If the Dragon Meridian hadn’t sharpened his mind, he supposed he would have a tough time finding the way home. Maybe that was why the adventurers never came back. 
 
    In any case, the sun would set soon, and Raphael still wanted to catch the last moments of the marketplace before he went home. He crawled out of the dirt pit and shook out some of the sand from his cloth shoes. 
 
    As he was retying his laces, the scrounge-worm emerged from behind a broken pillar and hurtled toward him. 
 
    “Seriously? Again? I don’t have the time for this right…” Raphael snapped, but the words died in his mouth as he realized something. The scrounge-worm wasn’t attacking him. It was running away from something and hoping he would help it. 
 
    The creature skidded to a halt beside Raphael, zipped behind him, and coiled its body up. 
 
    “Wow. Using me as a shield. How nice of you,” he grumbled. “What is it? Did you annoy too many shadow fiends and they’ve finally decided to gang up on you? Or is it the howlers? I told you not to fart into their nests. Serves you right if they’re coming after you now.” 
 
    But the scrounge-worm was shivering in terror. It gave him a desultory bleat. 
 
    “Hey, what’s the matter? What’s gotten you so scared?” he asked, now genuinely concerned. 
 
    “What’s this? A boy?” a high, feminine voice cut through the silence draped across the junkyard. 
 
    “A man,” Raphael insisted. “I just turned eighteen!” He turned to her. She was tall, clad in a suit of dark leather with lots of buckles and belts. On her hands, she wore gloves with shiny, expensive-looking stones at the knuckles. Black boots covered her feet. 
 
    “You must be an adventurer, right?” he asked. “Need some help?” 
 
    The adventurer blinked, obviously surprised at the question, but she recovered swiftly and tossed her long, flowing blond hair back. Raphael supposed she thought it was a gesture that would make her look impressive, but it had the opposite effect, the dark rings beneath her blue eyes and her cracked lips showing how tired and worn-out she was, instead. Her button nose and round cheeks were smudged with dirt. She seemed to be slightly older than Raphael. He guessed she was about eighteen, the same age as those who’d be finishing school this year. 
 
    “I am Eliza Wildwynd, famed battlemage,” she declared. “Now move out of the way. I have business with—” 
 
    “I’m Raphael! Pleased to meet you, Eliza Wildwynd, famed battlemage. That’s… a bit of a mouthful. Can I call you Lizzy instead?” 
 
    “What? No! You may not call me Lizzy!” she protested. 
 
    “Liza then? Or Windy?” 
 
    “Neither!” Eliza shouted, stamping her foot. “Now, as I was saying, boy, get out of my—” 
 
    “I’m not a ‘boy’—we’re almost the same age!” Raphael shook his head. “You must be having trouble with your memory. You should go see a physician,” Raphael said. “I’m Raphael. Raph, if your memory’s impaired.”  
 
    All this time, Eliza had been approaching. The scrounge-worm’s trembles increased, and it even whimpered.    
 
    The battlemage raised her right hand. A ball of red light began to form in her fist. She glared down at the scrounge-worm. 
 
    “Now, you die, foul beast,” she said. 
 
    Raphael smacked her hand aside. The ball of red light in her hand flew away and hit a stone pillar. It exploded in a shower of rocky shards. 
 
    “That was dangerous!” Raphael whistled. “You could have really hurt someone with that.” 
 
     “What? How?” Eliza stammered. She glared at Raphael. “What did you just do?” 
 
    “I stopped you from hurting somebody.” 
 
    The battlemage’s eyes hardened. She thrust her left palm against Raphael’s chest and uttered a single word. Green light flared. 
 
    Raphael caught her by the wrist, turned it like Koshi had taught him how to, and swept his instep against her shin. Eliza yelped as she was spun off her feet. Raphael placed his hand underneath her head before it could bounce off the ground. 
 
    A strong gust of wind blasted from her left palm, now facing up. It threw the trailing ends of Raphael’s dark hair back from his face and rustled the sleeves of his tunic. 
 
    “That was refreshing,” Raphael said, fixing his hair. “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    The battlemage pushed Raphael’s hand from her head and struggled to her feet. Her teeth were clenched, and she had a thunderous look in her eyes. 
 
    “I won’t ask this again, boy,” she snarled. “Get out of my way.” 
 
    Standing so close, Raphael realized that she wasn’t taller than he was. In fact, if not for her boots, she’d be quite a bit shorter, with the top of her head barely reaching his brow. 
 
    So he blurted the first thing that came to his mind. 
 
    “Hey, you’re pretty short,” he said. “I hope people don’t make fun of you too much for that.” 
 
    Growling, Eliza raised her hands. This time, red balls of light burned into existence above both her palms. 
 
    “Stand aside or die.” 
 
    “If I stand aside, you’ll try to hurt Wormy, won’t you?” 
 
    “Isn’t that obvious by now?” she shrieked. “Yes, I’m going to kill that thing and harvest its Core!” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I won’t. Leave Wormy alone. He can be annoying, I grant, but he’s friendly,” Raphael said, folding his arms. “I won’t let you hurt him or do anything to his core, whatever that is.” 
 
    “Then die!” Eliza cried. 
 
    “So we’re fighting, then?” Raphael said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes!” the battlemage snapped. “Yes, we’re fighting! How dense can you be?” 
 
    “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t give you a chance to walk away.” Raphael grinned and heightened the flow of his Ryu-To-Ki and ignited the First Draconic Brazier. He could go as far as the Second Draconic Brazier, but he didn’t think he needed to do that, not now, at least. His senses became even sharper, and his mind and body became even faster. To him, Eliza moved like she was underwater, slowly and sloppily. 
 
    He picked the scrounge-worm up, hoisted it above his shoulders, and leaped away. The battlemage’s red balls hit the ground where he’d been standing a heartbeat ago. Dirt and rock erupted from the twin explosions. 
 
    Another red ball appeared in Eliza’s fist. Raphael put the scrounge-worm down and darted to her left. Fortunately, she tracked him with her gaze, and it was easy enough for him to side-flip away from her next hurled projectile, which whistled past his face and into the shadowy depths of a stone house, detonating with a dull thump. 
 
    Raphael charged at her, moving in a zigzag pattern as he closed the distance, just like Koshi had taught him to when fighting someone who attacked from afar. Eliza managed to hurl and miss with one more red ball before he got within arm’s length of her. 
 
    “What are you?” she gasped. 
 
    “Raphael,” he replied, shrugging. Hadn’t he already told her his name? Maybe she really was having memory problems. Or perhaps she was just slow. 
 
    That thought made Raphael hold back the clenched fist he’d been about to slam into her face. Then again, if he didn’t stop her, she would kill the scrounge-worm. Raphael didn’t want that to happen. He’d still hit her then, but maybe not so hard, just enough to put her to sleep for a bit. 
 
    But his hesitation gave her enough time to thrust both her hands up in front of his face. Green light burst from her palms, and a mighty gale blasted into Raphael. 
 
    It pushed him back and plucked at his clothes, threatening to tear him from his feet. Raphael clenched his teeth and ignited the Second Draconic Brazier. His muscles swelled, heightening his strength tenfold. He planted his feet into the ground and leaned into the howling wind. 
 
    The battlemage’s eyes were wide with shock as her spell played itself out, leaving Raphael bedraggled but standing. 
 
    He pulled back his fist again, and he could see that Eliza knew there was nothing she could do to stop him from hitting her. Her eyes went dark and flinty, as if she were used to being disappointed and hurt. Somehow, he felt bad for her. 
 
    “Just say you’ll leave Wormy alone, and we’ll call it a draw,” he offered. “You won’t have to feel bad that you lost a fight, then.” 
 
    Eliza chuckled bitterly. She lowered her hands. “A draw? I was completely at your mercy. No, never let it be said that I, Eliza Wildwynd, am incapable of acknowledging defeat. This is your victory, boy. I’ll leave the beast alone.” 
 
    “Alright.” Raphael reached out, took one of her hands, and gave it a few vigorous shakes. “It was nice to meet you, Lizzy. Have a good evening.” 
 
    “My name is Eliza Wildwynd!” she protested as he walked away. “And… are you just going to leave like that?” 
 
    “Uh, yes,” Raphael replied, looking over his shoulder. “It’s going to get dark very soon, and you really don’t want to be here by yourself when there’s no daylight. You should go home, too.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Oh right. I forget that other people usually have trouble finding their way out of the junkyard.” Raphael sighed. He beckoned to Eliza. “You better follow me, Windy. I’ll take you to the city gates, since I’m headed there myself.”  
 
    “My name is Eliza Wildwynd!” 
 
    And though she stamped her feet and fumed for a bit, before Raphael had gone more than a dozen paces, she’d caught up to him. 
 
    With the scrounge-worm oozing its way behind them, they began the trek out of the junkyard. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Just who are you, Raphael?” Eliza demanded, as she brought down his waterskin from her lips and passed it back to him. 
 
    He shook his head and sighed. The battlemage hadn’t even thought to bring water with her. Raphael had been more than happy to share the last of his, but he shuddered to think just how bad things might have gotten for her if they hadn’t met and fought. Perhaps she really had been one of the slow children in school. 
 
    “I’m Raphael. I live with Koshi just outside the city, right in front of the junkyard.” 
 
    “No, I mean… how do you do the things you just did? I couldn’t detect any spell residue on you, and as far as I can tell, your Spell Vectors haven’t even been opened before. You couldn’t have been using any magic, so how can you move so fast and be so strong?” 
 
    “I eat apples at least three times a week! Getting enough vitamins and minerals means that your body will be strong and healthy,” he told her, making sure that his words came out clearly and slowly for her benefit. 
 
    “Why are you talking like that?” Eliza frowned, putting her fists against her hips. “And no, I don’t accept that answer. What kind of… wait a minute… you think I’m stupid, don’t you?” 
 
    “Uh… no, I don’t.” Raphael tried to keep his face as neutral as possible. He dutifully recited what one of his teachers had said about slow children. “With hard work and lots of patience, anybody can strive for excellence, no matter what challenges you’re born with or you’ll face.” 
 
    “Raphael…” Eliza growled dangerously. 
 
    A bead of cold sweat ran down the side of his cheek. Raphael wasn’t a stranger to girls. After all, half of the children in school were girls, and he spoke to them as easily as he did to anyone else. But as they all got older, the way they spoke and the things they discussed changed, and not in a way Raphael was sure he liked. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re stupid,” he blurted, laughing nervously. Eliza’s frown deepened. Something cold and uncomfortable began squirming in Raphael’s stomach. A sideways glance at the scrounge-worm trundling beside them only made that feeling worse. 
 
    It gave him a sulky bleat and turned its maw away. 
 
    Thanks for nothing, he thought. But then an idea came to him, then. It wasn’t one of his best ones, and he thought that it would probably get him into even more trouble later, but it would definitely deflect the crisis now. 
 
    “I think you’re pretty,” he told her, scratching the back of his head and screaming inwardly in horror. 
 
    A slight tinge of red flowered on Eliza’s cheeks, and for a moment, her frown faltered and her glare softened. When she put those back on again, she did so with a visible effort. “That has nothing to do with anything we’re talking about! Answer me, Raphael. How are you so strong and fast without using magic?” 
 
    “We’re almost out of the junkyard,” Raphael said, changing the subject. “We just have to climb that little hill of garbage there and the city gates will be in sight.” 
 
    “Being coy and evasive, eh?” A crooked grin appeared on Eliza’s face. Somehow it looked even scarier than her frown. “Two can play at that game.” 
 
    “Game? I like games.” Raphael shrugged. “If you’re not too sour about losing the fight, maybe we can play checkers some time.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant! Ugh! You—” 
 
    “So there you are,” a man’s voice said. Raphael snapped his head in its direction, his eyes wide. He hadn’t detected the man’s presence, a fact that alarmed him. He hadn’t been snuck up on since he’d attained Perpetuation. 
 
    Another adventurer stood atop the garbage hill they had to crest. He was dressed quite similarly to Eliza, though while she looked stiff and uncomfortable in her leathers, he was poised and intimidating. He also wore a bright red cloak that fluttered from his shoulders. 
 
    Raphael thought again about the few, sparse groups of adventurers he’d seen pass by his house on their way to the junkyard. They wore tattered armor and carried old, battered weapons. All of them also had a hungry, faraway look in their eyes, and the few who’d stopped to share a meal with Koshi and ranted and raved on and on about how this trip into the junkyard was their last chance for fame, fortune, or something along those lines.  
 
    Koshi always tried to dissuade them, warning them about the shadow-fiends, the howlers, and the shifting landscape. None of them had listened, of course, and none of them had ever emerged from the junkyard. 
 
    This person, presumably a battlemage like Eliza given how he dressed, was completely different. His eyes were cold, hard, and focused, and his every movement radiated power and confidence. He was no adventurer, at least not like any of those Raphael had seen and spoken with. Raphael was fascinated. He wondered if he could beat someone like this in a fight. A grin spread across his face. 
 
    “Fenix!” Eliza cried. “I…” 
 
    “I heard someone matching your description tried to join the Hell Drakes today but was turned away by the Guild Registrar because she was too weak. She’d also been told that a beast’s Spell Core would buy her admission into the Guild, and she was last seen storming off into the junkyard.” Fenix stroked his neatly trimmed beard and smoothed back his oiled brown hair from his temples. “And I thought to myself, no, it can’t be Eliza. Even she wouldn’t be so stupid, still holding onto her dreams of becoming a battlemage even though her lack of skill and power should have meant her expulsion from our academy a long time ago.” 
 
    He clutched his belly and laughed. “But it is. You’re actually here! How did that happen? Did our Master send you away with his blessings, or did you sneak off, somehow? Actually, there’s no need to answer that question. Last time I saw you, he was trying to marry you off to a local pig farmer as a third wife, so it’s pretty clear already how and why you’re here, trying to pass yourself off as a battlemage.” 
 
    “I am a battlemage!” Eliza protested, clenching her fists. 
 
    “Yeah!” Raphael said. “And a famed one at that!” 
 
    Her downcast expression told Raphael that her claim to fame was more of a promise than a fact. He gulped. “Oh, I see. Never mind, then.” 
 
    “Anyway, I just had to see for myself.” Fenix waved dismissively. “You’re a joke, Eliza. Get the hell out of Lucia City. The Hell Drakes will never take you. Go die in a gutter somewhere, or be a whore. That might be the only thing you’ll ever be good for.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Raphael said. “I don’t know what Eliza has done to you, but you’re being a jerk. Don’t take your inferiority complex out on others.” Raphael clenched his fists. “That’s a good way to get your jaw broken.” 
 
    Fenix growled and unfolded his arms from his chest. He, like Eliza, wore gloves with shiny stones on the knuckles. “What did you say to me, you bastard? I’m going to flay you alive and staple your skin to her flesh.” 
 
    “Oh? Are we going to fight?” Raphael grinned and brought his fists up.  
 
    “No!” Eliza put herself between Fenix and Raphael. “Just go, Fenix. You’ve said your piece, and I’ve heard it.” 
 
    “That bastard better grovel first. I want him to lose all the fingers on his right hand, too. If he doesn’t have a knife, he can bite them off,” Fenix snarled. 
 
    “No, he’s just a boy, Fenix. Not even out of school, yet. What would the world think of the battlemage Fenix Hellstorm picking on an inexperienced boy?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t think anything, because there wouldn’t be anyone to tell them about this.” Fenix flexed his hands. Purple light pulsed briefly above his palms. 
 
    And suddenly, he was standing right in front of Eliza and Raphael. 
 
    “Because I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to kill you both, after all. You should have been smothered or drowned the day you were left as a babe in front of Master’s house, Eliza. Consider the years you’ve lived so far stolen time that you never deserved at all.” Fenix pointed his index finger at her forehead. A red light appeared at its tip. 
 
    Raphael caught Fenix’s finger and bent it backwards. At the same time, he twisted the older battlemage’s wrist the way Koshi had taught him and performed the same instep sweep he’d used on Eliza. 
 
    Fenix squawked in surprise as he was spun from his feet, but purple light flared again before his head could slam into the ground, and he disappeared once more. Raphael turned on his heel, streaking his gaze to a spot in midair, several feet above his head. 
 
    The battlemage reappeared right there. Raphael didn’t quite understand how he knew that would happen. Perhaps his senses, enhanced by the Dragon Meridian, were able to pick up Fenix’s scent of soft oils and perfumes. Or he was simply thinking and moving much faster than the battlemage thanks to the power of the First Draconic Brazier. In any case, he was more than ready to follow up his attack. 
 
    He leaped high, igniting the Second Draconic Brazier to enhance his strength, and seized Fenix’s boot. 
 
    “What?” the battlemage cried. “How? Let go, you bastard!” 
 
    Raphael pulled himself higher and drew back his fist. He punched Fenix between the legs, perhaps with a little bit more force than he needed to. 
 
    The battlemage squealed and plummeted from his perch in midair. Raphael caught Fenix’s head in his hands as they hit the ground, shielding the man’s skull as best as he could from the impact. 
 
    “Phew. And that’s that,” Raphael said, dusting himself off as he stood up and walked away from the writhing and groaning form of the stricken battlemage. 
 
    Eliza’s jaw was slack, and her eyes were wide with shock. 
 
    He beamed at her. “I won!” 
 
    “He… he’s the top graduate from my magic academy. And a member of the Hell Drakes, the mightiest mercenary Guild in the world…” Eliza stammered. “And you just punched him in the balls!” 
 
    Raphael winced. “Not my proudest moment, but it’s better to end a fight quickly however you can, instead of drawing things out.” 
 
    “Just who are you, Raphael?” 
 
    Oh no, not this again, he thought, racking his brain for a way to change the subject. “Well, I’m just—” 
 
    “A corpse,” Fenix snarled. Bright yellow light burst into existence, lining Raphael’s peripheral vision. 
 
    He turned just in time to catch a crackling bolt of lightning in the chest. Searing agony tore its way through him. His limbs twisted in ways he didn’t want them to, and the breath fled his lungs. He fell to his knees. The taste of his own blood filled his mouth. 
 
    Through his swirling, star-flooded vision, he saw Eliza mouth the word ‘no’ and raise her hands. Green light flared, and Fenix knocked her down with a blast of wind before she could do anything.   
 
    The battlemage limped forward, red globes hovering above his palms. 
 
    “I’m going to blast your limbs off first, then cauterize the wounds. Then I can take my time torturing you to death, you bastard, and I’ll make her watch every moment, too, before I kill her as well.” 
 
    Raphael gasped as he tried to fight through the pain and regain control of his spasming limbs. Focus. Focus through the pain. You know how to do this. Koshi taught you. You can do— 
 
    An inhuman shriek tore through the darkening air. The scrounge-worm flung itself at Fenix. The battlemage gasped in surprise, but he still managed to hurl one of the two red globes in his palm. 
 
    It struck the scourge-worm and detonated, tearing the creature’s body apart. Its innards flopped wetly onto the ground. 
 
    “What was that?” Fenix demanded. “A beast? Huh. With a Spell Core, no less. Quite the unexpected windfall.” 
 
    “Nnnghh… no…” Raphael managed to force out from between his chattering lips. He’d bitten his tongue somewhere along the way, but that pain was nothing compared to the one in his heart as he looked at the eviscerated wreckage of the scrounge-worm’s body. 
 
    “What was that, you bastard? I can’t hear you clearly. Maybe it’s because of all the blood pouring from your mouth,” Fenix mocked. He raised the remaining red globe in his hand. “I’ll harvest the Spell Core later. Let’s get back to the business of killing you slowly and painfully, first.” 
 
    Raphael snapped his eyes shut and centered his consciousness on the Dragon Meridian. He willed its light to shine more brightly, for it to reach out to the First and Second Draconic Braziers more strongly. The Third Brazier hung just out of reach, as it had, for the last three months, because he’d been too concerned and worried about Koshi’s health to focus on his cultivation. 
 
    He reached for it desperately now, seeking its strength. 
 
    I’m not going to lose this fight! Something deep inside him spoke. No, it didn’t speak. It roared, and though the very idea filled Raphael with dread, he realized that this thing, with its alien, inhuman roar, was part of him, as inseparable from who he was as his name. 
 
    The Dragon Meridian’s light poured into the Third Brazier. It burst into life. 
 
    Raphael opened his eyes. He caught the red globe that Fenix hurled at him in his fist. 
 
    The battlemage’s spell exploded in his grasp with a tremendous boom, but the detonation merely stung him instead of ripping him apart. 
 
    Fenix’s eyes were wide with horror. He took a step back. “What… What the hell? How did you do that?” 
 
    Raphael looked down at his arms. The sleeves of his tunic, already tattered and ragged, had been blown into shreds, leaving his flesh exposed. Scales of golden light hovered just above his skin, like some kind of armor. 
 
    With a thought, Raphael turned the scales transparent, so they no longer blazed with a golden radiance. But they were still there, sheathing his body in their protective embrace. 
 
    “What are you?” Fenix shrieked, spreading his hands and filling them once more with yellow, crackling lightning. “Some kind of blood-fiend? A demon?” 
 
    No. Raphael clenched his fists and thought about the roar inside him just now. He wasn’t any of the things Fenix had mentioned. He knew exactly what he was. 
 
    A dragon.   
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    Raphael didn’t know much about magic. His teachers rarely mentioned it in school because they believed children should focus on their numbers and letters over everything else. Koshi didn’t like talking about it because he believed it was evil. Raphael had asked Koshi whether the Dragon Meridian was magic, and the old man had cut off that question swiftly. Raphael never asked again. The Dragon Meridian was not magic, because it was good, and all magic was evil.  
 
    Looking at Fenix with his fists full of electricity and a sneer on his face, Raphael agreed very much with Koshi, at least in that moment. 
 
    “Die!” the battlemage roared, thrusting his hands forward and hurling lightning at Raphael. The crackling tide of electrical energy cratered the ground, hurling shards of broken rock and wisps of dirt into the evening sky. 
 
    But Raphael was no longer there, zipping away on legs stronger and faster than they’d ever been before. With the ignition of the Third Brazier, the First and Second Braziers burned hotter, too, heightening his strength and speed beyond their earlier limits. The light of the Dragon Meridian shone brighter as well. It drove away the clouds of sadness at the scourge-worm’s death from his mind and sharpened his thoughts. 
 
    Fenix is right-handed, so he’ll be slightly slower on his left, Raphael thought. The wind is blowing in his face, bringing the dirt he just threw up into his eyes. He won’t like that, but he can blink through space, so that means he will be…  
 
     Fenix rematerialized exactly where Raphael predicted he would, in midair above and upwind from the billowing dirt, at an angle which allowed his right arm the best arc of fire. 
 
    That was why Raphael had leaped ten feet above that exact spot a heartbeat ago. He fell down toward Fenix. The battlemage must have sensed him somehow. He snapped his gaze up at Raphael, his features twisted with surprise and fear. 
 
    He needs a bit of time to call his lightning, so up close like this, he’ll have to use those red exploding balls instead. A wind blast won’t do him any good. Raphael clenched his fists as he descended. 
 
    Fenix conjured a red globe in his right hand and hurled it at Raphael. At the same time, purple light blazed in his other hand. The battlemage winked out of existence. 
 
    Raphael strengthened the draconic armor around his fists, causing the golden scales floating above them to blaze back into visibility. Just a few moments ago, he’d been able to contain the explosive force of Fenix’s red globes with his armor, so he was now counting on it to do the same.  
 
    As the red globe hurtled within reach, Raphael backhanded it, altering its flight path into a haphazard, spiraling arc toward the space behind him. 
 
    Where Fenix had just rematerialized, because of course the battlemage would attempt to attack him from the rear. 
 
    Fenix had time for a strangled yelp before the redirected globe hit him and detonated with a tremendous boom, blasting him from his perch in the sky. Trailing smoke, Fenix fell, his eyes vacant and blood leaking from his ears and nose. The battlemage must have had one last layer of personal defense. Perhaps his leathers held some protective enchantment, or he’d been able to cast some kind of shielding spell at the last minute. Still, he was badly injured, but his wounds didn’t seem like anything he wouldn’t recover from. Raphael didn’t like it when others got badly hurt, but somehow, he couldn’t quite feel bad for Fenix at all.  
 
    In any case, Fenix was out cold. Raphael had won the fight decisively, but he felt none of the usual elation he did after victory in battle. The battlemage plummeted, headfirst. His skull would be smashed open upon the packed dirt. 
 
    Raphael realized that he did not care. He kept his gaze fixed on the falling Fenix, steeling his heart for the moment of impact, for the sound of breaking bone and spilling brains. 
 
    But that sound never came. A massive metallic form streaked by, its steely glint tearing through the last remnants of the fading sunlight. It zipped beneath Fenix’s body and stopped his fall. Only then did Raphael see that it was a sword, longer than he was tall, wider than the breadth of his shoulders, and floating in the air several feet above the ground. 
 
    Intricate runes covered the weapon’s steel cross-guard and continued down its length. Its hilt was wrapped in plain, worn leather. The sword tapered outward toward its end, giving its tip the semblance of a broad leaf. 
 
    “That was spectacular!” a high-pitched, singsong voice said. 
 
    Raphael snapped his gaze to the speaker. It was a tall, slender figure wearing a shiny suit of form-fitting armor, all silver plates across dark, tight fabric. A delicate, unmistakably feminine face, framed by shoulder-length dark hair, returned his regard, even as it tracked his descent. 
 
    The newcomer was a strikingly beautiful woman. The curve of her lips, the cast of her high cheeks, the light in her large, green eyes, and the tilt of her head all came together to deliver a look that was both challenging and inviting. Eliza was a cute girl, and Raphael had seen many cute girls at school and in the marketplace, but compared to this armored woman, they were like sputtering candles before the blinding noon sun. 
 
    And yet there was something off, something alien about her. 
 
    It was her ears, Raphael realized. They were long and pointed, entirely inhuman. With that, everything else different about her fell into place: her eerie, overly balanced posture, the alien proportions of her limbs compared to the length of her torso, and the unblinking intensity of her gaze. 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she said with a sigh. “I’m an elf. Thanks for noticing. No thanks for not staring, though.” 
 
    Raphael finally realized that he had, indeed, been staring. He blinked and scratched the back of his head. 
 
    “Sorry,” he mumbled. He took one more moment to glare at the unconscious Fenix, before he turned and ran to where the scrounge-worm lay in pieces. 
 
    The fight was over, and if there were further accounting to be done with the battlemage, it could wait. He didn’t really care about talking to the elf, either. Whatever she wanted, it could wait as well. Right now, the scrounge-worm couldn’t.  
 
    The creature was still alive, though barely. Its exposed innards pulsed, giving off steam in the cooling night air. Eliza was kneeling beside it, her face awash with tears. Raphael joined her. 
 
    “Raphael! I… I don’t know what to do for it…” Eliza gasped.   
 
    “You’ve been keeping Wormy company,” he said. “That’s all there is to do, now.” 
 
    The scrounge-worm turned its maw to Raphael and bleated. He stroked the creature gently. 
 
    “That’s right. It’s bed-time. We’ll play more in the morning, alright?” 
 
    It bleated once more, and then it was still. 
 
    Eliza looked down, her eyes heavy with a sudden sadness. Something that was both hot and cold seized Raphael’s heart, then. Tears threatened to brim at the corner of his eyes, but he forced them down. Crying in front of others did no good, Koshi always used to say. It was something to be done later, by yourself, if at all. 
 
    Raphael clenched his fists and surged to his feet. He wanted a fight, with someone, anyone. He didn’t care whom. 
 
    He turned to the elf. 
 
    “Ah, I think I’ve figured out what’s been going on, now,” she said. “Fenix really should know better, picking fights for no reason. The Hell Drakes kill only for money and under contract, and this fiasco obviously involved neither.” 
 
    “I still have stuff to discuss with him.” Raphael stalked toward the floating sword, upon which the battlemage lay comatose. 
 
    “I bet you do,” the elf replied. She snapped her fingers. A white radiance flared from Fenix’s body, and then he was gone. 
 
    “Recall spell,” Eliza pointed out. “He’s been sent somewhere safe, probably back to the Guild’s headquarters.” 
 
    “Exactly. And he’ll have to spend his next two wages paying for the reagents used for the recall spell.” The elf nodded to Eliza. “You know your magic, young lady. Ah, I think I recognize you! Weren’t you at the Guild this morning? I wished you well in your application, I remember. I take it that things didn’t go as you’d hoped, then?” 
 
    “They… they sent me out here to find a Spell Core. For me to buy my membership,” Eliza said, her voice soft and broken. “And all this happened, because of me.” 
 
    “No, not because of you,” Raphael snapped. “Because of Fenix! Bring him back! We’re not done yet!” 
 
    “You aren’t, but he definitely is.” The elf folded her arms and shook her head. “Look, kid. I came out here looking for Fenix because we were supposed to go over some details on an upcoming mission tonight, but he was nowhere to be found. I know he can be quite the abrasive fellow, but he’s also the junior member of my war party and, when all is said and done, a Hell Drake. That’s why I can’t just give him to you. I’ll also have to ask you to let this little vendetta of yours go. Hell Drakes look after their own. You come after one of us, you get torn to pieces by all of us.” 
 
    “So what? I won’t lose, no matter who I fight.” Raphael didn’t know this to be true, but he was too angry to care. Of course he had lost fights, mostly to Koshi, but not against anyone else, at least not for a long, long time already. 
 
    She flashed him a dazzling smile, the perfect whiteness of her teeth resplendent in the thickening darkness. “Yes, you’re really strong. I saw you move much faster and hit more strongly than you should be able to, and you even conjured some kind of magical armor just now that was strong enough to withstand an Explosion Orb. Still, taking on the mightiest mercenary group in the world is just not how bright, promising young boys live to grow up into strong, dashingly burly men. So I’ll ask again: drop it.” 
 
    “No,” Raphael snarled. He knew he was being unreasonable, but he wanted to fight, to hit something, someone. Otherwise, he might start crying, and the idea of doing that in front of Eliza and the elf lady horrified him. 
 
    “I get it, kid, I really do.” The elf sighed. “You’re worked up and want to let it all out. Tell you what, I’ll be your dance partner for a bit, if only because I genuinely do feel bad for what happened this evening.” 
 
    Raphael raised an eyebrow. “What do you—” 
 
    In an instant, she was right in front of him. She was fast—faster than even the Dragon Meridian and the First Brazier allowed. Her fist hammered into his jaw. Raphael’s draconic armor flexed beneath the impact. His vision filled with stars. 
 
    Raphael grunted as he intercepted her follow-up punch by seizing her wrist. He twisted it and swept the elf’s shin with his foot, but she spun a full circle in midair, landed, and flashed him a smile filled with appreciative delight. She seized his collar and threw him over her shoulder. He yanked her grip on his clothes loose before his body crested the zenith of her throw and twisted his hips so that he landed on his feet, instead. 
 
    He had just enough time to raise his arms and block a roundhouse kick. The sheer force of her shin against his forearms bent and bowed Raphael’s draconic armor. His bones creaked alarmingly. 
 
    He was torn off his feet and sent flying through the night air. Raphael brought up his hands, ignoring the aching numbness that ran through his forearms, and wrapped his palms around the back of his head. If he crashed his skull into a rock, he wasn’t sure if he’d recover from such an injury. 
 
    He never got to find out. Something cold and metallic swept him out of his flight, arresting and then overwhelming his momentum as it pulled him upward into the sky. The metal object tilted, then, dumping him from its flat surface, before it dipped once more to snag the back of his collar. 
 
    Raphael found himself dangling in midair, held aloft by the scruff of his neck on the leaf-shaped tip of the floating sword. 
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    The elf had one hand placed in front of her chest, two of her fingers extended with the rest tucked in toward her palm. A faint blue light pulsed from the back of her hand, where Raphael now saw she wore a silver bangle. 
 
    “That was great!” she cried. “Your name is Raphael, right? You should come join us! You’d be an amazing Hell Drake!” 
 
    “And be someone like Fenix?” Raphael grunted, struggling for some leverage he could use to free himself from the elf’s sword. The massive blade swooped him closer to her. Just as he thought he’d acquired a handhold he could use, the sword dipped once more and dumped him unceremoniously at her feet. 
 
    She helped him up and flashed her dazzling smile once more. “Well, maybe, or you could be someone like me!” 
 
    “I can’t be like you because I’m not a girl like you,” he retorted, simply for the sake of voicing some back-talk. 
 
    The elf cuffed him stingingly over the top of the head. Raphael was alarmed at how he hadn’t been able to stop her from doing that.  
 
    “You’re also not an elf,” she said. “Don’t be stupid. You know what I mean.” 
 
    Is she that much stronger than me? Raphael fought to keep a grimace on his face, but deep down, he was excited at the notion of a world filled with formidable opponents. A few years ago, he’d gotten into numerous brawls with bullies and street thugs, most of whom were full-grown men, and he’d trounced them all, which meant no one had dared fight with him since then.  
 
    “I lost this fight,” he blurted. “I’ve only ever lost fights to Koshi.” 
 
    “Koshi? Is that your combat trainer?” the elf asked. She barked a laugh and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “With a name like that, I’d expect him to be. Well, he’s done an excellent job, if so. I’m not just talking about how strong and fast you are without using any magic, though that’s another whole set of questions. And then that semi-visible armor of yours. I had a feeling it was pretty tough and wanted to test it, so I did. If I hit a full-grown man like I just hit you, he’d be all over the place—literally.” 
 
    Raphael opened his mouth, trying to get a word in, but she kept talking, drowning out his words with hers. “Also, your battle instincts are astounding. You figured out that Fenix would teleport right behind you, and you decided to attack him from a distance with his own spell instead of pursuing a melee engagement.” 
 
    With that, she finally paused, obviously expecting some kind of response from him. 
 
    “He seemed to be the kind that didn’t like being uncomfortable and preferred to attack others from behind.” Raphael shrugged. “Also, he could blink here and there faster than I can run, so trying to catch him wasn’t going to work.” 
 
    “See what I mean?” The elf drew her hand from his shoulder and slapped him heartily on the back. “You’re a bit rough around the edges now, but with a bit of polish, you’ll become one of the greatest mages of this era! So come on! Sign up with the Hell Drakes, and we’ll go punch people in the face everywhere together! It’ll be great!” 
 
    “I’m not going to go anywhere with a stranger,” Raphael said. 
 
    “Oh, right. I haven’t even introduced myself yet.” She laughed again and slapped the heel of her palm against her forehead. “My elf name is really long, and it's a bit of a pain to say, so just call me Sylvia, instead. And you’re Raphael, from what I can piece together. Great! Now that we know each other, you can be my apprentice! Let’s go!” 
 
    The elf seized Raphael by the wrist and began pulling him after her. 
 
    “What? Wait!” he protested. Things were happening so quickly and so confusingly they made his head spin and his thoughts scatter. He tried to pull free but found that her grip was far too strong for him to break, even with the might of the Second Brazier. “Let go! Are you trying to kidnap me?” 
 
    Sylvia looked over her shoulder at him. A wide, terrifying grin spread across her face. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Help!” Raphael cried. He cast a frantic look at Eliza, who’d been observing the entire exchange in stunned silence. “Go get Koshi! Tell him I’m being kidnapped!” 
 
    “Koshi? Your combat trainer? Is he also your father? Where can I find him?” Eliza asked, her eyes wide and panicked. 
 
    “Koshi is…” 
 
    “Here,” Koshi said, stepping from the shadows and into Sylvia’s path. “I was wondering why you were so late, Raph. Looks like you’ve had an interesting night. Come along home, then. I’ve set aside some apples. We can have those after dinner.” 
 
    Sylvia froze in her tracks. The grin on her face widened. “Wow! It’s been so long since someone actually managed to get the drop on me. You must be his father. Perfect. I’m taking him as my apprentice. Come visit us at the Guild once in a while. Alright, have a good evening, now.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” Koshi’s silhouette blurred. Raphael blinked. 
 
    And suddenly Raphael was standing a short distance away, Koshi right beside him. Somehow, Sylvia was flat on her back. 
 
    “That was a good throw,” she declared, before tucking her body in and hopping back to her feet. “I saw it coming, and it still got me. I can see where your student learned that particular party trick. That’s some very nice close combat expertise, old man. Especially when you didn’t use any magic to pull it off.”  
 
    Koshi ignored Sylvia entirely. His face grew somber as he noticed the scrounge-worm’s remains. “Poor thing. It deserved better.” 
 
    Raphael wiped the back of his hand over his eyes and nodded. On his foraging trips, Koshi would give the scrounge-worm a spare apple every time they met, and it would caper around in delight as he and Raphael worked. 
 
    “Wherever the Beast God might bring you, may He give you all the apples you want, little one,” he said. 
 
    As Raphael watched, a glowing amber sphere emerged from the wreckage of the scrounge-worm’s body and hovered a few feet off the ground. It was roughly the size of his fist. He glanced at Eliza and Sylvia and immediately noticed the greedy light that had come into their eyes. 
 
    “A Spell Core, and a pretty sizable one at that! Very nice!” Sylvia whooped, confirming Raphael’s suspicions. Rubbing her hands in glee, she stalked over to the amber sphere and reached for it. 
 
    But she didn’t manage to touch it. Koshi was somehow there, too, his fist clamped around her wrist. 
 
    “No. Leave it be,” he growled. Raphael was shocked at the look of sheer anger and pain on Koshi’s face. All his life, Raphael had never seen Koshi so upset. 
 
    “What’re you talking about, old man?” Sylvia snapped. “If we don’t cast a Harvesting spell on the Core in time, it’ll disintegrate. That would be such a waste. Think of all the Spell Dust a Core this size will yield once it’s been ground down. I’ll be happy to split whatever gold I can get for this. You certainly look like you could use it.” 
 
    “No!” Koshi shouted, the rage in his voice taking Raphael aback. “I will not stand by and let you commit such desecration on an innocent creature!” 
 
    Night had truly fallen, and the only sources of light were the pale moon, ambient illumination from the distant city, and the radiance washing softly off the Spell Core. Even then, Raphael could clearly see how Sylvia’s eyes turned cold and hard. Deprived of all its earlier mirth and jolliness, the delicate, arching planes of her cheeks and brow now looked truly inhuman. Her face was still strikingly beautiful, but its alien nature had become much more obvious. 
 
    Raphael wasn’t the only one who’d made such an observation. Glancing at Eliza, he saw that she, too, had flinched from the cast of the elf’s features. 
 
    “You’re one of those misguided fools and cultists who think using Spell Cores is evil,” she hissed, in a voice filled with contempt. “I don’t have any time for your nonsense. Let go of my wrist. Now.” 
 
    Koshi met her gaze, looking up to do so, as the top of his head barely came to her shoulders. 
 
    “I will not let you do this,” he said. “You are a vile, cowardly creature, a betrayer of life and the natural order.” 
 
    As Sylvia exploded into motion, Raphael heightened the Dragon Meridian’s light as much as he could. It honed his senses just enough for him to see her yank her hand free and throw a punch aimed at Koshi’s face with blinding speed and bone-shattering force. 
 
    But Koshi caught the blow in his palm, letting the impact play out on the golden scales of light that now rippled across his limbs and torso. He twisted Sylvia’s fist around, caught her wrist with his other hand, and spun on his heel. 
 
    Koshi hurled the elf high into the air, sending her tall, slender frame tumbling head-over-heels toward the moon. 
 
    Sylvia’s sword streaked to its owner, catching her feet on the flat of its blade and arresting her flight. The elf hovered in midair, balanced perfectly on six feet of enchanted steel. 
 
    “Now you’ve made it personal, old man,” she snarled. “I think I’m going to kill you.” 
 
    “You should open your throat and the veins on your wrist, instead,” Koshi replied, “so that in your last moments, the clarity of pending death might aid you in lamenting your lost honor.” 
 
    Sylvia’s shriek of rage was chillingly inhuman. She dove downward on her sword, its tip pointed directly at Koshi’s heart. 
 
    “Be careful!” Raphael cried. “She’s really strong!” 
 
    “He’s right!” Eliza added, her eyes wide with desperation. “You can’t fight her! Her magic—” 
 
    “Watch closely, Raphael,” Koshi replied with a smirk. “Focus the light of the Dragon Meridian on her forehead, heart, and abdomen. See for yourself just how foul an abomination she is!” 
 
    He obeyed, as he always did whenever Koshi told him to do anything. And then he saw it: there were dark, gaping vortexes, about the size of his thumb, on the parts of Sylvia’s body Koshi had mentioned. Sparkling dust of all colors swirled into those vortexes, and it was soon evident that they somehow fed the colorless field of energy encasing Sylvia’s body. 
 
    “What’s that around her?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “Spell Dust,” Eliza explained. “Mages of all sorts take it into their bodies through their Vectors, so that they can cast spells.” 
 
    Koshi rolled his left shoulder inward and slipped past Sylvia’s plummeting blade. The sword sank nearly three feet into the ground. The elf hopped off her weapon and kicked out at Koshi with both of her feet. He blocked with his left forearm, then blasted her backwards with a flex of his draconic armor. 
 
    Sylvia flipped over in midair and landed in a low crouch, her feet digging furrows of broken rock in the ground. She brought her hand in front of her chest, index and middle fingers extended with the others tucked into her palm. 
 
    Her sword tore itself from its earthen embrace and sliced toward Koshi. He caught it between his palms, but the sheer force of the blow staggered him into several backpedaling steps before he could regain his balance. 
 
    “Spell Dust is more than that, girl,” Koshi said, glaring at Eliza and Raphael as he held Sylvia’s sword in place. “Spell Dust comes from the ritual desecration of Cores, the manifestation of a worthy creature’s life-force. Instead of letting a Core’s originator return to the natural cycle of mortality, mages trap its spirit here, prolonging its suffering.” Koshi gritted his teeth, exertion making his voice waver. 
 
    “That’s just superstition!” the elf protested, her speech similarly strained as she fought for control over her weapon. “If a beast is dead, it’s dead. What we do with its Core doesn’t matter to it anymore. It’s just like eating a chicken.” 
 
     “I can see a fledgling mage believing that,” Koshi said. “But you’re an elf. You’ve likely been alive since before the era of the Chimeric Dynasty. You know that old magic, True Magic, once graced this world. Your people were the greatest practitioners of it, not this vile abomination now used everywhere! I pity you, elf, for now I see you’ve been lying to yourself more than others.” 
 
    Sylvia‘s only response was another shriek of rage. She clasped both her hands together and intertwined her index and middle fingers. Her sword spun down its length, as if it were one of the small drills Koshi used to fix clocks, forcing him to release it. He threw himself into a backflip, arcing his body away from the blade as it scythed wildly through the air. 
 
    As Koshi landed several paces away, Sylvia parted her hands, so that her left remained in front of her chest, while her right hung by her waist, both with their index and middle fingers still extended. Her sword flew back to her side, hovering at the ready. 
 
    “There’s no true magic left…” she said, so softly that Raphael could barely hear her, even with his senses bolstered by the Dragon Meridian. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Something that might have been a soft sob rolled from her lips, but the moment passed so quickly Raphael wondered if he’d imagined it. She stood, the crooked grin he’d come to recognize spreading across her face. 
 
    “You might bite your tongue, old man, talking so much during a fight,” she sneered. The tip of her sword angled itself at Koshi’s head once more. 
 
    Koshi was breathing hard, but his eyes remained bright and fierce. He gritted his teeth and nodded to Raphael. 
 
    “I see you’re wearing draconic armor, Raphael, so that means you’ve lit the Third Brazier. Well done,” he said. “Now, let me show you the power of the Fourth.” 
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    Koshi roared and thrust out his palms, fingers clawed. Golden light began to coalesce within his grasp. It lengthened and solidified into an incandescent arc. Raphael whooped in wonder as a golden longbow manifested in Koshi’s hands. Koshi raised and drew it. An arrow of light blazed into existence, nocked and ready. 
 
    “Draconic weapon,” he grunted, his voice strained. “Makes sense that this comes after draconic armor, doesn’t it?” 
 
     “That’s amazing, Koshi! You’ve never shown this to me before!” Raphael cried. “So if I ignite the Fourth Brazier, I get a bow like yours, too?” 
 
    “If that’s your weapon of choice,” Koshi replied. “I favored the bow, back in the day.” 
 
    “That’s… that’s the Sunkiller Bow,” Sylvia muttered, her eyes wide with awe. “And you said your name is Koshi? You can’t be him, can you? The Dragon Knight of Lucario?” 
 
    “Your father is the Koshi the Dragon Knight?” Eliza demanded, grabbing Raphael by the collar and shaking him. “But that’s not possible! That would mean he’s many hundreds of years old!” 
 
    “I… I never knew…” Raphael said. He’d always known that Koshi was amazing, but he’d never imagined that the man who’d raised him was a hero of myth and legend. Many years ago, he’d run into Sister Superior Amalia at the marketplace and asked her about Koshi’s past. She’d said that Koshi was likely a retired guardsman who’d been injured in defense of his King and country. Raphael remembered being so proud of Koshi, then. 
 
    “Well, well, well.” Sylvia threw her head back and laughed. “What a stroke of luck! I came out here to collar a delinquent subordinate. Instead, I ended up having an invigorating dance with a charming youngster and then getting into a fight with his legendary father.” 
 
    “Knowing who I am, you still wish to continue?” Koshi asked. 
 
    “Of course!” Sylvia replied. “This is going to be fun!” 
 
    “Beat her up, Koshi!” Raphael cheered.  
 
    “It’s not going to be entirely one-sided,” Eliza broke in. “Dragon Knight or not, Sylvia is among the Hell Drakes’ most powerful mages. They call her the Vorpal Dancer, and she single-handedly ended the Ogre Wars twenty years ago by slaying the Ogre King and all his sons. If Koshi is a legend of a bygone era, then Sylvia is a legend of today.” 
 
    Eliza was about to say more, but the words died in her mouth as Sylvia brought her hands together again and began a low chant. Purple ribbons of light swirled around her arms. Raphael was reminded of the light Fenix gave off when he blinked from one place to another. 
 
    “That’s Shadow Magic!” Eliza gasped. “Of the highest kind!” 
 
    Dozens of copies of Sylvia’s sword appeared behind the elf, hovering just above her shoulders. They weren’t made of steel like the original. Rather, they dripped darkness like ink off their blades. Sylvia thrust her hands out, and the shadowy swords hurtled forth, seeking Koshi’s flesh. 
 
    Koshi loosed his arrow, drew again, and loosed another in rapid succession. His hands moved so quickly that Raphael could barely perceive them as little more than blurs, even with the light of the Dragon Meridian. Koshi’s twin arrows of light burst into a swarm of smaller glowing darts that intercepted Sylvia’s swords. 
 
    Where shadow and light met, a chain of explosions ripped air and stone asunder. Raphael placed himself in front of Eliza, shielding her from the shockwave and stray shards of broken rock and cascading dirt with his draconic armor. The battlemage fell, screaming and clutching her ears, but Raphael forced himself to keep his eyes open, to watch Koshi’s fight. 
 
    Sylvia conjured wave after wave of shadowy swords, and Koshi struck them from existence with his blazing arrows. The two circled each other as they battled, trying to find an advantageous angle of fire. Koshi glided across packed dirt and hurdled uneven terrain with more grace and speed than Raphael had ever seen him unleash. 
 
    But it was evident who had the advantage. Koshi’s movements began to slow, and his breathing became ragged and shallow. A shadowy sword actually broke through his defenses once, and he had to dodge from its path, leaving it to slice a mound of scrap metal into pieces. 
 
    He had to duck beneath another one. His bow started to dissolve in his hands. He let go of it, allowing it to dissipate into the night, and crossed his forearms in front of his face. 
 
    “Koshi!” Raphael cried, his heart beating frantically in alarm. 
 
    “The Fifth Brazier, Raph! This is the Elemental Breath!” 
 
    Koshi dropped his hands and opened his mouth. A torrent of flames burst out, hotter than anything Raphael had ever felt. It swept over Sylvia’s tide of shadowy blades, burning them out of existence, and rolled toward the elf. 
 
    Sylvia picked up her massive sword with her hands. She leveled its tip at the heart of the flames. 
 
    She dove into the inferno. 
 
    For a moment, Raphael thought that she’d been utterly consumed, but the light of the Dragon Meridian allowed him to make out her silhouette pushing through the flames. As he focused on her form, he was able to see that the purple light swirling about her arms and sword shunted the fire away from her flesh. She wasn’t entirely successful, however. The hair on the left side of her skull was singed, and her right pauldron had been burned away to reveal blistered, weeping flesh beneath. 
 
    But she was still driving through the inferno, her blade leading the way. Twenty feet separated them, then ten. Koshi let his flames die out and inhaled once more. Sylvia dashed forward, closing to within five feet. 
 
    Koshi breathed out a bolt of lightning. It struck Sylvia’s sword. The elf screamed as the current traveled down its length and tore through her body. The massive blade flew from her grasp as her limbs flailed in uncontrollable spasms. 
 
    Koshi charged in. He punched Sylvia in the abdomen, folding her over his fist. His next blow struck her in the temple and sent her reeling away. He pursued, closing the distance in an instant, caught a handful of her hair, and pulled her head back, exposing her heart. 
 
    Sylvia hit him with a thunderous uppercut that lifted him off his feet and sent him crashing down into a spread-eagled heap a few paces away. She moaned and clutched the areas where she’d been struck as she swayed on her feet. 
 
     He hit her in the Spell Vectors!” Eliza realized, her eyes wide. “Abdomen, temple, and heart.” 
 
    “Is that how you fight mages?” Raphael asked.  
 
    Eliza nodded. “It’s extremely effective. He’s hit her in three of her four Spell Vectors—that’s why she looks so beat up.” 
 
    Koshi gasped breathlessly as he struggled to stand. Blood poured from the corners of his mouth. He made it as far to his knees before he had to stop and catch his breath. 
 
    “You’re much tougher than I thought, old man,” Sylvia said, her face pinched in obvious pain. She was very badly hurt. Koshi’s punches had probably ruptured something inside her stomach and perhaps even cracked her skull. And that was on top of the weeping burns on her shoulder and along her now-exposed arms, the bite marks of Dragonfire and Dragonshock. 
 
    “Likewise,” Koshi managed to say, in between bouts of bloody coughing. “It’s been a long time since I’ve had to fight so hard.” 
 
    “I think this victory’s mine, though,” the elf replied. “So if you don’t mind, I’ll be taking that Spell Core and going on my way, now. Oh, and about your son, he doesn’t have to come with me tonight. I’ll come pick him up later, when I’m feeling slightly better.” 
 
    Koshi pushed himself to his feet and clenched his fists. “The only way you’re taking that Spell Core is over my dead body.” 
 
    Sylvia brought her fists up, too. “That works for me.” 
 
    While they’d been speaking, Raphael had made his way to the Spell Core. He seized it in his hands. 
 
    “Stop! Stop fighting!” he cried. “You’re going too far! Someone might die if you carry on!” 
 
    Sylvia blinked blearily. One of her eyes was swollen shut. “Well, yes. That’s the idea in the first place, right?” 
 
    “I’m not letting her desecrate the Spell Core,” Koshi snarled. His fists were trembling, and as Raphael watched, a fresh stream of blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “This? The two of you are fighting over this thing that came out from Wormy’s body, right?” Raphael held the Spell Core high. 
 
    “Be careful with that!” both Koshi and Sylvia snapped. They exchanged uncomfortable glances, but it was the elf who spoke first. 
 
    “It’s quite a sizable Spell Core and will fetch a small fortune! I think we can get enough Spell Dust from that one alone to power the spells of a dozen mages for a month or so!” 
 
    Koshi threw Sylvia a venomous frown. “Spell Cores aren’t meant to be touched, Raph. Put it down and let nature claim it.” 
 
    “Dragon Knight or not, your father is a shortsighted fanatic,” Sylvia said. “Give it to me. It’d be such a waste if you break the Spell Core.” 
 
    “No! Don’t listen to her! Put it down, now!” Koshi demanded. “Leave it alone!” 
 
    Raphael looked closely at the Spell Core in his hands. It came from the scrounge-worm, and somehow, he could feel all the things the creature had felt in its last moments: pain, fear, and the overwhelming desire to protect him from Fenix. And there was one other thing, too: regret. The scrounge-worm hadn’t wanted to leave yet. It still wanted to chase Raphael around, to play, to eat more apples. 
 
    Something warm trickled down his cheek, and he dimly registered it as a tear. But his focus was on the swirling emotions inside the Spell Core. They called to him, and something inside him answered their call. It reached into the glowing amber sphere and…  
 
    “Raphael! Raphael!” Eliza’s voice cut through his dreamlike state. He shook his head, coming to his senses. 
 
    “What did you do?” the battlemage asked. She was standing beside him. 
 
    Eliza’s eyes were wide, and her jaw was slack with awed disbelief. He swept his gaze to Koshi and Sylvia, only to find Eliza’s expression mirrored on their faces as well. 
 
    “The Spell Core…” Sylvia stammered. “It… changed.” 
 
    Raphael looked down at the object he held in his hands. The elf was right. The Spell Core was now a blue, greenish object, rounded but not entirely spherical, large enough to fill both his palms. It was an… 
 
    “Egg.” Koshi drew in a sharp breath. “A faerie dragon’s egg. I didn’t think I’d ever see another one in my lifetime. But here it is, and right on the cusp of hatching, too.” 
 
    “What happened? Did I do this? Turn Wormy’s Core into some kind of egg?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “You cast a spell. Without any Dust and with your Vectors still shut,” Eliza said, staring at Raphael. “And that spell… it can only be Spontaneous Transmigration, something spoken of only in myths and legends. Just who are you, Raphael? Koshi is a Dragon Knight, but you… you’ve got to be something more.” 
 
    “He is, young lady.”A huge smile spread across Koshi’s face. “He is so much more than I ever was and will ever be.” 
 
    Sylvia fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. “It’s not possible,” she murmured. “True Magic was gone… is gone. It has to be. Otherwise, all these years, I’ve been… I’ve been…” 
 
    “You’ve been stamping out the life-force of worthy creatures,” Koshi said, sighing.  
 
    Sylvia trembled. “All those Cores—all those creatures. What… What have I done?” Her shoulders heaved as she sobbed loudly and uncontrollably. 
 
    Koshi looked at her, but Raphael saw that his regard bore none of the earlier anger he held for the elf. 
 
    He walked over and patted her uninjured shoulder comfortingly. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” she said. “I… I thought it was all gone! That True Magic no longer existed! But I couldn’t let go… I…!” 
 
    Koshi pulled her to her feet. “But now you see that it’s not true. What was lost can be reclaimed. And now, it will be reclaimed and returned to the world, where it rightfully belongs.” 
 
    Sylvia nodded numbly. She walked toward Raphael and clasped her hands around his. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered, before turning away and walking off into the night. Her sword followed her, floating despondently by her side. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Eliza followed Raphael and Koshi home. She had nowhere else to go, by her own admission, and neither Koshi nor Raphael would turn a destitute stranger away from what little shelter they could offer. 
 
    She lit the brass lamp in the middle of their house as Raphael helped Koshi to a chair. Then, she began filling a cracked porcelain basin with water from their rain barrel. By the time Raphael and Koshi had time to blink, the battlemage had retrieved a collection of small ointment bottles and bandages from her belt pouch and laid them out on their table, along with some rags she’d found in Koshi’s tool basket. 
 
    “We’ve got to clean and dress your wounds,” she said. 
 
    “You’re carrying all this medicine around but didn’t bring any water into the junkyard?” Raphael asked incredulously. He exchanged a glance with Koshi, who’d obviously also concluded that Eliza had been one of the slow kids in school. 
 
    “Now, now Raphael,” he said. “Don’t make fun of her. It’s rude.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t think of it.” 
 
    “Good boy.” 
 
    “If the two of you are done being condescending, take off your shirts, so I can wash out your cuts!” Eliza snapped, her left brow twitching wildly. “And stitch them up, if they’re bad enough.” 
 
    Koshi winced. He mumbled something about hating needles and sighed, obviously too drained to engage in a contest of will against Eliza. He complied, and Raphael followed his lead. 
 
    By the time the battlemage had finished tucking her bottles back into her belt pouch and Koshi and Raphael were leaning back in their rattan chairs, stiff and bandaged, it was late at night. 
 
    His stomach growled. A moment later, so did Koshi’s. 
 
    “We haven’t had dinner yet,” he said. “I cooked some oats this evening while waiting for you. We were going to have it before we started on the apples. The oats are in the pot, but they could do with some warming up.” 
 
    “I’ll start the fire,” Raphael said, getting to his feet with a groan. 
 
    “Let me do it.” Eliza pushed him back into his chair. 
 
    They looked at the faerie dragon egg as they ate. Raphael had placed it on the middle of the table in their house. It gave off a faint blue glow. 
 
    Eliza wolfed down the contents of her bowl. A sheepish look came over her face as the last spoonful disappeared into her mouth. 
 
    “It appears you haven’t eaten in a while, young lady,” Koshi said gently. “Please, feel free to cook more oats for yourself. We have enough to share.” 
 
    She blinked furiously. A single tear rolled down her cheek, but she sniffed, forced a smile on her face, and shook her head. “No, that’s alright. Thank you so much for the meal.” 
 
     “What’re you going to do now?” Raphael asked. “You can’t join the Hell Drakes, and I don’t think you’re going to find a warm welcome back home, either.” 
 
    “I’m not really sure,” she said. “But I do know what I mustn’t do anymore.” 
 
    Eliza took off her gloves with the shiny stones and began unbuckling her leathers. Koshi covered his eyes with one hand and slapped the other over Raphael’s. 
 
    “I’m fully clothed,” she told them, her voice laden with more than a tinge of annoyance. And she was, her torso clad in a gray short-sleeved tunic. “You’ve got to wear something under this ridiculous getup. Too much chafing otherwise.” 
 
    “What I meant is that knowing what I now do of Spell Cores, I can no longer pursue the vocation of a battlemage,” Eliza said. “Magic is dead to me. At least magic that involves Spell Dust, that is.” She sighed. 
 
    “A wise and courageous decision, young lady.” Koshi nodded approvingly. “In time, your Spell Vectors will close up by themselves.” 
 
    “So what’re you going to do now? Find a job at the marketplace?” Raphael asked. “You could stay with us, if you want.” 
 
    “Raphael! You can’t have an educated and refined young lady like her stay with us here! Our roof lets the rain in, you know!” Koshi chided. 
 
    “I’ve lived in much worse conditions,” Eliza said, a faint smile creeping across her face. “As far as I’m concerned, your home is warm and cozy.” There was something else in Eliza’s expression, something that Raphael would have missed had he not been staring right at her. It was interest. While she had given up the use of Spell Cores for power, it was clear she was interested in how Raphael and Koshi were able to perform their physical feats. 
 
    Raphael smiled back at her. If Koshi had taught him, then maybe he could teach Eliza too? Raphael wasn’t sure whether he liked the idea of having Koshi teach someone else, but he definitely wouldn’t mind having a girl around the place. 
 
    A yawn forced itself from Raphael’s lips. Koshi chuckled. 
 
    “It’s been a long day for all of us. Let’s get some rest. You can take my bed, young lady. I’ll share Raphael’s,” he said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Many things happened that morning. Raphael woke up later than usual, shortly after the sun had already risen. A delicious aroma greeted his nostrils. He sprang up from his bed, clambered over Koshi’s form, and hopped to the table. 
 
    A pie, freshly baked and golden, glistened in the rays of the rising sun. The faerie dragon egg sat on the table.  
 
    “Oh, I overslept,” Koshi mumbled from behind. He shuffled sleepily to stand beside Raphael. They looked at the pie. Then they looked at each other. 
 
    “Don’t leave your mouth hanging open like that, Raph,” Koshi said. “And wipe that drool away.” 
 
    “You too,” he replied. 
 
    Eliza strode in, hoisting their freshly washed pot and some of their cooking things. “Oh, good morning. I made breakfast. I found some apples around, along with some spices, a little bit of flour, and lard on one of your shelves. I haven’t baked in a while, and the whim just struck me, so I dug a little earthen oven in front of your house and used it. Hope you two don’t mind.” 
 
    “It’s…” Raphael took a big sniff. 
 
    “An apple pie!” Koshi exclaimed. 
 
    They both raised their hands and cheered. 
 
    Raphael cut generous slices for everyone, and they sat down to eat. 
 
    “How is it?” Eliza asked nervously. 
 
    “Raphael,” Koshi said solemnly, clasping him on the shoulder. “You’re a bit young for such a responsibility. Nevertheless, a true man must answer destiny’s call when it comes for him. So you must do this one thing.” 
 
    “Do what?” Raphael asked, with his mouth full. 
 
    “Marry her.” Koshi pointed at Eliza. 
 
    She choked on a mouthful of tea. 
 
    “What? No! I’m only eighteen! You marry her!” 
 
    “That’s just wrong!” Koshi protested. 
 
    “I’m not marrying either of you!” Eliza declared, after she’d recovered from her choking, sputtering fit. “I take it you like the pie, then?” 
 
    “It’s wonderful!” Koshi declared. 
 
    “Heavenly!” Raphael agreed. 
 
    “The best thing I’ve ever eaten!” Koshi continued. 
 
    “I thought the best thing you’ve ever eaten was that potato dish at Mrs. Salvatore’s tavern? You said so, yourself,” Raphael pointed out. 
 
    “Well, now it’s this. Stop fretting the details, you little rascal!” 
 
    Sudden inspiration struck Raphael, then. He turned to Eliza. “Maybe that’s where you could go. Mrs. Salvatore was telling me the other day that she was shorthanded in the kitchen.” 
 
    Eliza smiled. “I’ve always enjoyed cooking and baking. That’s most of what I did at my Master’s academy, anyway, apart from cleaning.” 
 
    “We can stop by later today and introduce you to her, young lady,” Koshi said. “We’ve eaten many times at her tavern and done quite a bit of work for her, too. Wait. Raphael. When did Mrs. Salvatore tell you this? She didn’t mention any such thing when we were at her place last.” 
 
    “Er… I just happened to run into her on the way to school?” Raphael ventured. In truth, he’d been running errands for Mrs. Salvatore instead of attending the Maestro’s classes, but he didn’t want Koshi to know that, not just yet. 
 
    “That’s quite a coincidence, since her tavern is so far away from school.” Koshi narrowed his eyes suspiciously. 
 
    “Maybe she was just taking a walk…?” 
 
    “No, that doesn’t sound quite right. Mrs. Salvatore has a bad leg, just like me. Why would she—” 
 
    “Hello!” a high-pitched singsong voice called from outside. “Good morning! Looks like I found you!” 
 
    “Is that—” Koshi began. 
 
    Sylvia kicked open their front door and strode in. Instead of her armor, she wore a loose, sleeveless tunic, baggy trousers, and cloth shoes. The left side of the elf’s face was bandaged, as was her exposed shoulder. 
 
    “The wonders of Healing Magic and a little spit and polish,” she said, noticing where Raphael was looking. “I’m here to wrap up some business, namely, Raphael becoming my lovely apprentice!” 
 
    “For an elf, a member of such a long-lived, introspective race, you do hurry along,” Koshi remarked grumpily. 
 
    “Life’s always too short, I say, no matter who you are!” She plopped herself down at the table, took Raphael’s empty plate, and cut herself a big slice of the apple pie, all the while ignoring everybody’s biting glares. 
 
    Raphael was surprised by her cheerful mood. The last time he’d seen her, she’d seemed sad and crestfallen. He’d half-expected her to quit the Hell Drakes and swear off ever touching Spell Cores again. As he watched her smile at Eliza and compliment her baking, he guessed that nothing kept Sylvia down, at least not for long. 
 
    “So, when can you move into the Guild dormitories today? In the afternoon? Or should we go after I’m done eating?” Sylvia asked, speaking with her mouth full. “The sooner we get all the paperwork done, the sooner we can get to your training. If we’re fast, we might be able to get started tonight, even.” 
 
    “I’m not going with you. I don’t want to be a Hell Drake.” Raphael frowned and folded his arms. “Besides, I can’t leave. I’ve got to help Koshi around the house and with the junkyard. Right, Koshi?” 
 
    But a somber look had come over Koshi’s face. He sighed. “Not that I want you to become a mercenary, Raph. Far from it, in fact. But it pains me to hold you back, too. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m still fit and able. If you haven’t forgotten, I gave a certain ill-mannered elf a huge beating last night.” 
 
    “Ha!” Sylvia forked a huge chunk of pie into her mouth. “Touché. Yeah, whatever, Raphael. I’m not taking “no” for an answer. One way or the other, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need another beating, elf,” Koshi warned. 
 
    “I’m game for a rematch, old man. Any time, any place.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t speak with your mouth full, Sylvia,” Raphael said. “Wormy had better table manners than you.” 
 
    “Sure, but at least I’m prettier.” She smiled dazzlingly at him. “Speaking of which, that Spell Core turned into an egg, didn’t it? Never seen something like that before. Also, your egg is hatching.” 
 
    Koshi, Raphael, and Eliza cried out in surprise. The faerie dragon egg was indeed hatching. Small pieces of shell cascaded from its surface. It rocked back and forth on the table. A small, reptilian claw burst free, then, it was followed by a tiny green snout. 
 
    “What’s a faerie dragon, Koshi?” Raphael asked, his voice tight with alarm and anticipation. 
 
    “It’s said that they appear wherever dragons are, but not even the Great Drakes themselves really know where faerie dragons come from, only that they’re kin in blood and spirit,” Koshi replied.      
 
    “What you said was vague to the point of uselessness, old man,” Sylvia commented, cutting herself another slice of pie. 
 
    “Silence, elf!” 
 
    Blue light blazed from the egg, then, bright enough to force Raphael to close his eyes. When he could open them again, all that was left on the table were fragments of broken eggshell and the last slice of pie that Sylvia was reaching for. 
 
    “Save some for others!” Eliza scolded, smacking the elf’s hand away.  
 
     “How aren’t you fat to the point of immobility?” Koshi asked, glaring at Sylvia. 
 
    “Natural beauty, old man. Something you lack and wouldn’t understand.” Sylvia sniffed and leaned back in the chair she’d occupied. “Fine, I was starting to get full, anyway.” 
 
    “Aren’t you all forgetting something?” Raphael asked. “Where’s the thing that was in the egg?” 
 
    A blue light emanating from the top of his head answered his question. Something was perched there. It wasn’t exactly light, and it smelled like rain-washed metal. It slithered down his neck and turned a small lizard-snouted face on a delicate, scaled neck to look at him. 
 
    “Raphael,” it said, directly into his mind. Translucent green frills fanned out from its cheeks. “Black hair. Brown eyes. Sharp nose. Magus.” 
 
    “It… it just spoke to me,” Raphael announced. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” Eliza said. 
 
    “Neither did I,” Koshi agreed. “Faerie dragons communicate only with true dragons or—.” 
 
    He blinked and clamped his mouth shut, his gaze flashing to Eliza and then to Sylvia. 
 
    Looks like Koshi knows something he doesn’t want to share with the girls. Raphael picked the faerie dragon off his neck and held it at arm’s length, supporting its rump with one hand. It cocked its head curiously and returned his stare. 
 
    The creature was no bigger than a common housecat. It was lizard-like, with four legs and tiny claws, but its scales were a sparkly blue hue. Small purple and green wings like those of a butterfly sprouted from its back. Raphael wondered if they allowed the faerie dragon to fly. 
 
    It answered his question immediately, hopping out of his grasp and floating in the air, its eyes locked on his. Its wings flapped, but it was clear that the faerie dragon’s ability to fly was magical in nature. 
 
    “Raphael. Magus. But me?” It bumped its snout gently against Raphael’s nose and cocked its head again. “Me?” 
 
    Raphael realized that the faerie dragon wanted him to name it. 
 
    “It wants me to name it,” he spoke aloud, in awe of what was happening. 
 
    “Face Killer,” Sylvia suggested. “Skull Crusher. Death Bringer. Blood Fang. Face Killer. I really like that last one, actually. So, Face Killer.” 
 
    “No!” everybody shouted at her.   
 
    “I can’t call him Wormy,” Raphael said. “That’s just wrong.” 
 
    “Is it a ‘him’ in the first place?” Eliza wondered. 
 
    “Faerie dragons have no gender. They don’t mate. Their eggs simply appear out of nowhere,” Koshi said. 
 
    “Me?” the faerie dragon asked again. “Me, Magus?” 
 
    “Rayne,” Raphael decided. “Your name is Rayne.” 
 
    “Rayne! Me!”  The faerie dragon twirled in the air. Its mouth twisted in something that looked like a smile. “Magus! Raphael! Rayne! Me!” 
 
    “Aw shucks.” Sylvia reached out to pat Rayne, only to hastily withdraw her fingers as the faerie dragon snapped at them. “Don’t worry, little guy. You’ll always be Face Killer to me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “One other thing,” Sylvia said, dragging Eliza and Raphael by their arms out of the house. “Someone has something to say to you.” 
 
    Fenix stood there, his face bruised, downcast, and sullen. He mumbled something and turned to walk away, but Sylvia pounced on him, put him in a headlock, and hauled him back to Eliza and Raphael. 
 
    “What was that, Fenix?” she demanded. “I don’t think they heard you. Say it again, loudly and clearly.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the battlemage said. To his credit, he met Raphael and Eliza’s gazes as he spoke. “I should not have said such hurtful things to you, Eliza, and I should not have attacked you, Raphael. I will do anything to make amends.” 
 
    Eliza gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. Eventually, she nodded. “Back at the Academy, you were the only one who didn’t lay a single finger on me. Yes, you said a lot of nasty things, but you never tried to hurt me, at least until last night. I accept your apology, Fenix, and I will start forgiving you, but I never want to speak with you again.” 
 
    Raphael sighed. Fenix had killed Wormy, but now there was Rayne. Whether or not that was a good thing remained to be seen, but they’d fought, Raphael had won, and he didn’t see much point in holding onto any grudge beyond that. 
 
    He reached out and clasped Felix’s arm, wrist-to-wrist, and shook it. “It’s fine, Fenix. Let’s fight again, someday. I’m sure we can learn more from each other.” 
 
     The battlemage seemed truly grateful. He nodded. “Yes, yes. I think I’d like that very much, in fact.” 
 
    In daylight, Fenix looked much younger than he had last night. Sylvia flicked him under the chin and winked. 
 
    “It’s the fake moustache and goatee. He thinks it makes him look older and more intimidating. I made him take them off, because they’re just ridiculous,” she said. 
 
    “How old are you, Fenix?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “Eighteen, like Eliza,” the battlemage mumbled. 
 
    “And his real name isn’t actually Fenix Hellstorm!” Sylvia went on. She nudged him in the ribs with her elbow. “Go on, tell them what it is.” 
 
    Fenix grimaced and fidgeted, but Eliza leaned forward, every line in her body screaming genuine curiosity. 
 
    “If you tell us your real name, I’ll forgive you right now,” she said. 
 
    “Alonzo,” he muttered. “Alonzo Moreno.” 
 
    “Moreno? As in, Mr. Moreno, the fishmonger at the marketplace?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “He’s my grandfather. But please call me Fenix. What kind of battlemage is named Alonzo anyway?” Fenix, or Alonzo, pleaded. 
 
    “I think your name is just fine,” Raphael said. “But I’m happy to call you whatever you want.” 
 
    “Fenix, then. Please.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Great! Now that we’re all friends, go say goodbye to the old codger inside and grab whatever you need to, Raphael. We’re going to the Guild,” Sylvia said. 
 
    “I already told you that I’m not going with you.” 
 
    “Well, you are, even if I have to hogtie you and carry you on my back.” The elf grinned as she loomed over Raphael and wriggled her fingers. 
 
    “I think kidnapping is against the law, Captain,” Fenix told her. 
 
    “The Hell Drakes are above the law in Lucario,” Sylvia shot back. “We literally own parts of the kingdom. In fact, nearly a third of the capital city belongs to us.” 
 
    “Yes, and we’re only excluded from Lucarian jurisdiction in those regions. This isn’t one of them. The constables aren’t going to look kindly on the kidnapping of a subject of Lucario. Battles in the junkyard, which the city considers unexplored wilderness, is one thing. Abducting a child in broad daylight, in full view of the gates, is another.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever. Who’s going to report me?” Sylvia loomed closer over Raphael. He didn’t know whether to feel horrified or exasperated. Probably the former, he decided, as the elf began a low, menacing laugh. 
 
    “Hmm,” Fenix grunted. 
 
    The elf looked over her shoulder at her subordinate. “Wait. You. You’re going to report me to the constables, are you?” 
 
    “Never said I would.” Fenix straightened his leathers nonchalantly and looked away. He seemed very interested in checking his gloves. 
 
    “Fenix…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Raphael sighed as the elf stalked away and put her subordinate in another headlock. He glanced at Eliza as the mercenaries began yelling at each other. She was smiling, but her expression seemed laden with sadness. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to be an adventurer,” Eliza said, “but it seems that such a life just isn’t for me. I suppose I should have listened to my Master long ago and given magic up.” 
 
    “But if you did, then you wouldn’t have come here, we wouldn’t have met, and we wouldn’t have become friends!” Raphael pointed out. 
 
    “Friends?” Eliza scoffed. “I tried to kill you when we first met, remember?” 
 
    “So did Fenix, and we’re friends now,” Raphael said, beaming at her. “Anyway, the point is that I’m glad you came here and we met, Windy!” 
 
    “That’s not my name!” she protested, but it soon became clear that Eliza was fighting back a laugh. Eventually, she gave in, and Raphael joined her in her mirth. 
 
    Rayne came zipping out of the house, then. The faerie dragon stopped right in front of Fenix, who’d been put into an intricate chokehold by Sylvia, and headbutted him right in the nose. The battlemage cried out in pain. Rayne huffed in an extraordinarily human fashion, then flew over to Raphael. 
 
    “Knight. Hurt. Fallen,” it told him. 
 
    Raphael knew exactly what Rayne was referring to. He dashed back into the house, where he found Koshi on his back, struggling in vain to stand. 
 
    “Koshi!” he cried, as he bent down and helped him up. Was he always so light? 
 
     “I’m fine, Raph. Really,” Koshi said as Raphael seated him on a chair. He sounded embarrassed and slightly angry, but Raphael sensed that Koshi’s anger was directed at himself. 
 
    A bout of coughing burst from Koshi, then, and as Raphael watched, horrified, blood seeped from the corners of his mouth. He immediately picked Koshi up and brought him to his bed. 
 
    “I’ll prepare some of the medicine we got from the marketplace right away.” Raphael fought back the rising panic in his heart and the tears that rimmed the edges of his vision. “Just get some rest.” 
 
    “Tell me where they are,” Eliza offered. She’d followed him back into the house. “I’ll prepare them while you keep an eye on Koshi.” 
 
    “Simple herbs won’t help me,” Koshi said. 
 
    “Ha!” Sylvia had barged into the house once more. Before the door shut behind her, Raphael caught a glimpse of Fenix standing outside and rubbing his badly bruised nose. “I figured you’d try something like this, old man, pretending to be so sick the kid can’t leave you. But your plan will fail, because I’m competent at Healing Magic, too!” 
 
    “Don’t touch me with your foul, abominable magic, elf,” Koshi protested, trying to sit up. 
 
    Sylvia elbowed Raphael aside, shoved Koshi down, and raised her hand. “You speak as if you’ve got any choice at all.” 
 
    “Go away, elf!” 
 
    Sylvia ignored him and began chanting. Soft, white light pulsed from her raised hand. It washed over Koshi, but nothing seemed to change. He started coughing again, and more blood flowed from the corners of his mouth. 
 
    Raphael felt a horrible, sinking feeling in his stomach as he saw the grim look on Sylvia’s face. The elf’s lips were pressed tightly together, and her brow was furrowed. She shook her head. 
 
    “There’s nothing I can do for you, old man,” she said, the gentleness of her tone in stark contrast to her earlier boisterousness. 
 
    “Yes, I know. Must have used up the last of my strength last night,” Koshi said and grinned shakily. “For what it was worth, elf, I had fun.” 
 
    “I bet you did,” Sylvia replied, chortling, “having a beautiful elf maiden as your last dance partner. And I’m going to slap you if you dare say anything about doubting the “maiden” part.” 
 
    “Lady of the Misty Green, such things are not for me to presume.” Koshi’s title for Sylvia seemed old and formal, like how children at school would address Maestro Colombo. It brought a sad, but genuine, smile to the elf’s face. 
 
    “No! What do you mean you used up all your strength, Koshi?” Raphael demanded. “All you need is some rest, right? Then you’ll be good as new again, won’t you?” 
 
    “Koshi, Dragon Knight of Lucario, defender of humanity,” Eliza recited. “He stayed true when the dragons turned against us, and he protected Lucario against the rage of his former comrade-in-arms, Platina the Gilded Death.” 
 
    “Platina,” Koshi muttered. “I haven’t heard that name in so long. It wasn’t her fault, you know? The Chimera got to her, like He did to the other Dragons. Poisoned her mind and flesh, turned my closest friend into a ravening monster. I couldn’t… couldn’t follow her down that path.” 
 
    “Alongside other heroes of legend, Koshi struck down the dragons, bringing an end to their regime of terror. After that, he came to Lucario, then a young kingdom, and made it his home. Over the years, he defended her people from myriad threats. As time passed, he was seen less and less. His last appearance was recorded one-hundred-and-thirteen years ago,” Eliza continued. “I studied all this in the Academy.” 
 
    “My strength lay in my bond with Platina. That was what it meant to be a Dragon Knight. Once she was gone, all I was left with were the embers of her power. I used it as carefully as I could in defense of the weak and innocent, which was what I think she would have wanted me to do.” Koshi closed his eyes. “And then came the time of mages and Spell Cores, thanks to the Chimera. I resigned myself to despair and slowly fading away.” 
 
    He grasped Raphael’s hand. “But then you appeared, Raph, sent by Namakhut, God of Dragons. You gave me hope for the future, but more importantly, you’ve filled these last years of mine with joy.” 
 
    “No, don’t talk like this, Koshi!” Raphael demanded. “You’re scaring me! Get some sleep! You’ll feel better, then.” 
 
    But Koshi didn’t reply. He was unconscious. Raphael choked back a sob and pulled a blanket over Koshi. 
 
    “Rest will do him some good,” Sylvia said. She got up and began walking out of the house. “Stay with him for now, Raphael. Make the most of the time you have left with him. There will be many days ahead for whatever comes next.” 
 
    As the door swung shut behind her, and Eliza hugged him, Raphael felt tears flowing down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Sylvia returned later that afternoon, kicking open the door once more. She was trailed by an anxious Sister Superior Amalia, clad as she always was in her simple black robes and gray wimple. A small cloth badge on her right shoulder was the only indication of her rank in the Order of the Crescent Moon. 
 
    Rayne shrank to the size of a tiny mouse and zipped into one of Raphael’s trouser pockets as the nun rushed over to Koshi’s unconscious form and smoothed his brow, whispering a prayer. Eliza looked up from the tool rack she was dusting. She’d been tidying and cleaning up whatever she got her hands on around the house, leaving Raphael to watch nervously over Koshi. 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” Sister Amalia requested. 
 
    “We brawled. Turns out the old man isn’t as good at taking a beating as I am,” Sylvia said, pointedly ignoring the barbed glares from everyone. “I recall you mentioning something about how helpful the father and son living outside the junkyard were, so I put two and two together, figured out you were acquainted, and dragged you here. That just about covers everything.” 
 
    “Can you help him, Sister Amalia?” Raphael tried to keep his voice level and look her in the eye when he spoke, but his words came out shakily, and his vision was blurred by tears.  
 
    Eliza crouched down beside him and took his hand in hers. 
 
    The nun glanced at Sylvia, who shook her head. 
 
    “Let’s bring him somewhere we can better care for him,” Sister Amalia said, “and make him more comfortable.” 
 
    “Yeah. Toss him on the flat of my sword outside, kid.” Sylvia thumbed over her shoulder at the door, now loose on its hinges and bearing a very distinct boot print on its surface. “We’re not traveling too far from here.” 
 
    “No, I’ll carry him myself.” Raphael bent over Koshi and picked him up, feeling horrified at how light and frail the man who’d raised him felt in his arms. To his dismay, he realized that Koshi’s Dragon Meridian was no longer shining. 
 
    Sylvia wasn’t being flippant, as Raphael had expected her to be. They truly didn’t have far to go. Sister Amalia led the way to an old, single-floored stone building just within the city gates. A small cloth banner atop its double wooden doors bore the emblem of the Order of the Crescent Moon. 
 
    It was a hospice, Raphael realized, a place where the Sisters provided those who were going to die with as much comfort as they could. He felt fresh tears well up again, and this time, he wasn’t sure he could fight them down. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Raphael,” Sister Amalia said as she pushed the doors open. “I’ll have you know that plenty of people who come here eventually do leave this place, hale and hearty once more thanks to our skilled physicians and devoted Sister-nurses.” 
 
    The interior of the hospice was a long building of bare but clean stone, and as the doors swung shut behind them, they were greeted by the sight of rows upon rows of beds, most of them occupied. A small crowd of visitors filled the air with their murmurs, forming a collective buzz of disjointed voices that echoed off the tiled ceiling. 
 
    “Yes. Alright.” Raphael took a deep breath as he followed the nun. He dimly registered Sylvia and Eliza trailing in his wake and Rayne squirming in his pocket. “A while back, you told me that you worked as a Sister-nurse here for some time.” 
 
    “Seven years, until the diocese saw fit to elevate me to the rank of a Sister Superior.” Sister Amalia shook her head softly. “Now I spend most of my days filling out forms and doing sums, though I am grateful for the chance to help wherever I’m best able to. Here, this bed is for Koshi. I’ll arrange for a physician to check on him as soon as one’s available.” 
 
    The nun gave Raphael a brief hug and walked away. 
 
    With Eliza’s help, Raphael tucked Koshi into a bed with a straw mattress and soft blankets. As he lowered Koshi’s head down onto a pillow, it seemed to him that the lines on the older man’s face had become less pronounced and his features carried less pain. 
 
    “He’ll be fine, Raphael,” Eliza said. “Just let him get some rest. Go take a walk and stretch out your legs for a bit. I’ll be here, keeping an eye on him.” 
 
    “Oh no, you won’t,” Sylvia declared, placing an arm over Eliza’s shoulders. “I’ve decided. If I’m not getting Raphael today, then at least I’m getting you.” 
 
    “What?” Eliza demanded, her eyes widening. 
 
    “That pie you made was heavenly. I could use a cook. And someone to tidy up around my quarters in the Guild. And organize my things. Plus laundry and all that other tedious stuff. Consider yourself a Hell Drake as of right now,” Sylvia said. “And in case you’re wondering, your wages start at one gold coin a week.” 
 
    Raphael looked up at that. A single gold coin was more than he and Koshi earned in a year. 
 
    “But Raphael—” Eliza began. 
 
    “Will be fine. Let’s sort your paperwork out. If we’re quick about it, maybe you’ll have time to come check on him tonight.” Sylvia began pulling Eliza away. The younger woman’s jaw fell slack, and her eyes darted frantically back and forth in their sockets. She was trying to speak but obviously failing to do so. 
 
    “Er… congratulations?” Raphael offered. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, kid,” Sylvia replied. “I’ve always wanted a personal assistant to do all my stuff I don’t want to do. Now I finally have one.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean… never mind. What about Fenix?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “He’s my understudy, but he gets very touchy when I tell him to do things he thinks are beneath him. He even complained to the Guild Master, who agreed that I can only give him one “personal convenience task” every other day. Right now I’ve got him emptying my weekly chamber pots, so he’s got his hands rather full already.” Sylvia was already halfway out the doors, dragging Eliza with her. “Alright. See you later, kid. And don’t forget: I’m going to get you, too.” 
 
    Weekly chamber pots? Raphael shuddered at the thought, especially since most people usually only had one, and they washed it out daily. Or they just went to an outhouse.   
 
    As the hospice doors shut behind Eliza, Raphael felt a lot of pity for her. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m fine, Raphael, really,” Koshi grumbled as he petted Rayne, who was curled up on his lap. The faerie dragon had just gorged on two whole apples and was in a state of satiated drowsiness. “If you keep fussing over me, I’m really going to start getting annoyed.” 
 
    “Alright, alright. I just wanted to make sure you were comfortable,” Raphael said, adjusting Koshi’s blankets one last time. 
 
    It was shortly past nightfall. Koshi had awoken briefly during the late afternoon, muttered something unintelligible to Raphael, then fallen unconscious again just as a physician arrived. The solemn, lean man, clad in plain gray robes, examined Koshi, sighed, and told Raphael to make sure that he got plenty of rest. 
 
    Shortly after that, Sister Amalia had come by with bowls of barley porridge. She murmured numerous reassurances to Raphael as they ate, but he let them wash over him, his mind clouded by worry. The sun had just set when Koshi opened his eyes and spoke Raphael’s name, lifting a huge weight off his shoulders. 
 
    Now, Koshi was dozing off again, having eaten half a bowl of watery gruel. Raphael doused the candle beside his bed and got up. 
 
    “Good night, Koshi,” he said. Rayne yawned and zipped into Raphael’s pocket once more. The faerie dragon hadn’t returned to its usual size yet. Amazingly, no one else in the hospice had noticed it. Perhaps they were all too wrapped up in their own suffering or too engrossed with their visitors. 
 
    Koshi murmured inaudibly in response. His eyes closed, and soon, he was fast asleep, his breathing shallow but steady. Raphael stroked his brow softly and walked away, heading for the hospice’s double doors, where Sister Amalia was speaking quietly to another nun. 
 
    She turned to him as he approached. “How’s he feeling? Better?” 
 
    Raphael nodded. He didn’t fail to notice the wary, mistrustful look the other nun directed his way. They’ve always treated me like this, except Sister Amalia. I don’t know why, but now, I don’t really care. 
 
    “If you want to stay by his side, we can pull up a pallet for you beside his bed,” Sister Amalia offered. 
 
    Raphael shook his head. “I’ve got to go somewhere. I’ll be back in the morning to see him. But before I go, Sister Amalia, I want you to have this.” 
 
    He pulled out a handful of copper coins from his belt pouch. He’d gone home for it sometime in the afternoon, after Sylvia had dragged Eliza away. It was all the money Koshi and Raphael had. “It’s for taking care of Koshi.” 
 
    Sister Amalia folded her palm over his and pushed his coins back toward him. “You should hold onto that, Raphael. The Order of the Crescent Moon doesn’t need anything from you at the moment.” 
 
    “Koshi always said that we should take nothing for free and always be fair in our dealings.” Raphael held out the coins again. “I know that this isn’t enough to pay for the food, the bed, and the physician, but I’ll get more money to make up the rest soon.” 
 
    Sister Amalia sighed. “You’re as stubborn as your father. Very well, Raphael. The Order of the Crescent Moon will gladly accept your alms, on the condition that you give them later, when you’re in a much better position to do so. So hold onto your coins for now.” 
 
    Grinning, Raphael tucked the coins away. For all that Sister Amalia bemoaned Koshi’s and his stubbornness, Raphael knew very well that the nun was as stubborn, if not more so. This compromise would be the best he’d get out of her right now. In any case, he was fairly confident that he’d be more than capable of paying for Koshi’s food, board, and medicine very soon. 
 
    “Peace guide your steps, Raphael,” Sister Amalia said.  
 
    “And yours, Sister Amalia,” he replied. She smiled at him as he turned to leave, but her fellow nun followed him with her gaze, her lips tight and brow furrowed. 
 
    The city was still busy, despite the hour, and the night air felt different within its walls. It was filled with voices shrill to rumbling and footsteps both frenetic and languid, all accented by the constant trundling of wooden carts against the stone-paved streets. 
 
    It was also heavy with the smells of humanity, food, and industry. The marvelous lingering scent of cooling meat pies from the marketplace was doused with the sickly sweet miasma of axle grease, only to be undercut by the rancid sharpness of rotting refuse. 
 
    Raphael realized that he’d never stayed inside the city so late before. The closing of the marketplace usually signaled that it was time for him to go home. Now, he stood in its streets, bathed in the soft, yellow glow of lamps hung from iron posts spaced every dozen paces or so. 
 
    People walked by him, chattering away idly. Some of them were laborers or store clerks, heading home or to a tavern after a busy day at the marketplace or docks. Others were parents on a night out, accompanied by their children after having dinner at one eatery or the other. 
 
    “Raphael!” a little girl cried, waving at him. She was accompanied by her father and mother, a fairly young couple dressed in the coveralls of mill workers. They couldn’t have been older than him by more than ten years. Tessa’s parents regarded him with a gaze that held an equal mixture of surprise and worry, and Raphael knew why. He was dressed in gray, tattered clothes that sported more patches than their original material. Scissors, used by Koshi’s trembling hands, had always kept Raphael’s dark hair in check. At first, second, and even third glance, Raphael didn’t look much different from the many beggars that loitered in the myriad alleyways surrounding the marketplace. He was cleaner than them, perhaps, since Koshi had always insisted that they wash at least once a day. 
 
    “Hey, Tessa. You’ve grown taller,” Raphael said, smiling at her. She’d just started school last year, and on her first day, she’d fallen and scraped her knee badly. Raphael had carried her to the Maestro, so that he could clean and dress the child’s wound. Since then, Tessa had always gone out of her way to greet Raphael, at least until he’d stopped going to school. 
 
    “Have I?” she asked, returning his smile. Her parents muttered nervously and ushered their child away. 
 
    “Bye Raphael!” Tessa’s voice trailed away as she turned a street corner with her parents and vanished into the night. 
 
    Raphael felt his smile grow brittle and fragile. A heartbeat passed, and then it fell from his face. She has a mother and father. Everyone has a mother and father, but I don’t, and I don’t know why. I have Koshi. I have only Koshi. 
 
    He began walking, doing his best to ignore the trembling in his lower lip and the cold, heavy feeling in his heart. He was now absolutely certain about what he had to do. 
 
    Raphael had only Koshi, and he wouldn’t let him go, not until both of them could hold on to each other no longer. 
 
    The city’s streets flashed by. Raphael knew the southern-western part of Lucia quite well. It contained the marketplace and school, after all, and he’d spent many a late afternoon running through its streets with other children. The docks were only a short distance away from the marketplace, but further north from there, past a right turn and then a left, across an elevated walkway and a small town square with a fountain, was a place Raphael had never stepped foot in before: 
 
    The Hell Drake District, where the Guild made its home. 
 
    Raphael tried to remember what his teachers, Sylvia, and Fenix had said about the Hell Drake District. It was a part of the city that belonged to the Guild. The King’s guards and constables held no sway there, since within the District, the Guild Master’s word was law. 
 
    In one of his classes, his teacher—Maestro Colombo, the schoolmaster—had gone over how the Hell Drakes intervened in the Ogre Wars twenty years ago, lifting the city from a siege that had threatened to crush its walls and sweep all its inhabitants into the hungry maws of the Ogre King Valgrush and his horde. Thanks to Eliza, Raphael now knew that it was Sylvia who’d been the one to slay the Ogre King, after her fellow mercenaries had broken the back of Valgrush’s forces and sent them fleeing in disarray.  
 
    In gratitude, the King himself had gifted parts of the city to the Guild, and its Master had been more than happy to accept. Other versions of the story had the Guild Master demanding land from the King, who was in no position to refuse. However things actually played out, the Hell Drakes did hold a significant portion of Lucario’s capital city. The District was only one of the Guild’s largest holdings, followed closely by nearly half of the wharves at the docks. 
 
    A simple stone archway marked with the Guild’s insignia—a sinuous red lizard curled in on itself, front claws rampant—signaled the border between Lucario and the Guild territory. Raphael took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and stepped through it. 
 
    Rayne poked its head out of Raphael’s pocket and nuzzled the back of his hand. Magus? 
 
    Raphael opened his eyes. Nothing had changed except that he was now beyond the archway. He sighed. Of course. The notion that some magical spell would whisk him straight to Sylvia was a silly one. He would have to walk, as he always did. 
 
    The District’s streets were even busier than the ones Raphael had left behind. Taverns and storefronts stretched as far as he could see, and the combined light of their lamps and lanterns formed a radiant halo that held the night’s darkness at bay. 
 
    Boasts boomed from warriors wearing steel and leather. Tired witticisms zipped out from robed mages, seeking to undercut the most horrendous claims of conquest, riches, and adventure. As Raphael swept his gaze across the carousing Hell Drakes, he noticed that all of them wore the Guild’s insignia somewhere on their person, be it as an etching on a breastplate or embroidered into a silken cuff. 
 
    Where did Sylvia wear hers? Raphael stopped the thought before he could carry it further. Asking the elf such a question would only invite merciless teasing from her. 
 
    The closest mercenaries, lounging on a tavern’s wooden patio, were beginning to notice him, too. They stared at his tattered clothes. Some of them nodded. Others shrugged and returned to their drinks and conversations. Raphael realized that he hadn’t been the first, much less the only, desperate youth to arrive at the District, seeking fortune and glory among the ranks of the Hell Drakes. 
 
    “Hour’s a bit late, so I don’t know if the Guild House is still entertaining applicants,” said a gigantic man with a bristling red mustache, leaning over the wooden railing of the tavern’s patio. He wore a brass breastplate over a padded tunic. “Maybe come back tomorrow, boy.” 
 
    “I’m looking for Sylvia, actually. Where can I find her?” 
 
    The mercenary quirked an eyebrow. Raphael didn’t fail to notice the shudder that the massive man visibly tried and failed to suppress. “The High Captain of the Ninth Seat? Her quarters are in the Guild House. Just carry on down this street and follow the signs. Ask for her at the front desk.” 
 
    “May whichever deity you pray to have mercy on your soul,” said another mercenary, lifting her mug in mock salute. She was a robed woman who wore her dark hair in a long, elaborate braid. 
 
    “Stop scaring him!” the mustached man chided her, before turning back to Raphael. “Well, off you go, then. And good luck.” 
 
    “Why are you wishing me luck? Is Sylvia so difficult to find?” Raphael asked. 
 
    The mercenary winced. He shuddered once more, this time not even trying to hide it. “No, she isn’t. It’s just… Well, I’ve said too much. Be on your way.” 
 
    As Raphael turned to leave, he remembered how Sylvia had Fenix cleaning her weekly collection of chamber pots. He gulped. Surely she wouldn’t have him do the same? Still, with Eliza there as her personal assistant, perhaps she would take on the majority of such tasks…  
 
    Stop! Stop thinking of such things! Koshi needs you now. I’ll do anything she needs me to do! And shame on you for trying to push such dirty work onto Eliza! Raphael gritted his teeth and hastened his steps, making his way down what he now realized was the District’s main street. 
 
    Despite his resolve, he still found himself distracted by the sights and sounds rolling from the taverns and storefronts. He stopped at what could only be a weapons shop, a fenced-off lot with an anvil, forge, and bellows alongside racks and racks of blades, hammers, and polearms. Its proprietor, a red-haired woman wearing dark blue sleeveless coveralls, stood behind a wooden counter. She cast him a disinterested glance before looking away. 
 
    Raphael shrugged, more than aware he looked nothing like a paying customer. Still, he couldn’t help but be fascinated by the weapons and the sense of adventure they promised. Every child in Lucia City grew up listening to tales of the Hell Drakes’ exploits and conquests, and Raphael would be lying to himself if he hadn’t fantasized about being an adventurer, striking off into the depths of the unknown, vanquishing all manner of dreaded foes, and basking in glory and wealth. 
 
    “Hey! Don’t touch if you aren’t going to buy!” the proprietor snapped. She’d walked around her counter and was now standing right beside Raphael, her fists against her hips. Her voice was surprisingly high and squeaky, utterly at odds with her well-muscled arms and neck. 
 
    Raphael blinked. He’d drifted closer to the weapon racks without realizing it, and his right hand was inches away from a polearm, two feet of curved steel blade atop a five-foot pole of dark, lacquered wood. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. My daydreams got the better of me,” he said. 
 
    The frown fell off her face. It had a small, stubby nose, and light freckles dusted her cheeks. Her hair straggled down the sides of her face like a ragged auburn mop, stopping just short of her shoulders. Up close, Raphael realized that she was much younger than he’d thought her to be at first, perhaps no older than he was. 
 
    She shrugged. “Well, there’s no harm done, so don’t worry about it. Besides, it’s nighttime, so wouldn’t you be having night dreams, instead?” 
 
    “No, that doesn’t seem right. Night dreams are the type you have when you’re asleep in your bed,” Raphael replied. 
 
    “Or in someone else’s bed.” The proprietor grinned. Her eyes lit up as if she’d just said something very witty. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why would you sleep in someone else’s bed instead of your own?” Raphael asked her, meeting her gaze and keeping his voice deadpan. 
 
    “Uh, well, because…” She blushed, looked away, and scratched the back of her head. “Well, that’s not important! My pa says that if you worry too much about the details, you’ll grow old too quickly!” 
 
    “And this is his shop, by the way,” she went on, clumsily changing the subject. “It’s my turn to mind it tonight so he can take a break.” 
 
    Raphael glanced at the wooden sign hanging over the counter—Cadogan’s Armaments: Mundane and Magical, all Masterworks. 
 
    “Your father’s name is Cadogan, then?” 
 
    “Connell Cadogan, arcane armsmith. And I’m Aoife Cadogan, a journeywoman in the same vocation,” she said, thumping her fist against her chest. 
 
    “Hi, Aoife. Pleased to meet you. I’m Raphael. Uh…” Raphael sighed. Somehow, ‘delinquent schoolboy’ or ‘junkyard forager’ didn’t sound nearly as impressive as he would have liked them to be. He’d just resolved to leave his introduction at that when Aoife gasped and clutched her cheeks. 
 
    “Is that a faerie dragon?” she asked. 
 
    Raphael reached down to the pocket that held Rayne, but it flattened emptily beneath his fingers. The faerie dragon was hovering by his shoulder, its head cocked as it regarded Aoife. Before he could grab Rayne, it flew to Aoife and bumped its snout lightly against her nose. 
 
    “Bad… uh… dragon!” Raphael scolded, reaching for Rayne, but Aoife didn’t seem to mind the faerie dragon’s touch. She reached out and stroked under its chin. Rayne purred contentedly. 
 
    “I’ve read about them in books, but I never knew they actually existed!” Aoife said. “Is it yours? What is its name?” 
 
    “Rayne.” Raphael smiled as the faerie dragon gave Aoife one more gentle snout-bump before flying back to Raphael and perching on his shoulder. 
 
    “Apple? Magus?” it asked. 
 
    “No, Rayne. You’ve eaten already, and perhaps a bit more than you should have, too,” he chided the dragon. 
 
    “Oh, here!” Aoife ran to her counter, undid the wrapping of a bundle retrieved from one of its drawers, and produced a handful of raisins. “Here’s a snack for you, Rayne!” 
 
    Rayne gave a gleeful squeal and swooped to her side. Soon, it was picking raisins out of her palm. Aoife was beaming, seemingly beside herself with delight. 
 
    Raphael chuckled and turned his gaze back to the polearm he’d been reaching out to. It called to him, somehow. Not that he was drawn to that particular weapon on the rack. Rather, he felt that a blade atop a long shaft would suit him the way a bow suited Koshi. He didn’t know why he felt this way. After all, Koshi had never taught him how to fight with more than his fists and wits. 
 
    “The glaive?” Aoife walked back to the rack, with Rayne perched on her wrist, and swept a critical gaze over him. “Yeah, you’re nearly the right height for such a weapon. Even better if you can stack on the inches over the next few years. This one bears one of my pa’s signature keenness enchantments.” 
 
     “Well, it looks formidable. How much is it?”  
 
    “We’re currently having a sale, so it’s going for fifty gold coins,” Aoife replied, pointing to a slip of paper pinned alongside the glaive’s place on the rack. 
 
    Raphael coughed nervously and looked away. He’d figured something like this would be astronomically out of his reach. He just hadn’t realized it’d be to such an extent. Well, he didn’t know how to use weapons, anyway, and he’d done just fine with his fists and the Draconic Braziers so far. 
 
    “Perhaps another day,” Raphael muttered, holding out his hand and whistling to Rayne. The faerie dragon nuzzled Aoife’s cheek before flying back to Raphael, shrinking down, and zipping into a pocket. “I’d better get going now, but it was nice talking to you, Aoife.” 
 
    “Alright.” She smiled. “Have a good evening, Raphael and Rayne. Come talk to me sometimes. I’ll always have a snack ready for the little fellow.” 
 
    Raphael waved farewell to the armsmith and left her shop. The moon was already well on its way to its zenith, and he hadn’t even made it that far past the archway dividing Lucario from the District. He really shouldn’t allow himself to be distracted any further. Gritting his teeth, he broke out into a jog, borrowing a small amount of strength from the First and Second Braziers to speed his steps. 
 
    He sped by more taverns, a few dimly lit and quiet residences, and more shops hawking magical potions, armaments, and other sundry supplies. Raphael was very impressed. The city’s marketplace closed its stalls an hour after sundown. Here, in the Hell Drake District, it seemed business never slept. 
 
    As the mustached mercenary had promised, huge, prominent signs unerringly marked out the route to the Guild House. It was a massive, multi-winged, many storied building of stone, sporting intricate minarets that reached into the night sky. Immense banners bearing the insignia of the Hell Drakes rolled from dozens of windows, draping golden columns of silk and velvet over the building’s grayish exterior. Raphael had seen pictures of the King’s palace before, but the Guild House far outclassed it in terms of size and splendor. 
 
    The entrance was open, massive double doors of expensive oak swinging wide on their hinges. Warm torchlight spilled from its interior. Raphael stepped gingerly within, only to find himself in a massive stone chamber. A single wooden desk stood at its center, occupied by a slim, bespectacled man in his middle years. He wore a tidy black robe with a high collar, and he looked up from the ledger he’d been scribbling in as Raphael approached. 
 
    “Your business?” he asked. 
 
    “Hello, uh…” Raphael glanced at the small name-plaque on the desk. “Mr. Esposito. My name is Raphael. I’m here to see Sylvia. She’s…” 
 
    “I know who she is,” Mr. Esposito interrupted. “She told me to let you in if you arrived, Raphael. Go on. Stand on dais number five.” 
 
    Raphael looked to where Mr. Esposito was pointing. Several platforms of black stone jutted from the floor along the western wall of the chamber, each of them clearly numbered. 
 
    “Go on. Are you slow in the head?” Mr. Esposito demanded. “Stand on dais number five. I’ve set it to warp you to Sylvia’s quarters via the Guild House’s spatial webway.” 
 
    Raphael wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but he complied, making his way to the numbered dais. As he walked, he swept his gaze around, seeing only bare stone walls, with not a single hallway or door leading anywhere else.   
 
    This room is a dead end? How do you get anywhere from here? Raphael thought as he clambered onto dais number five. 
 
    His question was answered almost immediately. A sudden rush of air hit his face, causing him to blink. And then he was in front of a wooden door. Delicate, golden lettering scrolled across its top half. It didn’t look like any language Raphael had ever seen, but to his surprise, he could read it. 
 
    “Elf’s tongue, Magus. Under the Meridian’s light, all tongues are yours,” Rayne told him. Raphael scratched the top of the faerie dragon’s head gently. So the Dragon Meridian allowed him to understand any language immediately? That would come in handy if he ever traveled to distant, foreign lands. 
 
    Muted voices clamored on the other side. His senses heightened by the Dragon Meridian, Raphael was able to make out the speakers as Eliza, Fenix, and Sylvia. He cleared his throat nervously and knocked on the door. 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Fenix said. The battlemage’s footsteps approached, and a moment later, the door swung open to reveal him. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” Fenix said, stepping aside from the doorway. “Come on in.” 
 
    “Hello, Fenix.” Raphael stepped past the battlemage and entered Sylvia’s room. The first thing that hit him was the smell of soap and fresh laundry. 
 
    “Oh yes. Eliza has kicked up quite a storm since she got officially accepted as a Hell Drake a few hours ago.” Fenix chuckled, tapping the wooden floor with his feet. “I think it’s the first time in years since the floors in this have been mopped. And all the furniture dusted and wiped down, too.” 
 
    “Eliza did all this?” Raphael asked, looking around.  
 
    Sylvia’s room was a huge chamber with walls and a floor of wood. Shelves stacked with books and scrolls crawled up to the ceiling, which was at least thrice as high as Raphael was tall. There was a huge, round table in the middle of the room, its surface covered by a map pinned at the corners. Several well-cushioned armchairs surrounded the table. There was another door at the far end of the chamber, which presumably led to the elf’s bedroom. 
 
    “No, she made Sylvia do all this.” Fenix walked to the table holding the map and bent over it. Raphael saw that the battlemage had a small piece of paper on the table as well, covered in his handwriting. “And it’s about time, too. I have never seen any being live in such squalor as Sylvia once did.” 
 
    “Oh right, she mentioned something about chamber pots,” Raphael began, only to let his words trail off as Fenix tried and failed to hide his gagging. It took several moments for the battlemage to recover. When he did, he was pale, and there was a haunted look in his eyes. He nodded to Sylvia’s bedroom. 
 
    “She’s in there. We both suspected we’d see you sooner rather than later,” Fenix said. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Eliza’s and Sylvia’s voices grew louder as Raphael approached the bedroom. The door was ajar, so he knocked once on its frame, then stepped through. The elf’s bed was a huge one, with a veiled screen over its mattress and a headboard with elaborate floral carvings. A warm, red carpet covered the floor. 
 
    Now wearing a stout dress of blue wool, Eliza stood beside the bed, her hands on her hips. Sylvia was holding an armful of laundry, her features slack with misery. They hadn’t noticed Raphael. 
 
    “Put those away on the correct shelves now that you’ve sorted and folded them,” Eliza demanded. 
 
    “But I like having my clothes in piles,” Sylvia whined. 
 
    “Now!” Eliza snapped. The elf scurried into a walk-in closet to comply. 
 
    “Er… hello?” Raphael ventured. 
 
    Eliza turned at the sound of his voice. A smile lit up her face. “Raphael! Is Koshi feeling better?” 
 
    “Yes, he is. The physician said some rest will do him good,” he told her. 
 
    “Raphael!” Sylvia shrieked, rushing out from her closet and flinging herself onto him. “Save me! I hired this woman to help with my cleaning and other menial tasks, but I never expected her to have me do all this work! And the Guild Master isn’t letting me dismiss her either!” 
 
    His face crushed between Sylvia’s arms and her chest, Raphael couldn’t quite draw breath, let alone respond. Not that the experience was entirely unpleasant—she was surprisingly soft in all the right places, but Draconic Braziers or not, he still needed to breathe. He tried to push the elf away, even as she began another string of complaints. 
 
    “She made me sweep and mop! And scrub furniture! And return all my cutlery to the kitchen!” Sylvia went on, her voice filled with horror. “And worst of all, she—” 
 
    Raphael found himself able to inhale once more as Eliza peeled Sylvia away, the elf’s ear caught between the younger woman’s thumb and forefinger. She threw him an apologetic smile. “We’ll be done here soon, Raphael, so why don’t you wait outside?” 
 
    Gasping, he nodded and crawled out of Sylvia’s bedroom. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fenix waved Raphael to one of the chairs and poured him a cup of lavender-scented tea before returning to the map and his note-taking. 
 
    Rayne popped out from Raphael’s pocket. The dragon swooped to the far side of the map table from Fenix and glowered at the battlemage, who tried awkwardly to avoid the faerie dragon’s gaze. 
 
    He still ended up waiting quite a while for the ladies to emerge. When they finally did, Sylvia was sullen and grumpy, while Eliza wore a grim but satisfied look on her face. 
 
    “Sylvia!” Raphael hopped out of his chair and set his cup aside on one of the many stand tables in the room. “I want to become a Hell Drake. As your apprentice, I guess. I need the money to take care of Koshi.” 
 
    The elf’s face brightened, casting away all its earlier dourness. “That’s wonderful, kid! I knew you’d come to your senses! Greatness lies in your path as my apprentice. I just know it.” 
 
    “I’m not using any Spell Dust or Spell Cores, though,” Raphael warned. 
 
    The elf waved dismissively. “Eh, you don’t need any such things. You’re a Dragon Knight. You can breathe fire from your ass.” 
 
    “If something comes out of your ass, that’s not breathing,” Fenix pointed out. 
 
    “Shut up, Fenix,” Sylvia retorted. “Anyway, like I said, that’s great! We’ll pop over to the Guild Master’s right now, have him bypass all the paperwork, and then we can go punch people in the face together starting tomorrow!” 
 
    “Uh… alright?” Raphael replied, dazzled at how quickly things were proceeding. “Wait. Tomorrow?” 
 
    “We’re shipping out on an assignment tomorrow. The entirety of Sylvia’s war party is. The thing is, everyone in the war party is already in this room,” Fenix said, folding his arms and nodding at Raphael, “since you’re signing up as Sylvia’s apprentice.” 
 
    “Damn right he is!” Sylvia threw an arm around Raphael’s neck and swept her other hand outward, as if reaching for somewhere far and unseen. “Picture it: endless fights, treasure, glory, and endless fights. That’s the life you have ahead of you as a Hell Drake! Nothing could be closer to perfection! Did I mention the endless fights?” 
 
    “Also, laundry and personal hygiene,” Eliza chimed in. Rayne flew over to her, perched on her shoulder, and nuzzled her cheek.  
 
    “Boring!” Sylvia pouted and turned to Raphael. “Can you believe she’s limited me to one chamber pot, and now I’ve got to clean it out daily?” 
 
    Grimacing, Raphael tried to untangle himself from the elf’s embrace. “Aren’t there outhouses or latrines in this place?” 
 
    “No,” Sylvia said. 
 
    “Yes,” both Fenix and Eliza said, at the same time. 
 
    I think I’m starting to understand why Sylvia doesn’t have anyone else in her war party. Raphael shuddered. 
 
    “Anyway,” the elf went on, changing the subject, “let’s go to the Guild Master and get the ball rolling. With a battlemage, Dragon Knight, and laundry tyrant by my side, I can see nothing standing in our way!” 
 
    “Leaving the ‘laundry tyrant’ thing aside,” Eliza said, her brow twitching visibly with annoyance, “I don’t think Raphael is a Dragon Knight.” 
 
    “He’s Koshi’s son, and the two of them can do that armor thing without using any Spell Dust,” Sylvia protested. “If Koshi’s a Dragon Knight, then so is Raphael.” 
 
    “A Dragon Knight’s strength comes from his bond with a dragon. You heard Koshi say this himself. Once that bond is broken, the Dragon Knight loses his powers over time. Again, we’ve all seen this with Koshi.” Eliza scratched under Rayne’s chin. It purred with pleasure. “Raphael didn’t have any bond with any dragon before Rayne, yet he was already able to do what he does. Therefore, his power doesn’t come from bonding with dragons, which means he isn’t a Dragon Knight.” 
 
    “So what am I?” Raphael asked, his heart sinking. Rayne perked its head up at the question. 
 
    “Magus. Raphael,” it thought, directly into his mind. 
 
    “Doesn’t tell me anything, little fellow,” Raphael sent back to Rayne. The faerie dragon cocked its head and gave him a puzzled look. 
 
    “Magus. Raphael,” it thought once more, before nuzzling Eliza’s cheek again, losing interest in the discussion. 
 
    “I know what you’re not, Raphael,” Fenix said. “You’re not a mage, since your Spell Vectors have never been opened, and you’ll never be one, because you won’t ever use Spell Dust. So what kind of apprentice would you be to Sylvia, who’s one of the greatest mages alive?” 
 
    “Aw, Fenix. That’s so sweet of you,” Sylvia reached over and pinched the battlemage’s cheek. “I’m flattered, I really am, but you should be going after girls your own age, instead.” 
 
    He brushed her hand away irritably. “Don’t worry. I’m not interested in ancient hags.” 
 
    “Hag?” Sylvia’s jaw fell slack. She shuffled away, toward the cold fireplace, and began poking at the unburned wood within, mumbling despondently to herself. 
 
    “Uhm.” Raphael pointed at the dejected elf. “Is she alright?” 
 
    “Give her a few minutes.” Fenix rolled his eyes. “And she’ll be fine faster than you want her to be. Back to what I was saying. What do you hope to gain as an apprentice to Sylvia? She can’t teach you magic.” 
 
    “I’ve actually given that some thought, actually. Sylvia is excellent at fighting with her bare hands. I can always use help with that, since Koshi won’t be well enough to train with me for a while.” Raphael cupped his chin with one hand. “I was also hoping I’d be able to learn how to use weapons from her.” 
 
    “Yes! I have mastered every weapon!” Sylvia cried, suddenly looming over him out of nowhere. He flinched, taken aback. “I can teach them all to you, because I’m so talented and gifted! And not a worn-out, decrepit hag!” 
 
    “Did she just use Shadow Magic to…” Eliza began. 
 
    “Yes.” Fenix sighed. “Yes, she did. And for the record, I never said she was worn-out or decrepit.” 
 
    “In fact, let’s go to the armory right now and get you a weapon!” Sylvia seized Raphael by the wrist and began pulling him along, toward the door leading from her room. 
 
    “Weren’t you supposed to bring him to the Guild Master first?” Eliza called. 
 
    “The old bag of bones can wait!” she replied, flinging open the door. 
 
    A tall man clad in rich, purple robes stood there, hand lifted as if to knock. 
 
    Raphael blinked. 
 
    There was no flesh on the man’s raised limb. Neither was there any on his face. A skeletal visage grinned down at Raphael. Red, glowing orbs blazed in empty sockets where eyes were supposed to be. 
 
    A monster? Some kind of demon? Whatever this thing was, it was far more formidable than anything Raphael had ever encountered in the junkyard. 
 
    He backed away, calling on the full power of all three Draconic Braziers. Golden scales of light manifested across his limbs and torso. He could now move faster than the eye could see and hit hard enough to shatter stone with his bare hands. The Dragon Meridian’s light burned brightly, pushing back the waves of fear-inducing mental energy emanating from the skeletal creature. 
 
    “Ah, draconic armor. I haven’t seen that in so long. You must be Raphael,” the skeleton said, in a surprisingly clear, articulate, and gentle voice. It reached a hand out in greeting. “Pleased to meet you. I’m the Guild Master of the Hell Drakes.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, Raphael shook the Guild Master’s offered hand. 
 
    “There you are! We were going to drop in on you later,” Sylvia said. 
 
    “I heard you call me an old bag of bones,” the Guild Master grumbled. 
 
    “Aw, I meant that in an affectionate way. Come here!” The elf reached out for a hug, but the Guild Master sidestepped, letting her stagger out into empty space. 
 
    “I’ve told her again and again I don’t like hugs,” the Guild Master said to Raphael, somehow managing to look as if he were speaking with his lips pursed toward one side of his mouth, even though he didn’t have a face, “but I don’t think she ever listens to things she doesn’t like to hear.” 
 
    “I… I think I know what you mean,” Raphael replied, utterly unnerved at the sight of a walking, talking skeleton. 
 
    “I’m called Yun Shen. It’s a name common among the people living in the heartlands of the Chimeric Empire, where I once dwelled many lifetimes ago,” the Guild Master went on, “and I’m pleased to welcome you among the ranks of the Hell Drakes.” 
 
    It only seemed polite to Raphael to lead the Guild Master into Sylvia’s room, so that was what he did, while the elf picked herself up from her face-first fall onto the floor of the dimly lit stone corridor outside. The skeleton muttered a few polite pleasantries as he walked past Raphael. 
 
    Fenix and Eliza stood as they caught sight of Yun Shen. Rayne shrunk into the size of mouse and zipped down the top of Eliza’s dress. 
 
    “Hail, Master.” Fenix bowed, his right fist clenched against his heart. Eliza hesitated, then did the same. 
 
    Yun Shen waved dismissively. “This isn’t Archmage Victis’s Academy. The two of you might have come from there, but you needn’t practice its formalities here. Good evening to you both, Fenix and Eliza.” 
 
    Sylvia huffed in from behind as Fenix and Eliza returned Yun Shen’s greeting. “How did you know Raphael was here? Have you been spying on me, a beautiful, irresistible elf maiden, you lecherous carcass?” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I, a lich, completely devoid of flesh and its accompanying appetites, have surely been spying on you, my dear Sylvia.” Yun Shen actually lifted the skirt of his robe, revealing nothing but bare, empty bone beneath. It was a gruesome and unnerving sight. “You only have your radiant, magnetic beauty to blame, for I cannot help but lust after you even though it is anatomically impossible. But seriously, no. Mr. Esposito informed me of your visitor, and I knew you’d come crashing into my study soon enough, asking me to expedite Raphael’s membership and somehow breaking something in there, no matter how locked up or sealed behind warding spells it is. So here I am.” 
 
    “Well, we were actually headed to the armory first. We’d make our way to your study eventually,” Sylvia said. 
 
    “The armory?” Yun Shen raised his hand. Purple light emanated from his skeletal fingers. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    A sudden rush of air hit Raphael’s face once more. He was standing in another room now, much larger than Sylvia’s quarters. Racks of weapons lined walls of gray stone: blades, staves, axes, and hammers of bewildering variety. Display cases with glass covers held rows of unstrung bows. Crossbows of every size and style hung from wall spikes. Dozens of mannequins modeled suits of leather and chain armor. 
 
    “The armaments here are mostly used as spare equipment for our non-magical armsmen, who usually have their own customized weapons and armor,” Yun Shen explained, an apologetic note in his voice. “That’s why they’re all rather generic and unremarkable.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Bony! Raphael doesn’t even know what weapon he’s keen on, yet, and he hasn’t even been fitted for armor, so these will be fine for now,” Sylvia said. Raphael turned to the elf, who was standing beside him. She’d been transported to the armory, too, along with Eliza and Fenix. The battlemage’s eyes were wide with awe. 
 
    “So that’s what Spatial Magic of the Highest Order is like,” Fenix breathed. He glared at Sylvia. “Did you just call the Guild Master “Bony”?” 
 
    As Sylvia and Fenix began bickering, Yun Shen somehow managed to affect a sigh, even though he didn’t have any lungs. “Sometimes, I wish she would behave more like the other High Captains, but I suppose that’s part of her charm.” 
 
    Eliza stepped forward, too. Her eyes were bright with resolve. “Guild Master. I will need weapons and armor as well, since I cannot cast spells.” 
 
    Yun Shen looked at her, tilting his skull in a wry fashion. “Cannot, or will not? No matter. I leave each Captain, High or lesser, to manage his or her war party. That is a matter between you and Sylvia. Take what you need, Miss Wildwynd. You are a member of the Guild, after all.” 
 
    The Guild Master waved Raphael and Eliza toward the weapon racks and turned his attention to Sylvia and Fenix. The elf had the battlemage in another chokehold. 
 
    The closest rack contained a collection of swords. Eliza picked out one and drew it. The sword had a slender blade and a basket hand-guard. 
 
    “The rapier,” she said wistfully. “My father taught me how to use this before he passed away. That was a long time ago.” 
 
    “You must have enjoyed studying the sword under him,” Raphael commented, thinking back on his own time training and sparring with Koshi. 
 
    Eliza smiled, but in a sad, heavy, and brittle way. She sheathed the blade, picked up a sword belt from a nearby bin, and buckled it on. “Yes, those were some of the happiest days of my life. I think I’ll take the rapier up once more, in honor of his memory.” 
 
    The next rack held warhammers, and the one after that sported a variety of maces, but Raphael already knew what he was looking for. Sylvia had been wrong when she’d said he didn’t know what weapon he favored. 
 
    A few steps took him to the rack that held polearms. He unlimbered a glaive, feeling its considerable weight settling in his arms. This one had a blade of beaten steel two feet long atop a five-foot pole of rough-cut wood reinforced by iron rings. It was a plainer weapon than the one he’d seen in Aoife’s shop, but it wouldn’t cost him fifty gold coins, either. 
 
    “You look great with that, kid!” Sylvia called. She tossed a suit of leather armor into his chest, then did the same to Eliza, nearly bowling her over since, unlike Raphael, she wasn’t bolstered by the strength of the First Brazier. “Try those on. It’s not arcane plate, but it’ll still keep a scrape or two away.” 
 
    Eliza blushed as she carried the armor behind a weapon rack to change. Raphael averted his gaze, put the glaive down, and simply started strapping the cuirass, bracers, and shin-protectors on over his threadbare clothes. They fit well enough, he supposed. 
 
    Grinning, Sylvia held up another part to his face. “Don’t forget the codpiece. Wouldn’t want certain body parts getting crushed, smashed, or cut off, would we?” 
 
    Raphael snatched it from her and began putting it on. He stopped after a moment and glared at Sylvia. “You’re not going to stop staring even if I ask you to, right?” 
 
    The elf shook her head. “Nope.” 
 
    “I thought so.” Gritting his teeth, Raphael buckled on that last piece of armor and adjusted the straps. All in all, the armor was much lighter than he’d thought it’d be. With his strength heightened by the First Brazier, he would hardly notice its weight. 
 
    The cuirass sported the Hell Drakes’ insignia on its left shoulder guard. Raphael nodded. From this day forth, he’d be fighting as part of the Guild. It was only fair for him to wear its symbol. Satisfied with the fit, he unbuckled the armor and laid it in a tidy pile at his feet, alongside the glaive. 
 
    Eliza emerged from behind the rack, seemingly satisfied with the fit of her armor as well. She nodded approvingly to Raphael. 
 
    Yun Shen glided up, holding a piece of paper in one fleshless hand and a small writing quill in the other. “I’ve signed the admission form, Raphael. All that’s left for you to do is to sign it as well, and you’ll be a Hell Drake. Since you can’t cast spells, you’ll be joining us as an armsman of the lowest rank, which means you’ll be paid the same as Miss Wildwynd. However, room and board are always free for you at any of our Guild Houses throughout the world, and you enjoy discounts at any shops affiliated with us. How does that sound to you?” 
 
    “I accept those terms,” Raphael replied, clenching his fists and firming his resolve. 
 
    “Very well, then.” Yun Shen handed the form and quill to Raphael. He signed his name where the Guild Master pointed. The piece of paper flared with red light, and Raphael felt like he’d just made a very important promise. 
 
    “You are now a Hell Drake, Raphael,” Yun Shen said, somehow making the grin on his fleshless face look wider and more ominous. “May you bring fortune and glory to all of us, and have plenty left behind for yourself, too.” 
 
    “Kill for wealth! Slay for glory!” Sylvia cried, pumping her fist into the air. “You’re one of us now, Raphael! Congratulations!” 
 
    Yun Shen plucked a single gold coin from his robes and flipped it into Raphael’s hands. “Kill for wealth. Slay for glory. That is the way of the Hell Drake. That is who we are. Remember this, Raphael, and you’ll do very well for yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks, Guild Master,” Raphael said, looking at the gold coin in awe. It was more money than he had ever held at once in his lifetime. He had to get this to Sister Amalia. It would pay for Koshi’s bed and medicine for many days. 
 
    “The hour is late, and I’m going back to my study. You leave on assignment tomorrow, Sylvia. What time does your ship raise anchor?” Yun Shen asked. 
 
    “Early in the morning, an hour after dawn,” Fenix replied, after several moments of the elf’s hemming and hawing. “Wharf Sixteen. We take the Sparrow’s Light. We will not fail you, Master.” 
 
    Yun Shen nodded to Raphael. “You know where and when you have to be tomorrow, then?” 
 
    Raphael nodded. The Guild Master seemed to smile. “Good. I know you will do well. My most gifted High Captain, the prodigy battlemage from Master Victis’s Academy, and a young woman as brave as she is wise.” 
 
    Yun Shen brought his red, glowing eyes to bear on Raphael. They burned into the depths of his soul. “And last but not least, a Dragon Magus.” 
 
    Raphael gasped. Koshi had used that term before, and Rayne kept calling him a Magus. Perhaps the Guild Master knew what he was. He stepped forward, ready to ask— 
 
    “So where’s Raphael going to sleep tonight? A guest chamber? Share Fenix’s room?” Sylvia grinned. “Perhaps a bed with me or Eliza? Or maybe split his time between the both of us?” 
 
    “Sylvia!” Eliza snapped. “You—” 
 
    Yun Shen raised his hand. Purple light flared. Wind rushed against Raphael’s face. 
 
    And before he knew it, he was standing outside the Guild House, with Rayne perched on his shoulder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Raphael went home that night. Without Koshi, it was cold and dark, even though it was still filled with all the familiar smells and everything was in the same place. In fact, the house was quite a bit tidier, thanks to Eliza. 
 
    As he lit the brass lamp and cleaned up, Raphael thought about all the things that happened over the last few days: meeting Eliza, fighting Fenix, and Koshi collapsing. He wanted Koshi here, at home, putting away his tools, shucking off his shoes, and mumbling a ‘goodnight’ at the end of the day. Yet he was also excited to head out into the world and seize all that it had to offer. 
 
    Later, after dousing the lamp and getting into bed, Raphael held the gold coin, stared at it, and envisioned all that it promised: adventure, power, and wealth. Rayne snored softly beside him, stretched out over Raphael’s pillow. As his eyelids grew heavy and he fell off into slumber, the coin’s silhouette and golden hue filled his dreams. 
 
    He arrived at the hospice just before dawn. Sister Amalia was there, reading off a list to a small group of her fellow nuns and several gray-robed physicians. She nodded in response to a question from a nun, signed a form a physician produced, then dismissed the meeting. 
 
    “Good morning, Sister Amalia,” Raphael said, approaching her. 
 
    “Good morning, Raphael. You’re up early,” she replied, smiling. In the pre-dawn dimness, the nun looked tired but resolute. 
 
    “I have this for you,” Raphael held up the gold coin. Sister Amalia’s eyes widened in obvious surprise. “It’s an advance on my wages. Please use it to take care of Koshi.” 
 
    “Wages? Where are you employed, Raphael?” she asked, her voice filled with concern. 
 
    “The Hell Drakes. I’m one of their armsmen now, and I ship out on assignment today.” 
 
    Sister Amalia did not like that answer. She pushed the coin back toward Raphael. “No. Return that coin, Raphael. You must not serve with the Hell Drakes! It’s too dangerous! Think. Would Koshi want that for you?” 
 
    Raphael thought for a moment, then smiled. “Actually, yes. Koshi would want that for me.” 
 
    Sister Amalia paused, and sighed. “You know, I think you’re right. Koshi was a brave soldier in his youth, and I heard that he’d also done quite well as an adventurer before entering the King’s service. Of course he’d take pride in you following his footsteps, no matter how dangerous it is.” 
 
    She doesn’t know who Koshi really is, but that’s fine. Raphael held out the coin once more, and this time, the nun took it from him. 
 
    “Thank you, Raphael. This will go a long way toward food and medicine for this place,” she said. “I don’t think Koshi’s awake yet. Are you going to see him?” 
 
    “Just to say goodbye for now.” 
 
    “Peace guide your steps, Raphael.” Sister Amalia hugged him briefly. “Be careful out there, and come back safely to your father.” 
 
    “And yours, Sister Amalia.” Raphael waved farewell to the nun as she left, her brisk stride taking her to yet another task. 
 
    Koshi was still asleep, as Sister Amalia guessed. Rayne zipped out of Raphael’s pocket and pounced on him, squealing with delight. Sputtering in surprise, Koshi woke to a faerie dragon’s tongue and leathery paws against his face. 
 
    “Good morning, Koshi! How’re you feeling?” Raphael sat down in the chair beside Koshi’s bed. 
 
    “Silly creature!” Koshi finally managed to fend Rayne off and collect it into a contented puddle on his lap. He turned to Raphael and nodded. “I’m doing a lot better, actually. Maybe I just needed to catch my breath. Another few hours, and I should be ready to go home. We’ve got more training to—” 
 
    His words trailed off, and a smile came over his face, filled with pride. “But you’re not headed home, aren’t you, Raphael? You’ve got a full knapsack on your back and your junkyard boots on your feet.” 
 
    “I’ve joined the Hell Drakes, but I don’t have to use Spell Dust or Spell Cores. Sylvia promised me that,” Raphael replied. “I’m part of her war party, and we’re shipping out soon.” 
 
    Koshi chuckled. “The elf is quite the character, but she is powerful, and I’m sure you will learn a lot from her.” 
 
    “You called her a Lady of the Misty Green. What does that mean?” 
 
    “Just an old term of respect for her people, not that she behaves like any of them in the slightest,” Koshi scoffed. “What time does your ship leave?” 
 
    “In an hour or so,” Raphael replied. 
 
    “Then you’d better get going. With how chaotic and messy the docks always are, a little more time to find your way wouldn’t hurt.” Koshi picked Rayne up and deposited the faerie dragon in Raphael’s arms. 
 
    “Will you be fine?” 
 
    Koshi smiled. “Like I said, I just needed to catch my breath. I’ll see you at home when you get back.” 
 
    Raphael returned his smile, feeling his heart was a hundred times lighter. He got up. “Alright, Koshi. I’ll see you at home. Goodbye!” 
 
    “Goodbye, Raphael. And oh! Don’t forget to keep up with your cultivation! Let’s try to light your Fourth Brazier by the end of the year!” Koshi called after him. Raphael waved over his shoulder and headed out into the brisk morning. 
 
    The streets were already beginning to fill up, even as the first of the sun’s rays reached across the sky. Raphael pounded down the streets, heading for the docks. As he passed them, he shouted greetings to Mr. Moreno, Mrs. Gianna, and Mr. Amadeo, who were setting up their stalls in the marketplace. They waved back, bemused looks on their faces. He tried and failed to duck Maestro Colombo, who was on his way to the schoolhouse. The Maestro chased him for a bit, yelling about his truancy, before Raphael managed to outpace him. 
 
    “Sorry, Maestro! Have a good day!” Raphael called over his shoulder at the panting, red-faced schoolmaster. 
 
    “I’m giving you extra homework! And ten, no, twenty years of detention!” the Maestro yelled, shaking his fist. “Be careful, Raphael, wherever you’re going, so you can come back for your punishment!” 
 
    He arrived at Wharf Sixteen with time to spare. It was well within the part of the docks owned by the Guild. Sailors and laborers were already hard at work, loading and unloading cargo for the many dozens of ships moored at the docks. Looking out over the water, Raphael saw many more ships at anchor, waiting for an available wharf. 
 
    The air was salty and undercut with the rancid greasiness of harbor refuse. He took a deep breath, reveling in it, and walked up to Eliza, who was engrossed in the contents of a small scroll. Several packages lay at her feet, as did the glaive Raphael had picked out last night. He recognized one of the packages as his armor, tied up neatly into a bundle. Eliza must have brought all his equipment here, after Yun Shen had warped him out of the Guild House. 
 
    “Thanks, Eliza!” Raphael said, gesturing to the glaive and armor. “That’s really helpful of you!” 
 
    “Good morning, Raphael,” she replied, blushing faintly at his praise. “Did you sleep well?” 
 
    “He would have slept better in my bed!” Sylvia declared, dropping out of nowhere and putting Raphael into a headlock. 
 
    “You’ve really got to stop using magic like that, Captain,” Fenix said, walking into view. The battlemage carried a knapsack on his back. He also wore a wide-brimmed hat of dark leather. 
 
    “Do we all have to call her ‘Captain’, too?” Raphael asked, struggling against Sylvia’s headlock. 
 
    The crestfallen look on Eliza’s face was an answer in itself. She nodded at the scroll in her hands. “Guild protocol says that we do, at least on assignment.” 
 
    “Ha! Know your place, my minions!” Sylvia crowed. She winked down at Raphael. “It might even be in my bed.” 
 
    Raphael worked a gap in Sylvia’s elbow, slipped his head free, and caught her left wrist. He pulled it behind her and pushed it up toward her shoulder blade. At the same time, he snaked his left arm around her neck and leaned back, establishing a chokehold on the elf. 
 
    “I don’t think we actually get beds on a ship. They’re cots or bunks,” he said. Sylvia flailed at his forearm with her free hand, but Raphael gave her too little room for her to establish any working leverage or grip. “And no, I probably wouldn’t get any sleep at all in your bed, Captain, especially if they’re too small for more than one person, as I’m sure the cots on this ship are.” 
 
    Sylvia thrust her head back, letting Raphael see the grin on her lips and the challenging light in her eyes. Then she somehow broke Raphael’s chokehold and threw him over her shoulder. He twisted in midair and landed on his feet, instead of his back. 
 
    “Enough!” Eliza snapped, smacking Sylvia over the head with the rolled-up scroll, then doing the same to Raphael. Her face was bright red. “It’s time to board.” 
 
    “Yes!” Sylvia thrust her hand out toward the horizon. “To adventure!” 
 
    “To assignment, actually, just to be clear,” Fenix said. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Sparrow’s Light was a massive merchant’s ship, easily stretching over a hundred feet in length from stern to bow. As it cast off, its holds laden with goods bound for distant shores, Raphael felt his heart beat wildly in his chest. 
 
    The sun was shining, and the skies were blue. A hearty breeze, cool and refreshing, washed against his face, laden with the salty aroma of the sea. With Rayne in his pocket, Raphael was leaving Lucia City for the first time in his life, and he was doing so as a Hell Drake armsman, off to battle, adventure, intrigue and…  
 
    Wait. Where are we going and what’re we supposed to do there? Raphael blinked, his racing thoughts plunging into sobriety. A small crowd, likely the sailors’ loved ones, cheered and waved the Sparrow’s Light goodbye. Sylvia was waving and cheering back at them, drawing many confused looks and chuckles from everyone in eyeshot. 
 
    “Hey, Sylvia,” Raphael began, tapping her shoulder with one hand and scratching the back of his head with the other. “This assignment. What is it about?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugged, before returning her regard to the docks. 
 
    Raphael felt his jaw drop open. “What?” 
 
    Standing beside him along the railing of the forward deck, Eliza sighed, pulled out a silver coin from her belt pouch, and gave it to Fenix. The battlemage smirked and tucked the coin away. 
 
    “Told you,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, you did.” Eliza sighed again. “I just didn’t want to believe that a High Captain would not read the assignment’s notes before actually embarking on the journey.” 
 
    “Well, there you go. Now it’s no longer a matter of belief.” Fenix straightened his collar and turned away from the railing. He nodded to Raphael and Eliza. “Let’s go and see if our inventory has been properly put away in our cabins.” 
 
    “Thanks, Fenix,” Raphael said as he glanced again at Sylvia, who was still waving and cheering at the now-empty and fairly distant docks. The nearby sailors’ bemused smiles had now turned to nervous, worried grimaces at the elf’s behavior, which was looking more and more unhinged with each passing moment and every yard away from the docks. 
 
    “Is she going to be alright?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “Now that we’re stuck on a ship with her and headed to a guild assignment, do you really want to hear ‘no, she’s a deranged elf maniac, and she’s going to kill us all’ for an answer?” Fenix said, leading the way to a stairwell with a sign on its railing that read “Passenger bunks”. As they followed him down into the lower decks of the ship, it occurred to Raphael that the battlemage seemed to know his way around the ship quite well. 
 
    “You seem very at home here, Fenix,” he said. 
 
    “As you know, I come from a family of fishermen, and back in the day, my father and I helped quite a few ships’ cooks clean and salt the fish they bought from us. I got to wander around the ships sometimes. Lucarian merchant barges are all fairly similar in design, and the Sparrow’s Light is typical as they come.” 
 
    They walked through several narrow, low-ceilinged wooden corridors that smelled of salt, tar, and sweat before stopping in front of a door. Old green paint was peeling from its cracked surface. Fenix nodded. “Here, this is our cabin. Number eight.” 
 
    The door creaked on its hinges as Raphael pushed it open. It was a cramped, narrow space, with two bunk cots, one above the other, on either side. Fenix strode in, making his way to a large wooden trunk at the end of the cabin. He unlatched the container and lifted its lid. “Dried rations, spare clothing, and some sundry equipment. It’s all here, except for your weapon, Raphael.” 
 
    Raphael nodded. His glaive had been stored above, on a weapons rack bolted down to the main deck and shielded from the elements by a sheet of waxed canvas. It would be too large to be carried below-decks, unlike the rapier that hung at Eliza’s waist. He peered past Fenix’s shoulder, wanting to see what exactly the battlemage had meant by ‘sundry equipment’. 
 
    A weathered brass compass, a tinder box, half a dozen empty waterskins, and two sewing kits. Raphael quirked his brow. Fenix was surprisingly more conscientious and levelheaded than he’d thought. Perhaps it was just how they’d first met, but Raphael would never have figured Fenix to be someone so rational and well prepared. 
 
    “Better to have them and not need them than the other way around,” the battlemage said, before casting a wry look at Eliza. “We definitely don’t want to be wandering around in some desolate, monster-infested area without even a single waterskin. I don’t think we should count on having a mysterious, heroic boy to save us every time.” 
 
    Blushing furiously, Eliza frowned and folded her arms. “Yes, that was stupid of me, but can we move past that and let it go?” 
 
    “We will,” Raphael said, glancing at Fenix and catching his eye, “eventually.” 
 
    The battlemage chuckled. 
 
    “One day, there will be something to tease the both of you about, and you’ll never hear the end of it from me,” Eliza scoffed, pushing her way into the cabin and reaching into the trunk. She took out her leather armor, then retrieved Raphael’s. “Let’s go back up, Raphael. Sylvia said she wanted to go over some basic weapon drills with us once we’re well on our way.” 
 
    “I’m coming along too. I want to go over the assignment’s details with you, Raphael, but it makes more sense to do that Sylvia around as well, so I don’t have to keep repeating myself.” Fenix said, shutting the lid of the trunk as Raphael took his set of armor from her. She smiled as Raphael took hers too, slinging it behind his back with its straps over his shoulder. 
 
    They passed several other passengers on their way back up. Most were merchants and clerks that Raphael recognized from the marketplace, and they congratulated him on his newfound employment with the Hell Drakes.  
 
    “The Sparrow’s Light doesn’t have a huge passenger compartment, so we won’t be sharing this area with more than five or six other people,” Fenix said. “It’s cramped enough inside here, considering that our journey will take us a week, maybe six days if the wind is good.” 
 
    “A week’s journey by ship is quite a long one, isn’t it?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “We’re headed to the Marche region of Lucario, which is an archipelago at the southernmost end of the country,” Eliza told him as they arrived at the stairwell leading to the main deck. “Specifically, we’re supposed to go to a small logging town called Vitoria. Its mayor contacted the Guild several days ago asking for help.” 
 
    Raphael remembered from school that an archipelago was a group of islands. That was likely why they’d taken a ship instead of traveling overland. “Do you know what it’s like over there?” 
 
    Fenix barked a laugh. “We both do. The Academy of Battle Magic is little more than a day’s ride on horseback from Vitoria. If we have time to spare after completing our assignment, I might make a little detour to pay my respects to Master Victis.” 
 
    Raphael didn’t miss the shadow that flitted over Eliza’s face when Fenix mentioned the Academy. He nudged her gently. “Don’t worry. We’ll find some other way to pass the time during Fenix’s visit.” 
 
    She gave him a weak smile but remained downcast.  
 
    Fenix caught her reaction and sighed. “As I said, that’s if we have any time to spare at all. Chances are we’ll have to head right back to Lucia City after we’re done, and I’ll have to make the visit by myself some other time.” He smiled at Eliza. “Besides, you’ve found your place among the Hell Drakes. The Academy is in your past, as it is in mine.” 
 
    Eliza’s smile widened at the battlemage’s words. She gave Raphael’s arm an appreciative squeeze. “Thanks, you two.” 
 
    “For what? I didn’t do anything.” Fenix straightened his hat as they emerged onto the main deck. Sylvia was waiting for them in the middle of a cleared space, Raphael’s glaive and a few wooden poles of varying lengths at her feet. 
 
    “You’re finally here!” she cried. “I was starting to get bored. Any longer, and I would have joined the sailors at their card or dice games or lent my voice to their sea shanties.” 
 
    “The sailors are busy working now, so they won’t play cards or dice with you,” Fenix pointed out. “Neither do they sing sea shanties. It’s not really something people do on Lucarian ships.” 
 
    “Shut up, Fenix! You’re such a killjoy!” 
 
    “Can we go over the assignment first?” Raphael said, before Sylvia could begin twisting Fenix’s head in all sorts of strange directions again. 
 
    “There is some kind of powerful magical beast ravaging someone, some place, or both of the above. We’ve got to kill it, and if we can, take its Spell Core back to the Guild.” Sylvia waved dismissively and chuckled at Eliza, who’d produced a small scroll from her pocket. “How far off am I?” 
 
    Eliza lowered the scroll and sighed. “Not by much, actually. Vitoria’s mayor says that his lumbermen have been attacked by monsters in the woods. Apparently, they look like walking trees but have fangs and claws. So far, they haven’t attacked the town yet, but there have been sightings of these monsters on its outskirts.” 
 
    “The mayor is worried that the monsters are massing for a concerted attack on the town, and he’s worried its defenses won’t hold,” Raphael surmised.  
 
    In school, he’d learned that when remote settlements across Lucario were attacked by bandits or monsters and couldn’t be easily reached by the King’s knights or guardsmen, they hired adventurers instead, often from a guild. Raphael wasn’t sure if Vitoria quite counted as one of these places. After all, according to the assignment notes he’d finally gotten to read during the journey, it was a significant source of the kingdom’s lumber, and it was merely a week away from the capital city by ship. 
 
    Perhaps it had to do with the fact that the Hell Drakes had established such a presence within Lucario and Lucia City that they’d become the nation’s defenders instead, even more so than the King’s guardsmen. Raphael glanced at Sylvia. As one of the Guild’s High Captains, she wielded immense influence and could probably pick and choose which assignments she wanted. Did she choose to come here and fight sanguine treants, with Fenix, Eliza, and Raphael in tow? 
 
    “The interesting part is that the woods have started changing and shifting. Forest paths present one day are no longer there the next. New trees appear, while old, familiar ones vanish into thin air,” Fenix said. “Several lumbermen have already gone missing. So there’s a search-and-rescue element to this assignment, too.” 
 
    Interesting, Raphael thought. That sounds similar to how the paths in the junkyard would shift and change. Could there be some similarity between them? I should be able to find my way in there, regardless, as long as I have the Dragon Meridian. 
 
    “Sounds like sanguine treants to me, if they’ve got fangs and claws.” Sylvia stroked her chin. “If so, there’s not going to be anyone to rescue. If your typical lumberman finds himself in a forest infested with sanguine treants after nightfall, he’s not going to be anything other than dinner for them.” 
 
    “Nature Magic is at play too, and at least of the Intermediate to Higher Orders, if the woods are indeed changing and shifting,” Fenix said. 
 
    “Not going to be a problem. I can do Higher Order Nature magic,” Sylvia announced. “Any beast or monster tries to move trees around on my watch, and I’ll shove them up his—”  
 
    “Just how many types of magic do you know?” Eliza asked. “I’ve seen you use Shadow Magic of the Highest Order, Martial Magic of the Higher Order, and Healing Magic that can’t be any weaker than the Intermediate Order. Now you say you can use Nature magic, too?” 
 
    “Yes. And all of them. I know all types of magic. I’ve also mastered all forms of armed and unarmed combat.” Sylvia placed her hands on her hips and laughed. “Aren’t I amazing?” 
 
    “Yes, I think you’re amazing, Sylvia,” Raphael said, meaning every word. After all, the elf had fought Koshi to a standstill, and he was the strongest person in the world to Raphael.  
 
    “Don’t feed her ego!” Fenix hissed. 
 
    Eliza sighed and buried her face in her hands. “Alright, alright. Let’s just get the rest of the self-aggrandizement out of the way. Come on, Sylvia. Let it all out. Sing your own praises. You’ve got a captive audience.” 
 
    But the elf didn’t roll into another torrent of boasts. Instead, a faint blush came over her pale cheeks. Sylvia covered her mouth and faked a cough. “Thank you, Raphael. Now then, shall we get on to business? Put on your armor, Raphael and Eliza. I want to go over some weapon basics with you.” 
 
    Raphael shucked on his armor over his clothes and buckled the straps. Clad in a long-sleeved tunic and rough trousers instead of a dress, Eliza did the same. She was faster though, and when she was done, she reached over and straightened Raphael’s right shoulder guard. 
 
    “Thanks,” Raphael said to her. He noticed that she seemed extremely comfortable in armor, as if she’d worn it all her life. “You don’t seem new to this.” 
 
    Eliza nodded. “I squired for my father, a long time ago. I know how armor works, and I’ve spent a lot of time putting it on and taking it off.” 
 
    “You introduced yourself as the daughter of Ser Luca Valente on your first day, I remember. Wasn’t he one of the King’s knights?” Fenix said. “Renowned for his swordsmanship and gallantry.” 
 
    “But disinherited by his family,” Eliza continued, a bitter smile on her face, “because of me.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “She’s a bastard,” Sylvia said. “A moniker like ‘Wildwynd’ gives it away. It’s common for battlemages to adopt aliases, such as Mr. Hellstorm here, but Eliza hasn’t told us her real family name  even after she gave magic up. Therein lies a juicy tale.” 
 
    “One that we don’t have time for.” Eliza placed her hand on the hilt of her sword. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    “Works for me.” Sylvia produced a rainbow-hued cube from her belt pouch and started chanting an incantation. The cube rose an inch above the elf’s open palm and began spinning. It became larger with each revolution. Raphael flinched as the cube’s prismatic surface swung toward his face, but he felt nothing but a slight tingle on his skin as it made contact. 
 
    And then he was standing on a smooth gray platform made of some material he didn’t recognize. Myriad colors shimmered beyond the edges of the platform, stretching out into infinity. Glancing at Eliza, he realized that she was similarly disoriented, too. Raphael reached out and caught her elbow, steadying her. She gave him an appreciative nod, but her eyes remained bright with apprehension. 
 
    “Guild lore states that each of the nine High Captains of the Hell Drakes holds a mighty artifact, entrusted to them by the Guild Master,” Fenix said, glancing at Sylvia. “So yours is the Pocket Dimension Prism.” 
 
    The elf smirked. “Neat, huh? Raphael wouldn’t be able to swing his glaive on the ship’s deck without worrying about hitting someone or something. Neither would you be able to hurl Explosive Orbs or use your Chain Lightning. But here, you can go all out, which means we can train as hard as we want.” 
 
    The smirk on her face widened into a scary leer. “And we’ll train very hard, indeed, so prepare yourself for a week of living hell!” 
 
    As Sylvia threw her head back and broke out into maniacal laughter, a thought struck Raphael. 
 
    “So there are only nine High Captains of the Hell Drakes?” he pointed out. “And Sylvia is the Ninth? Or she sits in the Ninth Seat? Does this mean she’s the lowest ranking Captain?” 
 
    The elf snapped her gaze down to Raphael, her eyes blazing with indignation. “Hey!” 
 
    Fenix shook his head. “Much as I’d like to think so, no. According to Guild records, Sylvia was actually one of its earliest members. In fact, she was the first person the Guild Master recruited.” 
 
    “Then why Ninth?” Eliza asked. “Wouldn’t she be the First, if that were the case?” 
 
    “The High Captains are numbered in accordance with the number of armsmen, mages, and other followers under their command. Janan Rosya, the First, commands over two hundred mages and several thousand armsmen and auxiliaries. Bjorn Hammerstar, the Second, has fewer followers answering to him, but not by many,” Fenix said. “Whereas Sylvia has, well, us.” 
 
     “I would ask why, but I think I know the answer already.” Raphael shrugged. 
 
    “You do, do you?” Sylvia growled, her brow twitching. “Why don’t you enlighten all of us, then?” 
 
    “Well, there’s your lack of hygiene, your flippant attitude, your tendency to start fights, and…” As Raphael counted each point off on a finger, the elf loomed closer and closer, her hands pulled back into claws. “…the fact that you’re simply so powerful that people might find it difficult to shine when fighting alongside you,” he finished.  
 
    Sylvia’s eyes widened. She dropped her hands back to her hips, and her smirk reemerged on her face. “I’m glad that you, at least, recognize what an honor it is to be in my war party,” she crowed, before breaking out into more laughter. 
 
    “I thought she was going to strangle you,” Eliza whispered, placing a hand on Raphael’s shoulder and clutching her own neck worriedly. 
 
    Fenix whistled in admiration. “I definitely underestimated you, Raphael. That was truly masterful. You truly do know what to say and when to say it, don’t you? If you keep this up, you’ll have her eating out of the palm of your hand before long.” 
 
    Sylvia darted forward and flicked Fenix on the nose so hard that Raphael and Eliza winced in sympathy. 
 
    “And you would like to have that, wouldn’t you, you lecher?” she chided. “A beautiful elf mage at your beck and call, hanging onto your every word?” 
 
    Gasping and clutching his nose, Fenix shook his head. “I already told you. I don’t like ancient ha…” 
 
    “Didn’t you want to show us how to use weapons, Sylvia?” Raphael cut in, interrupting Fenix before he could complete his sentence. He picked up his glaive from the floor. Thanks to the might of the First Brazier, it was as light as a broomstick. 
 
    Raphael took a few paces away from everyone else and swung the glaive a few times, trying to imagine how he would use its blade to fend off or attack an opponent. 
 
    Sylvia nodded. “It’s obvious you’re completely new at this, but I see you trying to apply a few unarmed combat fundamentals to the glaive. The good news is that you’re not entirely off the mark. The bad news is that you’ll still need plenty of work before you can even consider yourself a competent glaivesman.” 
 
    The elf turned to Eliza. “Alright. The rapier looks like it’s right where it belongs, on your belt. Draw it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eliza drew her blade, brought its basket up to her face in a graceful flourish, and then swept it down again, so that its tip was leveled at Sylvia’s throat. Her left hand trailed behind her back, and her knees were slightly bent, her weight evenly spread on the balls of her feet. 
 
    Raphael felt his eyes widen in surprise. Eliza looked competent, even deadly. She seemed much more at ease with a blade than with magic. 
 
    Sylvia picked up one of the shorter wooden poles at her feet. She spoke a few arcane syllables. A field of pulsing yellow energy encased the stave in her hand. The elf gestured, and a similar radiance enveloped Eliza’s blade. 
 
    “Just a simple spell I use for training. It dulls your weapon’s edge and saps its strength upon contact with a body, but it leaves a small, glowing sphere at the point of impact to mark the hit,” Sylvia explained. She assumed a stance that mirrored Eliza’s. “Of course you would be well versed in the fencing style of House Valente. I haven’t faced it in a while. Show me what you can do.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Eliza performed a dazzling cross step and lunged. The tip of her blade streaked toward Sylvia’s throat. The elf slipped past Eliza’s strike and countered with a thrust of her own, but Eliza swept her blade back, its basket guard beating aside Sylvia’s pole. 
 
    She did another cross step that changed her angle of attack on the elf. Her blade flashed out again. Sylvia moved her pole to parry, but Raphael had discerned Eliza’s thrust as a feint, thanks to the light of the Dragon Meridian. 
 
    Eliza aborted her attack, hopped backward, and advanced with another full-tilt lunge. Sylvia did an angled sidestep that took her out of the path of Eliza’s blade. She counter-thrust. Leaning away from the elf’s pole, Eliza crossed her feet once more, but instead of another lunge, she pivoted, uncrossing her knees, lowering her body, and sweeping her blade up and across in a backhand motion. 
 
    Sylvia parried, catching Eliza’s cut on the middle of her pole. She reached out and placed the heel of her free palm against the upper half of her pole. Using her weapon’s point of contact with Eliza’s blade as a pivot, she angled the tip of her pole so that it rested lightly against the back of Eliza’s neck. A small sphere of yellow light pulsed over the younger woman’s flesh. 
 
    The contest was over. Sylvia was the decisive winner, but Eliza definitely hadn’t embarrassed herself. 
 
    Both Raphael and Fenix broke out into applause at the display. 
 
    “I’m a bit rusty. It’s been years since I last fenced,” Eliza murmured. 
 
    “I think you did very well, Eliza,” Sylvia said. “You’re a better fencer than quite a few of the full-grown, muscle-bound armsmen in the guild. Some light sparring with me and a few days of drills will get you up to speed.” 
 
    Eliza obviously hadn’t been expecting a compliment from Sylvia. A smile began to creep across her face, only to die as the elf continued speaking. 
 
    “Still, because you refuse to use more Spell Dust, you won’t be able to augment your swordplay with Martial Magic,” Sylvia said. “Even the humblest armsman in the Guild can use Lowest Order Martial Magic, making them stronger, faster, and tougher, which puts them a step above your rank-and-file foot soldier in any military across the world.” Sylvia tossed her pole up in the air, let it fall, and caught it. “I hate to say it, Eliza, but unless you can do what Raphael does, you just won’t cut it on the frontlines. Skill won’t help you if your blade can’t penetrate an opponent’s magically enhanced skin because you’re simply not strong enough. Neither will it be enough to carry the day against an enemy that moves two or three times more swiftly than you do.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Fenix said. “Raphael, you, and I can handle all the fighting. Eliza didn’t sign up as an armsman, anyway. She shouldn’t be expected to partake in any combat. Her role lies in other areas, and I believe she’s more than proven her worth already.” 
 
    Raphael knew Fenix’s words were meant to be comforting, but they had the opposite effect on Eliza. Forcing a wan smile on her face, she sheathed her blade and turned away. Before Raphael could say anything to her, Sylvia dropped her short pole and picked up a longer one, similar in length to his glaive. 
 
    “Before we begin, Raphael, I need to know just what you can do,” she said. “Show me the full power you have as a Dragon Knight. Don’t hold back.” 
 
    “Really?” Raphael asked, feeling stupid even as the words rolled out of his mouth. Sylvia was Koshi’s match in battle. He could go all out and not have to worry about hurting her. A grin found its way across his face. “Alright, then. There are eighteen Draconic Braziers. I have lit the first three.” 
 
    Raphael drew on the full strength of his Ryu-To-Ki and let it feed the flames of the First Brazier. His muscles swelled. The glaive felt as light as a toothpick in his hands. “The First Brazier makes me stronger.” 
 
    “Interesting. See how his musculature actually increases in size? Such a physiognomic change does not occur with Martial Magic,” Fenix noted. 
 
    Raphael ignited the Second Brazier. The world seemed to move more slowly and more sedately. Only Sylvia appeared unaffected. “The Second Brazier allows me to move more swiftly. As I ignite more Braziers, the ones before also burn brighter. Now, I am even stronger than I was with the First Brazier alone.” 
 
    He set the Third Brazier ablaze. Golden scales of light burst into existence, hovering just above his skin. As before, Raphael dimmed them with a thought, so that his face was visible through the Draconic Armor. “The Third Brazier gives me this armor. It’s pretty tough, and I think it has some ability to resist magic.” 
 
    Fenix winced. “Yes. An uncharged Explosive Orb can’t penetrate that.” 
 
    Throughout the entire explanation, Sylvia had been hopping excitedly from one foot to the other. “Yes! Yes! That’s all so interesting! What’s next? What’s the Fourth?” 
 
    Raphael shrugged. “I haven’t been able to ignite it yet, but Koshi has. It allows him to bring out that bow called the Sunkiller. Maybe it’ll give me something similar?” 
 
    “What?” Sylvia huffed. “Then that should be your top priority! How do you go about getting the Fourth Brazier burning? And then the Fifth, Sixth, all the way up to the Twenty-Ninth?” 
 
    “Raphael said there are only eighteen Braziers,” Fenix pointed out, sighing. “But Sylvia’s got a point, Raphael. Developing your abilities as a Dragon Knight will increase your power far more rapidly than swinging around a sharpened stick with a demented elf.” 
 
    Raphael could only shake his head in bemusement at the sight of Sylvia twisting Fenix’s limbs in all sorts of strange, interesting directions. A sudden weight alighted on his left shoulder, and Rayne thrust its snout alongside his cheek. The faerie dragon had slipped out of his pocket and resumed its full size. 
 
    “Magus. Braziers ablaze. Ryu-To-Ki. Burn like fire,” Rayne thought to him. “Magus. Witness my strength.” 
 
    Rayne hurled itself from Raphael’s shoulder and charged headlong at Fenix. The battlemage, caught in a figure-four wrestling hold by Sylvia, shrieked in terror as the faerie dragon dove toward his face. 
 
    “No! Rayne!” Raphael dropped his glaive and sprinted after Rayne, the swiftness of the Second Draconic Brazier letting him catch up in the blink of an eye. He seized the faerie dragon’s tail, but Rayne had built too much momentum for Raphael to stop its flight without causing any injury. It pulled him along. 
 
    They zipped through the entangled Fenix and Sylvia and emerged behind them. Raphael blinked, utterly confused at what just happened even as Rayne freed itself from his grasp, and twirled in the air, its flight describing a triumphant circuit. 
 
    “The two of you became incorporeal just now!” Eliza cried. Rayne flew to her, plopped itself into her arms, and nuzzled her cheek. “That was amazing, Rayne! Good dragon!” 
 
    Rayne gave her a cheerful chirp. 
 
    Sylvia laughed, planting her foot on Fenix’s face. The battlemage was an unconscious heap, having fainted from a combination of terror and being choked by the elf. “Now, that’s something I haven’t seen before, and I’ve seen a lot of things, believe me. Have I ever told you about this ogre with huge, purple and green pus-filled boils on his—” 
 
    “Being able to phase through solid objects will definitely come in handy, Raphael,” Eliza said, pointedly ignoring Sylvia. 
 
    “Yes, and I have a few ideas on how to use that in a fight already,” he said. “Uh, Sylvia?” 
 
    “…it was long, thick, and it stank like… oh, yes. What?” 
 
    “About the Fourth Brazier, the only way I can ignite it is through cultivating my Ryu-To-Ki, a special kind of energy that Koshi and I have. I’ve been working on it since I was a child, only rarely missing a day or two here and there over the years,” Raphael explained. “Seems like the only way for me to progress is to do so over time.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Fenix said in a choked voice from beneath Sylvia’s boot heel. The battlemage had regained his senses. “You obviously didn’t have your armor in the opening stages of our fight. You only got it midway through the conflict, when put under severe duress. Maybe pressure under battle can draw out and actualize your potential. It’s not unheard of.” 
 
    “Pressure under battle, eh?” Sylvia took her foot off Fenix and cracked her knuckles menacingly. She spun her wooden pole and uttered several arcane syllables. The yellow radiance around her practice weapon turned red. Something like a curved blade of light formed at its tip. 
 
    Her eyes blazed with maniacal menace. “I will give you all the pressure you want, Raphael. Squeeze you till you pop, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    In a blink, Sylvia was right in front of him, her magical blade raised high. She sliced it down, and it was all Raphael could do to raise his own weapon to block. The elf’s magical pole blasted against his glaive with a tremendous impact that rattled his arms, hurled him back, and started a ringing sound in his ears. 
 
    Raphael thrust the butt of his glaive behind him into the gray, featureless ground, arresting his flight. He had just enough time to reset his feet before Sylvia closed in once more, this time sweeping her weapon in an horizontal arc. Raphael reversed the grip of his right hand, which was higher up the shaft of the glaive. Using his left-hand grip on the shaft as a pivot, he swung his weapon’s blade down to meet Sylvia’s. 
 
    Cold steel clashed against magical light, and Raphael suspected that the former would have given way if not for the golden scales that flared into existence down its edge and hurled the elf’s blade away. His right-hand grip still reversed, Raphael used the cross-step he’d seen Eliza do to push his body into a lunge, the blade of his glaive leading the way. 
 
    Sylvia beat aside the glaive with the butt of her pole, then thrust it at Raphael. He barely managed to slip his head out of its path, even with the Second Brazier burning at its hottest and the Dragon Meridian shining as brightly as it ever did. 
 
    Raphael pushed both arms out, using the glaive’s shaft to bash Sylvia’s pole away from its perch a finger’s breadth from his cheek. The elf retracted her weapon and brought it into a spin, twirling it hand-over-hand. At the same time, she planted her feet and shifted her hips from side to side, building momentum with her pole. 
 
    Instinctively, Raphael copied her movements, bringing his glaive and body into similar movements that harbored more and more force with every cycle. When he felt the whirling weapon hit its tipping point, he brought it around, spun on his heel, and let it cut out in a massive arc. 
 
    But Sylvia had beaten him to the punch. Her magical blade crashed into his chest, buckling his draconic armor and tearing him from his feet. The impact smashed the air from Raphael’s lungs and sent him hurtling into the air. As he tumbled head over heels, Sylvia, Fenix, Eliza, and Rayne became more and more distant in his spinning vision. 
 
    The elf snapped her fingers, and Raphael was at her feet, gasping for breath. 
 
    “Within the realm birthed from the Pocket Dimension Prism, space and bearing are entirely subject to its possessor’s whims,” Eliza said, as if she were reciting something she’d read. Sylvia winked at her, then snapped her fingers once more. 
 
    They were on the deck of the Sparrow’s Light. Several sailors muttered as they passed, but they didn’t seem too shocked. Perhaps they were used to ferrying the Guild’s mages and dealing with all the oddities that accompanied such passengers. 
 
    “I think that’s enough for now,” Sylvia said. “We’ll do more training later in the day. Impressive, Raphael. You went from being a complete beginner at the weapon to pulling off intricate maneuvers seasoned warriors can spend a lifetime mastering. You have an infinite aptitude for combat, one beyond anything I’ve ever witnessed.” 
 
    “Before the Braziers, there is the Dragon Meridian,” Raphael replied, after catching his breath. “It makes my thoughts bright and clear. I can remember everything I see and copy it easily. Koshi only ever had to show me each of his fighting techniques once.” 
 
    “I suspected you had something like this going for you.” Sylvia nodded. “That wrist-throw Koshi and you like to do so much is a highly complex unarmed combat technique. Mastering it takes decades, which Koshi has had plenty of, but you haven’t. Mastering the glaive will be much easier for you than I’d thought, since you pick up advanced techniques and maneuvers so easily. But true weapon-skill lies in the fundamentals, which we’ve kind of skipped over.” 
 
    “I’m not worried, since I’ve got you to teach me,” Raphael said, smiling. 
 
    Sylvia gave him a thumbs-up. “Oh yes. I look forward to beating you to the brink of death again and again over the next week. It’s going to be great, kid!”   
 
    “Wait. What?” Raphael’s smile faltered. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the sun descended beneath the waterline, its fading radiance set the sky ablaze with a stunning lightscape that was equal parts crimson and orange. Leaning against the railing, Raphael couldn’t tear himself away from the intoxicating view of a burning horizon that stretched into infinity. The world was huge, he realized, and going out to see it, one place at a time, was entirely different from reading books or listening to lessons about it. Many more equally wondrous sights awaited him. 
 
    He took a deep breath of the fresh, salty breeze and then winced and clutched at his ribs. Sylvia had held another training session in the late afternoon, where she’d gone over some drills and routines for Eliza, then proceeded to beat him mercilessly for over an hour. 
 
    By the time she was done, Raphael was little more than a crumpled heap on the floor. Rayne had whimpered and whined throughout the entire process, with Eliza petting and comforting the distraught faerie dragon as best she could.  
 
    Now, after a meal of dried apple slices, the faerie dragon snored softly in his pocket. Raphael gave Rayne’s chin a gentle scratch. It purred in its sleep. The faerie dragon’s ability to phase through solid objects was amazing. He doubted that would be the last such surprise Rayne had in store for him.  
 
    Just what are you, little fellow? he thought. Even Koshi seems a bit confused and clueless about faerie dragons, and he’s a Dragon Knight who’s spent hundreds of years among dragons. 
 
    But the dragons were gone. In school, Raphael had learned that long ago, they’d been the guardians of the world, majestic, just, and deadly—until they’d suddenly gone mad, forcing those they’d once defended to strike them down in self-preservation. The dragons had all died, but not before they’d laid waste to everything they could reach, and they could reach plenty. 
 
    Now, they were a symbol of terror, hated and feared by all, and as a Dragon Magus, whatever that was, Raphael was somehow connected to them.  
 
    No wonder Koshi always insisted that I hide the mark on my back, Raphael reflected. But what exactly is a Dragon Magus, anyway? Does it have something to do with how Wormy’s Spell Core became Rayne’s egg? Eliza mentioned something about…  
 
    “You alright?” Eliza asked, joining him at the railing. “Sylvia really brutalized you back there. I wasn’t sure you’d survive, honestly.” 
 
    Raphael grinned. So engrossed in his own thoughts, he hadn’t heard her approach. “I’ve had worse from Koshi. We used to spar for hours and hours, back when he was still…” 
 
    Healthy. Now he’s not, anymore, Raphael thought. I’ve got to make enough money so that he can get the help he needs. 
 
    Eliza must have sensed his thoughts. She clasped him on the shoulder. “Koshi will be just fine in the care of the Crescent Moon sisters. And once we’re done with this assignment, I’m sure you’ll have quite a few exciting stories to share with him.” 
 
    “That’s something to look forward to,” he agreed. “But right now, I’d better focus on what’s immediately ahead of us. The whole situation with Vitoria and the sanguine treants sounds very messy.” 
 
    “Have you fought a sanguine treant before?” Eliza asked. 
 
    “No, I haven’t. All I’ve encountered in the junkyard so far are night-fiends and howlers. Do you know anything about sanguine treants?” 
 
    “They’re dead trees possessed by dark spirits that drive them to animation and imbue them with a ceaseless hunger for human flesh and blood,” Eliza explained. “That’s why Fenix and I were so sure just now that Nature Magic had to be involved, since sanguine treants don’t exist naturally and, as he pointed out, trees don’t disappear and then reappear in different places.” 
 
    “There is someone behind all of this, then,” Raphael said. “Whoever this person is, he knows Nature magic, and he’s using it to hurt the people of Vitoria.” 
 
    “If sanguine treants are involved, then this person must know Necromancy as well, a forbidden school of magic. This would make him, or her, what we call a Death Druid.” 
 
    “Wow! You know so many things, Eliza.” Raphael turned away from the now darkening horizon and met her gaze. “You’re amazing!” 
 
    Eliza gave him a weak smile. “Not as amazing as Sylvia the Vorpal Dancer. And you, of course, Raphael. And Fenix, the Academy’s brightest and most gifted graduate. I’m just a girl who’s read a lot of old books and dusty scrolls.” 
 
    “And who’s terrific with a sword, and brave, and kind. If you’re just a girl, then you’re the best girl I know!” 
 
    “Thanks, Raphael,” Eliza said, a faint blush creeping over her cheeks, as she looked away, but her smile had brightened. Then she turned back, a slight frown forming on her face. “Wait. Just how many girls do you know?” 
 
    “Uh. Lots? I mean, half of the kids I went to school with are girls. And I know plenty of them from the marketplace, too. There’s little Tessa, Isabella, Martina, Nicole, Bianca…” Raphael trailed off, since Eliza’s expression grew darker with every name that fell from his lips. He had a feeling that he’d gotten into some kind of trouble, and though he didn’t quite understand why or what kind of trouble it was, he was absolutely sure that it’d only get deeper if he continued. 
 
    “Hey, you two. Evening meal’s ready,” Fenix said, walking up to them, a steaming bowl in his hands. “Come get a bowl of stew from the kitchen before the elf eats everything. Never have I seen a more unladylike person.” 
 
    “Raphael’s the expert on ladies, so I’ll leave this discussion to the both of you.” Eliza sniffed, turned up her nose, and stalked away to the kitchens. 
 
    “What just happened?” Raphael asked. 
 
    Fenix shrugged. “Don’t think about it so much. Not worth your time or energy. Go get some food and then turn in early. Sylvia’s got plenty of pain lined up for you in the days to come.” 
 
    By the time Raphael managed to get in line for food at the kitchens, Eliza had gotten over whatever had been irritating her. She smiled at him, and they chatted pleasantly over a bowl of clam stew. As night fell, deep and dark, they made their way to the war party’s cabin. 
 
    Fenix was already snoring loudly in one of the lower bunks. Rayne popped out of Raphael’s pocket, clambered over the battlemage’s chest, wriggled, and nestled down onto its front claws. Fenix groaned and fidgeted in his sleep. Raphael suspected that whatever dreams the battlemage would have tonight wouldn’t be the most pleasant. 
 
    Sylvia was in the other lower bunk. Her eyes were closed. In sleep, she was a vision of ethereal and timeless beauty. Raphael shook his head as he recalled how the elf had poured three bowls of stew down her throat a few hours ago before body-slamming a sailor through a table. What you see isn’t what you always get, I guess. 
 
    “I’m going to stay outside for a bit and work on cultivating my Ryu-To-Ki,” Raphael whispered. “Goodnight, Eliza.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Raphael,” she replied, clambering up to the bunk bed above Fenix’s. “Don’t go to bed too late.” 
 
    Raphael closed the door and made his way above-decks once more. All the other passengers were already in their cabins, snoring through their doors. He emerged from the stairwell and into the cold light of the moon. 
 
    Several sailors muttered pleasantries to him as they passed. The main deck was emptying as the crew went to take their rest, leaving only the night watchmen on duty. Ignoring their curious glances, Raphael found a secluded spot by the railing, sat down in the lotus position, and drew upon his Ryu-To-Ki. He reached out to the Fourth Brazier, but it still remained distant, beyond the light of the Dragon Meridian. 
 
    To his surprise, the Third Brazier blazed brightly, its flames overflowing its boundaries and snaking out toward the Fourth. The Third Brazier was now entirely at his command, and he’d found out that he could extend his draconic armor to whatever he touched. It was unthinkable that he’d made so much progress in the past few hectic days, where he hadn’t even been able to sit down and focus on cultivating his Ryu-To-Ki. 
 
    Perhaps Sylvia was right. The rigors and pressures of battle were the best avenue of progress. Or maybe it was a mixture of both. Cultivating his Ryu-To-Ki prepared him for the trials to come, and overcoming the challenges made him stronger. That seemed right to Raphael. He thought back to when he first ignited the First and Second Braziers. Each occasion had happened after many months of cultivation and training under Koshi but was triggered only after a particularly grueling trek into the junkyard. 
 
    Cultivation and adventuring. That’s how I’m going to become more powerful. Raphael took a deep breath, focused his will on the Dragon Meridian’s light, and got to work. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next four days followed a similar cycle: early morning beatings by Sylvia, the midday meal and a brief rest, followed by more beatings from the elf until it was time for the evening meal. Raphael was covered in bruises, and he’d acquired a limp, but wielding the glaive now felt like second-nature, and the First through the Third Braziers had never burned so brightly. He felt stronger and sharper than he’d ever been. 
 
    On the fifth morning, as he gingerly made his way to the main deck under Eliza’s worried gaze, Fenix turned to him and said, “We’re expected to make landfall in two days. I’ll be joining you in training until then. We need to establish some kind of team strategy as mage and armsman.” 
 
    Sylvia chuckled. “I haven’t trounced you in battle in quite a while, Fenix. I’m going to enjoy this.” 
 
    “One day, elf, I’ll be powerful enough to turn the tables. Let’s see how you like an Explosive Orb—” 
 
    “Oh, the big bad battlemage wants to talk about swinging his orbs around women?” Sylvia interrupted him. “You’re such a pervert, Fenix. How haven’t you been imprisoned for your lechery yet?” 
 
    “…let’s just get started,” Fenix growled, his face turning red. 
 
    As the prismatic, infinite confines of the Pocket Dimension swirled around them, the battlemage put on his jeweled gauntlets and stretched his neck muscles. 
 
    “As you did previously, now I’ll go over what I can do as well. Let’s start from the beginning. Mages learn spells through study. Taking in Spell Dust through their Vectors allows them to then cast the spells they’ve learned. I’m a battlemage. This means that unlike mages who specialize in and learn as many spells as possible from a particular school of magic, I use only very specific spells, each taken from different schools, and orchestrate their casting for optimal combat effectiveness.” Fenix raised his right hand and pointed it into the rainbow-hued distance. He uttered a single word. An orb of red light appeared in his palm. It pulsed for several moments before streaking away into infinity. 
 
    Fenix clenched his fist. The orb exploded with a tremendous boom. The air pressure lashed the trailing ends of Raphael’s hair back from his face. Raphael whooped in exhilaration. This orb was far more powerful than the ones Fenix had used in their first fight. He wasn’t sure his draconic armor could stand up to more than two or three such spells. 
 
    “You’ve seen Explosive Orb. When I take a bit of time to charge it with more magical energy, it produces a much larger effect. Alternatively, I can hurl uncharged Explosive Orbs in rapid succession,” Fenix explained. “This is my most expedient form of offense. It’s a Fire spell, but its explosive and concussive effects also cause physical damage, so elemental shields can’t defend against it entirely.” 
 
    “Next, this is Chain Lightning, another spell you’ve also already seen.” The battlemage angled the fingers of his outstretched hand slightly lower. A bolt of yellow lightning raked out. It struck the gray featureless floor ten feet from Fenix. He moved his fingers. The lightning jumped from its initial point of impact to another spot on the floor. The battlemage repeated the process a few more times, creating ten pools of crackling electricity, all joined by the stream of lightning emanating from his fingertips. 
 
    “It’s a more taxing spell than Explosive Orb, but I can use it to target multiple powerful opponents at once,” Fenix said, his voice strained. The battlemage extinguished his spell and brought up his other hand, so that now he had both palms facing away from him. 
 
    Green light flared and a tremendous gust of wind blasted forth from the battlemage, sending his cape whipping from his shoulders. “This is the aptly named Wind Blast, another one you’ve already seen. It’s more of a utility spell, meant for area denial or terrain control.” 
 
    “You can also disappear and reappear in a different place,” Raphael said. 
 
    Fenix did just that, rematerializing behind Raphael. “Yes. The Blink spell gives me considerable mobility on the field of battle. It’s a spell that really drains my resources, so I can only cast it ten times before I need to catch my breath, and I need at least several seconds between each cast.” 
 
    The battlemage clenched his fist, and an orb of white light shimmered into existence around his body. He grinned. “Spirit Shield, a Light spell. If it weren’t for this, I believe I would have died in our fight, having blown myself up with an Explosive Orb. It negates the elemental effects of most spells, but it isn’t quite as effective against physical attacks.” 
 
    Fenix dismissed his magical shield and shrugged. “The last battlemage spell is Banish, but it’s a complicated one. I can pull it off, but not easily, and there’s no relevant target for me to demonstrate it on here, anyway.” 
 
    “Banish is a Holy spell,” Eliza explained to Raphael. “Such magic is usually only effective against undead creatures.” 
 
    “Sanguine treants are undead, aren’t they? Such a spell might come in handy if we’re going to be fighting them,” Raphael pointed out. 
 
    Fenix nodded. “That’s true, which is why I’ve been practicing it during the journey. If we have need of it, I’ll use Banish, but sanguine treants die as easily as anything else to Explosive Orbs or Chain Lightning.” 
 
    “Are these all the spells you know?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “No. I’ve picked up a few other spells here and there through studying scrolls and grimoires at the Academy of Battle Magic, but none of them are part of my arsenal as a battlemage.” Fenix glanced at Sylvia. “If you haven’t noticed, each time she casts a spell, she requires at least a short incantation or several hand gestures. When I cast my battle spells, all I need is my intent, direction, and perhaps a word or two, which makes me a combat specialist, much more so than other mages.” 
 
    “That’s really impressive!” Raphael cried. “How did I ever win our first fight?” 
 
    “A combination of luck, Fenix’s underestimation of you, and your own combat aptitude,” Sylvia said, walking away before coming to a halt nearly thirty feet away from them. “Fenix, do you have a particular strategy you want to adopt with Raphael, or are you going with conventional tactics for now?” 
 
    “Let’s keep things simple, first.” Fenix pointed to Raphael’s glaive. “Raphael, as an armsman, your job is to keep enemies from reaching me while I annihilate them with my spells. With your strength, speed, and armor, I believe you are more than up to the task.” 
 
    “Alright. Is that what we’re working on today?” Raphael hefted his weapon and rolled his shoulders. “Am I supposed to try keeping Sylvia away from you? You know how strong and fast she is. I’ll give it my all, but I think you’re going to be sharing some of my bruises today.” 
 
    “I’ve already discussed this with her,” Fenix said. “The elf won’t be our opponent today, at least not in a personal capacity. Come. Take up position ten feet in front of me and slightly off-angle from my left shoulder.” 
 
    As Raphael moved to comply, Rayne zipped out from his pocket and flew to Eliza. It took her sleeve in its mouth and gently tugged at it, wanting her to stand clear of the coming clash against Sylvia. She nodded and followed the faerie dragon away, her eyes bright and pensive. 
 
    “Alright, ready or not, here I come to beat you both up!” the elf declared. 
 
    Sylvia clasped her hands together and began an incantation. Frost swirled into existence around her wrists. Sinking down to one knee, she pressed her palms against the floor. Six columns of ice shot up around her. 
 
    “That’s Higher Order Frost magic,” Fenix said, an eager grin on his face. “Get ready, Raphael. This is going to be quite a challenge.” 
 
    “Rend my foes and chill their blood,” Sylvia chanted, her words perfectly clear and intelligible to Raphael thanks to the Dragon Meridian. “Unleash thy fury, O’ wolves of winter!” 
 
    The columns of ice burst apart, revealing a crystalline wolf in each of them. Where blood, flesh, and fur were supposed to be, ice and frost instead held sway. The conjured beasts howled once, and then they charged, their claws clattering frenetically against the floor. 
 
    Raphael was tempted to meet the enchanted beasts’ advance and engage them with broad sweeps of his glaive, but he hung back, mindful of what role he was supposed to play. Two red orbs streaked past his right shoulder. Each struck a wolf and blew them apart. That was two beasts down, and four still to go.  
 
    “I’ve blunted one flank, so there are fewer angles for you to worry about!” Fenix called. “See what you can do to intercept those that remain!” 
 
    Raphael dashed sideways, angling himself at the charging wolves. He placed himself directly in the path of two of them, but he saw that the remaining two would be able to run past him and reach Fenix. Fortunately, his glaive extended his reach. 
 
    He released the weapon with his left hand, letting its weight fall entirely on his right, which he’d sidled to a low position on its shaft, just above its butt. Pivoting on the ball of his left foot, Raphael pushed his glaive across his body and stepped his right leg out in a lunge, the strength of the First Brazier allowing him to thrust with a seven-foot polearm as Eliza would with her rapier. 
 
    The curved blade of the glaive punched into the wolf furthest away from him, shattering its skull into a shower of frozen crystals and tripping over the one right beside it. Raphael retracted his weapon, bringing its shaft up just in time to place it between the snapping jaws of the two wolves that he was directly in front of. 
 
    Fenix destroyed the tripped wolf with another Explosive Orb. Meanwhile, the remaining two snarled and clawed at Raphael, their icy paws gouging against his abdomen and straining against his draconic armor, even as he tried to keep their jaws away from his face. 
 
    The battlemage appeared in front of Raphael, about ten feet away.  
 
    Blink spell, Raphael thought, it’s just as incredible as the first time I saw it.  
 
    Fenix raised one hand. A sphere of white light burst into existence around Raphael.  
 
    Spirit Shield.  
 
    However, it did nothing to lessen the bite of the wolves’ claws tearing at his stomach. 
 
    Fenix raised his other hand. A bolt of lightning crackled forth and struck one wolf, then arced around to strike the other. The magical conjurations burst apart into shards of ice, even as yellow sparks crawled and fizzled harmlessly around Raphael, held at bay by the sphere of white light the battlemage had placed around him. 
 
    “If you’re too heavily engaged by enemies to avoid my arc of fire, this is one tactic we can adopt. I’ll shield you from the effects of my spells while I bombard the vicinity around you, thereby annihilating our foes,” Fenix said. 
 
    “Well done, the both of you!” Sylvia congratulated them. “But we’ve only just begun!” 
 
    This time, twelve columns of ice shot up around the elf. 
 
    “Heh,” Fenix sneered. Red orbs blazed into existence above his palms. “Let’s go, Raphael. This is going to be easy.” 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Raphael sank to his haunches, utterly exhausted and aching from a dozen places. Fenix was slumped beside him, his head resting in Eliza’s lap while Rayne, perched on her shoulder, whined in sympathy. Fenix’s face was covered in cuts and bruises, and his clothes were soaked in blood. They’d taken a severe mauling from Sylvia’s ice wolves, and the elf had needed Healing Magic to bring the battlemage back from the brink of death after she’d dismissed her conjured beasts. 
 
    They were back on the deck of the Sparrow’s Light. It was just after mid-morning. Passing sailors muttered and stared at Raphael’s and Fenix’s injuries. 
 
    “Everything’s fine!” Sylvia announced cheerfully. “They’re still alive, and all their body parts are intact! I know this because I reattached a few of them myself!” 
 
    Raphael winced. The elf had, indeed, reattached Fenix’s nose after an ice wolf had ripped it from his face. The battlemage had lost several fingers, too, but thanks to Sylvia’s Healing magic, they were back on his hand, though sore and puffy. 
 
    “Hey, Raphael,” Fenix said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well done back there. You’re a fantastic armsman,” the battlemage murmured through split lips. “We managed to bring down eight cycles of the elf’s conjurations.” 
 
    “Really? I couldn’t keep the wolves from getting to you!” he protested. “And you got so badly hurt!” 
 
    “I’ll be fine after a bit of rest. We fought together for the first time today.” Fenix coughed. “It was good.” 
 
    Raphael smiled. “Yeah, it was.” 
 
    He wanted to discuss some of the finer points of their tactics and what they might do differently in the future, but when Raphael looked back at the battlemage, Fenix was unconscious. Sylvia picked him up and slung him over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’ll toss this sorry heap into his bed and use more Healing Magic on him,” she said. “But he’ll need to take the next day off, so I guess this is it for team training until we make landfall.” 
 
    “I couldn’t protect him, Sylvia. Not against all those enemies. The wolves weren’t able to hurt me that badly thanks to my armor, but Fenix… and there were so many of them coming from every direction that I—” 
 
    “That’s what happens when an armsman can’t defend the mage in his or her war party,” the elf said. “Though to be fair, you two were up against overwhelming odds. If you had a secondary line of defense, or at least some way to distract the wolves or slow them down, you… probably would still have ended up getting mauled, but you would have fared much better.” 
 
    “What about me?” Eliza piped up. “I can be that secondary line of defense!” 
 
    “Your sword wouldn’t even scratch an ice wolf, Eliza,” Sylvia said, adopting an uncharacteristically gentle tone. “And then I would have to heal you alongside Fenix.” 
 
    “I don’t have to scratch anything.” Eliza’s eyes blazed with resolve. “Like you said, I only have to distract our enemies or slow them down. Then Raphael or Fenix can strike killing blows.” 
 
    “Anything’s worth a try, but given the shape this dolt is in…” Sylvia smacked Fenix’s bottom, drawing a pained grunt from the battlemage. “We’ll have to figure that out later. Leave the fighting to Raphael, Fenix, and me for this assignment. Until we get back to the Guild House, your most important task at all times is keeping yourself safe.” 
 
    Eliza nodded, but Raphael could see the disappointment in her face. He nudged her as Sylvia walked away with Fenix. 
 
    “Hey Eliza? Could you tell me more about sanguine treants? About their weaknesses, where they’re most likely to appear, things like that?” he asked. “If you know anything about Death Druids and how to fight them, I’d like to hear it, too. Let’s go grab some food and then talk.” 
 
    She smiled. “I know you’re just trying to make me feel better, Raphael, and I appreciate it. I really do. But Sylvia’s right. As it stands now, I can’t really help in a fight, but I’ll do my best with everything else!” 
 
    Raphael nodded. “We’re all counting on you, Eliza.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask for anything less,” she said. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    After a week at sea, The Sparrow’s Light pulled into the waters beyond Vitoria. The merchant ship was far too large to dock at the town’s pier, so a small boat was dispatched to ferry Sylvia’s war party to shore. 
 
    As they waited for the boat to reach the Sparrow’s Light, Sylvia pulled out a handful of white, coin-like objects. She gave one to each of them, muttering an incantation as she did so. 
 
    “Recall charms,” the elf explained. “If your life is truly in danger, snap your charm in half. Its enchantment will transport you instantly back to the Guild House. Each recall charm is specifically tuned to you, though, so no one else can use it. But be careful. Someone can break it on your behalf, and how embarrassing would that be, showing up in the Guild House without any pants and your toes covered in strawberry jam?” 
 
    That was an oddly specific example, Raphael observed. “It seems very helpful. When we first met, you used this to send Fenix away, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Creating and activating a recall charm takes up a lot of Spell Dust, and it also requires other tertiary reagents as well, such as a dash of crushed diamond and a pinch of powdered sapphires. All of this has to be paid for, which is why it’s going to take Fenix, the dull, clumsy idiot that he is, a while to pay the Guild a hundred gold coins back.” Sylvia chuckled. 
 
    “I’m right here, you know?” Fenix grumbled. 
 
    “So what you’re saying is that if I use the recall charm, I’ll owe the Guild a hundred gold coins?” Eliza gasped, holding the white disc in her hand as if it were some kind of horrific venomous arachnid. 
 
    “Yes. And now that I’ve tuned it to you, you’re responsible for it.” Sylvia beamed. “So don’t even think about throwing it away.” 
 
    Eliza nodded and put the charm away in her belt pouch, her face pale with horror. 
 
    Raphael tucked it away somewhere in his pockets. Sylvia meant well, but if it used up Spell Dust, he didn’t want to have anything to do with it. He resolved not to use his recall charm, no matter what happened. 
 
    The ferry arrived, then, so with the gentle morning breeze in their hair, Sylvia’s war party said their goodbyes and thanks to the sailors and the captain and disembarked, climbing down a rope ladder to reach the smaller boat. 
 
    A somber middle-aged woman wearing trousers and a sleeveless tunic of rough, homespun cotton steered their ferry while another similarly clad man, younger but not by much, worked the oars. They gave the war party little more than polite nods of acknowledgement before setting about their task. 
 
    As they stepped onto the town’s pier a few minutes later, a short and portly man wearing a red skull cap and a vest—the official vestments of a Lucarian town mayor—approached. He was trailed by several men, all clad in official-looking vests with name tags, who could only be his assistants. Beneath their vests, all of them wore rough work clothes that were similar in cut and make to the ferrywoman’s. 
 
    “Greetings, you must be the honored Hell Drakes.” The man bowed, sweeping off his cap. He was bald beneath it, and his broad features were tanned and rough from a lifetime spent working under the sun. “I am Enzo Bernardi, mayor of Vitoria. I thank you for coming to our aid.” 
 
    “Hey, short man. The Guild Master thinks your gold is good enough, so here we are.” Sylvia stuck out her hand. “I’m Sylvia. These are my minions. Great. Now give us some foo—ow!” 
 
    “Guild protocol requires us to provide proper introductions and have the client sign this receipt!” Eliza hissed, pulling the elf away by the ear. She smiled, turned to Enzo, and handed him a piece of paper. “Apologies, Mr. Bernardi. You’ve already met Sylvia Shadowsoul. I am Eliza Wildwynd. This is Fenix Hellstorm and this is… Raphael?” Eliza turned to Raphael. “Just Raphael?” 
 
    Raphael shrugged. “I guess…” I should pick one, he thought. Raphael… Dragon? He shook his head. A good name would come to him eventually. “Just Raphael,” he finally said.  
 
    Eliza nodded and continued. “Please review this receipt from the Hell Drakes, and when you are ready, please sign here and here.” 
 
    “Ah, of course. I’ll gladly do so,” Enzo said. He nodded to one of his assistants, who produced a capped pen from his vest. The mayor signed the receipt. It glowed red briefly as the tip of the mayor’s pen left the surface of the paper, reminding Raphael of when he’d signed his admission form in front of the Guild Master.  
 
    As Eliza rolled up the receipt and tucked it away into her belt pouch, the mayor bowed once more. “Please, come this way, honored Hell Drakes. We have much to discuss, and I have prepared refreshments for us to partake while we do so. Captain Wildwynd, I am so grateful for your presence, for our town is in great peril.” 
 
    “What? Captain? Wait a minute! She’s not! I mean! I’m the—” Sylvia began, but Eliza and the mayor were already walking away, deep in conversation. 
 
    Fenix picked up Sylvia’s knapsack from where it had been left on the pier and thrust into her arms. The battlemage still looked a little battered and bruised, but the worst of his injuries were behind him. He’d even replaced his mangled left gauntlet. 
 
    “Come on, minion. Get moving, or the Captain’s going to leave us behind,” he said, shaking his head and making tutting noises of mock disapproval. 
 
    “Do you want a beating, Fenix?” Sylvia shouldered her knapsack and cracked her knuckles. “Actually, it doesn’t matter, because I’m giving you one whether you want it or not.” 
 
    Hefting his glaive over his shoulders, Raphael smiled and followed them. The adventure was now truly underway. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sylvia wasn’t keen on tarrying overlong in town, whether or not refreshments were offered. After swiftly making it clear to the mayor just who the ranking Hell Drakes Captain was, she picked him up by the collar and lifted him a foot above the ground, bringing his eyes level with hers. 
 
    “Alright, short man. Let’s get the ball rolling,” she demanded. “Your request describes carnivorous, walking trees. Is that right?” 
 
    Mr. Bernardi nodded, his sweaty face pale with horror. “Yes. We’ve lost at least a dozen. First, a lumber party went missing. And then our local ranger led a search party to find them. They didn’t return, either. We heard screams from the woods, along with all sorts of horrible sounds. After that, we closed the town gates and posted watchmen. For the last two weeks, they’ve seen walking trees, just within the edge of torchlight. Some say they have maws and clawed limbs covered in dried blood.” 
 
    “Torchlight?” Raphael asked, feeling Rayne snuggle cozily in his pocket. The faerie dragon had zipped into hiding when they boarded the ferry and hadn’t emerged since. “Not sunlight. You mean no one has spotted them during the day?” 
 
    “No. We’ve had no sightings in the daytime,” the mayor said. 
 
    “Definitely sanguine treants, then. Undead things don’t like sunlight,” Sylvia said. “They can take the hearts of those they’ve eaten, pop them into a dead tree, and hey, there’s another one of them. Your missing townsfolk are dead. No, worse than dead.” 
 
    “Hey, Captain,” Fenix said, thumbing over his shoulder. “We’ve got an audience, so discretion is advised.” 
 
    Raphael let his gaze follow Fenix’s gesture. The people of Vitoria had gathered, forming a curious, aghast circle around the war party. And with good reason, too. After all, Sylvia was manhandling their mayor in the middle of their town square, where there was a small fountain decorated with stone carvings of birds. 
 
    To any uninformed onlooker, it would seem that the elf was about to dunk the mayor into the fountain. To Raphael, and surely to Fenix and Eliza, it was pretty obvious that the elf was indeed about to dunk the mayor into the fountain. 
 
    “Let’s keep walking and talking, shall we?” Raphael said, pulling Sylvia’s arms down so that Mr. Bernardi could stand on his own two feet once more. Looking around, he spotted more than a few downcast faces and several women who broke down into tears. Sylvia’s bleak assessment of the likelihood there were any survivors to rescue hadn’t been well received. 
 
    “A river runs through the woods and comes all the way into the middle of town, where we’ve built our lumber mill, before heading out into the sea,” the mayor continued as they resumed their journey to the town gates. “That’s how we do our logging. We enter the woods on foot and then send our lumber downstream to be worked on.” 
 
    “That must be the mill, then,” Eliza said, pointing ahead at a large, wooden structure built across a deep groove in caked, semi-dried mud. “But I see no river.” 
 
    “That’s the other concerning thing. The river dried up a few days ago. At first, it slowed down. Then it became a stream, then a trickle. And now it’s like this.” The mayor sighed. “Fortunately, we have several wells dug throughout the town, and we’ve never fully relied on this river for water in the first place.” 
 
    “Rivers don’t just dry up,” Fenix pointed out. “And there hasn’t been any sign of drought in this region.” 
 
    Raphael hopped into the dry river bed as they reached the mill. He reached down to the ground: black, silty soil, still damp. That could only mean one thing. 
 
    “The river didn’t go dry. It’s been blocked further upstream,” he said. “Someone must have built a dam.” 
 
    “So we are dealing with a Death Druid, then. Sanguine treants only know how to kill, eat, and make more of themselves.” Sylvia nudged the mayor with her elbow. “Didn’t your request also say something about changing terrain within the woods?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mr. Bernardi replied, leading them past the mill and toward the town gates. A half dozen men stood there on makeshift ramparts, looking out over a wooden palisade. They all wore coveralls and thick gloves. Each of them held an improvised spear or lumber axe. These had to be the watchmen that the mayor mentioned. 
 
    “We mark the trees at the start of our lumber routes with paint,” he continued. “It helps us organize our teams and plan our work cycles. But the trees we’ve marked disappeared, only to be replaced by other unmarked trees of a different species that only grows further in the woods.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why your local ranger never returned,” Eliza said. “It can’t be easy to find a path out of shifting woods.”  
 
    “If we just go charging in without a plan, we’ll get lost, too,” Fenix pointed out. He rummaged in his knapsack for a few moments before producing a small crystal disc, roughly the size of his palm. “I was going to use this arcane mapper to keep our bearings in the woods, but it can only show a simulated image of where we’ve been, which won’t be helpful at all if the terrain keeps changing.” 
 
    “Perhaps Sylvia can use her sword to fly all of us above the woods and then dive down when we find the Death Druid?” Raphael suggested. 
 
    The elf put her arm around his shoulders and grinned. “I’m always happy to give you a ride, Raphael, but there’s just one problem.” 
 
    “You forgot to bring your sword with you,” Eliza guessed. 
 
    “No, I didn’t!” Sylvia snapped. She reached her hand out and started chanting. A swirling circle of blue light appeared before her palm. The leather-wrapped hilt of her magnificent sword emerged from it. She grasped the hilt and drew her blade the rest of the way out, before brandishing in it the air. “Aha! What do you have to say now?” 
 
    “I’d say, ‘What was that problem you mentioned, Sylvia’?” Raphael asked. “The sword can’t fly high enough? It can’t take all our weight?” 
 
    “No, and no,” Sylvia answered, pointing at the tree canopy with her sword. “Have you seen how thick that forest is? It’s pretty much impregnable to vision. We can swoop over the woods all we want, but we’ll never find anything from the sky. Also, there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to fly through the treeline at all, given how thick these woods are.” 
 
    “And that would just make the Death Druid more difficult to find if he wants to hide from us,” Raphael reasoned, racking his brain for a way to navigate the woods. Usually, he would have cooked up an idea or two by now, thanks to the light of the Dragon Meridian…  
 
    “I’ve got it!” he exclaimed. “I know how we can make our way through the woods and find this Death Druid.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Fenix said eagerly. 
 
    “The junkyard shifts and changes all the time, too, but Koshi and I have always been able to find our way home from it using the light of the Dragon Meridian,” Raphael said. “With me around, we’ll never get lost, no matter how the woods change.” 
 
    The battlemage looked skeptical. “I’m sorry, Raphael, but that all sounds very vague and uncertain. How does the Dragon Meridian’s light help you navigate a shifting landscape? And even if it worked in the junkyard, can we be sure it’ll work here?” 
 
    “I’m sure of it. Koshi said the Dragon Meridian’s light keeps our minds unclouded, which means that I will always be able to find my way anywhere,” Raphael insisted. “Trust me, Fenix. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Fenix smiled. “Honestly, I’m still not quite convinced, since your powers are so different from the magic I’ve studied for most of my life. But if you say it’s going to work, then I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “Me too,” Eliza chimed in. “I believe the light of your Dragon Meridian will show us the way.” 
 
    “Good job, Raphael! You came up with the first part of our plan!” Sylvia grabbed him by  his shoulders, pulling him in so that his cheek was pressed against the cold surface of her breastplate. 
 
    Eliza’s eyes narrowed dangerously. Something told Raphael that now would be a good time to extricate himself from the elf, but she tightened her embrace, stifling his attempt to slip away. 
 
    “Can Raphael lead us directly to the Death Druid? Otherwise, we’re going to have to comb the woods for him, and doing something like that in a place that keeps changing is going to be quite impossible,” the elf pointed out. 
 
    “At least we can find our way out whenever we want,” Fenix said. “But our Captain is right. It’ll be easy for the Death Druid to avoid us if he wants to.” 
 
    “Sanguine treants are undead creatures,” Eliza said. “This means that no matter how much flesh they eat and blood they drink, they don’t heal normally and must be repaired by their creator if they get hurt.” Eliza had her fists on her hips, and it was now clear that she included Raphael in her angry glare. He glanced at Fenix, hoping for some kind of help from the battlemage, but he was either actively ignoring whatever was going on between the two women or completely oblivious to it. 
 
    “If we damage one and let it go, we might be able to follow it to the Death Druid,” Raphael reasoned. 
 
    “Have any of you fought sanguine treants before?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    They all shook their heads. 
 
    “They’re not mindless creatures utterly at the whim of their creator, like animated skeletons or zombies, but they’re also highly aggressive and will fight until they’re completely destroyed rather than flee,” the elf explained. 
 
    “So letting one go and following it won’t work, then,” Fenix said, sighing. His eyes lit up a heartbeat later, though. “But if we destroy a few, we can—” 
 
    “Trace the magic that animated them back to their creator!” Sylvia finished. “Ha! That was my idea! I win!” 
 
    “No one was competing with you,” Eliza grumbled. 
 
    Fenix rolled his eyes. “If grabbing for low-hanging fruit is all you’re good for, it’s all yours, oh brave and fearless Captain.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need a kicking in your not-so-low-hanging fruits, Fenix,” Sylvia growled. 
 
    Despite the daunting challenge ahead of them, Raphael felt a big smile creeping across his face. The entire exchange had been one of the most fun things he’d ever done in his life. All his life, Raphael had stood apart from other children, because they could not do what he could, even if they’d all spent many hours running around the junkyard and the marketplace together. As he grew older, the fact that he was different became more and more obvious. First one schoolmate, then another, had drifted away, and though no one had ever shunned him directly, neither had they ever fully accepted him, giving him little more than a nervous nod or forced grin whenever they ran into him. 
 
    Because he was this Dragon Magus thing, whatever it was. He was far faster, stronger, and tougher than the most hardened thug at the marketplace, and his mind went places others’ couldn’t. He recalled the meeting with little Tessa outside the hospice. She’d greeted him cheerfully, but her parents had pulled her away, their faces heavy with mistrust. Soon, as the years passed and his strangeness became more evident, she, like everyone else, would have neither a smile nor a friendly word to spare for him when they met.  
 
    But it was different, now. Fenix, Eliza, and Sylvia didn’t share his abilities, but they brought their own, and they stood alongside him, accepting him as one of them. Raphael had never experienced anything like that before. 
 
     Was this what it meant to have friends? 
 
    “Well, I’m glad someone is so cheerful,” Eliza snapped, glaring at him. Raphael realized that his cheek was still pressed against Sylvia’s breastplate. The elf hadn’t lessened her hold around his neck at all. In fact, it seemed to have gotten even tighter. 
 
    “Aw, do you want to hold him too? Here you go!” Sylvia unwrapped herself from Raphael, hooked her heel deftly over his shin, and gave him a neat shove at the base of his skull. It was a masterful sweep, one that Raphael had no hope of reversing or recovering from, and it sent him stumbling face-first right toward Eliza. 
 
    The younger woman obviously saw it coming, though. She lowered her posture and caught Raphael’s chest on her shoulders, digging her heels in to absorb his momentum and placing her hands on his shoulder blades to steady him. 
 
    “If you’re quite done playing around, Captain, we should head out, especially since it’s still early in the morning,” Eliza said. 
 
    “Says the one with her arms wrapped around the boy she’s had her eye on,” the elf tittered. 
 
    Eliza unentangled herself from Raphael and stepped back hastily. Her face was bright red, and she didn’t seem to want to meet his gaze. After a few silent moments, Eliza opened her mouth to speak, but Fenix stepped in to spare her further embarrassment. 
 
    “Mr. Bernardi, with your permission, we will commence with your request,” he said to the mayor, who’d been watching the entire exchange with a smile that contained as much bemusement as it did anxiety. “We are the war party of the Captain of the Ninth Seat, and we shall kill for wealth and slay for glory!” 
 
    Mr. Bernardi blinked. He gulped nervously before replying. “Yes, yes. What were the words again? Ah. Go, Hell Drakes. Kill for wealth and slay for glory!” 
 
    The portly man even managed a semi-enthusiastic fist pump in the air. 
 
    “That’s a strange thing for both of them to say,” Raphael murmured. 
 
    “It’s Guild protocol, but it also activates the enchantment on this receipt,” Eliza explained, holding up the small piece of paper that the mayor had just signed. A small red rune stamped above Mr. Bernardi’s inked scrawl pulsed briefly with light, then turned blue. 
 
    “There. That means that half of the gold deposited by the mayor in Lucia City’s bank has now been transferred to the Guild,” she continued. “When we are done, the mayor will say another set of words, and this other rune beside the Guild Master’s signature will do the same thing. The Guild will get the rest of the money, then.” 
 
    “I see. So if the mayor isn’t satisfied with what we do, the Guild won’t get paid.” Raphael nodded. 
 
    “And we’ll have a lot of explaining to do, if we’re still alive, that is,” Fenix said, his voice grim. 
 
    “Ah, it’ll be fine,” Sylvia declared. “I took this assignment from the Guild Master because I wanted to put our promising new battlemage through his paces, break him comfortably into the lifestyle with a stimulating, yet entirely manageable experience, you know? As it turns out, I have not one, but three diamonds-in-the-rough to polish, and I’m eager to get started.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sylvia,” Raphael said, meaning every word. “We won’t let you down.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, kid, I…” Sylvia narrowed her eyes. “What? Why are you two looking at me like that?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head disbelievingly. “I’m surprised. You actually said something that was halfway decent and considerate.” 
 
    Fenix grunted. “Hold your breath and enjoy the moment, because she’s going to ruin it with whatever rolls out of her mouth next.” 
 
    “Yes, Fenix. Hold your breath,” Sylvia shot back. “In fact, you should do it permanently!” 
 
    “Uh, I’ll get the gates open,” Mr. Bernardi said, beginning to slink away from the elf and battlemage’s latest bickering bout as discreetly as his unwieldy frame would allow. 
 
    “I’ll come help,” Raphael offered. 
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    Another quarter-hour rolled by before they were finally beyond the town’s wooden walls and walking into the woods down the main logging path. Sylvia led the way, humming a jaunty melody. Her sword floated beside her, bobbing and weaving in tune to the music.   
 
    Fenix followed next, affecting a casual saunter that failed to hide his tension from the Dragon Meridian’s light. 
 
    Eliza kept pace several feet behind him. Her eyes were wide, and she had a hand on the hilt of her sword. She noticed Raphael looking at her, and she shot him a shaky smile over her shoulder. “Just a bit of nerves. I’ll get over it soon enough, like I did before I charged into the junkyard.” 
 
    Raphael returned her smile. “Don’t worry. Nothing’s going to sneak up on you with me as the rearguard. I’ll keep everyone safe.” 
 
    “I know. I’m glad you’re here, Raphael,” she replied, before turning her attention back to the path. 
 
    The plan was simple. They would scout the area for any clues that might lead them to the Death Druid. If they couldn’t find any by nightfall, they would make camp and invite the sanguine treants to attack them. They would then destroy their attackers and use their remains to find their creator. 
 
    Raphael didn’t expect them to fail. From what he’d gathered through his conversations with Eliza about various monsters, he figured that sanguine treants weren’t much more formidable than the night-fiends he’d tussled with in the junkyard. Besides, after igniting the Third Draconic Brazier and undergoing Sylvia’s training, he was much stronger than he’d been even just over a week ago.  
 
    The only unknown factor was the Death Druid himself. Raphael couldn’t fathom what could drive a man to such wickedness. He’d fought bullies aplenty in the marketplace, and both Eliza and Fenix had been less-than-friendly when he’d first met either of them. Still, Raphael had never heard of anything as vile as creating monsters and using them to kill people horribly. 
 
    I’ll stop him, he promised himself. I won’t let him hurt anyone else. 
 
    The air cooled down noticeably shortly after they entered the shade of the trees, which grew tall and broad and were crowned by large, sweeping leaves. Sunlight could barely break through the canopy, leaving the interior of the woods as dim as the early onset of evening. Silence hung heavily in the air, broken only by the crunch of their boots against the gravel of the logging path. 
 
    A thought struck Raphael. 
 
    “It’s too quiet,” he said. “Places with trees shouldn’t be so quiet. There’s no birdsong, and I can’t hear any bugs, not even with my senses heightened by the Dragon Meridian.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s definitely not a good sign.” Fenix grimaced and flexed his fingers. “It goes hand-in-hand with what I’m picking up with my mage sight, though. Everywhere I project it, I can see the traces of a massive, sweeping spell that was cast over these woods.” 
 
    “Is it Nature Magic or Necromancy?” Eliza asked. 
 
    “Both,” Sylvia replied. “But we expected that. Tell them what we did not expect, Fenix.” 
 
    “There’s no Spell Dust residue anywhere,” the battlemage said, his shoulders tight with tension. “Someone, or something, cast this powerful spell, and possibly many other spells as well, without using Spell Dust.” 
 
    “Could it be True magic?” Raphael ventured. “The kind I heard Sylvia mention before, which doesn’t need Spell Dust?” 
 
    “That’s impossible!” the elf snapped, her tone cold and utterly devoid of its usual whimsical drawl. Her features were tight and pained, and though she’d turned to face them, her gaze seemed to be directed at something far, far away. “True Magic is gone. It’s…” 
 
    Rayne popped its head out of Raphael’s pocket, then. Sylvia’s words died in the air. Raphael petted the faerie dragon gently. He didn’t quite know how and why Wormy’s Spell Core became the egg that would eventually hatch Rayne, but he did know that True Magic had been involved, then. 
 
    The haunted look on Sylvia’s face softened, then, and the faint ghost of a smile tugged at her lips. “No. It’s not gone. Hope beyond hope, perhaps it’s still out there, waiting for us to reach it once more. Or perhaps all that’s left of it comes to us in little miracles, just like the one in your pocket, Raphael.” 
 
    “Keep moving!” the elf ordered, turning away. “I want to be deep within these woods by the end of the day. If that doesn’t draw the sanguine treants out, then we’ll start hunting them ourselves!” 
 
    The resolute note in her voice spurred Fenix and Eliza to action. They fell back in line, following in Sylvia’s wake. Raphael did the same, adjusting his grip on his glaive, as the logging path became narrower and narrower, and the trees seemed to close in more with every passing moment. 
 
    I’ll have to use my glaive as more of a spear, then, Raphael thought, reflecting on the week’s training with Sylvia. Can’t swing a long blade around here in such tight quarters. 
 
    His next footstep was a soft, dull thump rather than the grinding crunch of those that preceded it. Raphael looked down. The gravel path beneath his feet was gone, replaced by mossy soil. 
 
    “Wait! Stop!” he cried, and the rest of the war party turned to him. 
 
    “The logging path is gone,” Raphael said, pointing downward. He looked behind him, only to find a wall of closely packed trees barring the way they’d come from. 
 
    “No! How?” Fenix swept his gaze around frantically. “Did someone use Nature Magic to move those trees? I didn’t pick anything up, and I know I couldn’t have missed any spell being cast in my vicinity!” 
 
    “You didn’t miss anything, Fenix,” Sylvia said. “No spell has been cast since we entered the woods. There’s only the large, sweeping one covering this entire region, and it’s at least several weeks old. The Death Druid didn’t move those trees. They moved themselves, as did the ground on which we stand.” Sylvia grinned. “Interesting. What I’d figured to be an easy orientation to mercenary life is turning out to be far more than that.” 
 
    “If the woods are doing this themselves…” Eliza began. 
 
    “Then it seems like an Awakening ritual is underway,” Sylvia continued. “Our Death Druid wants to turn these woods into a geomantic loci.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Raphael asked, noticing the sudden pallor that had come over Fenix and Eliza’s faces. 
 
    “A geomantic loci is a sentient location, given awareness and malevolence through dark magic,” Eliza explained. “Once it awakens, it enslaves the minds of all living creatures within its borders. Then it will seek to expand itself and the number of thralls under its control.” 
 
    Strange, Raphael thought. If the junkyard is similar in some ways to this forest, is the junkyard also a place of dark magic? 
 
    Before he could consider it further, Fenix spoke. 
 
    “This… this is way beyond our league,” the battlemage said, gritting his teeth. “The wise thing to do now would be to withdraw and warn the Guild Master.” 
 
    “Ha!” Sylvia put her fists on her hips. “And are we going to do the wise thing, Battlemage Hellstorm?” 
 
    Fenix clenched his fists and mirrored the elf’s grin as best he could. Though beads of sweat rolled down the battlemage’s cheeks, his eyes were bright with resolve. “No. Think of the glory we’d enjoy if we defeated a geomantic loci. Our names will echo through eternity.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true Hell Drake!” the elf cried, walking over to Fenix and clapping him heartily on the back. “No wonder the Guild Master was so impressed by you!” 
 
    “Are the two of you insane?” Eliza demanded. “A geomantic loci is extremely powerful! On top of its mind-control abilities, it can also freely manipulate space and time within its borders.” 
 
    “Of course it can,” Sylvia nodded at the freshly placed trees. “How do you think those got there?” 
 
    “Wait. How much time has passed since we entered the woods? What if we’ve blundered into some temporal distortion and hundreds of years of real time have passed already?” Fenix asked. 
 
    “No, that hasn’t happened,” Raphael reassured him. “I don’t know how I know, but I’m sure nothing of that sort has taken place.” 
 
    “Is it because of the Dragon Meridian?” Eliza strode to Raphael and caught him by the shoulders. “Can you still guide us back to town?” 
 
    “Yes. And yes.” Raphael nodded to his left. The light of the Dragon Meridian shone bright and clear, illuminating the path he had to take if he wanted to leave. “If you want, I can lead us out of these woods right now. Something will have to physically bar our way to stop us.” 
 
    Like trees, he thought, but he didn’t voice this to everyone else.  
 
    “We should go!” Eliza said, directing her words to Sylvia and Fenix. “We can send a messenger pigeon to the Guild Master in town, and I’m sure he’ll send reinforcements. If a geomantic loci is involved, the King himself might intervene by dispatching the royal army.” 
 
    “Eliza, wait.” Raphael put his free hand over the one Eliza had placed on his left shoulder. “This geomantic loci thing isn’t awake yet, right? Because if it were, then it would have taken control of our minds already, and before you ask, I’m also completely sure that hasn’t happened. Am I right, Sylvia?” 
 
    “You are,” the elf confirmed. “The Awakening ritual isn’t done yet. It’s still missing a few components, but it’s well past its opening stages already.” 
 
    “So if we leave now and wait for reinforcements, they might not arrive in time. What’s going to happen to Vitoria and all the people who live there, then?” Raphael continued. 
 
    “They’ll probably all die and become sanguine treants,” Sylvia speculated. “Then they’ll be used as pawns for the geomantic loci’s invasion of other regions.” 
 
    “We can’t let that happen. We need to stop this ritual,” Raphael declared. “We must find the Death Druid quickly.” 
 
    “Much as I’d like to test myself against something as mighty as a fully awakened geomantic loci, that’s probably our best course of action right now,” Fenix said, pulling a handkerchief from his leathers and dabbing at his damp cheeks. “We can’t afford to risk our clients’ lives.” 
 
    Sylvia chuckled. “Weren’t you raring to fight a geomantic loci just now? Where did all that bravado go? Turns out Mr. Hellstorm is a bit of a yellow trickle instead. But all levity aside, I agree. We’ve been hired to protect Vitoria, so that’s what we’ll do, and the best way for us to do that is to stop the ritual.” 
 
    Raphael smiled. Despite the elf’s flippant words and unpredictable behavior, she cared about protecting people too. I shouldn’t be too surprised, really. After all, she did try her best to help Koshi, even though she didn’t need to.  
 
    Eliza nodded. “You’re all right. We don’t have enough time to wait for help, and we can’t leave all these people to their fate. We must stay the course and hope for the best.” 
 
    “So back to the original plan, then?” Fenix asked. “We wait to be attacked and then trace the sanguine treants’ Spell Dust back to their creator?” 
 
    Under the Dragon Meridian’s light, another piece of the puzzle fell into place within Raphael’s mind. He turned to Sylvia. “When you say that the ritual is missing something, what could it be? What else does the Death Druid need?” 
 
    “What do all dark magic rituals need?” the elf said, spreading her arms in a sweeping gesture. “Blood, death, and suffering on a large scale, usually accomplished through mass human sacrifices. But other methods will do, too, such as war, disaster, or pestilence. So basically, any event that results in immense misery can be harnessed to complete the geomantic loci’s awakening.” 
 
    Raphael turned and pointed into the trees. “The dry river is about a half-hour’s walk in that direction. Walking down the path, we’ve been progressing alongside it up until now, when the woods decided to place us elsewhere.” 
 
    “So it’s trying to keep us away from the river?” Eliza asked. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Raphael replied, “but if we know that it’s been tampered with and that the woods doesn’t want us to see it, then it’s all the more important for us to follow the river and find out just how or why it isn’t flowing into town anymore.” 
 
    “Nice thinking, Raphael,” Sylvia said. “Let’s go, then. Lead the way. And yeah, the two of you can stop holding hands now.” 
 
    Which was precisely what Raphael and Eliza had been doing, since she’d lowered her hand a while ago, but Raphael hadn’t let it go. 
 
    Blushing furiously, Eliza pulled her hand away. Raphael scratched the back of his head and exchanged a sheepish smile with her. 
 
    He turned and strode into the woods, the others following closely behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The woods shifted its terrain in full view several times, and on more than one occasion, a brace of trees popped into existence directly in their path. Fenix blew their way through with his Explosive Orbs each time, allowing Raphael to keep the war party moving in a straight line toward the river. 
 
    The Dragon Meridian’s light blazed, and Raphael soon realized it was keeping some kind of malicious energy at bay and preventing it from clouding his mind. 
 
    “The precursor of a geomantic loci’s full powers,” Sylvia explained, when he’d consulted her. “All three of us have undergone mage training, so we know how to rebuff attempts to interfere with our thoughts. Eliza’s doing much better than Fenix, by the way, even though she doesn’t use magic anymore, but you seem to be utterly immune to any mind-altering effects.” 
 
    “She’s always excelled at the mental exercises in the Academy,” Fenix acknowledged, giving Eliza a slight nod. “That, and lore-schooling.” 
 
    Eliza returned his nod gracefully, though it was clear to Raphael that her lack of magical aptitude still bothered her, at least a little bit. 
 
    The banks of the dried river came into view, and Raphael set their course northward, deeper into the woods instead of back to town. It was close to noon, by then, and after another hour of walking, Sylvia decided to call a halt for them to eat a midday meal, where they washed down tabs of hardtack with mouthfuls of water from their skins. 
 
    “It’s an adventurer’s life and all, but I will never develop a taste for this stuff,” Fenix complained, brushing off crumbs from his meal. 
 
    “I’ll cook everyone something when we get back,” Eliza declared. Raphael and Sylvia threw their hands in the air and whooped with glee. 
 
    The woods seemed to shift more rapidly as they made their way upstream. Mossy mounds hurtled into view at bends in the river. Dead foliage clustered at their feet. Trees surged into their path. The confusing landscape slowed their progress, and if it weren’t for the Dragon Meridian’s light, the war party would have gotten lost. 
 
    “The river hasn’t changed in all the time we’ve been following it,” Eliza observed, after clambering down a particularly steep moss-covered earthen mound. “Can the semi-awakened loci not affect it?” 
 
    Raphael looked up. The river’s banks were far less dimmer than anywhere else in the woods, because no trees grew there. Their canopies could also only stretch so far, becoming sparser over the exposed mud of the river bed and letting more sunlight through. 
 
    Sylvia seemed to arrive at the same conclusion he did. “Sunlight is anathema to most forms of dark magic, Necromancy included. Since loci are always products of dark magic, they share the same weaknesses. So it would make sense that this one’s reach is much weaker under sunlight.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t they be utterly helpless in the day, then?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “A fully awakened geomantic loci has full control over the weather within its domain,” Eliza explained. “It can fill the sky with storm clouds, fog, or anything else that can block out the sun. Sunlight might weaken it, but not by much.” 
 
    The full gravity of what they faced began to sink in for Raphael. This wasn’t some brawl against a pack of belligerent night-fiends or howlers. A geomantic loci sounded like something that could devastate entire towns, cities, or even kingdoms. 
 
    It was then that the first sanguine treant attacked. The war party had just turned the corner on yet another river bend, when something lurched out from among the trees and took a swipe at Sylvia. 
 
    His senses and reflexes heightened by the Dragon Meridian and the Second Brazier, Raphael was able to get a good look at the monster. It was taller than even the elf, towering over her by a full stride, and its torso was a single cylindrical trunk of black rotting wood, propelled upon two diseased stumps that served as its legs. Four limbs of dark, pestilent wood jutted awkwardly from its torso, each terminating in a cluster of claws. 
 
    The sanguine treant didn’t have a head. Instead, a malevolent mockery of a face leered from the center of its torso. Blood-red eyes burned where eyes were supposed to be, and fangs of splintered wood gnashed against each other within a ghastly maw. 
 
    The elf danced away from its claw. At the same time, her sword flashed through the outstretched limb, before pivoting on its pommel and cleaving through the monster’s torso. 
 
    Laughing, Sylvia threw herself into a backflip and landed gracefully beside Fenix. She seized him by the scruff of his neck and pulled the battlemage in front of her, so that the deluge of foul, stinking ichor bursting from the bisected monster several paces away splattered his boots. 
 
    Fenix cried out disgust, but Sylvia cuffed him over the head and pointed over his shoulder. “Save your whining for later! There’s another sanguine treant charging at you. Do something!” 
 
    And there was. Another hulking monster burst from the depths of the woods, its claws raised high, and a manic shriek tearing from its maw. 
 
    The battlemage hit it with a whirlwind of Explosive Orbs, blowing the monster apart. 
 
    Hearing movement behind him, Raphael spun on his heel and raised his glaive. Another pair of treants burst from the shadowy depths of the woods and charged toward him. They tried to skirt the edges of the sun’s light, the diseased bark encasing their bodies sizzling when they failed to do so. 
 
    The heat of the Draconic Braziers burned in his veins. His body felt swift and powerful. The light of the Dragon Meridian kept him calm and focused. As the first treant approached, he cleaved it down the middle with his glaive. The rotting wood parted beneath his strength. 
 
    As his glaive broke free of the first monster’s body, he pivoted on the ball of his lead foot and brought his weapon up and across in a diagonal arc across the second’s torso. The curved steel cut it apart from hip to shoulder. 
 
    Raphael leaped back to Eliza, caught her by the waist, and threw the both of them into a sidelong jump. A sanguine treant pounced on the mossy spot where she’d been a heartbeat ago, its maw chomping furiously. Eliza gasped in horrified surprise, but Raphael set her behind him, beyond the monster’s reach. 
 
    Charging back into the fray, he slammed the butt of his glaive into the sanguine treant’s back, driving the steel cap several inches into its torso. Raphael flared the draconic armor he’d wrapped around the weapon. The monster burst apart from within, showering the ground with shards of wood and torrents of ichor. 
 
    Huh. That’s a new way to use my draconic armor, he thought. I can attack and defend with it. It’s also keeping whatever passes for the monster’s blood from my skin, which is nice. 
 
    “Raphael!” Eliza cried, pointing past him with her sword. “Watch out!” 
 
    He snapped his gaze up. Half a dozen treants were barreling toward him, howling their bloodlust. Raphael gritted his teeth and charged in to meet them. He struck down one with an overhead blow, cleaved another apart, and then a claw raked across his chest. 
 
    The draconic armor flexed beneath the blow, but it didn’t break. Raphael kicked the monster that had clawed him between the eyes, feeling wood splinter beneath his heel. A sanguine treant loomed over him on his right flank. Its maw slammed shut on his shoulder. 
 
    Once more, the draconic armor persevered, bowing and bending without breaking, but the monster reared upward, tearing Raphael from his feet. Another treant fastened its jaws around his shin. This time, Raphael felt agony shoot up his leg, but the Dragon Meridian told him that his armor remained unbreached, though it could not take much more of such abuse. 
 
    Something vast and alien within him roared, then, as it did during his fight with Fenix. Without knowing how he knew to do it, Raphael took the force absorbed by the draconic armor and channeled it outward, forcing it into the two treants that had their maws locked around him. 
 
    There was a loud boom. The monsters were reeling back, smoking holes in their torsos where their faces used to be. Dropping his glaive, he caught the last treant’s jaws before they could snap shut on his head and held them apart. 
 
    “Raphael!” he heard Eliza cry from somewhere behind him, but her voice was faint and tinny against the pounding rush of blood in his ears. Raphael forced the monster’s jaws open, pushed them further than they were supposed to hinge, then tore the creature apart at the maw. 
 
    He tossed the stinking halves of the treant aside as its ichor rained down, sizzling into nothingness against the golden scales of his draconic armor. He threw his head back and roared. 
 
    It felt good, and it felt right. His voice rolled from his throat, sounding like nothing he’d ever heard before. It was loud, louder than any noise he’d ever made, and it shook the trees and sent treant body parts scattering. 
 
    Heartbeats went by as he gave voice to this alien sense of elation welling within him. There were more treants lurking in the shadowy depths of the woods, just beyond the reach of the sun. He saw fear taint the burning madness in their crimson eyes. 
 
    One turned and fled. Then another. Before long, the horde of treants were little more than a mass of frenzied, flailing limbs disappearing into the woods. 
 
    “Raphael!” he heard someone say. “Raphael! What are you doing? Raphael!” 
 
    An arm around his neck held him back. It was strong, perhaps even stronger than him. The thought was like a dash of cold water thrown into his face. 
 
    Raphael blinked, slowly registering where he was and what he’d been doing. He was many strides from the river bank, and he already had one foot within the shadows of the woods. Had he been about to chase the treants? 
 
    The arm around his neck was Sylvia’s. The elf was behind him, and she’d placed him in a chokehold that would render Raphael unconscious in moments if she applied a tad more pressure. 
 
    In his peripheral vision, he saw Eliza running up to him. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. “Are you hurt? Those things clawed and bit you, right?” 
 
    “He’s uninjured,” Sylvia said, releasing him and giving him a hearty clap on the back. “He might have a bit of bruising here and there, but at no point did the treants even manage to scratch him.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like that before.” Fenix walked into view. The battlemage’s eyes were wide with awe. “You tore through those monsters and then drove the others off! That was amazing!” 
 
    “To be fair, Fenix did put down ten of the treants himself,” Sylvia pointed out, “so with you having slain nine, this puts him currently in the lead. Let’s see what the final score is when all is said and done.” 
 
    “This isn’t a game!” Eliza snapped. 
 
    “Everything is.” The elf winked at Raphael. “If you’re brave enough. Did I ever tell you about what I did with that gigantic cucumber I found in the marketplace?” 
 
    “Sylvia, no,” Fenix said, sighing. 
 
    Raphael looked at the amused disgust on Fenix’s and Eliza’s face as Sylvia rattled off a story about her misuse of vegetables and strawberry jam, which made her earlier comments about the recall charm sound much, much worse. 
 
    The final punchline of the elf’s tale had Fenix bending over to dry heave into the mossy river bank and Eliza rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Are you feeling alright, Raphael?” she asked, turning to him. “You haven’t said anything since the monsters fled.” 
 
    “I…” Raphael began, but there was a lump in his throat that seemed to hold his words back. Back in the junkyard, every time he did something the other children couldn’t do and showed them how different he was, they drew back from him a bit more. But during the fight against the treants, he’d roared, making a sound that no human being should make, yet Eliza, Fenix, and Sylvia remained unshaken, their regard for him unchanged. 
 
    He’d never realized how much something like that meant to him. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he finally managed to say and returned her smile with a shaky one of his own. 
 
    Sylvia clasped him on the shoulder. “You felt it, right? The heat of battle overtaking you, the euphoria of victory, and the need to surge forward and crush your foes. Embrace it, kid, and enjoy it, but don’t let it master you. And yeah, excellent job back there.” 
 
    Raphael wanted to tell her that what he felt was different, but as he began to speak, the words failed to emerge, because was it, really? He nodded instead. “Thanks, Sylvia. I will.” 
 
    Fenix crouched over the eviscerated remains of a treant and chanted a few arcane syllables. A small purple sphere emerged and hung in the air. He caught it and tucked it away into his belt pouch. 
 
    “Just as I’d thought,” he said, “these things have Spell Cores. We can’t let them go unharvested.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Sylvia replied, “so get to work, and make it snappy! I want to cover more ground today!” 
 
    “Eliza and Raphael don’t know how to cast the Collect cantrip, and we all know how the latter feels about Spell Cores, so a little help would be nice, you know?” the battlemage grumbled. 
 
    “So would a foot massage and a nice jar of strawberry jam to go along with a cucumber salad,” the elf shot back, “but we don’t always get what we want, so quit your whining and get to it!” 
 
    Rayne popped its head out again. The faerie dragon looked at Raphael. “Magus,” it thought to him. “Purify the twisted. Let them go to true rest.” 
 
    Not knowing why he did so, Raphael walked to the carcasses of the treants he’d slain. He spread his palms over their remains and reached out with the light of the Dragon Meridian. It illuminated the fear, pain, and hunger that had dominated the last moments of these monsters. 
 
    All they’d wanted was for their maddening hunger to go away, and all they’d desired was the sated sleep that would only come after a meal of blood and flesh. 
 
    He felt sad for the treants, then, and angry at their creator. Whether he was human or not, the true monster here was the Death Druid. 
 
    The thoughts of the slain treants pulled at him, and he pulled back, feeling the same thing he did when he’d held Wormy’s Spell Core in his hands. A golden radiance emanated from his palms and fell over the broken bodies of the creatures. 
 
    A purple sphere emerged from each carcass. They spun in the air once, then shattered into slivers of golden light. Rayne swooped from Raphael’s pocket and into their midst. The slivers seemed to gather around the faerie dragon’s wings. 
 
    “Magus.” Rayne met his gaze. “Deliver them.” 
 
    Raphael clenched his fists. The slivers of light faded into nothingness, and as they did so, a sense of overwhelming relief and calmness filled his heart. He knew, somehow, that it belonged to the treants, going on to their desired rest at long last. 
 
    Rayne alighted on his shoulder and nuzzled its cheek against his. 
 
    “Magus. Well done,” it thought. 
 
    “Raphael…” Eliza breathed. “I don’t know what you just did, but that… that was beautiful.” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure either,” he replied, “but it felt like something that had to be done, that it was right to do so.” 
 
    Fenix was wide-eyed with shock. “What was that? What did you do with the Spell Cores? Did you destroy them? Do you know how much Spell Dust those would have yielded?” 
 
    “All in all, probably only a modest amount, to be honest,” Sylvia chimed in. The elf had a radiant, joyous smile on her face that was at odds with the flippant tone in her voice. “You did it again, kid. There’s no doubt now. You somehow have access to True Magic. The spell you just cast was Deliverance, a Holy spell of the Highest Order. I don’t think anyone has actually cast it in more than a thousand years.” 
 
    “He used Spontaneous Transmigration in the junkyard, which is another Holy spell of the Highest Order,” Eliza recalled. “That’s why Rayne is with us now. According to the third volume of Mithra’s The Demise of Mana, dragons were unaffected by the disappearance of True Magic. They could still cast spells, and in fact, they were the only ones capable of doing so for a period of time, until the man who would found the Chimeric Empire taught the world to use Spell Dust.” 
 
    “That’s because dragons are inherently magical entities,” she continued. “They hold mana in their souls, whereas every other living thing had to draw it from their surroundings and shape it into the spells they wanted to cast. That’s why they could still cast spells when mana disappeared and took True Magic with it.” 
 
    “If Raphael is a Dragon Knight, does that mean he has mana in his soul, too?” Fenix asked, his voice breathless with awe and excitement. “That means he can cast spells without using Spell Dust!” 
 
    “Is that true, Raphael?” Sylvia asked. “Can you sense mana within you?” 
 
    Raphael cast the light of the Dragon Meridian deep inside himself. To his surprise, he found another source of energy brimming inside his soul alongside his reservoir of Ryu-To-Ki. It was somewhat depleted at the moment, and its reserves were diminutive in comparison, but there was no doubt about what it was. 
 
    He had mana, and he’d unlocked this power within himself by sending the treants on to their true rest. Did that mean that his mana capacity would increase with every monster he cast Deliverance on? 
 
    Rayne answered that question for him, responding to his thoughts as it always did. “Delivering the twisted will expand your soul, Magus.” 
 
    So that was that, then. Raphael couldn’t just go around slaughtering beasts like Wormy to strengthen his mana. He could only achieve that by putting creatures created or warped by dark magic to rest. 
 
    He turned to Sylvia. “Yes, I can feel mana in my soul. There’s not a lot of it, but it’s there.” 
 
    The elf strode to his side eagerly. “Alright. I’ll teach you a spell right now. Follow my motions and repeat my words.” 
 
    Sylvia waved her fingers in the air and began a slow chant. Raphael caught every detail within the light of the Dragon Meridian and locked it in his memory. He mirrored her movements and said the same arcane words with perfect precision. 
 
    The elf thrust her hand out and uttered one final syllable. A gentle white light enveloped Raphael. He felt the pain from the bruises forming on his shoulder and shin ease. A heartbeat later, he completed the spell too, and he let its effects fall on himself. This time, the pain disappeared entirely, and Raphael knew that if he checked beneath the shoulder and shin guards of his leather armor, he would find no bruises there.  
 
    “That’s Lesser Heal,” Sylvia explained. “As an armsman, having the ability to patch your companions up would be extremely helpful. When we get back to the Guild, I’ll teach you more spells.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sylvia,” Raphael said, meeting her gaze. To his surprise, the elf’s cheeks were wet with tears. “Are… are you alright?” 
 
    Sylvia sniffed and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’m fine. I’m fine. It’s just that… True Magic! It’s been so long. And I’d thought it was gone, forever, but here you are, a living miracle.” 
 
    She caught him in a hug, then, squeezing him tightly against herself. For some reason, Raphael cast a nervous glance in Eliza’s direction, but she had a smile on her face and was obviously sharing in the elf’s joy. 
 
    “This is very touching and all, but I’m taking the rest of the Spell Cores,” Fenix said, rushing to another slain treant and beginning his chant. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m only human, and I don’t have any mana in my soul, so I’ll have to take what I can get.” 
 
    Fenix’s words rocked Raphael. If humans didn’t have mana, but Raphael did, then it logically followed that he wasn’t human. 
 
    The battlemage preempted his thoughts. “For what it’s worth, Raphael, as far as I’m concerned, you’re my comrade-in-arms, and you’ve more than proven your worth. I couldn’t care less whether you’re a human, elf, or dragon. It doesn’t matter to me. I trust you, and I’m proud to fight alongside you.” 
 
    Eliza put her hand on his shoulder. “It doesn’t matter to me either. Whatever you might be, at the end of the day, you’re still Raphael, and that’s all I care about.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eliza,” Raphael said, feeling as if a huge weight had been lifted off his heart. Sylvia was still hugging him and sniffling. “And Sylvia… are you… wiping your snot on my collar?” 
 
    She was. 
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    “It’s odd that the sanguine treants attacked us in broad daylight,” Eliza said as they continued their trek upstream. She gestured at the sparse sunlight streaming in through the thin canopy over the river bed. “Well, relatively speaking, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s because we’re headed somewhere important, and we’ll arrive there soon,” Fenix replied. “So they’ve got no choice but to try and stop us before we do.” 
 
    The battlemage’s words were soon proven right. After several more minutes of walking, Raphael smelled something foul in the air, something worse than a dead howler or night-fiend boiling and bursting underneath the junkyard sun. 
 
    The others soon smelled it, too. Sylvia wrinkled her nose while Fenix and Eliza recoiled from the stench. 
 
    “Phew. That’s Necromancy for you. Looks like our Death Druid isn’t too far away,” the elf said. 
 
    “The ground is changing.” Raphael pointed down. The mossy mud of the riverbanks were gone, replaced by dark, barren dirt. With every step they took, the air grew fouler. Eerie green light rose from cracks in the ground. 
 
    Sylvia kicked up a half-buried object and sent it rolling backward with her heel. It came to a halt at Fenix’s feet. The battlemage jumped. Eliza muffled a yelp, and even Raphael had to steel himself from flinching. 
 
    It was a human skull, missing its jawbone and huge segments of its crown. Rotting sinew still clung to its gnawed cheeks. 
 
    “Treants cracked his head open, ate his brains, and hooked his eyes right out of their sockets,” the elf said, obviously relishing how every word made Fenix and Eliza grow paler and paler. 
 
    “You’re enjoying this too much,” the battlemage complained. 
 
    “Yeah well, deal with it!” Sylvia snapped. She toed up something else from the ground. It was the putrefying wreckage of a mangled human torso. Its ribs had been pried open, and its contents had been excavated by what could only be a huge claw. 
 
    “Adventuring isn’t all glory and games,” she continued. “At the end of the day, we deal in death. Either we bring it to our foes, or they inflict it on us, with plenty of horror and suffering in between. Fall to the treants here, and they’ll eat you alive. Get taken alive by ogres or dark goblins, and you’ll wish they’d killed you instead. If you can’t handle the reality of what it means to be a Hell Drake, then perhaps this isn’t the life for you!” 
 
    Fenix gulped, but he clenched his fists and thumped one against his chest. “I kill for wealth! I slay for glory! I am a Hell Drake, and I will vanquish all horrors that come my way.”   
 
    “That’s the spirit! Keep it up and you’ll go far.” Sylvia nodded, then turned her gaze to Eliza and Raphael. “What about the two of you?” 
 
    “I won’t back down,” Eliza replied, her voice steady and unwavering. “I, too, am a Hell Drake, and I will seize my share of wealth and glory.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” Raphael said. “I won’t let this Death Druid hurt any more people.” 
 
    The elf smiled. Without another word, she turned and continued walking. Raphael and the others followed. Despite Sylvia’s grim words, Raphael could feel that a steely resolution had fallen over Fenix and Eliza. He realized that her comments had been for their benefit, preparing the inexperienced war party for the horrors to come. 
 
    And there would be horrors to come. They came across more gnawed body parts, more heartless torsos. 
 
    Right, he thought. Sanguine treants make more of themselves by stuffing human hearts into dead trees.  
 
    Raphael tightened his grip on his glaive. He’d spent most of his childhood tussling with howlers and night-fiends, and they weren’t much weaker or deadlier than the treants, at least to him, but the same couldn’t be said of others. How many adventurers had he seen walk by his house and into the junkyard, never to emerge again? Raphael was sure that a fair number of them had fallen to the monsters he regularly used as sparring partners and test subjects for fighting techniques he’d thought of or picked up from Koshi. 
 
    When the fighting begins, I’ll have to stay focused and protect Eliza and Fenix, he thought. They’re not like me or Sylvia. 
 
    Sylvia held up her right hand. Fenix and Eliza froze in their tracks, and Raphael realized that it was a signal for them to halt. He looked past the elf’s shoulder and saw why. 
 
    As he’d thought, a massive dam had been constructed upstream, causing the river to dry up. He’d never expected it to be made of dozens, if not more than a hundred, treant bodies, all twisted and warped by dark magic into a single seamless barrier of rotting wood nearly twenty feet high. Raphael tried not to think about how many human hearts had gone into making all these treants. 
 
    Some of the monsters fused into the dam had their faces turned outward. They caught sight of the war party and began screeching and gnashing their teeth. More treants emerged from the woods on both river banks, flexing their claws as they clustered into an approaching horde. It was an unnerving sight, but Raphael found his gaze drawn to what stood above them, atop the screaming wall of undead trees. 
 
    His back half-turned to the war party, a man clad in a dark robe gestured and chanted over the water trapped behind the dam. Long, straggly white hair fell from his skull, failing to hide the long, pointed ears protruding from their midst. 
 
    An elf! Raphael glanced at Sylvia, but the grim cast of her features told him she’d already noticed. 
 
    “He’s infused the water behind the dam with dark magic. Anything it touches will die in horrific agony,” Sylvia growled. 
 
    “The river banks won’t be able to hold back the sudden torrent of water if the dam breaks. He wants to flood Vitoria and kill everyone there!” Eliza cried. 
 
    “Death and destruction on such a scale would definitely serve as the final spell component needed to awaken the geomantic loci,” Fenix said. “We can’t let him succeed.” 
 
    Raphael raced his thoughts through the light of the Dragon Meridian. He strode to the forefront of their formation and turned to Sylvia. “Fly overhead and freeze the water with your ice magic. That should stop it from flowing and buy us some time.” 
 
    The elf grinned. “Telling me what to do, eh? Can’t say I don’t like that.” 
 
    Raphael returned her grin and nodded to Fenix and Eliza. “We’ll need to take the fight to the Death Druid. Eliza, stay behind me. Fenix, let’s do what we did against those ice wolves.” 
 
    “Agreed. If you get me close enough, I can use Banish on the dam. That should turn it into a solid chunk of wood that the Death Druid has no control over,” Fenix replied. 
 
    Eliza drew her sword and took up a position behind Raphael’s left shoulder. “You can count on me, Raphael.” 
 
    “Sylvia, go! If the Death Druid tries to keep you from using your ice magic, then at least he’ll be too busy to break the damn open!” Raphael said. 
 
    The elf hopped onto her sword and zipped ahead, streaking over the reaching claws of the sanguine treants. 
 
    “How many do you think there are?” Fenix asked, a wavering note in his voice. He clenched and unclenched his fists. Chain Lightning crackled into existence over his palms. 
 
    “Nothing we can’t handle!” Raphael declared, stepping toward the horde of treants, which had now broken out into a shrieking, frenzied charge. 
 
    He took another step toward the monsters, then another. Then he was running. Several loping strides turned into a thunderous counter-charge. The same alien sense of euphoria filled his senses, but the light of the Dragon Meridian tempered its zeal and focused its strength to his purpose. 
 
    With the Draconic Braziers blazing at their hottest, Raphael’s body felt like it was on fire, but his thoughts ran ice-cold, sharper than the bite of the coldest winter morning and clearer than the emptiest of skies. 
 
    Before his heightened senses, the tide of treants seemed to be moving in slow-motion. Raphael dove into their midst, cleaving his glaive across the first five monsters that came within reach. He struck down another four with his backswing. He’d wreathed the blade of his weapon in his draconic armor, and its might tore the treants asunder. Spinning his glaive around and across in a hand-over-hand grip, he swept its curved blade from his left flank to his right, its figure-eight arc carving claws and stumps from torsos. 
 
    Predictably, the treant horde folded over Raphael, shrieking with bloodlust. Rotting wood enveloped him. His draconic armor hummed and flexed under dozens of claws and bites. He fought back, smashing wooden faces and breaking limbs with his fists, heels, and the butt of his glaive. 
 
    A sphere of white light encased Raphael. A heartbeat later, the stinking, putrescent monsters burned away beneath arcs of crackling yellow lightning. Coruscating electrical energy washed harmlessly over the Spirit Shield that Fenix had placed over Raphael. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, Raphael saw the battlemage sweep twin streams of lightning, one from each of his fists, across the outer edges of the treant horde, crisping and charring any of the monsters caught in his spells. The treants reared away from Fenix’s Chain Lightning, clumping their bodies into a narrower cluster right in front of Raphael. 
 
    Raphael took a step forward and rammed his glaive into the closest treant. Lifting it off his feet, he thrust the monster amongst its fellows and unleashed the impacts absorbed by his draconic armor in a single, titanic burst. 
 
    The treant impaled upon his glaive exploded. Its scattering body parts tore every other monster within five feet asunder. Shards of rotting wood struck Raphael’s draconic armor. Some bounced off. Others fell limply to his feet, the bite of their sharpened flight blunted and absorbed by his scales of golden light. 
 
    “Following through!” Fenix called from behind. His approaching footsteps, along with Eliza’s, told Raphael that the two were advancing into the space cleared amidst their foes. 
 
    As Fenix and Eliza joined him, Raphael swung his glaive in a backhanded swing toward his right, cutting down another two treants. In the corner of his eye, he saw Fenix blow apart another cluster of monsters on their left flank with Explosive Orbs. Eliza flashed her sword into a treant’s face, distracting it long enough for Raphael to pivot on his heel and bisect it down its length.  
 
    The monsters encircled them, cutting off their retreat, but Raphael had no intention of withdrawing. He cleaved apart a treant and kicked the halves of its torso into the horde, knocking down its fellows and splintering their limbs. 
 
    “Advance!” he cried, wading into the downed treants and lashing out with his glaive. Fenix and Eliza shouted their assent and followed in his wake. 
 
     Chain Lightning and Explosive Orbs streamed from Fenix’s fists, incinerating or tearing apart clumps of monsters. Pirouetting and cross-stepping around the battlemage and Eliza, Raphael swung his glaive in continuous, sweeping arcs that kept the treants at bay. 
 
    And so they advanced, step by arduous step, leaving a carpet of slain monsters behind them. Raphael glanced upward, seeking to check on Sylvia’s progress. The elf had invoked the formidable Shadow Magic spell she’d used against Koshi, and she was raining inky copies of her sword down on the Death Druid, seeking to penetrate the bubble of sickly-green energy encasing his robed form. The Death Druid had his hands thrust into the air. Tendrils of diseased vines snaked upward from his feet, reaching for Sylvia, but astride her sword, she was too swift and elusive to be caught. 
 
    “Great. She’s keeping him occupied,” Fenix said, breathing harshly from exertion. “Get me another ten feet closer. I can use Banish from there.” 
 
    Raphael cut down a treant and back-stepped to Eliza’s side. Letting go of his glaive with one hand, he wrapped the arm still holding the weapon around her waist, then reached out and clasped his free palm on Fenix’s shoulder. 
 
    “Rayne! Help me!” he thought to Rayne. 
 
    “Your will, Magus,” the faerie dragon replied, poking its head out of his pocket. 
 
    The world took on a purplish tint, then, and Raphael knew Rayne had made all three of them incorporeal. Tightening his grip on Fenix’s shoulder, Raphael dove into the midst of the treants, pulling the battlemage and Eliza with him. 
 
    They slipped through the closest monsters. With each stride, Raphael felt Rayne’s strength waning, and when he knew the faerie dragon could keep them incorporeal no longer, he wrapped his draconic armor around Fenix and Eliza. 
 
    “Let go, Rayne,” he said. 
 
    “Your will, Magus.” The faerie dragon’s mental voice was laden with exhaustion. It withdrew its power, and they returned to corporeality amidst a densely packed group of treants. 
 
    Raphael unleashed the impacts absorbed by his draconic armor once more, this time in a circular arc around him. The monsters within a hand’s breadth of him were hurled back. Their putrefying bodies smashed against their fellows and caused a cascading ring of collapsing treants. 
 
    “We’re right in front of the dam!” Eliza called. She was pale and her posture was unsteady, a likely effect of her jaunt through incorporeality. 
 
    Swaying on his feet, Fenix was similarly affected, but he gritted his teeth and slammed his palms together. White-gold light began to gather around his hands. 
 
    He’s casting his Banish spell. Raphael looked up at the dam. Eliza was right. They’d made it to within five feet of the structure. Dozens of glowing eyes glared down at them. Maws filled with splintered wooden teeth gnashed, demanding their flesh. 
 
    A beam of white light washed over the dam. The eyes of the fused treants lost their luster. The monsters’ gnashing maws slowed and then froze into rigidity. Raphael blinked, and when he opened his eyes, he found himself standing before a rotting heap of grotesquely shaped wood where an unliving abomination of hate and pain had been. 
 
    The effects of Fenix’s spell had fallen over the toppled treants around them too, turning their torsos into inanimate decaying logs and their claws into brittle, ashen branches. The battlemage fell to his knees, gasping for breath. Raphael stood between him and the remaining monsters, who were now turning around to face them. Eliza resumed her position behind his left shoulder, sword at the ready. 
 
    Fenix produced a small vial from his leathers and crushed it in his fist. A glittering, multi-colored cloud of powder enveloped the battlemage, before spiraling into his Spell Vectors at his forehead, heart, and abdomen. Fenix grunted and climbed to his feet. Chain Lightning crackled into life across his fingertips. 
 
    “Alright. I’m replenished,” Fenix said. “Let’s kill all these monsters and put an end to this.” 
 
    The entire spectacle filled Raphael with unease. Koshi had completely condemned the use of Spell Dust, but unlike him and Raphael, Fenix didn’t have any Draconic Braziers to draw strength from. The battlemage had also fought valiantly alongside Raphael. 
 
    It’s not my place to say anything, Raphael thought. He gave the battlemage a grim nod and adjusted his grip on his glaive. 
 
    “No! What have you done?” a high, scratchy voice shrieked. Raphael glanced to his right. The Death Druid was glaring down at them from atop the dam. He was definitely an elf, with a face bearing similarly delicate arches and angles as Sylvia’s. Black veins lined his cheeks, and a desperate mania burned in his dark eyes. 
 
    Up close, Raphael immediately noticed that the Death Druid didn’t have his Spell Vectors open. That could only mean one thing: he was using True Magic. 
 
    Magus, Rayne chimed in, mentally linking its gaze to his and directing his attention to a jeweled ring on the Death Druid’s left hand. A link to the mana of the world. 
 
    What? But before Raphael could say anything to the elf, one of Sylvia’s shadowy blades pierced the Druid’s magical barrier and sliced through his right arm, severing it just above the elbow. The Death Druid shrieked in agony and clutched at his wound, trying futilely to stem the blood that poured from the stump. 
 
    Sylvia hopped off her flying sword and landed gracefully before the enemy elf. Raphael thrust the shaft of his glaive between his teeth, caught both Fenix and Eliza by their shoulders, and leaped high. The strength of the Second Brazier carried them over the lip of the dam and set them down several paces from the Death Druid. 
 
    “So, Tiresias,” Sylvia said, “are you ready to talk now, or do I need to remove a few more body parts first?” 
 
    They know each other, Raphael realized. Releasing Fenix and Eliza, Raphael let his glaive fall from his mouth back into his grasp. “Sylvia! He’s using True Magic! I think it’s got something to do with the ring on his left hand!” 
 
    “I know,” she replied. “Everyone, meet Tiresias, someone I knew from my childhood. That’s not his full name, of course, but we don’t have the time for that. Tiresias is an idiot. Tiresias, meet everyone here.” 
 
    The Death Druid backed away from Sylvia and the rest of the war party, edging closer to the other side of the dam, which was brimming with blackened, foul-smelling water. He bled all the while, leaving a crimson trail on the rotting wood beneath his feet. 
 
    “Stop,” Raphael told him, glancing downward at the horde of treants that still remained. The monsters were milling in confusion. Several of them cast hesitant glares at the war party atop the dam, but none approached. “It’s over. We don’t want to hurt you any further.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Sylvia snarled as she cracked her knuckles. “I’m going to stick my boot right up his—” 
 
    “No!” Tiresias raved. “No! I will be free! Mana will be free, even if I have to drown all life in death and decay!” 
 
    “Without a sacrifice of catastrophic proportions, your ritual to awaken a geomantic loci will dissipate and fail over time,” Fenix said. “Persist, and answer for your actions to us. Yield, and plead your case to the King’s courts.” 
 
    Releasing the stump of his severed limb, the Death Druid drew a dagger from his belt. Wisps of green smoke trailed from its curved blade. He bared his teeth, twisting his pale, manic features into a terrible leer. 
 
    “That’s a corrosion enchantment,” Eliza whispered to Raphael. He gave her an appreciative nod. 
 
    Sylvia drifted her sword to her side and stared pointedly at Tiresias’s weapon. “Yeah? Mine’s bigger than yours. What’re you even going to do with that?” 
 
    “Drown,” he replied. “Drown it all. Let mana flow once more.” 
 
    Before anyone could react, Tiresias rammed his dagger into his chest and twisted the blade. He shrieked in agony. The blood pouring from his severed arm turned green. It sizzled and bubbled as it hit the top of the dam and flowed into the splintered crevasses across its surface. 
 
    A wet wooden crack filled the air. The dam trembled beneath their feet.  
 
    “Is that…?” Fenix began. Another crack rang in their ears. A chunk of rotting wood broke off and fell amidst the treants below them, crushing several and sending many more scattering. The monsters began a scrambling retreat, climbing over each other in their bid to vacate the river bed and open up as much distance as they could from the dam. 
 
    “Yes!” Eliza seized Fenix by the collar and began dragging him toward the eastern river bank. She looked over her shoulder at Raphael. “Run! This structure is going to fall apart!” 
 
    “Great,” Sylvia grumbled as she hopped onto her sword. “Looks like I’ll have to break out the Ice Magic after all.” 
 
    Raphael strode over to Tiresias, who was now on his knees, wheezing his final breaths out. The Death Druid raised his dagger, but Raphael easily snatched the weapon out of his grasp, picked him up, and slung him over a shoulder. As Raphael ran after Fenix and Eliza, droplets of the elf’s corrupted blood splattered against his draconic armor and sizzled harmlessly out of existence. 
 
    “Keep him alive if you can,” Sylvia called after him. “I want some answers.” 
 
    But Raphael had no time to answer her. His footing became more and more treacherous with every step. Chunks of rotting wood fell away beneath his tread. Looking ahead, he saw Eliza hopping down onto the river bank. Fenix followed her a heartbeat later. 
 
    And then Raphael was clear of the dam, the might of the First and Second Braziers speeding his steps and strengthening his strides. He crashed down beside Eliza and Fenix, Tiresias bouncing on his shoulder. 
 
    A final massive crack of breaking wood signaled the utter collapse of the dam. Wide-eyed, Raphael watched as a colossal torrent of black, bubbling liquid surged downstream. Driven by the malice of the partially awakened geomantic loci, the river’s banks rose to accommodate the tide of corruption that roared through them, preventing it from overflowing into the rest of the woods and wasting its capacity for destruction. 
 
    Sylvia pulled a glass vial from her pouch and crushed it in her fist. For a moment, the elf was enveloped by a cloud of Spell Dust. And then it was gone, reduced to tiny spirals above her Vectors. Chanting and gesturing, Sylvia sped downstream on her sword, racing the warped water to its destination. 
 
    There’s nothing we can do to help her. We’ll have to leave this one to Sylvia, Raphael thought. He set Tiresias down on the moss and placed a hand on his chest. Raphael chanted the spell he’d learned from Sylvia. Lesser Heal might not save him, but it’ll keep him alive a bit longer. Maybe he’ll have something to say. 
 
    White light fell over Tiresias, and he opened his eyes. Acidic blood poured from his mouth, burning his tongue and jaw away. The elf coughed and went into spasms. Raphael called on his Healing Magic once more. He shone the Dragon Meridian’s light on his soul as he did so, wanting to see how much mana he had left.  
 
    I can cast this spell another eight or nine times, maybe ten, at most, he thought grimly.  
 
    “There’s no helping him,” Fenix said. “Not even Healing Magic of the Highest Order can save someone who has stabbed himself in the heart with a weapon bearing such a potent corrosion enchantment.” 
 
    “We need answers from him,” Raphael replied. “He was using True Magic. It might have to do with that ring he’s wearing.” 
 
    “This one?” a foreign, alien voice rang in his mind. Raphael recognized it immediately as the Death Druid’s. Tiresias raised his remaining hand, holding his ring aloft for all to see. A mocking light filled his pain-wracked eyes. “Go on. Take it. Discover the truth about mana. If you know what I know, learn what I’ve learned, then you will do exactly what I’ve done. Rage and kill. Defile and devour. Drown the world in death to set it free.”   
 
    Raphael shook his head. “No. I’m not like you. I would never hurt innocents, no matter what.” 
 
    “Won’t you?” Tiresias said telepathically. He wheezed and eyes grew brighter. “If you’re so sure, then take my ring. Find out for yourself.” 
 
    “His voice is in my head!” Eliza cried, clutching her temples. 
 
    “Mine too,” Fenix said, his voice grim. “He’s using a Mind Magic cantrip. It’s just about the only spell he can cast now, with only one hand and his innards in ruins.” 
 
    “Take my ring, young humans.” Tiresias turned his thoughts into a piercing mind shriek. “TAKE IT TAKE IT TAKE IT TAKE IT.” 
 
    Fenix and Eliza reeled from the Death Druid’s mental onslaught, their faces twisted in agony. Raphael flinched, but the light of the Dragon Meridian steeled his mind against Tiresias’s telepathic screams. Burning with curiosity, he reached for the elf’s ring. Maybe Sylvia can make some sense of this, he thought. 
 
    “Yes. Take the ring. Then you will hate everything.” A horrific gurgling sound emerged from Tiresias. It took Raphael a moment to recognize it as laughter. 
 
    Everything turned red just as Raphael’s fingers brushed the elf’s. He heard Fenix shout something, but the roaring shriek that filled his ears drowned the battlemage’s voice out. 
 
    “Magus! Gird your armor!” Rayne sent frantically. Raphael complied without thinking. Burning the Third Brazier at its hottest, he thickened his draconic armor as much as he could. 
 
    Searing agony raced up the arm he’d reached out to Tiresias. It spread up his shoulder and down the side of his body. 
 
    Eliza’s pained scream rang in his ears. 
 
    The sound made Raphael blink away the redness filling his vision. He cast a glance backward. Eliza had her hands hooked into the collar of his leather armor, and she was pulling him away. The leather bracers across her forearms were gone, leaving the numerous sear marks and weeping burns over her exposed skin fully visible. 
 
    “Eliza!” he cried. “You’re hurt!” 
 
    “So are you, Raphael,” she sobbed, releasing him and falling to her knees. Raphael looked down. His leather armor was in tatters, and the golden scales of his draconic armor were in broken disarray, many of them shattered and pulsing in and out of existence. The flesh of his right arm was badly burned, seared nearly to the bone. The right side of his torso was similarly charred. 
 
    Gritting his teeth against the pain, Raphael chanted the words to Lesser Heal and forced his fingers through the spell’s arcane gestures. White light washed over Eliza. The burns across her forearms faded slightly. 
 
    “No, Raphael!” she protested. “Heal yourself first!” 
 
    Raphael expended one more healing spell on Eliza before beginning another for himself. As he chanted the arcane syllables, he tried to make sense of what had just happened. 
 
    Where Tiresias had been was now a roaring fire. Fenix had his back turned to them. His fists filled with Explosive Orbs and Chain Lightning, the battlemage was facing what appeared to be a slender young man clad in flowing robes of what could only be golden silk, finer than anything Raphael had ever seen in the marketplace. 
 
    “Who are you?” Fenix demanded. “Why did you attack us?” 
 
    “I didn’t attack you,” the young man said. He gestured to the blazing pyre that had once been Tiresias. “I was burning a pest out of existence. You vermin just happened to be in the way.” 
 
    His voice was high, languid, and lilting, and the cadences of his speech bore many similarities to the Guild Master’s. His skin was the color of bronze, not too unlike Koshi’s, and he’d adorned the corners of his almond shaped eyes with metallic green and purple cosmetics. Dazzling jeweled rings and bangles graced his fingers and forearms. 
 
    “He appeared out of nowhere and cast Infernal Column on the Death Druid,” Eliza whispered. “It’s a Fire Magic spell of the Highest Order. He didn’t care that you were nearby. I had to pull you clear.” 
 
    “Thanks, Eliza,” Raphael said, forcing a smile on his face for her sake. The agony of his burns lessened somewhat as the effects of his spell took place. He immediately began casting once more. Popping out from Raphael’s pocket, Rayne alighted on his shoulder and began running its tongue over his wounds. It helped, somewhat. 
 
    “Lucky for Rayne, Magus, to be on your other side,” Rayne thought to him. 
 
    “Yes, very lucky,” Raphael agreed empathically. 
 
    Something massive moved in the sky above them, beyond the canopy of the trees. It cast nightmarish, impossible shadows amidst the woods’ confusing lightscape. 
 
    No. He didn’t appear out of nowhere, he thought. He flew here, riding something. 
 
    “You nearly killed an armsman of the Hell Drakes!” Fenix roared. “Name yourself, that you might answer to our wrath!” 
 
    “The Hell Drakes?” The young man tittered. “What do I, Huo Xian, the Thirteenth Grand Prince of the Chimeric Empire, care about some ragtag band of sellswords?” 
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    Grand Prince? Why would someone like that be here? Raphael wondered. Maybe Sylvia might be able to shed some light on this when she’s done freezing the river. 
 
    As he cast another healing spell on himself, Raphael recalled what he’d learned about the Chimeric Empire in school. According to his teachers, the Chimeric Emperor was a mage of unparalleled power who founded the nation many hundreds of years ago. He was still alive, thanks to his peerless magic, but he no longer ruled his realm directly. Every ten years, the thirteen Chimeric Grand Principalities, each one an ageless and powerful mage, decided among themselves who would assume the role of Imperial Regent and take charge of the nation’s affairs. 
 
    Obviously, the Thirteenth isn’t the current Imperial Regent, or he’d be too busy to come nearly halfway across the world to this part of Lucario.  
 
    The worst of Raphael’s burns faded away as his healing spell took effect, leaving the right side of his body covered in painful blisters. Wincing, he rolled his shoulders and got to his feet, helping Eliza up after him. She thanked him with a nervous smile before returning her attention to the Grand Prince. 
 
    Huo Xian’s Infernal Column played itself out, its fiery spirals hissing out of existence and leaving the charred, smoking remains of Tiresias behind. 
 
    “To think that I had to take this task on myself.” The Grand Prince clicked his tongue irritably and sighed. “Well, it’s not like I can turn down a request from Father. Still, I was hoping that killing Tiresias would be an entertaining experience, at least. What a disappointment.” 
 
    The Chimeric Emperor himself sent one of the Grand Princes to kill Tiresias? Raphael’s eyes widened in surprise. Glancing at Eliza and Fenix, he saw that the revelation had a similar effect on them as well. Was Tiresias that important? 
 
    Another thought struck him then, one that sent a chill running down the length of his spine. Why is he saying all this in front of us? 
 
    “Fenix! Blink over to us now!” Raphael cried. 
 
    The battlemage cast his spell immediately, his lack of hesitation showing just how much he trusted Raphael. Blue light pulsed briefly in his hands, and then he was standing beside Raphael and Eliza. 
 
    Another column of flame burst from the ground where Fenix had been standing a heartbeat ago. Even from more than ten paces away, Raphael felt the inferno’s blistering heat wash over his skin, rattling the scales of his draconic armor. Fenix and Eliza cried out and recoiled from the swirling flames, raising their hands to shield their faces. 
 
    Eliza ran into that to rescue me? Without draconic armor or a Spirit Shield cast on her? Raphael felt gratitude and admiration for her well up within him. 
 
    Huo Xian clicked his tongue again. “Fairly quick on the uptake, I see. Of course I was going to kill all of you as well. I don’t know what you’ve already learned from Tiresias, that traitorous thief, but I’m just going to assume that it’s too much for me to risk leaving you alive.” 
 
    “Risk?” Fenix demanded. “What’re you talking about? We were here to stop him from killing everyone in Vitoria. We don’t know about anything else.” 
 
    “And so you never will,” Huo Xian said, flicking a stray lock of his oiled hair from his face. He pointed his index finger at the war party. 
 
    “Rayne! Help us!” Raphael called telepathically as he reached out and grabbed Eliza and Fenix by their shoulders. 
 
    The faerie dragon responded immediately, phasing all of them out of corporeality a moment before a fiery beam burst from the Grand Prince’s pointing finger. Huo Xian’s spell branched out into three lesser streams that blazed harmlessly through the war party’s ghostly bodies and carved triple paths of annihilation into the woods. 
 
    “How curious. What was that?” Huo Xian asked as Rayne dropped Raphael, Eliza, and Fenix back into the material realm. “None of you used any magic. Did that strange beast thrall on your shoulder do that?” 
 
    Raphael wanted to retort that Rayne was hardly his thrall, but he held his tongue, realizing that arguing with Huo Xian over the faerie dragon wouldn’t help them in any way. 
 
    “Did… did you see how he cast his spells?” Fenix asked in a low, shaky tone. The battlemage’s face was pale, and sweat ran down his cheeks. “I don’t think even Sylvia can do something like that.” 
 
    Raphael nodded. Thanks to the light of the Dragon Meridian and his recent experience of actual spellcasting, he’d been aware of Huo Xian’s magical mastery since Fenix’s escape from the second fiery column. The battlemage specialized in shortening the casting process of several specific spells, allowing him to wield his magic very quickly and efficiently. 
 
    In contrast, Huo Xian cast his spells in full, uttering each incantation and performing every arcane gesture to completion, but the Grand Prince had done so with superlative speed and subtlety, melding his spellcasting seamlessly into what appeared to be his customary speech patterns and bodily mannerisms. 
 
    Fenix must be truly talented in magic to have picked up on that without the light of the Dragon Meridian, Raphael thought. Maybe he’ll be able to cast spells like Huo Xian some day, but we’ll have to survive this first. 
 
    “We must attack. If we just keep avoiding him, we’ll run out of options soon,” Eliza said. 
 
    Fenix grunted in assent. “Raphael, take point. Create an opening for me.” 
 
    Raphael nodded. “Got it. I’m counting on you, Fenix.” 
 
    He opened his mind to Rayne. “Rayne, stay back. It’s not safe for you to be so close to me.” 
 
    “Good fortune in battle, Magus,” the faerie dragon wished him, hopping off his shoulder and swooping away to the branches of a tree a fair distance away. 
 
    Raising his glaive, Raphael charged at the Grand Prince, burning every Brazier at its hottest. He didn’t get further than a few strides before five fiery comets, each blazing from a finger of Huo Xian’s right hand, slammed into him. They struck him in the chest, breaking through his draconic armor and scattering its golden scales into oblivion, before setting his torso ablaze. 
 
    A scream of pain forced its way through Raphael’s lips as the flames engulfing his body began consuming his flesh, but he focused on the light of the Dragon Meridian, pushed through the agony, and brought forth a fresh suit of draconic armor into existence. Golden scales flared anew over his skin, pushing the flames from his flesh and forcing them to the tip of his glaive. Raphael turned his agonized shriek into a resolute roar as he slammed his weapon down into the damp mossy soil at his feet and released its shaft. The ground cracked and bubbled, failing to smother the flames gathered at the glaive’s tip and contain the heat rolling off the metal. 
 
    A globe of white light flashed into being around Raphael, just in time to meet yet another beam blazing from Huo Xian’s index finger. The Grand Prince’s spell shattered Fenix’s Spirit Shield, but another one sprang into existence. The beam burst through that one as well, turning it into fragments of scattered light. Fenix called forth yet another, then another. By Raphael’s count, Huo Xian’s beam burned through a dozen Spirit Shields in the blink of an eye before it even began to slow down, giving Raphael just enough time to roll awkwardly out of its way. 
 
    Raphael glanced frantically over his shoulder as Eliza cried out in pain. She’d been standing nearly five paces away from the path of the Grand Prince’s spell, but the heat in its wake still left a flash burn on her cheek.   
 
    “Well done, battlemage,” Huo Xian said, bringing his hands together in slow, mocking applause. “Casting the same spell a dozen times so quickly? If anything, that would just about qualify you for service as a jester at my court. ” 
 
    “Well, here’s a jest for you! I hope you choke on it!” Fenix thrust his fists out. Chain Lightning blazed forth, streaking past Raphael and reaching for the Grand Prince. 
 
    A wide smile on his face, Huo Xian raised his left hand. A vortex of flames spiraled into existence over the Grand Prince’s palm. It caught and drew Fenix’s Chain Lightning into its swirling depths. Huo Xian raised his right hand and opened his palm. Another fiery vortex churned into being before it. 
 
    He’s going to throw Fenix’s spell back at him! Surging to his feet, Raphael threw himself into the path of the Chain Lightning that roared from the blazing spiral over Huo Xian’s right palm. He caught Fenix’s spell in his hands, containing its might within his draconic armor. 
 
    The battlemage’s Chain Lightning bucked and roared in his grasp, threatening to break free. Gasping from exertion, Raphael lined his hands up with Huo Xian, opened his palms, and released Fenix’s spell. Lightning streaked forth from him, but it went awry, lancing upward into the tree canopy and setting it ablaze. The Grand Prince raised an eyebrow and glanced at the smoldering leaves and branches many feet above his head.    
 
    Can’t aim something that jumps and kicks in your hands, Raphael thought, panting as he fought to catch his breath. 
 
    “A solid effort,” Huo Xian acknowledged, “but a useless one, nevertheless. Your Spell Vectors have never been opened, and there’s no trace of Spell Dust around you, so it’s curious how you managed to do that without magic. Perhaps you possess some artifact or item enchanted to resist lightning? Ah, no matter. I don’t have all day, so it’s really time for you all to die.” 
 
    The Grand Prince pointed at them with the index finger of his right hand once more. “Just stay still and don’t try to dodge. It’ll hurt much less this way.” 
 
    Another fiery beam blazed forth from Huo Xian’s fingertip, this one much faster and hotter than any other spell Raphael had seen the Grand Prince cast previously. 
 
    Raphael dropped his glaive and thrust his forearms across his face. With Fenix and Eliza directly behind him, there was no way he would try to dodge Huo Xian’s spell, even if he could. He had to stop it right there and then and trust in his draconic armor to withstand its fury. 
 
    The fiery beam tore into Raphael’s forearms, slicing through the scales of golden light above his flesh. Inspired by Fenix’s casting of successive Spirit Shields, Raphael called yet another suit of draconic armor into existence. It bowed and broke beneath Huo Xian’s spell as well. Raphael manifested one more, pouring every drop of his Ryu-To-Ki into the Third Brazier. 
 
    As the fiery beam ripped the third draconic armor asunder, Raphael met it with a fourth, this one stronger than those that had come before. That, too, disintegrated beneath the might of Huo Xian’s spell, and the fiery beam was just a hair’s breadth from touching Raphael’s flesh and burning him from existence. But the fifth slowed it before breaking apart into slivers of golden light, and the sixth, wavering in and out of existence, halted it outright. 
 
    Roaring, Raphael poured yet more Ryu-To-Ki into the Third Brazier. The light of the Dragon Meridian reached forth to touch the Fourth Brazier.    
 
    And it came ablaze. 
 
    Huo Xian’s spell sputtered out of existence, its power spent and its wrath played out harmlessly against Raphael’s draconic armor. He lowered his forearms and opened his eyes. 
 
    The Grand Prince flinched from Raphael’s regard. Huo Xian’s languid expression was gone, replaced with one of vexed confusion. 
 
    “What?” Huo Xian demanded. “How is that possible? Explain, vermin! How did you withstand my Annihilation Ray without magic?” 
 
    Raphael ignored him, looking over his shoulder at Eliza and Fenix. 
 
    “Are you both alright?” he asked. They nodded slowly, their eyes wide with surprise. 
 
    “Raphael,” Eliza said, pointing at his back. It was only then that Raphael realized that he was unclad above the waist, the tatters of his leather armor having disintegrated beneath the fury of Huo Xian’s spell. “That mark. Between your shoulder-blades. What…?” 
 
    “I was born with it,” he replied. “That’s what Koshi told me. I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    “Well, whatever it is, it’s blazing with golden light now,” Fenix told him. “Does that mean you’ve acquired more Dragon Knight powers?” 
 
    Raphael opened his mouth to reply, but Huo Xian was suddenly standing right between Eliza and Fenix. The Grand Prince swept his gaze over Raphael’s back. 
 
    What? I didn’t see him move. Raphael spun on his heel to face Huo Xian. 
 
    “Dragon Knight?” the Grand Prince asked. His hand shot out, snaring Fenix by the throat and pulling the battlemage close. Huo Xian raised Fenix high, dangling him a foot above the ground. “You’re saying that this youth is a Dragon Knight? But I thought the last one died a long time ago. And that mark on his back. I’ve never seen anything like it, not in all my centuries of war and scholarship. How can that be?” 
 
    Gasping, Fenix squirmed and kicked, to no avail. Eliza drew her sword and cut at Huo Xian, but he sidestepped her blade, knocked her to the ground with a casual swing of his fist, and placed his heel on the back of her neck. 
 
    “Ugh, how rude,” the Grand Prince complained. “If there’s anything that truly enrages me, it’s the impertinence of those who don’t know their station in life.” 
 
    “Let them go!” Raphael demanded, charging at Huo Xian. 
 
    But a cold, manic light had come into the Grand Prince’s eyes. He bared his teeth in a savage grin, and a network of bulging veins pulsed grotesquely at his temples. It was then that Raphael realized that though Huo Xian wore a man’s face and spoke the common tongue of the world’s nations, the Grand Prince had no greater claim to humanity than Raphael did. Both of them were something different, something created to be beyond—or beneath—humankind. The thought troubled Raphael more than he’d expected it to, but he forced it to the back of his mind, drowning it out with the light of the Dragon Meridian. 
 
     Huo Xian tightened his grasp on Fenix’s throat and pressed down harder with his heel on Eliza’s neck. The battlemage went into spasms, and an agonized scream fell from Eliza’s lips. 
 
    They would be dead before Raphael could reach them, and the few paces that he had to close seemed like a vast, insurmountable distance. 
 
    I need to stop him! I need to strike him from afar! I need— 
 
    “The Knight, Magus! The Knight!” Rayne said telepathically, the faerie dragon’s thoughts rife with panic. “Sunkiller!” 
 
    Koshi’s bow! Raphael turned the light of the Dragon Meridian within himself—and it revealed something floating within the fiery depths of the Fourth Brazier. He reached for the object with his will and pulled it from his soul. A golden radiance pulsed from his hands, and he found himself holding the bow that Koshi had wielded in his bout against Sylvia. 
 
    As Raphael brought Sunkiller up and pulled on its shining string, motes of light cascaded perpendicular to its length into an incandescent arrow, nocked and ready in position. Without knowing how he knew to do so, he aimed and loosed. 
 
    The arrow of light slammed into Huo Xian’s wrist. It shattered and fell apart into dissipating golden threads, obviously unable to penetrate whatever protective enchantments the Grand Prince wore about his flesh and clothing. But it was enough to make Huo Xian flinch, release his grip on Fenix, and step away from Eliza. 
 
    By then, Raphael had closed the distance. He let Koshi’s bow fall out of existence, clenched his fists, and threw a thunderous overhead punch at the Grand Prince’s face. At the same time, he unleashed all of the energy his draconic armor had absorbed from Huo Xian’s Annihilation Ray. 
 
    His fist connected. A tremendous boom blasted through the stagnant silence permeating the woods. The impact hurled Raphael’s dark hair back from his face. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Eliza and Fenix tumbling to the ground, ripped off their feet by the aftershock of displaced air. Raphael snapped his focus back to Huo Xian, expecting to see the Grand Prince reeling from the blow, beaten and bloodied. 
 
    But Huo Xian wasn’t reeling. He wasn’t even hurt. Grimacing, the Grand Prince pushed Raphael’s fist away with the two fingers he’d used to block the punch. 
 
    “Ugh. I forgot myself in the excitement at seeing that strange mark and actually touched these vermin,” Huo Xian muttered, shuddering and gagging in visible disgust. The cold light in his eyes was gone, and his delicate features had reassumed the mask of haughty disdain he’d worn since his arrival. “What a terrible day it’s been, running this errand for Father when I could be at the launch party of my latest line of cosmetics instead.” 
 
    The Grand Prince backed several paces away fastidiously from Raphael. He produced a little spray bottle of expensive-looking glass from his robes, puffed some of its contents on his hands, and wiped his palms with a silk handkerchief, which he then tossed distastefully away onto the ground. 
 
    “I’ll have to throw away my slippers too, and I’d just bought them yesterday, you know? What a waste,” Huo Xian complained bitterly. “See what you vermin did? If you’d only just all died obediently to begin with, all this wouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    We’re outmatched. In every way. Raphael gritted his teeth and raised his fists. He kept all four draconic Braziers burning at their hottest. But I’m not going to just  roll over and die. I’ll fight to my last breath. I hope Sylvia’s been successful, at least, so our deaths won’t be entirely in vain. 
 
    Fenix and Eliza seemed to share his resolve, too. They strode forward to stand by his side. Chain Lightning and Explosive Orbs hovered over the battlemage’s palms. Eliza held her blade at the ready. Raphael exchanged a final glance with them as Huo Xian pointed at them once more, this time with the index and middle fingers of his right hand. 
 
    “Please, do me the courtesy of just dying already, won’t you?” Huo Xian pleaded. “If I leave now, I might still be able to make it to the midnight wine-tasting at Duke Cheng’s jade palace.” 
 
    “No one’s stopping you from leaving,” Raphael pointed out. “If you’ve got to go, then just go. Surely someone of your stature shouldn’t be mucking about here. It’s cold and damp, which can’t be good for all that silk you’re wearing.” 
 
    “Finally!” Huo Xian sighed. “The first words of good sense I’ve heard all day. Silk doesn’t fare well in such humidity. And then there’s all the grime that just has to be building up on my jewelry in a place like this. I cannot wait to be far from here and somewhere deserving of my magnificence.” 
 
    “You’d better be on your way, then,” Raphael said. “You wouldn’t want to miss out on Duke Cheng’s wine, right?” 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t.” Huo Xian lowered his hand and brought it to his chin instead. A thoughtful look came over his face. “I must admit this whole theater about you being a Dragon Knight has been mildly entertaining. Also, I have a feeling that no matter what I say, you vermin are still going to put up a fight, which will cost me precious minutes that I could use instead to hear my praises being sung.” 
 
    “If you came here to kill Tiresias in the first place, you’ve already accomplished that goal, haven’t you?” Raphael persisted. “Why waste any more time in this disgusting place that is utterly undeserving of your presence?” 
 
    “Hmm. That’s true. I did accomplish Father’s errand, and I don’t think Tiresias really told you much, anyway. He’s just never been the type to share, you know? I never did quite understand what Father ever saw in him.” The Grand Prince nodded, a faint look of approval dancing across his face. “Perhaps you are a slight notch above mere vermin, youth. For demonstrating such good sense, I suppose you do deserve a reward of sorts. Fine. I will spare your lives today, as a gesture of my unparalleled magnanimity and peerless grace.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks,” Raphael replied.  
 
    “His name isn’t ‘youth’,” Eliza spoke up, her eyes bright with pain and her jaw taut with anger. “His name is Raphael. I’m Eliza. And this is Fenix.” She gestured at the battlemage. 
 
    Huo Xian shuddered again. “Ugh. What makes you think I care? I’m leaving now, lest my delicate sensibilities suffer further pollution from your lowly preoccupations. Consider yourself blessed for the honor of having met me and basking in my glorious presence, if only for the briefest moments of your inconsequential lives.” 
 
    The Grand Prince turned to leave, only to stop in the middle of a pirouette that sent the silken ribbons a-flutter. “Wait. I don’t remember that being frozen when I arrived.” 
 
    Huo Xian was looking at the river. It was entirely frozen, now a solid block of ice reaching beyond eyeshot and winding into the shadowy depths of the woods. Raphael sighed with relief. That meant Sylvia had succeeded and Vitoria was safe, at least for now. They still had to figure out some way of cleansing the river and making things right for the town once more, but that was a problem to be tackled later. 
 
    “She did it!” Fenix cried. “We saved the town from the Death Druid!” 
 
    Huo Xian waved dismissively. “Tiresias’s schemes concern me not, now that he’s dead. I care less for the vermin that populate this foul, diseased place. But freezing that river would take—” 
 
    “Magic of the Highest Order? The type that could only come from a mage more powerful than you?” Sylvia whispered into Huo Xian’s ear. The elf was standing behind the Grand Prince and leaning over his shoulder. 
 
    “What?” Huo Xian began. “Is that you, Shadowsoul? What are you—” 
 
    Sylvia thrust her hands into the folds of Huo Xian’s robe. With a deft, disturbingly practiced motion, she ripped its lower half clean off, leaving the Grand Prince utterly exposed beneath the waist. 
 
    Huo Xian shrieked in horror and covered himself as best as he could with his hands, but not before the war party had gotten a clear view of something Raphael was fairly certain they’d rather not have seen. 
 
    “Ah, as unimpressive as I remember, little prince,” Sylvia said, flinging the portion of Huo Xian’s robe she’d torn off onto the ground and treading all over its silken length. She stroked the Grand Prince’s cheek with a finger, causing him to gag in disgust. “Do you still remember our last tryst? When was it, nearly fifty years ago?” 
 
    “I expected this from you,” the elf continued, clenching one fist and patting the crook of her elbow with her other hand. For some reason, Raphael found the gesture extremely obscene. Judging from how Eliza was rolling her eyes and the grimace on Fenix’s face, he figured that he wasn’t too far off in his assessment of Sylvia’s behavior. 
 
    “Little did I expect to find that you were more like this.” Sylvia extended her pinky finger and crooked it slightly. “What a sad day that was, but more so for you than me, I think.” 
 
    Huo Xian was obviously in no mood to talk with the elf. He ran away, his hands between his legs. 
 
    “Tian Mo! Tian Mo!” the Grand Prince screamed, directing his words toward the sky. “Get me out of here! Now!” 
 
    A massive tentacle of smooth, gray flesh broke through the canopy and scooped Huo Xian up. Once again, Raphael caught sight of something colossal moving just beyond the trees. 
 
    “I’ll kill you for this, Shadowsoul!” the Grand Prince promised as he rose beyond eyeshot. 
 
    “That’s what you said the last time!” Sylvia called after him. “And I’m still waiting!” 
 
    “I’ll kill you all!” Huo Xian’s voice trailed off as the creature that carried him swooped away. Its flight brought it briefly above the war party, and its gigantic shadow cast everything around them into darkness for a full heartbeat. 
 
    Whatever that thing is, it’s huge, and it can fly really quickly, Raphael thought, shaking his head in wonder as he walked over to his glaive and pulled it from the ground. The weapon was no longer on fire, but it was utterly ruined, its blade melted into shapelessness and its shaft scorched into charcoal. Raphael sighed as the glaive fell from his grasp in crumbling pieces. Hopefully, he would be able to get a replacement from the Guild’s armory. 
 
    Flitting down from its perch in the trees, Rayne alighted on Raphael’s shoulder and nuzzled his cheek. “You prevail, Magus. And you’re safe. I’m happy.” 
 
    Raphael patted the faerie dragon on the head. “Me too, Rayne. Me too.” 
 
    “…why do I have a feeling that things have now become worse instead of better?” Fenix asked. 
 
    “Because they are?” Eliza snapped, rounding on Sylvia. “Raphael already managed to talk some sense into the Chimeric Grand Prince, but then you had to come along and—” 
 
    “Air out his undercarriage?” Sylvia finished, before bursting into laughter. “Did you see the look on his face?” 
 
    “Yes, it was the face of someone who’s going to kill all of us when he sees us next. It’s one thing to fight for your life. It’s another to mortally insult a Chimeric Grand Prince,” Fenix said, falling to his knees and sighing. He turned to Eliza. “And you told him our names. That’s great. Absolutely fantastic, in fact.” 
 
    “I don’t think he’ll remember them, though,” Eliza replied. “I wanted to humanize us. To make him less likely to kill us if we had names he could attach to our faces. It was a long shot, but it may well have worked. Or maybe it won’t matter. He did say he didn’t care about our names, so he might not have caught them in the first place. Or he’s already forgotten them.” 
 
    Raphael didn’t think that the Grand Prince was someone who would forget anything or let even the most inconsequential detail escape his notice. Huo Xian had indeed heard their names, and he would definitely remember them. 
 
    “Hopefully the shock of his robe being torn by Sylvia would be enough to jar our faces from his memory. Or sear them permanently into his mind,” Fenix said grimly.  
 
    “Hey, I was just giving his bits some sunlight, what little there is in this place,” the elf protested. “And you all saw how pale and tiny they were. Shriveled, even. He needs to slap on some tanning lotion and—” 
 
    “Sylvia,” Raphael said firmly. “It looks like you managed to freeze the river. Is the town safe?” 
 
    “Yes!” Sylvia stuck her thumb up. “Tiresias only managed to poison a portion of the water. It’s a huge portion, but the river in its entirety is completely salvageable. I dumped two Spell Dust vials worth of Ice Magic into the poisoned water, which means it’s going to stay frozen for a week or two, at least. You can break it, chip it off, but it’ll stay ice, no matter what, until my spells wear off.” 
 
    “This should allow the townsfolk to figure out a way to get their river back,” Eliza mused. “Perhaps they could break the poisoned ice apart with axes and chisels before carting the pieces away somewhere safe? Or maybe they can bring in mages who specialize in Healing or Nature Magic to neutralize the poison.” 
 
    “Well, whatever they decide to do, it’s none of our business!” Sylvia gave Raphael a hearty slap on the shoulder. “I saw the tail end of your fight against the little prince on my way back, Raphael. Looks like you made some progress with your Dragon Knight powers too. Well done!” 
 
    The elf nodded at the mark on his back. “Also, that’s a fancy tattoo. I’ve always wanted to get one done, but I could never make up my mind on what exactly I’d like. Do you think a colorful butterfly at the base of my spine would be too garish?” 
 
    Raphael thought that such a tattoo would, indeed, be too garish, but he knew that if he spoke his mind, nothing would deter Sylvia from getting it at the earliest opportunity, so he smiled and shook his head instead. 
 
    “The mark on Raphael’s back isn’t a tattoo, Sylvia,” Eliza pointed out. “I think it’s got something to do with his dragon powers. Even the Grand Prince didn’t recognize it. And now it’s clear you don’t know anything about it, either.” 
 
    “Koshi does,” Raphael said quietly. “He told me that it was the mark of someone who would be called to greatness, whatever that meant. I think the Sisters of the Crescent Moon do as well. Maybe that’s why they don’t like me. Perhaps it means something bad.” 
 
    “I have to disagree with you there, Raphael,” Fenix chimed in. “Koshi the Dragon Knight was a beloved hero of myth and legend, renowned for his gallantry and sense of justice as much as his prowess. If the mark on your back was something evil, surely he wouldn’t describe it as a sign of greatness?” 
 
    “Also, be it fair or unfair, dragons do have a very vile reputation throughout the world,” the battlemage went on. “After all, they did try to kill every other living thing. Any sane person would be wary of dragons, and that mark on your back does resemble the head of a dragon, complete with horns, a snout, and other… well, draconic parts. Perhaps the Sisters, being a rather superstitious lot, associated it with dragons, and that’s why they were unkind to you? Though I must say that it’s difficult to imagine a Sister of the Crescent Moon being unkind to anybody.” 
 
    “No, the Sisters were never unkind to me,” Raphael clarified quickly. “They were just a bit colder when they spoke to me, and sometimes, they looked at me as if they were waiting for me to do something bad. Only Sister Amalia wasn’t like this.” 
 
    “We can ask Koshi more about your mark when we get back to Lucia City, Raphael,” Eliza said, linking her arm around his. “He’ll be so happy to see you. Think about all the stories you have to tell him about this adventure!” 
 
    She’s trying to cheer me up, and she’s succeeding. Raphael gave Eliza an appreciative smile. “Yes, let’s do that. Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was setting by the time the war party emerged from the woods and passed through the town gates. They made their way to the mayor’s modest, single-storied house of stone and thatch, where Sylvia kicked down his door and dragged the portly man out into the early evening. He thanked them profusely after Eliza explained the entire situation with Tiresias, the geomantic loci, and the river. But things remained dire, since sanguine treants still infested the woods, and there was a massive block of poisoned water to deal with. 
 
    “Our pigeon coop received a message from Master Victis himself just before you returned,” the mayor said. “He’s sending a cadre of his senior students down to lend what aid they can, and they should arrive in a day or so, since the Academy is only a short distance away by boat.” 
 
    “Good.” Fenix nodded. “I sent him word as soon as we disembarked this morning. As always, Master Victis is quick to respond, especially when there’s an opportunity for him to hone his students in battle. A cadre of battlemages will be more than capable of putting the last of the sanguine treants to rest. And with the Death Druid gone, the incomplete geomantic loci will dissipate within a day.” 
 
    “As for the poisoned water, we’ll figure something out,” Mr. Bernardi said. “One way or the other, we’ll keep Vitoria safe.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that, short man.” Sylvia rummaged through Eliza’s belt pouch, ignoring the younger woman’s irritated protests, and retrieved the guild receipt. “Here. You know what you’ve got to do.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. Of course.” The mayor took the receipt in his hands, cleared his throat, and said, “Wealth and glory are yours, Hell Drakes. My utmost thanks and gratitude.” 
 
    Raphael peeked over Mr. Bernardi’s shoulder. The red rune beside the Guild Master’s signature flashed briefly, then turned blue. The mayor handed the receipt back to Eliza, who returned it to her belt pouch. 
 
    “Fantastic! When’s the next ship bound for Lucia City stopping by?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    “I believe we’ve got one stopping by the day after tomorrow,” Mr. Bernardi said. “The Blue Gull, I think. As far as I know, her captain would be more than happy to take on passengers. Or you could wait until the end of the week. The Sparrow’s Light is due to stop by here once more on her return trip to Lucia City.” 
 
    Sylvia groaned. “Ugh. So we’ve got to spend at least an entire day in this backwater doing nothing?” 
 
    “We could hunt down the remaining sanguine treants, even if only for a day,” Raphael pointed out. “That would help keep the townsfolk safe.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea, actually,” Fenix said. “I collected quite a haul of Spell Cores back there. If we get more, the Guild Master will increase our reward.” 
 
    “Reward?” Raphael asked. “Don’t we already get paid weekly?” 
 
    “We earn bonuses for completing assignments on top of our weekly stipends,” Eliza explained. “You and I get ten gold coins apiece for this one.” 
 
    “I get five hundred,” Sylvia said smugly. 
 
    “Nobody asked,” Fenix snapped at her. 
 
    “How much do you get, Fenix?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “Eighty,” the battlemage mumbled uneasily. Raphael clapped him on the shoulder, genuinely happy that Fenix was valued so highly by the Guild. 
 
    “Ha! I make more than all of you!” Sylvia crowed, but everyone pointedly ignored her and turned to the mayor as he spoke up again. 
 
    Mr. Bernadi offered them a smile. “You can find lodgings at our local inn, the Burnished Mug, just down the street and a bit west of the town square. It’s a really nice place, and I’ve already told Mrs. Marino, the innkeeper, to put your room and board for the next week on my tab.” 
 
    “Thank you so much, sir,” Eliza told him. “We really appreciate your hospitality.” 
 
    “You saved our lives, Hell Drakes,” the mayor replied. “We will never forget this.” 
 
    Bidding Mr. Bernardi a good night, the war party made their way to the Burnished Mug. It was a spacious, double-storied establishment, with stone walls and a thatched roof just like most of the other buildings in Vitoria. 
 
    Mrs. Marino, a stout woman with a head full of graying hair, led them to a sturdy wooden table, and they sat down, amidst a small crowd of townsfolk who’d decided to have their evening meal in the common room. First one, then another townsperson began clapping his hands, and soon, the war party was showered in cheers and applause. Apparently, news spread very rapidly in Vitoria. 
 
    It was another hour before the last grateful townsperson would leave them in peace to eat. By then, Sylvia had mocked and made fun of at least a dozen hapless people and threatened to drag both the town’s blacksmith and barrel-maker into her room. Muttering their final words of gratitude, the burly men backed away and left the inn, their faces pale after hearing the elf’s lurid yet physically impossible descriptions of what she would do to them. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about it. The evening rush is over anyway, and they’ll be back tomorrow, foul-mouthed elf or no,” Mrs. Marino said, waving away Eliza’s apologies on Sylvia’s behalf. “Besides, many of our folk need to learn how to be more polite and less overly familiar with strangers.” 
 
    Raphael sighed and patted Rayne, who was dozing in his pocket. He’d changed into one of his spare tunics as soon as the war party had returned to town gates, where they’d stashed their clothing knapsacks. There was nothing to be gained in parading the dragon mark on his back around and inviting unwanted questions and suspicions from the townsfolk. 
 
    “And so, Raphael and Fenix, you don’t ask any questions when a lady tells you to smear your entire fist in strawberry jam and…” As Sylvia went on and on, Raphael looked into the inn’s hearth, where a hearty fire crackled. So much had happened in one day. They’d fought their way through a horde of undead monsters, thwarted a madman’s scheme to massacre an entire town, and survived a battle against an overwhelmingly powerful opponent. He’d learned a great deal on this assignment, and he’d even ignited another Draconic Brazier. 
 
    But it had simply not been enough against Huo Xian. If the Grand Prince hadn’t been so vain and easily cajoled, he would have slaughtered Raphael, Fenix, and Eliza before Sylvia could save them. The elf was an extremely powerful mage, but the war party couldn’t rely on her to rescue them from danger every time. They had to become stronger. 
 
    He had to become stronger. 
 
    “Copper coin for your thoughts,” Eliza said, nudging him with her elbow. 
 
    “It’s been a long day,” he replied, doing his best to ignore Sylvia pumping her fist as Fenix looked on, a disgusted grimace on the battlemage’s face. “And a hard one, but I’m glad we took this assignment on, and I’m happy we managed to help the people of Vitoria.” 
 
    “You were amazing today, Raphael.” Eliza leaned back in her chair. “You cut through all those monsters and you fought that Chimeric Grand Prince. I feel like we’ve already lived through a lifetime’s worth of adventures.” 
 
    “No, Eliza.” Raphael met her gaze. “You’re the most amazing among us all. You saved my life just now, running into Huo Xian’s spell and pulling me clear from it even though you didn’t have any draconic armor or a Spirit Shield. I wish I had even half of your courage.” 
 
    Eliza’s face turned bright red, but before she could reply, Sylvia stuck her head between them. 
 
    “What was that about something long and hard?” the elf demanded. 
 
    Everyone groaned, even the innkeeper, who had just arrived at the table with their meal. 
 
    Night had truly fallen by the time they finished polishing off platters of steamed fish and grilled potatoes. Sylvia burped contentedly before leaning back in her chair and patting her belly.  
 
    She nodded to Raphael. “By the way, Raphael, did you manage to learn anything from Tiresias before he got roasted? Why he was so hell bent on killing a whole bunch of people and awakening a geomantic loci, of all things?” 
 
    In response, Raphael dug into one of his pockets and pulled out the melted and twisted remains of the ring that had been on Tiresias’s finger. He’d managed to take it from the Death Druid just before Huo Xian’s attack. He set it on the table for everyone to see. “I think this allowed him to cast spells without using any Spell Dust. He said that it would show us the truth about mana. And that once we learned that truth, we would become just like him.” 
 
    “Maniacally murderous? Insanely unhygienic? Utterly lacking in fashionable clothing choices?” Sylvia quipped, but despite her words, her features had taken on a grim, uncertain cast. She tapped the ring with her finger. “I can’t sense any trace of magic left in this thing, but it was definitely an enchanted artifact crafted for a specific purpose.” 
 
    “Can you tell what that purpose was?” Fenix asked. 
 
    Sylvia shook her head. “That’s not my forte. We’ll have to ask a highly skilled enchanter for help. Fortunately, the Guild knows many. Come to think of it, the Guild Master himself used to study enchantments back in the day, and he was pretty good at it, too. One of the best, actually. But these days, he’s just a boring, lecherous bag of bones.” 
 
    “That means we can ask him for help when we get back,” Eliza said. “Or if he’s too busy, surely someone at the Guild will point out a skilled enchanter to us.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s going to help us.” Sylvia cracked her knuckles. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    Raphael, Eliza, and Fenix nodded quietly. No one, it seemed, had any doubt in the elf’s ability to bully the Guild Master into submission. 
 
    “I need to get stronger,” Raphael blurted out. He met Sylvia’s gaze. “Sylvia, please teach me more spells.” 
 
    Fenix clenched his fists and bowed his head. “So do I. I was utterly at Huo Xian’s mercy today. If it hadn’t been for Raphael repeatedly saving my life, I would have been dead many times over.” 
 
    A broad smile spread over Sylvia’s face. “That’s the spirit, boys. I see that your tussle with the little prince has left quite the impression, and I understand how you feel. But first things first. Let’s begin by taking the easiest, most concrete steps we can.” 
 
    “Tiresias had an enchanted dagger, didn’t he?” the elf continued. “Raphael, I believe you were holding onto it. Give it to Eliza.” 
 
    Raphael nodded and retrieved the weapon from his knapsack. As the dagger’s scabbard had been incinerated alongside Tiresias’s body, he’d wrapped the blade in a bundle of rags, hoping to keep anyone from being accidentally cut by its corrosive edge. He passed it to Eliza. “Be careful. I don’t have a sheath for this.” 
 
    “We can buy one in town tomorrow, along with another weapon belt if necessary,” Sylvia said. “And now, our brave swordswoman has a sting even the most horrific monsters will fear. This makes our war party considerably stronger.” 
 
    Raphael agreed. Eliza’s swordplay was superb, but a rapier was ill-suited for battling monsters like sanguine treants. If she could use Tiresias’s enchanted dagger with similar skill, she would be far more deadly in battle. 
 
    “I can pair it with my rapier and use it like a parrying dagger, a main gauche.” Eliza unwrapped the dagger and ran her fingers down its hilt. 
 
    “No, do the reverse. Defend with your longer blade and strike with your shorter one,” Sylvia instructed. “I’m sure you can figure something out.” 
 
    Eliza nodded. She rewrapped the weapon and put it in her knapsack. 
 
    Sylvia turned to Raphael. “I taught you Lesser Heal. I want you to think about how useful you found it today.” 
 
    Raphael ran over the day’s events in his head. The healing spell had proven itself to be crucial. Without it, Eliza would have succumbed to the agony of her burns, and Raphael doubted he would have found the strength to ignite the Fourth Brazier.  
 
    “I found Lesser Heal very useful. Without it, Huo Xian would have killed us before you made it back,” he told Sylvia.  
 
    “Armsmen are often the most durable ones in their war party. This could be due to the heavy enchanted armor they like to wear, their proficiency in Martial Magic, or, in most cases within the ranks of the Hell Drakes, a combination of both,” the elf explained. “In your case, you have your draconic armor and your strength and speed. In the face of an enemy’s attack, you are the one most likely to remain standing.” 
 
    “Which is why it is my job to protect the others and heal them if they are hurt,” Raphael concluded.  
 
    “Exactly. That’s what an armsman does. So along the same lines, here’s another spell for you to learn.” Sylvia gestured in the air and chanted a brief incantation. Green light pulsed briefly from her fingers to wash over Raphael’s face.  
 
    “I don’t feel anything,” he said, after a few moments. “What did that spell do?” 
 
    “Right now, nothing,” Sylvia explained. “It’s called Minor Delay, a Time Magic spell of the Lowest Order. You use it to slow down the effects of any poison or toxins that fall upon you or your comrades-in-arms and keep everyone alive until someone with powerful Healing Magic can get to you. The good thing about this spell is that it doesn’t slow your actual thoughts or movements, only your bodily functions. Now you try it.” 
 
    Raphael obeyed, copying Sylvia’s gestures and arcane syllables perfectly. He cast Minor Delay on the crumbs left on his plate. Nothing happened, as he’d expected, but he knew he’d mastered the spell and could wield it in battle from now on. 
 
    “Now, let’s talk a bit about the tactics you two employed,” the elf said to Raphael and Fenix. “Earlier on, I saw how Raphael made the treants cluster around himself before Fenix destroyed them with his spells. That was quite well done. I want you both to work on bringing Eliza into the fold. Think about how you would add a skilled swordswoman with an enchanted blade to that dynamic.” 
 
    Fenix furrowed his brow in thought. “Perhaps Raphael could focus on incapacitating and disorienting our foes while I tear them apart or draw their attention with my magic. That should provide plenty of openings for Eliza to strike any stragglers or survivors down.” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds like something we could try,” Raphael agreed. “Perhaps we can do that tomorrow when we hunt treants.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Sylvia interrupted them. “You and Fenix practiced your teamwork for at least one morning before bringing it to an actual battlefield. If you don’t do the same with Eliza, she could get badly hurt or even killed.” 
 
    “That’s right. We should do some of that tomorrow before we head out,” Raphael said, recalling how badly Fenix had been mauled in their training session aboard the Sparrow’s Light. “Could you help us with that, Sylvia?” 
 
    “I’m always happy to beat you up, Raphael,” the elf replied, a grin on her face. “Or cut, burn, and freeze you. I’ll even bite you. You only have to ask.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks?” Raphael stammered as Sylvia leaned over him, running her tongue over her teeth in a very disturbing manner. 
 
    “So now all we need to figure out is which ship we’ll take back to Lucia City,” Eliza said, placing a hand on the elf’s face and pushing her back into her seat. “The Blue Gull? Or the Sparrow’s Light? I’m personally partial to the former, but if we can be of further assistance to the townsfolk of Vitoria by hunting down more treants, I’d be happy to stay for another week too.” 
 
    “I’d like to stay longer.” Fenix grinned. “I want to get as many Spell Cores as I can. It’d also be nice to catch up with the other battlemages from the Academy. Master Victis himself might make the trip, too. He’s always complaining how bored he is in his letters to me.” 
 
    Raphael glanced at Eliza, noting the uncomfortable expression that had crept over her face. He remembered her mentioning how she hadn’t gotten along with the battlemages of the Academy. It wasn’t surprising that she had no real desire to meet any of them. 
 
    “What about you, Raphael?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    “I would rather go back to Lucia City earlier. I want to check on Koshi,” he replied. “Also, I think it’s a good idea to ask the Guild Master for help with Tiresias’s ring as soon as we can. What if there are others like Tiresias, people who’ve been driven mad by enchanted artifacts like this? If we can find them earlier, we can stop them. Or at least lessen the harm they can do.” 
 
    “That’s a good point, Raphael,” Fenix said. “We should follow up with the Guild Master as soon as we can. Also, like I said, the battlemages can easily mop up the rest of the treants, so Vitoria should be fine without us.” 
 
    “And we can still squeeze in a bit of hunting tomorrow, Fenix, for you to gather more Spell Cores,” Eliza pointed out. “So we’ve decided then? We’ll take the Blue Gull back to Lucia City?” 
 
    Raphael and Fenix nodded in assent. Sylvia sighed with relief. 
 
    “Oh, thank goodness. I don’t want to stay in this dump a moment longer than we have to,” she said. “If you’d all wanted to wait for the Sparrow’s Light, I’d have had to change your minds. By force.” 
 
    “This dump? A clean, warm inn with tasteful baskets of hanging flowers?” Fenix shot back. “It’s an absolute paradise compared to your room before Eliza showed up. Maybe we should stay for the entire week, if only to make sure you spend less time rolling around in your own garbage and used chamber pots.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m going to bed,” Raphael announced, pushing his chair back and standing up. “Sleep well, everyone.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams, Raphael!” Sylvia said, tightening her chokehold around Fenix’s neck. “I’m looking forward to beating you up in the morning!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The mayor burst into the inn’s common room shortly after daybreak, waving a small strip of paper in his hand. 
 
    “Sir Hell Drake! Mr. Raphael!” Mr. Bernardi exclaimed upon spotting Raphael, who was sitting at a table, having just finished a small bowl of boiled oats for his breakfast. “This message just arrived in our pigeon coop! It bears urgent news for your war party!” 
 
    Eliza and Fenix emerged from the kitchen, each of them holding a steaming bowl of oats. They’d gotten up only shortly after Raphael. 
 
    “What is it, Mr. Bernardi?” Raphael asked, accepting the strip of paper that the mayor thrust into his hand. 
 
    “It’s better if you just read it, Mr. Raphael,” the mayor replied. “It’s a message from your Guild Master, addressed to your Captain. He mentions you by name, too.” 
 
    “Let’s have a look, Raphael,” Fenix said, putting down his bowl of oats and coming to stand beside him. Eliza did the same, a quizzical look on her face. 
 
    Raphael smoothed out the piece of paper in his hand and read through its message, written in the smooth elegant script he’d come to recognize as the Guild Master’s: 
 
    Sylvia. Lucia City is under attack by monsters flooding out from the junkyard. I don’t know if you’ve completed your assignment yet, but if you haven’t, drop everything and Recall to the Guild House immediately. If you have, good. Stop tormenting the locals and Recall right away. And yes, I’ll waive the cost of the Recall charms for your entire war party. 
 
     Bring Raphael to me when you arrive. A Sister Superior of the Crescent Moon came looking for him. Something has happened to his father. 
 
    Seriously. Get back here. I’m not kidding. 
 
    Yours, 
 
    Yun Shen. 
 
    Raphael’s head spun as he tried to make sense of what he’d just read. Monsters from the junkyard? Sister Amalia looking for him at the Guild House? Something happening to Koshi? 
 
    “This letter is dated four days ago, which would be just about the right time it takes for a messenger pigeon to arrive here from Lucia City,” Fenix pointed out. “By now, the Guild Master will be aware that we have indeed completed our assignment in Vitoria, which means we must leave right away. I’ll go kick the elf awake.” 
 
    The battlemage stormed upstairs before anyone could voice a reminder about what would happen to him if he did, indeed, kick Sylvia. 
 
    “Let’s go pack our things, Raphael,” Eliza said, in a transparent attempt to keep him focused and stop him from spiraling into anxiety over Koshi. 
 
    “Yes, let’s go,” he replied. “Thank you, Eliza.” 
 
    She gave him a shy, puzzled smile. “Thank me? What for?” 
 
    “For… just being you, I guess.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, I guess?” A faint blush crept over Eliza’s cheeks. She patted him on the shoulder before heading upstairs to pack. 
 
    Raphael reread the Guild Master’s message one more time, his heart sitting heavily in his chest, before following her. 
 
    Sylvia leaped out of bed with joy upon hearing the news from Fenix. The war party gathered their belongings and were ready to leave within a few minutes. Returning to the Burnished Mug’s common room, they made their final farewells to the mayor and the innkeeper, and Sylvia told the war party to take out their Recall charms. 
 
    “Alright! We’re out of here!” the elf whooped. “Just break your charm in half, down the thin red line across its middle, and its enchantment will warp you right back to the Guild House. No fuss, no ships, no fish, and no more sweaty trysts with handsome shanty-singing but ultimately dismally performing sailors!” 
 
    “What trysts? You spent all your time on the Sparrow’s Light beating Raphael up or napping. Seriously, you slept more than fourteen hours every day. What kind of lazy sluggard does that?” Fenix said. “Also, as I’ve pointed out before, shanties aren’t really a thing on Lucarian ships. You’ve really got to stop perpetuating ignorant stereotypes and making unfounded generalizations.” 
 
    “Shut up, Fenix!” 
 
     Raphael took out his Recall charm. It was a product of Vector magic. Would it be wrong to use something that Koshi disapproved of? But if Koshi was hurt or needed his help in some way, Raphael needed to get to his side as soon as he could. He couldn’t afford to wait another day for the Blue Gull to arrive and then embark on a weeklong journey by ship. 
 
    “Let’s go, everyone,” he said, making his choice. Koshi would understand, he hoped. 
 
    Eliza, Fenix, and Sylvia nodded. Together, they broke their Recall Charms. 
 
    Raphael felt a sudden gust of wind against his face. He blinked, and then he was standing in the Guild House’s lobby, right in front of Mr. Esposito’s desk. 
 
    Looking up from his work, the Guild’s clerk retrieved a ledger from one of the drawers of his desk, opened it, and scrawled something down with his quill. 
 
    “Raphael, armsman, rank ten. Recall charm used on the third day of the month of Apras, in the 843rd year of the post-Chimeric era,” Mr. Esposito muttered as he wrote. 
 
    “Wait!” Sylvia said, stepping forward and placing her hands on Mr. Esposito’s desk. “Bony’s waiving the cost of our charms. Check with him later.” 
 
    Raphael glanced over his shoulder. Eliza and Fenix were by his side. The war party had successfully returned to the Guild House and to whatever challenges that awaited them here. 
 
    “Be that as it may, Sylvia, I still have to document this,” Mr. Esposito said, sighing. “The Guild Master has left word that he wants to see you right away upon your arrival. He’s in his quarters at the moment, so have your war party step on daises three to six, and I’ll warp all of you there immediately.” 
 
    “You were much more fun when you were younger, Ricardo.” Sylvia pouted. “And a lot more handsome.” 
 
    To Raphael’s surprise, the clerk’s dour demeanor cracked and fell apart beneath the warm smile that spread across his face. Mr. Esposito nodded. “Yes. Yes, I was, wasn’t I? Those were the days, eh? I remember them fondly, Sylvia.” 
 
    “As do I.” The elf stroked his cheek and returned his smile. 
 
    “Be on your way, now,” Mr. Esposito said, after a wistful sigh. “Don’t keep the Guild Master waiting!” 
 
    The war party made their way to the assigned daises, and after another gust of air hit their faces, they found themselves in a large, tall-ceilinged chamber. An easel with a half-finished oil painting of a waterfall stood in its northernmost corner, and simple but artful paintings of landscapes hung at regular intervals on its gleaming wooden walls. Ringed by pin-boards of charts and maps, a large, yet elegantly understated desk of polished oak sat in the middle of the room. Curtains of red velvet had been drawn back from massive crystal windows to allow the early morning sun in. 
 
    What a clean, bright, and comfortable place, Raphael thought. I’m sure it’s nothing like Sylvia’s room before Eliza made her clean it up. 
 
    “Bony!” the elf called out to a robed figure standing before the window. “We’re here! Spill it, whatever you’ve got! And I hope you’ve hidden away all the naughty paintings of nubile young goblin and dwarf maidens everyone knows you like so much, because if you haven’t, I’m showing them to the kids!” 
 
    The Guild Master turned to face the war party. As before, his fleshless countenance sent chills running down Raphael’s spine, but when he spoke, his voice was kind and patient, if a little exasperated because of the elf’s greeting. 
 
    “Good morning to you too, Sylvia, and hello, everyone else. Come, all of you,” the Guild Master said, waving them over. “Look out the window. Focus your mind on any location, and the enchantment worked into its glass surfaces will magnify it for your eyes.” 
 
    Yun Shen’s room was evidently located on the top floor of one of the Guild House’s many towers. It provided a clear vantage point overlooking the southern end of the Lucia City. Through the windows, Raphael could see past the market place and the southern city gates and look toward the junkyard. 
 
    Casting his gaze southward, he managed to spot where his house was or rather, where it used to be, because the home where he’d grown up was gone, reduced to a trampled, smoking heap of refuse. The sight chilled his heart.  
 
    As Raphael looked around, he realized that it wasn’t only his house that had been destroyed. Many of the residences near the southern city gates had either been demolished or reduced to smoking husks. The gates themselves had been battered open, leaving a gaping hole in the city’s walls. Just behind that was the marketplace. It was deserted, its painted tiles littered with debris, flattened tents, and demolished shop-fronts. 
 
    The hospice is near the southern gates! Raphael peered frantically to where the Crescent Moon hospice was supposed to be, and he gasped as the enchanted window brought it into close view. The long stone building still stood, but its walls were cracked and its doors had been torn off their hinges. 
 
    “It was attacked by monsters, but the King’s guardsmen and constables managed to hold off the monsters until one of our war parties arrived,” the Guild Master said, somehow sensing Raphael’s rising panic at the sight of the ravaged building. “The hospice residents have been evacuated to the Abbey of the Crescent Moon for now. None of them were badly hurt, though the guardsmen and constables suffered heavy casualties.” 
 
    “In your letter, you mentioned that something happened to Koshi.” Raphael turned to face Yun Shen. “Where is he? Is he alright?” 
 
    “Several days after your departure for Vitoria, a Sister Superior of the Crescent Moon showed up in our lobby, demanding to meet you,” the Guild Master explained. “Her name was Sister Amalia, I believe. Mr. Esposito informed her of your whereabouts and explained that you were on assignment, so she left a message with him, saying that your father, Koshi, had departed the hospice late at night and returned to his house. The guardsmen posted at the southern city gates told her that they’d last seen Koshi walking into the junkyard the coming morning. Apparently, this was a fairly frequent occurrence, so they made no attempt to question or stop him. One day later, monsters emerged from the junkyard and began attacking the city.” 
 
    “He went to the junkyard alone? In his condition?” Raphael gasped. He turned to leave. “No. I’ve got to go find him now!” 
 
    “Wait.” Fenix caught him by the shoulder. “Didn’t you hear what the Guild Master just said? Monsters are coming out of the city. You can’t just go charging in without thinking.” 
 
    “I can handle any number of night-fiends or howlers,” Raphael said. “I’ll be alright.” 
 
    “Think, Raphael!” Fenix swept his hand across the window. “Look at the state of the city! Could night-fiends or howlers do something like this?” 
 
    No, they couldn’t, Raphael admitted silently. Night-fiends and howlers would never attack human settlements, and even if they tried, unless they numbered in their many tens of thousands, he couldn’t imagine them posing any serious threat to the regiment of guardsmen posted at the southern city gates. 
 
    “What’re we looking at, Bony?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    “Skeleton warriors and bale-wights,” Yun Shen replied. “Attacking in endless waves close to ten thousand strong. When they are destroyed, their remains disappear. Then more monsters emerge after approximately six hours. As of this morning, I have confirmed the presence of powerful Time Magic at work, alongside the obvious taint of Necromancy, which means that our war parties might have been, and still are, fighting the same enemies repeatedly. In fact, I am fairly certain that someone or something is using Spatial Magic of the Highest Order to retrieve the vanquished monsters before employing equally powerful Time Magic to restore them to their original state and send them forth again.” 
 
    “That sounds bad. Who do we have on the frontlines?” The elf folded her arms, her face devoid of levity and her voice cold and curt. It was a side of Sylvia that Raphael had rarely seen. He had never heard of skeleton warriors or bale-wights before, but they had to be formidable foes indeed if the mere mention of them was enough to put the elf in such a serious mood. 
 
    “Bjorn holds overall command. He and several other captains intervened with their war parties shortly after the first attack began and prevented the city from being overrun. The King has deployed every knight, guardsman, and constable he could to support us, but as you’re aware, Lucario’s military has been in shambles for decades.” The Guild Master turned his fleshless gaze to the beleaguered city once more. “According to the latest report, we have three thousand armsmen and two hundred mages still in fighting condition. The King has a thousand guardsmen, a dozen knights, and two hundred constables remaining, but as you know…” 
 
    “We can’t depend on them,” Sylvia finished Yun Shen’s sentence. “The Hell Drakes are the first and only line of defense for the people of Lucia City. Bjorn’s tough, but he can’t hold forever, even if he has backup.” 
 
    “Exactly.” The Guild Master nodded. “I have reached out to the other High Captains, but they’re much farther away than you were in Vitoria, and messenger pigeons take time to arrive at their destination. Still, we can expect reinforcements over the next few days, as they use their Recall charms to return to the Guild House. Once that happens, we can work out some way to rotate our forces and preserve their freshness.” 
 
    “Just pushing the monsters back over and over again isn’t the answer,” Raphael said, running the numbers through his head and trying to wrap his mind around the entire situation. “Even if we can hold them back now, we can’t be sure that something might change and allow the enemy to overrun us. We need to enter the junkyard, find out where they’re coming from or who is sending them, and put an end to all of this.” 
 
    “Go on, young man,” the Guild Master prompted. “Let us hear your thoughts.” 
 
    “If the Hell Drakes have been holding back the monsters for days, that means they have already vanquished them several times already and can do so again several times more, unless a huge change of some sort happens. Once they defeat the latest wave, they need to send a war party into the junkyard to do what I just said.” Raphael filled his mind with the light of the Dragon Meridian, using it to slow down his racing heart and calm the roiling sensation of anxiety in his  stomach. “Only they haven’t done that yet because they’re unable to. They can’t navigate the junkyard.” 
 
    “Well deduced. It’s common knowledge that some strange Spatial Magic spell holds perpetual sway over the junkyard, causing it to shift and change with every passing moment,” Yun Shen said. “That’s part of the reason why I established our headquarters in Lucia City in the first place, since I have a particular affinity for and interest in Spatial Magic, especially when it is manifested in such an unusual manner and to such sublime proportions.” 
 
    “If it’s just a place that changes all the time, Raphael can find his way in there using the Dragon Meridian,” Fenix suggested. “We can scout the area, hunt down whatever is creating these monsters or causing them to attack, and then lead a massive strike force to it. I don’t believe there’s any foe capable of dealing with a simultaneous attack from thousands of armsmen and hundreds of mages.” 
 
    “No,” Raphael replied, shaking his head. “I can only find my way back home from the junkyard. Neither Koshi nor I have ever been able to map the place. Also, I can’t bring a huge number of Hell Drakes along with me into the junkyard. What if we don’t succeed in finding out what’s going on before the next attack occurs? Then there won’t be enough people left to defend Lucia City. If I have to bring anyone along, it should only be a small group. We’ll also travel faster that way.” 
 
    “That still sounds a lot better than sitting back and fending off attack after attack,” Sylvia said, the tone of her voice lightening. “And Bony, just to give what Fenix said a little context, we came across a semi-awakened geomantic loci in Vitoria yesterday. Damned thing’s terrain-shifting gimmick didn’t work at all on Raphael.” 
 
    “This Dragon Meridian… it’s a path-finding spell of some kind?” the Guild Master asked. “Which school of Magic is it from? I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “Neither have I, until I ran into Raphael. As far as I can tell, it’s some sort of innate ability that Raphael and Koshi share.” Sylvia punched Yun Shen playfully in the arm. “Isn’t that amazing, Bony? Even at our age and after all we’ve seen and done together, there’s still new stuff in the world for us to learn about.” 
 
    “Yes, Sylvia, that is amazing. And very interesting indeed. If Raphael can use this Dragon Meridian to counteract the Spatial Magic veiling the junkyard, even if it’s only to a certain degree, then he will definitely prove to be an asset.” The Guild Master’s eyes bored into Raphael’s, making him recall Yun Shen’s final parting words to him before he left for Vitoria. 
 
    He called me a Dragon Magus, then, Raphael thought. Both Koshi and Rayne call me that, too. I thought that the Guild Master knew exactly what a Dragon Magus is, but it seems that his knowledge isn’t complete, either. Raphael glanced at Sylvia, taking note of the grin creeping across her face. He understood the sudden change in her mood. Just moments ago, they’d been facing a dire, mysterious challenge. But now, they were putting together a plan to meet and overcome it, one detail at a time, with the first key one coming to light. 
 
    Raphael nodded. “You need me to enter the junkyard, find out what’s going on, and somehow stop the monsters or whatever is behind them. That’s fine. I was going to do that anyway, because I need to find Koshi and make sure he’s safe and also because Lucia City is my home. I will protect it and everyone in it.” 
 
    “I’m going with you, Raphael,” Eliza declared.   
 
    “We are going with you,” Fenix corrected her. “You’ll need all the help you can get.” 
 
    “Bold move, Fenix, presuming to speak for your High Captain,” Sylvia said wryly. She flicked a stray lock of hair from her face and sighed. “Still, it is slightly endearing that you depend so much on my prowess, though the day will come when you must spread your wings and take flight by yourself, like an adorable little fledgling robin.” 
 
    “Oh, you? I wasn’t talking about you at all,” the battlemage replied, shaking his head and sighing. “After your dismal performance and effective non-presence in our last assignment, I’ve resigned myself to never counting on you to pull your weight.” 
 
    “What? Are you forgetting who froze the poisoned river and saved everyone in Vitoria? Also, try to remember who saved your lives from the little prince,” the elf growled. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so proud about that last one. Thanks to you, we now have a Chimeric Grand Prince hell-bent on killing us, and possibly everyone in the immediate vicinity, at the earliest opportunity,” Fenix said. 
 
    “What? A Chimeric Grand Prince?” the Guild Master interrupted. He glared at Sylvia. “You have some explaining to do.” 
 
    The elf laughed nervously. “Well, don’t worry about it. It isn’t important. I’ll explain everything in my official report later, Bony.” 
 
    “But you haven’t written an official post-assignment report for the last decade. And the last time I asked you to write one, which was last month, you said you would rather tear your eyeballs out with a rusty fork than do something so boring,” Yun Shen protested. 
 
    “So that means that Sylvia isn’t going to explain anything about Huo Xian to the Guild Master. Ever,” Raphael concluded. 
 
    “Shut up, Raphael!” Sylvia hissed. 
 
    “Huo Xian? The Thirteenth Chimeric Grand Prince? And Fenix said Huo Xian wants to kill all of you?” The Guild Master’s fleshless jaw fell open. “Sylvia! What did you do?” 
 
    “Eh, like I said, don’t worry about it, Bony. It’s no big deal,” Sylvia told him. 
 
    “She’s right, Master. You don’t have to worry about learning the details of our assignment,” Fenix said, his voice laden with more than a dash of smugness. “You can read all about them in my official report.”   
 
    “Why you little—” 
 
    Turning away from the sight of Sylvia throttling Fenix, Yun Shen addressed Raphael. “Raphael, I must tell you something before you go. I knew Koshi. Or rather, I knew of him, though I did meet and speak with him briefly. I was drawn to Lucia City by the junkyard twenty years ago, during the final stages of the Ogre Wars. There, I found one man holding off an entire army of ogres with a bow of golden light, and I knew right away that it was Koshi the Dragon Knight, the revered hero of yore. He fell in battle, then, but my followers and I managed to save his life. He turned down my invitation to the ranks of the Hell Drakes and insisted on being left alone. I had no choice but to respect his wishes. And then shortly after that, there was you, Raphael.” 
 
    “You said you came to Lucia City because of the Spatial Magic affecting the junkyard,” Raphael said. “But that isn’t the only reason, is it?” 
 
    “No. Something evil has been festering in the depths of the junkyard for a long, long time already, and once I found out about it, I came here to put an end to it, only to discover that it was beyond my reach.” Yun Shen looked out the window once more. “So I did the next best thing I could. I established the Hell Drakes in Lucia City, that we might confront the evil when it did spill forth. It seems like that moment has finally come, only for me to find myself capable of doing little more than directing efforts to hold it back.” 
 
    “What is this evil you’re talking about, Master?” Eliza asked. 
 
    “Draconic Malevolence,” the Guild Master said. “Nearly eight hundred years ago, when the dragons turned on the world, they were filled with an overwhelming hatred for all other living things. It was so strong that it remained in their flesh even after they were struck down. Their corpses warped and corrupted everything around them, turning mundane beasts into horrific monsters or driving men, elves, and dwarfs to madness and ruin.” 
 
    “And thus did mages across the world enact mighty spells of sealing and containment about their carcasses, that the malice of dragons might not extend beyond the confines of death,” Eliza recited, as if she were reading from a book. 
 
    “Beatrice Malossini’s Thesis on Containment Magic, volume seven,” Yun Shen said. “Impressive, young lady. I didn’t expect you to be so well read.” 
 
    “Platina the Gilded Death!” Raphael cried. “Koshi’s partner! She died near Lucia City, didn’t she? I remember Koshi talking about her when he wasn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “Yes. In my research, I have come across many documented eye-witness accounts of how her corpse drifted into the junkyard, borne on the fading flight of her tattered wings, before crashing out of sight,” the Guild Master confirmed. 
 
    Was that why Koshi kept going into the junkyard? Because he wanted to find Platina’s body? Raphael thought. But of course, he’s never succeeded in all this time, so why did he go in again a few days ago, when he’s in such bad shape? 
 
    “Understand, Raphael, that this all occurred before my time, and I am only a few hundred years younger than Sylvia,” Yun Shen said, his voice heavy with regret. “If I’d discovered earlier that the junkyard contained a dragon’s corpse, I would have come to Lucia City a long time ago and perhaps accomplished in two centuries what I couldn’t in two decades: unravel the veil of Spatial Magic across the junkyard and seal Platina’s dying rage away, like I have done for two of her kin.” 
 
    “But why now? The dragon’s corpse fell into the junkyard many hundreds of years ago and has been festering there since then. So why are the monsters, if they are indeed a product of her rage, attacking the city now?” Eliza asked. “Did something trigger this attack, or did the corrupting influence of her corpse simply accumulate beyond some kind of tipping point? 
 
    “We know too little to tell,” Raphael said. “But right now, I’m sure of two things. We need to find Koshi, and we need to stop the monsters. The only way we can accomplish that is to enter the junkyard.” 
 
    “Take whatever you need from our armory and supply room,” the Guild Master instructed Raphael and Eliza. “Mr. Esposito told me that we’ve received a fresh batch of potions from our apothecary. I’ll authorize your access to them. As soon as you’re ready, head out toward the junkyard and meet up with Bjorn Hammerstar, the High Captain of the Second Seat. I will send a message to him ahead of you, so that he knows to coordinate his efforts with yours.” 
 
    “Yes, I will,” Raphael replied. “Thank you. Will you be joining the fight as well, sir?” 
 
    Yun Shen bowed his skeletal head. “No. I cannot cast spells beyond the walls of the Guild House. Out there, I would be more feeble than the lowliest skeleton warrior. That’s just one of the many shortcomings of my… worsening condition.” 
 
    “I see. I won’t let you down,” Raphael promised. 
 
    “I’m sure you won’t.” The Guild Master patted him on the shoulder. “In the days to come, I can see you accomplishing great things. But right now, your most pressing task will be to convince Sylvia to remove her fingers from Fenix’s nostrils.” 
 
    “…yes, sir.” 
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Guild Master Yun Shen warped the war party to the armory, but he didn’t come along with them. He had to meet with the King’s chancellor and plan a larger evacuation of Lucia City just in case the monsters succeeded in overwhelming the Hell Drakes. 
 
    The armory was exactly as Raphael remembered it: rack after rack of weapons lined the plain stone walls, interspersed with bow cases, crossbow spikes, and armored mannequins. Eliza walked toward one of the mannequins, muttering softly to herself. Meanwhile, Sylvia and Fenix still bickered, but at least the elf had stopped pummeling the battlemage. 
 
    Sighing, Raphael made his way to the rack that held polearms and lifted another glaive off it. The weapon felt comfortable and familiar in his grasp, as if he’d spent a lifetime wielding it. Sylvia had said that Raphael picked up both martial techniques and magic spells much faster than anyone else. Perhaps once he’d mastered the glaive, he could start learning how to use another weapon. That would give him many more options in battle. 
 
    I’ve got to at least learn a bit more about archery. After all, I can now use Koshi’s bow, and I can draw and fire it, but I’ve got to do better than that, he thought, casting the light of the Dragon Meridian deep within himself once more. This time, he could clearly sense the Sunkiller bow within the depths of the Fourth Brazier. It would answer his call, as long as he had enough Ryu-To-Ki to manifest the weapon and fuel its arrows of light. 
 
    But there was something else too. Raphael focused the light of the Dragon Meridian on the Fourth Brazier. The outline of a sword emerged, and its name rang into his mind. 
 
    Skyfang. 
 
    Raphael was tempted to reach for it and call it into his hands, but somehow, he knew that doing so would expend a lot of his Ryu-To-Ki. 
 
    “Skyfang hasn’t fully accepted you yet, Magus,” Rayne sent, poking its head out of his pocket. “It will answer your call, but not easily. Prove yourself first. Then it will be yours.”    
 
    “How?” Raphael asked, but Rayne gave him a look that suggested he was being silly. Raphael already knew the answer. He had to continue his cultivation, deepen his Ryu-To-Ki reserves, and ignite more draconic braziers. Perhaps he also had to use his Deliverance spell on more creatures warped by dark magic, so that he would have more mana to fuel his spells. That would not only make him stronger, but also shed further light on what it meant to be a Dragon Magus. 
 
    “What about Sunkiller?” Raphael asked. “Has it accepted me? I haven’t done anything to earn it yet.” 
 
    “Sunkiller is bound to you through Knight Koshi’s fatherly love, Magus. It will serve you as it does him,” the faerie dragon answered. 
 
    Koshi. Raphael tightened his grip on the glaive. Stay safe. Hold on just a bit longer. I’m coming to save you. 
 
    He let the light of the Dragon Meridian linger a moment longer on the Fourth Brazier. Faint shapes swirled within its fiery depths, but he could not make them out. They were definitely the other draconic weapons, but they hadn’t deigned to reveal themselves to him yet. 
 
    Well, just wait. You’ll all have to acknowledge me one day, Raphael promised, feeling a bit silly at sending his thoughts toward a collection of weapons. 
 
    He didn’t expect to get a reply from them. It came as an incoherent jumble of cheers, mutters, and shouts from many different voices, tumbling across the corners of his mind. Raphael blinked. One of the voices sounded like Koshi’s. 
 
    “The echoes of Knights long gone have heard your challenge,” Magus, Rayne sent, its thoughts laced with amusement and pride. “Rise to it.” 
 
    “I will, Rayne.” Raphael turned from the rack, tucking the glaive under his arm. “Wait. All these weapons were wielded by other Dragon Knights? Could they call on all of them?” 
 
    “No. Koshi the last Knight has only Sunkiller. Skyfang was Lillia’s. But as Magus, all will heed your call, should you prove worthy,” Rayne told him. 
 
    “I see. Thanks, Rayne.” Raphael scratched under the faerie dragon’s chin gently. It purred with delight. 
 
    Eliza stepped out from behind a bow case. She’d shed her leather armor and was now wearing a suit of chainmail. Her blonde hair had been gathered into a tight bun, so that it might fit beneath the helmet tucked under her arm, and a small buckler adorned her left wrist. Tiresias’s dagger was sheathed and slung cross-wise from the rapier at her left hip, and she also held a short-handled spiked mace, carrying it by its shaft just beneath its head. 
 
    “Is… is something wrong?” she asked shyly, causing Raphael to realize that he’d been staring for a heartbeat too long. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Nothing’s wrong! You look as grand as any of the King’s knights!” 
 
    “Thank you, Raphael,” Eliza replied, her face reddening at his words. She hefted the mace in her hand. “By the way, when I squired for my father, I saw him fight skeleton warriors. Rapiers aren’t too good against them, so he used a mace. It can buckle their armor and slow them down or smash their limbs and joints if they aren’t wearing any.” 
 
    Raphael felt that Eliza’s brutal explanation was somewhat at odds with her blushing cheeks and bright smile, but he nodded dutifully. “I see. What about bale-wights? Do you know anything about them?” 
 
    “Bale-wights are animated corpses that can cast spells of the Lowest Order. Alone, they aren’t too threatening to a seasoned adventurer or someone as gifted as Fenix or as powerful as you, Raphael,” Eliza continued. “But they like hiding behind skeleton warriors while they bombard you with spells.” 
 
    “How’re they casting spells? Did someone give them Spell Dust?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “No. Bale-wights, like skeleton warriors and the sanguine treants we fought, are creations of dark magic. The very magic that sustains them also powers their spells, and they can replenish it by eating the flesh of humans, elves, or other sentient mortals,” Eliza said. She patted the enchanted dagger at her hip. “Up close, I can dispatch them with this.” 
 
    “Ah, you use different weapons against different foes, depending on the situation.” Raphael glanced dubiously at his glaive. “Should I bring another weapon as well, just in case?” 
 
    Eliza shook her head. “Even though it’s a bladed weapon, the glaive’s length and weight makes it effective against skeleton warriors and bale-wights, especially with your strength. Still, it never hurts to know how to use more than one weapon.” 
 
    “I can use Koshi’s bow now, but I think I can get much more out of it, if I only just knew how. Do you know anything about archery?” Raphael asked. 
 
    Eliza gave him a rueful smile. “I’m afraid I never trained with the bow. I spent some time with the crossbow, though, but I believe that’s a whole different skill-set.” 
 
    “Sword, dagger, mace, and crossbow.” Raphael counted the weapons off on his fingers. “You know how to use all these? That’s very impressive, Eliza.” 
 
    She blushed again. “Thanks, Raphael. If you want, I can go over the basics of some other weapons with you later, when we get back from the junkyard.” 
 
    Raphael opened his mouth to reply, only to notice something hurtling toward him in the corner of his vision. He snatched the object out of the air before it could hit him in the head. It was another suit of leather armor, tossed toward him by Sylvia. 
 
    “You already have a weapons tutor, Raphael, namely me,” the elf said, giving him a mischievous wink. “Now put your armor on. We’ve got to get going.” 
 
    Raphael sighed as Eliza’s smile vanished. 
 
    “I’ll see if I can find a light crossbow to bring along. Maybe I can pick off a few wights with it.” The younger woman nodded and walked away, heading toward another weapon rack. 
 
    Fenix approached as Raphael buckled on the individual pieces of his armor. 
 
    “Not that I want to defend the elf,” Fenix said, keeping his voice low, “but she didn’t mean any offense to Eliza. We all want her to find her place among us, and if it’s as a noncombatant, so be it, because she will excel at that, too. But she must find it on her own terms. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    Raphael nodded. As the war party’s High Captain, it fell to Sylvia to take on and vanquish the mightiest foes. Meanwhile, Fenix obliterated lesser enemies en masse with his battlemagic, and Raphael played the role of the armsman, which was equal parts offense and defense. Together, they were mighty, but they could all stand alone, if necessary, none of them defined by any other within the war party. If Eliza saw worth only in what she could do for Raphael, she would become dependent on and defined by him, which would undoubtedly stunt her growth. She needed to learn what she could do by herself and as herself, first, even if that meant that she eventually might walk a path that kept her from battle. 
 
    The armory’s teak door opened then, and Mr. Esposito strode in, several curious-looking belts of dark leather slung over his wrist. 
 
    “Hell Drakes,” he called. “The Guild Master has authorized your use of potion belts. I decided to save you a trip to the apothecary and bring you one each, instead. I also saved you from having your ear talked off by Ms. Winter, our apothecary.” 
 
    “Oof,” Sylvia grunted. “Bit harsh on ol’ Anja there, aren’t you, Ricardo?” 
 
    Mr. Esposito shrugged. “She’s a horrible chatterbox, even by your standards, Sylvia. You know it’s true.” 
 
    “Tell her I’ll swing by later with a bottle of wine. And you’d better be there too!” the elf said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss that for the world.” Mr. Esposito smiled. 
 
    Raphael marveled at the cheerful, relaxed demeanor Sylvia coaxed out of the dour-looking Mr. Esposito. It was clear that the two had been close friends for many years, though there was no doubt the elf was far older than the Guild’s clerk. 
 
    What would it be like to have friends who would only live a fraction of your lifetime? For Sylvia, wouldn’t it be like her blinking once and then opening her eyes to find them all gone? he thought. And Koshi was, as the passage of historical events suggested, much older than even Sylvia. Raphael glanced at Fenix and Eliza in turn. If I’m a Dragon Knight like Koshi, or that Magus thing, wouldn’t that mean that something similar awaits me? 
 
    Eliza caught his eye, then. She picked a small crossbow off a wall spike, slung it over her shoulder, and gave him a thumbs-up before rummaging through a crate of bolts. 
 
    “Hey, Raphael. Here’s a potion belt.” Fenix nudged him, holding out one of the belts Mr. Eposito had brought to the armory. “Have you ever used one of these before?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” Raphael replied, taking the belt from the battlemage and holding it up before him. The belt had an adjustable buckle, but even so, it seemed too small to be worn around the waist, even for someone as slender as Sylvia. Eight small loops ran across its length, each filled with what appeared to be a tiny metal tube. Every metal tube had a colored tip. Two of them were green. Another two were white. The next three were red, blue, and yellow respectively. The last was gray. 
 
    “You clip it to your actual belt with the catch on top, then strap it to your thigh. Left or right, it doesn’t matter,” Fenix said, demonstrating by putting on his own potion belt. 
 
    Raphael followed suit, only to be surprised by a tiny sting in his flesh as he secured the belt’s buckle. 
 
    “It’s a small needle through which potions are dispensed into your body.” Fenix grinned, obviously noticing the uncertain look on Raphael’s face. “Potions used to be drunk, but that’s not easy to do in the heat of battle. Also, a potion’s effects take longer to come into play if it’s got to go through your stomach first. The belt delivers the potion directly into your blood, allowing it to take effect almost immediately.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Raphael pushed back his doubts about pouring strange liquids into his bloodstream. After all, didn’t medicine work the same way? “What effects do these potions have?” 
 
    “The first two are healing potions. They are the equivalent of an Intermediate Heal spell. The white ones are anti-venoms, capable of clearing most poisons from your system. The next three make you more resistant to fire, frost, and lightning respectively. The last one turns you invisible for a reasonably paced count of twenty, allowing you to retreat or renew your offensive as you see fit,” the battlemage explained. “Just push down on the top of a potion, and the belt will dispense it.” 
 
    “Healing potions…” Raphael mused. “With these, I won’t have to cast Lesser Heal so often. All the others sound quite helpful, too.” 
 
    “Yes, they are. Just don’t fall too much in love with them, since overusing them can lead to an over-reliance on them. Also, certain potions can have some nasty side effects if used repeatedly over a long period of time,” Sylvia said, approaching. The elf had strapped on a potion belt as well. “To be honest, I never really liked using them, so I usually don’t bother, but things do seem quite dire now. Anyway, going back to the topic of overusing potions, I knew this fellow who had to have a dozen beer potions every day. He never amounted to much except burping and farting.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as beer potions, only beer,” Fenix pointed out. “So that friend of yours was just a drunkard, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Take your wet blanket elsewhere and sit on it, Fenix,” Sylvia snapped, before returning her regard to Raphael. “I should have gone over this with you earlier, but one thing after another kept popping up. It’s about Healing Magic. You remember how I had to use it on Fenix when we were aboard the Sparrow’s Light?” 
 
    Raphael nodded. “Yes. He was very badly hurt.” 
 
    “Good thing he had such an extremely talented, beautiful, and compassionate elf to put his various body parts together, then!” The elf cackled at the disgruntled look on the battlemage’s face. “But yes, even with Healing Magic of the Highest Order, he still needed a full day of bed rest and even more healing spells after that.” 
 
    “I remember. Fenix was still sore and bruised by the time we headed into Vitoria’s woods,” Raphael said. 
 
    “The point is, Healing Magic has its limits. There’s only so much of it a body can take within a given span of time.” Sylvia tapped the healing potions on her thigh. “That applies to these, too. Once a body has had its fill of magical healing, neither spells or potions will have any further effect. So tell me, what does this mean when you need to heal someone who’s very badly hurt?” 
 
    Raphael thought back to how Sylvia healed Fenix on the Sparrow’s Light. She’d stopped the bleeding from the battlemage’s throat first, then reattached his fingers and nose before mending the shattered fragments of his thigh bones. The rest of the cuts and bruises, all of them fairly severe in themselves, she’d left for the next day. 
 
    “I have to make sure the person I’m healing stays alive, and I do this by healing the most grievous injuries first,” he said. 
 
    “Exactly. No point regrowing someone’s fingernails when he’s drowning in his own blood because of his punctured lungs. Not like I haven’t not done that before.” Sylvia slapped Raphael heartily across the shoulders before he could ask what her confusingly phrased last sentence actually meant. “Good on you for getting it so quickly. We’ll make an outstanding armsman out of you yet!” 
 
    “Thanks, Sylvia,” he said, genuinely grateful. For all of the elf’s erratic and inappropriate behavior, she’d proven repeatedly to be an earnest and helpful mentor, striving to guide both Raphael and Fenix while also giving them room to figure out things for themselves. 
 
    Eliza walked up to them. She’d strapped on a potion belt as well on her right thigh. A pouch of crossbow bolts hung on her left. She was armed to the teeth. “I’m ready. If everyone else is too, we should go.” 
 
    “Step on the armory’s exit dais, and I’ll warp you out of the Guild House,” Mr. Esposito said. “Fortune in battle, war party of the Ninth Seat. Kill for wealth! Slay for glory!” 
 
    “I’ll see you in a bit, Ricardo.” Sylvia exchanged a final smile with him. 
 
    The war party followed Mr. Esposito’s instructions. He snapped his fingers. Purple light flared. A gust of wind struck Raphael’s face. 
 
    And then they were outside the Guild House, under the morning sun. The air was hazy with dust and scented with smoke. 
 
    “The southern city gates are our destination,” Sylvia declared. “Let’s go!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Raphael felt his heart sinking as the war party raced through the desolated streets of Lucia City. It had been a despairing sight when he was looking down at them from afar through the Guild Master’s window. It was another experience entirely to see the destruction up close. 
 
    They passed rows of empty houses, their wooden doors broken or left hanging ajar on creaking hinges and their tiled roofs littered with holes or collapsed entirely. Raphael forced down a lump in his throat as they ran by a pile of smoking rubble that had been the schoolhouse. 
 
    I hope Maestro Colombo’s alright. He glanced at Fenix. The battlemage was pale, but his features were calm and resolved. What seemed like a lifetime ago, Raphael had run errands for Nonna Moreno, who was likely Fenix’s grandmother or grandaunt, so he knew that the battlemage’s family lived just beyond the docks, which were a fair distance away from the southern gates. The monsters likely hadn’t been able to reach the Moreno residence before being pushed back by the Hell Drakes. 
 
    “Halt!” a King’s guardsman called out to the war party as they turned a corner and began making their way down the final stretch of streets that would take them to the gates. A small group of the soldiers barred their path, forcing the war party to stop. The guardsmen wore skullcaps and breastplates of steel emblazoned with the Royal crest, three roses before an upturned sword. 
 
    “State your business!” demanded the guardsman who’d called for the war party to halt. 
 
    “More Hell Drakes here to rescue your sorry behinds!” Sylvia replied. “Or don’t you boys recognize me anymore?” 
 
    “It’s Sylvia!” a second guardsman shrieked, his voice breaking with horror. “The crazy elf!” 
 
    “Hey! It’s not my fault your nerves are so frail, Orlando!” Sylvia protested. 
 
    “I spent ten days in the infirmary because of her,” another grumbled. “Still can’t sit right, even after all this time.” 
 
    “That’s because you bit off more than you could chew, Fredo!” Sylvia snapped. “With your butt!” 
 
    “Be careful of that one, rookie,” a grizzled guardsman said to his fresh-faced fellow. “She’s bad news. Just stay far, far away. Don’t talk to her. Don’t even look her in the eye.” 
 
    “Do you want another pair of black eyes, Gerardo?” the elf snarled. 
 
    “Just... just let them through,” the first guardsman declared, sighing. “Let the monsters suffer her awfulness, not us.” 
 
    “You are awful, Fabio!” Sylvia yelled. 
 
    Amid a chorus of “yes, corporal” mutters, relieved sighs, and disgusted groans, the guardsmen stepped aside, leaving the way clear for the war party. Raphael wondered if he should be concerned about what Sylvia had actually done to the King’s soldiers, but he had come to learn that, as with most things concerning the elf, he was probably better off not knowing the details. 
 
    The southern gates lay straight ahead, its grand stone arch cracked and covered in scorch marks. As Raphael had seen from the Guild Master’s window, the wooden gates themselves were gone, reduced to broken kindling or charred fragments and scattered all over the dusty ground. 
 
    “Something tremendously powerful blasted through them,” he observed. 
 
    “I imagine a group of bale-wights acting in concert would be able to pull something off like that,” Fenix said. “For example, Flamebolt might be a spell of the Lowest Order, but when it’s coming from two or three dozen mages casting at the same time, that’s another matter entirely, even more so if they can combine their spells, something that bale-wights have been known to do.” 
 
    “We’ve got to eliminate the bale-wights quickly, then, or prevent them from grouping up,” Raphael concluded. 
 
    “Stow that discussion for later,” Sylvia said, pointing into the distance as they made their way through the broken gates. “There’s a collection of large tents there, with wagon trails leading to it. That’s probably where our forward base is and where we can find Bjorn.” 
 
    Raphael walked by the ruins of his house along the way. It was well and truly leveled. No one would ever live under its thatched roofs or within its zinc walls ever again. The thought infuriated him. The house had been empty, so there was no reason for the monsters to attack it. Yet they had, out of what could only be pure spite. It seems that skeleton warriors and bale-wights aren’t like sanguine treants. The treants were constantly hungry and cared mostly about eating. Skeleton warriors and bale-wights like destroying things just for the sake of it. 
 
    He also realized that most of the piles of garbage just before the actual junkyard itself still remained standing. Some had been knocked over and scattered, spilling old wagon parts, worn boots, and rusty barrel rims all over the ground, but these were fewer by far. Perhaps rubbish was the longest lasting testament to civilization’s legacy, Raphael pondered, wondering just how much Maestro Colombo would enjoy discussing such a topic. 
 
    I hope they’re all safe. All of them. The Maestro, the shopkeepers, the Sisters, everyone. He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth, trying to stem the anxiety weighing down his heart. Now that I’m here, I’ll protect them. I’ll find Koshi and stop the monsters. 
 
    Approaching the forward base, the war party soon ran into small groups of fellow Hell Drakes resting, eating, or talking among themselves. Raphael was reminded of the time he first set foot into the Hell Drake District within Lucia City. Then, he’d nearly been dazzled by the collection of grizzled mercenary adventurers, clad in armor or robes and bristling with the promise of adventure, as they caroused beneath the night sky. Now, these very same men and women looked grim and fatigued, with many of them swathed in bandages. 
 
    Raphael recalled Sylvia’s lesson on the limitations of Healing Magic. They must have been hurt very badly and very often. Things are worse than I’d thought. 
 
    The closest group of Hell Drakes turned to the war party as they neared. Among them, Raphael recognized the gigantic man with the red mustache who’d given him directions to the Guild House. 
 
    The mustached man gave Sylvia a respectful nod. “Hail, High Captain of the Ninth.” 
 
    “Cyrano! It’s been a while,” the elf replied. “How’s it going?” 
 
    Cyrano half-turned his massive armored frame to reveal a body on the ground. It was wrapped in a tattered cloak from the thighs up. Judging from the exposed robes, the dead Hell Drake had been a mage. 
 
    “We lost Jenna,” he said. “Damned monsters wouldn’t stop coming. We got tired, and one slip-up from her was all it took.” 
 
    “You did what you could, Cyrano,” Sylvia clasped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I know,” the mercenary rumbled. “Which is what makes everything worse. How’re we going to win this, High Captain? Our strength dwindles, as do our resources, while the enemy returns over and over, unmarked and unscarred each time. It’s only a matter of time before we run out of arrows, bolts, or slingstones. Then Spell Dust. And then we’ll start running out of blood.” 
 
    “Grim as ever, eh? But here’s some good news for you. We can win this, and he’s how.” Sylvia thumbed at Raphael over her shoulder. 
 
    Cyrano turned his gaze to Raphael, blinked, and then grunted. “Ah. I remember you. The boy that walked into the District, all lost and confused and looking for Sylvia. I see you found her.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Raphael replied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m just Cyrano, an armsman like you.” The huge Hell Drake nodded down to the corpse at his feet. “We’re out a captain at the moment, so rank isn’t relevant at all.” 
 
    “Who knows? I might be looking at one right now,” Sylvia said. “Anyway, where’s Bjorn?” 
 
    Cyrano pointed at a tent with an orange top. “The High Captain of the Second Seat’s there. Everyone’s been trying to catch their breath after the last wave. It seems to me that the monsters are getting tougher and tougher. Either that, or we’re losing strength faster than expected.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Sylvia thumped her fist against Cyrano’s breastplate. “And cheer up! I said we were going to win this.” 
 
    “Then let’s do so, High Captain of the Ninth,” Cyrano replied. “My war party and I stand ready for battle. All you need do is direct our wrath.” 
 
    Raphael gave Cyrano one last polite nod, for which he received an approving grunt in return, before hurrying off after Sylvia and the rest of the war party. They pushed or squeezed their way past many other Hell Drakes, all clad in a motley collection of armor or robes. Their progress was steady, with the other adventurers moving out of their way as soon as they recognized Sylvia. Soon, they found themselves peeling back the flaps of the orange tent and stepping within. 
 
    Surrounded by a ring of robed mages, a tall, bald man with a sweeping gray beard dominated the center of the tent. He wore leather armor that was far more intricate than Raphael’s, every inch of its burnished surface engraved with faintly shimmering runes. The man looked up from his conversation with the mages.   
 
    “Sylvia. Good,” he said. “Just heard from the Guild Master about you.” 
 
    “Hi, Bjorn.” Sylvia walked forward and clasped her fellow High Captain wrist-to-wrist. “Good to see you.” 
 
    “Come. Walk.” Bjorn Hammerstar snatched up a small ticking clock from the only stool in the otherwise vacant tent. He made his way to the entrance, pushing past Raphael, Fenix, and Eliza before gesturing for all present to follow him. 
 
    Eliza exchanged a puzzled glance with Raphael before shrugging and joining the trail of robed mages in the High Captain’s wake. Bjorn led the small procession up a small hill of discarded clay and pointed off into the distance, toward the junkyard. 
 
    “That’s where the battle-line will face, but we can’t be sure where exactly they’ll come from and how their forces will be concentrated,” he said. Bjorn’s voice was cold, and his words were curt and clipped, as if he didn’t like talking. He held up the clock. “Time’s almost up. Next wave will happen soon. We can beat that one, I think, but not many more.” 
 
    “Aren’t you glad to see us, then?” Sylvia smirked. “We’ll sort this mess out.” 
 
    Bjorn nodded, not a trace of humor or irony to be found in his stolid frame. “Yes.” 
 
    One of the mages that had been surrounding Bjorn in the tent stepped up. It was a woman, judging from her build and the feminine tilt of her hips. The top of her hood didn’t even reach past the High Captain’s midriff. Bjorn sighed. 
 
    “But we have a problem first,” he said. 
 
    “We absolutely do, High Captain!” the mage declared, pulling her hood back. Raphael gasped as her blonde hair fell loose and her face came into view. 
 
    It was the spitting image of Eliza’s. Placed side by side, the two women could very well be mistaken for sisters, if not identical twins. Raphael turned to Eliza, but she was similarly astonished, her eyes wide and her lips parted with surprise. 
 
    “Your Guild is here at the sufferance of my father, the King, his Royal Majesty Lucian the Fourth!” the blonde woman declared. “How dare you treat me with such insolence!” 
 
    “What insolence?” Bjorn folded his arms across his chest and scowled. “I only told you to go home. Get out of our way.” 
 
    “After I came down here to lend my Healing Magic to your cause? To join your defense of my people?” 
 
    “Yes. You healed many of us. We’re grateful. Thanks. But go, before battle comes.” Bjorn sighed again. “Princess Gabriella.” 
 
    “No. As I said, I will fight as well. I will not leave the defense of my countryfolk to mere sellswords!” the princess said. “Place me in the battle-line. My Healing Magic will keep your ranks steadfast, and my Ice Magic will strike down our foes!” 
 
    “It’s dangerous,” Bjorn said, obviously having had this very same discussion several times with the princess already. “If you die…” 
 
    “You’re afraid that my father will have your head?” 
 
    The High Captain of the Second Seat shrugged. “No. He can’t touch me. But the Guild Master will be annoyed. I don’t like that.” 
 
    “Looks like you’ve gotten yourself into quite the pickle, Bjorn,” Sylvia said, chuckling. “You’ve never been good with the ladies.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m not,” Bjorn agreed, turning away from the princess, whose face was getting redder and redder. He met Raphael’s gaze. “This is the one who will enter the junkyard? Fine. We beat the next attack, and then he goes, with the best we can spare.” 
 
    “That’s why I absolutely adore you, Bjorn! You’re so easy to work with!” Sylvia punched her fellow High Captain in the arm. Bjorn took the blow stoically, his stone-faced expression never changing. 
 
    “Ready all runners. Have them report every ten minutes once battle begins. Now, check your timepieces,” the High Captain of the Second Seat instructed the other mages who’d been in his tent. Each of them pulled out a small clock from his or her robes and made sure that they were synchronized with Bjorn’s. 
 
    “Battle stations, all war parties. Go,” he said. The mages nodded and left, spreading out toward their respective posts. 
 
    “You sitting this one out?” Sylvia asked, her eyes flickering to Bjorn’s chest. “Fair enough. I’m here to make up the numbers.” 
 
    Raphael followed the elf’s gaze and realized that beneath his runic cuirass, the High Captain of the Second Seat was heavily bandaged around his torso. Blood seeped through the dressing across what could only be a severe wound. 
 
    “I’ll fight, but I’m in reserve.” Bjorn frowned. “At first, there were only skeleton warriors and bale-wights. Unorganized, rampaging horde. Easy. Then they got smarter. More tactical. Skeleton warriors moving in shield walls. Bale-wights casting in concert and empowering skeleton warriors.” 
 
    “So you’re saying that there’s a Necromancer behind all this, controlling and marshalling this undead force?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    “Maybe. Can’t be sure. The monsters aren’t… monolithic enough to indicate the presence of a singular, unifying controller,” Bjorn said. “Like actual soldiers. Disciplined and tactical, but not puppeteered. We were taken by surprise. That’s when we started dying.” 
 
    “I’ve a feeling you haven’t gotten to the worst part yet,” the elf noted, her tone grim. 
 
    “No.” Bjorn looked out toward the junkyard once more. “Toward the end of the last attack, something new appeared. A Pale Haunter. Came out of nowhere. Wiped out the war parties of Jansen, Hotaru, and Niobe. I took mine to meet it. It cut me open. We destroyed it. But Felix, Meryl, Sebas, and Viktor are dead. The rest are too badly hurt. I’ve sent them back to the Guild House to recover. No more Healing Magic for them today.” 
 
    “A Pale Haunter?” Sylvia demanded. “Why didn’t the Guild Master mention this?” 
 
    “We’ve only just gotten confirmation that it was indeed a Pale Haunter. Half an hour ago, the corpses of those slain by the Pale Haunter rose up again and killed the war parties of Baxton and Alvarez. They escaped into the junkyard, dragging their prey behind them.” Bjorn’s face somehow became even grimmer. “I have a feeling we’ll be seeing them again. Maybe even in a few minutes’ time. I’ll fight the Pale Haunter when it appears once more. No one else can.” 
 
    “Except me, you silly man,” the elf chided. “I can take on any number of Pale Haunters.” 
 
    “If you can’t, it’ll have you too, and then all of us will die. The entire city will be wiped out. The Guild will be lost. Lucario will fall to death and ruin,” Bjorn said in a matter-of-fact tone.   
 
    “Jeez! Don’t hog all the cheer for yourself, Bjorn,” Sylvia huffed. “Ever heard of keeping up troop morale? Aren’t you a tactical prodigy?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s why I hold the Second Seat,” Bjorn pointed out. “I’m telling you this so that you will hang back from the fighting for now. Sylvia, if your armsman can enter the junkyard safely, he is our only hope of ending this. Conserve your war party’s strength.” 
 
    Raphael walked over to the princess, who’d turned pale after hearing Bjorn’s ghastly assessment. He sketched a quick bow to her before speaking. “Your Royal Highness, surely you understand how dangerous it is now? Please go home.” 
 
    Gabriella pouted. “I will not. As a member of the Royal family, I am sworn to the defense of my realm.” 
 
    Growing up, Raphael had seen drawings of the princess and caught glimpses of her when the Royal family made their rare public appearances, but this was the first time he’d ever met her in the flesh, and up close, the princess’s resemblance to Eliza was truly striking. Raphael could hardly believe the two women weren’t related. But Eliza had said that she was the daughter of Ser Luca Valente, a knight, so there was no way she and Gabriella were kin. 
 
    “What… what is it?” Gabriella stammered, flinching away from Raphael and signaling to him that he’d been staring again. “Do mind your manners, sir! Do not take me for some tavern floozy, easily swayed by your charms!” 
 
    “I meant no disrespect, your Royal Highness.” Raphael backed away, raising his hands in what he hoped was a calming gesture. “I just…” 
 
    “Where are your attendants, your Royal Highness?” Eliza asked, coming up behind Raphael and silencing him with a slight nudge to his ribs. She had donned her sallet helm and lowered its visor, so that half her face was hidden. “At least one of them is supposed to be by your side at all times, whenever you’re in public.” 
 
    “I… Well, I told them to look around the area and help out wherever they could,” Gabriella replied. 
 
    “You mean that you ran away from them and lost them somehow,” Eliza corrected her. “What are you doing here? The Hell Drakes are risking their lives to protect your family, your realm, and your people! Are you thick-skulled or spoiled enough to think this is some kind of game? If so, well, you heard High Captain Bjorn’s words yourself. People have died, and more people will die! If you don’t want that to happen to you, leave! Now!” 
 
    “That’s… that’s our crown princess. You know, next in line for the throne?” Fenix hissed in Raphael’s ear. “What’s Eliza trying to do, talking to her like this? Get us all beheaded?” 
 
    “I think she knows what she’s doing,” Raphael whispered back. “I hope.” 
 
    “I am not a thick-skulled, spoiled brat trying to find sport in disaster,” Gabriella said. “I am a mage, highly skilled in two schools of magic, here to serve my King and country as best I can!” 
 
    Bjorn shrugged. “She actually is pretty good, for someone so young. Promising Hell Drake material. Still don’t want her around though.” 
 
    “Can you imagine the political destabilization facing the kingdom if its crown princess dies?” Eliza said. “If you truly wish to serve the realm, you do so by staying away from danger and leaving the fighting to those better suited for it!” 
 
    “Such as yourself?” Gabriella sneered. “You’re armed to the teeth, but your Spell Vectors haven’t been active in ages. And even if they were, they’re so diminutive and stunted I’ll be surprised if you can even cast any spell above the Intermediate Order, even after decades of study and training. You’re no armsman or knight. You’re not much more than someone with a few sharp pieces of metal and a heavy stick.” 
 
    “She’s got a point there,” Fenix whispered. “Eliza studied Battle Magic for three or four years longer than I did, and even then, she could barely cast Explosive Orb and Windblast, and only poorly. That’s why Master Victis was always trying to convince her to leave.” 
 
    Raphael shook his head at the battlemage. Eliza didn’t need to hear anything along these lines, especially not now. 
 
    “In fact, I’d wager your war party would rather have me than you,” Gabriella continued. “They already have that handsome young man with the polearm to swing something sharp around, plus a battlemage, judging by that distinctive attire. And your leader is a High Captain. My Ice and Healing Magic would fit in much better among your war party than… whatever it is you do.” 
 
    “Ice and Healing Magic would definitely come in handy…” Fenix mused, only to fall back into silence when Raphael glared at him. The battlemage had a brilliant mind, but he really needed to know when to hold his tongue. For a moment, Raphael understood why Sylvia got so irritated at Fenix sometimes. 
 
    “She’s the bravest and smartest one among us,” Raphael said, “and she’s highly skilled with weapons. She also saved my life.” 
 
    Eliza gave his hand a quick appreciative squeeze before releasing it, but before she could reply, Fenix cleared his throat and spoke up instead.  
 
    “Begging your Royal Highness’s pardon, but that really isn’t the point at the moment. If you get killed here, the kingdom will suffer. That doesn’t apply to the rest of us, individually at least. Of course, if the Hell Drakes all die, then everyone else in the city is going to follow suit,”the battlemage explained. 
 
    “And that’s quite likely, with a Pale Haunter in the picture. Imagine if it manages to somehow kill Sylvia, which is more likely than you might think,” Fenix continued, ignoring the elf’s snarling protests. “She’s going to come back as an undead monstrosity and kill the rest of us. Then once we’ve become undead creatures as well, we’re going to wipe out the city and the palace. So if you really want to help, your Royal Highness, you can do so by coming up with a plan to evacuate your family and as many of the people as possible, in case the Hell Drakes do meet their end here.” 
 
    “I…” Gabriella began, but whatever she wanted to say failed to emerge. She coughed lightly and cleared her throat before speaking. “Your comments are sensible, sir mage. The situation is indeed much worse than I’d thought. I will best serve my King and country elsewhere.” 
 
    “Go. Away,” Eliza said, her voice tight and cold. 
 
    Streaks of light hurtled skyward then, accompanied by the shrill shriek of whistles and shouted commands. Hell Drakes streamed past Bjorn’s perch on the garbage hill, to take up battle positions in a line that stretched as far as the eye could see. 
 
    A chorus of voices raised in spellcasting chants. With what could only be Martial Magic, armsmen wreathed their armor and weapons in auras of translucent energy that were not entirely unlike Raphael’s draconic armor. Mages readied spells to tear their foes asunder. Bands of auxiliaries wheeled out carts of throwing spears, arrows, bolts, and Spell Dust vials. More auxiliaries stood by, stretchers and bandages close to hand. 
 
    “Weren’t we also supposed to have a bunch of guardsmen and knights with us?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    “King’s men got spooked during the last attack. Knights ran off first. Guardsmen and constables lost heart, so I told them to withdraw into the city and hold there.” Bjorn nodded in Gabriella’s direction. “If any knights were still here, this one wouldn’t be.” 
 
    “Oh right. We ran into Fabio’s lot on the way here.” Sylvia shrugged. “Think there’s any point talking to the King about the sorry state of his troops again?” 
 
    “Won’t listen. No use.” Bjorn held his right hand out and began chanting. A swirling, multi-colored rift appeared in front of his fingers. A gleaming silver handle emerged. The High Captain grasped it and pulled his weapon from the rift. Predictably enough, it was a hammer, just long enough to be wielded in one hand or with two. The enchanted weapon was radiant beneath the morning sun, its haft and head covered in runes. 
 
    “Well, you showed me yours, so I’d better show you mine, eh?” Sylvia winked and summoned her sword into her grasp. She released its hilt, and the magnificent, leaf-bladed weapon hung  in the air beside her, humming with eager lethality. 
 
    “You’ve seen the Hammerstar before. Not the first time I’ve seen Willowflight, either,” Bjorn said, the utterly deadpan tone of his voice making the elf huff and stamp her feet. 
 
    Gabriella approached the High Captains, her eyes wide with wonder as she looked at the runic weapons. “For your information, High Captain Hammerstar, I intend to implement significant military reforms upon my ascension.” 
 
    “If that happens, we’ll talk. Now, you must lea—” The High Captain turned away from the princess and toward the junkyard. “Ah. Shit.” 
 
    The horizon swarmed with silhouettes, all seemingly humanoid in stature.  
 
    But there was something wrong in the way they moved. 
 
    Whatever they were, they were the enemy.  
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    Raphael figured it out within a heartbeat. No sounds of breath or speech marred the thunder of the enemies’ collective tread. And though they didn’t walk in perfect lockstep, they presented  a unity of malevolence Raphael suspected no armies of men or elves were capable of. 
 
    The first monsters came within clear view: rank upon rank of grinning skeletal faces, some of them partially sheathed behind ancient brass helmets and others left open to the light of the morning sun. Endless rows of crumbling breastplates clinked as they approached. Yellowed bone showed through where mail and plate hadn’t been spared by time. Fleshless fists clutched blades, axes, shields pitted with rust. 
 
    Raphael looked closer, focusing the light of the Dragon Meridian on the approaching tide of skeleton warriors, and detected hunched figures in black robes interspersed among them. Their swaying hoods revealed glimpses of manic leers stitched across rotting faces. Tiny flickers of flames, swirls of frost, and tendrils of electricity danced across their decaying fingertips. 
 
    The approaching army of monsters was a terrifying sight, but the light of the Dragon Meridian banished any trace of fear from Raphael’s mind, leaving him calm and focused, while the heat of the Draconic Braziers roiled in his flesh, filling his limbs with their strength. The golden scales of his draconic armor blazed into existence across his flesh. 
 
    Bjorn cast him a curious glance. “Hmm. No Spell Dust. Interesting.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about him later, Bjorn,” Sylvia promised. 
 
    The High Captain of the Second Seat grunted wordlessly in reply before turning to Gabriella. The princess was pale and trembling, obviously shaken by the sight of the approaching monsters. 
 
    “I… I will take my leave, then,” Gabriella declared. “Fortune in battle, brave sir.” 
 
    “No one leaves the battle-line when war is upon us,” Bjorn growled. “That’s desertion.” 
 
    “Flee and I’ll kill you myself,” Sylvia growled at the princess as well, lowering and roughening her voice in poor imitation of her fellow High Captain. She cleared her throat. “Heh. I’ve always wanted to try one of Bjorn’s catchphrases. Well, princess, you wanted a chance to fight so much, and now you’ve got it.” 
 
    “She’s yours. If she dies, she dies,” Bjorn snapped, before returning his attention to the approaching horde of monsters. The High Captain held up his hammer and pointed it forward. A hundred war parties advanced at his signal, each of them a dozen or two dozen strong. The rest of the Hell Drakes held back, spells and weapons at the ready. 
 
    Reserves to help any war party that needs it, Raphael thought. But surely there is a deeper strategy to be employed here than meeting the enemy head-on? 
 
    But there wasn’t, he realized quickly, at least not yet. The battlefield was open terrain, though spotted by piles of garbage and the occasional hill of packed dirt or sand here and there. The foe was fearless and numberless, with no regard for self-preservation. They were also leaderless in the sense there was no key or controlling figure to strike at that could turn the tide of battle. The only real way to stop them was to meet them head-on and completely destroy them. 
 
    “I’ll deal with the Pale Haunter if it shows up again, Bjorn,” Sylvia said. “You focus on the bigger picture.” 
 
    Bjorn nodded, then turned to address a runner calling for him. 
 
    “Captain Falx on the easternmost wingtip reports that his war party has been engaged by a vanguard force, but cohorts from the enemy’s main battle line have swung wide of his position and will be situated to flank soon,” the runner cried. He was a slender youth clad in the same type of leather armor Raphael and Eliza had worn to Vitoria. 
 
    “Activate Hector and Adara from reserve and have them take their war parties to intercept,” the High Captain instructed.   
 
    “Yes, sir!” The runner snapped off a salute before sprinting away. 
 
    The ranks of the skeleton warriors pressed closer, and the monsters at the forefront locked their shields into a wall. Raphael swept his gaze across the line of advancing Hell Drakes. None of them had made an attack, be it a hurled javelin, throwing axe, or spell. They moved in a loose formation, each war party spreading out from one another, leaving gaps in their battle-line. 
 
    The two hundred paces separating the monsters from the Hell Drakes became a hundred, and as it shrank down to fifty, the skeleton warriors picked up their pace. The heightened tempo of their tread shook the ground beneath Raphael’s feet. In contrast, the Hell Drakes maintained the speed of their advance. 
 
    Several mages put up spells resembling Fenix’s Spirit Shield in front of their war parties, just in time to catch the first spheres of fire, shards of ice, or bolts of lightning that came hurtling from the ranks of the skeleton warriors. The distance continued to close, and Raphael felt a chill run down his spine. The difference in numbers between the monsters and the Hell Drakes was simply too immense. How wouldn’t the skeleton warriors overrun everyone that stood in their way? 
 
    Bjorn raised his hammer. It pulsed with white light. Sweeping his gaze over those held in reserve, Raphael  noticed a line of runners spread out as far as he could see to his right and his left. As they caught sight of the High Captain’s glowing hammer, they held up shining rods as well. In turn, those further down the line did the same. 
 
    A signal! Raphael realized. But for what? 
 
    The answer soon came in the form of massive columns of ice, each wider than a full-grown man was tall and ten times as long, manifesting in the gaps of the advancing battle-line. They hit the ground tip-first, and then they hurtled downward, away from the Hell Drakes and into the midst of the skeleton warriors, crushing the foremost monsters beneath their weight. 
 
    Using the light of the Dragon Meridian, Raphael traced the conjuration of these ice columns to mages among the Hell Drakes held in reserve. The closest one within eyeshot was a robed woman wearing a pointy hat. She was on her hands and knees, gasping for breath. Raphael recalled how Fenix had been exhausted after casting his Banish spell. Though mages used Spell Dust to fuel their spells, it seemed that spellcasting also took a toll on their bodies. 
 
    “Well done,” Sylvia commented. “Each of those ice columns must have required at least two or more mages capable of Intermediate Order Ice Magic casting in concert. Bjorn is notoriously demanding about those under his command being able to do that, and it paid off today.” 
 
    The monsters crushed by the falling columns were incidental victories, Raphael saw, as the true purpose of the ice was to break up the ranks of the skeleton warriors and funnel them into corridors through which they had to advance to reach the Hell Drakes. 
 
    This allows each war party to fight fewer monsters at a time, which means that they won’t get overwhelmed so easily! Raphael thought, filled with admiration for Bjorn’s battlefield tactics, but he soon noticed that something wasn’t quite right. 
 
    Thirty-three. There were only thirty-three ice columns, but there are a hundred war parties, which means at least sixty gaps. Those not protected by the ice will face immense numbers!  He opened his mouth to speak, but the High Captain was obviously aware of his concerns, as was Sylvia. Bjorn raised a hand to forestall the elf from flying away on her sword and casting more ice spells. 
 
    “Lost too many mages already to conjure enough ice,” he said, “but don’t worry. I’ve placed the strongest captains and war parties to face the biggest numbers. They will prevail. Save your strength, Sylvia.” 
 
    The battle-line immediately in front of Bjorn’s perch was one of the gaps left unprotected by ice columns. The three war parties advancing along that section linked up, tightening their formation. Raphael could easily make out their respective leaders: a white-bearded man in a flowing green robe, a woman in plate-mail armor adorned with spikes, and another man in blue robes and a white skullcap. Armsmen and mages swirled in their orbit, with the former moving to the front and the latter hanging back as the monsters neared. 
 
    And then battle was joined. A tremendous clamor shook the air, one of metal ringing against metal, shattering bones, cloven flesh, war cries, and agonized shrieks. Armsmen cleaved and hewed with their weapons. Skeleton warriors lashed out with crumbling blades and axes. Bodies and limbs flew. Mages chanted their spells. Bale-wights unleashed their wrath. Fire, ice, and lightning flashed. Monsters fell. People died. 
 
    With gouts of flames fanning from his fists, the Hell Drake captain in the green robe burned down a cluster of skeleton warriors, setting the bale-wight in their midst ablaze as well. Two armsmen, each of them armed with a sword and shield, guarded his flanks, cutting down any monsters that approached. Another robed mage chanted in the middle of their formation, just behind his captain. Tendrils of white light swarmed from his palms, disintegrating skeleton warriors and bale-wights on contact. 
 
    Then a rusted axe whistled out of nowhere, splitting the skull of one of the shielded armsmen. As he went down, a shower of spears whistled through the gap in the formation left by his demise. They skewered the mage who’d conjured the tendrils of white light. The war party’s captain turned, distracted by the mage’s screams, and a barrage of ice shards and lightning bolts from four bale-wights overwhelmed his Spirit Shield and blasted him into pieces. The remaining armsman was swiftly surrounded and hacked apart by skeleton warriors. 
 
    Raphael felt sick to his stomach at the sight, knowing the fallen were beyond the reach of any Healing Magic.   
 
    Reeling with rage and grief, the rest of the green-robed captain’s war party advanced, eager to avenge their leader and comrades. They tore into the monsters, but having lost what were obviously their most powerful members, they met with little success and were forced back, losing another two armsmen and a mage in the process. The other two war parties, led by the armored woman and the mage with the skullcap, were faring a little better, cutting down a dozen skeleton warriors and bale-wights every heartbeat while having lost only three armsmen and two mages among them. But now, with the green robed captain’s war party buckling and on the brink of annihilation, all of them faced being flanked, cut off, and wiped out. 
 
    Seeing this, Bjorn ordered two of the reserve war parties forward to bolster that front. Runners ran to and away from him, continuously bearing messages from all across the battle-line. The High Captain listened to one breathless report after another, issued his orders curtly, and resumed his survey of the battle. All this time, Hell Drakes fought and died, screaming and bleeding their last moments out on the dirt. 
 
    But they were holding. Using the Dragon Meridian, Raphael counted skeleton warriors and bale-wights falling by their hundreds across the battle-line with every passing moment. And then, as if some inexplicable lever were pulled or lamp was lit, the battle tipped past a turning point, with the Hell Drakes decisively in the ascendant, even as armsmen and mages died in droves, cut down by rusted blades or eviscerated by spells. 
 
    The sheer brutality and scale of the carnage shook Raphael to his core. Something within him wanted to scream and hide, but he drowned it out with the light of the Dragon Meridian and looked to the members of his own war party. Fenix was shaking at the knees, and his mouth was working soundlessly. Eliza had her fists clenched and her gaze locked on the battlefront, but through the bars of her visor, Raphael could see that her face was pale and her eyes were wide with barely suppressed panic. 
 
    He reached out and placed a hand on each of their shoulders. They turned to face him, and in that moment, Raphael felt that their souls opened themselves to his. Without thinking, he cast the light of the Dragon Meridian on them as well. 
 
    Fresh resolve flooded into their eyes. Fenix pounded his left fist into his right palm. Eliza tightened her grip on her mace. They nodded in unison to Raphael. 
 
    “Well, nothing that we haven’t faced before,” Fenix said. “It’s just that now, there are slightly more monsters to tackle, but they’ll all go down as easily as the treants did to my spells and your blade, Raphael.” 
 
    “We will win here and go find Koshi,” Eliza told him. “Then I’ll make the two of you that apple pie you enjoyed so much.” 
 
    “I can hardly wait.” Raphael smiled. He looked at Gabriella. The princess was pale, but to her credit, she stood tall and resolute, her fists clenched. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked. 
 
    “I am fine, armsman,” Gabriella replied curtly. “Four years ago, I fought alongside my father when he went to see off an ogre incursion on our northern border. I’m no stranger to warfare.” 
 
    She would have been little more than a young girl, then, Raphael thought, as it soon became apparent to him that despite Gabriella’s resemblance to Eliza, the princess was several years younger. He sketched a quick bow to her. “Alright. Get ready to move though. You’re part of our war party now, and Sylvia might have orders for us very soon.” 
 
    The princess placed a hand on her chest and tossed her head haughtily. “Rest assured that you’ll not find me lacking in battle… I weary of calling you ‘armsman’. Have you not a name?” 
 
    “I’m Raphael.” He gestured to Eliza and Fenix in turn. “This is Eliza, and this is Fenix.” 
 
    “I see.” To Raphael’s surprise, Gabriella gave the three of them a short but stiff bow. “I, Gabriella di Lucario, greet you, Raphael, Eliza, and Fenix. It will be an honor to fight alongside those bleeding and dying for my people. I regret any… prior unpleasantness among us.” 
 
    “This is where you apologize for being a boor,” Fenix hissed at Eliza. 
 
    “In your dreams!” she hissed back. 
 
    “Well, glad to meet you too, your Royal Highness, I—” 
 
    “Gabriella, Raphael,” the princess interrupted. “If I’m to be your comrade-in-arms, we should address each other as equals. Using my name will suffice.” 
 
    “That’s still quite a mouthful,” Raphael said. “Since we don’t need to bother with your title, let’s call you Gabby, then!” 
 
    “…Gabby?” the princess choked. 
 
    “Beheaded! For insolence! Is that what you want to happen to us? Beheaded! Like capital criminals!” Fenix hissed, cuffing Raphael across the back of the head. 
 
    “At least your nickname isn’t going to be Windy or Lizzy,” Eliza said, chuckling. “Gabby sounds far less silly than those. It’s adorable, even.” 
 
    “It is…?” A shaky smile crept across Gabriella’s face. She nodded. “Fine. Call me Gabby, then, for as long as we fight together.” 
 
    “And that’s going to start quite soon, if I’m any judge,” Sylvia chimed in. “Things look bad, but we are winning this one. Apparently, this wave has been the most formidable so far. The skeleton warriors are far more skilled and their weapons and armor are wreathed in Martial Magic. Also, the bale-wights can actually cast spells of the Intermediate Order. If I’m not mistaken, the Pale Haunter will appear soon, once the last of monsters begin falling.” 
 
    “What’s a Pale Haunter?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “It’s an extremely powerful undead creature, fast, strong, and able to cast a variety of Higher Order spells. It’s also immune to most of the common things that hurt undead, such as sunlight, silver, and even many Holy Magic spells. The only way to best it is through open combat. Anything it kills with its fangs, claws, or spells will rise again and turn into a revenant under its control,” Eliza explained. “And a revenant possesses all of the skills and spells of the person it used to be. Lastly, anyone killed by a revenant will also become one, subject to the will of the same Pale Haunter.” 
 
    “Bjorn said that the Pale Haunter killed quite a few Hell Drakes and their bodies were lost. This means that we could be facing several captains and their war parties,” Fenix said grimly. 
 
    A sudden clamor arose around Bjorn. Raphael saw several runners shouting frantically, on the verge of panic. The High Captain listened to them stoically, but his fists were clenched so tightly around the shaft of his hammer that his knuckles had turned white. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    “We’ve lost all contact with the war parties on our westernmost tip,” Bjorn replied. “Our remaining reserves in that area have made contact with the enemy, but the runners assigned to them have stopped reporting in as well. I can only assume that all Hell Drakes on the battle-line there have been wiped out. That can only mean one thing.” 
 
    “The Pale Haunter has appeared,” the elf said. “I’ll head over right now with my war party.” 
 
    “Take Cyrano’s, Van Heim’s, and Marco’s war parties with you too.” Bjorn pointed to each of the reserve Hell Drakes in turn. The armsman and the captains raised their fists in assent. 
 
    “That’ll leave you with nothing here,” Sylvia protested. “What if the skeleton warriors break through the battle-line right in front of you?” 
 
    “I’ve got me.” The High Captain of the Second Seat twirled his hammer. “Now go!” 
 
    “You heard the man!” Sylvia bellowed to the war parties Bjorn had pointed out. “Let’s move!” 
 
    They roared and began racing down the battle-line, heading to its westernmost wing. 
 
    “Kill for wealth. Slay for glory. I’m counting on you to win this, Sylvia,” Bjorn said, extending his hand. 
 
    The elf clasped him wrist-to-wrist once more. “Of course. Have I ever let you down?” 
 
    “…yes.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
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    A scene of horrific carnage greeted the Hell Drakes as they neared the end of the battle-line. The corpses of nearly a hundred armsmen and mages lay strewn across the dirt, trodden beneath the fleshless heels of skeleton warriors and bale-wights. As Bjorn had feared, all the war-parties stationed here, including the reserves, had been wiped out. 
 
    But what truly set Raphael aback were the armored and robed figures behind the monsters, all of them sporting the Hell Drakes insignia on breastplates, cuffs, or cloak pins. He noted the grayish pallor of their flesh, the glowing spheres of red light that had replaced their eyes, and the masks of manic hate riveted onto their faces. 
 
    Revenants. Raphael inhaled sharply. His heart pounded wildly in his chest as the undead mercenaries brandished their weapons or raised their hands in spellcasting. 
 
    “Ladies! Silence them!” the captain named Van Heim shouted. He wore form-fitting leathers and wielded a short, curved sword in each hand. The three mages in his war party, all dressed identically in sturdy, dark blue robes, thrust their hands forward and uttered a single arcane syllable in unison. 
 
    A wave of invisible magical energy rippled forth from them. It rolled over the monsters and revenants alike, enveloping them in a momentary shroud of soundlessness and quashing the arcane words spilling from their bloodless mouths. The undead spellcasters reeled in disarray, unable to stop the trails of magical light and swirling elemental energies over their hands from dissipating. 
 
    “Silencing Pulse, eh?” Sylvia said. “Nice one, Van Heim. Can your mob pull off another one?” 
 
    The captain shook his head. “No. The Casella triplets can’t use such a powerful Sound Magic spell more than once every few hours, even when they cast in concert.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make this count, then!” The elf grinned, seizing her massive sword from its perch in the air and holding it high. “Charge, Hell Drakes! Crush the enemy! Destroy them all!” 
 
    Cyrano took the lead, then, pounded his way to the front of the Hell Drakes’ advance. A heavy, spiked metal ball dangled on a chain from his fist. He whirled it in his grasp. The silver-robed mage on Cyrano’s heels gestured and chanted before placing her hands on the immobile section of the chain stretched between the armsman’s fists. 
 
    He cast the metal ball forth into the ranks of the skeleton warriors. Just before it hit the monsters’ shield wall, it quadrupled in size, becoming larger than Raphael’s torso. The massive projectile smashed through the overlapping layers of rusted metal and the yellowed bone beneath, sending broken skeleton warriors flying. 
 
    “Their formation is broken!” the armsman bellowed, unhitching a heavy war-pick from his belt. “Follow me in!” 
 
    The front ranks of the Hell Drakes, Raphael among them, crashed into the scattered skeleton warriors. The fleshless monsters were fast and strong, their limbs and weapons wreathed in a field of translucent magical energy not unlike that encasing the Hell Drakes’ armsmen. Still, with the Draconic Braziers burning hot, Raphael was swifter and mightier by far. Smashing through their shields with his glaive and fending off their weapons with his draconic armor, he cleaved and struck down one grinning, fleshless monster after another, scattering their broken bodies in every direction. 
 
    A dark robed figure barred his way, flames dancing across its fingers. Before the bale-wight could unleash its spell, a crossbow bolt slammed into its forehead, hurling it to the ground where it twitched momentarily, then stopped moving. Raphael glanced over his shoulder. Slinging her crossbow back over her shoulder, Eliza gave him a grim nod. A skeleton warrior slipped through the front ranks of the armsmen and swung its blade toward her. She parried the blow deftly with her buckler before smashing the monster’s skull to shards with a looping swing of her mace. 
 
    Eliza’s amazing. She can hold her own among foes stronger and faster than herself. Raphael shot her a quick grin, which she returned, before sweeping his gaze back to the front. A Spirit Shield fell over him, just in time to catch a torrent of lightning pouring from another bale-wight. 
 
    Raphael speared the undead spellcaster in the chest, twisted his glaive, then ripped it skyward, bisecting the monster from the diaphragm up. More bale-wights clustered before him, gesturing and chanting in readiness to hurl a unified barrage of magical energy at him. Raphael reeled back, fortifying his draconic armor with as much Ryu-To-Ki as he could muster. He remembered how the green-robed captain had been overwhelmed by a tide of Lesser Order spells cast in concert. 
 
    Chain Lightning poured along his flanks, washing harmlessly off the Spirit Shield, before setting the monsters ablaze mid-chant. Explosive Orbs hurtled past his ears. They hit the flailing, convulsing bale-wights and blew them apart. 
 
    Nicely done, Fenix, Raphael thought as he pressed forward, glaive held high. His next opponent was a revenant, born from the flesh of a fallen armsman and clad in runic plate armor. Its corpse-gray face was a rictus of unholy hatred, and it brandished a massive, two-handed sword. Purple lightning crackled up and down the blade’s length. Hissed obscenities poured from the revenant’s bloodless lips as it swung its sword downward in a mighty, whistling arc. 
 
    Raphael caught the monster’s blade on the shaft of his glaive, matching his strength against its unnatural might. Thrusting his glaive out, he pushed the revenant back and struck at its unarmored head. The creature smashed aside Raphael’s weapon and countered with a sweeping cut toward his neck. Raphael caught the blow on his forearm, the scales of his draconic armor creaking from the impact. 
 
    Casting a quick glance all around him, Raphael saw that the Hell Drakes’ charge had stalled after breaking through the ranks of skeleton warriors and crushing the bale-wights. Now, armsmen locked blades with their revenant counterparts and mages, both living and unliving, filled the air with spells. 
 
    Raphael readdressed his glaive and brought it into a whirling, sweeping dance. The polearm’s blade cut repeatedly at the revenant’s neck and limbs. The glaive’s steel-tipped butt thundered for the undead creature’s skull and joints. But the revenant parried or slipped past each blow, its massive sword singing. As Raphael’s offensive flurry played itself out, the revenant took to the offense, and this time, it was his turn to weather a storm of sword strokes. He blocked and parried frantically, but the revenant’s blade slipped through his defenses more than once. 
 
    The first time occurred when he mistimed a low block, allowing the monster’s sword to skim a line of broken draconic armor scales and a thin trail of blood from his thigh. The second was when he attempted a risky counter-cut into a storm of sword strokes aimed at his neck, only to have his shoulder guard shorn off, along with a sliver of skin and flesh. Then he locked blades with the revenant. The undead monster cackled, let go of its sword with one hand, and thundered its free gauntleted fist toward Raphael’s face. 
 
    Trusting in his draconic armor to prevail against the revenant’s strength, Raphael stepped into the blow and slammed his forehead into steel-sheathed knuckles. Metal and undead flesh bent and broke beneath the impact with a wet, grisly crunch. Shaking his head against the ringing in his ears, Raphael heightened, then reversed his grip on the shaft of his glaive and forced the sword locked against the polearm’s blade downward. 
 
    The revenant snarled, but before it could begin to counterattack, Raphael seized its weapon arm by the wrist with his right hand, pulled downward to widen the opening in the revenant’s defenses, and plunged his glaive into where its heart would be. 
 
    The undead monster roared, more in fury than in pain. It dropped its sword, twisted its undamaged hand out of Raphael’s grasp, and caught him by the throat, digging its steely fingers into his flesh. 
 
    Eliza appeared out of nowhere. Leaping high, she thrust Tiresias’s dagger into the revenant’s neck, just above its armored collar. Then she twisted the blade and swept it sideways. The weapon’s enchantment took effect immediately, dissolving the revenant’s gray flesh into hissing and bubbling ruins. With the front of the revenant’s throat completely destroyed, the creature’s head fell backward to dangle between its shoulder blades by a strip of sinew. 
 
    Still the monster advanced, reaching blindly for its prey, until Fenix blasted its limbs off with a barrage of Explosive Orbs. As it fell, reduced to little more than a writhing torso, Raphael picked up his glaive and speared the revenant through its skull. Only then did it cease moving. 
 
    Another revenant surged forward, then. It was a former mage. Now, it was a nightmarish apparition of dark swirling hair and a gaping maw from which a perpetual scream emerged. The Casella triplets, the three mages who’d hurled the tide of silencing magic previously, stepped forth to confront it, allowing Raphael to catch his breath and reorient himself in the midst of the swirling melee. 
 
    He nodded to Eliza and Fenix as they moved to stand by his side. A gentle hand fell on his shoulder, then. Raphael half-turned. It was Gabriella. The princess uttered a final series of arcane syllables, and white light washed over him. The stinging pain from his wounds vanished, as did the strain and fatigue he’d accrued in battle so far. 
 
    “Intermediate Heal and Invigoration should do the trick,” Gabriella muttered, her brow furrowed in concentration. 
 
    The princess hadn’t been lying about her skill in magic. Raphael felt fresh and brimming with energy. Casting the light of the Dragon Meridian within himself, he found that his Ryu-To-Ki  reserves had been slightly replenished as well. 
 
    “Thanks, Gabby,” he said. 
 
    Gabriella’s eyes widened in surprise. “You’re really going to call me that? Am I really going to be “Gabby” from now on?” 
 
    “Why not? Like Eliza said, it sounds adorable,” Raphael replied. 
 
    A faint blush crept up the princess’s cheeks, making her resemblance to Eliza even more striking. “Very well, then. After all, I did agree to being thus addressed.” 
 
    Eliza nudged Raphael irritably in the ribs with her elbow. “Since we’ve settled such a pressing issue, Raphael and Gabby, might I remind you that we’re fighting for our lives right now?” 
 
    “Right. Let’s go.” Raphael hefted his glaive. The rest of his war party fell into formation as well, with Eliza at his left shoulder and Fenix directly behind him. Gabriella stood beside Fenix, mirroring his position as the war party’s mage. 
 
    The shrieking revenant was now a smoking pile of ash. Raphael stepped past the Casella triplets, who were bent over, their hands on their knees, as they tried to catch their breath. All around them, Hell Drakes struggled against revenants, their faces angry and bitter as they were forced to fight their former comrades-in-arms. 
 
    They caught sight of Sylvia, then. The elf had advanced deep into the enemy’s ranks, and she was now surrounded by skeleton warriors, bale-wights, and revenants. But she hardly seemed worried. Her sword flashed and cut, sometimes by itself and other times in her grasp. Its sweeping arc sent broken bones, shards of armor, and rotting limbs cascading all around her. She punched the hearts of revenants out from their chests and kicked their skulls from their shoulders. Lightning, fire, and ice poured from her fingertips in turn, annihilating everything her spells could reach. 
 
    Two revenants leaped at her from behind, enchanted weapons blazing in their gray fists. Shadowy copies of the elf misted into existence, seized the undead creatures, and twisted their heads from their necks. Sylvia slammed her fist into the ground. Earthen spikes burst forth from the dirt to impale the revenants and skeleton warriors between her and the war party. 
 
    And all of a sudden, there were no enemies in a wide circle around her. More undead monsters were advancing toward them, but it would be several moments before they reached her. 
 
    “Get over here, Raphael! Bring the others, too!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the din of battle. 
 
    The war party hurried past the twitching forms of the impaled monsters to join her. Raphael shook his head in admiration. “You’re amazing, Sylvia!” 
 
    The elf smirked. “I know, right? Now pay close attention.” 
 
    She pointed at the advancing tide of monsters. Most of them were revenants, but these ones seemed far more formidable than those they’d fought. 
 
    “All of the revenants heading our way now were once captains,” Sylvia confirmed, “like the one you took down, Raphael. I saw it. Good job! That used to be Hotaru, an actual Yamato Swordmaster and a Hell Drake captain. Far from the strongest of them all, but still, he was formidable and had a lot of potential. Damned shame this had to happen to him, but I’m sure he’d appreciate you putting him to rest.” 
 
    Raphael rocked back on his heels, stunned. It was no wonder that the revenant with the two-handed sword used to be a captain, given how formidable it had been in battle, but now more than two dozen former captains were advancing upon them. 
 
    “I hope you have a plan, Sylvia,” he said. “I don’t know if we can take on so many captains at once, especially with all these other revenants, skeleton warriors, and bale-wights still around.” 
 
    “I do have a plan. It’s me,” the elf replied. Reaching into her belt pouch, she took out the Pocket Dimension Prism. “Or rather, it’s this. And me, of course.” 
 
    “Get to the point, elf!” Fenix yelled. 
 
    “See that bony thing in the middle of all those revenant captains there? The one that looks like a skeleton warrior?” Sylvia asked. 
 
    With the light of the Dragon Meridian, Raphael immediately caught on to what she was referring to. A fleshless, emaciated creature sheathed in rusted metal shuffled in the midst of the approaching revenants, but it was something far more sinister and formidable than a lowly skeleton warrior. 
 
    “That’s the Pale Haunter.” The elf tossed the Pocket Dimension Prism slightly into the air before catching it again. “I’m going to bring the Pale Haunter, along with all those revenant captains, into the Pocket Dimension.” 
 
    “But you’ll have to go in with them!” Eliza cried. “That’s the only way the artifact’s enchantment can work!” 
 
    “Well yes, but you’re forgetting something else,” Sylvia explained. “The Pocket Dimension Prism can only hold unwilling occupants for roughly ten minutes.” 
 
    “You’re saying that we must finish the battle here and then be ready to turn all our strength on the revenants and the Pale Haunter by the time they emerge from the Pocket Dimension,” Raphael reasoned. 
 
    “Close enough. And one other thing. Unless a revenant’s body has been utterly obliterated, it will regenerate,” the elf told them. “But then again, you have another way to deal with fallen revenants.” 
 
    “My Deliverance spell. Got it. We must destroy all the enemies here and do so permanently within ten minutes after you use the Pocket Dimension Prism.” Raphael caught Sylvia’s wrist. “But you’ll be stuck in there with them all this time! Are you sure you’ll be fine?” 
 
    The elf patted Raphael fondly on the cheek. “Of course I will. Think of it this way. I won’t be stuck in there with them. They’ll be stuck in there with me.”  
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    Before Raphael could say another word, Sylvia dashed off, charging headlong into the pack of revenant captains and the Pale Haunter. 
 
    “Sylvia! Wait!” he cried. “It’s too dangerous!” 
 
    The elf looked over her shoulder and flashed him a brilliant smile. And then she was among them. Four revenants struck out at her, each of them wielding a potently enchanted weapon. Sylvia ducked under a flaming sword and hurdled an axe that seemed to part the very air itself. Her own sword, Willowleaf, smashed aside a frost-encrusted mace, and she caught an icy halberd blade between her palms. More revenants left the Pale Haunter’s side and charged toward her, hefting their weapons or chanting spells. 
 
    Raphael almost ran in after Sylvia, but he stopped himself before he could take a single step. He would be no help to her against such mighty foes. Worse, if he did try, Fenix and Eliza would follow him as well, to certain death. He gritted his teeth and held up his glaive. 
 
    “Let’s fall back a bit,” Raphael said. “Eliza, can you think of anything that can help us destroy or weaken mass numbers of undead creatures at once? Fenix and Gabriella, if you need to replenish your spell dust, do so now.” 
 
    The rest of the war party nodded or shouted their assent as they withdrew from Sylvia’s battle against the captain revenants. Raphael destroying any stray skeleton warriors or bale-wights that came within range of his glaive. Soon, they were in a pocket of relative peace, roughly twenty paces away from the swirling melee between the other captains and lesser revenants. Raphael destroyed any stray skeleton warriors or bale-wights that came within range of his glaive, but most of the monsters had their backs turned to the war party, so engrossed they were in their attempts to pull down and slay the other Hell Drakes. 
 
    As Eliza racked her brains and the two mages reached into their robes for more Spell Dust, Raphael returned his attention to Sylvia. The elf had somehow broken through the press of the captain revenants, her sword cutting a swathe through their unliving flesh. Pursued by a pack of mighty undead Hell Drakes, she dived toward the Pale Haunter. 
 
    For the first time, the monster lifted its head. Its face was fleshless, not unlike the typical skeleton warrior, but human eyes, complete with iris and sclera, glared from the sockets in its skull. The Pale Haunter cast its gaze on Sylvia. Its field of vision fell on Raphael as well, and for a moment, the monster’s soul was bare to the light of the Dragon Meridian. 
 
     The Pale Haunter didn’t belong to the junkyard. The monster had come from somewhere far away, drawn to the cries of something twisted and horrific within the heart of the changing landscape and borne here on waves of impossible Spatial Magic. On its arrival, the Pale Haunter had latched onto the convulsing tides of Time Magic pouring through the junkyard, filtering the magical energy through its very being and turning it into a torrent of Necromantic Magic. 
 
    Then it had reached out through space and time, calling every dead thing still ridden and bloated with hatred and malice. Thus did a legion of undead rise at the Pale Haunter’s behest, empowered and preserved by Time and Spatial Magic. 
 
    If we can destroy the Pale Haunter, all the skeleton warriors and bale-wights will go away, too! Maybe even the revenants! Raphael started to shout to Sylvia, but the words died his mouth as the elf lifted a rainbow hued cube in her hands.   
 
    The Pocket Dimension Prism spun as it expanded, encompassing all the captain revenants and the Pale Haunter. The undead monster flinched, something like doubt filling its overly human eyes. The Prism’s spinning prismatic walls swept over the Pale Haunter and the revenants, transporting them to the realm of prismatic infinity where Raphael had trained with Sylvia. The elf uttered several arcane syllables, and the magical artifact contracted in on itself, spinning all the while. Just before its walls converged on Sylvia, she turned to Rapahel and winked. 
 
    And then all that was left was the Prism, rotating gently in midair where the elf had raised it. 
 
    “Time starts now,” Fenix muttered. “Ten minutes. Did anyone bring a timepiece?” 
 
    Gabriella produced a small brass watch from her robes. “I did. I’ll mark the time. There, done!” 
 
    Raphael gave the princess a grateful nod before turning to Eliza. “Any ideas, Eliza?” 
 
    “Undead creatures cannot usually abide sunlight because it drives Necromantic Magic back, but here, that’s not the case. The skeleton warriors are really just walking bones, with whatever is animating them hidden deep within where marrow once was. The bale-wights are wearing thick, hooded robes, and the revenants share the Pale Haunter’s immunity to sunlight,” she explained. “The only way to defeat such monsters is to destroy them in direct combat.” 
 
    “Smash them to pieces with weapons or blow them apart with spells,” Fenix said. 
 
    “Yes,” Eliza confirmed. “But...” 
 
    “We don’t have enough time for that, if we can even win this fight.” Raphael swept his gaze across the raging battle. Though they were outnumbered, the Hell Drakes were gaining ground, but they would take far more than ten minutes to triumph. 
 
    Worse, Raphael was now certain of something beyond a doubt. Some of the corpses of the Hell Drakes who’d been slain before Sylvia and the other captains’ war parties had arrived were twitching. He’d believed himself mistaken, but the truth, awful as it was, would play itself out whether one decided to confront it or not. 
 
    The victims of revenants became revenants themselves. Within minutes, even before the effects of Sylvia’s Prism wore off, the Hell Drakes would find themselves beset by a fresh wave of formidable enemies. 
 
    Without knowing why, Raphael brought forth Sunkiller. Koshi’s bow shimmered into existence into his grasp. Now I can fight from a distance, but I don’t think a single arrow will be enough to bring down a revenant, and even if it could, I can’t shoot a few hundred in the time left. 
 
    Gabriella stared at him, wide-eyed. “What’s that? Did you just cast a spell? Without Spell Dust? I’d thought that something was off, with you moving so fast and hitting so hard just now with not a speck of Martial Magic, but I thought you were just using some rare potions of some sort. But that’s not true, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Long story,” Eliza told the princess, her voice laden with a note of slight satisfaction, before she pointed at Sunkiller. “Do you have a plan, Raphael? Was that why you took out your draconic weapon?” 
 
    “Eliza, what do you know about Sunkiller? All the legends and myths, things like that?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “Since our run-in with Huo Xian, I actually have been thinking about what I read about Sunkiller,” she replied. “The lore surrounding Koshi’s weapon is so old that facts are indistinguishable from hearsay, but one thing that came to mind is how it can carry spells on its arrows.” 
 
    “Carry spells...” Raphael turned to Fenix. “Will your Banish spell work on these monsters?” 
 
    “Of course, but only one at a time, and casting Banish drains me considerably. I wouldn’t make it past a half-dozen skeleton warriors. That’s why I’ve been tearing them apart with Explosive Orbs and Chain Lightning instead,” the battlemage said. 
 
    Raphael raised Sunkiller and brushed his fingers against its bowstring. An arrow of golden light appeared, nocked and ready to be fired. He gave Fenix a nod. “Cast Banish on this arrow.” 
 
    The battlemage did so immediately, clapping his palms together and uttering a short sequence of arcane syllables before pointing at the arrow of light. White radiance now swirled down its length. 
 
    “Done,” Fenix announced. “It seems that whatever your arrow strikes will now suffer the effects of my Banish spell. But if you can only shoot one target at once, we’ll run out of Banish spells much faster than we run out of time, which we haven’t much of in the first place.” 
 
    “Six minutes left,” Gabriella said grimly. 
 
    Koshi was able to split his arrows when he fought Sylvia, wasn’t he? Raphael thought. But even if I can do the same thing, I won’t be able to destroy all the monsters quickly enough. 
 
    Rayne poked its head out of Raphael’s pocket. Magus. Sunkiller was Koshi’s. All its secrets are yours, as they are his. 
 
    What secrets does it have? Raphael asked. 
 
    Sunkiller. The name, Magus. Its radiance eclipses the sun, taking its place and reaching where it reaches, the faerie dragon told him. 
 
    “Taking the place of the sun? Its reach?” Raphael looked up. It was just past noon. The sun was directly above them, bathing everything in its light. If an arrow from Sunkiller could eclipse the sun, take its place, and reach everything it touched... 
 
    He lifted Koshi’s bow up high and loosed the arrow of light straight up toward the sun. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Fenix demanded. “That Banish spell wasn’t easy to cast! I—” 
 
    The battlemage’s words died in his mouth as the golden radiance of Sunkiller’s arrow replaced the white light of the midday sun. Everywhere Raphael could see, it washed over the undead monsters, the corpses twitching in the throes of reanimation, and Hell Drakes alike. 
 
    There was an immediate reaction among the skeleton warriors. Imbued with Fenix’s Banish spell, Sunkiller’s light stripped the fleshless monsters of their animation. They fell, clattering into heaps of scattered bones and rusty metal. The bale-wights lasted a moment longer, their thick robes offering some scant protection, but they, too, succumbed to the golden radiance, crumbling into piles of stinking ash. The fallen Hell Drakes simply stopped moving, their limbs stiffening once more in the cold embrace of death. 
 
    The revenants recoiled and shrieked beneath Sunkiller’s luminance. Enchanted weapons fell from gray, bloodless hands. Spells died in mid-chant. But they were more resilient by far. Not a single revenant fell to the effects of Fenix’s Banish spell. Still, as they flailed and writhed in agony, the Hell Drakes seized the opportunity to cut their former comrades down. 
 
    Swords and axes hacked limbs from undead torsos. Hammers and maces cracked revenant skulls, spilling their foul contents onto the arid junkyard dirt. Spells pulped unliving organs and scattered grayish viscera in every direction. Revenants fell by the dozen. 
 
    Sunkiller’s light lasted only slightly more than a minute, by Raphael’s estimation, but by the time it faded, allowing the midday sun to resume its reign, the battle was over.  The Hell Drakes stood victorious over the wreckage of their foes. 
 
    Raphael sank to his knees, the edges of his vision dimming. Using Sunkiller like that had drained his Ryu-To-Ki reserves beyond any extent he’d ever experienced before. The light of the Dragon Meridian still shone, bright and clear, but the flames of his Draconic Braziers had receded, now faint embers where there had been blazing infernos. 
 
    So tired. So weak. Never felt like this before. I can’t... Raphael fell on his back. He knew his eyes were open, but he couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “Raphael! Are you alright?” Eliza’s voice throbbed dimly from somewhere he couldn’t see. 
 
    Something warm touched his neck. 
 
    “His heart is stopping!” he heard Gabriella hiss. “Stand back!” 
 
    A tingle ran down the length of his increasingly numb body. Then the princess spoke again. “According to my Diagnosis spell, he’s somehow fatigued himself so much his body simply doesn’t have the energy to function anymore. Human beings aren’t capable of that. What exactly is he? How did he do that thing with the bow just now?” 
 
    “Worry about that later, princess,” Fenix snapped. “His heart is stopping, you say? I’ll restart it with a touch of Chain Lightning.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid!” Gabriella replied. “He’s so frail now you’ll end up killing him!” 
 
    Raphael tried to speak, to tell them that he’d be alright, that they needed to get ready to help Sylvia, but no words emerged from his lips. He hadn’t the strength to form them. 
 
    “Please help him, your Royal Highness!” Eliza pleaded. The pain and grief in her voice made something in Raphael ache. He wanted to reach out and touch her, to somehow take her suffering away. 
 
    “I... I’ll need to cast Revivify! But I’m not sure if I can! It’s a Healing spell of the Highest Order, and I’ve never succeeded before!” 
 
    Magus, Rayne’s voice echoed in his mind. Look beyond the light of the Dragon Meridian. To your friends. Behold your soul threads. See where they lead. Feel whom they bind, and in turn, whose bind you .   
 
    Raphael heeded the faerie dragon’s words, looking past the Dragon Meridian and its light. There, he sensed Eliza’s and Fenix’s souls, as open as they were to his when he shared a bit of the Dragon Meridian’s light with them to steel their resolve. But now, he could also see colored threads connecting all of them. 
 
    White and pink ones bound his soul to Eliza’s. They filled him with warmth and hope. Red and green threads ran between him and Fenix. These bolstered Raphael’s heart, imbuing him with pride and an eagerness to attain yet greater heights. Black and silver threads began from Raphael’s soul and ran somewhere beyond he could sense, but he knew Sylvia lay at the other end. These hummed with a whimsy characteristic of the elf, yet Raphael was sure much lay beneath its veneer of humorous vulgarity, to be uncovered if he would only dare to brave such depths. 
 
    And then a line of gold, the thickest and oldest of all, ran from his soul toward the heart of the junkyard, where Koshi would be found. Whatever Raphael might be, Koshi was his father, in name and by right. They were connected by ties thicker than blood, and they would never be separated, in this life or the next. 
 
    Let them guide you back, Magus, Rayne told him. Much awaits you in the realm of life and light. 
 
    Raphael reached out to the colored threads, and to his surprise, they pulled on him, drawing him back to the voices of his friends. The fading embers within the Draconic Braziers flared back to life, and though they were far from the blazing conflagrations they’d been, they burned strongly and steadily. 
 
    Another thread emerged, thin but sturdy, royal blue in hue and humming with regal dutifulness. To Raphael’s surprise, it led back to Gabriella. It pulled on him as well, leading him back to where he belonged. 
 
    Sensation engulfed him: the roughness of sandy dirt against his skin; the scent of arid air laced with death; the clamor of voices. 
 
    He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. 
 
    Twin visages greeted him, both lovely and framed in flowing blonde locks. Relief swam over the one on the left. 
 
    “He’s alive. It worked,” Garbriella said. She sighed and sat back on her heels. “Good thinking, Eliza.” 
 
    Eliza had been kneeling by the right side of Raphael’s body. She’d also taken off her helmet. Stifling a sob, she leaned over and wrapped Raphael in a hug. 
 
    “You came back to us, Raphael,” she whispered breathlessly. “You came back.” 
 
    Raphael nodded as best he could with his face buried in the crook of her neck. “Yes. I heard you calling, all of you. Thank you.” 
 
    “Most of the credit should go to Eliza.” Gabriella patted her look-alike on the shoulder. “There was no way I, nor anyone else here, would be able to cast Revivify, and it might not have worked, anyway. But Eliza figured out that if exhaustion was the thing killing you, all you needed was Invigorate, and here you are, still breathing.” 
 
    A shadow fell over Raphael. It belonged to Van Heim. The captain nodded gravely. “Good to see that you’re still with us, lad. Nice work back there, however you did it. Your war party’s battlemage explained everything. We still have about two minutes before the Prism’s enchantment unravels.” 
 
    “Got it, sir. We’d better get ready, then,” Raphael replied. 
 
    Eliza untangled herself from Raphael and brushed away the tears at the corners of her eyes. She took his elbow. “Can you stand, Raphael?” 
 
    Fenix appeared by his side. The battlemage extended a hand. “Well, you’ve got to, somehow. Up you come. We’ve still got a lot to do.” 
 
    Raphael took Fenix’s hand, and with Eliza’s help, he got to his feet. He shared a grin with them. 
 
    I’m so lucky to have them by my side, Raphael thought. Rayne poked its head out of his pocket and nudged him gently in the thigh. 
 
    Magus, look to the bonds you share with your friends, the faerie dragon sent. They will keep you true and help you stay on your destined path. And as these bonds deepen, your friends will be able to share their strength with you, as  you did with them. 
 
    Raphael thought back to how he’d been able to cast a little bit of the Dragon Meridian’s light into Fenix and Eliza’s souls and dispel their fear. He suspected that if he’d tried, Sylvia would be similarly receptive as well, not that the elf had needed his help. In contrast, Gabriella’s soul offered him no such opening. But then now, she too shared a connection with him, as evidenced by the royal blue thread connecting their souls. Perhaps if that bond deepened, he’d be able to share the Dragon Meridian’s light with her as well. 
 
    Still, something that Rayne had said disturbed him. What did the faerie dragon mean by “destined path”? 
 
    Raphael pushed that question to the back of his mind as the other Hell Drakes captain, Marco, approached. He was a man of slight build, clad in a sleeveless tunic of thick brown cloth and rough trousers. His shoulders and hips were festooned with bandoliers of glass vials, and he held a small crossbow in each hand. 
 
    “We’ve regrouped, but we lost quite a few Hell Drakes during that last scrap,” he announced. “Counting everyone— armsmen, mages, and even auxiliaries—we’ve got just about twenty-three ready for battle.” 
 
    “It’ll have to be enough,” Cyrano grunted, walking over. The big armsman had taken a beating, with his face covered in cuts and bruises and his armor hanging from his torso in ruined scraps. “Well done, boy. And the battlemage, too. Looks like Sylvia wasn’t mistaken about the both of you.”   
 
    “Under a minute,” Gabriella said, staring at her pocket watch. 
 
    “Battle positions!” Van Heim bellowed. The Hell Drakes raced to obey, forming up in staggered lines with armsmen at the forefront and on the flanks and the mages and auxiliaries in the center. 
 
    Cyrano clapped Raphael roughly on the shoulder once before jogging off to rejoin the remains of his war party. 
 
    “Replenish your spell dust if you have to,” Marco said, raising his voice to be heard. “Armsmen, make sure you’ve renewed your Martial spells. Remember, isolate and concentrate on one revenant captain at a time.” 
 
    “Leave the Pale Haunter to Marco and me, along with Sylvia, of course,” Van Heim followed up. 
 
    A chorus of assents and acknowledgments rumbled down the line of Hell Drakes. 
 
    Van Heim nodded to Raphael. “You lot are to hang back in reserve. Marco, Cyrano, and I will be in the thick of it, so use your best judgment to determine where you can best engage. After that trick with the golden bow and the Banish spell, I’m sure you’ll do just fine.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Raphael said, picking up his glaive. 
 
    “Any moment now!” Gabriella returned her watch to her robes, held out her hands, and began chanting. Razor-thin discs of ice spun into being and hovered over her open palms.  
 
    Fenix produced a dozen Explosive Orbs in each of his fists. Eliza put her helmet back on and readied her weapons, mace in her right hand and enchanted dagger reverse-gripped in her left. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Raphael fed the Draconic Braziers with his Ryu-To-Ki. They blazed, filling Raphael with their strength. He spun his glaive in one hand, then snapped it point-down, catching the weapon’s butt under his arm. 
 
    Ready as we’ll ever be, he thought. Raphael glanced to his war party. “Alright, let’s help Sylvia.” 
 
    The Pocket Dimension Prism stopped spinning. It fell to the ground. 
 
    Corpses rained from the sky above the artifact. 
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    The light of the Dragon Meridian guided Raphael’s gaze beyond the cascade of cadavers, to where Sylvia was. The elf hung in midair, held aloft by feathery wings of light sprouting from her shoulders. She cleaved a revenant captain clad in plate armor from crown to groin with her sword, before hurling the massive blade through the face of another, this one wearing purple robes streaked with black lightning. 
 
    Something impossibly fast streaked through the air and swiped at her. Raphael barely made it out as a skeletal figure wreathed in a cloak of swirling shadows. It could only be the Pale Haunter. Sylvia leaned away from the blow, brought up her hand, and laced the monster with a barrage of lightning tendrils. 
 
    The Pale Haunter surged through Sylvia’s spell and seized her wrist with a bony claw. Then it spun like a top, still holding onto the elf, before hurling her down toward the ground. Sylvia’s wings flared, screeching through the air as they sought to arrest, or at least slow down, her descent. 
 
    The elf came to a halt an inch above dusty junkyard floor. She grunted, curled her body into a back-flip, and dismissed her wings as she landed. The entire exchange took place over the course of a single heartbeat. 
 
    “She’s there!” Raphael said, pointing at Sylvia. “We have to help her!” 
 
    “I see her,” Fenix replied. “But...” 
 
    There was no need for Fenix to complete his sentence. Out of the thirty revenant captains that had been drawn into the Pocket Dimension, six yet remained, standing between the surviving Hell Drakes and the elf. They turned away from their master’s struggle against Sylvia and cast their hate-filled eyes on their former comrades. 
 
    Van Heim swept his blades downward, pointing them at one of the revenants, a crimson-robed mage holding two short staves in its hands. 
 
    “Attack!” he cried. “Pick your targets!” 
 
    The Hell Drakes charged, breaking off into smaller clusters so that four or five of them took on a single revenant captain. Van Heim and Marco each engaged one themselves, matching captain against revenant captain. 
 
    As the clamor of battle rose again, Raphael returned his attention to Sylvia. To his horror, she was breathing hard, and she bled freely from wounds to her right thigh and abdomen. A cut above her brow trickled blood down her face. She floated her sword in close, bringing one hand to her temple and the other thrust downwards. The index and middle fingers of her hands were extended, while the others were tucked in toward her palm. 
 
    That’s the stance she used when she was fighting Koshi. The Pale Haunter must be really strong if she’s taking this so seriously. Raphael nervously adjusted his grip on his glaive. 
 
    The Pale Haunter circled her. It was leering at the elf and flexing its bony claws. The undead monster seemed to be utterly unhurt. 
 
    If Sylvia fell to the Pale Haunter, all would be lost. But if any of the Hell Drakes groups failed to vanquish their targeted revenant, the undead creature they fought would be free to flank their comrades. Every battle was crucial. 
 
    Raphael made his decision. Koshi’s bow reappeared in his hand. He turned to Fenix. 
 
    “Are you crazy?” the battlemage protested. “You nearly died from doing that!” 
 
    “We have no choice. Besides, as long as Gabriella can use her Invigorate spell on me, I’ll be fine,” Raphael said. 
 
    “Not if the effort kills you outright,” Fenix replied, nodding at Koshi’s bow. “Besides, it doesn’t look like you can hold onto that thing, let alone shoot it.” 
 
    Raphael glanced down at Sunkiller. The bow of light was flickering in and out of existence. Grunting, he brought it up and touched its bowstring. No arrow shimmered into existence this time. Raphael gritted his teeth and tried to feed more of his Ryu-To-Ki into the Fourth Brazier, but it was no use. He was too depleted. Sunkiller dissipated in his grasp.    
 
    “There has to be another way, Raphael,” Eliza said. “Let’s think this through. High Captain Bjorn said he’d beaten the Pale Haunter before. Sylvia is at least as powerful as him, if not more so. Which means Sylvia can definitely defeat the Pale Haunter.” 
 
    “The High Captain said he had help, and his entire war party paid with their lives to defeat the Pale Haunter the last time,” Gabriella pointed out. 
 
    “So what we need to do is give Sylvia help.” Eliza pointed at the Hell Drakes engaged in combat with the revenant captains. “If we free them up, we can all take on the Pale Haunter together and destroy it.” 
 
    “If we help one group destroy their target, we can work with that group to assist another, consolidating and strengthening our forces with every victory!” Fenix concluded. 
 
    “Good reasoning!” Raphael said. He turned to Cyrano’s group and sprinted off toward it. “Let’s go!” 
 
    As they neared Cyrano, it became evident that the armsman’s war party wasn’t doing well. The revenant they fought wore the flesh of a slight, diminutive woman clad in a plain gray robe. It held a steel scepter in its bloodless hands. A string of arcane syllables fell from its lips.   
 
    Slivers of metal materialized in the air before the revenant’s scepter before slicing forth into Cyrano’s war party. The armsman brought his forearms up to his face as he dove low, dragging the mage who’d cast a spell on his chain earlier down with him. 
 
    The rest of Cyrano’s war party wasn’t that quick to react. A blue robed mage fell apart, filleted by the hurtling metal. Two other armsmen fell as well, their torsos lacerated into reddish ruins. Their armor hadn’t helped against the revenant’s shower of metal shards at all. 
 
    Cyrano looked up as the revenant leveled its scepter at his face. Raphael was still ten paces away. Heraised his glaive like a spear, ready to throw it, but before he could loose the weapon, blue light flashed briefly in the corner of his vision. 
 
    Fenix popped into existence just in front of the revenant. He thrust one hand into the undead monster’s face and held the other over the scepter. Chain Lightning washed from the battlemage’s fingers onto the scepter and up into the revenant’s flesh. At the same time, Fenix flung a barrage of Explosive Orbs point-blank into the monster. 
 
    It reeled from the explosions and convulsed from the electricity running down the length of its weapon. Chunks of flesh fell from its frame. But still it reached for Fenix with its free hand, seeking to close its fingers around his throat. 
 
    Raphael hurled his glaive. The polearm’s blade cleaved into the revenant’s chest and emerged through the other side. Discs of ice spun through the monster’s outstretched arm, severing it just beneath the elbow. Fenix followed up with more Explosive Orbs that blasted the revenant back. 
 
    With a glaive through its increasingly damaged body. the monster lurched away from Fenix, seeking to flee, but by then, Raphael and Eliza had arrived. Raphael seized his glaive by the shaft, holding the revenant it had impaled in place. 
 
    Eliza stabbed the monster in the neck with her enchanted dagger, twisted the blade, and dragged it sideways. The dagger’s corrosive enchantment bubbled away the revenant’s flesh in the blink of an eye. The creature’s head tumbled off its shoulders. Raphael crushed it beneath his heel. 
 
    “Saved our hides, boy,” Cyrano muttered, pulling himself to his feet and helping the sole surviving member of his war party up. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. We could do no less,” Raphael said. “We should go help another group.” 
 
    “Diminish their numbers while increasing our own. I like it,” the mage saved by Cyrano said. She was a mousy woman with short brown hair, and she wore gray robes as well. “I’m Ginerva. Metal Magic is my trade, though I’m nowhere near poor Captain Marianne’s level.” 
 
    Ginerva was referring to the revenant they’d just destroyed, Raphael realized. “Pleased to meet you, ma’am. We’ll introduce ourselves more later.” 
 
    “We have work to do now,” Cyrano agreed, hefting his war pick. 
 
    And so with Cyrano and Ginerva in tow, the war party linked up with another group of Hell Drakes. Before long, yet another revenant captain fell beneath their combined might. They repeated the process over and over, with more Hell Drakes overwhelming each revenant captain every time. 
 
    Eventually, they destroyed the revenant Marco had been fighting. It was the last one, but Marco didn’t survived the battle. The captain lay face-first in the dirt, a gaping hole in his chest where his heart had been. 
 
    Battered, exhausted, but eager, the Hell Drakes turned their regard to Sylvia’s battle against the Pale Haunter. Elf and monster were still at a stalemate, cutting at each other with claws and blade and blistering the air between them with spells. 
 
    Sylvia hit the Pale Haunter with a globe of fire. The monster reeled back as its shadowy cloak writhed frantically in an attempt to absorb the spell and extinguish its flames. The elf tried to press the advantage, calling in her blade from up high while she charged in down low, her fists wreathed in spiked gauntlets of magical ice. 
 
    Something long and limb-like uncoiled from behind the Pale Haunter. It was a skeletal tail, multi-segmented and tipped with spikes from which a purple, hissing liquid dripped. The monster smashed aside Sylvia’s sword with its claws. At the same time, it lashed its tail into the elf. She caught the blow on her forearms. The impact shattered her conjured gauntlets, sending icy shards flying. One of the spikes sliced across the top of Sylvia’s chest, cutting through her silver breastplate and the form-fitting garment she wore underneath.   
 
    The elf hissed as she was hurled backwards. Raphael caught her in his arms, the Draconic Braziers giving him the strength to arrest her flight. 
 
    The Pale Haunter pursued, only to be met by a torrent of spells cast by every mage among the surviving Hell Drakes. Fireballs rained upon the monster, alongside Explosive Orbs and streams of Chain Lightning. Icy spikes punched into the revenant’s frame. More mundane projectiles followed. Crossbow bolts, arrows, throwing daggers, hammers, and axes pummeled the monster. One Hell Drake even hurled a sword. 
 
    “My hero,” Sylvia whispered to Raphael. She accompanied her words with a playful wink, but Raphael sensed far more gratitude in her demeanor than mockery. 
 
    “Are you alright, Sylvia?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m fine. Absolutely fine. I just slipped back there. Happens to everyone.” she replied, surreptitiously pressing down on the white top of a potion vial strapped to her thigh. It was an anti-venom, which made sense, since the tail spike with which the Pale Haunter had struck her was almost certainly venomous. Raphael saw that all of the other potions in Sylvia’s belt had been expended as well. 
 
    What an ordeal she must have gone through. Raphael glanced at the cut the Pale Haunter had inflicted on her with its tail. The elf’s pale flesh had turned an angry red around the wound, which had itself turned black. 
 
    “You only have to ask, Raphael, if you want to see more,” Sylvia said, pulling playfully at the top of her parted garment and giving him another wink. But her voice was slurred, and her eyes had become unfocused. 
 
    The potion must not have been strong enough! Raphael placed his hand over Sylvia’s cut and chanted the arcane syllables for the Minor Delay spell. Faint green light pulsed faintly as he cast the spell. He looked over his shoulder. “Gabriella! She’s been poisoned! Can you help her?” 
 
    Amidst the deafening storm of spells, Eliza alone heard Raphael’s call, probably because she was the closest and most attentive to him, since she had no spells to hurl at the Pale Haunter. She shook Gabriella by the shoulder and said something into her ear. The princess abandoned her barrage of Ice Magic, and the two of them ran up to Raphael’s side. 
 
    Gabriella knelt by Sylvia and placed the index and middle fingers of her left hand against the elf’s temple. She chanted briefly, then nodded. “Four castings of Intermediate Cleanse should do it. That’s a very powerful poison. If you hadn’t casted Minor Delay just then, she would have been dead already. Now, cover me if you can. I’m going to start cleansing her system now.” 
 
    Raphael nodded. He took up his glaive and assumed a defensive stance over the princess and the elf. Eliza stood by his side, mace and dagger in hand. She gave him a resolute nod. 
 
    The Pale Haunter had taken to the sky, weaving and swirling in a bid to avoid the spells seeking its destruction. Not that the Hell Drakes were anywhere near to achieving success. As Raphael watched, the monster was struck by one fireball after another. Explosive Orbs hammered it repeatedly in midflight. Lightning bolts and Chain Lightning lit up its skeletal frame. 
 
    But it was futile. The spells hurled the monster back, but they hardly inflicted any damage. In fact, it seemed as if the Pale Haunter was mocking them, tempting the Hell Drakes to expend all their strength because... 
 
    It would just come back in the next attack even if we managed to destroy it, Raphael thought. Looking over his shoulder, he looked for Van Heim. The captain wasn’t a mage, so he was simply standing at the ready, his blades held low. 
 
    “Captain Van Heim! Stop it! Stop wasting your spells and spell dust now!” he cried. 
 
    Somehow, the captain heard him over the clamor of magic. Either that, or he read Raphael’s lips. He nodded and swept his blades through the air. The spells hurtling toward the Pale Haunter slowed, then stopped as the Hell Drakes heeded Van Heim’s command. 
 
    The monster ceased its spiraling maneuvers and hung in the sky. Its shoulders heaved, and a strange hacking sound emerged, ringing through the sudden silence that had fallen. 
 
    It’s laughing, Raphael realized, a chill running down his spine at the thought. 
 
    Then it spoke. 
 
    “Finally, someone’s smart enough to catch on,” the Pale Haunter said. Its voice was an eerie, rattling echo that seemed to scratch and claw at the depths of Raphael’s soul. “All this has been so much fun, you know? This place with all its spatial and temporal anomalies, the malign hatred poisoning the very essence of its existence, and the ease with which it attracts the similarly inclined, such as yours truly and all my other bony and rotting friends you’ve already met. And then there’s the spirited fight you lot put up. Bravo! Bravo! Never, and I don’t use that term lightly, never have I been so entertained.” 
 
    Before anyone could reply , the monster continued speaking. “But alas, it’s all coming to an end, at least for you. It’s obvious to me you’re nearing the end of your resources. The next cycle should see you entirely annihilated, especially now that you’ve gifted me with so many fresh, valuable assets.” 
 
    The Pale Haunter thrust its bony arms into the sky and chanted a short phrase. Black lightning crackled among its fingertips, before lancing out into hundreds, if not thousands of lesser tendrils and cascading downwards. The lightning sought out the fallen, be they the Banished piles of skeleton warriors or putrid heaps of bale-wights, the remains of the destroyed revenants, or the fallen Hell Drakes. 
 
    Everywhere Raphael looked, the dead began to twitch. A Hell Drake corpse nearby lifted its head and moaned. Skeletal claws reached for rusty weapons. Stinking ash congealed into ichor. 
 
    The surviving Hell Drakes cried out in disgust and despair. Raphael’s first thought was to summon Koshi’s bow once more and, with Fenix’s help, Banish all the undead. But he didn’t have enough Ryu-To-Ki to attempt such a feat. 
 
    Inspiration struck Raphael, then. He’d expended one of his resources, but he still had another, mana. He’d been wondering why no spell cores had emerged from the skeleton warriors or bale-wights, but perhaps such a phenomenon only happened if the monsters were truly defeated. If the undead creatures were only going to come back again and again after being destroyed, then surely they hadn’t been truly defeated yet. 
 
    But still, lying in heaps of ruins all around Raphael, these monsters had surely been bested, at least for now, and they were dead, even if their actual death happened long ago somewhere else. 
 
    Raphael shone the light of the Dragon Meridian outwards, reaching for all the fallen, Hell Drakes and monsters alike. A storm of emotions roiled before him. Pulled out of a different place and time, the skeletons and wights were mad with fear and confusion. The revenants were laden with pain and regret. Hatred for the living united the undead, but something else did, too: the overwhelming desire to be somewhere else, be it a hellish purgatory or heavenly paradise, either of which would be better than the endless torment of undeath. 
 
    “What? What is this?” The Pale Haunter snapped its gaze down upon Raphael. “You! What are you doing?” 
 
    Raphael ignored the monster. The fallen were calling to him, and he had to heed their call. He took their desire for release and filled their souls with it, drowning out every other thought and emotion. Spell cores emerged from the skeleton warriors and bale-wights. The lingering souls of the fallen Hell Drakes and revenants seeped out from their mortal bodies, taking the form of glowing white-blue wisps. 
 
    Be free. Go, and leave nothing behind, Raphael thought, as he completed the Deliverance spell. Hundreds of spell cores shattered into slivers of light. The souls of the Hell Drakes disappeared. The remains of the revenants crumbled into dust. 
 
    “No!” the Pale Haunter shrieked. Baring its claws, it streaked down toward Raphael. Sylvia’s sword hurtled out from nowhere, whistling toward the monster’s head. The Pale Haunter ducked out of the way, only for the elf to kick it in the face and slam it down into the ground, where the impact of its landing cratered the packed dirt. 
 
    Thank you. Raphael felt a soul say to him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a warrior, proud and strong, smiling at him. Raphael recognized the warrior as Hotaru, the revenant captain the war party had barely managed to defeat. 
 
    You’re welcome, Raphael sent back, but Hotaru’s response was simply to widen his smile, and then he was gone, lost to the tides of eternity. 
 
    Rayne emerged from Raphael’s pocket and soared to the remains of the skeleton warriors and bale-wights. As before with the sanguine treants, the faerie dragon collected the slivers of light from the shattered spell cores upon its wings. 
 
    Well done, Magus! Well done! Rayne congratulated him euphorically as it flew, its wings laden with much more light than they’d been in Vitoria’s woods. 
 
    The Pale Haunter burst out from its shallow burial. Sylvia stood in its way, cracking her knuckles. 
 
    “We’re not done yet,” the elf snarled. “I’m going to rip your tail off and beat you to death with it.” 
 
    But the Pale Haunter didn’t attack. Instead, it watched Rayne silently as the faerie dragon worked. 
 
    After collecting  the slivers of light from the spell cores, Rayne flew overhead Raphael and flapped its wings. The light fell over his shoulders and sank into his soul. Raphael looked inward. His mana had been all but depleted, but after some rest, he would have more of it to call upon. Much more, in fact. With a gasp of surprise, Raphael realized that he’d quadrupled the amount of mana he could hold in reserve. This meant that much more powerful spells were within his reach. He only had to learn them. 
 
    But more strikingly, a change had come over Rayne as well. The faerie dragon’s eyes were now a bright golden, and a new bright green crest had emerged on its head, running down the back of its neck. Rayne also seemed sleeker, its movements more sure and powerful, where before they’d been enthusiastic but bumbling. 
 
    Before he could ask the faerie dragon what these changes meant, Rayne coiled in on itself and then uncoiled. Raphael gasped at the sight. Rayne was now twice the size of a large horse, easily ranging more than fifteen feet in length and standing as tall as he did. 
 
    As you traverse the path of your destiny, Magus, so too must I change, that I might best accompany you, Rayne sent. But don’t worry. I can still become small. 
 
    The Hell Drakes muttered and pointed at the faerie dragon just before it shrank down once more. Rayne bumped its snout gently against Raphael’s cheek before swooping into his pocket. 
 
    All this time, the Pale Haunter watched silently. As the faerie dragon disappeared from its sight, it chuckled. 
 
    “Oh my. Never have I seen the like. Have I happened to chance upon a demigod before his apotheosis? Is such my good fortune? The slaughter and torment of a million-million souls is far less interesting in comparison. I would love to see destiny unfold, but if you are indeed a demigod, what better chance to savor your soul before you truly rise to your divinity?” The Pale Haunter lurched forward. 
 
    Sylvia raised her hands. Her sword danced into readiness. As one, the Hell Drakes advanced to stand beside Raphael. 
 
    Faced with a bristling wall of enchanted weapons and readied spells, the Pale Haunter hesitated. It took a step back, then shrugged in an all-too-human gesture. Its gaze burned into Raphael’s. “Or perhaps it would be more amusing instead to watch from afar. You are called Raphael by the others. That is your name, is it not? I will remember it.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” Raphael asked, refusing to look away. “I will remember it, too.” 
 
    The Pale Haunter chuckled once more. “Call me Hiranya. And now, dear Raphael, I will take my leave from this place, this veritable garden of delights you call the junkyard, for I believe I have gotten as much amusement as I could have out of it. We will meet again. I promise.” 
 
    The monster hurtled skyward and streaked toward the junkyard. Space seemed to bend and swirl around it as it crossed the border. And then it was gone, as if it had never existed. Raphael cast the light of the Dragon Meridian after the Pale Haunter, but the monster had truly departed, riding on the waves of the strange magic holding sway over the junkyard, that it might find other realms and people to torment. 
 
    “Yeah, typical! Run away when you’re losing!” Sylvia jeered after it, shaking her fist. The elf took a few steps after the Pale Haunter, as if to pursue, but she wobbled on her feet and swayed backward. Raphael caught her by the shoulders before she could fall. 
 
    “Making a habit of this, Raphael?” Sylvia grinned at him. “Not that I mind. In fact, next time, place your hands lower, much lower, for a better... grip.” 
 
    “I cleansed the poison from your system, but the damage it’s done hasn’t been healed yet, and your body has received as much Healing Magic as it’s able, at least for now,” Gabriella chided, walking up to them. “Stop moving around like an idiot. Otherwise, your injuries will be permanent.” 
 
    “Like?” Eliza had joined them as well. Her eyes were narrowed and bright in a way that made Raphael worry. “There’s no being like an idiot for Sylvia. Can’t imitate what you already are.” 
 
    “Hey!” the elf protested. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Case in point,” Fenix chimed in with a chortle. “Only an idiot wouldn’t understand that—“ 
 
    Raphael sighed, his shoulders slumping in exhaustion as he watched Sylvia tackle Fenix and put the battlemage into an absurdly intricate leg-lock while Gabriella scolded the elf. 
 
    “Somebody get her off him!” the princess demanded to the milling Hell Drakes. “You there! Pull her away!” 
 
    “Yeah right,” a heavily muscled armsman in spiked armor scoffed. He held a massive battleaxe in his hands. “I still want to eat solid food.” 
 
    The Hell Drakes around him murmured in agreement. Van Heim approached, pointedly ignoring the writhing forms of Sylvia and Fenix. 
 
    “I don’t know what I just saw, but I have a feeling you don’t really have the time to stick around and explain,” the captain said to Raphael. “The monster did say that it was done, though? So are we still going to have more waves of skeleton warriors and bale-wights attacking Lucia? I saw what you did to these here, and I don’t think they’re coming back, but there was a lot more where they were coming.” 
 
    “The Pale Haunter was responsible for bringing the skeleton warriors and bale-wights here and then letting them loose to attack Lucia City. If it isn’t around, then the other monsters shouldn’t be a problem anymore.” Raphael said. 
 
    “That makes sense, a powerful undead creature controlling lesser ones. High Captain Bjorn said you were headed into the junkyard. Something about you being able to find your way around in there. Or find your way back. Assuming the monster attacks are indeed over, are you still heading there?” Van Heim asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Raphael replied. “I need to find my father.” 
 
    “Right.” Van Heim looked over his shoulder at the surviving Hell Drakes. “Want any of us to go with you? As you can see, we’re in a sorry state, and ultimately, we don’t know if the Pale Haunter was lying, so we might still be needed on the battle-line, just in case we have another tide of monsters coming later.” 
 
    Raphael considered the captain’s offer. As the Guild Master had said, an ancient evil still lurked in the heart of the junkyard, and Koshi had gone to confront it. This evil, whatever it was, wasn’t the Pale Haunter, but it had to be formidable as well. If a battle did indeed break out, he would need every ounce of help he could get, especially if it came from the Hell Drakes. 
 
    But Van Heim had a point. The Pale Haunter couldn’t be trusted. Whatever it said, it might still be lurking somewhere, readying the tide of skeleton warriors and bale-wights for yet another wave of attacks. If that happened, High Captain Bjorn would require every single one of his remaining Hell Drakes in the battle-line, especially now with his forces so depleted. 
 
    Raphael knew that the Pale Haunter alone couldn’t have conjured such a horde of monsters. As the Guild Master had pointed out, the strange magic of the junkyard was tainted by the lingering malice of the dead dragon, Platina the Gilded Death. For some reason, this corrupting influence had surged, and the Pale Haunter had turned the twisted magic to its own purposes. Raphael was sure that Koshi had gone in search of Platina’s corpse, and that if Raphael could locate it as well, he would find Koshi there, too. If he could somehow purge the corruption from the dragon’s remains, probably with his Deliverance spell, the junkyard’s strange magic would be free from its influence. 
 
    Once he’d achieved that, the Pale Haunter would no longer be able to bring skeleton warriors or bale-wights  under its command, even if it had been lying about leaving. By itself, the monster was still formidable, but it would no longer have an army to wreak havoc on its behalf. 
 
    Raphael knew what he had to do. 
 
    “I’ll be going into the junkyard with my friends, sir,” he told Van Heim. “Right away, because I don’t think we can afford to wait.” 
 
    The captain nodded. “Had a feeling that was what you were going to say. Very well. We’re going to regroup with the main force first. Worry about burial parties and the like later. Fortune in battle, lad.” 
 
    Van Heim clasped hands with Raphael, wrist-to-wrist. Then the captain turned on his heel and began bellowing orders to the surviving Hell Drakes, rounding them up and leading them back to the forward base. 
 
    Cyrano jogged up, holding a small leather pouch in one fist and a knapsack by its straps in his other. He thrust the items into Raphael’s hands. “The sack contains a collection of spare potions and spell dust vials I rounded up from what remains of our mob. Waterskins and a few packets of hardtack are in the knapsack. You’ll probably need them.” 
 
    “Thanks, Cyrano,” Raphael said. The armsman nodded and trotted off, following the rest of the withdrawing Hell Drakes. 
 
    Raphael turned back to the war party, steeling himself in readiness to break up the scuffle between Fenix and Sylvia. To his surprise, the battlemage and elf were already apart, clutching the tops of their heads. Gabriella stood between them, a stern expression on her face and her hands on her hips. 
 
    “She punched me in the head, Raphael!” Sylvia whined, the corners of her eyes shining with unshed tears. “How could she?” 
 
    She hit Fenix too, Raphael thought, wincing in sympathy at the lump rising on the top of the battlemage’s head. 
 
    “Hmm,” Eliza mused. “I could get used to having her around, I think.” 
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    As Sylvia, Fenix, and Gabriella shared out the spare potions and spell dust vials among themselves, Raphael cast his gaze toward the junkyard. From a distance, he saw ruined stone buildings and broken towers scattered across a barren landscape of dust and packed dirt, but he knew that the sight was deceiving. Once they stepped foot into the junkyard, everything started to change. He’d rummaged through a gutted house once, walked out, then turned around to find it gone, replaced by a yawning pit filled with ancient refuse. 
 
    Night-fiends and howlers also infested the junkyard, though Raphael suspected that few of them had survived the horde of skeleton warriors and bale-wights marching through their territory. No, they wouldn’t be a problem for the war party, at least on this occasion. 
 
    Raphael cast the light of the Dragon Meridian inward once more, shining it upon the threads connecting his soul to others. The one between him and Koshi still existed, which brought him much relief. Wherever Koshi was and whatever he was doing, he was still alive. Raphael focused on the thread. At the same time, he reached out to Sunkiller as it lay dormant within the depths of the Fourth Brazier and touching it with his mind without bringing it into material existence. 
 
    It was then that he felt it, a subtle but unmistakable tug at his soul, leading directly into the heart of the junkyard. That was where Koshi would be, at least a full day’s walk away, deep within a shifting landscape where time and space worked differently. 
 
    “I know where I can find him,” Raphael announced. 
 
    “Great!” Sylvia said, not a trace of doubt in her voice. “Let’s go find your old man and bring him home.” 
 
    Fenix and Eliza nodded. 
 
    Gabriella, on the other hand, frowned. “I have so many questions, the least of which is how you managed to cast spells without any spell dust. And this thing about your father and you being able to find him in the junkyard, a place which no one has managed to navigate or map before? All this is enough to make one’s head spin.” 
 
    “I don’t expect you to come along blindly, Gabby,” Raphael replied. “And I wish I could explain things better, but there’s so much I don’t know either. If you wish to leave...” 
 
    “I don’t!” the princess snapped. Her eyes shone in the later afternoon sun. “Do you expect me to come across someone as mysterious and portentous as you and just walk away? No! I expect some answers for my questions, and if you don’t have any right now, then I’ll help you get them.” 
 
    “A capable mage like yourself is more than welcome among us,” Fenix said, shrugging. “I don’t have a problem with her tagging along, as long as her father doesn’t behead us for insolence later.” 
 
    “He won’t,” Gabriella said. “He’s not that kind of—“ 
 
    “Ooh, watch out for Fenix, Gabby,” Sylvia said, nudging the princess. “He’s quite the lecher, always talking about swinging his orbs at women. Eliza and I have had to put up with quite a bit of that already.” 
 
    “No, that’s not true.” Eliza glared at Sylvia. “Fenix has always been a perfect gentleman. You, on the other hand, need to keep your hands to yourself.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Gabriella said, “that Sylvia’s always all over the boys. Good thing you said something, Eliza, because I was going to, sooner rather than later.” 
 
    The elf grinned. “Are you girls feeling left out? If you are, don’t worry, because there’s plenty of me to go around!” 
 
    Raphael cleared his throat as Sylvia loomed over Eliza and Gabriella, waggling her fingers and wearing a discomforting leer on her face. The war party turned to him. 
 
    “If we’re ready to go, then we should get going,” he said. “We can eat and drink as we walk.” 
 
    Rayne slipped out of his pocket, then, and bumped Raphael on the shoulder with its flank. Magus. I serve. We will find the Knight together. 
 
    Of course we will, Rayne, Raphael replied. You’ll be with us, and we— 
 
    The faerie dragon exploded in size once more, before alighting on the dirt before Raphael. It blinked golden eyes as large as his fist. Take to the skies with me, Magus. We will see the Knight soon. 
 
    Are you saying that I should ride you like a horse? Raphael asked. 
 
    Yes, Magus. But I can fly. Horses can’t. Rayne made a strange, snuffling sound that Raphael immediately recognized as laughter. 
 
    “Ah yes, Face-Killer!” Sylvia stroked Rayne’s snout, drawing a contented purr from the faerie dragon. “At first, I was a bit worried that you’d always be an embarrassing runt, but now that you’re this large, you’ll definitely live up to your name.” 
 
    “Rayne’s name isn’t Face-Killer,” Eliza protested. 
 
    “Overgrown lizard with the irascibility of an elderly housecat like that, it’s bound to bite someone’s face off,” Fenix grumbled. “So it’s just a matter of time, I say.” 
 
    Rayne snapped at the battlemage, actually managing to bite off a corner of his red cape. Fenix yelped and hopped away.    
 
    “Rayne wants us to ride on its back, but I don’t think it can carry all of us.” Raphael turned to Sylvia. “Why don’t we use the Pocket Dimension Prism again? Put everyone inside except me. I carry the Prism and ride Rayne. When we get there, I let everyone out.” 
 
    “A sound plan,” Fenix said. “That will allow us mages to get some rest as well, so we can clear our minds and recalibrate our spell vectors.” 
 
    “You need rest too, Raphael,” Eliza insisted. 
 
    “I can recuperate on Rayne’s back,” Raphael said, pulling out a waterskin and a handful of hardtack from Cryano’s knapsack before passing the bag to Eliza. “All I have to do is share the light of the Dragon Meridian with Rayne, and it can find the way to Koshi.” 
 
    “Right. Let’s go!” Sylvia asked, taking out the Pocket Dimension Prism. She’d retrieved it earlier from where it had fallen on the ground. “What are we waiting for? 
 
    “For someone to tell me just what exactly that thing is? It appeared just now, then hopped away into Raphael’s pocket before I could say anything, and now it’s back again.” Gabriella demanded, pointing at Rayne. “Is that a dragon? And didn’t dragons try to kill us all?” 
 
    “Yes, but Rayne won’t hurt anyone,” Eliza said, petting Rayne on the flank. The faerie dragon nuzzled her neck. She chuckled. “Isn’t that right, you little cutie?” 
 
    Fenix scoffed. Rayne turned to glare at him. The battlemage flinched and looked away, unable to meet the faerie dragon’s gaze. 
 
    “Hmm.” Gabriella approached, reaching out a hesitant hand toward Rayne. The faerie dragon pushed its head into her hand, and the princess scratched its brow dutifully. “Yes, it is rather adorable, I must admit.” 
 
     Sylvia proffered the Pocket Dimension Prism to Raphael. “When we find Koshi, all you have to do is tap on any of its surfaces thrice. That will tell me that it’s time to come out.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks, Sylvia,” Raphael said. 
 
    The elf winked, then set the artifact spinning once more above her palm. This time, as its swirling prismatic walls touched Raphael, he remained where he was, which meant that Sylvia could exclude or include anything from the Pocket Dimension. The rest of the war party disappeared, with the elf being the last to do so. As before, the Prism hung in midair, still spinning. Raphael took it and stowed it in his belt pouch.   
 
    Rayne flared its wings. Let’s go, Magus. The Knight awaits. We must not fail him. 
 
    Holding his glaive by his side so that the weapon wouldn’t interfere with Rayne’s wings, Raphael climbed onto the faerie dragon’s back gingerly. It was a sturdier and stronger platform than he’d thought it would be. Rayne appeared to have no trouble bearing his weight, its wiry and slender frame belying its grace and power. 
 
    Raphael managed to place his legs around Rayne’s flanks, much like how he imagined a knight would mount a horse. Before he could say anything else, the faerie dragon kicked off the ground. Its wings flapped several times, and then it was aloft. 
 
    I’m flying! Raphael felt his jaw drop in wonder as Rayne carried him skyward. The wind rushed against his face, and the blueness of the heavens seemed to reach out and engulf him in its sublime embrace. 
 
    This is amazing, Rayne! Raphael told the faerie dragon. 
 
    Yes, Magus, Rayne replied. Focus your Ryu-To-Ki on my body to bind my flight to your will. Or you could leave the flying to me and try to recuperate as much of your Ryu-To-Ki and mana as possible. 
 
    Raphael placed his palm on Rayne’s back and channeled a trickle of his Ryu-To-Ki into the faerie dragon. A strange sensation rolled over his mind, and suddenly he was completely aware of Rayne’s wings, limbs, and the beat of its heart, as if the faerie dragon’s body was an extension of his. If he wanted to, he could fly Rayne as easily as if he were walking. It was a disconcerting feeling, but Raphael suspected that it was just one of many things he would have to get used to, if he was supposed to be this Dragon Magus, whatever it was. 
 
    Magus. That’s you.  A trickle of confusion rolled from Rayne. Is it so difficult to understand? 
 
    Well, it would help if I knew exactly what a Dragon Magus is, Raphael replied. 
 
    A Magus is a Magus, Rayne offered unhelpfully. 
 
    Sighing, Raphael petted the faerie dragon on the neck. Thanks, Rayne. Let me worry about figuring this out. 
 
    By your will, Magus. 
 
    The junkyard loomed close. Raphael heightened the light of the Dragon Meridian and aligned it toward his bond with Koshi. The path to his father was clear, beyond the junkyard’s confounding influence. 
 
    There. It’s where Koshi is. Can you see it? Raphael sent to the faerie dragon. 
 
    “Yes, Magus. We go to the Knight. Rayne dipped its head and spread its wings. The wind tore at Raphael’s face as they picked up speed. If not for the draconic armor over his eyes, he wouldn’t be able to open them. 
 
    Astride his dragon, Raphael soared into the depths of madness. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Less than two weeks had passed since Raphael’s last trip into the junkyard, but it felt like a lifetime ago. He’d grown so much since then, having ignited two more Draconic Braziers, filled his soul with mana, and overcome numerous challenges. Raphael had also made friends, real friends in the form of Eliza, Fenix, and Sylvia, and together, they’d undergone a wondrous adventure in Vitoria, with many more to look forward to. 
 
    Raphael had seen and done so much in such a short time, and he couldn’t wait to tell Koshi all about it. 
 
    Faster, Rayne! he urged the faerie dragon. 
 
    Like the wind, Magus, Rayne replied. 
 
    Piles of debris and rows of ruined buildings zipped by as Rayne soared through the junkyard. High up in the sky, Raphael could see the landscape shift and change before his eyes. The sky offered no refuge from such chaos, either. Clouds, both distant and afar, appeared and disappeared at random, rendering the sky as impervious to navigation as the ground. Though the sun’s trek across the heavens seemed unaffected, the shadows it cast were heedless of time and position, making it impossible to determine where true north was. 
 
    But Raphael didn’t need to know which direction north lay. The gold thread that connected his soul to Koshi’s blazed beneath the light of the Dragon Meridian, immutable and unchangeable. 
 
    Hours. That’s how you understand time, isn’t it, Magus? Rayne asked. 
 
    Yes, Rayne. That’s one way to measure time. Why? Raphael said. 
 
    If we keep flying like that, we will reach the Knight in three hours, the faerie dragon replied. You should have recovered some of your mana by then, but you should also  cultivate your Ryu-To-Ki, Magus. 
 
    That’s a good idea, Rayne. Raphael patted the faerie dragon’s shoulder. Can I leave it to you to get us there, then? 
 
    Yes, Magus. Trust me. 
 
    Always, Rayne. Always. Raphael leaned back and closed his eyes. He looked to the Draconic Braziers. They burned steadily, but the flames within them were severely depleted. He channeled his Ryu-To-Ki the way Koshi had taught him, pushing it through the major pathways and celestial circuits of his soul before gathering it at the base of the Dragon Meridian. Then he let his Ryu-To-Ki go, allowing it to spread out across his entire being. Taking a deep breath, Raphael repeated the process. 
 
    Koshi called this the Fundamental Cultivation Path, and he’d stressed that it was the most important one of all. There were others, he’d said, which he promised to teach Raphael when he was ready.  
 
    And I’ll learn them all, Koshi, Raphael promised in turn. 
 
    Raphael had just completed his tenth cycle of the Fundamental Cultivation Path when Rayne’s mental voice reached out to him. 
 
    Magus! The faerie dragon was trembling with fear. We’re there! I can see the Knight. He’s... he’s... 
 
    Raphael opened his eyes. A vast swirling sphere of magical energy crackled and roiled before him. Larger than even the Guild House, the sphere hung in the midst of countless broken towers and ruined buildings. As Raphael swept his gaze over the architectural wreckage, he swiftly realized that the damage had been caused by the descent—or fall—of something immense. 
 
    Platina. This is where she fell! Get me closer, Rayne, Raphael sent. Set me down there, atop that long building with the flat roof. 
 
    By your will, Magus. The faerie dragon’s acknowledgement was tremulous and uncertain, but it obeyed him unhesitatingly, bringing him to the massive structure he’d pointed out. It was roughly thirty paces away from the energy sphere and high enough for its roof to stand just above the sphere’s middle. 
 
    The building was equal parts stone and metal, though of a type Raphael had never seen before. Rayne landed on its roof, and he climbed off its back, pulling out the Pocket Dimension Prism. Raphael tapped the artifact three times, as Sylvia had instructed. 
 
    With a flash of prismatic light, the Prism’s enchantment unraveled immediately, and Raphael found himself amidst the rest of the war party. It took them little more than a moment to orientate themselves to their surroundings, but when they did so, they recoiled at the sight of the energy sphere. 
 
    “Time Magic, on a scale beyond mortal possibility!” Sylvia cried breathlessly. She gestured briefly with one hand and chanted a few arcane syllables. A faint blue light pulsed at her fingertips. “Just as I’d thought. Some vast, unthinkable Time or Spatial Magic spell was cast here a long time ago, probably before I was even born. It’s begun to unravel, which means that whoever has the will or skill to can seize a fraction of its power and bend it toward any other purpose.” 
 
    “That’s how the Pale Haunter created those monsters, then,” Fenix reasoned, his eyes wide with awe. 
 
    “What’s that thing?” Gabriella demanded, pointing at the energy sphere.   
 
    “Almost certainly a repurposing of the Time Magic spell’s power,” Sylvia said. 
 
    “Koshi is in there,” Raphael said grimly. “I’m going in. Everyone else should wait here.” 
 
    “No!” everyone protested at the same time. 
 
    “How can you be sure Koshi’s there?” Fenix demanded. “Your Meridian thing told you he was?” 
 
    “Yes,” Raphael replied. 
 
    “It’s too dangerous!” Eliza said. “We can’t even see what’s inside.” 
 
    “Eliza’s got a good point,” Sylvia chimed in. “Let’s take a peek before we do anything, first. I’ve got just the spell for something like this.” 
 
    The elf raised her hands and began a long, winding chant with many repeated phrases. Tendrils of dark, inky magical energy spiraled across her arms. Her eyes turned entirely black. After nearly two minutes of spell-casting, Sylvia lowered her hands. A shadowy mirror frame misted into existence before them. At its heart was a flawlessly planed surface of magical glass. With a gesture, Sylvia floated the mirror and aligned it with the energy sphere. 
 
    A chilling sight appeared within the glass. Koshi swooped through the air on draconic wings of light emerging from his shoulder blades. Sunkiller blazed in his hands as he loosed golden arrow after golden arrow on a vast, skeletal creature of reptilian proportions. Massive fleshless wings, little more than bony appendages incapable of catching any wind, unfolded from the monster’s back, and it took to the skies as well, held aloft by magic. 
 
    Rayne’s wings work like that! Raphael realized. This monster must have once been a dragon, then. And it could only be Platina, or what’s left of her. 
 
    Koshi hit Platina with a barrage of arrows, knocking off shards of bone from the undead dragon, but Platina closed the distance, shrugging off the damage to her unliving frame. Her claws flashed, and Koshi fell from the sky, reduced to tatters of torn flesh. 
 
    “No!” Raphael cried. He hefted his glaive and ran to Rayne, intending to fly right into the energy sphere, but Sylvia caught him in a chokehold and forced his gaze back to her shadowy mirror. 
 
    “Wait, Raphael! Look carefully!” the elf hissed. 
 
    Raphael forced himself to behold Koshi’s final descent, but he didn’t see any such thing. Instead, he saw Koshi alive and flying once more, pelting Platina with arrows. The same thing happened, with Koshi falling in crimson pieces, but he vanished a heartbeat into his descent, as did Platina. Then Koshi reappeared, golden wings spread wide, bow drawn against Platina. Once again, the same events unfolded. 
 
    Raphael was beginning to understand, but it was Fenix who gave words to what was happening. 
 
    “If the Time Magic here can be appropriated by sheer force of will, and there’s no being with greater willpower than the Dragon Knight himself, then what we’re seeing here is likely some sort of temporal loop, wrought into existence by Koshi,” the battlemage said. 
 
    “But Koshi doesn’t know how to cast spells,” Raphael objected. 
 
    “He doesn’t have to,” Sylvia said. “The sheer power of the unraveling spell is so volatile it is responsive to mere desire or will. I agree with Fenix. Koshi must have somehow trapped himself and the draco-lich in a temporal loop, in which the monster kills him over and over again.” 
 
    “But why? Why would he do something like that?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “Because of you,” Eliza said, placing her hand on Raphael’s shoulder. “And because of us. If the draco-lich manages to leave the junkyard, who knows what kind of horrors it will inflict on Lucia City and the rest of the world? Koshi couldn’t defeat it, so he did the next best thing: keep it here with himself to protect us all.” 
 
    “Koshi the Dragon Knight,” Gabriella whispered in awe. “I grew up listening to myths about him. And he’s Raphael’s father? That explains so many things.” 
 
    “Such a magnificent sacrifice,” Fenix said, “one truly befitting such a legendary hero.” 
 
    “I... I can’t leave him in there,” Raphael said. “I have to save him!” 
 
    “And you can!” Sylvia declared. “The temporal loop is so unsteady, physical contact is all you need to unravel it and restore the normal flow of time within its boundaries. But consider this. If you do so, the draco-lich will be free, Koshi might die anyway, and so will we, if it proves beyond our power. If you choose to leave it untouched though, the monster will remain in the junkyard, sealed away from the rest of the world. Choose, Raphael. Whatever your decision, I don’t think anyone here wouldn’t follow through with you on it.” 
 
    Raphael made his choice instantly. “I want to save Koshi. You said the temporal loop is unsteady, Sylvia, so who knows when it will fall apart by itself, leaving Koshi to die here all alone and the monster free to leave? And we can’t afford to go back and ask for more Hell Drakes to come help us either, because again, we don’t know when the temporal loop will fail. But if we act now, we can fight alongside Koshi and defeat Platina.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Sylvia clapped him on the back. “I’d expected nothing less from you, Raphael! Alright then, let’s bag ourselves a giant dragon skull to hang over my fireplace!” 
 
    “What about the rest of you?” Raphael asked Fenix, Eliza, and Gabriella. “Would you fight by my side against an enemy like this?” 
 
    “That’s Platina? The Gilded Death?” Fenix gulped, his face turning pale. “And yes, Raphael. Count me in. If you think we can take this draco-lich on, then I believe you.” 
 
    “I will always stand by you, Raphael,” Eliza said fiercely. “No matter what.” 
 
    “Well, I think you lot are utterly insane,” Gabriella announced. “But as Lucario’s princess, I cannot let such a threat to my realm go unheeded. I will fight alongside you, Raphael.” 
 
    “Thank you, everyone,” Raphael said. 
 
    “See that red, glowing orb amidst the draco-lich’s ribs?” Eliza pointed at Sylvia’s shadowy mirror. “That’s the monster’s spell core. It seems exposed, but according to Tiberius Rex’s Treatise on the Sublime Death, it’s almost certainly protected by layers of protective magic.” 
 
    “If we can strip or overload those, we can reach its spell core. Raphael can then use his Deliverance spell to dispose of it,” Fenix said. 
 
    “Fenix, you and I will attack Platina and draw her attention. Gabriella, if Platina lands, see if you can immobilize or at least slow her down,” Raphael instructed. “Sylvia, can you breach the protective spells Eliza mentioned?” 
 
     “Leave that to me. There’s nothing I can’t breach.” The elf gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
    Raphael turned to Eliza. “Come ride behind me on Rayne. I have an idea that just might work.” 
 
    Eliza blinked, surprised at the offer, but she nodded. “Alright, Raphael. Whatever you need.” 
 
    “Go, Raphael!” Sylvia summoned her sword and hopped onto it. “We’ll be right behind you!” 
 
    Raphael and Eliza climbed astride Rayne, and with a shrill cry, the faerie dragon took off, streaking toward the energy sphere. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Fenix take to the skies as well, using his Wind Blast spell to propel him through the air. 
 
    “Hold out your hand,” Raphael said to Eliza. She cocked her head curiously, but did so right away. He placed his palm over hers. 
 
    “Ra... Raphael?” she stammered, her cheeks reddening. 
 
    Reaching into the depths of the Fourth Brazier, Raphael drew forth Skyfang. He sent the sword down the threads that connected his soul to Eliza’s. 
 
    Eliza gasped as Skyfang appeared in her grasp. It was a curved sword of golden light, slightly longer than her rapier. As it completed its manifestation, it sang its secrets into Raphael’s mind. The widening of Eliza’s eyes told him that the sword spoke to her as well. 
 
    Skyfang was a mighty blade, capable of cleaving through rock and steel with the lightest touch. But it also allowed its wielder to fly and strike down his or her foes from the sky. At its wielder’s command, the sword could also project a devastating bolt of lightning, capable of annihilating all but the mightiest of foes. Once it did that, though, Skyfang would dissipate and had to be called forth once more from the Fourth Brazier.   
 
    “Watch my back with this, Eliza,” Raphael said. 
 
    “Always,” she replied, her voice breathless with awe. 
 
    They struck the energy sphere, and time whiplashed back into order. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Raphael had Rayne race toward Koshi first. The faerie dragon seized the back of Koshi’s collar and yanked him higher up into the sky just. Platina’s skeletal claws swung through the air where they’d been a heartbeat later. 
 
    “What? Raphael? Eliza?” Koshi demanded, looking over his shoulder. His weathered features were awash with worry. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Saving you!” Raphael cried. “And fulfilling my destiny!” 
 
    Raphael’s answer seemed to have the right effect on Koshi. The Dragon Knight’s expression softened, and he nodded. “Very well, little Raph. Very well. It seems the time has come at last.” 
 
    “Sylvia, Fenix, and Princess Gabriella are here too,” Eliza shouted, struggling to be heard over the roaring wind. 
 
    “The elf and the battlemage?” Koshi grunted. “And wait. Princess Gabriella? How...?” 
 
    “We’ll explain later!” Raphael said. “We’ve got to stop Platina first.” 
 
    “Right you are, little Raph.” Koshi shrugged Rayne’s grip off and nocked Sunkiller once more. 
 
    “Let’s split up. Strike at its flanks,” Raphael said, looking down. Platina was soaring upwards to them, her massive jaws agape. 
 
    Koshi and Raphael swooped away from each other, barely avoiding the snap of the draco-lich’s fangs. Koshi raked Platina’s side with a barrage of golden arrows. Raphael hoisted his glaive and filled it with all the energy his draconic armor had absorbed during the battle against the Pale Haunter and the revenants. 
 
    He hurled the polearm directly under one of Platina’s wing sockets. The weapon struck home with explosive effect, tearing away massive chunks of bone from the draco-lich’s body, before tumbling to the ground in smoking pieces. 
 
    Platina roared in fury. Her tail lashed out. Its tip caught Koshi, who blocked the appendage with his forearms. Koshi’s draconic armor flared, absorbing the impact and reflecting it immediately upon Platina’s tail. The skeletal limb was blasted away, its spiraling momentum tearing Platina from her flight path and sending her massive body into an uncontrolled spin. 
 
    Raphael reached once more into the Fourth Brazier and drew forth Sunkiller. It was an exact copy of the bow in Koshi’s hands. The draconic weapons could serve more than one wielder at a time, it seemed. He rained arrows down on Platina. 
 
    Across the sky, on the other side of the draco-lich, Koshi noticed the bow Raphael wielded. His features crinkled in pride. 
 
    Platina arrested her descent thirty feet before she hit the ground, but just as she reared her head back to confront Raphael and Koshi, a barrage of shadowy swords sliced into her jaw and fleshless neck, sending bone shards flying. 
 
    Sylvia swooped by, cackling wildly as she hit the draco-lich again and again with her magical blades. Platina recoiled and shrieked. She swiped at the elf, but Sylvia slipped past the monster’s claws, before swinging around for another pass. 
 
    Platina roared at the elf, the draco-lich’s lung-less torso somehow producing a titanic shockwave of sound. It blasted the elf off her sword. She fell, her arms flailing, blood leaking from her ears. 
 
    “Sylvia!” Raphael cried. The elf knew spells that allowed her to fly, but he doubted she’d be able to cast any of them in time. 
 
    “I’ve got her!” Koshi shouted, diving down into an arc that would intercept the elf before she hit the ground. 
 
    Platina looped her massive body downward as well and streaked toward Koshi, jaws agape and claws spread wide. 
 
    But Raphael had brought Rayne into the draco-lich’s path. He let go of Sunkiller and called forth Skyfang once more, so that he and Eliza held identical swords in their hands. Both he and Eliza leaped off Rayne and set their blades to work on the monster’s massive snout and brow. 
 
    Raphael hacked and slashed with wild abandon, smashing Skyfang again and again into Platina and trusting in the strength of the Braziers to make his blows count. Eliza, in contrast, swept her blade in elegant arcs, carving entire sections of Platina’s face away. 
 
    Eliza pirouetted gracefully in the air, then streaked past the draco-lich’s head. Raphael saw where she was heading and followed suit. Together, they swept their blades through Platina’s wing sockets. The draco-lich’s bony wings detached, severed where Skyfang’s blades had struck, though Raphael saw that Eliza’s cut was much cleaner than his. 
 
    I should ask her to teach me some swordplay, he thought, as the Platina, suddenly deprived of flight, plummeted toward the ground. 
 
    The draco-lich gestured frantically with its front claws. Arcane syllables fell from its lipless maw. 
 
    It’s trying to cast a spell! Raphael hurtled downward, sword raised high in his hands. I’ve got to stop it before— 
 
    A dozen of the largest Explosive Orbs Raphael had ever seen struck Platina. They blasted the draco-lich’s tail into powder, tore off her back limbs, and shattered parts of her rib cage. The shockwave also flung Raphael back up into the sky. 
 
    He cast his gaze to where the Explosive Orbs had come from and spotted Fenix immediately. The battlemage had relocated to the top of another building, and he was already beginning to charge another cluster of Explosive Orbs. 
 
    Platina hit the ground in a tremendous crash. As she tried to lift her head and stand, a sheet of ice materialized beneath her tattered front claws. The draco-lich scrabbled for balance momentarily before falling once more, her skull slamming against a crumbling tower and reducing it fully to debris. Gabriella gestured and chanted from atop the building they’d first arrived, conjuring sheets of ice wherever the draco-lich attempted to plant her claws and stifling her attempts to regain her balance. 
 
    Rayne caught Raphael on its back, stopping his uncontrolled ascent into the sky. Eliza had already remounted the faerie dragon. She steadied him as Rayne swooped down once more. 
 
    Sylvia emerged from between two ruined buildings, leaning heavily on Koshi’s shoulder. She held her hands out and chanted a long string of arcane syllables. Red light flared from the center of the draco-lich’s torso. 
 
    “I think she’s stripping the protective spells around the monster’s core,” Eliza said. Raphael nodded. The elf could be doing nothing else. 
 
    He leaped off Rayne’s back as they neared the ground and landed beside Koshi and Sylvia. Koshi gave him a grave nod and glanced at the elf. 
 
    Sylvia was badly hurt. Her left leg was broken, with the exposed bone of her thigh peeking through her torn flesh, and blood bubbled from the corners of her mouth and her nostrils, a sure sign that her lungs had been injured. Still she chanted and gestured, stripping layer after layer of protective spells from the draco-lich’s core. 
 
    Rayne, bring Gabby down here. Sylvia needs help, Raphael sent. 
 
    By your will, Magus, the faerie dragon replied. With Eliza still astride its back, Rayne swooped toward the princess. 
 
    “Last one,” Sylvia said, clenching her outstretched fist. A crackle of green light flared within Platina’s torso. 
 
    “Go!” the elf gasped, shrugging Koshi away and sinking to the ground. “The both of you! Go!” 
 
    The draco-lich seemed to realize her vulnerability. She reared her head back. 
 
    “She’s going to breathe fire on us!” Koshi cried, raising his forearms over his face. “Put all your strength into your draconic armor, Raphael!” 
 
     Raphael began to do so, but another cluster of Explosive Orbs cascaded on Platina once more, smashing the draco-lich’s skull aside. 
 
    Koshi lowered his arms and met Raphael’s gaze. 
 
    “Go,” he said. Then he opened his mouth and breathed forth a torrent of primordial flame right into Platina’s face. 
 
    Raphael sprinted forward, closing the distance between him and Platina in a heartbeat. He barged through the splintered remains of her ribs and placed his hands on her spell core. It was massive, larger than his torso. 
 
    The draco-lich shrieked in fury as she realized what Raphael was trying to do. She snapped her head down, but Koshi forced her jaws away with a continuous stream of elemental breath. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Raphael focused the light of the Dragon Meridian on Platina’s spell core and reached out to her soul. 
 
    What he found horrified him. Where the souls of the treants, skeleton warriors, bale-wights, and revenants had been filled with torment and misplaced rage, the draco-lich’s soul brimmed with hatred. Pure, boundless hatred, all-encompassing and unrelenting. 
 
    Raphael dove deeper, seeking the source of this hatred. Was this what had driven the dragons mad all those centuries ago? Where had this hatred come from? Hadn’t the dragons once been the guardians and wardens of the world? What had made them decide to turn on their wards and drown all of existence in death and destruction? 
 
    It is in our nature, a high, feminine voice said. A flickering platinum-hued flame appeared within the light of the Dragon Meridian. 
 
    Platina? Is that you? Raphael responded. 
 
    Indeed, Magus. I was once Platina, known also as the Justice-Bringer, and alongside my beloved champion Koshi, I fought for peace and justice across every horizon. 
 
    So why did you do this? Why did you try to kill everyone? Raphael asked. 
 
    Like I said, it is in our nature. Understand, Magus, that dragons have more than one aspect. Here, in this conjunction of time and space, we were the keepers and guardians of its denizens. Yet in others, dragons could just as readily be the scourge of life, the bane of existence, the eternal enemies of mortals. If those two aspects were to be switched, then what your world has beheld would follow, and has in fact followed. 
 
    Switched? Raphael was aghast. So someone did this to you? To all of you? Who? 
 
    I do not know for sure, Magus. All I know is that within the passing of a moment, this overwhelming hatred and contempt for mortals seized my entire being. What you sense here, this sliver of a sliver of my fading self, could only shudder helplessly as I slaughtered those I once protected. And the rest is history. 
 
    I am so sorry, Platina. For you, and for everyone else who suffered because this happened to you, Raphael said. 
 
    Your compassion uplifts me, Magus. I have suffered for so, so long. Would you grant me the mercy of oblivion? 
 
    Yes. Raphael reached out and touched the platinum flame. It broke apart and crumbled into eternity. 
 
    Goodbye, Platina. 
 
    Goodbye, Magus. Tell Koshi I love him. 
 
    He opened his eyes to the sight of Rayne, once more shrunken down to the size of a house cat, hovering in the air before him, its wings laden with light. Platina’s massive body was crumbling into piles of ash and tiny shards of bone all around him. 
 
    The faerie dragon spread its wings, shedding the remnants of Platina’s spell core over Raphael’s soul. On top of the increase in his capacity to hold mana in reserve, he also felt a new power awaken within his being. As he shone the light of the Dragon Meridian on it, he found that it was hidden behind the Seventh Brazier, beyond his reach until he ignited that Brazier. 
 
    He turned to Koshi, but to his dismay, Koshi was on his knees, coughing and wheezing. 
 
    His power is tied to Platina, and now that she’s gone, he doesn’t have any of it anymore!  Raphael ran frantically to Koshi and caught him before he fell over. 
 
    “Koshi!” Raphael cried. “Koshi! Are you alright?” 
 
    “I am, little Raph,” Koshi said. “Better than I’ve ever been in a long, long time, actually.” 
 
    “Let’s go home, Koshi. I’ll make you a bowl of oats, and we’ll have some apples in the morning,” Raphael said, dimly aware that his friends were gathering around him in a respectful circle. 
 
    Gabriella had healed Sylvia, and though the elf looked bruised and battered, she was standing on her own, an uncharacteristically somber expression on her face. Fenix had taken off his hat and bowed his head, and Eliza and Gabriella’s identical cheeks were awash in tears. 
 
    Rayne bumped Koshi’s thigh gently with its snout and made a sad, cooing sound. Koshi scratched under the faerie dragon’s chin weakly. 
 
    “There’s nothing I would like more, little Raph,” Koshi whispered. “But I knew long before I stepped into the junkyard for the final time that I wouldn’t be coming back.” 
 
    “Why? How would you know that?” Raphael asked. 
 
    “My time had come, and as death loomed over me, with all its pains and regrets, so too did it awaken whatever was left of Platina, through the tattered remains of our bond,” Koshi explained, his voice growing weaker with every word. “I suddenly knew where to find her, after all these years, and so I did, hoping to lay us both to rest once and for all.” 
 
    “I was coming home to you, Koshi! I want to tell you all about my adventure in Vitoria!” Raphael said, tears running down his face. “Please, don’t go.” 
 
    “I’m so proud of you, little Raph.” Koshi reached out with a trembling hand. Raphael caught it in his. “But no, I don’t want to go. I still have so much to tell you. To teach you. About what it means to be a Dragon Magus.” 
 
    “Then don’t!” Raphael squeezed Koshi’s hand. “Don’t go. Don’t...” 
 
    But Koshi could no longer reply. His glassy eyes stared emptily into the sky. Raphael couldn’t stop the sobs that tore their way past his lips and made his shoulders heave. 
 
    Eliza kneeled down beside him and put an arm around his shoulders. “Let’s bring him home, Raphael, and find him a place to rest, where he can watch over you.” 
 
    Raphael shook his head. An idea had come to him. A wild, defiant sensation filled his heart, and he let it ride through his very being. 
 
    “Koshi didn’t want to go. You all heard him say that,” he declared, getting to his feet and picking up Koshi in his arms. 
 
    “Raphael...” Eliza whispered, her eyes widening in disbelief. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “He was a Dragon Knight, wasn’t he?” Raphael looked over his shoulder at the crumbling remains of Platina. “His entire being was wrapped up in dragons.” 
 
    “Raphael, you have to calm down now,” Fenix said. “Koshi is gone. You have to let him go, for your sake.” 
 
    “Wait.” Sylvia placed a hand on Fenix’s shoulder. “I think Raphael has an idea.” 
 
    “What? What’s he going to do with the Dragon Knight’s body?” Gabriella was aghast. 
 
    Raphael walked toward Platina’s remains and placed Koshi down on them. Then he held out his hands over Koshi’s body, looked toward the light of the Dragon Meridian, and reached out for the soul of his father. 
 
    He found it just before its journey to oblivion. Koshi’s soul was filled with regret and concern. He hadn’t been ready to depart, even though he’d lived for so long and he was so tired. Raphael pulled on Koshi’s regrets, calling him back to the realm of life, and Koshi responded readily. 
 
    Blinding platinum light enveloped Koshi’s body. The light spread out to engulf Platina’s ashes as well. The very earth trembled beneath Raphael’s feet. He threw his hands up and roared a dragon’s roar, that shook the heavens. 
 
    A massive form streaked from the light and soared into the heavens. It uncoiled its body and returned Raphael’s roar before swooping down and landing before him. 
 
    Fenix, Eliza, and Gabriella cried out in alarm and scrambled back. Sylvia shook her head and smiled. 
 
    A platinum dragon stood in front of Raphael, regal and majestic, its eyes filled with strength and wisdom. It bowed its head. 
 
    “Welcome back, Koshi,” Raphael said. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
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   War Wizard 1: Chapter 1 
 
    Logan Grimm, son of Jesper the War Wizard, moved through Elderwood Forest outskirts like a wraith. He kept his body low as he trod over the blades of Jade Grass, the tall, spindly stalks lolling in the hushed early morning wind. He stepped in the way he had been trained, with long strides that landed on the soil for a half-instant. Each precise movement maintained his silence and kept his presence hidden.  
 
    He was not alone. He was among over two dozen other members of his clan, all Elderwood Rangers, and all among the finest warriors of the realm. Their bodies were clad in the same leaf-colored leathers that covered their torsos and legs. The magics of the War Wizards imbued their gear, giving them enhanced durability while still retaining the lightness of Glade Leather.  
 
    Logan wore one other thing—a smile. It was a slight smile, a subtle curl of the right side of his lips, one he wished to hide from the grim-faced veterans of his group. But it was his first campaign beyond their borders, and he couldn’t wait to prove himself. He’d barely slept a wink last night, knowing the hunt was only hours away. Sleep had been the last thing on his mind as he lay on the spare bed of his tent. All he wanted was the chance to slay an orc, to let the other members of his clan see that he was as much of a warrior as his father. Aspirations to become a War Wizard like his father were never far from Logan’s mind, and they were at the forefront as he lay his head to rest. 
 
    Sleep had come, and his friend Aiden roused him as the first rays of sun cast through their tent. Logan had grinned as he rose, and the grin hadn’t left his face since. 
 
    “Where are they?” Aiden asked, his voice barely above a whisper, barely louder than the bend of grass underneath their boots. “I would’ve thought we’d have found some orcs by now.” 
 
    Logan hesitated for a long moment before speaking. His eyes danced from one veteran to another to see if any of them had noticed that Aiden had broken one of the cardinal rules of a hunt—no talking. 
 
    But as Rank One rangers, Aiden and Logan had been tasked with holding up the rear. The Bloodhand orcs that stalked the woods were fierce warriors, but weren’t much in the way of tactics. If the rangers were to be attacked, it would come at the front. 
 
    Logan didn’t respond to his friend. Instead, he found his gaze lingering on the runic marks that decorated the bare skin of all the rangers. Dark colors and hard, straight lines made up intricate patterns, all of them magical, all of them the sacred marks of an Archspirit, inscribed by a War Wizard.  
 
    Carian, the veteran ranger closest to Logan, wore the long lines of the badger. Seamus, ahead to the left, wore wing-like inscriptions on his upper back that extended from underneath his Glade leather and down his bare, powerful arms.  
 
    Logan wore the snarling wolf’s visage of the Archspirit, Fenrir. This rune on his left forearm was imbued with powerful magic that allowed him to tap into a snarling rage. He didn’t know how the magic worked—such sacred and esoteric knowledge was exclusively the domain of War Wizards. And, hopefully one day, he would mine the depths of hidden wisdom that all War Wizards shared.  
 
    Even so, Logan did not need to know how the magic worked to give into its power, to allow the ferocity of Fenrir to fill him with strength and fury. He could already imagine ripping the head of an orc from his body, a howl blasting from his lungs as he tossed it aside. 
 
    The other rangers were equally well-prepared. Each had twin Skofnung daggers tucked into small, leather sheaths at their hips, their shape of the dagger hilts like interweaved branches, runes inscribed up and down the lengths of the blades. Hung over their backs were Arne bows, their bodies carved from Hindmal wood and their strings of the finest elven silk. And parallel to the bows were the pride of each Elderwood Ranger—their Me’nayr blades. 
 
    Each Me’nayr blade was precisely forty inches long, the blade gently curved, the edge honed to razor sharpness. The handle was segmented, made for gripping with two hands. The enchanted Magnus steel was hard as a diamond, folded sixteen times by master smiths. Each had been imbued with the magic of their War Wizards, the power allowing them to focus their animal runes and wield their blades with the precision and savagery for which the Elderwood Rangers were renowned.  
 
    Logan had no such blade. Me’nayr blades were given to rangers upon achieving Rank Three. As a mere Rank One, he wasn’t yet trusted with the power a Me’nayr allowed. He would have to go on many more hunts, kill many orcs, before his battle prowess was proven and he was allowed to rise through the ranks.  
 
    He couldn’t wait for the chance. But at that moment, he wore only the Skofnung daggers given to each Elderwood Ranger upon passing their induction trials. The Hindmal bow was slung over his back, along with a quiver of Elderwood arrows. The single-handed axe that hung off his belt by his right hand was made of simple steel and unblessed with any magic. But he’d trained hard with it, and he knew it would be more than enough to cleave the head of any orc clean from his body. 
 
    “Logan!” Aiden hissed. “Where are they?” 
 
    The smirk faded from Logan’s lips as he flicked his steel-colored eyes over to his friend. 
 
    “What are you thinking, talking during a hunt?” he asked, moving as closely to Aiden as he could and keeping his voice little higher than a breath’s volume. A large portion of Elderwood Ranger training involved how to move and speak and breathe and kill in near-total silence. But speaking during a hunt was still forbidden, especially by the neophytes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Aiden said. “Have to pass the time somehow, right?” 
 
    Aiden was a skilled neophyte, having passed through the Sylvan induction trials along with Logan. But at times, Logan wondered if his childhood friend had the seriousness required to rise through the ranks—let alone to match the prowess of Frode One-Eye, his legendary father. 
 
    “We pass the time by staying focused on the hunt,” Logan said. “You want to make a name for yourself, right? Sensing an orc raiding party on the wind before the veterans would be a good way to do it.” 
 
    Aiden nodded, as if accepting his friend was right but not truly grasping the sense of it. 
 
    “Of course. But I have serious doubts that we’d be able to do such a thing. There’s a chance we might not even find any orcs, even. The last three hunting parties have come home empty-handed, remember?” 
 
    Logan gritted his teeth at his friend’s words. Aiden was right, of course—the three last hunting parties hadn’t made a single encounter, let alone a kill. And the half-dozen prior hunting parties had only encountered stragglers, orcs exiled from their clans and banished to wander the Elderwoods until put out of their misery by whatever rangers chanced upon them. 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Logan replied. “You can’t lose focus.” 
 
    “I’m not losing focus,” Aiden retorted. “But surely, you couldn’t fault me if a small part of my mind was focused on the evening ahead, back at the town. Gods, I can already taste the ale on my lips—not to mention feel Frida’s mouth on my—” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Logan snarled. Aiden’s words had caused him to let his mind drift to the post-hunt party, where wine and beer and women and song would carry them into the night. As much as he loved women and grog and music, Logan wanted to stay focused. 
 
    But the volume of his words had risen above a whisper, catching the attention of Erik Grimblade, another nearby veteran. His green eyes blazed among his fire-red hair, his long mane pulled into a tight braid away from his face.  
 
    “I’ve been hearing you two cluck like hens for the last few minutes,” he said, closing the distance between him and Aiden and Logan. His powerful body, covered in runes and scars, loomed over the young men. “Consider this your first and final warning before we send you scampering home like a couple of whipped pups.” 
 
    Furious with himself for not obeying such a simple rule, Logan nodded. 
 
    Aiden, on the other hand, pushed his luck. “Sorry, sorry,” he said. “Just planning for t—“ 
 
    However much Erik’s eyes had blazed with anger before, Aiden’s words took it to another level. His hand shot out and gripped Aiden’s throat, cutting him off in mid-sentence. 
 
    “Not another blasted word.” He held his hand there for long enough to make his point. Aiden raised his palms in submission, Erik letting go once he got what he wanted. 
 
    “Now,” Erik said. “Keep your damn mouths shut or I’ll have the War Wizards seal them for you.” 
 
    It wasn’t an empty threat. Temporary magical removal of a ranger’s mouth was a common punishment for speaking on a hunt. Not only did it serve the purpose of silencing a talkative hunter, it was a badge of shame that let the others know the punished ranger couldn’t even manage the simple task of keeping his mouth shut. Logan had no intention of being embarrassed in such a way. 
 
    But once Erik was back in position up ahead, Aiden didn’t waste any time letting Logan know what he thought of the man’s chiding. 
 
    “I swear,” Aiden said, exasperated. “He thinks just because he’s slain over a hundred orcs he can do whatever the hells he wants.” 
 
    “Big words,” Logan said. “Considering you seem to think you can get away with anything by dint of your father’s name.” 
 
    Aiden’s blue eyes flashed with surprise, and he opened his mouth to retort. But Logan’s palm shot out, his hand covering the lower part of his friend’s face. Logan made a ‘lock it up and throw away the key’ gesture, followed by dragging the back of his thumbnail across his throat to really hammer the point home. Aiden nodded, his expression conveying his compliance. Satisfied, Logan took his hand from Aiden’s mouth and turned his attention forward.  
 
    But he didn’t have even a moment to focus back on the hunt before Aze Bloodhand, the Rank Five ranger and leader of the hunt, stopped mid-stride. He raised his right hand, his face forward and his back to the rest of the party. Even Aiden, fool he could be, knew this meant it was time to shut the hells up and focus. 
 
    Logan’s eyes stayed locked on Aze’s hand, and he didn’t need to look at the rest of the part to know they were doing the same. Elderwood Rangers communicated with silent gestures, entire battle plans able to be conveyed with only a few crooks of a finger. 
 
    Aze’s hand clenched into a fist—a fight was on the horizon. Logan’s heart beat faster and the corner of his mouth once again curled into a slight smile at the prospect of battle.  
 
    But what he saw next confused him. Instead of pointing his fingers forward, indicating that orcs were coming from up ahead as they typically did, Aze folded his middle three fingers down, leaving his thumb and pinky finger extended. 
 
    This meant an attack from the flanks. Already Logan knew something was different about this fight—something wrong. Orcs rarely attacked from the flanks, their honor-bound societies considering such tactics cowardly. But Logan stayed focused on Aze’s hand. The next bit of information would be about numbers. Aze, the highest-ranking ranger in the party, had skills refined enough to be able to detect enemy numbers with nothing more than a scent on the wind. 
 
    Aze clenched his fist once more, clearing the message letting the party know numbers were next. He extended all five fingers, then again, and again. Logan’s eyes went wide as he watched Aze open his palm over and over and over. 
 
    This wasn’t a chance encounter in the woods, Logan realized. 
 
    This was an army.  
 
    In that moment, Logan understood just why the orcs had been so sparse in their usual attacks. They’d been conserving their numbers, preparing for an assault like this. His stomach tightened as he considered the implications. If the orcs managed to take out the hunting party, there’d be no one to give warning for the army’s movement through the forest.  
 
    It meant their town would be laid bare for an assault. 
 
    No one could stand in the way of the orcs. 
 
    Logan pushed all that out of his mind, tensing his body and preparing for battle. The rangers in front of him did the same, crouching their bodies as they moved toward the trees for cover, their hands near their bows and the hilts of their blades.  
 
    “This… this is insane,” Aiden said as the two of them moved against the trunk of the nearest Elderwood tree. “How are they managing an attack in such numbers?” 
 
    He spoke loudly enough to catch the attention of Erik, who was behind the truck of a tree a handful of paces away. He flashed his eyes at them as he’d done before, and opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    “I swear, shut your damn fool mouth no—” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence. An arrow whistled through the air, then struck flesh with a meaty thwack. A spurt of blood jetted from Erik’s neck, followed by another and another, the arrow having pierced the life-giving artery within. Another arrow struck his arm, a final one plunging into his cheek, the barbed head sticking out the other side of the hapless ranger’s face. 
 
    “Gods,” Aiden said, he and Logan watching as Erik slumped against the tree and fell into a bloody heap. 
 
    But Logan wasn’t about to dawdle. 
 
    “Get down, now!” Without waiting for a reply from his friend, Logan slammed his hand onto Aiden’s leather-clad shoulder and shoved him to the ground just as the air darkened with dozens and dozens of arrows.  
 
    One ranger dropped after the other, mostly the lower ranks who didn’t possess the reflexes to dive under the onslaught of arrows, or the ones lucky enough to have the arrows aimed at them hit only the enchanted Glade Leather that covered their bodies, the material strong enough to deflect the crude, barbed heads of orc arrows. 
 
    Aiden cried out as arrows poured down, but he only managed to wail long enough for Logan to clamp his hand down on his friend’s mouth, silencing him. Logan watched as the arrows stopped all at the same time. This—just like the flanking attack—was a sign something was different. Something was wrong. Orcs usually shot arrows until they ran out or their targets were dead—whichever came first. 
 
    Logan’s hand hovered near the handle of his axe once the rain of arrows stopped. 
 
    “Make yourself ready!” he hissed at Aiden. His friend, clearly still stunned by the suddenness of the brutality, nodded quickly. His own hand went to the simple scimitar he’d chosen as his weapon—the same blade his father had wielded during his training before being given his Me’nayr.  
 
    Aze, still at the head of the hunting party, raised his palm into the air. He was far away, crouched next to one of the trees, but was close enough to make out the stony expression on his face, calm and placid and a sign of expert training and experience.  
 
    Logan and the remaining members of the pack watched Aze intently, awaiting their command, awaiting word that they could fight back. Despite the animal fear that threatened to creep up from deep inside, Logan was ready. Ready to kill orcs. And this was his chance.  
 
    But before Aze could move even a single finger, a deep blue column of supercharged energy rushed in from the trees to the right. The energy blast slammed into the base of the tree where Aze was crouched, exploding into a cracking ball of magical energy that lasted only a moment. When it faded, nothing remained of Aze, the leader of the party, but a red smear of gore on the side of the tree. 
 
    “Was that… magic?” Aiden cried. “They have magic?” 
 
    It was bad, and Logan knew it. Typical orc raiding parties were made up of blade-warriors and archers and that was all. Magic-wielding orcs were few and far between, and the rare orc with the intelligence to wield magic knew better than to fight rangers. It was the reason why so few orcs ever ventured this far into the Elderwood Forest, and why the vast majority of vile creatures such as orcs stayed beyond the Shadespear Pass. Without magic, they posed little threat to magic-wielders such as War Wizards and those they marked with runes. 
 
    Logan didn’t have time to consider the matter. More blasts of energy screamed through the air, each finding the next-highest-ranking members of the hunting party. One after another, the Rank Four, then the Rank Three rangers were vaporized. A blast struck Rollar Fairhair, a Rank Four ranger. He exploded into a red shower, the blast close enough to one of the Rank One rangers to cover him in hot gore and shards of skeleton, the ranger crying out in pain or fear or both. 
 
    “Hells.” Logan gritted his teeth and jerked his axe free from his hip. 
 
    Another volley of arrows followed the energy blasts. They’re trying to take us out from a distance, Logan realized. Before they move in closer to finish us off. These orcs were nothing like the ones he’d known. The surviving rangers needed to take cover and get the hells out of there.  
 
    “Take cover, rangers!” Logan shouted, his voice loud enough over the hiss of arrows to snap the rest of the men into attention and take cover as best they could.  
 
    The dozen or so rangers still alive after the arrows and the magic attack were all Rank One and Rank Two—no one experienced enough to lead a counterattack. Logan’s eyes fell on Gorm Auber, a Rank Two and now the default leader of the party. Gorm held his scimitar with shaking hands, fear in his eyes.  
 
    The inexperienced Gorm was in no position to lead.  
 
    “Rangers!” Logan called out. “Form around me!” 
 
    It pained him to make such a noise, but he understood this was no time for silent communication—the enemy already knew their position. His deep, bellowing voice caught the attention of the rest of the rangers. And while they were inexperienced, they were well trained enough to gather their senses to follow the order. 
 
    All stayed low to the ground as they hurried over to Logan, their eyes on him as they awaited their order. 
 
    “Form in a circle,” he called out. “We cover every inch of this forest, using our bows to take them down from afar. Move only when I give the order. We stay together, and we can make it back home!” 
 
    “What if they swarm?” Gorm asked, clearly having no problem abdicating leadership. “What then?” 
 
    Logan gritted his teeth, knowing they likely had no more than a minute before the next attack happened.  
 
    “Then we fight in close quarters. We carve a bloody swath through them, then head north. Once we’ve thrown them off the path of the town, we double back and make it home in time to warn the rest.” 
 
    “And if there are too many of them?” Blake asked, another Rank One. 
 
    Logan grinned. “Then we die in battle and meet in the Hall of Heroes.” He spoke with confidence, knowing it was what the men needed to hear. “Either way, we drink our weight in ale and feast on meat and women tonight.” 
 
    The men grinned back, and Logan was pleased to see that his words had calmed their fears—at least for the time being. The men formed in a wide circle, and he made sure there was enough distance between them so that if another magical onslaught began, the rangers wouldn’t be close enough to make easy double-targets. 
 
    Once the men were in formation, Logan raised his palm and gestured north, opposite the direction they’d come. 
 
    But right at the moment he signaled, the attack came. Orcs, their skin a sickly green, rose among the trees in the distance, raising their weapons and screaming war cries. 
 
    This is it, Logan thought. Here we make our stand. 
 
    “Form up for a charge!” he shouted, his voice carrying over the grunts exploding from the orcs.  
 
    He directed the rangers into a line formation then swept his axe forward, giving the direction. The men began to move, not giving the mages and archers stationary targets to pick off. He pointed his axe at the nearest orcs. 
 
    Logan’s gaze flitted from one to the other, losing count at twenty. There were easily a hundred orcs, tall and green skinned and dressed in dyed-red animal skins and random pieces of armor they’d seized from human parties they’d ambushed. Their teeth were yellow and jutting—more like tusks. Their eyes were beady and small, their muscles powerful and bulging, their hands gripping massive swords and crude axes and huge hammers.  
 
    Logan had wanted a fight, and he was about to get it. 
 
    But the orcs didn’t attack. They didn’t rush in, using the horde tactics typical with their species. They stayed still—calm, even.  
 
    They were waiting for an order. 
 
    They got one. An orc, as huge and powerful as all the others, moved with precision, even grace. He stood straight and proud, not hunched over like a typical orc. His body was adorned with furs and jewels and other symbols of power and status. His eyes fell onto Logan, a small sneer forming on the lips of the beast. Logan saw intelligence in his eyes, and he knew right away that this was the orc in charge. 
 
    And there were flashes of color along his form, like those that would appear whenever a rune’s power was activated. Somehow, this orc wielded the sacred marks of the Archspirits. How it was possible, Logan couldn’t know. He had thought that only War Wizards could inscribe magical tattoos. But it seemed that he had thought wrong. Was this one of the fabled orc shamans, those mythical creatures who could wield magic? 
 
    It had to be. Which meant that this would be Logan’s last day in the realm of the living. 
 
    The orc shaman flicked his hand forward, and the charge began.  
 
    There would be no escape, no close call. Logan and his friends would die in those woods.  
 
    He was ready to make it a death to remember.  
 
    “How the hells are we going to get out of this, Logan?” Aiden asked. “There’s… hundreds of them!” 
 
    “We get out by killing every last one of the miserable fiends!” Logan growled before he turned his attention to the rest of the men. “Archers! Shoot at will!” 
 
    The men did as they were told, slipping their bows off their backs and nocking arrows. The men were low-ranking rangers, but they’d been training with bows since they were old enough to hold them. Logan’s eyes went back to the shaman, who watched with an expression akin to amusement.  
 
    The men launched their arrows ceaselessly into the approaching horde of orcs, their arms working like machines as they each loosed one after another. The thwip-thwip-thwip sounds of arrow after arrow taking flight filled the air. Arrows, all shot with the expert precision expected of Elderwood Rangers, found their targets. The Magnus steel of the arrowheads was strong enough to punch through any armor like paper, the enchantment on each head bestowed by their War Wizards making them powerful enough to cut right through the thick muscles of the orcs. 
 
    Logan took aim with his own bow, aiming the arrow at the shaman. The orc shaman only locked eyes with Logan, as if daring him to shoot. Logan pulled the string and let loose, the arrow hissing through the air as it raced toward the shaman.  
 
    “We’re doing it!” Aiden said, eagerness in his voice.  
 
    But right at the moment the arrow would’ve hit, the shaman raised his hand casually, stopping the arrow in its path, holding it in mid-air. Then the shaman raised his eyebrow to Logan, as if wanting to make sure he was watching. The shaman spun his hand, the arrow turning along with it. The shaman flicked his wrist, sending the arrow screaming back toward Logan. 
 
    There was no time to react. But the arrow didn’t find Logan. 
 
    It found Aiden. 
 
    The sound of the arrow hitting meat, then bone, filled the air, followed by a choking and gurgling. The arrow was buried in Aiden’s neck. Logan’s eyes flashed wide, his free hand going to his friend’s neck as blood bubbled up around the wound. 
 
    But the shaman wasn’t done. He twisted his hand upward. The arrow did the same, pushing into Aiden’s neck and traveling up toward his skull, then into his brain. His choking and gurgling stopped, the light fading from his eyes. 
 
    Logan’s best friend was dead before he could even say a word. 
 
    The arrows from the rest of the rangers kept flying, stopping only when the men had run out. But whatever target they hit was replaced by another orc, and by the time the singing of the arrows through the trees stopped, it seemed as if the rangers hadn’t done any damage at all.  
 
    Logan rose, his hand clenching his axe, a rage flowing through him that I’d never known before. All he wanted was to kill, and the looks on the mens’ faces declared that they wanted that very same thing. Logan was ready to lead the remaining rangers to the glorious deaths they’d all dreamed of since they were boys barely strong enough to lift wooden swords. 
 
    “Rangers!” he shouted. “Kill every last one of these bastards!” 
 
    The rangers rose, bladed and blunt weapons in hand as they roared out their war cries. Elderwood Rangers could be as silent as a blade to the throat, but within each of their hearts dwelled a berserker warrior who craved nothing more than the blood and sweat of hand-to-hand combat. 
 
    The magical runes etched onto the skin of the warriors all glowed, Logan’s wolf rune turning a deep, thrumming blue as the power and rage of Fenrir filled him. A berserker rage took hold, images of blood and gore and gruesome revenge flashing before Logan’s eyes. 
 
    He was ready.  
 
    Axe in hand, Logan grabbed the scimitar from Aiden’s body and rushed with the rest of his men toward the orcs. If he was going to die, he decided, he was going to die like a ranger. The orcs roared back, raising their weapons into the air as they barreled toward the rangers. And behind them all, the shaman stood with his arms crossed over his barrel chest, that same, pleased sneer still on his face. 
 
    You’ll die last, Logan vowed as he gazed with murderous eyes at the shaman. He turned to face the nearest orc, who noticed Logan at the same time, his piggish mouth curling into a snarl.  
 
    Logan raised the scimitar and flung it at the orc, the blade flying end-over-end through the air and planting in the forehead of the soldier, blood as dark and thick as tar gushing from the wound of the now-dead beast. Logan allowed himself a grin, glad his friend’s blade had found a home in the skull of an orc. 
 
    Logan didn’t keep his eyes on the orc for long enough to watch it drop into a heap. His hand axe gripped tightly, he flew with wolven speed and power toward the next-nearest orc that emerged from the trees. The orc raised a fearsome greatsword as he howled, ready to cleave Logan in half from scalp to groin.  
 
    Amateur. Logan grinned. The orc had left his entire body exposed. Logan feinted, goading the orc into taking his swing. As the sword screamed through the air, Logan danced well out of the way. The sword struck the ground with a dull thump, missing him completely. With the blade stuck, it was a simple matter of bringing down the hand axe in an arc of its own, burying the blade in the orc’s forehead, the skull splitting like a ripe melon.  
 
    Logan placed his foot on the orc’s chest, pushing off as he yanked the blade from the creature’s skull.  
 
    Two, Logan thought. Two is nothing. If this is where I die, I need to take more than two with me. 
 
    He grinned like the wolf spirit that fueled him, his warrior rage honed. Screams erupted from his men as they fought back, and as he turned to find his next target, he laid eyes on Horvath, another Rank One ranger. An orc wielding dual short swords approached Horvath with the same downward arc ‘tactic’, but Horvath wasn’t fast enough to avoid it. A blade hit home, cleaving down to his throat, blood jetting out from the severed artery. Horvath’s body staggered for a few steps before dropping. 
 
    This one's for you, friend, Logan thought as he locked eyes on the orc who’d killed Horvath. Logan held his axe with two hands, watching the orc spin the blades before him in a flurry. Then the orc pulled both blades back to his right and swiped them in Logan’s direction. Two blades could be deadly in the right hands, but these weren’t them.  
 
    Logan stepped back before the blades could come close, the momentum pulling the orc along with them. When the orc was half-facing him, Logan rushed in and slammed his shoulder hard into the gut of the orc. The beast stumbled forward and tripped, falling eye-first onto the tip of one of his own blades. The sharp point jutted out the other end of his skull. Logan felt some small consolation, knowing his friend was avenged.  
 
    Two growls sounded out, and Logan turned to see a pair of orcs barreling down on him. Two-on-one—the odds were not in his favor, so he pulled the hand axe back over his head with both hands and tossed it at the orc on the left. Logan had won more than a few axe-throwing competitions in his time, and his skills paid off in that moment. The blade connected just below the orc’s right eye, the orc’s feet flying out from under him, thick, dark blood arcing through the air as the creature fell dead onto his back. 
 
    The other orc still remained, close enough to kill. Logan slipped the Skofnung daggers from his waist sheaths, the razor-sharp edges of the blades glistening in the dappled forest light. He roared as he lunged toward the orc, the hapless creature not even having a chance to raise his broadsword before Logan jammed the daggers deep into his chest, yanking them out only to drive them in deeply once again, then again and again. An expression of dumb confusion painted the orc’s face as the life drained out through the twin wounds. The orc was soon dead on his feet. He hung for a moment before falling backward and landing with a thud, the daggers still plunged into his flesh.  
 
    Logan placed his boot on the orc’s belly and yanked the blades from the beast’s thick chest, the ends dripping foul blood. He breathed in and out as he watched the carnage unfold, ranger after ranger dropping around him, arms and legs and heads being severed left and right. 
 
    Aesir Skalbad—another friend from Logan’s youth, a boy with whom he’d spent many summer nights exploring the outskirts of their town, catching fireflies in their hands—fell to an axe to the face. Brynjar Fjord, who as a boy had boldly asked if he could have Logan’s sister’s hand in marriage upon their eighteenth year, a request Logan had only laughed at, fell to a volley of arrows to the stomach, ragged howls of pain sounding from his throat as he died.  
 
    One by one the men of Logan’s town died. And he could only take solace in the fact that they’d died like warriors, that their souls even at that moment were being reborn in the Hall of Heroes, and that he would join them soon in the blessed afterlife of eternal battle and feasting and song.  
 
    Logan laid eyes on the shaman, who watched the battle unfold like a mere spectator, his arms still folded over his chest.  
 
    Logan knew his next target.  
 
    He closed his eyes and focused his power, feeling that animal strength in his bones, the rage of the wolf taking hold. He ran toward the shaman, his daggers ready for the kill. An orc saw what he was doing and positioned himself between Logan and his prey. Logan shoved his daggers into their sheaths before he approached the orc.  
 
    And when he was close enough, his hands shot out, one grabbing the orc at the shoulder and the other wrapping around the top of his arm. With a mighty howl, Logan tore the arm from its socket, the muscles and skin pulling apart. 
 
    He tossed the arm aside and juked around the stunned orc. He pulled his daggers free again, and once he was close enough to the shaman, he let out another battle cry and leaped into the air, his legs curled behind him and his arms pulled back, the daggers aimed at his enemy’s heart. 
 
    But Logan didn’t get his chance. The shaman slowly raised his hand. Logan stopped, frozen in mid-air. At first, he wasn’t sure what was happening. He flicked his eyes down and saw that he was still above the ground.  
 
    He couldn’t move. He struggled, but not a single muscle in his body cooperated.  
 
    The shaman smiled, the sounds of battle fading. The orc approached Logan, stepping slowly, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Logan tried to break free, but it didn’t do him any good—he was held in place by magic more powerful than any man. 
 
    The shaman looked Logan up and down with curious, intelligent eyes. Logan tried to form his lips into a curse, but he wasn’t even capable of that. 
 
    The shaman stepped back and spoke. 
 
    “You’re the last of your group,” he said, his voice reminding Logan less of an orc and more of some pampered aristocrat from one of the cities. “All the rest are dead.” 
 
    Logan tried to speak again, but again, nothing came out. 
 
    “Ah,” said the shaman with a nod. He raised his hand again and twisted with his fingertips. Logan’s body stayed frozen, but his mouth could now move. 
 
    “You fight like a coward. Let me go and let’s finish this,” Logan said. 
 
    The shaman smirked. The orcs, now done with their bloody work, formed a large circle around Logan and the shaman.  
 
    “I know honor is big with your type, but I choose not to waste an advantage when I have it,” the shaman replied. 
 
    “That’s because you’re a coward,” Logan snarled. “You kill my men afar with magic, and then send your men to do the dirty work.” 
 
    The shaman chuckled. “Well, true. But I’m the one still standing. And you’re the one about to die—along with the rest of your people.” 
 
    “Spirits take you! It’s not enough you kill our warriors—you plan on killing the womenfolk and children too?” 
 
    “That’s the plan. Wouldn’t be much of a war of extermination if we left hundreds of you around to scatter to the wind. No, you’re all right where I want you. Once you’re out of the way, we’ll claim these forests for our own, use them in the way they ought to be used. But you needn’t concern yourself with any of that.” 
 
    The shaman cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “But what’s your name, boy? I’d like to know the name of the man who fights so fearlessly though he knows he’s defeated.” 
 
    Logan narrowed his eyes. “Logan Grimm—son of Jesper the War Wizard. There are more rangers who will stop you. And you have not yet even faced a War Wizard. The Elderwood is home to dozens. And they will bathe the forest in your blood.”  
 
    “Take a look at this,” the shaman said, sweeping his hand toward the battle scene behind them. “The other rangers and your wizards will all fall like you have done. Do you think I am alone? Do you think I am the only one of my kind to venture from what you call Shadespear? I am not the only magic user among the forces of the Southern Empire. No, I am but a mere leaf among a veritable forest of trees.”  
 
    Logan spat. “You foul creatures from beyond the Shadespear Pass deserve nothing more than daggers through the eyes and axes to the skull.” 
 
    Another chuckle. “Well said. Too bad I can’t take that fighting spirit of yours and bottle it up.” The shaman shook his head and sighed. “It’s almost a pity that you will die. But don’t worry—the rest of your people will be joining you soon.” 
 
    With that, the shaman swirled his hands in front of him, summoning another great charge of magical energy.  
 
    Logan knew it was the end. Knowing he’d be with his men soon, he closed his eyes and smiled as the shaman did his work. The magical energy crackled and roared, then rushed toward Logan.  
 
    There was a great heat, and the brief scent of flesh cooking, and then there was nothing. 
 
    Logan’s body was burned in the great conflagration, and he had met his final end. 
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    When Logan opened his eyes, he wasn’t in the Hall of Heroes. 
 
    He was still in the forest.  
 
    “It’s done,” said the shaman. “Gather what weapons that might be useful and move. I wish to reach the town before nightfall. We will be rewarded greatly for clearing the way.” 
 
    Logan laid in the blood-soaked soil, his breath frantic as the orcs scavenged weapons from his men.  
 
    “Fiends!” he called out. “How dare you ignore me! Stand and fight!” 
 
    But not one of the creatures paid him any notice. Instead, they trod on with the shaman.  
 
    Logan ran to the nearest orc and tried to swing his fist into the beast. But his hand only passed harmlessly through.  
 
    What… What the hells is going on? 
 
    He watched as the orcs left, vanishing into the distance and leaving him alone. He stood dumbfounded for a time, trying to figure out what the hells was happening. When he finally gathered the sense to turn and look around, he spotted something that gave him pause.  
 
    It was his body.  
 
    Logan rushed over to his corpse, dropping to his knees. The body was mangled beyond repair, a huge chunk of its—my—torso blown out, guts dripping into the grass and bones exposed. A steely expression was on Logan’s face—what remained of his face.  
 
    He tried to touch his body, but the same thing happened as with the orc—his hands only passed harmlessly through. He rose, no one around but the bodies of his men.  
 
    And time passed. The sun set, night falling in the woods. Then the sun rose. 
 
    Everything passed before Logan, morning bleeding into afternoon which bled into evening and then night. The sun set again, night falling and then morning breaking through the trees. 
 
    He felt disconnected. Something was wrong. He should have gone to the Hall of Heroes with his men where he would join them in eternal combat and feasting and wenching. But instead his soul was trapped in the world of the living, but somehow… not a part of it. 
 
    Time passed faster and faster, the days zipping by in the span of minutes. He watched as his body and those of his men began to decompose, scavenger animals taking chunks of flesh, then the critters stripping the bones clean white. Fall came, and when the leaves fell, they covered the bodies.  
 
    And like a wraith Logan prowled the woods where he and his men fell. He wandered aimlessly, still wondering what had happened—and what had become of his family, his people.  
 
    When winter came, the branches growing bare and fresh, pearl-white snow covering the ground, he gained enough of his senses to contemplate what had happened. 
 
    We were fools, Logan thought as night went into day and into night and into day. Forming hunting parties to pick off whatever orcs wandered into our territory. Ridiculous! We should’ve taken the fight to the orcs, pulling them out by the root.  
 
    Spring had arrived by this point, the bones of Logan and his men mostly buried. 
 
    It would’ve been a terrible war, but it would’ve been a war worth fighting. The rangers of the Elderwood could have joined with the other civilizations to the west to bolster the defenses of the Shadespear Pass. But the time for that had long passed. If the orcs had managed to move an entire army through the Elderwoods, no doubt they’d razed every settlement along the way. 
 
    Something happened in spring to confirm his thinking. Orcs arrived by the thousands, and they weren’t alone. Trolls and goblins and demons and the undead—they arrived too. Great machines uprooted trees from the forest floor, devouring them in their huge steel mouths. 
 
    What are these fools doing? They can’t just use the forest like this! The balance of the entire region depends on it! 
 
    But by summer they’d pulled every tree clean from the forest floor. The Elderwood trees that Logan had known since he was a boy, since his father was a boy, and all the way back, were gone. Autumn came, but no leaves were there to fall. 
 
    When winter arrived, Logan could hear the howl of bitter winds across the plains and see the massive storm clouds thick and dark with snow rolling in overhead. They passed, and the snow melted, green grass stretching as far as the eye could see. 
 
    In time, the creatures from beyond Shadespear returned, hunting the animals until their carcasses dotted the plains. When the next winter came and went, the green grass was spotty and sparse. 
 
    The grass receded every year, the rich soil turning dry and baking in the hot sun overhead until it became rough and coarse like sand. Logan watched as the seasons rushed by, the scene turning from a barren plain to a rolling desert, the sun bright and the dunes rolling and endless. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how much time had passed—years? Decades? Now and then he had the urge to make his way back to the town, to see what had become of his people. But the feeling always faded, as if his desires and emotions were gone. He felt less like a man and more like part of this place, more akin to the wind or the sun above. He remembered years ago when the desire for revenge had burned bright, when he had wanted nothing more than to hold the head of the shaman in his hand, the spine dangling below. But now? He wasn’t sure what he wanted anymore. Or if he even wanted anything at all. 
 
    For a time, it was beautiful. The former forests became a great plain where huge animals prowled in packs, birds soared overhead. It was calm, peaceful. 
 
    But the peace didn’t last. Logan was alone, which meant he was alone with his thoughts. Over and over again, his mind returned to the battle, the fight with the orcs that had seen every one of his companions slain. And it had cost him his life. 
 
    It was the strangest thing—the more he thought of the battle, the more he imagined himself able to see it happen, as if his memories were playing out before him. He pictured the battle time and time again, each recollection becoming clearer, more detailed. He hated it, as if he were doomed to watching his failures play out through eternity.  
 
    Logan screamed for those he lost, knowing the rest of his people were among them. His father, Jesper, his cousins and his friends and his kin. And when the grief left, rage replaced it. He wanted nothing more than the chance to find the orcs who had killed his fellow rangers. He craved vengeance, wishing for only the opportunity to exact his revenge. 
 
    And that feeling was replaced by hopelessness. He knew he wouldn’t get his chance. For a time, he sank to his knees in despair. The seasons passed him by, and in the depths of his anguish, he wished for nothing more than for his spirit to vanish. If he couldn’t be with his companions in the Hall of Heroes, then he wished to simply not exist at all. 
 
    But the following spring, Logan rose. He banished the feelings of weakness, embarrassed he had ever let them take hold. The desire for revenge still burned inside, the anger more than he could handle. 
 
    An orc. All Logan wanted was a chance to fight one, a chance to release his anger upon the ugly face of one foul-smelling orc. He closed his eyes, a grin tugging one side of his mouth as he imagined shoving the head of his axe into the belly of an orc, then ripping it limb from limb. 
 
    He had been content to live in his imagination, to enact hundreds and hundreds of slayings against his hated enemy. But when he heard a snort so clear that it sounded mere feet away, he snapped his eyes open. 
 
    An orc stood before him. 
 
    But there was something different about this orc. The orc stood still, his chest rising and falling. And more than that, it was translucent. Through it, Logan could see the days coming and going, animals rushing past. 
 
    Why it was there, he couldn’t say. He approached it apprehensively, waiting for it to strike. But it never did. 
 
    “I have no idea what brought you to my realm, beast,” he said. “But you won’t be here for long.” 
 
    He stepped to the creature and plunged his fist into the belly of the orc, screaming as he did. The orc remained still as Logan’s hands ripped open the thick muscles of his stomach. Once he was in, Logan pulled back his blood-covered hand and grabbed the orc by the shoulders. With all his strength, he ripped one arm from the orc and then the other. 
 
    The orc, however, remained standing, oblivious to the destruction of his body. 
 
    “Begone, beast,” he said. 
 
    At Logan’s words, the orc vanished. 
 
    He considered what had just happened. It didn’t take him long to put it together. He’d focused on the orc in his mind, and there it had appeared. 
 
    I’m trapped in this realm, this strange in-between world, he thought. But I seem to have some control over it. 
 
    Logan decided to try something new. He closed his eyes and pictured two orcs. And sure enough, when he opened his eyes, they were there, side by side. 
 
    Another thought occurred to him. He imagined holding an axe, a simple weapon like he’d wielded on his last day alive. 
 
    And that too appeared. 
 
    Logan didn’t need to spend time thinking about what he wanted next. He stepped up to the orcs, raised the axe, and plunged it into the forehead of the one on the left. The blade connected, the light in the orc’s eyes went out, and it dropped in a heap. Logan yanked out the axe and readied himself, slashing across the throat of the second orc. Blood spurted out and then the orc fell. 
 
    Logan grinned. He imagined more orcs, dozens. They all appeared, and he went to his bloody work, slaying one after another and another. The orcs died one-by-one as he used his axe to enact the revenge he’d pictured for so long. 
 
    And there was more, Logan realized. His body, not being a real body, never grew tired. He used this to his advantage, seasons passing by in which he did nothing but slay one orc after another until his revenge was slaked. 
 
    But when the next winter arrived, he found himself bored. After all, what was an enemy who couldn’t fight back? Where was the fun in that, the challenge? 
 
    Logan pictured an orc, but this time, he imagined it with intelligence—what intelligence could be expected from an orc, that is. He heard a roar and opened his eyes just in time to see a murderous orc rushing him, pure hate in the beast’s eyes and a mean-looking spear in his hands. 
 
    This is more like it, Logan thought. 
 
    The orc approached, and Logan stepped aside as the orc’s spear plunged through the air where he’d only just stood. Logan rushed in with a powerful swing, slicing the orc’s left calf, dropping the beast into a clumsy heap. The orc down, he finished it off with a quick cleave into the back of the orc’s neck, the beast’s spine snapping like string under the blade. 
 
    Next Logan pictured three orcs. But instead of an axe, he pictured a longsword in his grasp. It appeared, the simple blade of a human foot soldier. And the orcs appeared as well. 
 
    It was more of a challenge this time—exactly what Logan wanted. But he was able to dispatch one orc then another then another with a series of well-placed swings and stabs. He tossed aside the longsword and imagined a great battleaxe, the head golden, the weapon beautiful enough to be the pride of any blacksmith. He imagined a silver breastplate on his body, and that appeared too. 
 
    And he made one more change to his battle simulation: he allowed himself to feel pain. He figured that he couldn’t actually die, but feeling pain would be good enough of a motivation to hone his skills. 
 
    If I’m going to be stuck in some sort of spirit limbo, he decided. I can at least train myself to be the best damn warrior this world has ever seen. 
 
    The goal brought a wicked grin to his face, and gave him purpose. He closed his eyes and summoned two more orcs. Just like the others, these orcs flew toward him as they roared, their blades raised in the air and expressions of murder on their ugly faces. 
 
    One got in a little quicker than Logan had anticipated, the orc jabbing a short sword into his arm, pain singing out. He gritted his teeth. 
 
    Well, now I know that works, Logan thought as he regained his footing. 
 
    Logan went to work, fighting through the pain and taking down both orcs. And when they were dead and gone, he felt stronger. He willed the wound away, feeling as if he’d gained experience as a fighter in a way he couldn’t in the real world. 
 
    He was ready to push this strange, spiritual simulation to its limits. He tried all sorts of scenarios. He wielded every kind of weapon he could imagine, from swords to axes to spears to bows. And he fought hard with each, learning their weaknesses and understanding their strengths. He gave himself different disadvantages—one useless limb, a broken blade, even blindness—using all to push his skills as a fighter to their limits. Now and then an orc would get the better of him, landing a blow that would’ve killed him in the real world. But instead of sending him out of the spirit realm, it only restarted the scenario. 
 
    And Logan liked it that way. Whatever scenario he imagined would only end when he won. There were no shortcuts to victory. 
 
    When Logan felt confident in his abilities in combat, another idea occurred to him—he would become a general. 
 
    He closed his eyes and imagined himself high above the ground, a perfect top-down perspective. He imagined two opposing armies, one comprised of a hundred orcs, the other of a hundred Elderwood Rangers. He found it difficult to picture individual faces, so he simply gave them all the face he knew best—his own. 
 
    Logan let them fight. The two armies of spirit warriors rushed against each other, engaging in vicious combat. But he was displeased to see that his side didn’t prevail. 
 
    Logan would have to change that. The advantage of Elderwood Rangers wasn’t in their one-on-one abilities, but in their strategy. For in this world, strangely enough, none of the rangers were marked with the tattoos of Archspirits. Wherever such power resided, even Logan with his spiritual omnipotence, couldn’t produce it. 
 
    He gave the simulation another go. But this time, he tried a new angle of attack. He broke the rangers into three smaller armies, one comprised of bowmen, one of spearmen, and two made up of swordsmen. He let the battle play out, this time positioning the bowmen behind the spearmen, letting them shoot. The bowmen rained arrows down on the orcs, devastating their ranks as they drew closer. He used the spearmen to hold the line, splitting the spearmen into two smaller divisions, commanding them to move to protect the ranks of the bowmen. Just as he’d hoped, when the orcs closed in to attack the spearmen, forced toward them by the swordsmen, the two groups of swordsmen were able to close the flanks, enclosing the orcs and destroying them from all sides.  
 
    The plan worked. Logan’s losses were minimal, the orcs obliterated. 
 
    Just like with the weapons, he tried all sorts of combinations, all manner of tactics. And as his powers with the spirit simulation grew, he could create even more variations—new terrains and landscapes to battle upon. And the amount of soldiers he could command grew. In time, he was the general of armies of tens of thousands of men, doing battle with orcs and gnolls and goblins and demons and whatever other enemies he could imagine. 
 
    Between battles, Logan used his spirit simulation for more recreational activities. At first, he conjured women and sweetwine. But those only left him empty and no more drunk. Next he conjured the drum-circles of the Blacktooth Tribe, the wildmen who lived far south past the wastes. But the music never lifted his spirits more than battle did. He conjured the great beerhalls of the cities where wineale flowed and dice rolled in games of chance. Finally, in the quiet midwinters, he conjured up a small, crackling fire, and a memory of Aiden and the others warming their hands, talking of all the orcs they’d slay on their first campaign, eagerness on their faces and their voices braced with excitement.  
 
    Between the battles and the women, Logan had managed to create his own version of the Hall of Heroes. Though he enjoyed it far more than simply wandering the lands of his people, it all rang hollow—none of it was real. What use was becoming a great warrior and general if he couldn’t use it to fight for those he cared about, those he wanted to protect? 
 
    But Logan fought on. And as the years passed, he found himself growing. Not just in skill, but in maturity. He used his abilities to create realistic battles, ones he at times managed to convince himself were real. In time, he began to feel less like a neophyte, Rank One ranger and more like a battle-hardened, grizzled warrior. 
 
    Logan craved the chance to go back into the real world, to use his skills. He despaired at the idea of being trapped in the spirit realm for eternity, doomed to being stuck in this in-between land of neither life nor death. 
 
    His fears vanished, however, when he saw his first people—his first real people.  
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