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Leathery  wings,  adorned  by  back-sweeping  claws,  blocked out  the  sun  as  they  framed  a  sleek,  reptilian  torso  and  a  winding, sinuous neck that ended in a draconic snout. Crimson eyes blazed above  flame-wreathed  nostrils.  Fangs  flashed  as  a  sweeping  maw opened and tendrils of fire wisped forth. Claws as long as scimitars trailed through the air, held aloft on four back-jointed limbs. Muscles rife  with  predatory  grace  and  infinite  power  rippled  beneath  the golden-scales that sheathed its form. 

 Yes, that’s definitely a dragon,  Zephyr thought. 

Beside  Zephyr,  Vincent  clutched  the  sides  of  his  face  and screamed in horror. Still clad in the blue robes of a Tempest School initiate, the sandy-haired jeweler’s apprentice stood no taller than a few inches above Zephyr’s elbows. A year of battling Shadowswarm and constant training had filled his slight frame out with muscle and given  his  formerly  gentle  features  a  resolute  cast.  That  was  why, Zephyr  thought,  the  sight  of  Vincent  screaming  like  that  was  so disconcerting. 

He wasn’t the only one who held that opinion. Nella, once a grim and painfully shy ranger from the Blight Boundary, wasn’t very impressed either. She’d changed back into the attire Zephyr had first seen her in, a year ago at the foot of the Ascent of Wind: a deerskin tunic above roughly sewn brown breeches. A long, elaborate braid of red  hair  trailing  from  her  scalp  bounced  off  her  shoulders  as  she reached over and cuffed Vincent behind one ear. 

“Shut  up!”  she  said.  “Ostar’s  teeth!  What’s  wrong  with  you? 

You’re an Archmage of Tempest Magic! Why are you so scared of a dragon?” 

 Well, she’s not painfully shy anymore and maybe slightly less grim,   Zephyr  thought.  But  she’s  right.  We’ve  mastered  Tempest Magic.  We  defeated  a  Twilight  Fiend.  We’ve  slain  thousands  of Shadowswarm entities. We shouldn’t be scared of a dragon…

Even though that dragon was literally eight times larger than Zephyr,  who  stood  closer  to  seven  feet  than  six  and  whose  limbs were packed with muscle from a lifetime of training as a Wu warrior monk.  The  downdraft  coming  from  the  dragon’s  massive  wings flatted  his  dark  hair  against  his  skull  and  rippled  the  folds  of  his sleeveless blue tunic. His heart beat wildly with awe and terror as he looked  up  at  the  magnificent  creature,  unsure  of  what  he  was supposed to do next. 

“Die,”  Gabriel  Xorst  said.  “Looks  like  we’re  going  to  die. 

That’s a dragon.” 

Nella  turned  and  jabbed  the  crimson-robbed  Phoenix  Knight in the side, hard enough to make him flinch and send his crest of red hair flapping upon the shaven sides of his skull. 

“Didn’t  you  just  say  there’s  nothing  to  worry  about?”  she demanded. 

“Can’t  worry  if  you’re  dead,”  Gabriel  replied,  shrugging.  He pointed  over  the  edge  of  the  battlements  upon  which  they  were  all standing. “Well, if the dragon kills us, we won’t have to worry about those iron drones crawling up here.” 

“Gabriel  Xorst!”  Grand  Sage  Avora  roared.  The  white-haired descendant of the legendary Tarkus Avora stood behind the trio, his normally  genial  features  twisted  into  a  mask  of  frustrated  anger. 

Zephyr  had  never  seen  the  Grand  Sage  so  upset  before,  not  even when  he’d  been  grievously  wounded  by  Archmage  Xanthus  when the  latter  had  been  possessed  by  a  twilight  fiend.  Avora  still  hadn’t recovered  from  his  injuries,  which  meant  that  he  still  couldn’t  cast any spells. 

“Yeah, what?” Gabriel turned to Avora. 

“You  dropped  us  into  an  active  warzone!”  the  Grand  Sage cried, wringing his wrists. “What were you thinking?” 

“Didn’t  know  things  had  gotten  so  bad,”  Gabriel  said, shrugging again. “Oh well.” 

 This  is  the  Phoenix  Knight  who’s  supposed  to  teach  us Inferno Magic?  Zephyr thought, his heart sinking. He shook his head and  turned  to  the  mental  techniques  he’d  learned  in  the  Wu monastery,  focusing  his  mind  and  pushing  his  doubts  aside.  Now was not the time for such ruminations. 

“Vincent, Nella! Take care of the iron drones!” he said to his friends.  “I’ll  handle  the  dragon!  Gabriel,  keep  Grand  Sage  Avora safe!” 

“Got  it,  Zeph,”  Vincent  said,  raising  his  hands.  Tendrils  of lightning  danced  across  his  fingertips,  before  coalescing  into  a delicate crafting hammer in his right hand. 

“Let’s kill them all!” Nella snarled. Electricity poured from her eyes,  and  her  powerful  enchanted  bow,  Heartseeker’s  Wrath, appeared in her hands, drawn from the extra-dimensional storage of her  mage  band.  An  arrow  of  lightning  appeared  upon  the  bow, nocked and ready. 

“I’m your teacher, you know,” Gabriel grumbled. “You can’t tell me what to—” 

“Go!”  Zephyr  shouted,  before  casting  Soaring  Breeze  and wreathing his body in the winds of Tempest Magic. He returned his gaze  to  the  dragon,  which  had  been  studying  the  trio  curiously  all this  time  instead  of  attacking,  and  flew  up  to  meet  it,  tendrils  of lightning crackling in his wake. 

As  he  ascended,  he  looked  to  the  Codex  of  Ascension,  a spiritual  artifact  Avora  had  embedded  in  the  trio’s  souls.  A  codex display,  a  curious  scroll  that  unfurled  in  midair,  materialized  in  the corner of his eye, listing his weapons. 



 Lethal Swiftness

 Enchanted saber +9

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds

  

 Ponderous Inevitability

 Enchanted skyforged greatsword +5

 Armor-piercing, Shield-breaking, Mercurial Blast A  thought  would  bring  either  weapon  into  his  grasp,  but Zephyr was reluctant to arm himself. He flew up so that his gaze was level with the dragon’s, and he looked it straight in the eye. 

 It  still  hasn’t  attacked  yet,   Zephyr  thought.  But  Gabriel thought that it was an enemy right away. Why? 

Zephyr  received  an  answer  to  his  question  soon  enough.  A spot  of  shadow  upon  the  dragon’s  horned  brow,  just  between  its eyes,  writhed  and  roiled,  before  unfolding  into  an  inky,  vaguely humanoid entity that wore a crown of black light upon its head. The creature unfolded its clawed arms and cackled at Zephyr. 

“Ah, Sacred One, you have arrived,” it said. “We weren’t quite expecting  you,  at  least  not  yet,  but  nevertheless,  it  is  good  that you’re here. Within our reach.” 

 Shadowswarm!  Zephyr  called  Ponderous  Inevitability  to  his grasp.  The  hilt  of  the  massive  greatsword  filled  his  right  hand,  its weight  shifting  mercurially  as  he  spun  the  weapon  into  readiness. 

The  words  of  his  codex  display  shifted  when  he  focused  it  on  the shadowy creature. 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Night Prince

 Category: Lesser-sublime

 Weaknesses:

 Tempest magic (minor)

 Skyforged armaments (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 300

 Greater  Shadowswarm  creature,  second  in  power  only  to twilight fiends; knows numerous spells of dark magic; able to corrupt and possess other beings

  

 The night prince has possessed the dragon,  Zephyr realized, thinking of the hapless Master Venn. She’d been a Storm Scion and one of the instructors at the Tempest School until a night prince took over her mind and body, forcing the trio to kill her. 

“We  are  pleased  to  see  you,  Sacred  One,”  the  night  prince went  on.  Its  shadowy  mouth  twisted  into  a  grotesque  parody  of  a smile as its head inclined downward, so that its sightless gaze swept over Vincent and Nella. “All of you.” 

Zephyr  knew  what  the  monster’s  cryptic  statement  meant. 

He,  Nella,  and  Vincent  shared  the  same  soul,  spun  back  into  the realm  of  the  living  as  three  individuals  by  the  machinations  of  the Great  Cycle.  According  to  Avora,  the  trio  were  the  reincarnation  of Caruthas, the Hero of Light, whose power was so great that his soul could  only  be  reborn  by  fragmenting  into  three  parts.  For  some reason, the Shadowswarm, the insidious monsters that the Hero of Light gave his life fighting, referred to the trio as their “Sacred One.” 

Zephyr  didn’t  know  why  the  Shadowswarm  did  that,  and  he  wasn’t sure he wanted to find out. 

He didn’t waste time trying to converse with the night prince. 

There was no point in trying to talk to or reason with Shadowswarm. 

Aloft  on  his  Soaring  Breeze  spell,  Zephyr  streaked  forward, greatsword held high in readiness to cut the night prince in half. 

Instead  of  casting  any  spells  or  raising  its  limbs  in  defense, the night prince merely folded its arms across its chest. Zephyr had barely  a  moment  to  ponder  the  curious  response  before  an enormous gush of wind buffeted his face, heralding the sweep of the dragon’s  mighty  forelimb  as  it  arced  a  set  of  razor  sharp  claws  at him. 

Zephyr quickly cast Lightning Shield, summoning a barrier of crackling,  cobalt-blue  energy  across  his  left  forearm.  He’d  learned Lightning  Shield  relatively  early  during  his  training  at  the  Tempest School,  but  he’d  enhanced  it  to  the  highest  degree  of  mastery possible  with  the  essence  orbs  the  trio  gained  from  slaying Shadowswarm entities, making it a potent defensive spell that could also be cast quickly. 



 Lightning Shield (Master)

 Conjures lightning shield; full resistance to electrical damage; 95%  resistance  to  unholy  and  shadow  damage;  75%  resistance  to cold  and  fire  damage;  45%  resistance  to  chaos  damage;  can  be used to block physical attacks, 1 ether per 10 seconds The  dragon’s  claws  crashed  into  Zephyr’s  Lightning  Shield, and  for  a  moment,  the  defensive  spell  held,  its  coruscating  surface keeping  the  razor-sharp  claws  at  bay.  That  moment  passed  swiftly. 

Cracks  cobwebbed  all  over  the  Lightning  Shield,  and  then  it  broke apart into shards of cobalt light. 

Zephyr cried out in alarm at the sight. His Lightning Infusion spell fired off reflexively, flooding his soul with Tempest Magic. At the same  time,  his  internal  energy  roiled  through  his  greater  meridians and main channels in accordance with the teachings of the Carefree Sutra’s  Fifth  Cycle.  Magical  and  martial  energy  intermingled  and mixed,  filling  Zephyr’s  limbs  with  strength  and  heightening  his reflexes. 



 Lightning Infusion (Master)

 Allows  Tempest  magic  infusion  up  to  the  Fifth  Cycle  of  the Carefree Sutra

 +80% alacrity, 1 ether per 5 minutes, -50% physical strain



Time  slowed  down.  The  remnants  of  his  Lightning  Shield spun past Zephyr’s face in languid spirals. The dragon’s claws swept in, their tips already grazing Zephyr’s side and shoulder. They would slice  him  into  pieces  within  the  span  of  another  eye-blink.  But  with lightning running through his soul, Zephyr had far more than an eye-blink  of  time  to  react.  He  soared  upward,  bringing  himself  from  the dragon’s  grasp,  before  plummeting  down  once  more,  angling  his sword at the night prince’s skull. 

The dragon’s crimson eyes flashed upward in their sockets to meet  him.  Its  massive  wings  snapped,  creating  a  draft  powerful enough  to  overpower  Zephyr’s  Soaring  Breeze  spell  and  send  him hurtling backward through the air. 

 It’s  as  fast  as  me!  Zephyr  thought  as  he  fought  to  reassert control of his flight. Lightning crackled around his body as he infused his  Soaring  Breeze  spell  with  as  much  Tempest  ether  as  he  could pour  from  his  soul.  Out  here,  beneath  the  open  sky,  he  could channel as much ether as he needed. There was no need for him to conserve  his  magical  strength,  as  he  would  have  needed  to  within the otherworldly confines of a Dark Labyrinth. 

A heartbeat passed, then another. That was the equivalent of an  eternity  to  Zephyr’s  heightened  reflexes.  But  he  eventually managed to right himself in the air and square off against the dragon once more. 

He  clenched  his  jaw  and  readied  his  sword,  only  to  see  an orb of fire was growing in front of the dragon’s open maw. The fiery sphere expanded to twice as large as Zephyr was tall. Then a red-blue beam flashed toward him, filling his vision with dancing flames. 

A  dome  of  swirling  lightning  fell  over  Zephyr  just  before  the beam struck home. He gasped as waves of unbearable heat washed over him. Vincent’s Cosmos Bastion spell had stopped the dragon’s fiery breath in its tracks, but it still couldn’t keep the backwash of its effects at bay, it seemed. 



 Cosmos Bastion (Master)

 Creates  a  wall  or  sphere  of  Tempest  magic  capable  of stopping  or  slowing  physical  attacks;  full  resistance  to  electrical, unholy,  and  shadow  damage;  95%  resistance  to  cold  and  fire damage;  55%  resistance  to  chaos  damage;  20  feet  by  20  feet;  20

 seconds per cast, 16 ether per cast



Vincent  was  flying  up  into  the  air,  borne  aloft  on  a  mighty cloud  elemental  he’d  summoned.  His  hammer  crackled  with electricity as he hurled Cosmos Invocation spells repeatedly, sending massive  bolts  of  lightning  lashing  out  at  the  dragon’s  flanks  and sides. 

Astride  her  sky-wyrm,  a  majestic  lightning  beast  with  a winding,  sinuous  body,  Nella  flew  by  the  dragon,  her  bow  singing. 

Electric arrows flashed through the air before exploding against the dragon’s torso in starbursts of cobalt-blue light. 

The dragon grunted and flinched, obviously discomforted and pained  by  the  barrage  of  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s  mighty  spells  that cascaded upon its form. Zephyr’s eyes widened at the sight. The trio had  enough  magical  power  to  lay  waste  to  entire  cities.  Yet  the dragon  had  suffered  little  more  than  minor  singes  and  scratches beneath the onslaught of Vincent’s and Nella’s Tempest magic. 

Moving  impossibly  fast,  the  dragon  pivoted  in  the  air  and swiped  at  Vincent.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  was  nowhere  near  as fast  as  Zephyr.  Its  claws  crashed  against  the  Cosmos  Bastion Vincent  had  placed  around  his  own  body  and  sent  him  flying  away through the air, pulling his cloud elemental along with him. 

It  turned  on  Nella  next.  A  forelimb  flashed  forth,  clamping down the middle of the sky-wyrm’s winding body. Before the ranger could  react,  the  dragon  lashed  out  with  its  forelimb  and  closed  its claws around the sky-wyrm’s snout, barely missing Nella by a hand’s breadth. As Zephyr watched, the dragon pulled the sky-wyrm apart in  a  single,  jerking  motion.  The  lightning  beast  shrieked  and dissipated in a shower of sparks, leaving Nella adrift upon empty air. 

She  had  time  to  squeak  once  before  she  began  plummeting  to  the ground. 

 No!  Zephyr returned Ponderous Inevitability to his mage band and  dove  toward  Nella,  doing  his  best  to  coax  every  last  ounce  of speed from his Soaring Breeze spell. The ranger was exceptionally bad  at  casting  Soaring  Breeze,  which  meant  that  without  her  sky-wyrm, she had no way of stopping her fall. 

Zephyr  reached  her  just  before  she  would  have  struck  the battlement’s  stone  surface.  His  hands  spun  out,  enacting  the motions of the Carefree Palm, a martial technique he’d learned in the Wu monastery. The Carefree Palm’s most basic form manifested as a  thunderous,  empty-handed  blow  capable  of  shattering  stone  and denting  plate  steel.  Its  more  advanced  variant  allowed  Zephyr  to absorb and redirect momentum with his bare hands. 

Which  was  what  he  did,  pulsing  his  internal  energy  through the channels of his open palms, and then using that energy to weave a web just beneath Nella’s descending body. The ranger struck the roiling energies of the Carefree Palm instead of bare stone. Her body bounced  skyward  once  more,  all  of  its  descending  momentum repurposed in the opposite direction. 

Zephyr flew up and caught Nella in his arms before she could fall  again.  The  ranger  blinked  and  exhaled  a  few  times  before  she looked at him. 

“Thanks,  Zeph!”  she  said,  her  face  pale.  “That  was  a  close one!” 

“We’re not out of this yet!” he told her, as the dragon rounded on  them,  another  sphere  of  flame  materializing  in  front  of  its  open maw. Before he could do anything, the fiery sphere flattened out into yet another crimson-blue beam of lethal heat. 

 It’s too fast to dodge!  Zephyr cast his Lightning Shield spell, knowing  that  it  would  be  useless  in  the  face  of  such  overwhelming power. Nella clutched at him tightly as the crimson-blue radiance of the beam filled his vision. 

But  then  the  beam   curved.  There  was  no  other  way  to describe it. The dragon had been higher in the sky than Zephyr and Nella, and it had breathed fiery annihilation down upon them. But just as its breath struck home, it swung upward, venting its fury into the infinite  skies  instead  of  vaporizing  the  two  of  them  and  likely  entire swaths of the battlements. 

A pained grunt of effort filled the air. Zephyr’s gaze flashed in its  direction.  It  came  from  Gabriel.  The  Phoenix  Knight  was  still  on the  battlements,  surrounded  by  smoking  heaps  of  grotesque, metallic things with too many twisted limbs. His hands were raised, and  his  eyes  blazed  with  orange-red  light.  With  his  Mage  sight, Zephyr  saw  the  wisps  of  Inferno  ether  that  wafted  from  Gabriel’s palms  and  how  they  trailed  a  path  from  where  the  dragon’s  breath had curved. 

The  Phoenix  Knight  had  saved  them.  He’d  somehow managed to seize control of the dragon’s fiery beam and turn it away from  Zephyr  and  Nella.  Just  as  Zephyr  opened  his  mouth  to  thank Gabriel, the Phoenix Knight gasped and fell to his knees, breathing harshly. 

“That…  I  can’t  do  that  more  than  once  every  few  days,” 

Gabriel  cried,  looking  at  Zephyr.  The  Phoenix  Knight  was  bleeding from  his  eyes  and  ears.  Avora  was  standing  behind  him,  his  too-youthful face stricken with alarm and concern. 

“We’d better beat this monster, then,” Nella snarled. Lightning blazed  from  her  eyes  once  more  to  coalesce  into  her  sky-wyrm’s massive  form.  Zephyr  released  her,  and  she  hopped  astride  her lightning  beast.  Electrical  arrows  flashed  into  existence  within  her palm, and she put one of them to her bow. 

Zephyr nodded and called Ponderous Inevitability back to his grasp once more. A tug at the back of his mind told him that Vincent had returned as well, brought back to the fray by his cloud elemental. 

Zephyr flew higher into the sky, followed by Nella, until he was level with Vincent. Together, the trio squared off against the dragon. 

But  the  winged  creature  didn’t  seem  like  it  had  any  further stomach  for  battle.  It  shuddered  and  clawed  at  its  brow,  where Zephyr had seen the night prince emerge. Strange sounds fell from its maw, and Zephyr only needed a heartbeat to recognize them as moans of dismay and confusion. 

“I’m going to turn it into ashes with my Condor Barrage spell,” 

Nella  said.  “Vincent,  do  you  have  another  Cloud  Concert  talisman left? We can use it to summon a thunderstorm so Zephyr can hit the monster with his Ion Fall spell.” 

“No,  we’re  out  of  Cloud  Concert  talismans,”  Vincent  said, referring  to  the  strips  of  inscribed  paper  in  which  mighty  Tempest spells could be stored. “But I can try a Cloud Call spell.” 



 Cloud Call (Master)

 Conjures  3  large  clouds  that  can  produce  rain,  100  feet casting range, 50 ether per cast, 10 minute duration



“That’s  not  very  useful,”  Nella  said.  “Never  mind,  then.  Just keep  us  covered  with  Cosmos  Bastions  while  Zeph  and  I  take  this monster apart.” 

“Wait,”  Zephyr  said,  pointing  at  the  dragon  with  his  sword. 

“Look. Something’s wrong.” 

Vincent  and  Nella  looked  at  the  dragon  as  it  moaned  and clawed at its brow. 

“We hurt it badly with our spells just now,” Nella said. “All we have to do is finish it off.” 

“I  don’t  think  so,”  Vincent  objected,  shaking  his  head.  “The dragon  was  shrugging  off  my  Cosmos  Invocation  spells,  something not  even  the  most  powerful  Shadowswarm  entities  can  do.  I  don’t think we managed to hurt it at all. Scratch or singe it a bit maybe, but definitely not hurt it in the slightest.” 

“It’s  possessed  by  a  night  prince,”  Zephyr  said.  “I  saw  the Shadowswarm  monster.  It  greeted  me  and  said  that  it  was  glad  to

see us here.” 

“…did  it  also  call  you   Sacred  One?”  Nella  asked,  furrowing her brow in an expression that Zephyr had come to recognize as one of deep suspicion. 

“Yes.”  Zephyr  nodded  uneasily.  “It  did.  It  also  said  that  it wasn’t  expecting  us   yet,  which  suggests  that  it  knew  we  were coming here. It just didn’t know when.” 

“Hmm.”  Nella’s  gaze  flickered  down  to  Avora.  The  Grand Sage  was  helping  Gabriel  to  his  feet.  “The  more  I  learn,  the  less  I like what I hear from that fellow.” 

“That   fellow  is  the  Grand  Sage!”  Vincent  said.  “Show  some respect, Nella!” 

Zephyr  was  torn.  On  the  one  hand,  Vincent  had  a  point. 

Avora  was  a  famed  hero  and  a  descendent  of  Tarkus  Avora,  the legendary  mage  who  fought  alongside  Caruthas  and  who  helped defeat  the  Elemental  Anathema,  a  primordial  evil  that  once threatened to shroud the world in eternal death and darkness. 

On the other, Grand Sage Avora had lied to the trio multiple times already. Also, Avora had concocted a plan to utilize nightsteel, a highly dangerous substance, to extinguish all the Dark Labyrinths across the realm in one fell swoop. The plan had succeeded, but it had  also  allowed  Shadowswarm  to  attack  the  Tempest  School  and bring about Archmage Xanthus’s and Master Venn’s deaths. Several other  Storm  Scion  initiates  had  died  that  day  too,  along  with  some innocent guests and Tempest School staff. 

Zephyr wanted to trust Avora, but right now, at this moment, he felt like he couldn’t. 

“Let’s  talk  about  that  later,”  Zephyr  said.  “We  have  to  worry about the dragon first.” 

“What’s  there  to  worry  about?”  Nella  said.  More  lightning burst from her eyes. Tempest ether howled around the ranger as she began  to  cast  her  Condor  Barrage  spell.  Zephyr  knew  how devastating it was. 

 

 Condor Barrage (Master)

 Conjures  60  lightning  condors,  10  feet  summon  range,  80

 ether cast, 1 minute duration



Beneath the open sky, where Tempest ether flowed freely, the ranger  could  cast  the  spell  in  rapid  succession,  filling  the  heavens with  electrical  birds  capable  of  melting  steel,  stripping  flesh  from bone, and utterly annihilating Shadowswarm entities upon contact. 

“No,  wait,”  Zephyr  said.  “The  dragon  isn’t  evil,  remember? 

The night prince is controlling it.” 

“I don’t think that matters, Zeph,” Vincent said, his voice laden with regret. “Shadowswarm corruption can’t be undone, remember? 

All those Blackguards we fought… there was no way to save them except by ending their lives. And Archmage Xanthus, too. He…” 

“That’s  right,  Zeph,”  Nella  said,  clenching  her  jaw.  Amongst the  trio,  the  ranger  had  surprisingly  grown  closest  to  the  eccentric, yet  ultimately  kindly  Archmage.  She’d   adored  Xanthus,  but  she’d also  been  the  one  to  end  his  life  with  her  own  spells  when  the Shadowswarm  had  taken  him.  “I  don’t  like  killing  anything  I  don’t have  to,  but  if  the  dragon  really  has  been  possessed  by Shadowswarm, then the best thing we can do for it is to kill it right here and now.” 

“I know,” Zephyr agreed, sighing. “It’s just that…” 

Zephyr didn’t know how or why, but he felt as if he could  feel the dragon’s pain,  hear  its lamentations as if they rolled forth from its maw  in  words.  Somehow,  he  also   knew   that  the  dragon  wasn’t beyond  saving.  The  hold  the  Shadowswarm  had  upon  it  didn’t  go beyond its flesh; the dragon’s soul was still inviolate, which was why it was still fighting the night prince, choosing to tear at its own face instead of fighting the trio. 

Or he could be imagining it all, his ruminations mere wishful thinking borne from his sorrow over Archmage Xanthus’s death and

his awe at the dragon’s terrible, yet beautiful form. 

 No, that’s not right,  Zephyr thought.  I’m not being delusional. I can feel something from the dragon, and it’s because of my Inferno Aspect. 

Zephyr brought forth a codex display. 



 Ascender Name: Zephyr

 Magic: Tempest (master), Inferno (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

  

 Ascender Name: Nella Heartseeker

 Magic: Tempest (master), Inferno (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

  

 Ascender Name: Vincent Trefori

 Tempest Aspect: Forge of Wind

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault



A  mage’s  magical  Aspect  determined  the  kind  of  spell variants he would acquire as he learned new spells. The trio knew all the main Tempest spells, the two most prominent of which were the Invocation and Ring spells. Invocation spells involved the unleashing of  powerful  lightning  bolts  or  electrical  beams,  while  Ring  spells conjured defensive barriers that negated dark magic. 

Zephyr’s  Tempest  Aspect  was  the  Soul  of  Thunder,  which meant that his Invocation spells gave rise to spells that augmented his body and enhanced his close-combat abilities, such as Lightning Infusion.  His  Ring  spells  produced  equivalent  effects,  such  as  his Lightning Shield. 

Nella’s  Radiant  Seer  Tempest  Aspect  meant  that  her Invocation  spells  manifested  Eyebite  effects,  in  which  lightning tendrils streamed from her eyes to incapacitate and cripple her foes or  form  various  lightning  beasts  that  fought  alongside  her  in  battle. 

Her  ring  spells  took  the  form  of  electrical  snares,  traps,  or  barriers that had destroyed thousands of Shadowswarm entities. 

Vincent’s Forge of Wind Tempest Aspect could be seen most evidently  in  the  delicate  crafting  hammer  of  cobalt-blue  light  in  his hands.  With  it,  Vincent  could  inscribe  powerful  Tempest enchantments  onto  weapons  and  instantaneously  forge  lightning armaments  and  powerful  defensive  barriers,  such  as  his  Cosmos Bastion, for Zephyr and Nella. 

The  trio  had  acquired  their  Inferno  Aspects  as  they  battled the  twilight  fiend  that  had  possessed  Archmage  Xanthus.  Zephyr’s Inferno Aspect was Dragon Lord. He wasn’t quite sure exactly what that entailed, but a certain empathy or affinity for dragons wasn’t out of the question. 

Nella and Vincent caught on to Zephyr’s thoughts quickly as they looked at the codex display. 

“It’s saying something to you?” Nella asked. “Because of your Inferno Aspect?” 

“Whoa.  That  sounds  scary,”  Vincent  shuddered.  “What’s  it saying, Zeph?” 

“It’s not saying anything to me,” Zephyr clarified. “It’s just… I can  feel its pain, and that tells me that what has happened to it isn’t the same thing as what happened to the Blackguards and Archmage Xanthus.  The  shadow  has  caught  the  dragon,  but  it  hasn’t   taken  it yet.” 

Vincent  nodded  soberly.  Nella  sighed.  Blackguards  were broken,  tormented  people  who  gave  up  their  souls  and  lives  to  the Shadowswarm  so  that  they  wouldn’t  feel  any  pain  or  misery anymore.  They  existed  in  blissful,  murderous  euphoria  until  the Nexuses  of  the  Dark  Labyrinths  in  which  they  resided  were destroyed. This resulted in their deaths as well. 

But that also meant that the dragon’s plight was different from that of the Blackguards. It still felt pain, which meant that its soul still kept the shadow at bay. 

“Alright.  I’m  convinced,”  Nella  said.  “How  can  we  help  it? 

There’s a night prince somewhere inside it, you say? Maybe if we hit the dragon with enough Tempest Magic, the Shadowswarm monster will come out.” 

“Or not,” Vincent objected. “It’s clear that the dragon is highly resistant to Tempest Magic. Why wouldn’t the night prince stay inside so that our spells can’t touch it?” 

“We’ve got to do something,” Zephyr said, adjusting his grip on his sword. “We have to…” 

Zephyr’s  words  died  in  his  mouth  as  the  dragon  wheeled around in the sky and soared away, its magnificent wings carrying it from the trio faster than they could ever hope to fly. 

“It’s getting away!” Nella said. “We must—” 

“No,”  Zephyr  said,  shaking  his  head.  “We  don’t  know  where it’s headed. Or even where we are, exactly. Let’s regroup, check on Gabriel  and  Grand  Sage  Avora  first,  and  then  decide  what  to  do next.” 

“Sounds good,” Vincent agreed. Nella put her bow away and let  the  Tempest  ether  she’d  channeled  dissipate  in  a  shower  of sparks. 

“You’re right, Zeph,” Nella said. “It’s too risky to just charge in blind like this. We need to find out exactly what’s going on and why that idiot Gabriel brought us here, right into the middle of a fight.” 

Zephyr nodded. The trio descended back to the battlements, where an entourage of crimson-robed mages—Phoenix Knights all—

now  stood.  A  tall,  powerfully  built  woman  with  a  shaved  head  was talking  to  Gabriel  and  Avora.  Her  crimson  robes  were  sleeveless, though  a  quick  look  revealed  that  the  sleeves  had  been  torn  off instead  of  omitted  in  the  sewing.  She  reached  out  and  put  Gabriel into a headlock as the trio approached. 

“Ah!  No!”  Gabriel  protested.  “I  did  everything  you  told  me  to do, Brass!” 

“That’s   Archmage   Brass  to  you!”  the  woman  roared.  “I definitely  didn’t  tell  you  to  burn  an  entire  city  block  of  the  capitol down and beat four royal mages into comas!” 

“They started it!” Gabriel said. “Balls of Fire, it’s true! I didn’t do anything wrong!” 

Archmage  Brass  was  taller  than  even  Zephyr  and  only slightly  less  muscular.  Her  biceps  and  shoulder  muscles  flexed  as she pushed Gabriel out to arm’s length, seized him by the throat with one  hand,  clamped  her  other  hand  over  his  crotch,  and  lifted  him overhead. Gabriel screamed with terror. 

“Uhm,” Vincent said, raising a hand in greeting. “Hello?” 

Archmage Brass brought Gabriel’s body down upon her knee. 

A sickening crack rose into the air. Nella shrieked in horror, and even Zephyr, with all his training in the ways of the Carefree Sutra, felt his heart  skip  a  beat.  Vincent   fainted.  He  simply  collapsed,  his  eyes rolling upward in their sockets, and Zephyr had to catch him before he hit the floor. 

Archmage  Brass  rolled  Gabriel  off  her  knee  and  stood.  The Phoenix Knight lay upon the battlements, his limbs spasming. Foam flowed down the corners of his mouth. 

“Eh,” the Archmage of the Inferno School and Grand Master of  the  Phoenix  Knights  said,  gesturing  dismissively  at  Gabriel’s twitching form. “He’ll be fine. Just needs to walk it off.” 

Zephyr  didn’t  miss  how  Avora  was  inching  away  cautiously from Archmage Brass, staying beyond arm’s reach. He didn’t blame the Grand Sage. In fact, Zephyr had to gulp and fight down an urge to  flee  as  the  Archmage  walked  over  to  the  trio  and  stuck  out  her hand. 

He  reached  out,  only  for  her  to  clasp  him  wrist-to-wrist,  in  a fashion  typical  of  warriors,  and  give  it  a  hearty  shake.  Archmage Brass did the same with Nella and Vincent too, though the latter was still limp and unconscious. 

“The three of you must be Avora’s pet projects,” she said, her voice loud yet distinctly feminine. “I saw your little tussle against our latest  problem.  Very  impressive.  As  far  as  sheer  power  goes  in Tempest Magic, each of you is at least as strong as, if not stronger than, Xanthus himself.” 

Archmage Brass sighed and shook her head. 

“The  poor  old  man,”  she  said.  “It’s  really  too  bad.  I  was hoping  we  could  go  on  a  fishing  trip  sometime  next  year.  I  guess some things are just not meant to be.” 

Zephyr glanced over at Nella, not missing the way her eyes lit up at the mention of fishing. The ranger had acquired a curious love for  the  activity  during  her  time  at  the  Tempest  School,  along  with  a considerable taste for fish. 

“Oh  well.  What  is,  is,”  Brass  declared.  She  gestured  behind her,  to  the  battered,  cracked,  yet  defiant  walls  of  a  massive  inner keep,  adorned  with  another  layer  of  battlements  and  turrets.  “My name is Archmage Xila Brass, and I bid you welcome to Blackstone Keep.” 







Chapter 2







Blackstone  Keep,  Zephyr  would  soon  learn,  was  a  fortress the  Phoenix  Knights  maintained  just  beyond  the  pass  through  the Zu-Shan  mountain  range,  which  ran  down  the  middle  of  the  southeastern continent. Avora had placed the keep’s location in Zephyr’s mind,  allowing  Zephyr  to  bring  everyone  here  with  the  Wind  Walk spell,  but  he  hadn’t  known  anything  about  the  surrounding  terrain beforehand. 

 That’s the problem with Wind Walk, especially when I use it to get  to  a  place  put  into  my  mind  without  having  been  there  myself first,  Zephyr  thought  as  Archmage  Brass  led  the  trio  and  Avora across  the  courtyard  behind  the  curtain  wall  and  toward  the  inner citadel  of  Blackstone  Keep.  I  wonder  if  anyone  else  can  use  Wind Walk  like  that.  But  then  again,  I  don’t  think  anybody  else  can  have information just placed into their mind like the Grand Sage did with me. 

The trio had the Codex of Ascension within their souls, and it had  proven  to  be  a  powerful  tool  that  organized  their  spells  and magical  abilities  into  a  neat,  easily  accessible  system.  Even  more importantly, the Codex of Ascension drew upon the strength of slain Shadowswarm, converting it into essence orbs that the trio had used to  attain  the  highest  levels  of  mastery  in  Tempest  magic  within  a year.  Many  mages  would  never  accomplish  such  a  feat,  not  even after a lifetime of studying and training. 

In  contrast,  Avora  had  a  similar  spiritual  artifact  called  the Codex of Elucidation within his soul. According to him, the Codex of Elucidation was passed down from one generation of Grand Sages, who  shared  his  bloodline,  to  the  next.  As  far  as  Zephyr  knew,  the Codex  of  Elucidation  worked  in  a  similar  fashion  to  the  Codex  of Ascension  except  for  one  critical  difference.  The  Codex  of

Elucidation couldn’t harvest essence orbs from slain Shadowswarm, which meant that Avora’s mastery in all three elemental magics was acquired  in  the  traditional  fashion:  endless  studying,  continuous training,  and  countless  battles  against  creatures  of  dark  magic  and servants  of  evil.  By  any  accounts,  Avora  was  a  hero  of  mythic proportions. 

 So why do I feel so uneasy about how he can just put things into  my  head?  Zephyr  sighed  and  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at Gabriel. “Are you alright?” 

“Yeah,  I  am,”  the  Phoenix  Knight  replied,  pushing  his  hands against his lower back. “Don’t worry about me.” 

“Are you sure?” Vincent asked. The jeweler’s apprentice was still pale with horror. “How are you even still walking?” 

“Oh, you’re talking about what Brass did?” Gabriel shrugged. 

“That was nothing. She does that to me all the time. I’m used to it.” 

“She picks you up and slams your spine against her knee all the time?” Nella demanded, horrified. 

“Yeah, amongst other things.” The Phoenix Knight shrugged again.  “She’s  a  nasty,  nasty  person,  so  you  three  had  better  not annoy her.” 

“A  nasty,  nasty  person  generally  gets  annoyed  when  she’s trying  to  go  over  the  recent  history  and  surrounding  terrain  of Blackstone  Keep  but  the  people  she’s  talking  to  not  only  aren’t paying attention, but also calling her names,” Brass growled, halting in her tracks and glaring at the trio and Gabriel. 

Vincent squeaked. Nella ducked behind Zephyr. And Zephyr felt a wave of lightheadedness wash over him. 

“Please,  Archmage  Brass,  lead  on,”  Avora  said.  “The situation  is  far  more  dire  than  any  of  us  could  have  ever  imagined. 

My friends are young, and they are eager to get to the quick of the matter. Do pardon their failure to fully engage with your summative of the peripheral details.” 

“Are  you  saying  I’m  long-winded,  Avora?”  Brass  turned  her glare upon the Grand Sage. Avora quailed, and Zephyr couldn’t fault him in the slightest. 

“No, not at all,” the Grand Sage replied, a little too quickly. 

“Eh, you’re right. Things are bad, and they need to be fixed. 

No sense in wasting time over useless quibbles. Let’s head straight to the planning chamber and get right down to it there,” Brass said and resumed her stride toward the inner citadel. 

“Thank you, my friend,” Avora replied. The Grand Sage cast a glance at the trio that was equal parts warning and concern, before following the Archmage. 

“I think I peed myself a little bit,” Vincent said. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Gabriel said. “So did I. Again. And not a bit.” 

Brass brought them across a lowered drawbridge, through a raised portcullis, and then finally into the interior of Blackstone Keep proper.  Zephyr  blinked  as  he  stepped  into  the  fortress’s  entrance lobby,  an  open  space  ringed  with  ledges  jutting  from  its  bare  stone walls.  He  quickly  realized  that  archers  or  mages  could  stand  on these  ledges  and  rain  death  down  upon  any  who  breached  the sturdy, steel-reinforced oaken doors the trio had just passed through. 

Massive ceiling lamps blazed overhead, filling the chamber with their brazen radiance. 

“Hey, that’s…” Vincent began. 

“Inferno ether,” Gabriel confirmed. “This part of the world is as rich in Inferno ether as Mount Baltros is in Tempest ether, so we put it to good use, since there’s so much of it floating around in the air anyway. Lighting, cooking, drying our laundry, setting one another on fire, and so on.” 

“We won’t have to worry about not being able to replenish our Tempest ether, will we?” Zephyr asked. 

“No, I don’t think so.” Gabriel shook his head. “Inferno, Frost, and Tempest ether permeate the world. There’s never any shortage

of  elemental  ether,  save  in  places  that  have  been  warped  and corrupted  by  the  shadow.  Or  in  realms  entirely  possessed  by  the shadow, as the three of you know very well.” 

Zephyr nodded. Dark Labyrinths were such realms, and there was no atmospheric ether within them, which meant that any mage caught  inside  a  Dark  Labyrinth  would  have  only  his  or  her  own personal  ether  reserves  to  draw  upon.  And  Zephyr  knew  very  well how quickly such a resource would run out. 

“By  places  that  have  been  warped  or  corrupted  by  the shadow,  do  you  mean  the  lands  beyond  the  northern  battlelines?” 

Nella asked. 

“Yes.  Before  Caruthas  arose,  the  shadow  swept  over  the land, consuming all in its path. The Hero of Light drove the darkness back,  but  even  he  could  not  undo  its  hold  entirely  upon  the  world,” 

Gabriel  explained,  finally  sounding  like  the  instructor  he  was supposed  to  be.  “Past  the  northern  battlelines,  where  the  most valiant  of  mages—the  Storm  Scions—stand  vigil,  lies  a  realm  of eternal  night  and  cruel  laughter.  There  is  no  elemental  ether  to  be found there, which is why for so long, no mage has ever been able to reclaim  an  inch  of  land  from  the  shadow,  never  been  able  to  push the battlelines forward by a hair’s breadth.” 

Zephyr  nodded  grimly.  Gabriel  wasn’t  telling  them  anything new. Zephyr had learned all this already during his year as an initiate of  the  Tempest  School.  He  also  knew  that  while  the  battlelines shifted  backward  rather than forward. Every year, the Storm Scions holding  back  the  Shadowswarm  lost  ground.  A  hundred  strides.  A thousand  feet.  All  backward.  And  more  and  more  of  the  world  fell under the shadow even as they spoke. 

 Lux.  Her  name  came  unbidden  to  Zephyr’s  mind,  and  he stifled an involuntary sigh. Luxana Jade had been, for lack of a better term,  Zephyr’s  lover  during  his  time  at  the  Tempest  School.  At  the end of the year, she had been formally inducted as a Storm Scion, bound  for  the  northern  battlelines  and  destined  for  a  valiant,  but horrific, death in battle against the Shadowswarm. 

 She  should  have  arrived  by  now.  I  hope  she  stays  safe, Zephyr  thought,  before  catching  the  sidelong  glances  Vincent  and Nella  threw  his  way.  Vincent  sighed,  while  Nella  clasped  Zephyr reassuringly  on  the  shoulder.  Somehow,  they  knew  that  he  was thinking of Lux. 

“Lux will be fine, Zeph,” Nella said. “You know very well how tough and smart she is.” 

“Yeah,”  Vincent  added.  “Didn’t  she  beat  a  whole  bunch  of Shadowswarm by herself? Miss Jade will be alright.” 

“Thanks,  you  two.”  Zephyr  smiled,  genuinely  appreciative  of his friends. 

He brought his thoughts back to the present and realized that Brass  had  already  led  them  deep  within  Blackstone  Keep,  past numerous lengths of brightly lit stone corridors. The Tempest School featured  a  winding  network  of  stone  hallways  and  corridors  too, interspersed with courtyards open to the crisp air of Mount Baltros’s summit.  But  where  the  Tempest  School  had  been  severe  and majestic,  albeit  somewhat  stuffy,  Blackstone  Keep  managed  to  be both  austere  and  savage  at  the  same  time,  like  Gabriel  and Archmage Brass were. 

 No, not savage,  Zephyr realized. He hunted for the right word to  describe  the  atmosphere  of  Blackstone  Keep,  but  many  that flashed across his mind just didn’t seem to fit.  Brutal.   No, that’s not right. Violent. That doesn’t seem fitting either. 

 Militant.  He  nodded  to  himself.  Blackstone  Keep  was  a military  bastion,  not  unlike  the  forts  of  the  king’s  guardsmen  that Zephyr  had  stayed  in  when  he  was  helping  them  capture  bandits. 

The  Tempest  School  was  just  that,  a  school.  It  was  an  ancient building steeped in tradition, culture, and history, and its every stone, its  every  corridor,  was  laden  with  the  pride  and  grace  of  the  Storm Scions who’d gone forth from its lecture halls and training grounds to lay down their lives in battle against the Shadowswarm. 

Blackstone  Keep  was  a  place  the  Phoenix  Knights  used  to break  their  enemy.  Zephyr  wasn’t  much  of  a  military  strategist. 

Neither  was  he  a  soldier.  But  the  fortress’s  thick  walls,  wide battlements, turrets, and even the killing ground in its entrance lobby more than spoke for themselves. The trio weren’t at school anymore. 

They were at war. 

The other Phoenix Knights that had come out to meet the trio after  their  fight  against  the  dragon  had  scurried  away  almost  as quickly  as  they’d  arrived,  some  of  them  heading  to  positions  upon the  battlements,  while  others  went  to  retrieve  the  remains  of  their fallen comrades. 

Zephyr  hadn’t  gotten  the  chance  to  fight  any  of  the  iron drones,  but  Vincent  and  Nella  had.  They  were  the  grotesque  foot-soldiers  of  Fennea’s  Unliving  Emperor,  and  apparently,  they  were highly  resistant  to  both  Tempest  and  Inferno  magic,  though  in different ways. Zephyr had tried to ask his friends what exactly they meant by that, only for Archmage Brass to begin dragging them into Blackstone Keep. 

“We’ll try to explain more clearly later,” Vincent had said. 

Zephyr looked to the mental exercises he’d learned as a Wu monk  to  calm  his  mind  as  Brass  finally  arrived  at  a  set  of  heavy double  doors.  The  Archmage  threw  them  open,  her  powerful  arms rippling, and strode in. 

“Come on!” she called. “We don’t have all day!” 

The  trio  entered,  followed  by  Gabriel  and  Avora.  Zephyr swept  his  gaze  around  the  wide  circular  room  behind  the  doubled doors. This was the planning chamber, surely. The trio had climbed several  stairwells  along  the  way,  which  meant  that  the  room  sat  at the top of a tower within the keep. Window slits interspersed its thick stone walls, each of them accompanied by a spyglass upon a brass tripod. 

 The  Phoenix  Knights  can  see  far  from  here,  which  is  why they use this place as their planning chamber,  Zephyr reasoned. 

Boards  pinned  full  of  charts,  sketches,  and  scribbled  notes stood in haphazard arrays everywhere. The center of the room was dominated by a massive table covered with a painstakingly detailed

map  of  the  Zu-Shan  mountain  range.  Zephyr  quickly  spotted Blackstone Keep upon the map. He also took note of the dozens of wooden  blocks,  all  of  them  painted  in  different  hues,  scattered  all across the surface. 

Archmage  Brass  must  have  noticed  where  Zephyr  was looking. She clasped his shoulder and grinned. 

“Troop  disposition,  deployment  zones,  and  supply  chains,” 

Brass  said,  sweeping  her  hand  over  the  wooden  blocks.  “Military stuff. Don’t worry. You won’t be expected to learn or worry about any of this.” 

“Because  you’re  here  to  learn  Inferno  magic,”  Gabriel continued. 

“That’s  right,”  Archmage  Brass  said,  picking  up  seamlessly from  where  the  Phoenix  Knight’s  words  left  off.  “I’m  not  about  to renege on my promise to Avora. I said I would arrange for you three to learn Inferno magic, and Balls of Fire, I’m going to keep my word.” 

“Thank you, ma’am,” Zephyr said, bowing slightly. 

“There  is  a  problem  though,”  Brass  said,  frowning  at  Avora. 

“You’re here to help us, but I sense you’re suffering from a soul injury at the moment. You won’t be able to cast spells for another week, at least. Maybe even longer.” 

“Hopefully  not,  my  friend,”  Avora  replied.  “My  wound  is severe, but I should regain most of my magical strength by the end of the week, if not sooner.” 

“That’s  good.”  Brass  nodded.  “We  lost  Xanthus,  one  of  the greatest  mages  of  this  era.  We  can’t  afford  to  lose  you  too.  Still,  I don’t know if we have a week.” 

“You  requested  my  presence,  my  friend,”  Avora  said. 

“Perhaps  the  insight  I  can  provide  will  prove  to  be  of  use  in  the absence of my magic.” 

“No, not really,” Brass said. She nodded at the trio. “You three have already fought a handful of Fennean iron drones. What do you think?” 

“They’re  horrible  creatures,”  Vincent  said,  shuddering.  “All legs and metal. They smell really bad, too.” 

“Our  Tempest  magic  doesn’t  work  very  well  on  them,”  Nella said, getting straight to the point. “They’re foot-soldiers, aren’t they? 

The  Shadowswarm  equivalent  would  be  devourers  or  lingering nightmares. Scythe warriors at best. Maybe even a death wight. But they took a lot of Tempest magic to destroy.” 

“The  bodies  of  iron  drones  are  made  mostly  of,  well,  iron,” 

Avora  explained.  “But  their  metallic  components  are  conjoined  by fleshly ones, harvested from the bodies of imperial slaves. Tempest magic manifests largely as streams of holy electricity. An iron drone’s outer  shell  redirects  the  electricity  away,  while  its  human  innards remain indifferent to the holy nature of Tempest magic.” 

“So  our  spells  are  completely  useless  against  iron  drones?” 

Zephyr asked. 

“No.” Vincent shook his head. “When we started hitting them with  our  most  powerful  spells,  the  creepy  monsters  just  melted away.” 

“That’s because iron can only carry away so much electrical energy  at  a  single  time,”  Avora  said.  “With  enough  lightning generated  through  Tempest  ether,  even  an  iron  drone’s  body  will eventually melt down.” 

“Much  easier  to  just  turn  them  to  slag  with  Inferno  magic,” 

Gabriel  said,  grinning.  The  Phoenix  Knight  clenched  his  fist  and wreathed it in flames. 

“If  that’s  the  case,  why  have  you  requested  my  help, Archmage  Brass?”  Avora  asked.  “You  have  your  entire  order  of Phoenix Knights at your command. I am schooled in Inferno magic, but  not  anymore  so  than  yourself  or  others  of  your  upper  echelon. 

Phoenix  Knight  Gabriel  Xorst  here  is  far  more  skilled  with  Inferno magic than I am.” 

“Well, that’s not true, Avora. First, you’re one of the greatest wielders of Inferno magic in the world.” Brass sighed. “Gabriel here

 might outstrip you slightly, but Inferno magic alone isn’t going to cut it in this war.” 

“Shadowswarm  are  here,”  Zephyr  said.  “And  they’re  highly resistant to any type of magic except Tempest magic.” 

“Yeah!”  Vincent  added.  “All  those  iron  drones  we  fought definitely had some kind of dark magic protecting them, some kind of barrier  that  we’ve  seen  Shadowswarm  entities  cast.  These  barriers didn’t do anything against our Tempest spells though. Killing the iron drones themselves was far more challenging.” 

“Zeph,  most  of  the  destroyed  drones  you  saw  were  actually Gabriel’s work,” Nella said, frowning. “Vincent and I put down maybe a  half-dozen  each.  Gabriel  turned  the  rest  into  charred  or  molten piles.” 

“Heat up a drone enough and its fleshly components go first,” 

Gabriel said. “That’s probably the easiest way to deal with them.” 

“Let’s get back on track here, my friends,” Avora said. “What I’m understanding is that the Fennean Empire is now in league with the  Shadowswarm,  and  this  alliance  has  resulted  in  Fennean monstrosities shielded by dark magic.” 

“Exactly,”  Brass  confirmed.  “We  need  your  help  because  of your  skill  in  Tempest  magic.  Maybe  you  can  figure  out  a  way  for some  of  my  Phoenix  Knights  to  awaken  a  Tempest  Aspect  quickly and teach them a few spells.” 

“That’s  impossible,  my  friend.”  Avora  shook  his  head.  “Very few individuals can awaken multiple Aspects within their souls. I am one of them due to my unique bloodline. Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella are as well because...” 

“They’re  Caruthas  Reborn,”  Gabriel  finished.  “Yeah,  yeah. 

Get on with it.” 

“I can scour your Phoenix Knights for the rare souls with such a  capability,  but  I  don’t  expect  to  find  more  than  one  in  ten thousand,” the Grand Sage continued. “Also, even if I do find a mage capable  of  awakening  a  Tempest  Aspect  alongside  an  Inferno  one, he  or  she  would  have  to  travel  to  Mount  Baltros  via  non-magical

means and go up the Ascent of Wind. We’re amongst the Zu-Shan mountains now. Such a journey on foot and by ship would take eight or nine months.” 

“By the time that happens, we’ll be overrun,” Brass said, with a grunt. The Archmage pulled out a stool beneath the table and sat down on it. “In fact, we probably won’t last the week, especially not when the enemy has a dragon on their side.” 

“That dragon has been possessed by a night prince,” Zephyr said. “We need to free it. I know we can, because the dragon is still struggling  against  the  possession.  It  stopped  fighting  and  even  ran away when it could have almost certainly killed us.” 

“I saw that too,” Avora said, nodding. He turned to Brass. “Is that  why  your  forces  have  been  pushed  all  the  way  back  to Blackstone Keep? Last I heard from my agents, you had contingents of Phoenix Knights right at the edge of the imperial border.” 

“Yeah, you heard right.” Brass pointed at the map. Her finger rested  on  a  line  that  clearly  denoted  the  eastern  border  of  the Fennean  Empire.  “We  had  a  hundred  of  us,  along  with  our  djinns, massing  there  for  a  push  into  Fennean  territory.  The  plan  was  to cripple their drone factories here and here.” 

The Archmage jabbed at two spots behind the border. Zephyr glanced quickly at the scale ratio stenciled upon the upper left-hand corner  of  the  map,  then  looked  back  to  where  the  drone  factories were. Vincent must have had similar thoughts too, since he blurted out an estimate of the distance between the factories and the border before Zephyr could even begin to run the numbers in his head. 

“That’s about a day’s walk,” Vincent said. “Much faster if we can fly.” 

“So  can  some  of  the  more  powerful  drones,”  Gabriel  said. 

“Speaking  of  which,  we  fought  only  the  weakest  ones  up  on  the battlements. Why is that?” 

“Our  contingents  got  pushed  back  over  the  course  of  three weeks,  all  the  way  here.  They  managed  to  destroy  all  the  flying drones  as  they  retreated,  but  out  of  the  hundred  Phoenix  Knights

sent  there,  only  six  or  seven  survived.  They  lost  all  our  djinns.  If  it weren’t  for  a  band  of  Wu  monks  who  appeared  out  of  nowhere  to help,  the  survivors  would  never  have  made  it  here  and  given  me enough  of  a  warning  to  reinforce  Blackstone  Keep,”  Brass  said  to Gabriel.  “The  Keep  would  have  fallen,  and  you  would  have  then brought  Avora  and  these  three  right  into  the  middle  of  a  swarm  of drones.” 

“Balls  of  Fire!”  the  Phoenix  Knight  swore.  “Yeah,  that  would have been bad.” 

Brass turned back to the trio. “We’ve managed to hold them here for nearly twenty days, until the dragon arrived this morning and killed every Phoenix Knight manning the curtain wall’s battlements. If the three of you weren’t here, we would probably have been wiped out, since dragons are completely immune to Inferno magic. And the Wu  monks  might  be  some  of  the  bravest  and  most  highly  skilled warriors  I’ve  ever  seen,  but  I  doubt  they’d  be  able  to  outfight  a dragon.” 

“Wu  monks…”  Zephyr’s  eyes  lit  up.  “Is  Master  Sora  their leader? Is he here?” 

“Master  Sora?”  Brass  smiled.  “Yes,  he  is,  actually.  He  led  a strike  force  against  a  column  of  drones  trying  to  circumvent Blackstone Keep. Firebird messengers told me that they have been victorious, so he should be back here within a few hours.” 

“Zeph  is  a  Wu  monk  as  well,”  Gabriel  said,  pointing  to Zephyr’s blue tunic. “See?” 

“Technically,  he  isn’t,”  Vincent  pointed  out.  “He’s  still  a  lay disciple who hasn’t taken his vows yet.” 

“Master  Sora  is  the  chief  abbot  at  the  monastery  I  grew  up in,”  Zephyr  explained.  “I  haven’t  seen  him  in  a  few  months.  I  can’t wait to catch up with him.” 

“You’ll get your chance, Zephyr,” Brass said. She gestured at the  map  again.  “Well,  to  sum  it  up,  more  drones  are  massing  for another  push  on  us.  We’re  outnumbered  and,  with  the  dragon  in play, completely outclassed. The next attack will finish us off.” 

“Unless  we  help  you,”  Nella  said.  “The  three  of  us  can  use Tempest magic, and we’re better at it than Avora.” 

Vincent chuckled uneasily at the ranger’s disrespectful tone, but the Grand Sage didn’t seem to mind. 

“Yes,  they  can,”  Avora  said,  smiling  proudly.  “Nella  and  her friends have attained a sublime mastery of Tempest magic.” 

“At  this  point,  that  might  be  our  only  option.”  Brass  cast  the trio an apologetic look. “None of you are Phoenix Knights, which is why  I  have  been  so  reluctant  to  draw  you  into  this  war.  My  initial agreement  with  Avora  was  for  you  three  to  study  at  the  Inferno School after you’d spent a year at the Frost School. I am truly sorry that cannot happen.” 

“You don’t have to apologize, ma’am,” Zephyr said. “We are happy to help whichever way we can.” 

“Besides,  we  spent  more  of  our  time  in  the  Tempest  School attacking  Dark  Labyrinths  and  fighting  Shadowswarm  than  actually studying anyway,” Vincent added. “But if Tempest magic is what you need  to  fight  this  war,  why  not  ask  for  help  from  the  Storm  Scions upon the northern battlelines?” 

“That  is  a  fine  idea,  Vincent,”  Avora  agreed,  clasping  the jeweler’s  apprentice  upon  the  shoulder.  “The  Storm  Scions  are stretched thin, but they are sworn to combat the shadow wherever it may  surface.  I  will  arrange  to  have  word  sent  there  at  the  earliest opportunity.” 

“Besides,  with  Wind  Walk,  they  can  get  here  really  quickly,” 

Nella  said.  The  ranger  bumped  Zephyr  in  the  side  with  her  elbow. 

“Who knows, Lux might be among the Storm Scions sent here. You’ll get to see her a lot quicker than you’d imagined. 

“That would be nice.” Zephyr smiled. 

“Another  thing  we  can  do  is  to  inscribe  Tempest  magic talismans  for  the  Phoenix  Knights  to  use,”  Vincent  said.  “The  dark magic  barriers  upon  the  drones  we  fought  didn’t  need  any  magic much  stronger  than  a  standard  Bolt  Invocation  to  break.  Master

Gathras  taught  us  in  class  that  any  mage  can  use  any  talisman, regardless of his magic Aspect, didn’t he?” 

“That’s  true.”  Zephyr  turned  to  Archmage  Brass.  “Ma’am,  if you can get us luminous parchment and inscription supplies, we can prepare  talismans  for  your  Phoenix  Knights  to  use.  That  way,  they can  break  through  whatever  protection  the  Shadowswarm  have given to the iron drones.” 

“Which allows us to melt them into molten puddles,” Gabriel said. “I like it. With enough talismans, we can definitely start turning the tide.” 

“I like what I’m hearing so far,” Brass said, a smile spreading across her face. “Avora, I can send word to the northern battlelines via firebird messengers. You’ll just need to pen a few lines and put your seal on the letter. The letter should get there within three days, which is still less time than it would take for your wounds to heal.” 

“That  is  true.”  The  Grand  Sage  nodded.  A  regretful  look darkened his features. “If I weren’t injured, I would simply use Wind Walk  to  get  there  right  now  and  speak  to  the  commanding  Storm Scion. More likely than not, I would be back by a contingent of Storm Scions by late afternoon.” 

Zephyr  nearly  asked  Avora  then  and  there  to  place  the location  of  the  northern  battlelines  into  his  mind  through  the  Grand Sage’s  Codex  of  Elucidation,  but  he  stopped  himself  mid-word.  He didn’t  want  Avora  putting  anything  else  into  his  head,  not  even  if  it meant that he might see Lux sooner rather than later. 

“As  for  luminous  parchment,  that’s  easy,”  Brass  continued. 

“We have a fair sized stockpile right here in Blackstone Keep that we hardly  ever  use.  Phoenix  Knights  don’t  like  to  sit  down  and  scrape away with an inscription pen.” 

“We prefer punching things,” Gabriel added, a grin spreading across his face. “While our fists are on fire.” 

“Indeed,”  Archmage  Brass  agreed  gravely.  She  reached  out and thumped Gabriel heavily across the back, causing the Phoenix Knight  to  stagger.  “See?  You  embody  the  ideals  of  the  Phoenix

Knights!  If  you  weren’t  such  an  idiot  sometimes,  you  would  never have lost your rank as Master!” 

“The Phoenix Knights’ ideals are about setting their hands on fire and then hitting people?” Vincent whispered under his breath. 

“I don’t know. It sounds rather appealing to me,” Nella replied. 

“Zeph  here  punches  monsters  while  his  fists  are  covered  with electricity.” 

Zephyr sighed, declining to comment. 

“It  was  the  best  thing  to  ever  happen  to  me,”  Gabriel  said. 

“No more paperwork. No more committee meetings. All I do is punch people and monsters with my burning fists.” 

 That’s all well and good until powerful monsters punch back, Zephyr  thought,  shaking  his  head.  The  Phoenix  Knight  had  fought valiantly  against  the  Twilight  Fiend  Thraxanilux  of  the  Thirteenth Night, but he had also nearly died during the battle. 

“Well, you said you enjoyed teaching though,” Brass pointed out. “Now, since you’re not a Master, you don’t get to teach classes at the Inferno School any longer.” 

“That’s  fine.  I  get  to  teach  these  three.”  Gabriel  draped  his arms  across  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s  shoulders,  eliciting  a  nervous chuckle  from  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  and  a  dangerous  growl  from the ranger. 

“Indeed you do.” Brass chuckled resignedly. “As I was saying, we  have  plenty  of  luminous  parchment  and  more  than  enough inscription  supplies.  Inkwells,  ink,  pens,  you  name  it.  If  you  need more, we’ll buy more, because we’re filthy rich, much richer than the Tempest School paupers.” 

Zephyr  wasn’t  really  comfortable  with  Archmage  Brass’s characterization  of  the  Tempest  School,  but  the  Phoenix  Knights were famed for their wealth as much as for their prowess. After all, the  Phoenix  Knights  hired  themselves  out  as  mercenaries,  earning vast sums of money in the process. Even the King himself hired the Phoenix Knights on many occasions. 

 Perhaps that’s why Archmage Brass is so upset that Gabriel got  into  trouble  with  the  royal  mages,  Zephyr  mused.  A  thought struck  him,  then.  “Ma’am,  if  the  situation  is  so  dire,  why  hasn’t  the king sent his guardsmen here yet?” 

“Zephyr,  my  friend,  the  Zu-Shan  mountains  belong  to  the south-eastern  city  states,”  Avora  said.  “King  Vance  the  Eighteenth, long may he live, cannot send his soldiers here without provoking an international incident.” 

“Then  where  are  the  city  states’  soldiers?”  Nella  demanded. 

“Are they expecting you all to fight their wars and die for them?” 

“Of  course.  We  took  their  money,  after  all,”  Brass  said.  She chuckled ruefully and shook her head. “Don’t judge the premiers of the  city  states  so  harshly.  They  did  maintain  a  fairly  competent border army, their ranks filled by the finest warriors and mages from their  respective  domains.  But  when  the  Empire  began  its  reprisal with  troops  shielded  by  dark  magic,  the  border  army’s  back  was broken.  Many  of  these  brave  men  and  women  were  lost,  with  only just  a  bit  over  half  of  them  making  it  back  through  the  Zu-Shan mountain passes.” 

“I’m  going  to  guess  that  if  it  weren’t  for  the  Phoenix  Knights fighting a valiant rearguard action, the border army would have been exterminated  to  its  last  soul,”  Avora  said.  “You  and  your  order  did well, Archmage Brass. Let me be among those who would celebrate and hold in awe the valor of the Phoenix Knights.” 

“There’s no need to lay it on so thick, Avora.” Brass grunted irritably. “We did what we had to, and we’re lucky to be alive. The city states  are  mustering  another  army.  I  don’t  know  how  long  they’ll take, but suffice it to say we can’t count on them anytime soon.” 

“What  about  that  dragon?”  Zephyr  asked.  “It’ll  be  back.  We couldn’t beat it the last time. What are we going to do about it?” 

“Zephyr,  you  believe  that  the  dragon  hasn’t  fallen  entirely under  the  Shadowswarm’s  sway  yet.  That  may  very  well  be  true, since  dragons  are  highly  resistant  to  all  kinds  of  magic,  even  dark magic,”  Avora  said.  “The  Shadowswarm  must  have  expended

immense amounts of dark magic to exert such control over a dragon. 

That  means  there  will  be  residual  trail  of  corrupted  ether  lingering where it fought. If we can follow that trail, we can probably find the dragon’s lair.” 

“And do what? Feed ourselves to it?” Nella asked. 

“No,”  Brass  said.  “From  what  we  all  saw  today,  there  is  no doubt  that  the  dragon  is  a  victim  of  the  Fennean  Slave-Masters’

Tyrant  magic.  Normally,  Tyrant  magic  wouldn’t  work  on  such  a powerful creature like that, but when it’s combined with the insidious nature of the Shadowswarm…” 

She  clenched  her  fists  and  grinned  triumphantly.  “If  we  find the  lair,  we’ll  probably  find  the  dragon  unconscious  or  asleep, recovering  from  the  immense  strain  Tyrant  magic  exerts  on  its victims. Tempest magic might be able to force the night prince from the dragon and free it from the Shadowswarm’s embrace.” 

“That’s very possible,” Avora said. “Though achieving such a goal would require the enactment of a complex ritual.” 

Zephyr shuddered inwardly when Avora mentioned the word

“ritual”.  The  death  of  Archmage  Xanthus  and  the  tragedy  of  the Tempest  School’s  latest  Storm  Scion  induction  ceremony  could  be traced  back  to  the  Grand  Sage’s  magical  ritual  to  stifle  the  Dark Labyrinths  throughout  the  realm.  As  far  as  Zephyr  was  concerned, he never wanted to undertake another ritual ever again. He glanced at  Vincent  and  Nella.  The  sickly  expressions  on  their  faces  were clear signs that they shared his opinion. 

“Would  tracing  the  ether  trail  itself  also  require  a  ritual?” 

Vincent asked, his voice laden with dread. 

“Why  yes,  my  friend,”  Avora  replied.  “I  was  just  about  to mention that.” 

Zephyr  groaned  inwardly,  but  he  forced  a  mask  of  stoic calmness over his features. 

“Great.”  Archmage  Brass  clapped  her  hands  together.  “We now know what we can do to ensure that we don’t get wiped out over the next few days. The three of you will work on inscribing talismans, 

learning  Inferno  magic,  and  fending  off  attacks.  Avora,  you’ll  just have  to  hide  somewhere  until  you  recover.  Gabriel,  show  them where they can rest their heads, then get started immediately, either on the talismans or by beginning work on Inferno magic. I see they have their Inferno Aspects already, which is remarkable.” 

“Isn’t it? Alright, no time to waste, then.” Gabriel gave Brass a thumbs-up gesture, before turning to the trio and jerking his head in the  direction  of  the  door.  “Let’s  get  going,  you  three.  Lots  to  do today.” 

“I’ll  let  Master  Sora  know  you’re  here  when  he  gets  back, Zephyr,” Brass said. 

“Thanks, ma’am.” Zephyr bowed to her, then to Avora. “Thank you, sir. We will talk to you later.” 

“Indeed. Good luck, my friends,” Avora said. 

Zephyr turned, only to see Gabriel already dragging Vincent and Nella out by the scruffs of their necks. 

 I’d  better  follow  and  stop  Nella  from  hurting  Gabriel,  he thought, before frantically running after them. 

Chapter 3







As  they  walked,  Vincent  summoned  a  codex  display  filled with  words  from  top  to  bottom.  His  brow  twitched  slightly  as  the contents  of  the  codex  display  began  scrolling  downward  at  a  rapid pace. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  Nella  asked.  The  ranger  glanced  at the codex display, then blinked and rubbed her eyes blearily. Zephyr was curious too. He’d recognized a few phrases from their Tempest magic grimoires, but he simply couldn’t follow the words due to how quickly they flashed past his vision. 

“I  integrated  our  grimoires  into  our  codex  displays,”  Vincent explained. “Remember how we all hated lugging those heavy books around? Now, as long as we keep our grimoires in our mage bands, we can project its contents onto our codex displays and find out what we need from there.” 

“That’s  amazing,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said,  his  eyes  wide  with awe. “I didn’t even think that was possible.” 

“I only figured it out last night,” Vincent said. “It took me a bit of work, but I managed to get it done.” 

Amongst the trio, Vincent had the greatest command over the Codex of Ascension. He could project multiple codex displays, align any  information  upon  them  into  comparative  charts  or  graphs,  and even  make  annotations  of  his  own  design.  He’d  also  helped  both Zephyr  and  Nella  make  some  permanent,  customized  changes  to the Codex of Ascension when  they summoned codex displays. 

Zephyr,  for  example,  preferred  to  have  the  contents  of  his codex  display  appear  in  the  corner  of  his  vision,  unless  there  was something he wanted to show his friends. Nella, in contrast, was still a  slow  and  struggling  reader,  despite  her  year  at  the  Tempest

School.  Instead  of  words,  her  codex  display  exhibited  colors  and images  that  transmitted  concepts  directly  to  her  mind,  so  that  she didn’t need to read. Of course, the ranger was still willing and able to have words appear on her codex displays instead, when she needed to project them for Zephyr or Vincent. 

“It’s  really  impressive,”  Nella  admitted.  “But  what’s  the purpose?  We  know  pretty  much  every  Tempest  magic  spell,  don’t we? And we can’t forget them, thanks to this thing Avora stuck in our souls.” 

“We know those spells because we studied them, but I don’t think  we  ever  actually  looked  at  the  ritual  magic  section  of  our grimoires,” Vincent said. “The Grand Sage mentioned some kind of ritual that could be used to track dark magic, didn’t he? If I can find out how to cast that ritual from our grimoires, we don’t have to wait for him to recover from his injuries because we can do it ourselves.” 

“We’ll also need the ritual to undo whatever magic is allowing the night prince to control the dragon,” Nella reminded Vincent. 

“Yes. I’m looking for that too.” Vincent nodded, his eyes glued to this codex display as they continued walking. The words flashed by so quickly Zephyr had to look away, lest he succumb to the faint pangs of disoriented nausea wafting over his vision. 

Gabriel was looking at them curiously. “What are the three of you on about? It’s like you’re looking at something that isn’t there.” 

“No, Gabriel, we’re not looking at something that isn’t there,” 

Zephyr said. “It’s just something you can’t see.” 

Zephyr  quickly  explained  to  the  Phoenix  Knight  how  the Codex of Ascension worked and how its codex displays couldn’t be seen by anyone except the trio and Avora. 

“Ah,  got  it.”  Gabriel  nodded,  swiftly  accepting  Zephyr’s account. “Must be convenient.” 

“It  is.”  A  sudden  thought  struck  Zephyr.  He  lifted  his  mage band,  a  plain  metal  ring  around  his  left  wrist,  and  produced  his Tempest  magic  grimoire  from  its  extra-dimensional  storage  space. 

“Gabriel, do you have something like this for Inferno magic? We all have one.” 

“Balls of Fire, that’s a grimoire, isn’t it?” The Phoenix Knight whistled  appreciatively,  before  shaking  his  head.  “Unfortunately,  I only have my own grimoire with me. We’ll be using it as I teach you Inferno magic, but I’m afraid I don’t have extra copies to give to all three of you.” 

“That’s  understandable,  really.”  Vincent  said,  looking  away from his codex display for a moment. “I did a bit of research and it turns out that grimoires are really expensive to make. His Excellency Grand Sage Avora must have spent a fortune getting all three of us our individual Tempest magic grimoires.” 

“I  thought  the  Phoenix  Knights  were  so  rich  and  all?”  Nella asked,  directing  the  query  to  Gabriel  with  more  than  a  tinge  of taunting mockery in her voice. 

“To be quite honest, I don’t know,” Gabriel said, shrugging. “I never  paid  attention  to  how  much  money  the  order  makes,  and whenever I completed an assignment Brass sent me on, there was always  someone  else  who  collected  the  payment,  while  I  just  went on to the next job.” 

“That...” Vincent guffawed. “That actually does sound right.” 

“Yeah well, I hate numbers.” Gabriel sighed and smoothened the sides of his crested hair. “Hate reading too. Good thing I got all the reading I needed to do out of the way in the Inferno School, so I never have to look at another single word for the rest of my life.” 

Zephyr  exchanged  a  sidelong  glance  with  Vincent.  Uneasy skepticism  was  written  all  over  Vincent’s  face.  Apparently  Zephyr was  not  the  only  one  with  doubts  about  Gabriel’s  role  as  their instructor in the mysteries of Inferno magic. At the Tempest School, the erudite and well-read Master Gathras had overseen much of the theoretical  aspects  of  the  trio’s  education,  while  the  careful  and methodical Master Venn had taught them some of the more difficult practical  applications  of  Tempest  magic,  such  as  shadow-bane conjurations.  Archmage  Xanthus  himself  had  trained  the  trio  in

complex and difficult mental exercises that allowed them to manifest powerful spell variants. 

Though  the  trio  had  only  met  Gabriel  not  too  long  ago,  the Phoenix Knight had already proven just how brave he was. Gabriel was  also  undoubtedly  a  skilled  and  powerful  wielder  of  Inferno magic, judging by how he’d diverted the dragon’s breath earlier. But would he be a good  teacher? 

 Archmage  Brass  mentioned  how  much  Gabriel  loves teaching  Inferno  magic  earlier,  Zephyr  thought,  pushing  aside  his doubts.  I’m sure he’ll be able to help us. 

“About  your  grimoire,  Gabriel,  could  you  lend  it  to  me  for  a moment?” Vincent asked. “I want to try something. I promise I won’t damage it.” 

“Sure!” The Phoenix Knight produced a heavy, leather-bound tome from his mage band and held it out to Vincent. “To be honest, it’s not like I really need it nowadays. It’s just that it’s one of the first things Brass ever gave to me, and she was the one who picked me out  from  a  rubbish  heap  when  I  was  five  and  brought  me  to  the Inferno School so—” 

“It’s important to you,” Nella finished. “I understand.” 

Gabriel led the trio to an alcove, so that they wouldn’t get in the way of the endless stream of Phoenix Knights who raced down the  corridors  of  Blackstone  Keep.  When  they  got  there,  Vincent hefted the tome, grunting beneath its weight. 

“I’m  going  to  put  this  into  my  mage  band  for  a  bit,”  Vincent said. 

“Go ahead,” Gabriel replied. “But we should really get moving as soon as we can though.” 

“Don’t  worry.  I  don’t  think  this  will  take  more  than  a  few minutes.”  Vincent  took  a  deep  breath,  then  began  channeling  an immense amount of Tempest ether, pulling it directly from the air and the sky, visible through the keep’s iron-grilled windows. 

Zephyr  turned  his  attention  to  his  mage  band,  and  he  saw that  Vincent’s  regard  had  fallen  upon  a  hefty  stack  of  unused luminous  parchment  within  the  extra-dimensional  storage  space. 

Thanks  to  the  curious  bond  Zephyr  shared  with  Nella  and  Vincent, their  mage  bands  recognized  the  trio  as  the  same  individual.  This meant  that  anything  Zephyr  stored  into  his  mage  band  could  be perceived  and  retrieved  by  either  Nella  and  Vincent.  The  same applied to them as well. 

Vincent’s  brow  furrowed  in  effort,  and  his  eyes  filled  with cobalt  light.  His  magical  Storm  Hammer  appeared  in  his  hands, trailing  tendrils  of  lightning.  Zephyr  felt  Vincent   push  all  the  ether he’d channeled into the mage band and upon the stack of luminous parchment.  To  his  amazement,  words,  written  in  Vincent’s  flowing script,  began  to  flow  over  the  sheets  of  enchanted  parchment. 

Gabriel’s  jaw  fell  slack,  but  the  Phoenix  Knight  didn’t  object  to whatever Vincent was trying to accomplish. 

 No, I think I know what he’s trying to do. Zephyr felt his own jaw fall open in awe.  He’s magically transcribing an entire grimoire! 

After  a  few  more  minutes,  Vincent  dismissed  his  Storm Hammer  and  retrieved  Gabriel’s  grimoire  from  his  mage  band.  He returned it to the Phoenix Knight. 

“Thanks, Gabriel,” Vincent said. “Now, let me see if I can put this all into our codex displays.” 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  closed  his  eyes  and  took  a  deep breath.  Cobalt  radiance  leaked  from  the  bottom  of  his  lowered eyelids.  He  twitched  a  few  times,  prompting  Zephyr  to  grab  him  by the  shoulders,  lest  he  bump  the  back  of  his  head  against  the alcove’s wall. Many more minutes passed. Gabriel began tapping his foot impatiently, but he didn’t interrupt Vincent. 

Eventually, Vincent opened his eyes and smiled. He unfurled a  codex  display.  Upon  it  was  written  a  short  passage  on  the conceptual basics of Inferno magic. 

  

 Inferno  magic  is  the  embodiment  of  swiftness  and aggression. It is fury. It is passion. It is life. It is creation, but it is also destruction. Exhilaration gives rise to flames. Respect allows one to master  them.  Burn  brightly,  that  you  might  illuminate  and  give warmth  to  the  innocent,  while  you  incinerate  the  unjust  and  reduce them to cinders. 



“Did you just put a copy of an Inferno magic grimoire into our codex  displays?”  Nella  asked  incredulously.  “That’s  amazing, Vincent!” 

“It  really  is.  That  is  quite  a  feat,”  Zephyr  congratulated Vincent. “Well done.” 

“I  just  thought  it  might  prove  helpful  to  have  easy  access  to an  Inferno  magic  grimoire,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  said,  smiling sheepishly at the praise. 

“Aw.”  Gabriel  slumped  his  shoulders.  Even  his  crested  hair suddenly  looked  sad  and  downcast.  “I  guess  that  means  you  don’t need me, then?” 

“Nobody said that, you twit!” Nella jabbed the Phoenix Knight in the side with her fingers, hard enough to make him yelp and jump. 

“Just  because  something’s  written  down  doesn’t  mean  that  all  we need to understand it is to read it! I’m pretty sure we’ll need you to explain stuff to us as we go along.” 

“Yes, that’s right.” Vincent nodded. “We had lots of help from the  instructors  in  the  Tempest  School,  even  though  we  had  our grimoires and the Codex of Ascension. I’m sure we’ll need help from you as well with Inferno magic.” 

“I’m  looking  forward  to  learning  from  you,  Gabriel,”  Zephyr added. 

The  Phoenix  Knight’s  expression  swiftly  brightened  as  he began striding down the hallway once more. 

“That’s good to hear!” Gabriel cried, beckoning for the others to  follow.  “Now  come  along!  We’ve  got  places  to  be,  people  to  do, 

and things to meet!” 

“Did… did that sound right to you?” Vincent asked Zephyr. 

“No…” Zephyr resisted an urge to sigh. “No, it didn’t.” 

Chapter 4







Phoenix Knight Gabriel Xorst led the trio down several flights of stairs, until Zephyr was certain they’d gone past ground level and were now within a basement at least two floors underground. Every inch of Blackstone Keep was brightly lit, thanks to the many blazing torch scones riveted to the corridor walls. 

Zephyr also found the fortress’s interior to be warm and dry. It was almost as if he were standing beside a blazing oven no matter where  he  went.  Compared  to  the  dank  chill  that  permeated  the Tempest School, it was definitely a huge change. Whether or not it was a welcome one though, Zephyr had yet to decide. 

Eventually, the Phoenix Knight came to a halt before a thick oaken  door.  He  raised  his  left  foot,  as  if  he  were  about  to  kick  the door open, only to wince and lower it again. 

“Yeah,  Rina  shoved  an  unwashed  lavatory  brush  up  my nostrils  the  last  time  I  kicked  her  door  open,”  he  muttered  over  his shoulder, as if that offered any kind of explanation at all. There was a ring  knocker  fixed  to  a  riveted  steel  plate  upon  the  door’s  surface. 

Gabriel picked it up and knocked thrice. 

“It’s  not  locked,”  a  cheery,  feminine  voice  rolled  from  within. 

“Come on in.” 

Gabriel  pushed  the  door  open  and  strode  in,  beckoning  for the trio to follow. Zephyr nodded as he entered. The room behind the door was an armory of sorts. Weapon racks lined its walls, while the center of its expansive interior sported a row of sturdy steel shelves stacked with wooden and paper boxes. 

A  short  crimson-robed  figure  stood  in  front  of  one  of  the shelves, an open ledger in one hand and a pencil in the other. A mop of disheveled brown hair danced upon her head and her dark eyes

shone as she spotted Gabriel, put down her ledger and pencil, and rushed over to the Phoenix Knight. 

“Hey,  Rina!”  Gabriel  spread  his  arms  to  embrace  the  short woman. “I missed you too!” 

“Oh  no.”  Vincent  covered  his  eyes  and  looked  away.  “She’s going to hit him or something. I just know it.” 

Out of the corner of his eye, Zephyr saw Nella gulp nervously and  clench  her  fist,  as  if  bracing  herself  for  a  display  of  horrific violence. Zephyr steeled his nerves and muttered a calming mantra under his breath. 

But  Rina  didn’t  kick  Gabriel  in  the  groin  or  poke  him  in  the eyes.  Instead,  the  short  woman  threw  herself  into  the  Phoenix Knight’s  arms.  She  squealed  with  laughter  as  he  spun  her  around once, then set her down again. 

“You’re back!” Rina cried. “You’ve been gone so long, Mister Gabriel!” 

“Rina,  it’s  just   Gabriel   to  you.”  The  Phoenix  Knight  reached out and tousled Rina’s hair fondly. “You’ve been well, it seems.” 

“Yes!” Rina announced. “I was formally inducted as a Phoenix Knight last month! Though Brass still doesn’t want me fighting on the frontlines, so I’m here, trying to think up new Inferno enchantments that everyone else might find useful.” 

“That’s  what  you’re  good  at!”  Gabriel  mussed  Rina’s  hair once  more  before  turning  around  and  beckoning  for  the  trio  to approach.  “Hey,  you  three!  This  is  Rina  Tusu!  She’s  a  Phoenix Knight,  but  she’s  also  a  skilled  Inferno  magic  enchanter!  Her inscribed  weapons  go  for  up  to  five  gold  coins  on  the  worldwide market!” 

 Five  gold  coins  is  a  lot  of  money,  Zephyr  thought.  Probably enough to feed a village for half a month, if not more. 

“I’m  also  the  quartermaster  of  Blackstone  Keep.  My assistants usually handle the day-to-day things, but sometimes, I just need to come down here and see for myself that everything’s where

it’s  supposed  to  be.”  Rina  walked  over  and  stuck  out  her  hand, offering it first to Nella. “You three must be the Grand Sage’s guests. 

Pleased to meet you!” 

“I’m  Nella!”  Nella  said,  clasping  Rina’s  hand  and  smiling. 

“Pleased to meet you too.” 

Zephyr smiled inwardly. Nella had been shy and awkward to the  point  of  rudeness  when  they’d  first  met.  A  year  later,  after spending  so  much  time  with  him  and  Vincent,  the  ranger  was  far more friendly and sociable. 

“My name is Zephyr,” he said, shaking Rina’s hand when the quartermaster approached him. “Pleased to meet you, Rina.” 

“Oh  hey,  you’re  dressed  like  a  Wu  monk,”  Rina  pointed  out. 

“There are a bunch of them somewhere around. They arrived a while ago, and I loaded them up with my finest gear. Fearsome fighters, all of them. I think their leader’s name is Master Sora.” 

“Master  Sora  is  the  abbot  of  the  Wu  monastery  in  which  I grew up,” Zephyr said. “I’m looking forward to seeing him.” 

“I’m  sure  you  will!”  Rina  said,  before  moving  on  to  Vincent. 

The jeweler’s apprentice shook her hand politely. 

“Hello, Rina,” Vincent said. “You’re an expert in Inferno magic inscriptions,  right?  I’ve  been  helping  Master  Felgar  at  the  Tempest School  with  Tempest  magic  inscriptions.  Maybe  we  can  figure something out that would work better against the iron drones we’ll be fighting.  Somehow,  I  don’t  think  skyforged  weapons  and  Tempest inscriptions will be very effective from this point on.” 

“That sounds like a plan!” Rina lifted up her mage band and produced  a  gigantic  tome  that  was  nearly  as  large  as  her.  Zephyr and  Gabriel  had  to  reach  out  and  catch  the  book  before  its  weight dragged her down. 

 Tome  of  Inferno  Glyphs,  the  lettering  across  the  front  of  the book read. Zephyr and Gabriel finally managed to balance the tome against the side of a steel shelf. 

“Well,  for  starters,  we  should  review  the  theoretical foundations  of  elemental  merging,”  Rina  began,  only  for  Gabriel  to raise his hands in a forestalling gesture. 

“Excuse me, Rina,” Gabriel said. “Why don’t you and Vincent work that out later? Right now, Brass wants these three to get all the luminous  parchment  and  talisman  inscription  tools  and  supplies available.” 

“Oh?  Why  didn’t  you  say  so?”  Rina  returned  the  Tome  of Inferno  Glyphs  to  her  mage  band  and  pointed  to  a  wooden  crate occupying the bottom of a shelf. “Supplies are here. As for luminous parchment…” 

The  short  quartermaster  walked  to  the  far  end  of  the  room and pulled out a paper box that had been shoved to a corner. 

“Luminous parchment is here!” she announced, beckoning for everyone to approach. 

Vincent opened the box, took a quick look at its contents and nodded. 

Zephyr placed the stack of luminous parchment in his mage band, then did the same to the supplies. 

“I think we have enough to make around two hundred or so Bolt  Invocation  talismans,”  Nella  said.  “It’s  a  start,  but  I  don’t  think that’s enough.” 

“We’ll need to get more luminous parchment,” Zephyr agreed. 

“Perhaps we can ask Archmage Brass for help with that.” 

“Oh, Brass doesn’t need to worry herself about such things.” 

Rina  picked  up  her  ledger  and  pencil  again.  “I  can  order  more luminous parchment via firebird messengers if you need it. It might take a few days to arrive though, but at least our supply lines are still intact.” 

“It’d be faster if we just went to your suppliers with our Wind Walk  spell,  but  we’d  need  to  know  the  exact  location  first,”  Zephyr mused.  “I  suppose  we’ll  just  have  to  make  do  with  the  few  days  it takes for luminous parchment to arrive.” 

“Keep  in  mind  that  luminous  parchment  is  an  enchanted substance,  which  takes  time,  as  well  as  money  and  magic  to produce,”  Rina  said.  “I  can  only  order  so  much  of  it  at  a  time,  no matter how deep our coffers are.” 

“That  makes  sense,”  Vincent  said.  “It  doesn’t  matter  how much  you’re  willing  to  pay  if  your  artisans  simply  can’t  create  your product quickly enough.” 

“What  do  you  all  want  so  much  luminous  parchment  for anyway?” the quartermaster asked. 

Zephyr  quickly  explained  how  Tempest  magic  talismans would help the Phoenix Knights fight more effectively against the iron drones. Rina nodded and turned to Vincent. 

“We’d  better  get  started  on  our  weapon  and  armor inscriptions  sooner  rather  than  later  then,”  she  said.  “The  more quickly  we  can  get  effective  weapons  out  to  our  frontline  fighters, especially those amazing Wu monks, the better.” 

“Yes.  I  don’t  know  if  I’ll  have  the  time  today,  but  later,  we should see what we can work out together,” Vincent replied. “I have extensive  notes  taken  from  the  Tome  of  Tempest  Glyphs,  and  I’ve memorized quite a few of the more powerful glyphs by heart.” 

“That  puts  you  many  leagues  ahead  of  me,  then.”  Rina shrugged. “We have an open-air forge in one of Blackstone Keep’s rear  courtyards,  but  it’s  mostly  meant  for  armament  maintenance and repair. I’m not a blacksmith, but I still know enough to know we won’t be forging anything from scratch there.” 

“Oh no, I’m not a blacksmith either,” Vincent said, chuckling. 

“I work with silver or gold, not so much iron or steel. Well, I used to, anyway.” 

“Brass also wants the three of them suited up,” Gabriel said. 

“That means knight robes.” 

“Knight robes?” Nella swept her gaze up and down Gabriel’s frame and frowned. “You mean like yours?” 

“Yes!”  Gabriel  thumped  his  chest  loudly.  “Impact  resistant robes that are also entirely fireproof. If you’re learning Inferno magic, then you should definitely dress like a Phoenix Knight.” 

“But...” Vincent winced. “But your robes look really ugly.” 

“What?” Gabriel demanded. “I am the height of fashion!” 

“No.  No,  you’re  not,”  Nella  said.  “Unless  it’s  fashionable  to look like a clown these days.” 

“Nella, Vincent…” Zephyr began, trying not to laugh. “I’m sure it can’t be  that bad. I think Gabriel looks just fine.” 

“No offense, Zeph, but you grew up as a Wu monk,” Vincent said.  “If  there’s  anyone  who  shouldn’t  be  giving  fashion  advice,  it’s you. Oh, and Gabriel.” 

“Bah! You two wouldn’t know stylishness if it struck you in the face.”  Gabriel  draped  an  arm  across  Zephyr’s  shoulders.  “Don’t worry, Zeph. The both of us will look stunning in matching outfits.” 

 Matching  outfits?   Zephyr  grimaced.  “Uhm.  When  you  put  it that way, Gabriel, I’m not sure—” 

“Don’t worry,” Rina interjected. “Gabriel’s robes are a special case. He had them specially tailored to his demands. The standard knight  robes  don’t  look  like  them  at  all.  They  don’t  have  those  silly shoulder  pads,  for  starters.  Also,  your  robes  would  actually  have buttons,  instead  of  those  ridiculous  glittering  leather  straps  across the  torso.  Lastly,  your  robes  don’t  come  with  incorporated  trousers and undergarments, because presumably, you wouldn’t forget to put those  on  whenever  you  get  dressed,  unlike  a  certain  someone standing right here.” 

“Oh good.” Zephyr sighed in relief, causing Gabriel to roll his eyes.  “But  we  already  have  enchanted  armor.  Do  we  really  need knight  robes?  Then  again,  I  suppose  we  should  wear  them  as  a matter  of  respect,  since  we  would  be  apprentice  Phoenix  Knights, just like we were Storm Scion initiates at the Tempest School.” 

“Yes, that does make sense,” Vincent agreed. “It’s a matter of respect and tradition. I feel a little strange wearing my Storm Scion

robes here anyway. Please give us the knight robes, Rina.” 

“Sure!”  Rina  walked  over  to  a  shelf,  rummaged  inside  a wooden box, and produced a trio of plain brass rings. She dropped one ring into each of the trio’s hands. “Here you go!” 
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Zephyr held up the brass ring to his eye and studied it. It was an  unadorned  circle  of  metal,  somewhat  similar  to  his  mage  band, except  that  it  was  obviously  meant  to  be  worn  on  his  finger  rather than upon his wrist. 

“Rina?  You  said  we  were  getting  robes,  weren’t  we?”  he asked the quartermaster. 

“That’s right,” Rina replied, pointing to the rings in each of the trio’s  hands.  “And  there  they  are.  Put  them  on.  It  doesn’t  matter which finger.” 

Zephyr  exchanged  curious  glances  with  his  friends.  He shrugged,  then  slipped  the  ring  onto  the  index  finger  of  his  right hand. Nothing happened. 

“I  see  the  three  of  you  have  already  acquired  your  Inferno Aspects,”  Rina  said.  “Do  you  know  how  to  channel  Inferno  ether yet?” 

“We  managed  to  do  that  during  the  fight  with  the  twilight fiend,”  Nella  said.  “It  isn’t  too  different  from  channeling  Tempest ether.” 

“You  fought  a  twilight  fiend?”  Rina’s  eyes  widened  in  awe. 

“Aren’t  twilight  fiends  the  most  powerful  type  of  Shadowswarm entity?” 

“They  are.”  Gabriel  whistled  through  his  teeth.  “I  was  there, you  know?  I  saw  some  of  the  fight,  but  then  the  monster  put  a  big hole  through  my  body,  and  I  lost  so  much  blood  I  couldn’t  stay conscious. These three actually fought and beat a twilight fiend.” 

“Stop  it,”  Rina  said,  prodding  the  Phoenix  Knight’s  shoulder playfully.  “Now’s  not  the  time  for  another  of  your  wild  yarns.  You weren’t there.” 

“No,  it’s  true,”  Vincent  said.  “Gabriel  really  did  help  us  fight the twilight fiend. If he weren’t there, we probably would have lost.” 

“Really?”  Rina  gaped  in  surprise.  She  turned  to  Gabriel. 

“You’re not pulling my leg this time?” 

“Since when have I ever?” Gabriel replied. 

“But…  but…”  Rina  stammered.  “Then  all  those  stories  you told  me  about  you  brawling  with  royal  mages,  burning  noblemen’s houses  down,  and  challenging  the  Thieves’  Guild  to  an undergarment-stealing competition… Those were all true?” 

“Yes.”  Gabriel  frowned  and  folded  his  arms,  annoyance flickering across his face. “Did you think they weren’t?” 

 Undergarment-stealing  competition?  Zephyr  shook  his  head and tried not to think too hard about the details. “Rina, I don’t believe Gabriel  is  the  kind  of  person  who  lies.  I  don’t  know  what  he’s  told you,  but  as  Vincent  said,  Gabriel  fought  alongside  us  against  a twilight fiend, and his aid was crucial. He also barely survived.” 

“I  still  have  a  half-healed  hole  on  my  torso,”  Gabriel  said, beginning  to  unbutton  the  collar  of  his  robes.  “Colea’s  Frost  magic could only do so much. Here, I’ll show you.” 

Rina shook her head and pulled Gabriel’s collar together. 

“No, that’s fine,” the quartermaster said, sighing. “I guess the next time I listen to your stories I should do so with a glass of wine in hand while giggling much, much less.” 

“These  rings,”  Vincent  said,  in  a  blatant  attempt  to  get  the conversation back on track. “I’m guessing that they have some kind of  extra-dimensional  enchantment,  judging  by  this  very  faint universal glyph here.” 

Zephyr took a closer look at the ring. Vincent was right. There was  a  curious  glyph  upon  it,  one  so  subtly  etched  that  Zephyr  had missed it at first glance. 

 No, not just at first glance,  he thought. The glyph’s faintness was deliberate, and its subtlety had been wrought through deliberate

and masterful artifice. “I don’t know much about metal-working, Rina, but even I can tell that this is some really fine work.” 

“It is,” Vincent agreed, holding up the ring so that its glyph fell directly  beneath  the  light  of  one  of  the  three  blazing  ceiling  lamps within  the  armory.  “You  would  have  been  an  excellent  goldsmith, Rina.” 

“Thank  you!”  Rina  smiled  and  did  a  mock  curtsey.  “But anyway, you’re right, Vincent. Infusing the ring with a touch of Inferno ether activates its spatial enchantment, which will manifest a knight-robe around your body, perfectly tailored to your measurements. The robe is self-cleaning too. All you have to do is return it to the ring by infusing  it  with  Inferno  ether  again,  and  your  robe  should  be  clean when you take it out again.” 

“That  does  sound  very  handy.”  Nella  slipped  the  brass  ring onto the little finger of her left hand. It fit properly, which meant that the  ring  itself  bore  a  fitting  enchantment  as  well.  “I  wonder  why  we didn’t get something like this in the Tempest School. We had to scrub our robes clean all the time at the laundry courtyard.” 

“Dress  rings—the  ones  you  have—are  quite  pricey  to  craft,” 

Rina  said.  “The  required  materials  are  very  expensive,  though  the crafting  process  itself  isn’t  too  difficult  or  time-consuming.  It’s  just that…” 

“We’re  rich,”  Gabriel  said.  “We’re  really,  really  rich.  I  think Brass has more money than the king.” 

“Yes,  she  does,”  Rina  agreed,  before  blinking  in  horror  and putting  her  hand  over  her  mouth.  Zephyr  understood  the quartermaster’s  actions.  After  all,  she’d  revealed  a  detail  about  the Phoenix Knight’s finances to the trio, who were visiting guests to the order at best. 

“We  won’t  say  anything  about  the  Phoenix  Knights’  wealth,” 

Zephyr promised. 

“Yeah well, not like I care at all,” Nella added. She raised her ring and channeled a small amount of Inferno ether into it. Crimson

light washed over the ranger’s body, and when it faded, she was clad in the intricately cut, fiery-red robes of a Phoenix Knight. 

Zephyr did the same, followed by Vincent. Within a heartbeat, the  trio  were  clad  in  knight  robes.  Zephyr  rolled  his  shoulders experimentally,  marveling  at  the  perfect  fit  of  the  fabric.  His  Storm Scion  initiate  robes  had  been  far  less  comfortable,  and  he’d  been quite happy to see the last of them when he returned them to Master Felgar,  Rina’s  counterpart  within  the  Tempest  School.  Vincent,  for whatever  reason,  had  chosen  to  keep  his  and  wear  them  to Blackstone Keep. 

That  meant  that  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  was  now  wearing one  set  of  robes  over  another,  which  made  him  look  more  than  a little  ridiculous.  Vincent  sighed  in  obvious  discomfort  and  returned the knight-robe to its storage ring. 

“I’ll change later,” he said. 

Nella  retrieved  a  plain  arrow  from  her  mage  band  and dragged  its  tip  across  the  lapel  of  her  robes.  The  sharpened arrowhead drew a trail of sparks as it scraped against the enchanted fabric. Before Zephyr could stop her, the ranger twirled the arrow in her  fingers,  then  drove  its  tip  toward  her  torso.  The  arrow’s  shaft bent in her grasp, but the fabric of her robes didn’t give way. 

“Huh.  This  is  like  armor,  only  it  doesn’t  weigh  a  thing,”  the ranger  said.  “Looks  like  I  won’t  have  to  put  on  my  old  armor anymore.  It  did  get  a  bit  battered  in  the  Dark  Labyrinth  at  the Tempest  School.  Zeph,  you  won’t  have  to  either.  The  twilight  fiend pretty  much  demolished  that  suit  of  plate  you  had.  Now  you  don’t have to worry about getting it repaired.” 

“Maybe.” Zephyr unfurled a codex display, then focused it on the knight-robe. 



 Knight Robe of Fire Resistance

 Enchanted robes +6

 Resilience,  Greater  Resilience,  Ease,  Greater  Ease,  100%

 fire resistance



“These  robes  are  nice,  but  I  don’t  think  they  can  be  a complete replacement for our armor,” Zephyr said. Delving within his mage  band,  he  produced  the  suit  of  plate  that  Vincent  had enchanted for him and laid its segments out neatly upon the floor. 



 Harness of Alacrity

 Enchanted half-plate +5

 Swiftness, Ease, Resilience, 30% dark magic resistance



“My  armor  makes  me  faster,  and  it  offers  some  protection against  dark  magic,”  Zephyr  pointed  out.  “If  I  remember  correctly, Nella, your armor generates some kind of spatial enchantment over its surface that pushes physical projectiles aside.” 

“Yes, it comes from the displacement glyph I inscribed on her brigandine,”  Vincent  said.  “You’re  right,  Zeph.  We  should  still  hang onto our old equipment. If your armor is bothering you, Nella, let’s go to the maintenance forge later. I can help you repair it. Zeph, yours too.” 

“That  sounds  good  to  me,”  Nella  agreed.  She  put  away  her arrow  and  smoothed  the  front  of  her  new  robes.  “I  can’t  stop touching this robe! It feels so soft, even though it’s arrow-proof!” 

“Combining  an  ease  glyph  with  a  greater  ease  glyph  will make  any  garment  unbelievably  comfortable,”  Vincent  said.  “Also, stacking  the  effects  of  a  resilience  glyph  over  a  greater  resilience glyph  means  that  it  can  probably  turn  aside  a  battle-axe  swung  by someone as huge as Zeph.” He chuckled. “I should know. I did the same thing with my own armor.” 

“If you have some time down the road, you should bring your old  sets  of  armor  in,  and  we  can  try  to  figure  out  how  to  integrate them with the enchantment of your rings,” Rina said. “That way, you

can switch from armor to robes at the speed of thought. Well, to be more  accurate,  the  speed  at  which  you  can  channel  Inferno  ether, infuse your ring with it, and then command it to manifest your chosen attire.” 

“You can do that?” Zephyr asked. “That’s amazing.” 

“Like Gabriel pointed out, the Phoenix Knights have far more resources  than  the  Storm  Scions,”  Rina  replied,  grinning.  “It  might not  be  fair,  given  the  importance  of  the  Storm  Scions’  mission,  but that’s  just  how  the  world  is.  War  is  profitable,  and  the  Phoenix Knights are merchants of war.” 

Zephyr nodded somberly. It was easy to blame the suffering of  the  world  upon  the  Shadowswarm,  the  Blight,  or  vile  individuals like the Unliving Emperor, but in reality, much of humankind’s misery came  from  itself.  Even  if  the  Shadowswarm  were  utterly extinguished,  the  Blight  were  cleansed,  and  the  Unliving  Emperor were deposed, war would always be there. 

He  sighed  and  pushed  his  ruminations  away.  They  had become increasingly dark over the last few days, and he wondered if that had anything to do with his separation from Lux. The possibility of a group of Storm Scions arriving to help the Phoenix Knights was heartening, but there was no guarantee Lux would be among them. 

Zephyr didn’t dare get his hopes up, lest they be dashed. 

“Thank you, Rina.” Zephyr placed his hand on his chest. “I’m sure these robes will come in handy, especially when we’re learning Inferno magic from Gabriel.” 

“You’re very welcome!” The quartermaster smiled. “Speaking of which, you’d all better be on your way. I still have some work to do here.” 

“That’s  right.”  Gabriel  began  ushering  the  trio  out  of  the armory. “We’ve got lots to do, too. See you later, Rina!” 

“Bye, everyone!” Rina waved as she closed the door behind them. 

“Cheerful sort, eh?” Gabriel said, leading the trio up another stairwell.  “I  was  the  one  who  found  her  and  brought  her  to  the

Inferno School, you know? Some scumbag nobles were kicking her around in an alley for fun. I burnt their hair and eyebrows off.” 

“I would have done the same,” Nella said, snarling. “Good on you, Gabriel.” 

“You’ll  need  to  know  some  Inferno  magic  first  to  do  that,” 

Vincent pointed out. 

“But we do know Inferno magic,” the ranger replied, a smirk on  her  face.  “In  fact,  I  was  the  one  who  learned  our  first  Inferno magic spell for all three of us.” 

Nella raised her right hand and caused a tongue of flame to roll across her palm. Zephyr recalled how she’d learned the spell in the middle of the battle against Thraxanilux of the Thirteenth Night. 

According to Master Venn, Nella had an immense affinity for Inferno magic. Zephyr had the same with Tempest magic, while supposedly Vincent would find Frost magic similarly easy to acquire. This affinity had allowed Nella to learn Flame Touch, a basic Inferno magic spell, and  thanks  to  the  curious  bond  shared  among  the  trio,  only  one  of them needed to learn a spell for all three to become able to cast it. 

Vincent unfurled a codex display. 



 Flame Touch (initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault

 Conjure  Flame  Hammer  or  Imbue  a  body  part  or  melee weapon with Inferno magic



“I’m  going  to  go  ahead  and  guess  that  my  Flame  Hammer spell  allows  me  to  create  ether  armaments  imbued  with  Inferno magic,  just  like  my  Storm  Hammer  would  do  with  Tempest  magic armaments,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  said.  He  smiled.  “This  is exciting, isn’t it? We finished learning Tempest magic, and now we’re going to start all over again with Inferno magic.” 

“Not all over again,” Zephyr said. “I think we can get a huge head-start  by  using  our  essence  orbs.  We  might  as  well  start

enhancing our overall prowess at Inferno magic now.” 

Zephyr  unfurled  another  codex  display  and  blinked  in surprise. 



 Essence orbs: 564



“Did  we  get  more  since  we  left  the  Tempest  School?”  he asked. 

“Yes,”  Vincent  said.  “Every  iron  drone  we  destroyed  yielded some  essence  orbs  too,  even  though  they’re  not  Shadowswarm creatures.  Maybe  our  Codex  of  Ascension  draws  upon  the  dark magic protecting the iron drones and converts it into essence orbs as well.” 

“That’s  kind  of  good  news,  isn’t  it?”  Nella  said.  “That  way, we’ll still be able to get essence orbs instead of needing to improve our Inferno magic like others do.” 

“Like  long  hours  of  studying,  meditation,  and  practice?” 

Zephyr asked, chuckling. 

He  shook  his  head.  Having  been  raised  as  a  Wu  monk, Zephyr  had  always  appreciated  and  admired  those  who  improved their skills and abilities through tireless effort and dedication. But with the  Codex  of  Ascension,  he  had  been  able  to  attain  a  level  of mastery  in  Tempest  magic  that  most  mages  would  never  arrive  at, not even after a lifetime of work. It was extremely unfair, he felt, but someone had to deal with the numerous Dark Labyrinths appearing across  the  realm,  and  Zephyr’s  notions  of  fairness  and deservedness were trivial in the face of such a crisis. 

“Would you rather spend days cooped up in a study hall or kill Shadowswarm and progress many thousands of times faster?” Nella asked. 

“The latter sounds far more interesting,” Zephyr agreed. 

The  trio  came  to  a  halt  before  another  thick  wooden  door. 

Gabriel yanked it open, and the bright sunlight of the early afternoon

washed  over  them.  The  Phoenix  Knight  walked  through  the  door, beckoning impatiently for the trio to follow. 

“Hey, this is where we first landed this morning,” Vincent said as  they  reemerged  upon  the  battlements  of  the  curtain  wall.  “The remains of the iron drones have been cleared away.” 

“Oh  yeah,”  Gabriel  said  over  his  shoulder.  “Our  djinns  are very quick about that. They like everything to be spick and span.”nn

“Djinns?”  Zephyr  asked.  He’d  read  briefly  about  them,  in  a picture  book  one  of  the  villagers’  children  had  shown  him.  Djinns were Inferno elementals that were, by and large, friendly and liked to spend  time  among  humans.  They  weren’t  very  intelligent,  but  they were very protective of those they deemed to be friends. Djinns were also  virtually  indestructible.  If  a  djinn’s  fiery  body  were  to  be extinguished, it would simply reappear somewhere a few days later. 

“Why  yes.  We’ve  got  a  whole  bunch  of  them  here  in Blackstone Keep. They really like spending time with us, it seems,” 

Gabriel said. The Phoenix Knight halted in his tracks and waved to what appeared to be a heap of dancing flames. As Zephyr watched, the  heap  separated  into  a  quartet  of  squat  humanoid  figures,  the tallest of which stood no higher than Vincent’s shoulder. 

“Hey, you lot. Good afternoon!” Gabriel called. “How’re things going?” 

“Good  afternoon,  Gabriel,”  the  djinns  replied,  speaking  in unison.  Their  voices  were  rumbling  and  low,  their  every  word underlain by a strange susurration. “Things are good. Just busy.” 

One of them was holding a length of metal that took Zephyr a few  moments  to  recognize  as  an  iron  drone  limb.  The  limb  melted into  molten  metal  and  flowed  into  a  large  stone  bowl  at  the  djinns’

feet.  Another  djinn  picked  up  the  bowl,  which  must  have  weighed hundreds of pounds, considering the sheer amount of molten metal sloshing  in  its  depths.  And  then  the  elementals  were  off,  marching past Gabriel and the trio. 

“They seem very helpful,” Vincent said. 

“Oh,  they  are,”  Gabriel  replied.  “They  like  Blackstone  Keep because of its high concentration of Inferno ether, so there’s plenty of  them  here.  They  hate  creatures  of  dark  magic,  so  they’ve  been fighting alongside us against the Fennean Empire all this time.” 

“Ah,  the  Slave-Masters  of  the  Empire  use  Tyrant  magic  to create their drones,” Vincent said. “Tyrant magic is also technically a kind of dark magic. Though not exactly, since Tempest magic isn’t an utter anathema to it. Wow, I just realized we actually don’t know that much about dark magic. You’d think that shouldn’t be the case, after all that we’ve done and after all that studying in the Tempest School.” 

“Well,  we  did  only  spend  a  single  year  as  Storm  Scion initiates,” Zephyr pointed out. “All the advanced theory is covered in the second year. I remember Lux studying for her exams in her Dark Magic Precedents and Case Studies class.” 

“Oh,  don’t  ask  me,”  Gabriel  said.  “I  vaguely  remember learning  about  all  that  when  I  was  studying  to  become  a  Phoenix Knight, but everything was so boring I’ve long since forgotten what I learned  in  those  classes.  Who  cares  what  dark  magic  really  is  as long as we kill the monsters who use it?” 

“Uhm. We all do?” Zephyr said as the Phoenix Knight led the trio along the battlements. “That’s how Archmage Brass knew to ask for His Excellency’s help in the first place, right? Because she knew what  kind  of  elemental  magic  worked  against  which  type  of  dark magic?” 

“Tempest  magic’s  good  against  Shadowswarm  trickery. 

Inferno magic is good against everything else,” Gabriel replied. “How much more do you need to know than that?” 

“You’re  wrong,  though,”  Nella  said.  “I  grew  up  watching rangers,  druids,  and  Frost  Guardians  fight  against  Blight  beasts. 

They used Life magic and Frost magic.” 

“Ugh.  Blight  beasts.”  Gabriel  shuddered.  “Can’t  stand  those nasty  things.  Remind  me  never  to  go  to  the  Frost  School  or anywhere  near  the  Blight  Boundary.  Alright,  fine.  Inferno  magic doesn’t  work  very  well  on  Blight  beasts,  but  it’s  really  effective

against  Tyrant  magic.  That’s  how  we’ve  been  kicking  the  Fennean Empire’s  teeth  in  all  these  years,  even  though  their  armies outnumber us many hundreds of times over.” 

“Why  is  Inferno  magic  so  effective  against  Tyrant  magic, Gabriel?” Zephyr asked. “I know that iron drones can be defeated by heating  them  up  so  much  they  simply  start  melting,  but  the  Tyrant magic used by the Slave-Masters attacks the mind, right? How are magical flames, no matter how hot, going to help?” 

“Ah, but that’s just it!” Gabriel tapped his temple and grinned maniacally. “If you put the flames up here, Tyrant magic can’t touch your mind!” 

“Probably  because  there’ll  be  nothing  left  to  touch,”  Nella grumbled,  before  whispering—too  loudly—to  Vincent  and  Zephyr. 

“Are we really stuck with this crazy person as our instructor? I think we’re  going  to  end  up  setting  ourselves  on  fire  before  we  actually learn anything.” 

“Of course you’ll be setting yourselves on fire,” Gabriel said, not even looking back as he continued walking. “But that’s what your robes are for, right? Anyway, come along. It’s just a bit farther up.” 

Zephyr took the opportunity to look over the battlements and sweep his gaze across the plains past the Zu-Shan mountain range. 

He  hadn’t  had  the  chance  to  do  so  earlier  on,  since  he’d  been  so occupied with the dragon. 

A  blasted  and  cratered  wasteland  filled  his  vision,  littered everywhere  with  the  bodies  of  broken  drones  and  patches  of  glass where  barren  sand  had  been  superheated.  The  terrain  was  largely flat  and  featureless,  sporting  little  more  than  occasional  clumps  of ashen  trees  or  scorched  hills,  but  the  combination  of  the  elevated perspective  atop  the  battlements  and  the  even  landscape  allowed Zephyr to see far into the distance, only to find more of the same. 

Zephyr had heard many of the king’s guardsmen speak of the decades of fighting that had gone on beyond the Zu-Shan mountain range,  where  the  Phoenix  Knights  and  other  mercenary  bands waged  war-for-profit  against  the  Unliving  Emperor’s  endeavors  to

reach beyond his domain. According to these guardsmen, the King of  the  realm  of  Vlandusk,  Vance  the  Eighteenth,  was  not  the  only client of the Phoenix Knights. The southeastern city-states paid them too, as did the Wei Theocracy, which shared a border with Vlandusk. 

Riches  poured  into  the  coffers  of  the  Phoenix  Knights,  all  so  that they may curb and contain the Fennean Empire. 

“Rest of the world’s much prettier, I agree,” Gabriel said over his  shoulder  again,  as  if  sensing  Zephyr’s  thoughts.  “But  the  way  I see it, if we go away and stop fighting, the Slave-Masters will make everywhere much uglier than here.” 

“What  you’re  doing  here  isn’t  too  different  from  what  the Storm Scions are doing at the northern battlelines,” Vincent mused, before  turning  to  Nella.  “And  what  Druidess  Filna  and  the  Frost Guardians are doing at the Blight Boundary. I suppose that begs the question of why the Storm Scions are so impoverished compared to the other two elemental orders.” 

“Honestly, I don’t know,” Gabriel said. 

Zephyr  did.  For  most  people,  the  Shadowswarm  were creatures of myth and legend, largely contained beyond the northern battlelines by the valiant efforts of the Storm Scions. In contrast, the Fennean  Empire  waged  open,  endless  war  against  the  rest  of  the world,  while  the  Blight  Boundary  spanned  across  continents,  the diseased  and  warped  vegetation  upon  its  edges  visible  from  many miles  away.  Of  course  the  leaders  of  the  world  would  be  more invested  in  the  efforts  of  the  Phoenix  Knights  and  the  Frost Guardians. 

“Alright, here we are,” Gabriel announced. He swept his hand over a spot on the battlements, and then gestured into the sky. “This is where we fought those iron drones this morning, and the dragon appeared  somewhere  there.  Why  don’t  you  go  ahead  and  find  out where that dragon’s lair is right now? Then I’ll teach you one spell, and if you manage to learn it quickly enough, we’ll go punch whoever is controlling that dragon in the face.” 

“Gabriel, I still haven’t found the ritual that His Excellency was talking about yet, much less figured out if we can perform it at all,” 

Vincent  objected.  “And  we  also  need  a  separate  ritual  to  free  the dragon from the night prince possessing it. I’ll have to find that too.” 

“Balls of Fire!” Gabriel sighed. “That’s what I get for assuming too much. I thought you’d have gotten everything figured out by the time we got here. Aren’t you three pretty much miracle workers?” 

“No,  not  exactly,”  Nella  said.  “But  don’t  worry.  As  far  as  the rituals  go,  we  can  ask  Avora  about  them  later.  We  learn  Tempest spells really quickly. I can’t imagine rituals will be much different.” 

“That’s  true.”  Zephyr  clicked  his  tongue  in  mild  irritation. 

Avora  knew  how  quickly  the  trio  could  acquire  and  cast  even  the most  complex  and  difficult  Tempest  magic  spells.  Why  hadn’t  the Grand Sage simply pointed out the rituals in their grimoires or written them  out  for  the  trio?  He  took  a  deep  and  calming  breath  that evened out his annoyance. Perhaps Avora was just worn out. After all,  the  Grand  Sage  was  still  recovering  from  severe  injuries,  and almost  no  one  had  the  hale  and  reckless  constitution  that  Gabriel demonstrated. 

“It’s alright,” Vincent said, pointing at a number etched upon the  battlement  floor.  “This  is  section  seventeen.  At  least  we  know where to come back now when we’re ready. Once we get some time, I’ll look through our Tempest grimoire again and find what we need. 

We  might  be  good  to  go  dragon-hunting  as  early  as  tomorrow morning!” 

“That’s probably for the best,” Zephyr said. “After all, we need to  sort  out  our  armor,  work  on  the  talismans,  and  start  learning Inferno  magic.  Rushing  off  to  find  the  dragon  when  we’re  still  so unprepared isn’t wise.” 

“Fine, fine.” Gabriel grunted and stretched his lower back. He looked  up  into  the  sky,  noted  the  sun’s  position,  then  turned  to  the trio. “In that case, lunch?” 

Chapter 6







Blackstone  Keep  had  a  vast  dining  hall  within  its  depths.  It was much larger than the one in the Tempest School which, Zephyr now realized, only seemed large because of how empty it was. The Phoenix  Knights’  dining  hall,  which  Gabriel  called  a   mess  hall  in military  fashion,  sported  row  upon  row  of  sturdy  rectangular  tables and long wooden benches. 

It was lunchtime, so the expansive chamber was packed with hundreds  of  Phoenix  Knights  who  ate,  drank,  and  boasted uproariously.  The  scent  of  roasted  meat,  grilled  vegetables,  and even  beer  filled  the  air.  Zephyr  couldn’t  help  comparing  Blackstone Keep  to  the  Tempest  School  again,  where  the  total  number  of inhabitants, the kitchen and cleaning staff included, barely amounted to sixty people. 

“How many Phoenix Knights are in this place?” Nella asked, raising her voice to make herself heard over the cacophony. 

“We’re  just  over  a  thousand  strong  here,”  Gabriel  told  her. 

“The  rest  of  us  are  working  contracts  all  over  the  world.  I’d  just finished  one  myself  before  I  went  to  the  induction  ceremony  at  the Tempest  School.  I’d  expect  Brass  to  recall  everyone  she  can  via firebird messengers soon though. If the Empire breaks through here, all of the southeastern continent is finished.” 

“What  about  the  Inferno  School?  Are  there  many  Phoenix Knights there too?” Vincent asked. 

“Not  as  many  as  there  are  here,”  Gabriel  replied.  “When  I held  the  rank  of  a  Master,  I  used  to  teach  the  Battle  Mage  classes held toward the end of the year. It was fun, but not having any rank or responsibility is even more fun!” 

A  young  woman  in  a  white  uniform  approached  the  trio  and Gabriel as they sat down at an empty table. She wore a flat-topped cap that was also white, and she held a stack of wooden tablets in her arms. 

“Hello!” the woman said. She pointed to a tag on her uniform. 

“My name’s Tila, and I’ll be your server this afternoon.” 

Tila passed out the wooden tablets to each of them. Zephyr swept  his  gaze  over  the  words  etched  upon  their  surfaces  and realized that it was a menu. 

 Isn’t  this  a  military  fortress?  he  wondered,  swiftly  reading  a few  of  the  choices  listed  on  the  tablet.  Roasted  leek  soup.  Grilled potato  pastries.  Tomato-infused  bread.  Despite  himself,  Zephyr found his mouth watering. 

Nella  had  sat  down  beside  Zephyr,  and  she  was  salivating. 

Zephyr  glanced  at  where  she’d  placed  her  finger  upon  the  menu. 

Steamed rainbow trout garnished with dried mushrooms. 

“This one!” she cried. “I want this one!” 

Tila laughed, covering her mouth politely as she did so. 

“I  was  going  to  say  that  I’d  give  you  a  few  minutes  to  look through  our  choices  and  decide,  but  it  seems  like  that’s  not necessary,” she said. 

“Wow.”  Vincent’s  eyes  were  wide  with  awe.  “You  have  all these items available? Here, in the middle of nowhere? How do you get all the ingredients here?” 

“Firebird  messengers  with  mage  bands,”  Gabriel  explained, handing back his menu to Tila. “The usual, please.” 

“Seriously, Gabriel?” Tila protested. “You can’t eat that all the time. It’s bad for you.” 

“Bah,”  Gabriel  scoffed  and  turned  to  the  trio  with  a  long-suffering  look.  “Man  can’t  even  eat  what  he  wants  even  though  he spends all his time fighting monsters.” 

“Archmage  Brass  told  us  all  that  you  can  only  have  one serving of this dish every week,” Tila said. 

“What?”  Gabriel  demanded,  his  eyes  bulging  with  outrage. 

“But…” 

“Since  you’ve  been  away  for  the  last  two  months,  sure,  I’ll have it brought out in a bit, but you don’t get to eat that again until a week later,” Tila said. “I remember the last time you were here. You had that for all three meals, every day for five months.” 

“Just…  just  what  exactly  have  you  been  ordering,  Gabriel?” 

Vincent asked. 

“You’ll  see  soon  enough,”  the  Phoenix  Knight  said,  before sending a disgruntled glare Tila’s way. “Fine. Just get me my lunch. 

Balls of Fire, this place is so annoying sometimes.” 

Vincent  ordered  a  platter  of  roast  beef  and  grilled  carrots. 

Zephyr decided on the tomato-infused bread. 

“He’s vegetarian,” Nella explained, when Tila asked Zephyr if that would be enough for him. “It’s a Wu monk thing.” 

“You’re a Wu monk?” Tila smiled quizzically, her eyes flashing to Zephyr’s dark hair. 

“I’m just a lay disciple,” he replied, clasping his hands before him in prayer and giving the server a shallow seated bow. 

“Oh, that’s nice.” Tila fumbled in her pockets and produced a smaller  piece  of  paper.  “Our  head  chef,  Master  Giorda,  has  put together a vegetarian menu for our Wu monk guests. Do you want to take a look at this?” 

“Maybe later,” Zephyr said. “The bread is good for now.” 

“Give him a double portion,” Gabriel said. “He’s a big fellow, and he needs more food for all those muscles.” 

“Got it!” Tila nodded. “So, trout, roast beef, tomato bread, and Gabriel’s usual. Does that sound right?” 

Everyone nodded. 

“I’ll put in your order with the kitchen, then come back with a jug of sweet tea!” Tila announced, before turning around and striding away. 

“Oh,  I  can  definitely  get  used  to  the  food  here,”  Nella  said, eyeing  the  tremendous  plate  of  food  on  the  adjacent  table.  The Phoenix  Knight  eating  from  it  saluted  them  cheerily,  then  bit  into  a huge joint of pork. 

“Is this really alright for everyone to feast like this, Gabriel?” 

Zephyr asked. “Aren’t we in the middle of a war?” 

“It’s precisely because we’re in the middle of a war that we’re eating  like  this,”  Gabriel  said.  “Good  food  is  how  you  keep  morale up. Also, as you heard from Rina just now, our supply lines haven’t been cut yet, so we might as well eat the best we can.” 

Zephyr nodded, before a curious thought struck him. 

“What  are  firebird  messengers?”  he  asked.  “I’ve  already heard  them  mentioned  a  few  times,  but  I  don’t  believe  I’ve  ever heard of them before.” 

“Oh,  they’re  like  djinns,  Inferno  elementals.  They’re  really helpful  and  smart,  but  they’re  not  as  tough  as  djinns,  nor  can  they cast  any  spells,  so  they  aren’t  much  use  in  a  fight,”  Gabriel explained.  “They  can  use  enchanted  items  though,  such  as  mage bands. That’s why they’re such excellent couriers.” 

“I  have  heard  of  them!”  Vincent  said.  “The  Phoenix  Knights also hire out their firebirds as couriers to anyone willing and able to pay for their services. That’s another source of wealth for them!” 

“That’s true.” Gabriel shrugged. “I don’t really pay attention to that  part,  though.  Maybe  when  we  have  time,  I’ll  show  you  the firebird  roost  in  Blackstone  Keep.  They  can’t  really  talk,  but  they’re very friendly.” 

“While we’re waiting for our food, let’s get our essence orbs sorted,”  Nella  said.  She  unfurled  a  codex  display.  “So  what’s  the plan?  We  only  know  one  Inferno  magic  spell.  Should  we  just enhance our overall mastery of Inferno magic first? That will help us learn new spells far more quickly.” 

“Let’s  do  that,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “We  should  begin  by  getting our Inferno magic mastery all the way up to Mage level first. We can save the rest to enhance our spells and spell variants.” 

“Alright.” Nella furrowed her brow. Zephyr felt her reaching for the  essence  orbs.  She  frowned  as  she  assigned  a  pair  of  them, though. 



 Inferno Magic empowered! 

  

 Magic: Inferno (initiate)

 Progress to Adept: 1/40 essence orbs

 +0.5% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +0.5% Inferno spell casting speed

 +0.5% Inferno spell learning rate

 +0.5% Inferno spell efficacy



“Look. We need twice the amount of essence orbs to get to Adept level in Inferno magic,” she said. “And every essence orb now gives half the benefits.” 

“That’s odd,” Zephyr mused. He ran the numbers swiftly in his head. “We should still have enough to get us to Mage level, as we’d planned. We just won’t be progressing as quickly as we’d thought.” 

“Should  we  still  do  that,  then?”  Vincent  said.  “Or  should  we stop somewhere around Adept level and save the rest for our spells and  spell  variants?  Those  might  take  twice  the  amount  of  essence orbs to enhance as well.” 

“I believe we should,” Zephyr said. “Even at this rate, we will still  have  more  than  a  hundred  essence  orbs  after  we  get  to  Mage level in Inferno magic. That’s still a lot of spells and spell variants we can  enhance,  even  if  doing  so  now  costs  twice  as  many  essence orbs.” 

“I  agree.”  Nella  nodded.  “Remember  that  dragon  this morning? Avora said that the night prince almost certainly had some help in controlling that dragon. Knowing what we know now, whoever

provided  that  help  uses  Tyrant  magic.  How  powerful  must  a  Slave-Master be to work alongside a night prince?” 

“I  think  I  understand  what  you’re  getting  at,  Nella,”  Vincent said.  “We’re  not  starting  off  by  fighting  weak  Shadowswarm creatures  inside  a  Phase  One  Dark  Labyrinth.  We’ll  be  facing powerful enemies right from the start, and if Inferno magic is the best weapon  we  have  against  them,  we  need  to  acquire  power  in  it quickly.” 

“Learning  new  spells  and  then  enhancing  them  and  their variants won’t do us much good if we don’t have the overall prowess in  Inferno  magic  to  back  them  up,”  Zephyr  said.  “That’s  why  we should  get  to  Mage  level  first,  learn  the  most  important  spells,  and enhance those. That will allow us to destroy iron drones more easily, which in turn gets us more essence orbs.” 

“Alright.  I’ll  get  that  sorted  out  then,”  Nella  said.  The  ranger looked  intently  at  the  codex  display  once  more  and  expended  four hundred essence orbs all at once. 



 Magic: Inferno (Mage)

 Progress to Master: 0/4,000 essence orbs

 +450% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +450% Inferno spell casting speed

 +450% Inferno spell learning rate

 +450% Inferno spell efficacy



Gabriel  flinched  as  the  codex  display  announced  the  trio’s ascension to Mage level mastery of Inferno magic. 

“What  did  you  three  just  do?”  he  demanded.  “Your  magical aura just surged by an insane amount!” 

Gabriel  wasn’t  the  only  one  who’d  noticed.  All  around  the mess  hall,  Phoenix  Knights  were  muttering  and  pointing  at  the  trio, their eyes wide with awe and disbelief. 

“Hello,  everyone.  Please  don’t  mind  us.  Sorry  for  disturbing your  meal,”  Vincent  said  politely,  waving  to  everyone  staring  at  the trio. 

Zephyr forced a smile upon his face and joined in the waving too. He glanced sidelong at Nella. The sudden attention seemed to have  shocked  her  into  some  kind  of  regression.  The  ranger  was clutching her left upper arm with her right hand and looking straight down  at  the  floor  again,  something  Zephyr  hadn’t  seen  her  do  in  a long time. 

Zephyr  put  a  comforting  hand  on  her  shoulder.  “Hey,  it’s alright.  See?  Everyone’s  returning  to  their  meals  now.  There’s nothing to worry about.” 

He  wasn’t  lying.  Some  of  the  Phoenix  Knights  cheered  and shook their fists in the air, but the majority simply nodded or smiled politely at the trio before looking away. 

Nella raised her head. Her face was red with embarrassment. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. 

“There’s  nothing  to  be  sorry  about,”  Vincent  said,  reaching over and briefly squeezing her fingertips. “Nothing at all.” 

Nella  released  her  left  upper  arm  with  jerky,  yet  deliberate motions,  took  a  deep  breath,  and  smoothed  out  the  front  of  her robes. 

“Thank you,” she said to Zephyr and Vincent. 

“You’re welcome, always,” Zephyr replied. 

Vincent simply smiled and nodded. 

“Any  of  you  going  to  explain  what  just  happened  with  your magical aura?” Gabriel asked. 

Vincent swiftly went over how the trio could use essence orbs to  enhance  their  overall  mastery  of  any  type  of  magic,  as  long  as they’d awakened the corresponding Aspect beforehand. By the time he was done, Gabriel was nodding in admiration. 

“That  does  sound  very  handy,”  the  Phoenix  Knight  said.  “I know, I know. There’s satisfaction in progressing the traditional and

far  more  difficult  way,  but  it’s  not  like  you  three  got  those  essence orbs for free or anything. You slew so many Shadowswarm creatures and  protected  all  those  people  threatened  by  the  Dark  Labyrinths. 

Besides, anyone with any sense at all can tell that dark times loom ahead  of  us.  We  need  powerful  mages  who  fight  for  the  Light,  just like you.” 

Before  Zephyr  could  reply,  Tila  arrived  with  their  food.  The server placed covered silver platters in front of the trio and Gabriel, before  removing  the  covers  deftly  and  balancing  them  upon  her forearms. 

“Enjoy!”  she  said.  “Let  me  know  if  you  need  anything  else. 

And no, Gabriel, you can’t have seconds.” 

“Aw,  come  on!”  the  Phoenix  Knight  protested,  but  Tila  was already walking away, humming a cheerful tune to herself. He picked up a fork and grunted. “Well, at least I’ve still got this.” 

Gabriel  dug  in  as  Zephyr  exchanged  sidelong  glances  with his friends. 

 He  ate  chocolate  cake  three  times  a  day  for  five  months? 

Zephyr thought, fighting the urge to gag. 



Chapter 7







After lunch, Gabriel brought them back out on the battlements but this time beneath the shade of a crenelated tower. The Phoenix Knight cracked his knuckles, rolled his shoulders, and stretched his back muscles, as if he were going to partake in some athletic event. 

“Alright,” he said. “Now, let’s learn some Inferno magic.” 

“Here?” Zephyr asked. “Really?” 

“I figured you three would prefer being out in the open after a year spent in the Tempest School’s musty halls,” Gabriel said. “What better place to work on your magic? The sun is shining, the birds are singing, and the air is fresh.” 

“That’s true.” Zephyr smiled and looked up. “It is a bright and sunny day.” 

“But there are no birds,” Vincent pointed out. 

“And  the  air  stinks  of  burnt  metal,”  Nella  added.  The  ranger shrugged.  “But  you’re  right,  Gabriel.  I  wasn’t  looking  forward  to sitting  in  a  lecture  hall  and  taking  notes.  Let’s  learn  some  Inferno magic!” 

“Now that’s the spirit!” Gabriel cried, thrusting a clenched fist into the air. “First, let’s… What are you doing?” 

Vincent had unfurled a codex display. His eyes were closed, but his brow was furrowed in concentration. Cobalt-blue light washed over the magical scroll then, causing Gabriel to jump. 

“Oh!”  the  Phoenix  Knight  said.  “Is  that  from  your  Codex  of Ascension? How curious?” 

“You  made  our  codex  display  visible  to  Gabriel?”  Zephyr asked. “That’s really amazing, Vincent!” 

Vincent opened his eyes and exhaled. Beads of sweat dotted his temples. 

“I’ve  been  thinking  about  doing  this  for  a  long  time  already,” 

he said. “Looks like my efforts finally worked. All you have to do is immerse  your  codex  display  in  Tempest  ether,  then   solidify   that Tempest  ether  as  if  you  were  creating  a  shadow-bane  conjuration. 

It’s a bit more difficult than it sounds, but we can practice later.” 

Nella  slapped  Vincent  on  the  back  heartily.  “You  never  stop impressing all of us!” she said. “Maybe you’ll become an Archmage one day! Or even a Grand Sage! You’ll be a much better one than the twit!” 

“Nella!  Don’t  call  His  Excellency  that!”  Vincent  chided. 

“Please! He gave us the Codex of Ascension and this opportunity to learn magic. I’m very grateful to him. You should be, too!” 

Nella opened her mouth to protest, but she evidently thought better of it, because she nodded instead. 

“You’re  right,  Vincent,”  the  ranger  conceded.  “Avora   is  the Grand  Sage  of  this  era,  and  he  did  spend  his  entire  life  fighting monsters and Shadowswarm. And like you said, it’s because of him that we’re here right now. But most importantly, Avora is the reason I got to meet the both of you. I should be grateful, and I really am.” 

“So am I,” Zephyr said, reaching out and patting Nella on the shoulder as she blushed. 

“People!” Gabriel snapped, tapping his foot impatiently on the floor.  “You’ve  gotten  out  of  that  system,  haven’t  you?  So  let’s  get started! First, we—” 

Vincent  nodded,  and  the  codex  display  filled  with  words.  A quick glance revealed that it was the foreword of the Inferno magic grimoire Vincent had transcribed to their Codex of Ascension. 

“Go  on,  Gabriel,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  said.  “Here’s  your grimoire. Which page should we begin at?” 

The  Phoenix  Knight’s  brow  twitched  irritably,  but  he  sighed and folded his arms. 

“It  should  be  around  page  three  hundred  and  thirty-five, where  the  section  on  Blazefire  Conjurations  begins,”  Gabriel conceded.  A  grin  tugged  at  the  corner  of  his  mouth.  “You  know what?  Having  the  text  on  hand  for  my  students  like  that  would actually make teaching so much easier! Why did I never think about that?” 

 Is he really one of the best instructors in the Inferno School? 

Zephyr found himself wondering for the umpteenth time. 

Vincent  blinked,  causing  the  words  on  the  codex  display  to blur,  then  sharpen  back  into  focus.  The  top  of  the  page  had  a beautifully stenciled heading that read “Blazefire Conjurations”. 

“Are  blazefire  conjurations  anything  like  shadow-bane conjurations?” Nella asked. “Do we use them to create fiery barriers of Inferno magic that burn anything that touches them?” 

 I  suppose  that  would  make  sense,  since  shadow-bane conjurations create walls and spheres of Tempest magic that can be lethal  for  Shadowswarm  monsters  to  touch,  Zephyr  mused.  “That wasn’t what I expected you to start us off with, Gabriel, but I’m sure this will come in handy.” 

“No,  a  blazefire  conjuration  doesn’t  create  a  fiery  wall,” 

Gabriel said, shaking his head. “You create fiery walls with a Flame Flash spell variant, but we’ll get to that later. A blazefire conjuration creates a barrier—” 

“Like a fiery wall?” Nella whispered, loud enough for Zephyr to hear. 

“In your brain!” Gabriel finished, tapping his temples with both index fingers. 

“Isn’t  that  dangerous?  Manifesting  Inferno  ether  inside  your body?”  Zephyr  asked.  “Wouldn’t  that  cause  our  brains  to…  you know?” 

“Burn? Melt? Pour out of our ears like heated pudding?” Nella continued. “Is that what happened to you?” 

“Nella,  Zeph,  I  don’t  think  it  works  like  that,”  Vincent  said. 

“Shadow-bane  conjurations  don’t  actually  involve  any  actual lightning, remember? And they only affect Shadowswarm creatures. 

Blazefire conjurations must be the same. They might look otherwise, but they don’t actually produce any flames or heat.” 

“Exactly.”  Gabriel  pointed  at  Vincent  triumphantly.  “Blazfire conjurations  don’t  burn  anything,  but  they’re  really  helpful  against Tyrant magic.” 

“If  shadow-bane  conjurations  keep  Shadowswarm  at  bay, then  blazefire  conjurations  must  have  the  same  effect,  but  for something  else,”  Zephyr  reasoned.  “The  iron  drones  have  actual physical bodies though, unlike most Shadowswarm creatures, which are made up almost entirely of dark magic. If blazefire conjurations don’t  burn  them  up,  then  I’m  guessing  they  block  the  Tyrant  magic that controls the iron drones somehow?” 

“A  good  guess,  Zeph.”  Gabriel  nodded.  “Unfortunately,  the Slave-Masters are too good at Tyrant magic for their control spells to be blocked so easily like that. If you’re up against iron drones, you’ll have  to  burn  and  smash  them  the  old-fashioned  way,  by  uh…

burning and smashing them.” 

“So  what  are  blazefire  conjurations  good  for,  then?”  Nella asked. 

“Slave-Masters  use  their  Tyrant  magic  to  control  their  iron drones, but they can also use it to control  you,” Gabriel said, tapping his temples again. “They can reach into your mind, fill it with all kinds of ideas, and make you do things you wouldn’t ever do.” 

“Vincent, when we first met Archmage Xanthus, he tried using a Domination spell on us, didn’t he?” Zephyr asked. “You didn’t even feel it, while Nella and I shrugged it off after a while.” 

“Yes,  I  remember,”  Vincent  said.  “Maybe  the  fact  that  we’re Caruthas reborn means that we’re highly resistant to spells that try to affect our minds.” 

“No,  no.”  Gabriel  shook  his  head.  “Xanthus  had  a  Darkness Aspect, but he hardly developed it. Slave-Masters spend their entire

lives  practicing  their  Tyrant  magic  spells.  Also,  they  don’t  lead  off right  away  with  Domination.  That’s  usually  a  finishing  blow,  when their  victims’  minds  are  reeling,  exhausted,  and  filled  with  despair. 

They  usually  start  off  with  Peripheral  Phantasm,  then  Enclosing Fears  or  Backbiting  Anxiety.  After  that,  they  go  on  to  spells  like Hallucination or Phantasmal Harm, before finishing with Domination and turning you into a puppet.” 

“And  blazefire  conjurations  are  meant  to  counter  these spells,”  Zephyr  said,  arriving  at  the  obvious  conclusion.  “I  see.  So they’re spells used to defend one’s mind against malign influences. 

There  are  a  few  Tempest  magic  spells  that  have  this  effect,  but they’re  mostly  directed  against  Shadowswarm  creatures  that  can induce unnatural fear in their victims.” 

“They can also be used against other opponents,” Nella said, taking out a codex display. “Such as this one.” 



 Heart of Stars (Master)

 Renders  subject  of  this  spell  completely  immune  to  fear caused  by  spells  or  magical  abilities,  20  ether  per  cast,  1  hour duration



“That’s  true,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “When  he’d  attacked  Dark Labyrinths alongside Lux, he’d used this spell to protect her. Do you think this spell might help us against the Slave-Masters, Gabriel?” 

“It might, but why would you use it when you have blazefire conjurations?”  Gabriel  replied.  He  nodded  to  Vincent.  “Turn  three pages or so ahead.” 

The jeweler’s apprentice blinked, and the words of his codex display  blurred,  then  refocused  themselves.  The  word  “Defiance” 

was  the  page’s  header.  Below  it,  paragraphs  of  mental  concepts, casting words, and gestures followed. 

Nella  sighed  resignedly,  drawing  amused  chuckles  from Zephyr  and  Vincent.  The  ranger  had  never  liked  learning  spells

through  reading  or  studying.  Still,  she’d  done  her  fair  share  of learning  new  spells  and  adding  them  to  the  trio’s  repertoire  during their year in the Tempest school. 

“So  what?  We  just  learn  this  spell  off  the  page?”  she  asked Gabriel. “In that case, why do we need you?” 

“So  that  you   don’t  have  to  learn  the  spell  off  the  page,”  the Phoenix  Knight  replied.  “Well,  you  do,  but  only  the  first  section, where you engage your Inferno ether and condense it within the core of your souls. After that, I’ll guide you through a few steps, and you won’t ever forget how to cast this blazefire conjuration. Or you might, depending on how stupid and forgetful you are.” 

“Alright.” Zephyr nodded and turned to the codex display. “We might as well get started then. Just section one, you say?” 

“That’s  it,”  Gabriel  said.  “Shouldn’t  take  you  too  long,  really, judging by the sheer power radiating from your magical auras.” 

 We  need  to  suppress  them  again,  Zephyr  thought.  We’ve been doing that all this time, but I suppose our suppression lapsed when we enhanced our overall mastery of Inferno magic. 

The trio studied the instructions on the codex intently. Gabriel was right. Zephyr felt he could perform the first basic steps detailed in  section  one  after  roughly  ten  minutes.  Still,  he’d  expected  to instantly  pick  up  the  concept,  given  his  enhanced  capacity  to  learn new Inferno magic spells. Perhaps blazefire conjurations were really complex, much more so than shadow-bane conjurations. 

 That  does  make  sense,   Zephyr  thought.  Shadow-bane conjurations  only  have  one  purpose,  which  is  repelling Shadowswarm. Blazefire conjurations are meant to counter different Tyrant magic spells. 

Zephyr  channeled  a  moderate  amount  of  Inferno  ether, pulling  it  from  the  air  and  coalescing  it  into  a  compact  sphere  of orange-red light before his chest. Taking care not to have the Inferno ether manifest as either heat or light, he pulled it within his soul. 

“That’s good!” Gabriel cried. He pointed to Nella and Vincent in turn. “You two have gotten it as well. Excellent job!” 

Nella smirked at her accomplishment, and Vincent smiled as well.  Zephyr  noted  the  difference  between  Gabriel’s  and  Master Gathras’s teaching styles. The latter was stern and demanding, while the  former  was  exuberant  and  lavished  praise  on  his  students’

achievements. 

“Alright,  now  activate  your  mage  sight,”  the  Phoenix  Knight instructed, before channeling some Inferno ether and drawing it into his body as well. “I’ll highlight the flow of ether through my soul and body so that you three can see exactly what I’m doing.” 

Zephyr  nodded.  He  closed  his  eyes  momentarily,  and  when he  opened  them  again,  he  could  see  the  crimson-orange  light  of Inferno ether within Gabriel’s soul. He glanced at Nella and Vincent. 

They were looking intently at Gabriel as well. 

“Great.  Now,  try  to  follow  along  and  do  the  same  thing  as me,”  Gabriel  said.  He  extended  a  tendril  of  Inferno  ether  from  the center  of  his  soul  toward  his  brain.  Zephyr  exchanged  sidelong glances  with  his  friends.  The  brain  was  a  physical  organ,  while  the soul was an immaterial object. 

The first rule of magic was the categorical divide between the corporeal  and  the  non-corporeal.  Neither  could  affect  the  other, unless ether were manifested in some way, such as through a spell, but  as  far  as  Zephyr  knew  manifesting  Inferno  ether  while  it  was inside his body couldn’t lead to anything except a disaster. 

“Get  to  it,  you  three.”  Gabriel  frowned.  “We  don’t  have  all day.” 

Zephyr shrugged and copied the Phoenix Knight. Vincent and Nella did the same. Gabriel then began systematically extending his Inferno ether in different directions, bidding the trio follow along with every step. By the time the Phoenix Knight was done, he’d woven a fairly complex web of Inferno ether that stemmed from his soul and spanned over his brain. 

“If the next step involves manifesting Inferno ether inside our heads, I’m leaving,” Nella promised. 

“For  the  next  step  you  need  to  manifest  Inferno  ether…” 

Gabriel  began,  before  the  ranger’s  words  set  in.  He  glared  at  her. 

“Trust  me.  This  is  going  to  work.  You’re  not  going  to  cook  your brains. Well, I don’t think you will, anyway.” 

“You don’t  think?” Vincent murmured worriedly. “So there’s a chance that might happen?” 

“Yes, but it’ll be fine,” Gabriel promised. “Alright, let’s do this. 

Why do you all have that look on your faces? Everything will be fine. 

I’ve done this a million times already, and look how I turned out.” 

“Gabriel,  maybe  we  should—”  Zephyr  began,  only  for  the Phoenix Knight to weave the fingers of both hands into an intricate pattern before his face and chant three distinct syllables. 

Vincent  yelped,  expecting  Gabriel’s  head  to  explode  in  a shower  of  superheated  bone  fragments  and  roasted  meat.  Nella flinched, and despite all his training, Zephyr did as well. 

But Gabriel’s skull was intact. The Phoenix Knight grinned at the trio as a minute bead of crimson-orange light hovered above his forehead. 

“That’s  the  first  blazefire  conjuration,  Defiance!”  he announced. “All the others are built upon or extend from this. Did you catch what I just did?” 

“No,  I’m  sorry,  Gabriel.”  Zephyr  shook  his  head.  “I  was  just worried that—” 

“Your  head  would  burst  into  pieces!”  Nella  said.  “Ostar’s teeth!  And  why  wouldn’t  we  think  that?  You’re  manifesting  Inferno ether inside your skull!” 

“And  Inferno  ether  manifests  as  heat  or  light.”  Vincent frowned.  “Wait.  There   is  heat  radiating  from  your  conjuration, Gabriel. But…” 

“The  trick  is  to  pull  the  heat   out   and   away  from  your  body before it really starts burning things up,” Gabriel said. “You’ll get the hang of doing that with enough practice. Anyway, take a look at this.” 

The bead of light above his head pulsed, and a complex network of

magical energy stemming from its underside and extending into the Phoenix  Knight’s  soul  became  visible.  “The  material  cannot  touch the  immaterial  and  vice  versa,  but  the  human  body  is  one  such exception.  After  all,  how  else  can  our  soul  drive  our  flesh?  The blazefire  conjuration  takes  a  physical  body  part,  your  brain,  and anchors  it  to  a  far  more  inviolable  aspect  of  you,  your  soul.  In  this way, it renders your brain much less susceptible to the workings of Tyrant magic.” 

“That’s amazing!” Vincent cried. “Can you demonstrate for us again, Gabriel? I’m afraid I didn’t quite catch that last part.” 

“Of  course!”  Gabriel  said,  before  dismissing  his  blazefire conjuration with a gesture and starting the entire process anew. 

The  trio  followed  suit,  eager  to  expand  their  magical knowledge.  It  was  a  much  more  difficult  process  than  Zephyr  had imagined,  and  by  the  time  he’d  managed  to  cast  his  first  blazefire conjuration,  hours  had  passed,  and  he’d  developed  a  new  respect for the Phoenix Knight’s magical prowess. 

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” Gabriel cried, prancing from one foot to another in delight. Nella had been the first to succeed in casting a blazefire  conjuration,  while  Vincent  had  managed  to  do  so  shortly after Zephyr. 

“It’s  not  like  a  spell,”  Vincent  pointed  out.  “When  Nella managed  to  put  together  her  conjuration,  Zeph  and  I  didn’t  get  the ability to do so automatically.” 

“Maybe because it’s exactly like you said, Vincent. A blazefire conjuration   isn’t  a  spell,”  Zephyr  said.  “It’s  a  rearrangement  of Inferno ether into something that protects our minds.” 

“But  aren’t  all  spells  rearrangements  of  ether?”  Nella  asked. 

“Why would this be different?” 

“Maybe  it  has  to  do  with  how  it  skirts  around  the  divide between the material and immaterial?” Vincent speculated. “Unlike a shadow-bane  conjuration,  a  blazefire  conjuration  is  made  up  of Inferno ether that is manifested, like a spell would, in some parts but

not  manifested  in  others.  Maybe  that’s  why  it  doesn’t  count  as  a spell, at least not to our Codex of Ascension.” 

“So  we  can’t  simply  have  each  of  us  learning  a  different conjuration and tripling the rate at which we get this done, like how we  worked  our  way  through  the  spells  in  our  Tempest  magic grimoire.  We  each  have  to  learn   all  the  different  conjurations,” 

Zephyr concluded. He grinned. “I’m fine with that, actually. It’d be a nice challenge.” 

“I think Gabriel here actually saved us a lot of time,” Vincent said,  squinting  at  the  text  upon  the  codex  display.  “Following  these steps would have taken us the rest of the day.” 

“It definitely would have,” Gabriel said. “Ready to move on to the  next  conjuration,  Clarity,  then?  This  one  directly  counters  the Tyrant magic spell Peripheral Phantasm, while also rendering you far more resistant to Enclosing Fears and Backbiting Anxiety.” 

“I  think  I  still  need  some  more  practice  with  Defiance  first,” 

Zephyr said. “Now that you’ve shown us how to do it, I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it sooner rather than later.” 

“Me  too,”  Vincent  said.  “I  think  we  should  be  sure  we  can create a Defiance blazefire conjuration at will before we move on to the others.” 

“That’s  probably  a  good  idea,”  the  Phoenix  Knight  agreed. 

“Alright,  why  don’t  you  three  go  ahead  and  get  some  practice  in, then?” 

“We could, or I could try finding the rituals His Excellency was talking  about,”  Vincent  mused.  He  turned  to  Zephyr.  “What  do  you think?” 

“I’m fine with getting more practice, but you’re right. We have a lot of pressing issues to take care of,” Zephyr said. “On top of the rituals,  we  also  need  to  inscribe  as  many  talismans  as  we  can. 

Vincent,  instead  of  trying  to  find  the  rituals  somewhere  in  our Tempest  magic  grimoires,  maybe  you  should  just  ask  the  Grand Sage  what  they  are  and  how  they  can  be  performed.  If  he’s  in  no shape to carry them out, we can definitely manage on his behalf.” 

“Maybe  I  should  get  started  on  the  talismans  then,”  Nella said, grinning. “I’m better at them than the two of you are.” 

“I can help with that,” Zephyr offered. 

“Sure.  Every  little  bit  helps,”  she  agreed,  before  turning  to Gabriel. “You’ve been with us all day too. Don’t you need a bit of a break as well?” 

“I  do.”  The  Phoenix  Knight  yawned,  walked  beneath  the lengthening shadow of the nearby tower, and sat down with his back against its wall. “I wouldn’t turn down a nap right now, so maybe it’s a  good  idea  for  you  three  to  go  about  your  other  business  in  the meantime.” 

“Great.  Is  there  a  place  where  we  can  work  on  the talismans?” Zephyr asked. 

“Right  here  seems  good,”  Gabriel  replied,  gesturing  to  the battlement floors. “Plenty of space, fresh air, and so on.” 

“Ah  yes,  an  open-air  windy  place  where  the  breeze  might catch our work and carry it away,” Nella said, frowning. “How many times  did  you  burn  your  brain  while  creating  blazefire  conjurations again?” 

“A  few  times,”  Gabriel  admitted  as  he  stood  up.  “But  you’re right. And I just remembered I haven’t shown you your quarters yet. 

There’s  a  small  hall  just  outside  where  you  three  are  supposed  to sleep. Maybe you can work there. Vincent, come with the rest of us first before running off to find the twit, so you know where your room is.” 

“Alright,  Gabriel,”  Vincent  said  and  dismissed  the  codex display. 

Chapter 8







Zephyr could hardly believe his eyes as he opened the door to  his  room  in  Blackstone  Keep.  The  walls  were  of  bare  stone,  but the  floor  was  covered  in  thick,  luxurious  carpet.  Gleaming  oaken cabinets lined one wall, and a massive bed dominated the center of the  spacious  room.  Part  of  the  bedroom  was  sectioned  off  by  a screen of paper and wood. Zephyr peeked behind the screen, only to find a large brass tub beside a rack replete with fragrant soaps and oils. 

He  backed  away  and  opened  one  of  the  cabinets.  Crimson robes hung inside, none of them enchanted like his knight-robe, but all  of  them  thick  and  comfortable.  Another  cabinet  was  filled  with undergarments, combs, and brushes. 

Zephyr  turned  and  walked  out  of  the  room.  Gabriel  was waiting  there,  speaking  softly  to  a  middle-aged  man  wearing  a uniform that consisted of plain but neat and matching gray tunic and trousers. Nella and Vincent came out from their rooms too, their eyes wide with amazement. 

“Alright,  Mister  Hartor  here  is  the  chamberlain  for  this  floor,” 

the Phoenix Knight said. “Let him know if you want a bath prepared or  any  meals  delivered  to  your  rooms.  Oh,  right.  If  any  of  your clothes need to be replaced or laundered, he’s the one you go to as well.” 

“Yes.  My  staff  and  I  look  forward  to  serving  you,  Master Zephyr, Master Trefori, and Lady Heartseeker,” Hartor said, bowing to the trio. 

“Are you sure this is where we’re supposed to stay, Gabriel?” 

Zephyr asked. “It’s a bit much, don’t you think?” 

“Eh,  don’t  worry  about  it.”  The  Phoenix  Knight  waved dismissively.  “This  is  how  every  mage  lives  in  Blackstone  Keep. 

Brass wants us living in the lap of luxury as much as possible so we won’t be afraid when it’s time to fight and die. The Inferno School is like this too. Nice beds, good food, and competent serving staff.” 

“Wouldn’t  such  luxury  weaken  the  mind  or  something?” 

Vincent said faintly. “Make you all soft?” 

“It’s not like our initiates don’t train hard,” Gabriel said. “And you  saw  for  yourself  this  morning  what  we  do  here  at  Blackstone Keep. Several of my brothers and sisters died in today’s attack. But we still won. Do you think we’re soft?” 

“No,  not  at  all.”  Nella  nodded.  “The  Phoenix  Knights  are  as brave and as fierce as any ranger or druid. None of you are soft, no matter what you eat or where you sleep.” 

“That’s  right.”  Gabriel  pointed  to  an  archway  down  the corridor. “There’s a sitting area in that direction. If you want, you can have Mistor Hartor or his staff bring you your evening meal there as well.  As  for  me,  I’m  going  to  take  a  nap.  My  room  is  on  the  floor above  yours.  Come  find  me  if  you  want  to  work  on  more  Inferno magic today. Otherwise, I’ll see you three early tomorrow morning on the battlements, where we were just now.” 

With  that,  the  Phoenix  Knight  nodded  once  more  to  Mister Hartor, then strode away, leaving the trio bewildered and confused. 

The  chamberlain  pointed  out  a  bell  seated  atop  a  stand  of  carved oak. 

“Just  ring  that  bell  for  service,  esteemed  guests,”  he  said, before  pointing  to  another  door  beside  the  stand.  “There’s  always someone from my staff stationed there at the serving station, ready to attend to your needs.” 

“Thank you, sir.” Zephyr bowed deeply to Mister Hartor. The chamberlain returned the bow and withdrew into the serving station. 

“This is very different from the Tempest School,” Vincent said, before turning to Nella. “Have you been to the Frost School before? 

Is it like this?” 

“No,”  the  ranger  said.  “You’ve  visited  my  home  before  and spoken  to  Druidess  Filna.  The  Frost  School  isn’t  too  far  away  from where we arrived back then, and it doesn’t look too different from its surroundings. I don’t know what things are like inside though.” 

“I suppose we’ll find out sooner or later,” Zephyr said, looking around. “In the meantime...” 

“We might as well enjoy all this?” Vincent finished, chuckling. 

“I was going to say we should get to work, but yes, there’s no reason  we  can’t  eat  and  sleep  well  during  our  stay  here,”  Zephyr said, laughing as well. “So yes, we should enjoy what we can.” 

“Oh, you can be sure I’m definitely going to,” Nella promised. 

“I’m having fish for dinner again tonight!” 

Vincent left, heading for the planning room where the trio had last seen Avora. If the Grand Sage weren’t there anymore, Vincent would rejoin Zephyr and Nella and help with the talismans or search for  the  rituals.  Zephyr  and  Nella  walked  into  the  sitting  area, marveled at the luxurious velvet couches and wide tables of carved teak, and laid their working materials across the surface of one. 

Zephyr  had  just  finished  cutting  a  dozen  strips  of  luminous parchment with a pocket knife when a familiar voice rang across the room. 

“Zeph! You’re really here!” Master Sora said, stepping into the sitting area. The old Wu monk was clad in a plain blue tunic, and he looked as hale and hearty as ever. 

Zephyr  put  down  his  work  and  ran  to  the  man  who’d  raised him.  He  embraced  Master  Sora  tightly.  The  monk  laughed  and returned the embrace, before stepping away. 

“It’s so good to see you, Master Sora,” Zephyr said. “Are the other brothers here too?” 

“They  are!”  Sora  replied,  clasping  Zephyr  on  the  shoulder. 

Pride shone in his eyes. “Our rooms are on the floor beneath yours. 


You should come by later. Everyone’s missed you!” 

“I’ve  missed  them  too.”  Zephyr  gestured  to  Nella,  who’d gotten to her feet and had been standing nervously behind Zephyr. 

“This  is  Nella.  She’s  a  ranger,  and  we  studied  Tempest  magic together for a year. I’ve told you about her, Master Sora.” 

“Ah,  one  of  the  three,”  Sora  said,  clasping  his  hands  before his  chest  in  prayer  and  bowing  to  Nella.  “A  good  afternoon  to  you, Miss Nella.” 

“Good  afternoon  to  you  too,  sir.”  Nella  mimicked  Sora’s posture and returned the bow. “You’re the one who taught Zeph how to fight, right? He’s amazing, you know?” 

“I  definitely  do  know,”  Sora  said,  chuckling.  He  swept  his gaze up and down Zephyr’s frame appraisingly. “And it looks like he hasn’t been slacking off on his training at all.” 

“I’ve  attained  the  Fifth  Cycle  of  the  Carefree  Sutra,  Master Sora!” Zephyr said, his voice ringing with excitement. “I can’t wait to show you my progress!” 

“Why don’t you go ahead and do just that, Zeph?” Nella said. 

“I  can  handle  the  talismans.  You  should  go  catch  up  with  your family.” 

“Oh, Miss Nella.” Sora shook his head. “I wouldn’t presume to tear Zeph away from his duties.” 

“Yes, Nella. Let’s get to work.” Zephyr smiled at Master Sora. 

“I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time to chat later.” 

“No, it’s fine.” Nella grinned as she twirled a quill across her fingers.  “I  can  handle  this.  I’ve  always  been  better  at  preparing talismans than you and Vincent anyway. In fact, I can probably work faster without the two of you underfoot. Go on, Zeph.” 

“Is that really fine?” Zephyr asked. 

“Yes, it is.” Nella bowed once more to Sora. “Pleased to meet you, sir. I’ve heard stories about you from Druidess Filna. Everyone at  the  Blight  Boundary  admires  you  a  lot.  The  rangers  and  druids have always drawn inspiration from the Wu monks.” 

“Oh,  I  suppose  many  exaggerations  of  my  achievements have reached as far as there.” Master Sora chuckled and scratched the  back  of  his  head  uneasily.  “I  hope  my  brothers  and  I  live  up  to your expectations in the days to come.” 

Zephyr and Sora walked away, leaving Nella to her work. The Wu monk led Zephyr down a stairwell, then another. 

“Aren’t we going to see the other brothers?” he asked. 

“We  all  just  got  back  from  a  sortie,  so  the  brothers  were returning  their  equipment  to  the  armory  last  I  checked,”  Sora  said. 

“They’ve probably gotten some food from the mess hall by now and taken it to the training grounds. All the carousing in the mess hall can get quite distracting.” 

“What  about  you,  Master  Sora?”  Zephyr  asked.  “Have  you eaten yet?” 

“I’m sure Brother Sparrow would have brought me my share too,”  Sora  said.  “I  know,  I  know.  He’s  really  forgetful.  If  my  food slipped his mind, I’ll just go get something to eat for myself.” 

Zephyr  felt  his  smile  widen.  The  teachings  of  the  Wu emphasized  peacefulness  and  joy,  and  its  followers  favored  simple and  unassuming  approaches  to  life.  Master  Sora  was  the  abbot  of the Wu monastery, but he’d never quibbled about the niceties of his rank. And neither had the brothers given him any reason to. The Wu monastery  was  a  place  of  tranquility  and  harmony,  which  Zephyr found himself missing with a sudden intensity. 

“I  can’t  wait  till  all  this  is  over,  so  we  can  all  go  home together,” he said. 

Master Sora gave him a curious look. 

“Zeph,  my  boy,  you’ve  only  just  gotten  underway  upon  this grand adventure of yours, and you’re already pining for home?” the Wu monk asked. “There’s still so much for you to see and so much for you to do out there.” 

Wistfulness drifted across Master Sora’s weathered features. 

“And  perhaps  by  the  time  you’ve  seen  and  done  it  all,  you might have already found a home somewhere else,” he finished. 

“The  Wu  monastery  will  always  be  my  home,  Master  Sora,” 

Zephyr insisted. “And you and the brothers will always be my family.” 

“Of  course.”  Sora  patted  Zephyr  fondly  on  the  shoulder.  “Of course we will be. By the way, how is that young lady you brought to the Wu monastery? Is she well?” 

“Yes,  Master  Sora,”  Zephyr  replied,  his  face  falling.  “She’s gone to the northern battlelines, though.” 

“A  perilous  place,”  Sora  said,  shaking  his  head.  “My apologies,  my  boy.  I  thought  to  lift  your  spirits,  but  I  see  I’ve dampened  them  instead.  Come.  Perhaps  seeing  the  brothers  will cheer you up. They should be right through this doorway.” 

The abbot pushed open a door with the words “Main Training Grounds” stenciled upon its surface and led Zephyr through it. Sure enough,  the  brothers  of  the  Wu  monastery  were  gathered  upon  an open-air courtyard ringed with dummies of packed straw and wood. 

They  cheered  as  they  caught  sight  of  Zephyr  and  rushed  over, crowding  around  him,  thumping  him  over  the  shoulders  and  back, and asking about his health. 

Zephyr  laughed  in  delight  at  the  sight  of  so  many  familiar faces,  and  for  a  moment,  warmth  filled  his  heart.  He  was  with  his family  again,  one  that  he’d  missed  much  more  than  he’d  realized. 

Brother Wing fussed over whether Zephyr had been eating properly, while  Brother  Sparrow  declared  that  Zephyr  needed  new  shoes. 

Brother  Cloud  marveled  at  his  magical  knight-robes,  and  Brother Breeze wiped joyful tears from the corners of his eyes. 

“It’s  so  good  to  see  you  again,  Zeph,”  Brother  Breeze  said. 

“We  heard  from  Master  Sora  that  you’ve  been  fighting Shadowswarm. You must have been so scared.” 

“I wasn’t, Brother Breeze,” Zephyr replied. “It wasn’t easy, but thanks  to  my  friends  and  His  Excellency  Grand  Sage  Avora,  we managed  to  get  rid  of  every  Dark  Labyrinth  in  the  realm.  More  will appear  over  time,  but  in  much  smaller  numbers.  This  Dao  monk  I

met  named  Master  Stalwart  said  that  he  and  his  brothers  will manage those.” 

“Ah,  the  Dao!”  Brother  Wing  said.  “A  very  clever  bunch. 

They’re not very cheerful though.” 

“That’s fine. They have their own way of doing things, and we have ours,” Brother Cloud said. “Come, sit with us. We’re just about to eat. This place has really good food. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to go back to Brother Sparrow’s cooking again.” 

“My  dishes  build  character,”  Brother  Sparrow  cackled, causing  everyone  to  wince.  Brother  Sparrow  had  a  reputation  for producing  some  of  the  worst  food  ever  in  the  Wu  monastery,  and there  wasn’t  a  monk  who  didn’t  dread  the  days  when  Brother Sparrow was on cooking duty. 

Zephyr  sat  with  the  monks  beneath  the  shade  of  an overhanging  ceiling  and  listened  to  their  chatter  as  they  ate.  After finding  out  about  the  presence  of  a  slaver  ring  in  the  realm’s southern  cities,  the  monks  had  left  to  root  it  out.  In  the  process, they’d uncovered the ring’s ties to the Fennean Empire. From there, Master Sora and the brothers met with several high-ranking Phoenix Knights who were on their way to Blackstone Keep. The monks had come along, and they’d been fighting alongside the Phoenix Knights ever since against the encroachments of the Unliving Emperor. 

The  situation  was  dire,  Zephyr  heard.  The  brothers  hadn’t sustained  any  losses  besides  a  few  serious  injuries,  but  many Phoenix  Knights  had  perished  over  the  course  of  the  last  few months.  Somehow,  the  Fennean  Empire  had  received  a  massive influx of slaves from across the world, allowing the Unliving Emperor to  muster  vast  armies  of  iron  drones  and  turn  once  more  toward dreams of conquest and domination. 

“The  only  reason  why  we  haven’t  been  overrun  so  far  is because there just aren’t enough Slave-Masters around to handle so many iron drones,” Brother Cloud said. 

“Especially  after  we  eliminated  so  many,”  Brother  Breeze added.  “I  don’t  like  sneaking  around,  but  we’re  good  at  it,  and  the

Slave-Masters are so vile that no matter how much mercy we have for  them,  there’s  no  question  that  they  simply  have  to  be  removed from the realm of the living.” 

Zephyr  nodded  somberly.  Over  the  last  year,  he  and  his friends  had  either  slain  or  caused  the  deaths  of  many  hundreds  of Blackguards, poor, tormented souls corrupted by the Shadowswarm. 

The teachings of the Wu exhorted peace, but it didn’t shy away from doing  what  needed  to  be  done  to  protect  the  weak  and  innocent. 

Still, killing another living thing brought no follower of the Wu any joy. 

“Things  are  becoming  worse  though,”  Brother  Sparrow  said. 

“I  heard  there  was  an  attack  on  the  keep  this  morning,  but  I  don’t think there were any Slave-Masters close enough to control so many iron drones.” 

“Shadowswarm,”  Zephyr  said.  “Shadowswarm  entities  are working with the Slave-Masters. From what you’ve told me, I believe the  Shadowswarm  are  somehow  extending  or  amplifying  the  reach of the Slave-Masters over their drones.” 

“Indeed,” Master Sora said. “That’s what the Phoenix Knights have  been  telling  us  too.  Apparently,  that’s  why  their  spells  have become far less effective against the iron drones lately.” 

“I heard talk about a dragon,” Brother Cloud said. “Apparently you fought that thing, Zeph. How is that possible?” 

“Zeph  went  to  learn  Tempest  magic,  didn’t  he?”  Brother Breeze  said.  “He’s  not  only  the  best  fighter  in  the  monastery,  he’s also a mage now!” 

“That’s  right!”  Brother  Sparrow  said.  “Zeph!  Show  us  some Tempest magic!” 

“Come now, Tempest magic shouldn’t be trifled with,” Master Sora chided Brother Sparrow. “Don’t ask Zeph to amuse you with it.” 

“It’s alright, Master Sora,” Zephyr said, grinning. “I’d be happy to demonstrate a thing or two!” 

With that, Zephyr cast Soaring Breeze and ascended into the skies,  leaving  tendrils  of  electricity  in  his  wake.  The  monks,  even

Master Sora, cheered at the sight. 

Zephyr raised his hand and pointed at the sky. He cast Bolt Invocation and sent a bolt of lightning roaring from his fingertips up into  the  heavens.  Before  the  electrical  projectile  had  traveled  for more  than  a  heartbeat,  Zephyr  cast  Lightning  Step,  a  spell  that instantaneously teleported him to a location within eyeshot. 

He  disappeared,  then  reappeared  in  the  path  of  his  Bolt Invocation, drawing cries of alarm from the Wu monks below. Before the  lightning  could  strike  him,  Zephyr  cast  Bolt  Ring,  conjuring  a protective spiral of glowing cobalt-blue glyphs around his body. The Bolt  Invocation  struck  the  outer  edges  of  the  Bolt  Ring,  and  both spells vanished, canceled out by one another. 

Zephyr  cast  Lightning  Step  once  more,  this  time rematerializing in the middle of the training courtyard, about ten feet in  the  air.  He  raised  his  fist,  then  slammed  it  downward  as  he  cast Thunder  Clap.  Lightning  poured  from  his  knuckles  to  strike  the ground, before crawling outward and filling the space around him in a ten-foot spherical radius with blistering sparks. 

The  Wu  monks  clapped  and  cheered,  only  to  find  Zephyr suddenly standing in their midst, the fading remnants of his Lightning Infusion  bleeding  from  his  flesh  as  small,  whispering  ribbons  of electricity. 

“That  was  amazing,  Zeph!”  Brother  Cloud  cried.  “You’ve become such a powerful mage in such a short time!” 

“That’s  true,”  Brother  Wing  agreed.  “I  knew  many  Storm Scions before I decided to retire at Master Sora’s monastery. I don’t think any of them would hold a candle to you.” 

“I  had  a  really  huge  advantage  over  most  mages,”  Zephyr admitted.  He  quickly  described  the  Codex  of  Ascension  and explained  how  Avora  believed  that  he,  Nella,  and  Vincent  were Caruthas  reborn.  The  brothers  listened  somberly,  but  as  Zephyr neared  the  end  of  his  explanation,  he  realized  that  the  monks already  knew,  probably  because  they’d  heard  of  Zephyr’s  situation from Master Sora. 

“We  figured  you  needed  to  give  voice  to  your  concerns, Zeph,”  Brother  Sparrow  said.  “And  we’re  happy  to  listen  to  you whenever you need us to.” 

“Thanks, everyone,” Zephyr said, sighing. “It’s just that…” 

“I  know  you  feel  like  you  haven’t  earned  your  power,  Zeph, but I believe you have,” Master Sora said. “Didn’t you just tell us how you managed to dispose of all the Dark Labyrinths? That must have taken  immense  effort,  and  you  must  have  experienced  all  kinds  of danger in Dark Labyrinths. I have been in a few myself. They’re not for the faint of heart, and I’m sure some of the things you’ve seen in them  will  haunt  you  for  the  rest  of  your  days.  That  was  the  price you’ve paid for your mastery of Tempest magic, Zeph, and it’s a hefty one, by any estimate.” 

“You’re right, Master Sora. Gabriel Xorst, the Phoenix Knight teaching us Inferno magic, said the same thing as well,” Zephyr said. 

“Right now, I’ve got to focus on learning Inferno magic and stopping the Unliving Emperor. I can’t expect learning magic to be the same thing as progressing in my internal energy cultivation.” 

“I  was  just  waiting  for  you  to  bring  that  up,”  Brother  Cloud said, grinning. The monk slapped Zephyr on the back. “You haven’t been neglecting your cultivation simply because you’re a mage now, right?” 

“I  certainly  haven’t.”  Zephyr  clenched  his  fists  eagerly.  “I actually managed to get all the way to the Fifth Cycle of the Carefree Sutra now. I think I might be reaching for the Sixth Cycle, even.” 

Every  monk’s  eyes  widened  at  Zephyr’s  claim,  and  he understood  why.  The  Carefree  Sutra’s  documented  and  concrete teachings  only  extended  to  the  Fifth  Cycle.  The  Sixth  Cycle  and beyond lay in the realms of experimentation and speculation. Master Sora himself hadn’t made much progress since his ascension to the Fifth  Cycle  decades  ago,  and  before  him,  perhaps  one  or  two  Wu abbots over the course of history could be said to have transcended the Fifth Cycle. 

But with his new insights, especially the sensations of dilated time  and  heightened  reflexes  imparted  upon  him  by  his  Lightning Infusion spell, Zephyr was confident of eventually breaking past the Fifth Cycle and ascending to the Sixth and beyond. He wasn’t sure how that would look like or what such progress exactly entailed, but he was confident he’d recognize it when he saw it. 

“That’s  our  prodigy!”  Brother  Wing  declared,  clapping  his hands.  “The  Sixth  Cycle,  eh?  If  you  do  get  there,  would  you  be adding additional passages to the Carefree Sutra?” 

“You  might  want  to  consider  doing  so,  Zeph,”  Master  Sora said, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “After all, surely such valuable revelations  should  be  imparted  to  future  generations,  shouldn’t they?” 

“Aren’t the Sixth and beyond Cycles said to be different things for  different  practitioners  of  the  Carefree  Sutra  anyway?”  Brother Sparrow  mused.  “If  they’re  peculiar  to  Zeph,  it  wouldn’t  really  help anyone else.” 

“Perhaps,  but  it’s  also  equally  likely  that  Zeph’s  thoughts might inspire a future practitioner of the Carefree Sutra to attain the Sixth Cycle by him or herself,” Master Sora said. 

“If  I  discover  anything  useful,  I  will  be  sure  to  write  it  down, Master Sora,” Zephyr said, bowing. 

“Future generations will thank you for that, Zeph,” Sora said. 

A  grin  spread  across  his  face.  “But  before  we  talk  about  the  Sixth Cycle, why don’t we take a look at your Fifth Cycle instead? Fancy a quick spar?” 

“You bet!” Zephyr cried. 

Chapter 9







Zephyr focused his internal energy into his Central Field, then sent it pulsing through his main channels and circulatory meridians. 

He ascended swiftly through the Cycles of the Carefree Sutra before peaking at the Fifth. His limbs thrummed with power, and his senses shrieked with razored clarity. 

Across  the  training  grounds  from  him,  Master  Sora  did  the same. Internal energy manipulation gave off few visual or aural cues, unlike  magic.  A  martial  cultivator  didn’t  have  colored  light  swirling across  his  body.  No  tendrils  of  crackling  lightning  or  whispering flames  wafted  from  his  limbs  or  blazed  in  his  eyes.  But  there  were signs.  Master  Sora’s  ascension  to  the  Fifth  Cycle  could  be  seen  in the  subtle  precision  of  his  posture,  his  perfect  balance,  and  the sharpness of his gaze. It was palpable in the overwhelming sense of power that emanated from his body. 

But  Zephyr  was  no  longer  the  untrained  orphan  boy  who’d first  arrived  at  the  Wu  monastery.  In  terms  of  cultivation,  he  was Master Sora’s equal and perhaps more so, given his youthful vitality. 

Time spared no one, not even the greatest of warriors, which Master Sora undoubtedly was. 

Brother  Cloud  officiated  the  spar.  He  raised  his  arm,  then chopped it down. 

“Begin!” the Wu monk said. 

Zephyr  took  the  initiative.  He  made  a  single  loping  stride forward, before blasting into a flying kick at Master Sora’s face. The abbot sidestepped Zephyr’s aggressive attack easily, pivoting on his lead foot and assuming an angle that would take Zephyr’s back. As the momentum of Zephyr’s flying kick played itself out and he began to descend, Master Sora countered with a Carefree Palm. 

Twisting  his  body  in  midair,  Zephyr  scarcely  avoided  Master Sora’s  thrusting  palm  strike  as  it  rushed  past  his  ribs.  He  dropped low  as  he  landed  and  lashed  out  with  a  sweeping  kick,  arcing  his heel toward Master Sora’s shin. 

The abbot lifted his leg out of the path of the sweeping kick and  countered  with  a  kick  of  his  own,  snapping  his  instep  directly toward Zephyr’s face. Zephyr ducked lower, allowing Master Sora’s foot  to  whistle  over  the  top  of  his  head,  then  surged  back  up,  first kicking out with his right leg, then his left, both of his heels targeting the abbot’s jaw. 

Master Sora moved his head out of the way of the first kick, caught Zephyr’s left leg by the shin with both hands, and spun on his heel, throwing Zephyr over his shoulder into the air. Zephyr twisted in mid-flight once more, so that his back wasn’t turned to Master Sora. 

But  the  abbot  wasn’t  there.  A  tremendous  impact  thundered against  his  back,  sending  Zephyr  hurtling  back  down  onto  the ground,  but  he  turned  his  fall  into  a  diving  roll  that  played  the momentum of his descent out over the length of several strides. He hopped to his feet just as Master Sora descended from where he’d hammered Zephyr out of the air. 

“Well done on your cultivation, Zeph! You’ve not only broken through  to  the  Fifth  Cycle,  but  also  stabilized  your  access  to  its power,” Master Sora said, his eyes gleaming with pride. “You should be able to stay at this ascended state indefinitely.” 

“Thanks,  Master  Sora!”  Zephyr  took  another  fighting  stance, one  that  was  lower  and  more  aggressive  than  what  the  Wu  monks usually favored. “I met Master Stalwart, a Dao monk. He taught me a few things. Want to see them?” 

“Of  course!”  Sora  said  excitedly.  “Master  Stalwart,  you  say? 

He’s  a  famed  warrior,  too.  I’ve  always  wanted  to  meet  him.  Come, Zeph. Show me what he’s taught you. Is it some new martial form?” 

“Well, we didn’t really have time for that, but he taught me a few core ideas and a different approach to battle,” Zephyr said. 

“Great!” Master Sora raised his palms. “Let’s see it.” 

Zephyr  advanced  again,  not  in  a  swift,  bewildering  charge that  best  complemented  the  Carefree  martial  forms,  but  in  a methodical  stride  that  still  closed  the  distance  between  him  and Master  Sora  within  the  space  of  a  heartbeat.  He  lashed  out  with  a straight punch to the abbot’s face. Sora parried it with the edge of his hand,  spun  off  the  back  of  Zephyr’s  fist,  and  arced  a  backhanded palm strike toward Zephyr’s cheek. 

Zephyr pulled his right fist, extended from the punch, back in and  up  into  a  block  that  took  on  the  full  impact  of  the  abbot’s Carefree  palm.  But  Zephyr’s  stance  was  low  and  rooted,  and  the power of the Fifth Cycle flowing through his channels and meridians was  more  than  enough  for  him  to  withstand  the  force  roiling  from Master Sora’s strike. 

Zephyr  pivoted  on  his  lead  foot  and  brought  his  left  fist around  in  a  short  but  sharp  hook  toward  the  abbot’s  side.  Master Sora  swayed  his  waist  out,  bringing  his  body  away  from  the  arc  of Zephyr’s fist, but before the abbot could counter, Zephyr kicked his right heel off the ground and pivoted on his lead foot once more, this time in the opposite direction. His right arm, still folded up, angled its elbow for Master Sora’s jaw. 

The  abbot  spun  his  head  away  from  the  incoming  elbow strike,  but  not  before  Zephyr  felt  the  slightest  contact  of  his  limb against Master Sora’s face. Before he could crow in triumph though, Master Sora dropped low and swept his right heel across the back of both of Zephyr’s ankles in turn, knocking him off his feet. Zephyr fell upon  his  back,  but  the  moment  he  did  so,  he  kicked  both  his  legs upward and flipped right back to his feet once more, before squaring off into another fighting stance against Master Sora. 

“How’s that?” Zephyr asked, grinning. 

“I think I see what you were trying to do there, Zeph,” Master Sora said, mirroring Zephyr’s grin. “An approach in which you stand your ground and push back instead of always going with the flow has its  merits  too.  You  said  Master  Stalwart  taught  you  this?  If  the teachings  of  the  Wu  and  the  Carefree  Sutra  are  like  the  dancing

wind  and  flowing  water,  then  truly  the  way  of  the  Dao  and  the Resolute Sutra are like the eternal mountains and the timeless light of  the  heavens.  How  marvelous!  Zephyr,  you  have  learned  some valuable lessons from Master Stalwart indeed.” 

“I believe I have, Master Sora,” Zephyr said, falling out of his fighting stance as the abbot did the same. 

“And  you  have  also  made  some  solid  progress  in  both  your cultivation and the refinement of your martial forms as well.” Master Sora  stroked  his  beard.  “Excellent.  Most  excellent!  Brothers,  would you say so?” 

The  gathered  Wu  monks  cheered  and  congratulated  Zephyr on his progress. A fair number of Phoenix Knights had stopped by to witness  the  bout,  and  they  applauded  as  well,  murmuring  to  each other. Zephyr noticed a few outlandishly clad individuals among the onlookers,  some  of  them  wearing  mismatched  suits  of  chainmail while  others  were  wreathed  in  robes  that  were  neither  those  of  a Phoenix Knight nor a Storm Scion. 

Master Sora noticed Zephyr’s regard, and he nodded. 

“Last  week,  Archmage  Brass  sent  out  a  call  for  other mercenary  bands  throughout  the  realm  to  do  battle  against  the Fennean Empire. I believe the Vigilant Blades arrived just before we left for our sortie,” the abbot explained. 

“The  Vigilant  Blades?”  Zephyr  blinked,  more  than  a  little surprised.  He  wasn’t  entirely  unfamiliar  with  the  Vigilant  Blades, having  run  into  a  few  of  their  members  while  he  was  helping  the king’s  guardsmen  apprehend  bandits.  The  members  of  the  Vigilant Blades he’d met were a fairly professional, competent, but motley lot. 

Some  of  them  were  typical  sellswords,  clad  in  heavy  armor  and bristling with weapons, but there were also cultivators and mages in their midst. 

“The  Phoenix  Knights  are  the  richest  and  most  powerful mercenary  company  in  the  world,”  Brother  Breeze  explained.  “But they aren’t the only ones, and they don’t always have the numbers to fulfill  the  contracts  they  receive.  Individual  or  small  groups  of

Phoenix  Knights  often  hire  other  mercenaries  in  turn  as reinforcements  or  bodyguards.  They  even  outsource  contracts entirely on a regular basis too.” 

“Mercenaries  working  for  mercenaries,  then?”  Zephyr  shook his  head.  “What  a  notion,  but  as  long  as  it  works,  I  can’t  imagine anyone objecting to such a practice. I wonder which other mercenary company will show up next.” 

“I  don’t  think  anymore  will,  in  all  honesty,”  a  young  woman clad in chainmail and leather armor said as she approached the Wu monks.  Her  hair  was  red,  though  a  shade  darker  than  Nella’s,  and she wore it in short braids that trailed from the top of her skull. The woman’s  green  eyes  flashed  as  she  swept  her  gaze  over  the  Wu monks,  letting  it  linger  noticeably  upon  Zephyr.  She  stuck  out  a gauntleted  hand  toward  him.  “Marie  Vensk,  vice-captain  of  the Vigilant Blades.” 

Zephyr  bowed  instead,  alongside  Master  Sora  and  the brothers. 

“Good afternoon, Lady Vensk,” Master Sora said. “How may we help you today?” 

“Nothing in particular,” the mercenary replied, looking directly at  Zephyr  even  as  she  spoke  to  Master  Sora.  “I  saw  your  little sparring match back there. Really impressive stuff. I don’t think any of  our  swordsmen  would  do  very  well  against  you  or  your  young friend over there.” 

“I am a disciple of Master Sora, Lady Vensk,” Zephyr said. “I am not his friend.” 

“Ha!” Master Sora threw an arm around Zephyr’s shoulders. 

“But make no mistake, we’re all pretty friendly here. And thank you for  your  compliment,  Lady  Vensk.  If  you  wish,  my  brothers  and  I could  exchange  some  pointers  with  the  warriors  amongst  your company.” 

“I think they’d be a bit too overawed to really learn anything useful  from  the  experience,  Master  Sora,”  Marie  replied,  her  gaze still  fixed  on  Zephyr.  “Hmm.  Someone  highly  accomplished  in

Tempest magic, clad in the robes of a Phoenix Knight, and claims to be a Wu monk. How curious.” 

“He  isn’t  a  monk,  Lady  Vensk,”  Brother  Sparrow  cackled, pushing  Zephyr  forward.  “He’s  just  a  lay  disciple.  Well,  I  shouldn’t have used the word ‘just’ since he’s one of us, except for the fact he hasn’t taken his vows.” 

“Yet,”  Zephyr  said,  frowning  at  Brother  Sparrow.  The  monk chuckled. 

“Maybe,” Brother Sparrow said. 

“Enough, the both of you,” Master Sora interrupted, laughter dancing  in  his  eyes.  “Zephyr  is  a  young  man  of  many  talents.  His story is his to share, not mine. I would address an earlier statement of yours, Lady Vensk. You said that no other mercenary groups will answer the call of the Phoenix Knights. Why?” 

“For starters, because there’s a dragon around?” Marie said, still  staring  intently  at  Zephyr.  “We  sellswords  fight  for  gold,  not honor, and gold’s no good if you’re not alive to spend it. Iron drones and Slave-Masters are one thing, but now apparently Shadowswarm are  involved?  No  self-respecting  mercenary  wants  anything  to  do with that.” 

“Why are you still here, then?” Zephyr asked. 

“My  company  signed  a  month-long  retainer  with  Archmage Brass for the presence of one combined arms division at Blackstone Keep,  and  there  are  still  three  more  weeks  remaining  out  of  that month.  Assuming  any  of  us  are  still  alive  by  that  time,  I  won’t  be renewing  our  agreement.  I’ll  be  pulling  my  division  out  of  this continent. The Unliving Emperor can have it, for all I care.” 

“My  friends  and  I  will  take  care  of  the  dragon,”  Zephyr promised. “You must have seen my Tempest magic just now, so you don’t have to worry about the Shadowswarm either.” 

“Will you?” Marie replied, arching an eyebrow sardonically. “I have heard of you, Zephyr. You’re one of Avora’s curiosities, here to study Inferno magic after learning Tempest magic. So many rumors abound  regarding  you  and  your  two  little  friends.  Are  you  of  his

bloodline, I wonder? Or are you some kind of creature concocted in the secret laboratories deep beneath the Avora Estates?” 

“Zephyr  is  a  wonderful  young  man,  no  more  and  no  less,” 

Master Sora said, a rare frown of annoyance now creasing his brow. 

“Lady Vensk, it’s been a pleasure chatting with you, but my brothers and I haven’t seen Zephyr in months and we have much to discuss with him.” 

“If  that  dragon  is  out  of  the  picture,  my  company  and  I  just might stay on,” Marie said, her gaze never leaving Zephyr. Her lips arched in a crooked smile. “Given the right incentives, of course.” 

The  mercenary  captain  turned  and  strode  away  without another  word.  She  cast  Zephyr  another  glance  over  her  shoulder before  she  disappeared  into  the  midst  of  a  cluster  of  chatting Phoenix Knights. 

“If  she  leaves,  will  Blackstone  Keep  hold?”  Zephyr  asked, turning to Master Sora. The abbot’s expression became troubled. 

“Unlikely,”  Master  Sora  said.  “Especially  now  that  the  iron drones  are  so  numerous  and  so  resistant  to  the  Phoenix  Knights’

Inferno  magic.  She’s  also  right  about  that  dragon.  You  and  your friends might have fended it off today, but when will it attack again? 

And when it does, will we be able to stop it once more?” 

“Stopping the dragon is our immediate priority then,” Zephyr reasoned. He sighed. “In that case, I’d better go see how I can help Vincent. We’re trying to find two rituals that can…” 

“My  boy,  you  don’t  have  to  explain  anything  to  us,”  Master Sora said, clasping him on the upper arm. “Go help your friends. The brothers  and  I  will  be  at  Blackstone  Keep  for  at  least  another  few days before we go on another sortie.” 

“It’s  good  to  see  you,  all  of  you,”  Zephyr  replied,  feeling  a lump welling suddenly in his throat. “I wish I had more time to catch up with everyone.” 

“There’ll  be  plenty  of  time  later,  Zeph,”  Brother  Wing promised,  a  smile  on  his  face.  “And  besides,  there’s  really  nothing new  on  our  end  for  you  to  catch  up  on.  Brother  Sparrow’s  cooking

has  gotten  more  disgusting,  that’s  all.  Everyone  of  us  is  still  the same.” 

“The last meal I cooked at the monastery gave Brother Wing an upset stomach for an entire week,” Brother Sparrow gloated. 

“Ugh.  What’s  wrong  with  peeling  the  potatoes  before  you cook  them?  Or  washing  them,  for  that  matter?”  Brother  Wing  said, falling  into  the  familiar  exchange  he  shared  with  Brother  Sparrow that brought a smile to Zephyr’s lips. 

“We’ll  see  you  later,  Zeph,”  Master  Sora  said.  “Convey  our regards from the Wu monastery to your friends.” 

“I will.” Zephyr bowed to the abbot and the brothers, then left. 
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Zephyr  found  Nella  exactly  where  he’d  left  her.  The  ranger already  had  a  substantial  stack  of  Bolt  Invocation  talismans  on  a table. She looked up as he walked into the sitting area. 

“Hey  there!”  Nella  said,  gesturing  to  the  talismans.  “I managed  to  get  all  that  done.  You  weren’t  gone   that   long,  were you?” 

“No.  I  couldn’t  have  been  gone  longer  than  two  hours  at most,” Zephyr replied. He looked out the windows at the far side of the sitting area. It was already past mid afternoon. “Well done, Nella. 

You’re really good at this.” 

The ranger winked and summoned a codex display. 



 Tempest glyph inscription skill: Master

 +500% to inscription speed and accuracy

 +500% efficacy to inscribed spell



“Don’t  forget  I  did  most  of  the  work  that  got  us  here,”  she said. 

“Of  course  not.”  Zephyr  nodded  in  agreement.  Nella  had demonstrated a curious talent for talisman inscription in the Tempest School, while Zephyr had proven to be extremely inept at it, at least at the beginning. Thanks to the curious bond shared by the trio, as Nella’s skills grew, so too did Zephyr’s, which meant that now he was fairly competent at preparing Tempest talismans. 

“How many do you think we’ll have done by today?” Zephyr asked. 

“Probably a hundred or so, assuming we stop by dinner time,” 

Nella  replied.  “Also  assuming  you  help  me  instead  of  just  standing there.” 

“Oh yes, right away.” 

Zephyr pulled out a chair and got to work. 

One talisman after another took shape beneath his pen and assumed a faint blue radiance as he infused the glyphs across their surfaces with Bolt Invocation spells. Hours went by as he and Nella worked.  Beyond  the  windows,  the  sky  darkened  as  the  sun descended toward the horizon, but the sitting area remained bright, its interior awash with the radiance of blazing lamps hanging from its ceiling.  Eventually,  Nella  counted  a  hundred  completed  talismans and set down her quill. 

“That should be good,” Nella said. “We might want to get this to Rina, so she can hand them out to the Phoenix Knights to be used in the next fight against the iron drones.” 

“That’s  a  good  idea.”  Zephyr  pushed  back  his  chair  and stretched his lower back. “Why don’t we go find her now? I wonder if she’s still in the armory.” 

“Master  Zephyr,  Lady  Heartseeker,”  Mister  Hartor  said  from the entrance to the sitting area. The chamberlain bowed. “I came to ask  you  if  you  would  like  your  meals  delivered  to  this  place  and couldn’t  help  but  overhear  your  conversation.  You  needn’t  trouble yourselves with such deliveries. One of my staff would be more than happy to bring your talismans to Lady Rina Tusu.” 

“Oh,  that’s  alright,  sir,”  Zephyr  said.  “We  can  bring  them  to her ourselves. I think I’ll be having my meal at the mess hall too. The walk  over  there  would  be  nice,  especially  after  having  spent  all afternoon working here.” 

“Same for me,” Nella said, getting up. “Thanks, Hartor. I really appreciate the offer, but no, we’ll see to this ourselves.” 

“Of  course.”  Hartor  bowed.  “Enjoy  your  evening,  Master Zephyr and Lady Heartseeker.” 

The  chamberlain  withdrew  as  Zephyr  and  Nella  packed  up their  inscription  supplies  and  the  remainder  of  the  luminous parchment. 

“Where’s Vincent, by the way?” Nella asked. “He’s been gone for hours. Has he been hunting for Avora all this time?” 

“Maybe  he  found  the  rituals,  and  he’s  studying  how  to  cast them,”  Zephyr  suggested.  “Let’s  get  these  talismans  to  Rina  first. 

The  sooner  she  receives  them,  the  more  quickly  she  can  get  them distributed to the Phoenix Knights who need them the most.” 

They stopped by Gabriel’s room on the way, wondering if the Phoenix  Knight  wanted  them  to  do  more  training,  only  to  find  him comatose upon his bed, his snores ripping through the air. 

“Leave  him  be,”  Zephyr  said,  preventing  Nella  from pummeling him with a pillow. “He’s still recovering from very serious injuries.” 

“Alright.”  Nella  lowered  the  pillow  reluctantly  and  tossed  it upon  Gabriel’s  chest  instead,  causing  the  Phoenix  Knight  to  frown and mutter in his sleep. 

Blackstone Keep was larger than the Tempest School, and it was extremely difficult to navigate. Zephyr understood why. It was a military  fortress,  after  all.  If  its  outer  defenses  fell,  and  the  enemy stormed its interior, its winding passages and awkward chokepoints would  ensure  that  any  who  conquered  Blackstone  Keep  would  pay for their victory in blood. 

Zephyr  and  Nella  floundered  through  its  corridors  for  a  few minutes  as  they  tried  to  make  their  way  back  to  the  armory. 

Eventually,  the  ranger  summoned  one  of  her  lightning  beasts,  a cobalt-blue moth roughly the size of her palm, and had it fly ahead and map out the corridors for her. Even then, their progress through the fortress was slow and frustrating. By the time they arrived at the armory, Zephyr suspected nearly half an hour had gone by. 

“We’ll get used to this place eventually,” he said, approaching the armory door and wondering if Rina was still there. She was the

fortress’s  quartermaster,  but  it  was  late  in  the  day  by  now  and  she could have already left. 

“Well, sooner rather than later, I hope. This place is nearly as tricky as the forests of the Blight Boundary, and that’s really saying something.”  Nella  halted  suddenly  and  pointed  to  the  armory  door. 

“Wait. Look. It’s open… and do you hear that?” 

Strange rustling sounds came from the armory, interspersed by what sounded like moans. Zephyr retrieved Lethal Swiftness from his  mage  band.  The  ornate  saber  shimmered  with  faint  cobalt  light as its hilt filled his grasp. 



 Lethal Swiftness

 Enchanted saber +9

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds



A  curious  thought  occurred  to  Zephyr  as  he  glanced  at  the codex  display  describing  his  weapon.  Lethal  Swiftness  carried  a Facet Shift enchantment upon its blade, which meant that its nature could  change  depending  on  the  kind  of  ether  with  which  it  was infused. 

 I  have  an  Inferno  Aspect  now,  and  I  can  channel  Inferno ether.  I  wonder  what  would  happen  if  I  infused  some  Inferno  ether into Lethal Swiftness?  he mused. Nella held up her mage band and retrieved  a  sleek  handaxe.  Its  silvered  blade  shone  beneath  the radiance of the hallway’s blazing lamps. 



 Blue Claw

 Enchanted skyforged handaxe +5

 Armor-piercing, Swiftness, Returning



“Shadowswarm?” she whispered. Her eyes filled with tendrils of electricity. “Could they have gotten inside here?” 

“We  need  to  be  careful,”  Zephyr  replied,  waving  for  Nella  to take  a  position  behind  him.  He  cast  Lightning  Shield  and  with  his weapon and shield at the ready, he advanced upon the armory door. 

“Where  is  Vincent?”  Nella  hissed,  before  nodding  at  Zephyr and signaling for him to proceed. 

Zephyr  barged  into  the  armory,  his  shield  and  blade  held high. Nella dived to the side, deftly coming up into a crouch with her handaxe ready to be thrown. 

Vincent and Rina pulled away from each other frantically. 

“Zeph!  Nella!”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  cried  out  in  alarm. 

“What are you doing here? I mean…” 

“Vincent?” Nella said. “You’re here? What’s…” 

The ranger’s voice trailed off. Zephyr returned his blade to his mage  band,  dismissed  his  Lightning  Shield  spell,  and  chuckled.  It wasn’t too difficult to piece together what had been going on in the armory before his and Nella’s arrival, especially with the disheveled state of Vincent’s and Rina’s clothing and what could only be lipstick marks on Vincent’s jaw and neck. 

Nella caught on quickly, too. She put away her handaxe and laughed  uproariously  as  Vincent  glared  daggers  in  her  direction. 

Rina straightened her robes demurely, her cheeks bright red. 

“Hello, you two,” the quartermaster mumbled. 

“Good evening, Rina,” Zephyr replied. 

“Wow, Vincent!” Nella finally managed to say. “Well done! And to  think  that  only  this  morning,  you  were  crying  after  you’d  said goodbye to Clarissa!” 

“Nella!” Vincent protested. 

“Who’s  Clarissa?”  Rina  asked,  directing  the  question  to  the trio in a tone of voice that was too neutral and even to be anything but dangerous. 

“We  were  looking  for  you,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said,  striving  to steer the conversation clear of Rina’s question. “Did you manage to ask His Excellency about the rituals?” 

“Ah yes,” Vincent replied, gratitude screaming in every inch of his body language. “I did. He pointed out where they could be found in our Tempest magic grimoires. The shadow-hunt ritual is what we’ll use  to  track  the  dragon  back  to  its  lair,  while  the  storm  purification ritual  is  what  we’ll  use  to  purge  the  Shadowswarm’s  influence  from the dragon. They’re quite complex, but I’ve already gotten everything we need to perform them from Rina.” 

“Oh,  so  that’s  why  you  came  here,”  Nella  said,  smirking. 

“Good job, Vincent. We can always count on you to be so dependent and reliable. That was probably why Clarissa liked you too.” 

“Anyway,  we  came  here  to  hand  over  some  Tempest  magic talismans  we  prepared,  Rina.”  Zephyr  raised  his  voice  as  he retrieved  the  Bolt  Invocation  talismans  he  and  Nella  had  spent  the afternoon  preparing.  “Bolt  Invocation  conjures  a  beam  of  lightning that can reach up to three hundred feet or so. We have a hundred talismans  ready  to  be  used.  Could  you  distribute  them  to  all  who might be in need?” 

“Oh,  of  course,  Zephyr.”  Rina  took  the  talismans,  quickly counted them, and put them into a tray labeled  For deployment. “I’m sure some of our frontline coteries will really appreciate these, given how tricky the Shadowswarm have become recently.” 

“Great.  I’ve  rounded  up  enough  reagents  for  us  to  attempt both rituals twice, just in case,” Vincent said. “Why don’t we head out now and look over the instructions for them in our grimoires?” 

“Now  that’s  the  spirit,  Vincent!”  Nella  pumped  her  fist, chortling.  “Always  so  eager  and  ready  to  go,  another  thing  that Clarissa liked so much about you.” 

“That  sounds  like  a  good  idea,”  Zephyr  said  hurriedly  and firmly even as Vincent seemed to wilt on his feet. He bowed to Rina, forestalling  any  attempt  on  her  part  to  ask  about  Clarissa  again. 

“We’ll be heading out now, Rina. Thank you so much.” 

“Oh, alright then.” Rina nodded. “Have a good night, the three of  you.  And  Vincent,  we’ll  resume  our  discussion  about  intertwined glyphs later.” 

“Yes, we will,” Vincent agreed, only for Nella to nudge him in the side. 

“I’m  sure  Vincent  is  all  about  the  intertwining,”  Nella  said. 

“Just ask Clarissa. She—” 

Zephyr ushered everyone out of the armory and shut the door behind  him.  He  chuckled  as  Vincent  and  Nella  began  bickering.  It seemed he would have some entertainment during dinner, at least. 

Chapter 11







“Yes,  I  can  perform  them,”  Vincent  said,  putting  down  his spoon  and  pushing  aside  his  plate.  The  trio  had  just  finished  their dinner in the mess hall, where the walls were awash with the sounds of  many  dozens  of  Phoenix  Knights  and  a  fair  number  of mercenaries. 

“The  tracking  ritual  is  straightforward  enough,”  Vincent continued. “It’s the other one that I’m not so sure about. The storm purification ritual requires a ritual circle and takes nearly ten minutes to  enact.  When  we  get  to  the  dragon’s  lair,  even  if  the  dragon  is asleep, do you think the Shadowswarm controlling it will give us the time and space to complete the ritual?” 

“You’re right.” Zephyr cupped his chin thoughtfully. “The ritual itself is very complex too. Even the most minor mistake would mean we need to start from scratch. I don’t see that happening while we’re trying to fight a night prince.” 

“Or a dragon, because why wouldn’t the night prince awaken the dragon when we’re there?” Nella pointed out as she picked at the remnants  of  her  platter  of  fried  cod.  “I  was  thinking  about  the blazefire  conjuration  Gabriel  went  over  with  us  today.  It  fends  off spells  that  affect  one’s  mind,  doesn’t  it?  Dragons  are  naturally resistant to all kinds of magic, so the only reason it’s fallen under the control of a Slave-Master and a night prince is because the two are working  together.  Tempest  magic  is  very  effective  against  a  night prince,  but  what  about  the  Slave-Master?  Wouldn’t  we  need something that works against Tyrant magic as well?” 

“That’s true,” Zephyr said. “The storm purification ritual might purge  the  night  prince  from  the  dragon’s  flesh,  but  I  don’t  think  it counteracts  any  Tyrant  magic  at  all.  We  would  be  banking  on  the

possibility that without the night prince’s influence, the dragon would be able to cast off the Slave-Master’s grasp by itself.” 

“That’s  a  strong  possibility,  but  when  it  comes  to  big  scary creatures  that  can  stomp  you,  eat  you,  or  burn  you  to  death, possibilities  aren’t  enough,”  Vincent  added.  “I  don’t  think  the  storm purification is going to work.” 

“What  about  this?”  Zephyr  asked,  thinking  about  the difference  between  shadow-bane  conjurations  and  blazefire conjurations.  “Tempest  magic  can’t  get  past  the  dragon’s  scales  to hurt it, but what about shadow-bane conjurations? They don’t affect anything  that  isn’t  a  Shadowswarm  creature,  and  they  cannot  be affected  by  physical  objects  either.  We  can  cover  the  dragon  with shadow-bane  conjurations  to  force  the  night  prince  out  and  away from  its  body.  After  that,  one  of  us  can  put  together  a  blazefire conjuration  over  its  brain,  which  would  definitely  help  it  shrug  off whatever Tyrant magic it’s been affected by.” 

“I  don’t  know  about  that,  Zeph,”  Vincent  said.  “You’ve  got  to get really close to place a blazefire conjuration over the dragon. And is  that  even  possible  anyway?  You  know,  creating  a  blazefire conjuration  for  someone  else?  Only  this  isn’t  someone  else.  It’s  a dragon.” 

“Maybe  if  you’re  fast  about  it,”  Nella  said.  “Sounds  very difficult though. Zeph, you’d have the best shot at pulling something like this off, with your Lightning Step spell. Maybe I can try to distract the  dragon  with  my  lightning  beasts  if  it’s  awake.  If  all  we  need  to deal  with  is  Shadowswarm,  I  can  definitely  cover  you  with  my  bow and my lightning beasts too.” 

“If I don’t have to enact a storm purification ritual, I can help Nella  support  you  too,”  Vincent  said.  “But  I  don’t  believe  we  only need to worry about Shadowswarm. We should be prepared to fight iron drones as well, which means we need to learn a bit more Inferno magic, perhaps some basic offensive spells similar to our Invocation ones.” 

“We’ll have to bug Gabriel about it then.” Nella sighed. “Or we can look into our Inferno magic grimoires. Once we’ve learned a few though, we should quickly get them and their variants up to Master level with our essence orbs.” 

“I  agree.  We’ll  need  the  most  powerful  spells  we  can  get,” 

Zephyr said. “We won’t be heading into a Dark Labyrinth, where the monsters’  power  depends  on  the  Labyrinth’s  Phase.  We  might  be facing some of the mightiest drones the Fennean Empire has at its disposal in the dragon’s lair.” 

“Better go in fully armored too,” Nella said. “You brought up a good  point  in  the  armory  this  morning,  Zeph.  The  knight  robes  are quite  good,  but  for  something  like  this,  maybe  our  old  armor  is better.” 

“We need to get our armor patched up too,” Vincent reminded them. “I’ll head to the maintenance forge first thing in the morning to get that done. Actually, you know what? I’ll go there right now. Get it over with.” 

“I’ll  come  with  you,”  Zephyr  said.  “Many  hands  make  light work.” 

“That’s  true,”  Nella  agreed.  “We  got  so  many  talismans completed  today.  I’m  coming  to  the  forge  too.  Let’s  get  that  sorted out. The sooner we get the ritual underway, the sooner we can take care  of  the  dragon.  We  might  even  be  done  before  tomorrow afternoon and be back here by lunch.” 

“I really hope so!” Vincent said. “The food here is so good!” 

Vincent  knew  the  way  to  the  forge.  Apparently,  Rina  had shown  him  the  way  there  earlier.  Nella  teased  the  jeweler’s apprentice  relentlessly  about  the  quartermaster  along  the  way.  By the  time  the  trio  arrived  at  the  open  air  courtyard  where  the  forge was,  Zephyr  was  nearly  in  tears  from  laughter,  and  Vincent’s  face was blazing red. 

A tall, muscular man in his middle years was working at the forge.  He  wore  a  blacksmith’s  apron  over  thick  brown  craftsman coveralls, and he greeted the trio as they approached. 

“Hello,  there,”  the  man  said,  shaking  hands  with  the  trio. 

“Name’s Taphir. I’m the keep’s smith. As you can see, we don’t really have the equipment to forge weapons, but we can manage repairs. If you’ve spoken with my boss, Rina Tusu, you probably knew that.” 

“We do, Mister Taphir,” Vincent said. “And yes, we’re looking to patch up some of our armor.” 

“That  crate  by  my  desk  contains  hammers,  pliers,  and tweezers. Needle and thread are in the lower drawer.” Taphir pointed to a sturdy wooden table tucked away in the corner of the courtyard. 

The  table  sat  beneath  the  shelter  of  a  large  overhanging  ledge.  “If you look in the bin covered with wax paper over there, you’ll find a collection  of  rivets,  pins,  and  screws.  Feel  free  to  take  what  you need.” 

“Thanks, Mister Taphir,” Zephyr said to the smith. 

“Don’t  mention  it,”  Taphir  said.  “Do  you  need  any  help  with your  equipment?  I’m  off-duty  now,  but  I  don’t  mind  sticking  around for a bit longer and sorting you out before I get my dinner.” 

“No,  I  think  we  can  manage,”  Vincent  said.  “Please,  go ahead. Enjoy your meal.” 

“Alright.” Taphir nodded. “You can find me here most days. I’d be happy to help you patch up your weapons and armor if you have better things to do with your time.” 

With  that,  the  smith  bade  the  trio  goodnight,  hung  up  his apron,  and  left  the  forge.  Zephyr  looked  around.  It  wasn’t  too different from Master Felgar’s forge at the Tempest School. A large furnace  dominated  the  center  of  the  space,  while  work  desks  were spaced  out  evenly  across  the  courtyard.  Wall  lanterns  blazed brightly, filling the forge with their radiance. 

The desks were covered by lengths of waxed cloth, however. 

Zephyr  figured  that  was  because  there  was  no  Tempest  barrier placed over the forge to protect it from the elements. He walked up to  a  desk  and  peeled  away  its  cloth  cover.  Nella  produced everyone’s  armor  from  her  mage  band  and  laid  them  out  neatly across the desk. 

Vincent picked up a steel bucket hanging from a hook upon the  wall  and  filled  it  with  tools  and  supplies  from  Taphir’s  desk  and the bin. Zephyr helped him carry it over to the desk, where they set it down beside their armor. 

“Alright,  looks  like  we’re  all  set,”  Vincent  said,  picking  up  a small hammer and passing it to Zephyr. 

Zephyr looked at the breastplate of his half-plate suit, sighed, and got to work. 

Vincent and Nella finished repairing their armor quickly. They then  came  over  to  help  Zephyr  with  his.  After  nearly  two  hours  of hammering,  the  trio  finally  managed  to  undo  the  worst  dents  in  his half-plate.  Vincent  deftly  replaced  a  few  tattered  buckles  and  badly skewed rivets. 

“Hmm. That’s all we can do right now, I think,” he finally said, studying Zephyr’s pauldron critically. “It’s wearable, but it’ll need a lot more work before it’s back to pristine condition. I don’t know if I have the skill to fix this, since steel and iron aren’t really my forte.” 

“Don’t  worry  about  it,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said.  “I’ll  ask  Mister Taphir  to  take  a  look  at  it,  maybe  after  we  come  back  from  freeing the dragon.” 

The trio left the forge and made their way back to the sitting area  outside  their  rooms.  The  journey  back  was  slightly  easier  this time,  and  Zephyr  was  confident  that  after  a  few  more  days  in Blackstone  Keep,  they  would  have  no  trouble  navigating  the labyrinthine fortress. 

“Nella, you said we need Gabriel’s help to learn new Inferno magic  spells.”  Vincent  summoned  a  codex  display  of  the  Inferno magic  grimoire  as  he  pulled  out  a  chair  and  sat  down.  “That’s  not true.  It’s  still  early  in  the  evening.  Why  don’t  we  try  and  get  some studying  done?  Maybe  we  can  pick  up  a  useful  spell  or  two  and quickly enhance them with essence orbs?” 

Nella groaned and buried her face in her hands. 

“I was hoping Gabriel could just walk us through spells, so we don’t  have  to  do  that  much  reading,”  she  admitted.  “Fine.  We’re

pressed for time, so let’s get this over with. There are three of us, so let’s each pick a different spell and get to it.” 

“We  already  know  Flame  Touch,”  Zephyr  said.  “I  thought  it might be the equivalent of Spark Invocation, but I don’t think Inferno magic is structured the same way as Tempest magic.” 

“It isn’t,” Vincent said. “I actually went over a few of the basic concepts  with  Rina  just  now,  and  Inferno  magic  is  different  from Tempest magic in many different ways.” 

“I  really  want  to  tease  you  some  more  about  her,  but  we’ll save that for later.” Nella snickered. 

“Thanks,  Nella.”  Vincent  rolled  his  eyes.  “Anyway,  as  I  was saying, Inferno magic is different. Tempest magic spells fall into the spark,  bolt,  storm,  and  cosmos  categories,  in  order  of  increasing power  and  complexity.  Inferno  magic  spells  progress  in  a  more lateral fashion.” 

“Lateral?” Zephyr mused. “So Flame Touch isn’t necessarily a spell used by fresh initiates to Inferno magic?” 

“No.  Gabriel  said  it  was  his  favorite  spell,  remember?” 

Vincent  pointed  out.  “And  he’s  actually  one  of  the  best  of  the  best Phoenix  Knights  in  the  whole  order,  apparently,  second  only  to Archmage Brass.” 

“Really? That clown?” Nella said. “When he was saying about magical  auras  just  now,  I  checked  his,  since  he  never  bothered  to suppress it. His magical aura isn’t even a quarter as strong as each of ours.” 

“We  are  Caruthas  reborn,  and  we  have  the  Codex  of Ascension,”  Zephyr  said  quietly.  “That  puts  us  far  ahead  of  almost any other mage. I don’t think it’s very useful or fair to compare other mages to us.” 

“The  old  man  beat  all  three  of  us  regularly,”  Nella  said,  a rueful look coming over her face. “I miss him already.” 

“We  all  do,”  Vincent  said,  reaching  over  and  giving  Nella’s shoulder a brief squeeze. “But Archmage Xanthus had a lifetime of

magical  training  and  experience.  Gabriel  is  only  a  few  years  older than us.” 

Zephyr summoned another codex display. 



 Flame Touch (initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Inferno infusion to the First Carefree Cycle or Imbue a body part or melee weapon with Inferno magic



“It’s  a  rather  simple  spell,  yet  I  can  see  how  versatile  it  can be,” Zephyr said. “A blazefire conjuration is an extension of our body, so  we  can  imbue  it  with  Inferno  magic  to  strengthen  its  effects, probably even project some kind of field that counters Tyrant magic.” 

“Exactly,”  Vincent  said.  “That  means  that  Flame  Touch  will always be useful for a Phoenix Knight, no matter how far he or she progresses  in  Inferno  magic.  Whereas  we  would  almost  never  use Spark  Invocation  in  battle  now,  not  when  we  can  throw  Storm Invocations  around  at  will  and  use  Cosmos  Invocations  when  we have to.” 

“I  think  I’m  starting  to  get  it,”  Nella  said.  “We  get  better  at Tempest magic by learning increasingly powerful spells, while we get better at Inferno magic by learning  more spells and combining them with  each  other.”  She  conjured  a  small  flicker  of  flame  and  let  it dance across her fingers. “The casting time and ether costs for each Inferno  magic  spell  are  really  low  too,  compared  to  Tempest  magic spells.” 

“Yes.”  Vincent  grinned  and  scrolled  the  words  on  his  codex display  down.  “This  also  means  that  most  individual  Inferno  magic spells are simpler than Tempest magic spells. In fact, most of them aren’t much more difficult to learn than Flame Touch. It’s casting two or three Inferno magic spells and combining their effects at the same time where things get really tricky.” 

“What  Gabriel  did  with  that  dragon’s  breath…  how  he  was able to divert it,” Zephyr mused. “That wasn’t a single spell, was it? It was a few spells at once.” 

“I  asked  Rina  about  it,  and  she  guessed  that  Gabriel  was probably  using  Flame  Call,  Fiery  Repulse,  and  Brightened  Soul  at the  same  time,”  Vincent  said,  summoning  another  two  codex displays,  so  all  of  the  three  named  spells  had  their  casting  words, gestures, and mental concepts laid out. 

“Fiery Repulse reflects incoming flames. Flame Call forces a body  of  fire  to  heed  a  mage’s  will.  Brightened  Soul  enhances  the effects of all other Inferno magic spells for a period of time,” Zephyr said, running his eyes over Vincent’s codex displays. “Each of these spells  aren’t  very  difficult  to  cast,  but  casting  all  three  at  the  same time? I don’t know if I can. I haven’t tried doing something like that before.” 

“Neither  have  I.”  Nella  tapped  her  jaw  thoughtfully.  “We  can cast Tempest magic spells one after another very quickly, but I don’t think  any  of  us  has  ever  tried  casting  two  or  more  of  them  at  the same time.” 

“Tempest magic spells are much more complex than Inferno magic spells, so being able to do that would take a lot of practice and training,  perhaps  even  a  lifetime’s  worth,”  Vincent  said.  “Inferno magic  spells  are  different.  In  fact,  they’re   meant  to  be  cast  two  or three at a time.” 

“That  means  we  need  to  learn  many  different  spells  before we  can  start  really  getting  anywhere  with  Inferno  magic,”  Zephyr said,  drawing  a  groan  from  Nella.  He  grinned  at  her.  “Cheer  up! 

Inferno magic spells are a lot easier to learn.” 

“I know. Something else just occurred to me,” Nella said. “We can  enhance  the  power  of  each  individual  spell  and  variant  with essence orbs, but can we do the same to our ability to cast multiple spells at once?” 

“I  think  that  might  be  covered  by  our  general  mastery  of Inferno magic,” Vincent said, calling up another codex display. 

Zephyr  nodded  in  admiration  at  the  sight.  He  couldn’t manifest more than three codex displays without getting a headache. 

Vincent, it seemed, had no such limitations. 

  

 Magic: Inferno (Mage)

 Progress to Master: 0/4,000 essence orbs

 +450% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +450% Inferno spell casting speed

 +450% Inferno learning rate

 +450% Inferno spell efficacy



“No, I don’t think upgrading our general mastery will help us cast  multiple  spells  at  once,”  Nella  said.  “I  think  this  is  something we’ll need to work on ourselves.” 

“Yes,” Zephyr agreed, feeling a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “We will.” 

“Zeph, you seem really happy at the prospect of a lot of hard work,”  Vincent  said,  grinning.  “I  suppose  it’s  that  Wu  monk conscientiousness at play, isn’t it?” 

“A  bit  of  that,  but  I  also  can’t  help  but  feel  how  unfair  and undeserved our mastery of Tempest magic is,” Zephyr said. “I know, I know. We destroyed a lot of Shadowswarm and Dark Labyrinths to get those essence orbs, and we saved many lives in the process, but still…” 

“Lux  doesn’t  think  your  power  is  undeserved,  Zeph,”  Nella said, her words cutting right to Zephyr’s core. “And I know you don’t think  any  less  of  her  simply  because  she  can’t  do  what  we  can. 

We’ve  been  given  a  tool,  the  Codex  of  Ascension,  and  with everything that’s at stake now, we can’t afford to not use it.” 

Zephyr sighed and nodded. “You’re right. I… I suppose I just have a lot on my mind. You’re not the only one who’s said that to me, 

Nella.  Maybe  I  just  need  to  keep  hearing  it  until  it  eventually  sinks in.” 

“That sense of fairness is simply part of who you are, Zeph.” 

Nella  grinned.  “As  for  me?  I’m  all  about  winning  a  fight,  no  matter what it takes. I don’t really care for the Codex of Ascension, but if it helps us beat Shadowswarm and iron drones, I’m all for it.” 

“Personally, I just really like the Codex of Ascension,” Vincent said, summoning another half dozen codex displays with a nod of his head.  “It  helps  the  world  make  so  much  sense.  Still,  I’m  rather excited  at  the  idea  of  practicing  spell  combinations  and  blazefire conjurations. It’ll be like learning a new skill!” 

“Alright.  Let’s  get  to  it,  then.”  Nella  cracked  her  knuckles. 

“Which ones should we get started with?” 

“Brighten  Soul,  maybe?”  Zephyr  suggested.  “I  can’t  think  of any situation where it might not be useful. I’ll take that one.” 

“Nella, why don’t you try Flame Call?” Vincent said. “It’s one of the more slightly complicated spells, and I remember Master Venn saying that you have the greatest affinity for Inferno magic out of the three of us. We can test if that’s true or not.” 

“Sure.”  Nella  gestured  to  the  codex  display  for  Flame  Call. 

Zephyr felt her bind it to her will. The codex display wafted over to the ranger, and she began reading it intently. 

“Most  of  my  Tempest  spell  variants  are  defensive  in  nature, so perhaps I should take Fiery Repulse,” Vincent said. “Either that, or I can start working on Project Heat, which is an offensive spell we can use against iron drones. What do you think, Zeph?” 

“Right  now,  we  have  powerful  defensive  Tempest  magic spells  at  our  disposal,  but  we  don’t  have  anything  that’s  very effective  against  iron  drones,”  Zephyr  said.  “I  think  you  should  go with  Project  Heat  first.  Any  of  us  can  circle  back  to  Fiery  Repulse later.” 

“Got  it.”  Vincent  set  aside  the  codex  display  detailing  Fiery Repulse and filled another with the instructions for Project Heat. 

Zephyr turned his attention to Brighten Soul. It wasn’t a very complicated  spell,  he  quickly  realized.  Perhaps  it  was  a  bit  more complex than Spark Invocation and Spark Ring. Zephyr figured that it  would  take  him  a  little  more  effort  to  learn  than  a  minor  shadow-bane  conjuration.  He  read  the  spell’s  casting  words  carefully  and walked through its mental concepts in his mind. 

For an hour, the only sound in the sitting room was the ticking of an ornate clock mounted on the wall. Nella exclaimed in sudden triumph and projected a codex display. 



 New spell acquired! 

  

 Flame Call (initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

 Imbue ether beast with Inferno magic (5 minutes) or Control small body of flame (5 feet range)



“There!” the ranger said. “That will definitely come in handy.” 

“We  were  concerned  about  casting  multiple  Inferno  magic spells simultaneously, but I was just thinking about how we can also use  them  one  after  another  very  effectively  too,”  Zephyr  said.  “Say we set something on fire with Flame Touch or Project Heat. Can’t we then use Flame Call to move the fire around and spread the blaze? 

Or  we  can  even  move  the  flames  away,  if  we’re  worried  about  our Inferno  magic  spells  hurting  people  or  damaging  things  we  need intact.” 

“That’s a good idea, Zeph.” Vincent scratched his head. “Fire and lightning are very different. Both exist in nature, but lightning is there  briefly,  and  then  it’s  gone.  Fire  stays  on  for  as  long  as  it’s fueled. This means that we need to take a very different mindset with Inferno magic than with Tempest magic.” 

“True.”  Nella  rolled  her  shoulders,  then  brought  the  codex display for Fiery Repulse in front of her. “I’ll get started with this first, 

then.” 

Zephyr  resumed  his  study  of  Brighten  Soul.  Before  another half hour had passed, he nodded and projected a codex display. 



 New spell acquired! 

  

 Brighten Soul (initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Empowers  Dragon  Strike  Techniques  by  10%  or  Increases efficacy of all Inferno magic spells by 10%



“Dragon Strike Techniques?” Vincent frowned. He scrolled the grimoire  codex  display  up  and  down  rapidly,  before  shaking  his head. “There’s no such spell here.” 

“It’s a spell variant, so maybe it has something to do with your Inferno  Aspect,  Zeph,”  Nella  suggested.  “Gabriel  and  the  other Phoenix Knights don’t have the same Inferno Aspects as us.” 

Zephyr nodded. A mage’s magical Aspect depended on his or her upbringing. Storm Scions, Phoenix Knights, and Frost Guardians typically  underwent  mage  adept  training  as  children,  which  meant that their Aspects were fairly uniform. The trio, in contrast, had not, which was why they had Aspects most other mages didn’t. 

“I’m done with my spell too,” Vincent said. “Take a look.” 



 New spell acquired! 

  

 Project Heat (initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault

 Cast  with  Flame  Hammer  to  create  simple  Inferno  magic armaments or Create fiery projectile (small, 10 feet range)



“Great.  Now  we  can  really  bring  the  fight  to  those  iron drones.”  Nella  shuddered.  “I  grew  up  fighting  all  kinds  of  Blight beasts, but those things really make me feel uncomfortable.” 

“According to Rina, iron drones are constructs of metal bound together  and  animated  by  the  flesh  and  nerve  tissue  of  the  Slave-Masters’  victims,”  Vincent  said  grimly.  “The  small  iron  drones  we fought  this  morning  only  needed  a  single  victim  each  to  construct, but  the  larger  ones  might  be  made  up  of  four  to  five  people. 

Apparently,  some  Phoenix  Knights  have  reported  seeing  drones  so huge  that  they  must  have  taken  nearly  a  hundred  or  so  victims  to make.  It’s  really  horrifying,  especially  when  you  realize  that  the Fennean Empire has been doing this for centuries.” 

“Not anymore,” Zephyr promised. Vincent and Nella turned to him, quizzical expressions on their faces. “We’re here now, and we have  so  much  power  at  our  fingertips.  We  will  put  an  end  to  the Unliving Emperor and his Slave-Masters.” 

Chapter 12







Zephyr  was  the  first  to  arrive  upon  the  battlements  the  next morning. Awash in faint pre-dawn light, he sat in a lotus position and commenced  his  daily  cultivation  exercises.  His  internal  energy pulsed from his Central Field and raced through his system, rich with both  Tempest  and  Inferno  ether.  He  was  able  to  use  both  his Lightning  Infusion  and  Inferno  Infusion  spells  at  the  same  time, which was a welcome discovery. 

The Lightning Infusion heightened his reflexes and swiftness nearly a hundredfold, allowing him to move faster than sound could travel.  Zephyr  hadn’t  been  quite  sure  what  effects  his  Inferno Infusion spell had, until he went through the motions of a few basic unarmed  martial  techniques.  Laden  with  Inferno  ether,  Zephyr’s internal  energy  increased  his  strength,  allowing  him  to  hit  at  least twice  or  thrice  as  hard  as  he  normally  could,  even  when  he’d ascended to the Fifth Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. 

Nella  had  learned  Fiery  Repulse  shortly  after  Vincent acquired Project Heat, and the trio had then enhanced all the Inferno magic spells they’d learned so far to Mage level, which was as far as they  could  take  them,  at  least  until  they  enhanced  their  overall mastery of Inferno magic to Master level. 

Zephyr  absently  pulled  out  a  codex  display  and  looked  at  it out of the corner of his eye. 



 Essence orbs: 44



 I  don’t  think  we’ll  have  any  shortage  of  chances  to  acquire more  essence  orbs,   Zephyr  thought.  He  took  a  deep  breath  and brought his cultivation exercises to a close, withdrawing his internal

energy from his main channels and returning it to his Central Field. 

Traces of Tempest and Inferno ether lingered within his body as he did so, but they faded within a few moments. 

“Zeph!” Gabriel called, walking toward him. Vincent and Nella trailed the Phoenix Knight closely. “There you are. We didn’t see you at breakfast.” 

“I ate earlier.” Zephyr got to his feet and smiled at his friends. 

“Good morning, everyone!” 

“It’ll be a good one, for sure.” Nella returned his smile. “We’re going to kill some monsters!” 

“Let’s see if the shadow-hunt ritual works first,” Vincent said. 

“His Excellency said he’d be joining us here. Did anyone see him?” 

“I didn’t,” Zephyr said. “Maybe he’s on his way.” 

“Eh, there he is,” Nella said, pointing down the length of the battlements.  The  white-robed  figure  of  Avora  was  approaching,  his gait frail and unsteady. The Grand Sage raised his hand and waved to Gabriel and the trio. 

“Good  morning,  my  friends,”  Avora  said  as  he  got  within earshot. “I believe Vincent is going to attempt the shadow-hunt ritual today. It’s a fairly complex ritual, so I’m here to assist and advise if necessary.” 

“Are  you  alright,  sir?”  Zephyr  asked.  The  Grand  Sage  was pale, and he wobbled on his feet as he spoke. 

“My wounds are far more serious than I’d thought they were,” 

Avora admitted, sighing. “At this rate, I might be unable to cast spells for  weeks,  which  means  I  won’t  be  able  to  ask  for  reinforcements from the northern battlelines.” 

“Your  Excellency,  you  put  Blackstone  Keep’s  location  into Zephyr’s mind by reaching out with your Codex of Elucidation to our Codex  of  Ascension,  right?”  Vincent  said.  “Why  don’t  you  do  the same with me? I can use Wind Walk to bring us both there, and you can talk to Master Gathras or whoever is currently in charge at the northern battlelines.” 

“That is a good idea, Vincent,” Avora said, a smile unfolding across  his  face.  “But  let’s  get  this  ritual  underway  first.  The  sooner we  establish  the  trail  of  corrupted  ether,  the  more  quickly  we  can track the dragon back to its lair.” 

Zephyr suppressed a sigh at Vincent’s suggestion. He didn’t like the idea of Avora putting any information into his mind or that of any of his friends. 

 I’ll talk to Vincent about this later,  he decided, squashing his hopes that somehow, Lux would be among the Storm Scions chosen to reinforce Blackstone Keep. 

Vincent  produced  a  small  cloth  pouch  from  his  mage  band, along with a stick of blue chalk. He looked up into the sky. “Where would  be  the  closest  spot  on  the  battlements  to  the  dragon? 

Anybody know?” 

“I’d say it’s right here,” Gabriel replied, stomping to a position upon  the  battlements  and  pointing  down.  “The  dragon  was  about forty feet above this spot, and perhaps another fifty feet eastward.” 

“Great.” Vincent walked over and carefully drew a ritual circle upon the spot that Gabriel had pointed out. 

Nella  nudged  Zephyr  and  cast  him  an  uneasy  sidelong glance. Zephyr understood the ranger’s trepidation. The ritual circle Vincent  had  drawn  wasn’t  exactly  the  same  as  the  one  Avora  had used  with  a  heap  of  dangerous  nightsteel,  but  there  were  enough similarities to evoke a host of bad memories. 

Upon finishing the ritual circle, Vincent opened the small cloth sack and took out a handful of what seemed to be glass beads, each of  them  a  third  of  the  size  of  Zephyr’s  smallest  fingernail.  He arranged  the  beads  meticulously  over  each  quadrant  of  the  ritual circle, then stood up and turned to Nella and Zephyr. 

“I’m going to need you two to continuously channel Tempest ether  and  feed  it  into  the  ritual  circle  while  I  carry  out  the  ritual,” 

Vincent said. “Just a small amount will do, perhaps enough to cast a Spark Ring and keep it going.” 

“Alright. You can count on us, Vincent,” Zephyr promised. 

Nella gave the jeweler’s apprentice a thumbs-up gesture and a confident nod. 

Vincent  summoned  his  Storm  Hammer,  held  it  high,  and stepped into the center of the ritual circle. Lightning flared from the deceptively  delicate  head  of  his  Storm  Hammer.  Sparks  washed across  the  surface  of  the  battlements.  He  began  a  slow  chant, interspersed with gestures from his free hand. 

Zephyr  channeled  a  small  amount  of  Tempest  ether  and streamed  it  into  the  ritual  circle.  Beside  him,  Nella  did  the  same. 

Vincent gave them a slight nod of acknowledgment, before resuming his chanting and gesturing. The glass beads at his feet dissolved into tiny specks of cobalt-blue light. 

“Good  job,  Vincent,”  Avora  said.  “You’re  on  the  right  track. 

Move onto the second phase of the ritual when you’re ready.” 

“Yes,  your  Excellency,”  Vincent  replied,  before  waving  his Storm  Hammer  gently  in  the  air  above  his  head.  The  specks  of cobalt  light  wafted  into  a  spiral  that  traced  the  magical  hammer’s path.  Unintelligible  words  poured  from  Vincent’s  lips,  and  his gestures grew faster and more urgent. 

“Huh.  That  is  some  spectacular  spell-casting  right  there,” 

Gabriel  said,  nodding  approvingly.  “Why  wasn’t  this  fellow  sent  to mage adept training as a child?” 

“Wonderful,  Vincent,  just  wonderful,”  Avora  said.  “You mispronounced  a  syllable  three  phrases  back  though,  but  it’s  fine. 

You can just repeat that section. Here, I’ll show you that syllable on a codex display, along with a phonetic breakdown of that word.” 

A codex display unfurled in front of Vincent, covered in words Zephyr couldn’t understand. Vincent had no such problem, however. 

He swept his gaze over it, then nodded. 

“Alright, Your Excellency, I’ll try it again,” he said. “Sorry about that.” 

“There’s nothing to apologize for, my friend,” the Grand Sage replied. “You’re doing magnificently. Please, carry on.” 

Vincent nodded and began chanting once more. The specks of  light  trailing  his  magical  hammer  rose  higher  into  the  air  and drifted to where Zephyr remembered the dragon had been. Vincent’s voice trembled then, as did his body. Sweat beaded at his temples, but  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  chant  continued,  and  the  cobalt  light, now  hanging  in  the  sky,  extended  eastward,  forming  a  glowing thread toward the distant horizon. 

“Excellent.”  Avora  nodded.  “You’re  almost  done,  my  friend. 

Solidify  the  shadow-hunt  trail  now.  Zephyr  and  Nella,  double  the amount of Tempest ether you’re feeding into the ritual circle.” 

“Yes, sir.” Zephyr did as Avora instructed. Nella followed suit. 

Vincent cried out a final word, and a sound akin to that of a thunderbolt  cracked  through  the  skies.  Alarmed  shouts  arose  from the Phoenix Knights manning the battlements, and more than a few of them rushed over, accompanied by groups of djinns. They spotted Avora  and  Gabriel  quickly  enough,  and  they  relaxed,  muttering curiously  at  the  ritual  circle  chalked  onto  the  floor  and  at  Vincent’s doubled-over and panting form. 

“There’s nothing to worry about, my friends,” the Grand Sage announced. “Young Vincent Trefori here has successfully completed a difficult Tempest ritual, and with any luck, we won’t have to worry about the dragon any longer!” 

Awed  murmurs  arose  from  the  djinns  and  gathered  Phoenix Knights. A few of the crimson-robed mages walked over to Vincent and clasped him heartily on the back and shoulder. 

“Good job, young man!” 

“I  saw  what  you  did  with  my  mage  sight.  That  wasn’t  easy. 

Excellent work!” 

“Very nicely done, Mister Trefori!” 

“Alright!  Alright!”  Nella  cried,  shooing  the  congratulating Phoenix Knights away from Vincent. “Give him some air! Can’t you see he’s exhausted?” 

The Phoenix Knights and djinns murmured a few more words of admiration before returning to their posts, leaving the trio to look at the thread of cobalt light hanging in the air above them. 

“Let me guess,” Gabriel said. “We follow that thread, and it’ll lead us right to the dragon’s lair.” 

“Exactly,”  Avora  confirmed.  “A  night  prince  was  present alongside  the  dragon,  and  such  a  powerful  Shadowswarm  entity cannot  avoid  leaving  traces  of  corrupted  ether  in  its  wake.  The shadow-hunt ritual shows the way to the night prince, and I’m sure we  will  find  the  dragon  there  as  well.  Do  you  have  the  reagents necessary for the storm purification ritual? Make sure you do before you set off.” 

“Sir, we discussed the storm purification ritual last night, and we  think  we  might  have  a  better  idea  to  deal  with  dragon,”  Zephyr said, before quickly going over their plan to force the night prince out into  the  open  with  shadow-bane  conjurations  and  then  using blazefire conjurations to purge the dragon of any Tyrant magic. 

“I like it!” Gabriel declared. “Simple, yet bold and daring. I can help with the blazefire conjurations too.” 

Avora was far less excited about the suggestion. He frowned and shook his head. 

“A  sound  idea  in  theory,  but  something  like  this  hasn’t  been tried  before,”  the  Grand  Sage  said.  “Shadow-bane  conjurations  are static barriers used to keep Shadowswarm away. You’ll need to get very close to the dragon to place a shadow-bane conjuration over it. 

Isn’t  that  dangerous?  Also,  blazefire  conjurations  are  meant  to  be cast  on  yourself,  not  on  another  individual,  much  less  a  dragon. 

Have they ever been used in that fashion?” 

“I have!” Gabriel said. “I rescued a whole bunch of people in the  capitol.  They’d  been  taken  by  a  trafficking  ring  that  kept  their prisoners under control with Tyrant magic. After I burned their mages up,  the  prisoners  were  still  affected  by  the  lingering  effects  of  the Domination  spell.  I  put  blazefire  conjurations  over  all  of  them,  and they snapped out of it within moments.” 

“The casters of the Domination spell had been slain by then, right?”  Avora  pointed  out.  “It’s  far  easier  to  neutralize  a  spell  when it’s no longer being maintained and already falling apart.” 

“No,  it’s  not  like  this.”  Gabriel  chuckled.  “Conflagration conjurations  don’t  actively  attack  and  unravel  Tyrant  magic  spells. 

They  strengthen  one’s  mind  and  make  them  more  resilient  to  any spells  that  might  sway  their  will.  I  didn’t  neutralize  the  Domination spells cast over the people I rescued. I simply helped them shrug it off.” 

“Like  the  dragon  will,  once  we  get  rid  of  the  night  prince,” 

Nella said. “Let’s get going, shall we?” 

“How  are  we  going  to  get  there?”  Vincent  asked.  “We  can’t use a Wind Walk spell to follow this trail left behind by the ritual, can we?” 

“No,  unfortunately  not,”  Avora  said.  “Wind  Walk  can  only bring  you  to  a  place  you’ve  physically  visited  before.  You’ll  have  to get there with Soaring Breeze.” 

“Or my sky-wyrm,” Nella said. “It can fly faster than either of you.” 

Lightning  poured  from  the  ranger’s  eyes  as  she  looked  into the  sky.  Tendrils  of  electricity  writhed  and  roiled  above  her,  before materializing  into  the  form  of  Nella’s  massive  lightning  beast.  The sky-wyrm roared majestically into the heavens, drawing cheers from the Phoenix Knights atop the battlements. Even the djinns cried out in admiration as they pointed at the lightning beast with their strange, stubby fingers. 

Zephyr cast Soaring Breeze and carried Gabriel and Vincent up into the air, before setting them down atop the sky-wyrm’s back. 

The  lightning  beast  nodded  at  him,  before  picking  Nella  up  with  its tail and depositing her right behind its head. 

“Good  hunting,  my  friends!”  Avora  cried  from  below.  “I  will await news of your victory!” 

The  sky-wyrm  roared  once  more,  then  sped  away,  following the thread of cobalt light as it wound into the distance. 

Chapter 13







As  the  sky-wyrm  flew,  the  trio  cast  Wind  Sheath,  conjuring overlapping bubbles of bent light over the lightning beast that would render it virtually invisible amidst the sapphire-hued skies. 

“Good thinking,” Gabriel said. “According to Brass, everything past  Blackstone  Keep  is  considered  enemy  territory.  Iron  drones could be anywhere and everywhere. If they detect us, we’ll get stuck in a fight against countless drones.” 

“Are there iron drones that can fly?” Vincent asked. 

“Plenty,” Gabriel said, adjusting his perch atop the sky-wyrm’s back. “I didn’t have a chance to go over the most common types of iron drones with you three, but now’s as good a time as any, so listen up. The ones we fought yesterday on the battlements, they’re simply known as war drones. Think of them as the Unliving Emperor’s foot-soldiers. There are many of them. They’re also fast and tough, and they won’t stop coming at you until you completely destroy them, one way or the other.” 

“I’m guessing that all the Empire’s drones are like that,” Nella said.  “This  could  be  bad.  Some  Shadowswarm  monsters  can actually get scared and run away.” 

“You’re  right,  Nella.  You  cannot  route  iron  drones.  Each  of them  will  fight  to  the  point  of  utter  destruction,”  Gabriel  said.  “War drones  usually  have  four  legs  which  they  can  use  to  climb  sheer stone  surfaces,  and  a  pair  of  smaller  forelimbs  that  can  produce claws,  hooks,  and  spikes.  If  a  Phoenix  Knight  gets  swarmed  by them,  their  blades  will  eventually  find  an  opening  in  his  robes.  So you  can’t  let  that  happen  to  you.  When  you’re  fighting  them,  you need to keep moving and never let yourself get surrounded.” 

“Can we destroy them by targeting their fleshly components?” 

Zephyr asked. 

“It’s  possible,  but  tricky.  War  drones  have  something  that passes  for  a  head  and  a  single  eye-like  aperture  upon  its  top,” 

Gabriel said. “Nerve tissue lies below this aperture, hidden behind an inch  of  iron  plate.  That’s  where  their  Slave-Masters’  Tyrant  magic reaches  them.  If  you  can  sever  or  damage  this  nerve  tissue,  the drone becomes nothing more than a heap of scrap metal and rotting meat,  since  it  won’t  be  able  to  receive  commands  from  its  Slave-Master anymore.” 

“Sounds  like  it’d  be  easier  to  simply  destroy  them,”  Vincent mused. “You mentioned some flying drones just now, Gabriel. Could you tell us about some of them?” 

“I was just about to,” the Phoenix Knight said. “Another kind of  drone  is  the  hunter  drone.  None  of  them  attacked  Blackstone Keep yesterday, but they’re fairly common. These look like gigantic metal flies, if flies had huge stingers jutting from their faces.” 

“A…  mosquito  then?”  Zephyr  suggested.  “Do  hunter  drones look like metallic mosquitoes?” 

“They buzz like flies,” Gabriel said. 

“So do mosquitoes?” Vincent pointed out. 

“Alright,  fine!”  Gabriel  threw  his  hands  up  exasperatedly. 

“They’re huge mosquitoes, larger than most full-grown men. They’re nowhere  near  as  fast  as  this  magnificent  lightning  beast  of  Nella’s, but  they  can  definitely  outpace  warriors  on  horseback.  Their  stings contain some kind of corrosive toxin, so even if you have a spell or enchanted item that resists poison, you’d better have something else that  protects  you  from  corrosion,  otherwise  you’re  going  to  get dissolved.” 

“If  these  things  are  so  big,  their  stings  must  be  huge  too,” 

Nella said. “If someone gets stabbed by that, he’s dead, isn’t he?” 

“Well, yes,” the Phoenix Knight conceded. “We don’t have a Frost  Guardian  around,  so  we  don’t  really  have  any  healing  or

cleansing spells on hand. Don’t let hunter drones get you. Blast them out of the skies with spells that cover a wide area.” 

“Speaking  of  spells,  we  learned  Project  Heat  by  ourselves last  night,”  Vincent  said.  “Do  you  think  that  would  be  an  effective weapon against any drones we might encounter?” 

“Oh,  definitely.”  Gabriel  nodded.  “But  if  they’re  anything  like the ones we fought yesterday, you’ll have to use your Tempest magic to  strip  them  of  their  Shadowswarm  defenses  first,  then  melt  them with Project Heat.” 

Zephyr  brought  up  a  codex  display  and  studied  his  Project Heat spell variant. 



 Project Heat (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Dragon  Strike  Technique:  Double  Dragons  Arising  or  Create fiery projectile (large, 40 feet range)



He’d  checked  his  spell  variant  and  tested  it  out  the  night before.  The  Project  Heat  spell  variant  actually  granted  him knowledge  of  a  complex  martial  form  that  could  only  be  performed when he also cast Inferno Infusion. 

The  Double  Dragons  Arising  was  a  two-handed  palm  strike that generated fields of roiling flames in its wake. Zephyr didn’t doubt that  anything  he  struck  with  this  martial  form  would  melt  from  the heat, then explode from the tremendous impact. It was magnitudes more powerful than the Carefree Palm, but it was as much of a spell as  it  was  a  martial  technique,  requiring  Zephyr  to  expend considerable amounts of both Inferno ether and internal energy with each execution. 

“Close combat? How do people usually fare in close combat against iron drones?” he asked Gabriel. 

“Poorly, usually.” The Phoenix Knight chuckled. “No, no. I jest. 

I’ve been in a few brawls, but I’m no bladesman. The Vigilant Blades

—you might have run into some of them in Blackstone Keep—have bands  of  heavily  armored  warriors  wielding  huge  maces  and hammers.  They  also  have  a  few  groups  of  arbalesters  whose crossbows  fire  heavy  balls  of  lead  instead  of  bolts,  but  I  digress. 

Warriors working together can usually smash war drones to pieces, but if they’re outnumbered, things tend to go bad very quickly. As for hunter drones, well, I mentioned the arbalesters. They help, don’t get me  wrong,  but  the  Vigilant  Blades  are  usually  there  to  keep  the drones away from the Phoenix Knights while we burn and melt the enemy into nothing.” 

“I  think  I’ll  be  able  to  do  better  than  them,”  Zephyr  said confidently. 

“Oh, no doubt.” Gabriel nodded. “I’ve seen how you fight. No single  war  drone  is  going  to  be  a  match  for  you  hand-to-hand. 

Shadowswarm  protection  or  not,  you’ll  probably  be  able  to  smash your way through dozens of them with that big sword of yours, unlike these  two,  who  were  having  so  much  trouble  yesterday.  Arrows, even lightning ones, just don’t work against iron drones.” 

“Sounds  like  someone  needs  an  arrow  up  an  orifice,”  Nella snarled. 

“No need to get so annoyed,” Gabriel replied testily. “I’m just talking about the most effective ways to deal with iron drones. It’s not my fault your skill-set is so woefully unsuited to taking them on.” 

Zephyr  looked  away  and  over  the  horizon  as  Nella  and Gabriel  began  bickering  while  Vincent  tried  to  calm  both  of  them down.  The  cobalt-blue  thread  of  the  shadow-hunt  ritual  trailed endlessly into the distance, over a blasted, featureless landscape of barren soil and broken stone. Zephyr had seen a similar view from Blackstone Keep, but it was only now, nearly thirty miles out from the fortress, that he realized the sheer scale of the desolation caused by the endless fighting between the Phoenix Knights and the Fennean Empire. 

Every few minutes, the sky-wyrm would fly over the wreckage of what could only be a fortified outpost, not too unlike the ones the

king’s guardsmen would set up when they ventured out into bandit-controlled territory. 

“Why  is  this  still  going  on?”  he  asked  suddenly.  There  must have  been  something  strange  in  the  tone  of  his  voice  because  his friends fell silent and looked at him. “The Unliving Emperor has been doing all these horrible things for so many years. Why hasn’t anyone stopped him? Are we going to be the first to actually try?” 

Gabriel  sighed  loudly.  “I  know  what  you’re  thinking.  You’re wondering if the Phoenix Knights have spent all this time making a business  out  of  this  endless  bloody  scrap  we’ve  got  going  on  with the Unliving Emperor. The answer is both yes and no.” 

“That doesn’t make sense,” Nella said. 

“It  does,”  Gabriel  insisted.  “We  make  a  business  of  this  and rake in all that gold from all across the world because we need it to fight  the  Slave-Masters  and  their  drones.  We  need  to  fight  them because  no  one  else will. Here, at the Zu-Shan mountain range and Blackstone  Keep,  we  contain  the  Fennean  Empire’s  armies,  but there  is  nothing  we  can  do  about  the  individual  Slave-Masters  that slip  out  from  their  borders  and  enter  other  countries.  And  because there are all these Slave-Masters all around, whispering things into the  ears  of  powerful  people,  like  kings  and  queens  and  premiers, only we Phoenix Knights care to fight the Empire.” 

“And they pay you well to do so, because no ruler, no matter how tyrannical, can hope to stay in power if he or she openly submits to  the  Fennean  Empire  or  heeds  the  will  of  the  Unliving  Emperor,” 

Vincent reasoned. 

“Exactly.  They  want  us  to  fight  the  Slave-Masters  and  their drones,  and  they  want  us  to  put  on  a  good  show  about  it,  so  they give us all that gold,” Gabriel said. “Yet at the same time, they’re too scared  or  have  too  many  secrets  held  by  the  Slave-Masters,  that they  don’t  dare  come  together  and  quash  the  menace  that  is  the Fennean Empire once and for all.” 

“By ‘they’ you’re referring to rulers of the world, right?” Nella asked. 

“Yes.” Gabriel met Zephyr’s gaze. “I can confidently speak for Brass,  no,  the  entire  order  of  the  Phoenix  Knights,  that  if  we  were strong enough to invade the Empire and burn it all to the ground, we would. But we aren’t, so here we are, fighting and dying, generation after generation.” 

“I  see.”  Zephyr  bowed  to  Gabriel.  “I’m  sorry,  Gabriel.  I presumed too much, and I judged the Phoenix Knights too harshly. 

It’s  just  that...  all  this  destruction...  I  can  see  it  everywhere  I  turn. 

There’s…  nothing out here, just pieces of broken things that scream of hopelessness and despair.” 

“Don’t worry about it, Zeph.” The Phoenix Knight reached out and clasped Zephyr on the shoulder. “I know what you mean. When I was a bit younger than you, I felt the same way too. Why aren’t we storming into Fennea, I would ask Brass. Why aren’t we walking into the Eternal Palace and turning the Unliving Emperor into ash? The simple  answer  is  that  we   cannot.  We’re  not  strong  enough.  We’re rich, but we’re not rich enough to buy that much strength.” 

“And even if we ask for help from those who can’t be bought, they’ve  got  their  own  concerns  too,”  Gabriel  continued.  “The  Storm Scions  have  the  northern  battlelines.  The  Dao  monks  have Blackguards and Dark Labyrinths to worry about, not to mention all kinds  of  traitors  across  the  realms.  The  Frost  Guardians,  rangers, and  druids  are  occupied  with  the  Blight  Boundary.  That  leaves  us, and  for  a  long  time,  we  were  enough  to  keep  things  from  getting worse. I don’t know about now, though.” 

“Well,  now  you’ve  got   us,”  Nella  said,  grinning  over  her shoulder. “And I guarantee you we’re more than enough.” 



Chapter 14







A  metallic  buzzing  cloud  appeared  in  the  distance,  and  it didn’t take Zephyr very long to recognize it for what it was: a swarm of hunter drones, headed in the direction of Blackstone Keep. Nella had her sky-wyrm give the drones a wide berth at Gabriel’s urging. 

“The keep will hold, especially with the talismans you gave to Rina last night,” Gabriel said. “Don’t worry about that now. Focus on following  the  shadow-hunt  trail.  And  no,  iron  drones  can’t  sense  it. 

Only mages with Elemental Aspects can.” 

As  the  trio  made  their  way  deeper  into  the  devastated  war zone,  they  spotted  more  and  more  formations  of  the  Unliving Emperor’s  hordes.  Columns  of  war  drones  trundled  over  gray, lifeless  dirt.  Hunter  drones  wafted  in  buzzing  swarms.  Massive humanoid constructs of iron, each of them easily standing ten times as  tall  as  Zephyr  did,  strode  through  the  midst  of  their  smaller kindred. 

“Behemoth  drones,”  Gabriel  explained,  twisting  his  mouth  in disgust.  “They  look  formidable,  and  they  are,  but  they’re  built  more for defense, unlike the war drones and hunter drones.” 

“Defense?”  Vincent’s  eyes  flashed  with  sudden  realization. 

“They protect Slave-Masters.” 

“Yes. The thing that passes for the behemoth drone’s head is actually  a  kind  of  amplifier  for  Tyrant  magic,”  the  Phoenix  Knight said,  pointing  briefly  to  the  gigantic  humanoid  as  Nella’s  sky-wyrm flew undetected over its head. “It also serves as a command throne for a Slave-Master. If we had time to look closely at it with our mage sight, you’d probably be able to spot all the defensive enchantments protecting  the  Slave-Master  sitting  inside  the  behemoth  drone’s head.” 

“If  we  can  strike  down  this  Slave-Master,  would  it  rout  all these drones?” Zephyr asked. 

“I know what you’re thinking of doing, Zeph, and believe me, I want  to  do  the  same,  but  we’re  out  here,  alone,  outnumbered,  and cut-off  from  reinforcements,”  Gabriel  said.  “If  we  attack  this  group, we’ll probably win, but then every drone and Slave-Master within the next hundred miles will know we’re here.” 

“Which  means  that  even  if  we  can  get  away  before reinforcements arrive, we’ll find a massive army waiting for us at the dragon’s  lair,”  Zephyr  reasoned.  “And  we  might  find  ourselves herded  away  from  Blackstone  Keep,  only  to  be  eventually  chased down and overwhelmed. I know, Gabriel. We have one task out here. 

Let’s focus on it first.” 

“Good  thinking,  Zeph.”  Gabriel  nodded.  “Taking  the  dragon out  of  the  picture  gives  Brass  many  more  options  instead  of  just fortifying Blackstone Keep and hoping for the best.” 

“I think we’re reaching the end of the trail soon,” Vincent said. 

“I can sense it.” 

Atop the sky-wyrm, the trio quickly changed into their armor. 

Zephyr  called  Lethal  Swiftness  into  his  grasp  and  imbued  it  with  a small amount of Inferno ether. The saber immediately lost its cobalt-sheen. Angry lines of red light appeared along its edge. He focused on the blade and unfurled a codex display. 



 Lethal Swiftness

 Enchanted saber +11

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Burning Horizon

  

 It’s  become  more  powerful,  Zephyr  thought.  I  thought  its Wielder Resonance enchantment had taken it as far as it could go, 

 but it seems like increasing my mastery of Inferno magic has made it stronger as well. 

He  extended  his  will  toward  the  sword’s  Burning  Horizon Aspect, and the codex display flickered. New words unraveled down its length. 



 Burning Horizon

 Weapon deals heavy armor piercing and fire damage Zephyr nodded and hefted the weapon experimentally. It felt slightly  heavier  and  more  cumbersome  than  it  had  been  in  its Gathering  Clouds  Aspect,  but  it  would  definitely  serve  him  much more effectively against the iron drones’ metallic bodies. 

Nella readied her bow too. 

“Tempest magic doesn’t work very well against these things, but an arrow down their nerve chutes should still shut them down,” 

the ranger said. She looked down at the arrow she’d laid across her bow. It blazed with crimson-orange light. “Or I could just melt holes in them. That should work.” 

“I’m sure it will,” Zephyr said, looking off into the distance and noticing  the  gradual  downward  slope  of  the  shadow-hunt  trail.  A chasm lay at the end of the cobalt-blue thread, its shadowy depths yawning toward the sky. 

A  small  contingent  of  war  drones  sat  on  either  side  of  the chasm,  while  a  cloud  of  hunter  drones  buzzed  in  the  air  above. 

Zephyr swept his mage sight over the creatures as Nella’s sky-wyrm brought  them  closer,  and  he  was  unsurprised  when  he  sensed  the faint  barriers  of  dark  magic  that  swirled  over  the  drones’  metallic forms. 

“Shadowswarm  protection  doesn’t  make  them  completely immune  to  other  kinds  of  magic,”  Gabriel  explained.  “It  just  means that  they  take  a  lot  more  time  and  ether  to  burn  down,  and  that

quickly becomes a problem when there are a hundred of them to one of you.” 

“We get it,” Nella said. “Strip their Shadowswarm barriers with Tempest magic spells, then destroy them with Inferno magic. Sounds easy  enough.”  She  looked  at  Vincent  and  Zephyr.  “We’re  probably not slipping past that without a fight. Should we still try, or do you just want to kick things off?” 

“Let’s  kick  things  off,”  Zephyr  said,  drawing  an  eager  grin from Nella and a worried sigh from Vincent. “Nella, you take the war drones on the left. Vincent, those on the right are yours. I’ll take on the hunter drones. We hit them hard and fast, and once we’re done, we charge into the chasm immediately. That’s where the dragon is, right?” 

“It is,” Vincent confirmed. “But I’m thinking we set up blazefire conjurations first. If the dragon is here, that means a Slave-Master is here as well. We’ve got to be prepared to deal with Tyrant magic.” 

The trio and Gabriel did so, with the Phoenix Knight offering a few pointers here and there that Zephyr found very insightful. 

“Why  wasn’t  a  Slave-Master  there  at  Blackstone  Keep yesterday?” Nella asked, when everyone had a bead of crimson light hovering  above  their  forehead.  “We  were  unprepared  and disorganized. If a Slave-Master had been there...” 

“You  three  would  probably  have  been  slain  and  Blackstone Keep would no longer be standing by now,” Gabriel said. “Once the effects  of  Tyrant  magic  have  taken  root,  they  remain  in  place  no matter  how  far  the  victim  is  from  the  Slave-Master.  Over  time,  the Tyrant  magic  spells  begin  to  unravel,  depending  on  the  strength  of will  of  the  victim,  and  the  Slave-Master  must  renew  them  regularly. 

For  something  as  powerful  as  a  dragon,  I’m  going  to  say  that whichever  Slave-Master  has  been  assigned  to  it  is  spending  as much time corrupting its will as sending the creature out to fight and kill on its behalf.” 

“Time,” Zephyr said, drawing curious glances from his friends and Gabriel. “The more time a Slave-Master has had to work on his

victims, the more entrenched his hold over their minds become. The dragon was a recent addition to their forces. It’s still able to struggle against the Tyrant magic that has been cast upon it.” 

“That’s  a  sure  bet,”  Gabriel  agreed.  “They  couldn’t  have gotten the dragon for more than a few days. Perhaps much less.” 

“So,  about  seventy  war  drones  and  forty  hunter  drones,” 

Vincent said, counting at the creatures gathered outside the chasm. 

“And after that, we’re up against a night prince, a Slave-Master, and almost certainly a dragon. This isn’t going to be easy.” 

“But it’s going to be fun,” Nella shot back. The ranger urged her sky-wyrm to climb higher toward the heavens as they continued their  approach.  The  lightning  beast  obliged,  carrying  the  trio  and Gabriel a full hundred feet above the hunter drones. 

“Everyone ready?” Zephyr asked. His friends nodded. Gabriel grinned  and  filled  his  fists  with  flame.  Zephyr  knew  the  seasoned Phoenix  Knight  would  make  himself  useful  in  the  coming  battle. 

“Alright. Follow my lead.” 

Zephyr  held  Lethal  Swiftness  high  and  stepped  off  the  sky-wyrm’s  back.  The  pull  of  the  earth  claimed  him  immediately  and began dragging him downward, but he cast Soaring Breeze, fueling his  descent  with  Tempest  magic.  Zephyr  plummeted  like  a  bolt  of lightning, the effects of his Wind Sheath spell peeling away from him in layers. 

The hunter drones sensed him just a heartbeat before he fell into their midst and slammed his left fist against one of the creature’s bodies.  A  Thunder  Clap  blasted  out  from  the  impact,  causing  a sphere  of  sparks  to  wash  over  the  entire  cluster  of  drones.  The Tempest magic spell did little more to the creatures besides slightly jarring their buzzing forms, but it tore away their dark magic barriers, banishing  them  into  shadowy  wisps  that  extinguished  beneath  the light of the sun. 

The  hunter  drones  responded  immediately,  turning  their stingers onto Zephyr and diving toward him. Zephyr plunged Lethal Swiftness into the drone he’d struck with a Thunder Clap spell, the

magically  heated  blade  slicing  through  enchanted  iron  easily.  He continued his descent, pulling his sword with him so that it bisected the drone. The halves of its body fell apart, only to be sent spiraling into empty air. More drones swarmed after Zephyr as he fell. 

The war drones on the ground spotted him as well. On both sides of the chasm, the creatures reared up on their grotesque legs. 

Blades  sprouted  from  their  forelimbs.  Seventy  misshapen  metal heads turned in Zephyr’s direction. 

That  was  when  twin  columns  of  lightning  fell  on  either contingent  of  war  drones,  sending  waves  of  sparks  washing  over their  ranks  and  banishing  the  dark  magic  shielding  their  grotesque bodies. The creatures on the left side of the chasm had time to begin turning  their  heads  away  from  Zephyr  before  a  barrage  of  fiery arrows  rained  upon  them,  slicing  molten  trails  through  their  torsos and skulls. The drones on the right milled in confusion for a moment, only to have crimson-orange beams sweep through their midst and turn them into molten slag. 

Zephyr glanced briefly at Vincent and saw that the jeweler’s apprentice  was  astride  his  cloud  elementals.  Gabriel  was  with  him too.  The  Phoenix  Knight  hurled  spheres  of  fire  upon  the  drones  on the right side of the chasm. The fiery projectiles exploded on impact and tore the creatures’ limbs off their bodies. 

A  large  form,  crackling  with  electricity  and  trailing  flames, descended  upon  the  drones  that  had  survived  the  downpour  of burning  arrows.  It  was  Nella’s  sky-wyrm,  but  the  lightning  beast’s fangs  and  claws  were  wreathed  in  orange-crimson  light.  The  sky-wyrm roared as it scythed through the war drones and ripped them into scrap metal. 

 They’ll be done soon,  Zephyr thought.  I should finish up, too. 

He  reversed  the  course  of  his  Soaring  Breeze  spell,  turning his descent into sudden, rapid ascension. The hunter drones leveled their  stingers  at  him  as  he  soared  toward  them,  but  the  creatures were nowhere near as agile in the air as Zephyr was. He spun past a trio of stingers and lashed Lethal Swiftness across a hunter drone’s

torso.  The  creature’s  body  fell  apart,  dribbling  molten  metal  from where it had been cut. Zephyr’s backhand split a drone’s skull, and his follow-through hacked another metallic mosquito in half. 

The  hunter  drones  lashed  out  furiously  with  stinger  and clawed tendrils from their underbellies, only to catch nothing but air or  each  other,  so  swift  was  Zephyr  with  his  Lightning  Infusion  spell pulsing  through  his  soul.  He  scythed  Lethal  Swiftness’s  burning blade through a cluster of the hideous creatures, their metallic shells offering little resistance against the bite of the enchanted blade and the might of his Inferno Infusion spell. Zephyr tore through the cloud of  hunter  drones  and  emerged  from  their  midst.  He  opened  his  left palm and aimed it downward as the scant survivors of his rampage buzzed toward him. 

Beams  of  crimson-orange  light  flashed  from  his  hand. 

Zephyr’s  Project  Heat  spell  melted  first  one,  then  another  hunter drone,  causing  them  to  plummet  from  the  skies  in  glowing,  molten heaps. A single hunter drone managed to reach him. Zephyr caught its stinger in his fist, bringing the iron spike to a halt several inches from his abdomen. The creature buzzed furiously and began to bring its  bladed  limbs  to  bear.  Zephyr  struck  off  its  skull  with  Lethal Swiftness before tossing the severed head away, its stinger spiraling through the air as it descended. 

Nella flew up to join him astride her sky-wyrm. The ranger’s features were flush with exhilaration. 

“It’s so much easier to take them on with Inferno magic,” she said, before unfurling a codex display. “And look. Like Vincent and I mentioned, we get essence orbs for killing these things even though they’re not Shadowswarm too.” 



 Essence Orbs: 154



 That means each of these drones are worth an essence orb each,  Zephyr thought, swiftly doing the sums in his head.  I wonder if more  powerful  drones  would  yield  more  essence  orbs.  Or  there

 might  be  no  difference,  since  our  Codex  of  Ascension  is  producing essence  orbs  from  us  stripping  away  the  drones’  Shadowswarm protection, rather than us actually destroying the drones themselves. 

“Excellent  showing  back  there,”  Gabriel  called  as  he  floated over alongside Vincent on a cloud elemental. “I liked how Nella used her Flame Touch spell to imbue the fangs and claws of her lightning beast  with  Inferno  magic.  That’s  some  good  thinking  right  there, combining one spell with another.” 

“Your  grimoire  suggested  that  combining  spells  or  casting them  simultaneously  is  the  key  to  being  successful  with  Inferno magic,” Vincent said. 

“That’s  absolutely  right!”  Gabriel  beamed  with  pleasure. 

“Having  brilliant  students  such  as  you  three  fills  me  with  delight. 

Again, fantastic work, Nella!” 

“Thanks, Gabriel!” The ranger grinned triumphantly. 

Zephyr  smiled,  but  he  didn’t  join  his  friends  in  celebrating their victory. He cast his gaze downward, into the chasm. Waves of pain  and  despair  emanated  from  its  shadowy  depths,  perceptible only to Zephyr, judging from the demeanor of his friends and Gabriel. 

“Zeph? What’s wrong?” Vincent asked, evidently sensing that something was amiss. 

“The dragon.” Zephyr pointed down to the chasm with Lethal Swiftness. “It’s suffering. I can feel it.” 

“What? How?” Gabriel asked. 

“His  Inferno  Aspect  is  called  ‘Dragon  Lord’,”  Nella  said. 

“Maybe that has something to do with it.” 

“We’ve  got  to  get  down  there,”  Zephyr  said,  looking  his friends in the eye. “We have to help it.” 

“Yes,” Gabriel agreed. “There’s no time to waste. Drones from all over will be rushing here by now. The closest cluster of the ugly things  we’ve  seen  so  far  is  about  twenty  miles  away.  That  means we’ve  got  about  ten  minutes  before  the  first  reinforcements  arrive, assuming there aren’t any closer groups of drones.” 

Zephyr nodded. Together, the trio and Gabriel descended into the darkness of the chasm, their forms trailing sparks and tendrils of dancing electricity. 

Chapter 15







The  gloom  suffusing  the  chasm  was  anything  but  natural.  It repelled the light of the day, plunging the trio into absolute darkness the moment they descended beneath the surface of the earth. Nella raised her bow and sent lightning arrows arcing out. They struck the craggy sides of the chasm and exploded into spheres of cobalt light that pushed away the darkness. 

Zephyr  clenched  his  jaw  as  the  bottom  of  the  chasm  came within view. The dragon lay prone there, atop a slab of stone etched with glyphs of violet light. He recognized those glyphs immediately, having  seen  them  scrawled  all  over  the  interior  of  countless  Dark Labyrinths. 

A  behemoth  drone  stood  vigil  over  the  dragon’s  trembling form.  Its  blockish  head  was  featureless  save  for  a  sphere  of  sickly green  light  in  its  center.  As  the  trio  and  Gabriel  continued  their descent, the drone turned its green sphere to face them. 

“Interlopers!”  a  flat,  lifeless  voice  blared  from  the  behemoth. 

“Interlopers!” 

Movement  swarmed  at  the  edges  of  the  shadow,  and  a carpet  of  drones  shambled  out  to  wash  over  the  behemoth’s  feet. 

Gabriel hissed anxiously at the sight. 

“They’ve got archer drones among them!” the Phoenix Knight said. “Watch out!” 

Scarcely  had  Gabriel’s  words  left  his  lips  when  two  dozen drones lifted tube-like limbs. Strange puffing sounds filled the air. 

A cloud of iron spikes lashed upward. Zephyr dived down to intercept  the  barrage,  casting  Lightning  Shield  as  he  did  so.  The crackling  barrier  across  his  left  forearm  dashed  a  quartet  of  spikes

from  their  flight.  Lethal  Swiftness  carved  another  half  dozen  into glowing ruins, but the rest of the projectiles flew past him. 

Vincent’s  Cosmos  Bastion  blazed  into  existence,  easily repelling  the  remaining  iron  spikes.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  thrust his  Storm  Hammer  downward.  Lightning  streamed  from  the weapon’s head, arcing from one drone to another and dispelling their dark magic barriers. 

Fiery  arrows  streaked  past  Zephyr  to  rain  down  upon  the drones,  punching  through  whatever  passed  for  their  skulls  and slicing their limbs from their torsos, but Nella’s initial barrage was far from enough to stem the tide of swarming war drones. The creatures piled one on top of each other, using their bodies to form a platform that  reached  upward  to  the  airborne  trio  like  some  kind  of nightmarish claw. 

Meanwhile,  the  behemoth  hadn’t  moved  at  all.  Instead,  it turned  its  sphere  back  to  the  dragon.  The  waves  of  pain  and confusion radiating from the majestic scaled form thickened, causing Zephyr to reel with disgust and anger. 

“We need to stop the Slave-Master before it manages to coax the dragon into a fighting mood again!” Gabriel cried as he hurled a stream of fireballs at the growing claw of drone bodies. Every one of the  Phoenix  Knight’s  spells  resulted  in  an  eruption  of  broken  limbs and  cascading  metal  shards,  but  the  claw  only  kept  increasing  in size. Soon, it would reach Nella’s sky-wyrm. 

“It’s yours, Zeph!” Vincent said, dismissing his Storm Hammer and scouring the massing drones with fiery beams from both of his outstretched hands. “Gabriel and I will keep these occupied!” 

“And  I’ll  take  care  of  the  ones  that  shoot  spikes!”  Nella declared, loosing another barrage of fiery arrows from her bow that riddled the bodies of a formation of archer drones. 

Zephyr  nodded  and  cast  Lightning  Step.  The  spell  flashed him past a tide of drones that had begun to collapse upon him. He rematerialized  right  in  front  of  the  behemoth’s  face,  raised  his  free hand,  and  cast  Project  Heat.  Fiery  beams  blasted  from  his  palm, 

only to wash uselessly over the miasma of violet mist wreathing the Slave-Master’s metallic cocoon. 

The  behemoth  drone  turned  from  the  dragon  then,  and lashed  out  with  a  massive  iron  fist.  Zephyr  flew  out  of  its  arc, surprised  at  how  swift  something  so  large  could  move.  His astonishment nearly cost him his life, as the behemoth’s upper body pivoted  smoothly  upon  its  waist,  bringing  its  other  fist  into  a thunderous blow that blasted through the Lightning Shield he barely managed to conjure and crashed into his armored form. 

The impact drove the air from Zephyr’s lungs and hurled him against  one  of  the  chasm’s  walls.  He  rebounded  from  the  jagged rock in a crash of tortured armor. A cry of pain escaped his lips, but he regained his focus swiftly enough to reverse his Soaring Breeze spell and have it bring him into a sharp descent, faster than he would normally  drop  through  empty  air.  Massive  iron  palms  clapped  shut against one another just above his head an eye-blink later. 

Stopping his descent ten feet above the carpet of swarming drones,  Zephyr  hurled  out  a  Storm  Invocation.  A  massive  bolt  of lightning blazed from his open palm and raced toward the behemoth. 

The  Slave-Master’s  creature  raised  its  left  arm.  The  shadowy miasma  peeled  away  from  the  limb’s  metallic  surface  just  before Zephyr’s  Tempest  spell  struck  it.  Tendrils  of  electricity  coursed through  the  behemoth’s  limbs,  staggering  it  slightly,  but  before Zephyr could cast another spell, the drone was advancing upon him once more, snatching at him with iron fingers as long as he was tall and thundering fist after fist in his direction. 

 The Slave-Master pulled away the drone’s dark magic barrier from my Tempest magic!  Zephyr thought as he saw the behemoth’s form  wreathed  once  in  whispering  shadows.  How  did  the  Slave-Master know to do that? 

“Zeph,  watch  out!”  Nella  cried.  The  ranger  had  pressed forward,  her  sky-wyrm  biting  and  clawing  any  drone  that  pounced upon  her  from  the  claw  into  pieces.  Dozens  of  electrical  tentacles swarmed  from  her  eyes  and  lashed  their  lengths  around  the

behemoth’s  limbs.  Nella  roared  with  effort  as  she  sent  massive amounts  of  Tempest  magic  coursing  through  the  tentacles  and racing across the Slave-Master’s drone. 

Once again, the shadows peeled away from the behemoth’s body, as it tore itself free from the grasp of Nella’s Eyebite spell. But Zephyr  was  ready  for  it  this  time.  He  cast  Lightning  Step, rematerializing behind the behemoth but between it and its wreath of dark  magic.  When  withdrawn,  the  latter  still  remained  connected  to the drone’s body by shadowy tendrils. 

Zephyr  lashed  out  with  Lethal  Swiftness  in  their  direction, casting  his  Blade  Beam  spell  repeatedly  as  his  sword  flickered through  the  darkness.  Cobalt-hued  likenesses  of  Lethal  Swiftness’s blade  flared  into  existence,  before  slicing  through  the  threads  of darkness joining the behemoth to its dark magic barrier. 

The  Slave-Master’s  puppet  spun  on  its  waist  once  more, swinging one of its fists at Zephyr. He dived toward its blow and met the  metal  limb  with  Lethal  Swiftness’s  burning  edge.  There  was  a dull ring of metal against metal, and then corrupt iron parted beneath the bite of Inferno-infused steel as Zephyr split first the behemoth’s fist, then its arm in half with his blade. 

The massive drone stumbled forward, its balance lost as one of  its  arms  fell  from  its  torso  in  molten  chunks.  Zephyr  aimed  his palm  at  the  behemoth’s  head,  in  which  the  Slave-Master  was cocooned,  but  before  he  could  cast  another  Project  Heat  spell, something   scratched  at  the  back  of  his  mind,  filling  his  ears  with whispers. 

“Danger,” it said. “Behind you. Around you. Right next to you.” 

Zephyr reeled. His vision swam, and his heart pounded wildly in his chest. He nearly turned and looked over his shoulder, and he would have, if not for a calming warmth upon his forehead. His gaze flickered  to  the  blazefire  conjuration  floating  above  his  head.  The bead of crimson light flickered and wavered, pushing back the Tyrant magic that wafted from the behemoth’s face as a sickly green mist. 

 No!   Zephyr  grunted  with  effort  as  he  forced  a  Project  Heat spell through his mind and out of his palm. A fiery beam flashed from his hand to score a molten furrow against the massive drone’s torso. 

The  behemoth  staggered  back,  but  the  green  sphere  upon  its  face never  wavered,  never  stopped   speaking  to  Zephyr  in  words  he couldn’t hear. 

“Trapped. Alone. In the shadows. All around you. Behind you! 

Behind you!” 

Despite  himself,  Zephyr  took  a  quick  glance  over  his shoulder.  The  dragon  was  still  convulsing  on  the  stone  step.  He forced  his  gaze  back  to  the  Slave-Master.  The  initial  casting  words for Project Heat rolled off his lips, and he…

“Was blind. Deaf. Dumb. Helpless. Alone. Alone.” 

Zephyr  blinked.  He  wasn’t  blind.  The  behemoth  still  stood before him, its limbs locked into rigid immobility instead of trying to catch  him.  He  knew  why.  The  Slave-Master  was  working  Tyrant magic upon him and could spare no further thought on manipulating the gigantic drone. 

 I  need  to  finish  this.  I  need  to…  Zephyr  gasped.  Lethal Swiftness  fell  from  his  grasp  and  disappeared  into  the  midst  of  the smaller drones writhing and roiling on the chasm floor. He shook his head.  I need to—

“Listen to me.” 

The  behemoth’s  sphere  was  suddenly  all  that  Zephyr  could see.  An  awful  sensation,  akin  to  a  razor’s  edge  being  drawn  down the  length  of  his  spine,  washed  over  him.  The  blazefire  conjuration wavered.  Strange  whispers,  somehow  deafening  and  silent  at  the same time, filled his ears, though he knew he wasn’t actually hearing anything. 

“You  are  mine,”  the  whispers  said.  “Mine.  Kill  your  friends. 

Slather their innards over your flesh. Bathe in their blood. Drown in their screams.” 

“No!”  Zephyr  cried,  his  voice  emerging  from  his  throat  as  a strangled  croak.  The  blazefire  conjuration  snapped  back  into  focus

as he forced the Tyrant magic away from his mind. He lost his grasp of  his  Soaring  Breeze  spell  then,  and  it  dissipated  in  a  shower  of sparks  that  had  Zephyr  plummeting  out  of  the  air,  chased  by  the screams of his friends. 

Chapter 16







The world came back to Zephyr as a jumbled wash of sharp, jarring agony, dancing shadows, and clashing metal. He opened his eyes and found himself staring into the crimson gaze of an ancient reptilian being. A quick glance around told him he’d landed upon the slab  adorned  with  Shadowswarm  glyphs,  right  in  front  of  the dragon’s snout. 

He  scrambled  back,  expecting  the  mighty  beast  to  end  him there and then with a single snap of its jaws. But the dragon didn’t attack.  Its  pupils  swam  in  the  depths  of  its  eyes,  and  its  clawed forelimbs dug spasmodic furrows into the surface of the stone. 

Zephyr looked up. Nella and her sky-wyrm were fighting the behemoth,  while  Vincent  and  Gabriel  fended  off  any  lesser  drones that  tried  to  pounce  on  her  or  shoot  her  with  spikes.  As  Zephyr watched,  Nella  placed  a  quartet  of  burning  arrows  through  the behemoth’s  right  shoulder,  melting  the  joint  and  causing  the  entire limb to peel away from its torso and crash upon the swirling ground. 

Sickly  green  mist  reached  for  the  ranger,  but  her  blazefire conjuration  pushed  it  back.  She  howled  with  fury  as  she  raked  the behemoth with more fiery arrows. Zephyr turned his attention back to the dragon, and he only just managed to cast Lightning Shield and bring  the  crackling  barrier  upon  his  left  forearm  to  bear  before  a shadowy claw crashed upon its surface. 

“Well  done,  Sacred  One,”  the  night  prince  whispered,  the lower half of its body still extending from the dragon’s forehead. “You are mighty indeed. You do us all proud. The night you rejoin us, all of you, will be one worthy of much rejoicing.” 

Zephyr  didn’t  waste  any  words  on  the  Shadowswarm.  He hurled  a  Bolt  Invocation  at  the  night  prince,  only  for  the  monster  to

dive back into the dragon and let it absorb the lance of lightning that streamed from Zephyr’s fingertips. 

The  dragon  roared  in  pain  and  surged  to  its  feet.  Zephyr’s heart sank in dread as its crimson gaze focused upon him. A great sucking  sound  filled  the  chasm,  and  a  fiery  sphere  began  to coalesce before the dragon’s maw. 

 This isn’t good!  Zephyr thought, his mind racing frantically. He dismissed his Lightning Shield, which would do him no good against the  dragon’s  breath,  and  cast  Lightning  Step,  disappearing  in  a shower of sparks and reemerging behind the dragon’s head. 

Before the mighty beast could swivel its maw around, Zephyr wrapped  a  shadow-bane  conjuration  around  its  skull.  An  agonized shriek  tore  through  the  air  immediately,  and  the  night  prince  flitted from its refuge within the dragon’s flesh. 

Zephyr reached above his own head and caught his blazefire conjuration  in  his  right  hand.  He  placed  his  left  palm  upon  the dragon’s  head  and  sent  a  stream  of  pure  Inferno  ether  through  the beast’s skull. Zephyr’s blazefire conjuration faded, then reappeared between and above the dragon’s eyes. 

 Yes!   Zephyr  thought,  but  he  had  little  time  to  celebrate  his triumph. The Slave-Master must have sensed that he was no longer protected  by  a  blazefire  conjuration,  because  the  behemoth’s  face swiveled away from Nella to bathe Zephyr once more in green light. 

This  time,  the  words  that  crawled  into  his  mind  weren’t whispers. They were ironclad edicts, seared into the very fiber of his being. Zephyr screamed and clutched his temples as burning agony poured through his skull and darkness closed in on the edges of his vision. 

“Kill. Kill. Kill the others. Kill yourself. Kill everything.” 

Zephyr  reeled,  losing  his  precarious  balance  on  the  back  of the  dragon’s  neck  and  falling  from  his  perch.  The  night  prince swooped  toward  him  during  his  descent.  Its  shadowy  claws  ripped into  his  side  and  sent  him  skidding  across  the  surface  of  the  stone slab.  Zephyr  felt  something  break  inside  him  as  he  tumbled,  and

when he came to a halt, he found that he could barely breathe, let alone stand. 

All  this  time,  the  agony  in  his  head  never  ceased.  Zephyr wanted  to  scream  again,  but  the  weakness  in  his  limbs  and  throat outweighed  his  need  to  give  voice  to  his  pain.  The  night  prince advanced upon him, claws raised. 

“I think I will claim this part of you first, Sacred One. Bring at least a piece of you with us, until the others are ready to join you,” 

the Shadowswarm entity whispered. “Wouldn’t that be so delightful, Sacred One, coming back to us after all this time? We missed you so much.” 

 What…  what  is  it…  A  bloody  bubble  gurgled  from  Zephyr’s lips.  He  couldn’t  move.  Everything  hurt,  inside  and  out,  with  the Slave-Master flaying his mind even as his body began the process of dying  from  its  wounds.  As  the  night  prince  approached,  Zephyr realized that neither his mind nor his body mattered to the creature. 

It was coming for his  soul. 

“Sacred One…” the night prince hissed, as it reached one of its  claws  almost  tenderly  to  Zephyr’s  face.  Darkness  itself  brushed his rapidly numbing cheek, and he felt something warm, something important, start to be taken away from him. 

“Zeph!”  Vincent’s  horrified  shriek  sounded  tinny  and  distant. 

Zephyr’s vision began to fade. He tried to draw breath. He couldn’t. 

He looked to his Tempest magic, but it was so far away. 

Zephyr  forced  his  eyes  open  and  glared  at  the  night  prince. 

He would look upon the thing that killed him. He would—

The night prince’s gaze flickered upward. A massive, leathery claw snatched the Shadowswarm creature up and away and held it before the dragon’s crimson gaze. Before the night prince could do anything, the dragon opened its maw and bathed it in a tide of white-hot  flame  that  washed  across  the  chasm  floor  and  engulfed  the swarming drones, turning them into a lake of molten iron. 

Caught  in  the  liquefied  remains  of  its  lesser  kind,  the behemoth lost its balance and fell to its knees. Nella laced a quartet

of blazing arrows into the drone’s neck, seconds before Vincent and Gabriel  struck  the  same  spot  with  beams  of  fire.  The  behemoth’s head  detached  from  its  shoulders.  A  shriek,  all  too  human,  rose briefly into air before the Slave-Master’s cocoon fell into the churning liquid iron. 

The  night  prince  struggled  briefly,  but  even  its  unnatural resistance  couldn’t  withstand  the  full  might  of  a  dragon’s  breath. 

Ribbons  of  shadow  peeled  from  its  rapidly  diminishing  form,  until there was nothing left in the dragon’s grasp. 

Unbearable  heat  licked  at  the  edges  of  Zephyr’s  fading consciousness. He knew that waves of melted metal were lapping at the  edges  of  the  stone  slab  upon  which  he  lay.  Soon,  they  would wash over him, but perhaps by the time they did, he wouldn’t be able to feel whatever molten metal upon flesh was supposed to feel like anymore. 

The  dragon  reached  for  him  just  before  everything  turned black. 

Chapter 17







Skies, blue and clear, greeted Zephyr as he opened his eyes. 

He  blinked  and  tried  to  lift  his  head,  expecting  searing  agony  to course  through  his  body  because  of  his  wounds.  To  his  surprise—

and no small amount of horrified trepidation—he felt no pain. Relief washed over his heart as Vincent and Nella came racing toward him, the former carried by a cloud elemental and the latter upon her sky-wyrm. 

“Zeph!” Vincent cried. “You’re awake! Are you alright?” 

Zephyr  looked  down  upon  his  body.  He  was  no  longer wearing his breastplate, but he still had his greaves and cuisses on. 

His right gauntlet and vambrace were missing too. He patted his ribs and flexed his toes experimentally before nodding. 

“I  think  I  am,”  he  said.  “Which  is  strange,  because  I remember being badly hurt. What happened? Where are we?” 

“We’re high up in the skies right now, above the clouds,” Nella explained.  “Apparently,  hunter  drones  can’t  fly  so  high.  I’ve  already cast Wind Sanctuary, so we don’t have to worry about the cold or the thinness of the air.” 

“The chasm. The night prince. The dragon…” Zephyr began, only  for  his  queries  to  die  upon  his  lips  as  he  looked  past  the shoulders of his friends and beheld the massive golden-scaled form before him. 

“Sahhto  is  fine,”  Gabriel  said,  waving  to  Zephyr  from  his perch  atop  one  of  Vincent’s  cloud  elementals.  The  Phoenix  Knight gestured to the dragon. “That’s what he wants us to call him, by the way. His real name is too long for humans to remember, apparently.” 

“I can speak for myself, Gabriel Xost,” the dragon replied, its voice  rumbling,  alien,  but  disturbingly  articulate.  “Your  friends  and  I

have already made our introductions, Zephyr, so now it is our turn. 

As Gabriel Xost has said, you may address me as Sahhto. And I am pleased to meet you, Zephyr of the Wu.” 

“Uh.”  Zephyr  cleared  his  throat.  “Hello,  Mister  Sahhto.  A pleasure to meet you too. Are you alright now?” 

“Mister?  Hmm.  Ah,  a  suffix  of  respect  for  male  members  of the human race,” Sahhto said. The dragon nodded slightly. “I am a male of my species, so I suppose that is appropriate, but you need not worry too much about formalities with me, Zephyr of the Wu, for you and your friends are my saviors. You can simply use my name. 

And yes, I am feeling much better, now that you have released me from the grasp of Tyrant magic.” 

“You’re  very  welcome,  Sahhto.”  Zephyr  realized  he  was sitting  on  another  of  Vincent’s  cloud  elementals  as  he  tried  to  bow. 

“Did… did you heal my wounds?” 

“Yes, I did. Normally, my healing magic works only on others of  my  kind,  but  your  Inferno  Aspect  grants  your  soul  just  enough affinity  with  Draconic  magic  for  me  to  heal  your  wounds  and  save your  life,”  Sahhto  explained.  Something  like  a  grin  creased  the dragon’s maw. “You shouldn’t expect to be using any Draconic magic anytime  soon,  though.  For  better  or  worse,  it’s  beyond  the comprehension of human minds.” 

“I  didn’t  see  any  human  mind  down  there  needing  to  be rescued from Tyrant magic,” Nella pointed out waspishly. 

“Oh,  please  don’t  mind  her,  sir,”  Vincent  said,  chuckling nervously. “She says things without thinking when she’s… well, not thinking. Please don’t be offended and kill us or eat us!” 

Sahhto chuckled and shook his head ruefully. 

“I  am  not  offended,  Vincent  Trefori.  Nella  Heartseeker’s words ring true. It was me who fell beneath the sway of Tyrant and dark  magic,”  the  dragon  said.  “And  I  was  the  one  who  needed rescuing, so once more, I thank you, all four of you, my saviors.” 

“How  did  that  happen?”  Nella  asked.  “Aren’t  dragons supposed  to  be  really  powerful?  How  did  the  Slave-Masters  get  to

you?  Was  it  because  they  had  Shadowswarm  help?  How  do  you know this won’t happen all over again?” 

“I  was  careless  and  arrogant.  My  lair  is  halfway  across  the world,  a  short  distance  away  from  a  fishing  village,”  Sahhto  said. 

“The denizens of the village and I are friends. Some of them visit me for occasional chats or games of chess. Bandits fell upon the village one day. I intervened, of course, and after questioning their leader, I discovered that they intended to capture the villagers and sell them to  the  Fennean  Empire.  I  left  my  home  that  day  and  tracked  down the  Slave-Master.  I  burned  him  to  ash,  then  did  the  same  to  his superiors, and  their superiors, thinking to work my way up the chain and extricate entirely the Empire’s foothold in my home.” 

“But then you eventually came across a Slave-Master backed up by a night prince,” Zephyr reasoned. 

“Regrettably,  yes.”  The  dragon  sighed.  “My  kind  has  always avoided  conflict  with  the  shadow.  They  are  impervious  to  many  of our  spells,  and  it  takes  immense  effort  on  our  part  to  slay  their mightier  entities.  In  contrast,  we  are  especially  susceptible  to  dark magic, perhaps doubly or even triply more so than humans.” 

“So  you’re  saying  that  right  now,  there  could  be  a  whole swarm of dragon Blackguards somewhere out there?” Nella asked. 

“Unlikely, Nella Heartseeker.” Sahhto seemed to smile, but in a  sad  way.  “My  kind  has  been  on  the  path  to  extinction  for  many centuries already. Last I checked, there were less than a half dozen of us left in this world. For all I know, I might be the last dragon alive right now. So no, no one needs to worry about a flight of possessed dragons.” 

“I  didn’t  think  dragons  were  susceptible  to  dark  magic,” 

Zephyr  mused.  “We’ve  seen  many  people  completely  corrupted  by Shadowswarm before, beyond the point where they could be saved, but  you  were  still  fighting  back,  resisting  both  the  night  prince  and the Slave-Master.” 

“Among  your  kind,  there  are  those  deemed  archmages, supreme masters of magic. I stand before three very likely aspirants

to such a title,” Sahhto said, pointing to each of the trio in turn with a graceful  claw.  “I  am  the  equivalent  of  an  archmage  among  my people.  My  mastery  of  magic  and  my  lifetime  of  training  and contemplative  scholarship  allowed  me  to  push  back  against  the Shadowswarm  creature’s  influence  and  resist  the  Slave-Master’s Tyrant magic. Other dragons, I’m sad to say, wouldn’t fare nearly as well.” 

“Wow!  You’re  a   dragon  archmage,  then?”  Vincent’s  eyes widened with awe. “That’s amazing!” 

“I  suppose  that  explains  why  no  dragons  ever  came  to Caruthas’s  aid,”  Gabriel  mused.  “They  would  have  been  very  poor allies against the Shadowswarm.” 

“Indeed,  Gabriel  Xost.”  Sahhto  nodded.  “I  was  among  the Council of Elders that met with the Hero of Light when the Shadow War was at its peak. We offered to fight by his side, but he declined politely and with much grace.” 

“You’ve met Caruthas himself?” Zephyr asked. 

“I have,” Sahhto replied. “He was magnificent.” 

“These  three  are  Caruthas  reborn,”  Gabriel  said.  “According to Avora, at least.” 

“Avora?  Tarkus  Avora?”  Sahhto  said.  “The  pompous pretender is still alive? How is that possible?” 

“No, no.  Bessun Avora,” Gabriel said. “A descendant. I don’t know by how many generations. But anyway, Avora says that these three are Carutha’s soul given life once more by the Great Cycle, but only  in,  well,  three  parts,  because  the  whole  thing  put  together simply contains too much power for reincarnation, or something like that.” 

Zephyr chuckled inwardly at the Phoenix Knight’s haphazard explanation, yet it was adequately accurate and descriptive. Sahhto cocked his head curiously. 

“Did he, now?” the dragon asked. “I have never heard of such a thing, not in all the years of my life. Nothing in draconic lore even

suggests that such a phenomenon is possible, yet alone likely. I find it  very  difficult  to  believe  that  Zephyr  of  the  Wu,  Nella  Heartseeker, and Vincent Trefori are indeed threefold reincarnations of the Hero of Light, worthy and admirable though they may be.” 

“How  are  they  able  to  do  what  they  can  do,  then?”  Gabriel asked. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you. If it weren’t for them, the realm would have been torn apart by Shadowswarm by now.” 

“I  don’t  know,  exactly,”  Sahhto  admitted.  “But  when  I  healed Zephyr  of  the  Wu  just  now,  I  caught  a  glimpse  of  his  soul.  It  bears the  aftereffects  of  a  powerful  Radiant  magic  spell.  I  wouldn’t  be surprised to see something similar within the souls of Vincent Trefori and  Nella  Heartseeker  as  well,  given  the  curious  bond  amongst them.” 

“Radiant  magic?  Only  mages  who  have  mastered  Tempest, Inferno,  and  Frost  magic  can  use  Radiant  magic,  right?”  Vincent asked. “His Excellency the Grand Sage Avora is a master of all three elements, so he can definitely use Radiant magic, right? Could what you  sensed  in  Zephyr  simply  be  our  Codex  of  Ascension?  His Excellency was the one who used it on us, after all.” 

“No. The spiritual artifact isn’t born of Radiant magic, though it  is  benign  and  useful,  as  far  as  I  can  tell,”  Sahhto  said.  “I  cannot discern the nature of the Radiant magic spell that has been cast on you  three.  At  best,  I  can  surmise  that  it  was  cast  with  the  best  of intentions, and it was meant for your benefit.” 

“That’s  good  enough  for  me,  I  think,”  Zephyr  said.  “I’m  glad you’re fine now, Mister Sahhto. I didn’t like the idea of you trapped in that chasm.” 

“Neither  did  I.”  The  dragon’s  smile  widened.  He  tapped  the blazefire conjuration atop his head with a claw. “A simple, but highly effective  countermeasure  against  Tyrant  magic,  and  one  that  I’m baffled  I  never  thought  to  use,  much  to  my  folly.  I  won’t  be  making the  same  mistake  twice  in  the  battles  to  come  against  the  Unliving Emperor’s hordes.” 

“Battles to come?” Vincent asked excitedly. “Does that mean you’ll be helping us, sir?” 

“Most definitely,” Sahhto said. 



Chapter 18







Conveyed by Vincent’s Wind Walk spell, the trio and Gabriel returned  to  Blackstone  Keep  amidst  a  shower  of  sparks.  Cries  of alarm  arose  from  the  Phoenix  Knights  manning  the  battlements  at the  dragon  they’d  brought  with  them.  Mages,  djinns,  and crossbowmen  from  the  Vigilant  Blades  began  scrambling  into position as Sahhto spread his wings and rose into the air. 

 He doesn’t want to damage the battlements with his weight, Zephyr realized. He raised his hands and cast a simple Air Shout to make himself heard above the clamor. “Wait, everyone! Wait! There’s nothing  to  worry  about!  This  is  Sahhto!  He’s  no  longer  affected  by Tyrant magic, and he’s here to help!” 

Zephyr’s  words  thundered  across  the  battlements  of  the curtain  wall.  The  first  to  respond  were  the  djinns,  who  stopped scurrying  and  began  tugging  at  the  sleeves  of  the  Phoenix  Knights and  pointing  to  the  trio.  The  Phoenix  Knights  quickly  fell  in  line, shouting  for  the  Vigilant  Blades  to  lower  their  weapons  and  stand away  from  the  ballistae.  Within  a  few  minutes,  relative  calm  had returned  to  the  curtain  wall  and  a  runner  had  been  dispatched  to fetch Archmage Brass and Grand Sage Avora. 

“Wow,  that  was  much  easier  than  I’d  thought,”  Vincent  said. 

“They  kept  their  cool  and  got  things  sorted  out  really  quickly, considering  that  Sahhto  did  try  to  kill  everyone  here  yesterday morning.” 

“The Phoenix Knights are as much a military organization as a  mage  order,”  Gabriel  said.  “When  it  comes  down  to  it,  we’re soldiers, fighting a war that’s been going on for longer than most of us have been alive.” 

Zephyr looked up at Sahhto, who was floating languidly about twenty feet above the battlements. 

“Is  there  somewhere  you  could  land,  so  you  can  catch  your breath instead of having to fly continuously?” he asked the dragon. 

“Dragon  flight  is  more  magical  than  physical,  Zephyr  of  the Wu,”  Sahhto  replied.  His  rumbling  voice  drew  mutters  of  awe  from the Phoenix Knights and Vigilant Blades. “My inherent magic keeps me aloft and costs me no effort at all. Do not worry about me.” 

“Alright, then.” Zephyr swept his gaze across the battlements and realized that they were far more heavily manned than yesterday. 

“Hey,  Gabriel.  Is  something  going  on?  Why  are  there  so  many people out here right now?” 

“Firebird  scouts  have  probably  caught  sight  of  an  incoming attack,” the Phoenix Knight replied, grimacing. “Looks like it’s going to be a big one, too.” 

“Master Gabriel Xost is absolutely correct,” Marie Vensk said, approaching the trio. The mercenary vice-captain was clad in heavier armor, and she carried a wicked battle-axe in her gauntleted hands. 

“Firebird scouts indicate that at least five thousand war drones, three thousand  hunter  drones,  and  four  thousand  archer  drones  are approaching. At least ten behemoths have been spotted as well.” 

“I’m  not  a  master  anymore,  Marie,”  Gabriel  replied  irritably. 

“And what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be with your warriors? 

I remember you like standing with the heavy infantry.” 

“I  just  came  up  here  for  a  better  view,”  Marie  said,  her emerald  gaze  never  leaving  Zephyr.  “Quite  a  feat,  Zephyr, neutralizing the dragon and actually recruiting it to our cause.” 

“He,”  Zephyr  replied,  frowning.  “Sahhto  is  a  ‘he’,  and  I  am very  grateful  he  decided  to  come  help  us,  because  it  sounds  like we’re going to need it.” 

“Undoubtedly.” Marie’s gaze flickered skyward to the dragon. 

A grin pulled at the corner of her lips. “How fortuitous. Perhaps I shall renew  my  division’s  agreement  with  Archmage  Brass  after  all, assuming we survive this attack.” 

Before  Zephyr  could  say  anything,  the  vice-captain  spun  on her heel and stalked away, her armor rustling with every step. 

“I  don’t  like  her,”  Nella  declared,  scowling  at  Marie’s  back. 

“She reminds me of those treasure-seeking adventurers who wander into  the  Blight  Boundary  and  end  up  causing  everyone  a  lot  of trouble.” 

“Why did she come talk to you, Zeph?” Vincent asked. “What does she want?” 

“I don’t know,” Zephyr said, shaking his head. 

A  door  opened  at  the  base  of  the  rear-standing  tower,  and Archmage Brass emerged, trailed closely by Avora and Master Sora. 

The leader of the Phoenix Knights practically sprinted toward the trio, then  came  to  a  halt  an  arm’s  length  away  from  Zephyr  and  raised her hand in greeting to the dragon. 

“Hail, mighty one!” she cried. “I am Xila Brass, Archmage of the Phoenix Knights. I have been told you prefer to be addressed as Sahhto and that you have come to help.” 

“Indeed  I  have,  Xila  Brass,”  Sahhto  replied.  The  dragon angled his head briefly toward the horizon, before turning back to the Archmage.  “I  hear  that  you  are  preparing  for  a  massive  attack  of drones.  I  can  assure  you  that  they  will  be  upon  this  fortress  within the hour.” 

“I  know,”  Brass  said.  “That’s  why  I’m  happy  you’re  here, Mighty Sahhto. From what I can tell, you have suffered greatly at the hands  of  the  Slave-Masters  and  their  foul  magic.  We  would  be honored to assist you in avenging yourself.” 

“I  place  no  value  in  vengeance,  Xila  Brass,  only  justice.” 

Sahhto’s crimson eyes narrowed. “And today, it would be my honor to  fight  by  your  side,  as  mages  and  dragons  once  did  in  days  of yore.” 

“Wonderful.” Archmage Brass nodded. “I would not presume to  instruct  you,  Mighty  Sahhto,  but  I  have  several  suggestions  for how  best  we  can  work  together.  Would  you  be  amenable  to considering them?” 

“I  would.”  Sahhto  dipped  his  graceful  head  briefly.  “In  this conflict, I am but another soldier standing against the hordes of evil. 

Consider me thus, and deploy me accordingly.” 

“Balls  of  Fire,  I  like  this  fellow,”  Gabriel  muttered  under  his breath,  and  Zephyr  couldn’t  help  but  agree.  He’d  read  and  heard countless myths about the pride and fury of dragons, but Sahhto was dignified rather than proud and resolute instead of furious. 

“My suggestion for you is simple, Mighty Sahhto,” Brass said. 

“When the enemy comes, they will throw themselves at my fortress. 

It will be an anvil.” 

“And I will be the hammer,” Sahhto reasoned. “It  is a simple plan, Xila Brass, but one that I completely concur with.” 

“A  hammer,  yes,  but  a  more  surgical  one,”  the  Archmage clarified. “I sense something like a blazefire conjuration above your brow. Did Gabriel teach you how to do that?” 

“Zephyr of the Wu did,” the dragon said, “though the mental defenses I now wear are born of Draconic magic rather than Inferno magic, and they will render me impervious to any further attempts to subvert my will.” A curious smile spread across his maw. “You want me  to  target  the  behemoths.  They  will  stand  beyond  the  range  of your  spells  and  weapons  while  they  command  the  drones.  But nothing escapes the reach of a dragon on the wing.” 

“That’s right.” Brass nodded. She pointed to the trio. “These three  and  Gabriel  will  accompany  you.  You’ll  be  facing Shadowswarm, and from what Avora tells me, you won’t find anyone more adept at dealing with them than his guests.” 

“Avora…”  Sahhto  cast  his  crimson  regard  upon  the  Grand Sage.  “You  aren’t  Tarkus  Avora,  but  the  resemblance  is  uncanny. 

Nella Heartseeker and Vincent Trefori have revealed to me your role in the path they’ve taken. I’m glad to hear that you’ve proven yourself sincere and trustworthy so far, which is far more than can be said of your ancestor.” 

“Thank you, Mighty Sahhto.” Avora bowed. Zephyr caught the Grand  Sage’s  eye  briefly,  only  to  receive  a  brief  shake  of  the  head

from him. Perhaps the Grand Sage felt embarrassed that he would be unable to participate in the defense of Blackstone Keep because of  his  injuries.  Still,  Zephyr  couldn’t  help  but  be  troubled  at  the dragon’s  unpleasant  insinuations  about  the  character  of  Tarkus Avora, a mythic hero in his own right who fought alongside Caruthas. 

Master Sora approached the trio and clasped Zephyr heartily on his shoulder. 

“Well  done,  Zeph.”  The  Wu  monk  grinned  up  at  the  dragon. 

“I’m so proud of you.” 

“Hello, Master Sora,” Nella said, pulling Vincent forward. “This is Vincent.” 

“Good afternoon, Master Sora.” Vincent bowed deeply to the Wu monk. “It’s an honor to finally meet you.” 

“The  honor  is  all  mine,  Vincent.”  Master  Sora  smiled.  “I’m sorry  Zephyr  didn’t  get  a  chance  to  bring  you  and  Nella  to  the  Wu monastery for a visit.” 

“He brought Lux, though.” Nella poked Zephyr playfully in the side. “Shows you where his priorities lie.” 

“My  time  with  her  was  coming  to  an  end,”  Zephyr  said,  his voice  carrying  more  than  a  tinge  of  sadness.  “But  I  don’t  think  the three  of  us  will  be  together  for  a  long,  long  time,  so  I  figured  we’d have plenty of chances to visit Master Sora.” 

“Why,  after  we  see  off  this  attack,  we  can  have  a  visit  right here!”  Master  Sora  said,  laughing.  “The  brothers  will  want  to  meet the two of you as well. It’ll be fun!” 

“It definitely will,” Zephyr agreed, smiling. 

“Alright. The brothers and I aren’t going to mount any sorties right  now,”  Master  Sora  said.  “We’ll  be  supporting  the  Vigilant Blades. Fight well, you three.” 

“Master Sora, I have a question,” Zephyr said, just as the Wu monk  turned  to  leave.  “You  and  the  brothers  were  hunting  Slave-Masters, weren’t you? How did you cope with their Tyrant magic? I

had  Inferno  magic  guarding  my  mind,  and  it  still  gave  me  a  hard time.” 

“If a Slave-Master isn’t aware of your presence, he won’t be able  to  use  his  magic  on  you,”  Master  Sora  said.  “We  taught  you how to move quietly, Zeph. That could come in useful in the battles to come.” 

“Thank  you,  Master  Sora,”  Zephyr  said,  bowing.  The  Wu monk laughed, hugged him briefly, and walked away. 

“Looks  like  Sahhto  and  Brass  are  done  hashing  out  the details,”  Gabriel  said,  gesturing  at  Brass,  who  was  still  deep  in conversation  with  the  dragon.  “There  really  isn’t  much  to  add  from what  you’ve  already  heard.  We  follow  Sahhto,  and  we  kill  anything that gets in his way. And then we help him kill Slave-Masters too.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Nella retrieved her bow from her mage band  and  grinned.  She  glanced  at  Zephyr.  “Zeph’s  going  to  need some new gear, though. His armor is pretty much ruined.” 

“It  can  still  be  fixed  with  the  help  of  an  expert  blacksmith,” 

Vincent said. “Which I’m not.” 

Zephyr winced at the mention of equipment. His knight robe would be a more than serviceable stand-in for his armor, but it was the loss of Lethal Swiftness that truly pained him. He’d dropped the enchanted  blade  on  the  chasm  floor  before  it  was  flooded  by  the molten remains of hundreds of iron drones, which meant that it had either melted alongside the creatures or was now embedded within tons of metal. 

He  began  to  sigh,  but  Vincent  didn’t  give  him  a  chance  to mourn the loss of the precious sword. The jeweler’s apprentice took out Lethal Swiftness from his mage band and handed it to Zephyr. 

“What? How?” Zephyr asked, his eyes widening in surprise. 

“I saw that you dropped your blade, so I cast a simple Steel Grasp  spell  to  retrieve  it,”  Vincent  said.  “It  was  surprisingly  easy, actually.  The  drones’  bodies  really  are  made  of  very  pure  iron,  the strange  magic  woven  through  them  notwithstanding,  while  Lethal Swiftness carries a good amount of skyforged steel in its length. My

Steel Grasp spell had no trouble differentiating your sword from the drones and pulling it from their midst.” 

“Thanks, Vincent!” Zephyr said, turning the enchanted saber around in his hands. “I really appreciate it.” 

“Don’t  mention  it,  Zeph.”  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  began  to smile, only for his expression to falter and turn into a mask of dread. 

Zephyr followed his gaze, which was directed off the battlements and toward the shattered landscape beyond Blackstone Keep. 

Massive  clouds  of  dust  filled  the  horizon,  reaching  high enough to brush the lower edges of a vast roiling mass that glinted metallically  beneath  the  sunlight.  War  drones,  archer  drones,  and hunter drones in their thousands, as Marie had said. 

“Here they come,” Gabriel said. 

Chapter 19







There  was  no  lead  up  to  the  fighting,  no  preamble,  no  calls for parley, nor demands to surrender. The drones simply approached the towering walls of Blackstone Keep and began their attack. Even as  fireballs  exploded  in  their  midst  and  beams  of  crimson-orange light  raked  through  their  ranks,  roiling  tides  of  war  drones  surged across the barren landscape and hurled themselves at the fortress’s outer curtain walls. 

Ballistae bolts lashed out in their hundreds to scythe through the  clouds  of  hunter  drones  darkening  the  skies.  They  had  little effect, most of the streaking barbs of steel bouncing uselessly off the shadows wreathed across the bodies of the metallic mosquitoes. 

“Shouldn’t one or two of us be there?” Vincent asked, clinging on to the back of Nella’s sky-wyrm anxiously as it ascended into the skies  alongside  Sahhto.  “Don’t  the  Phoenix  Knights  need  our Tempest  magic  to  strip  the  dark  magic  barriers  from  the  drones before their spells will work on the monsters?” 

“Inferno  magic  will  still  work,”  Gabriel  said  grimly.  The Phoenix  Knight  had  a  white-knuckled  grip  on  the  sky-wyrm’s shoulder  horns.  “It’ll  just  take  much  more  of  it.  Besides,  there  are only three of you, and yes, you could probably strip many drones of their dark magic barriers, but—” 

“It’s  more  efficient  if  we  hunt  down  the  Slave-Masters  first, then  turn  around  and  attack  the  drones  from  behind,”  Zephyr  said, flying beside them with his Soaring Breeze spell. “Without any Slave-Masters  in  command,  the  drones  won’t  be  able  to  do  anything besides attack in a straightforward and mindless manner.” 

“But  we  need  to  work  fast,”  Nella  added.  She  glanced  over her shoulder down at the fortress, and Zephyr did the same. The war

drones were climbing the walls, and in several places, some of the creatures  had  already  crested  the  battlements  and  engaged  djinns, Vigilant Blades, and Phoenix Knights in close combat. Hunter drones descended in the face of ballistae bolts, fiery beams, and crossbow quarrels  upon  the  defenders  of  Blackstone  Keep,  their  stingers yearning  for  human  flesh.  Waves  of  iron  spikes  emerged  from formations  of  massed  archer  drones  and  washed  across  the  walls, impaling  hapless  Phoenix  Knights  or  Vigilant  Blades  and  reducing the bodies of djinns to broken clumps of cinder. 

“We do,” Zephyr agreed. The defenders didn’t seem like they would be able to hold very long at all. 

“And we will,” Sahhto promised as he broke through the cloud canopy  alongside  the  trio  and  Gabriel.  Vincent  swiftly  cast  a  Wind Sanctuary spell while the dragon angled his head into the distance. 

“I’ve already spotted one of the Slave-Masters,” Sahhto said. 

“We’ll fly above the clouds until we’re right over him, then dive down and  turn  everything  in  the  immediate  area  to  ash  or  molten  metal. 

Once that’s done, we take to the skies immediately and hit the next one. No tarrying.” 

The  dragon  streaked  through  the  skies,  and  Zephyr  had  to feed  his  Soaring  Breeze  spell  with  huge  amounts  of  ether  to  keep up. The strained expression on Nella’s face told him that she needed to do the same with her sky-wyrm. 

Thankfully,  Sahhto  didn’t  fly  very  long  or  far.  The  dragon came to a halt and angled his body for a headlong dive. He looked at the trio and Gabriel. 

“Ready?” Sahhto asked. 

“Yes,” Zephyr replied. 

Without  another  word,  the  dragon  plunged  through  the clouds,  and  Zephyr  followed.  The  cloud  canopy  was  sparse,  and they  emerged  through  its  underside  within  a  heartbeat.  Zephyr immediately  spotted  the  behemoth  drone,  standing  nearly  a  mile away  from  the  fortress  walls.  The  dragon  descended  upon  it  like  a falling comet, a sphere of flame coalescing before his open maw. 

Nella  urged  her  sky-wyrm  to  greater  speeds,  overtaking  the dragon. Vincent pointed his hammer at the behemoth and unleashed a  Storm  Invocation  spell  upon  the  creature.  A  massive  column  of lightning roared from the head of Vincent’s hammer and swept over the  behemoth  drone’s  body,  but  not  before  its  dark  magic  barrier peeled  away  from  its  limbs,  far  enough  to  avoid  the  effects  of Vincent’s mighty spell. 

Zephyr  overtook  Nella’s  sky-wyrm,  then  cast  Lightning  Step to  bring  him  immediately  behind  the  behemoth’s  head.  A  series  of swift  Blade  Beam  spells  severed  the  drone’s  connection  to  its  dark magic barrier, and then he was flying away as quickly as he could. 

Even  then,  waves  of  heat  washed  over  him  as  Sahhto replaced  Vincent’s  column  of  electricity  with  a  whirlwind  of  roiling flame.  The  behemoth  drone  reeled  as  the  dragon’s  breath  washed over its body and turned it to molten slag within a heartbeat. 

“Back up!” Sahhto roared, reversing his descent sharply and beginning  another  skyward  climb.  Nella’s  sky-wyrm  did  the  same, only to find their path into the heavens barred by clusters of buzzing hunter drones. 

Zephyr  raked  the  flying  creatures  with  Storm  Invocations, shattering  their  dark  magic  barriers.  Fireballs  and  burning  beams blasted through their midst, clearing the way for Sahhto and the sky-wyrm to fly through. Before long, the trio and Gabriel were above the clouds once more alongside the dragon. 

“Next,”  Sahhto  said,  angling  himself  in  the  correct  direction and streaking off again. 

“Better  keep  up,”  Zephyr  said,  pouring  fresh  streams  of Tempest ether into his Soaring Breeze spell. 

“Right  back  at  you,”  Nella  said  competitively,  before  soaring away in Sahhto’s wake. 

They found another behemoth soon enough and repeated the process,  destroying  dozens  of  lesser  drones  at  the  sam.  The dragon’s power was immense, and Zephyr was grateful that the trio

and Gabriel had managed to acquire him as an ally instead of facing him as an enemy. 

“We’ve picked up a lot of essence orbs, by the way,” Vincent said absently as they raced to the next behemoth. He summoned a codex display. 



 Essence orbs: 375



“Huh,  that’s…  actually  less  than  I  expected,”  Nella commented. 

“Enemies  destroyed  by  Sahhto  don’t  count  for  the  Codex  of Ascension, I believe,” Zephyr said. 

“That  means  we’d  better  step  our  game  up!”  the  ranger snarled, a savage grin spreading across her face. 

And  that  was  exactly  what  the  trio  did,  unleashing  waves  of Tempest  magic  spells  alongside  Inferno  magic  ones  and  laying waste to nearly a hundred drones around a behemoth before Sahhto could  strike.  Vincent  even  sliced  off  the  behemoth’s  legs  with  a series  of  well-placed  Project  Heat  spells,  rendering  it  immobile  for the dragon’s devastating breath. 

“Well done,” Sahhto congratulated the trio as they ascended again, leaving molten pools of iron behind. “I sense it now, how your spiritual artifact seizes upon unraveling dark magic and cleanses it, before stockpiling pure spiritual energy within its depths. It is a truly ingenious  creation.  Perhaps  Tarkus  Avora’s  reputation  isn’t  too illusory after all.” 

 What  did  His  Excellency’s  ancestor  do  to  offend  Sahhto  so much?   Zephyr  wondered.  He  resolved  to  ask  the  dragon  for  a clarification later, at a more opportune time. 

“How  many  have  we  taken  down?”  Vincent  asked  as  they broke  through  the  cloud  canopy  once  more  and  took  a  moment  to bask in the radiance of the sun. 

“Seven,” Sahhto said. The dragon’s head dipped lower now, and the beat of his wings wasn’t quite as steady, nor was his flight nearly as swift as it had been when the attack had begun. He was fatigued,  Zephyr  realized,  and  reasonably  so,  considering  how Sahhto had just emerged from prolonged captivity and the torments of Tyrant magic mere hours ago. 

“Three more,” Zephyr said. “We can do this.” 

“Of course we can.” Sahhto grinned. He turned, only to falter in his flight and come to a halt. 

“What’s the matter?” Nella asked. 

“The  Slave-Masters  must  have  caught  on  to  our  tactics, because the surviving three have now grouped up, bringing all their bodyguards  together  to  form  a  single  massive  contingent,”  the dragon  said,  peering  through  the  clouds.  “Our  next  attack  won’t  go nearly as easily, but if they’re doing this…” 

“That  means  that  these  are  the  last  three  Slave-Masters.  At least  those  involved  in  this  attack,  anyway,”  Zephyr  said,  trying  to think about what kind of person a mage would have to be to awaken a  Darkness  Aspect  and  use  it  to  learn  Tyrant  magic.  Such  an individual  could  only  be  a  coward,  so  of  course  every  surviving Slave-Master  would  seek  safety  in  numbers  by  coming  together  in anticipation of Sahhto’s attack. Any Slave-Master who didn’t join the three Sahhto had spotted would likely be fleeing the field, irrelevant to the conflict at hand. 

“Three Slave-Masters focusing their magic on us might break through  your  blazefire  conjurations,”  Gabriel  said.  “So  far,  you  only know Defiance, and we haven’t gotten the chance to touch on Clarity yet.  That  was  how  that  Slave-Master  got  you,  Zeph,  back  in  the chasm.  He  immediately  began  with  Peripheral  Phantasm  and  just kept  wearing  you  down  until  he  managed  to  stick  a  Backbiting Anxiety  spell  right  on  your  psyche.  If  you’d  prepared  a  Clarity blazefire  conjuration,  his  Peripheral  Phantasm  spell  wouldn’t  have worked at all.” 

The Phoenix Knight uttered a few words and closed his eyes. 

The  bead  of  crimson  light  above  his  head  flared,  and  a  complex network of Inferno ether threads shimmered into visibility, originating from the bead and reaching into his skull. 

“My  conjuration  is  built  on  Defiance,  but  these  threads  here are Clarity.” Gabriel nodded, and a cluster of ether threads wreathing his head glowed red. “The others include Stoicism and Resolve. The final and most complex one is Courage.” 

As the Phoenix Knight spoke, different clumps of his blazefire conjuration  glowed.  Zephyr  whistled  at  the  sheer  complexity  of  the cluster named Courage. 

“It appears that the Phoenix Knights have developed complex countermeasures against the practitioners of Tyrant magic,” Sahhto said. “How remarkable. I must study your blazefire conjurations and adapt them to Draconic magic.” 

“That will have to wait,” Nella said. “While we’re catching our breath  here,  people  are  dying  at  Blackstone  Keep.  We  need  to  kill those Slave-Masters, and we need to do that quickly.” 

“Charging head-on at them and getting caught in their Tyrant magic  isn’t  the  way  to  go  about  doing  that,  though,”  Vincent  said. 

“We  need  to  have  a  plan  going  in,  especially  now  that  it’s  obvious they’re expecting us.” 

“I  have  an  idea,”  Zephyr  said.  “Master  Sora  and  the  other brothers have been hunting down Slave-Masters and assassinating them.  They  don’t  know  how  to  cast  any  spells,  let  alone  blazefire conjurations.” 

“Yeah,  I  heard  Brass  talking  about  the  Wu  monks,”  Gabriel said. “They were going after Slave-Masters who weren’t traveling in behemoth drones, though.” 

“The point is, how did a group of Wu monks succeed without being  turned  into  mindless  puppets  by  a  Slave-Master?”  Vincent said, catching on to Zephyr’s train of thought. 

“They  snuck  up  on  the  Slave-Masters,”  Zephyr  explained. 

“Master  Sora  said  that  because  he  and  the  brothers  remained

unseen, they couldn’t be targeted by Tyrant magic.” 

“We’re  not  sneaking  past  hundreds  of  drones  in  broad daylight,  Zeph,”  Nella  pointed  out.  She  looked  at  Sahhto.  “And  he doesn’t seem like he’s even capable of moving quietly at all.” 

“That  is  true.  Stealth  is  certainly  not  my  forte,”  the  dragon said. 

“We  don’t  need  to  sneak,  because  we  have  Wind  Sheath, remember?” Zephyr said. “We get close enough while we’re invisible and  then  hit  them  with  everything  we’ve  got.  Even  if  they’ve  got swarms of hunter drones waiting for us to come out of the skies, we should  be  able  to  fly  past  them  with  our  Wind  Sheath  spells, especially  if  we  overlap  and  stack  their  effects  like  we  did  while following the shadow-hunt trail.” 

“That’s a good idea, but even with all three of us, we can’t put together a Wind Sheath spell large enough to cover Sahhto,” Nella said,  rubbing  her  jaw  thoughtfully.  “Maybe  he  can  stay  above  the clouds,  wait  for  us  to  strike  and  secure  an  upper  hand  first,  then come charging straight in?” 

“I  have  invisibility  spells  of  my  own,  Nella  Heartseeker.” 

Sahhto chuckled. “I can advance alongside the four of you and deal a decisive blow against our foes.” 

“Excuse  me,  Mister  Sahhto,”  Vincent  said.  “If  you’re  outside of our Wind Sheath spell, wouldn’t we be invisible to you? How are you  going  to  follow  us  or  come  along  with  us?  Will  you  be  making your own way down there?” 

“I  have  another  spell  that  allows  me  to  track  your  magical auras, even if you’ve suppressed them,” the dragon said. “And no, I think it’s best if we stayed together. That way, we can consolidate our strength and assist each other.” 

“Yes,  I  think  that’s  the  best  way  to  go  about  this  as  well,” 

Zephyr agreed. “We’d better get going, then. We don’t have any time to waste. But let’s put up our Wind Sheath and invisibility spells here first, so that hunter drones can’t see us from below.” 

Wreathed in cloaks of bent light, they made their way above the  gathered  Slave-Masters.  Sure  enough,  clouds  of  hunter  drones swarmed the skies, on the lookout for the trio, Gabriel, and Sahhto. 

“Two of the behemoths have their mind gems turned toward the  heavens,”  the  dragon  said.  “The  third  is  scouring  the  horizon, watchful for our arrival.” 

“Look  at  how  many  drones  there  are,”  Gabriel  muttered.  “I don’t know how much longer Blackstone Keep can hold out.” 

“I’ll lead the way,” Zephyr said, heightening the effects of his Lightning Infusion spell so that his reflexes were the swiftest they’d ever  been.  “If  hunter  drones  get  in  our  way,  I  can  think  and  move quickly enough to figure out another route.” 

With  that,  they  began  descending  into  the  midst  of  hunter drones,  taking  circuitous  paths  through  the  skies  to  avoid  being detected. The buzzing of the metallic mosquitoes filled Zephyr’s ears and set his nerves on edge. Sidelong glances at his friends told him that they didn’t fare much better. 

He spotted the three behemoth drones within moments. They were  standing  side  by  side,  and  as  Sahhto  had  said,  two  of  them were  sweeping  the  skies  with  the  sickly  green  light  of  their  mind gems. The third’s gaze was lowered, but its head was rotating on its shoulders,  so  that  its  gaze  covered  the  barren,  blasted  landscape from horizon to horizon. 

 If  we’d  just  charged  down,  we’d  definitely  be  caught  in  their Tyrant magic,  Zephyr thought as he led the way through the hunter drones.  The  grotesque  creatures  flew  in  erratic,  unpredictable patterns,  and  the  closer  the  mages  and  the  dragon  got  to  the behemoths, the denser the cloud of hunter drones became. 

Eventually, they found a pocket of empty sky fifty feet above the massive drones. Zephyr studied the swirling hunter drones and shook his head. 

“This is as close as we’re going to get,” he said, keeping his voice low. “We’ll have to attack from here. If we can catch them by surprise,  they  might  not  have  enough  time  to  pull  their  dark  magic

barriers  away  from  our  Tempest  magic.  So  here’s  the  plan.  We  hit them with a Cosmos Invocation spell each, then finish them off with Inferno magic.” 

“It  isn’t  too  far  away  for  our  Tempest  magic  spells,”  Nella whispered. “Our Inferno magic spells, however…” 

Zephyr  looked  over  his  shoulder,  though  of  course  he  saw nothing  but  drones  and  patches  of  sky.  His  mage  sight  picked  up faint, barely perceptible swirls of a strange, alien ether–the effects of what could only be a Draconic magic spell–right behind Nella’s sky-wyrm.  Sahhto  remained  beyond  the  influence  of  the  trio’s overlapping  Wind  Sheath  spells  but  had  followed  them  closely  and adroitly,  cloaked  in  his  own  invisibility  spell.  The  dragon  couldn’t afford  to  speak,  since  his  low,  rumbling  voice  would  reveal  his position  right  away,  but  Zephyr  believed  that  his  hearing  was  still sensitive  enough  to  pick  up  the  trio’s  whispers,  even  amidst  the buzzing of the hunter drones. 

 Sahhto’s  fiery  breath  can  probably  reach  the  closest behemoth drone, but from this angle, the other two aren’t quite close enough for him to get them all at once,  Zephyr thought. He turned to Gabriel. “Do you have an Inferno magic spell that can span fifty feet or so?” 

“Yes.”  The  Phoenix  Knight  nodded.  “But  I  don’t  think  it’ll  be powerful enough to take down a behemoth drone in a single strike. 

Well,  unless  I  land  it  right  at  its  head  and  it  pierces  through  to  the Slave-Master inside.” 

“What spell is it?” Vincent asked. 

“Disintegrating  Ray,”  Gabriel  said,  a  grin  pulling  at  his  lips. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll teach you how to cast it later.” 

“Vincent,  if  you  cast  Brighten  Soul  alongside  Project  Heat, your Project Heat spells should have just enough range to reach that one,”  Zephyr  said,  pointing  to  the  drone  standing  to  the  left  of  the closest  behemoth.  “Nella,  you  shouldn’t  have  any  trouble  reaching that  same  drone  with  your  arrows,  too.  The  two  of  you  work  with Gabriel  to  take  it  down.  Sahhto,  hopefully  you  can  hear  me.  The

farthest one is yours. It’s the one standing behind Gabriel’s, Nella’s, and Vincent’s target. Everyone, if there is a miscue, don’t panic. Just attack whichever behemoth drone is still standing.” 

“What about the closest one?” Nella asked. 

Zephyr leveled Lethal Swiftness’s burning blade at the drone. 

“It’s mine,” he said. “Ready?” 

Vincent, Nella, and Gabriel nodded. Zephyr didn’t know how, but  he   felt  Sahhto’s  assent  wash  across  his  mind.  Perhaps  it  had something to do with his Dragon Lord Aspect. 

“Go!” Zephyr cried, thrusting his left hand out and blasting a stream  of  lightning  thrice  as  thick  as  he  was  tall  at  one  of  the behemoth  drones.  Vincent  and  Nella  picked  their  targets  and followed  suit,  each  of  them  hurling  Cosmos  Invocations  at  different behemoths. 

Their  Tempest  magic  spells  ripped  through  the  clouds  of hunter  drones.  The  monsters’  shadowy  wreaths  disintegrated,  but their metallic bodies stole much of the strength of the three electrical beams,  so  that  the  Cosmos  Invocations  that  struck  the  behemoths did  so  with  power  roughly  equivalent  to  a  midway  point  between  a Bolt Invocation spell and a Storm Invocation spell. 

But it was still enough. Zephyr crowed inwardly with triumph as  the  dark  magic  barriers  peeled  away  from  the  Slave-Masters’

personal drones and broke apart into wisps of darkness. 

Sahhto  was  the  swiftest  to  follow  up.  The  colossal  beam  of fire roared from seeming emptiness, incinerated every hunter drone in its path, and instantly reduced the farthest behemoth’s head into a molten crater upon its shoulders. The massive drone staggered, then toppled backward to crush its lesser kin beneath its bulk. 

Zephyr  cast  Lightning  Step,  crossing  the  distance  at  the speed of thought and leaving a trail of crackling sparks in his wake. 

He  landed  right  in  front  of  the  closest  behemoth’s  mind  gem. 

Whispers  immediately  scratched  at  the  back  of  his  consciousness, but Zephyr shoved them aside, grunting with effort. He thrust Lethal

Swiftness  out.  The  burning  saber  shattered  the  gem,  then  sliced through its iron mounting. 

Zephyr  grasped  the  hilt  of  his  sword  with  both  hands,  then poured a Project Heat spell down the length of its blade, so that the Inferno magic spell exploded from its tip and roiled through the inside of  the  behemoth’s  head.  The  gigantic  iron  fingers  that  had  begun descending upon him as soon as he’d appeared in front of the mind gem fell inert, signaling the Slave-Master’s demise. 

A beam of orange-blue light, so hot that Zephyr could feel the heat emanating from its length from nearly thirty feet away, plunged into the head of the last remaining behemoth drone and reduced the mind gem at its center to ash. 

 That’s  got  to  be  Gabriel’s  Disintegrating  Ray  spell,  Zephyr thought, shielding his eyes with his hands.  It’s really impressive. 

A  heartbeat  later,  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s  Project  Heat  spells struck home, turning the top half of the behemoth’s head to molten slag.  Zephyr  raised  his  left  hand  and  added  his  own  Project  Heat spell  to  their  efforts.  The  Slave-Master’s  cocoon  caved  in  on  itself, drowning its inhabitant in liquid iron. 

Zephyr  cast  Lightning  Step  once  more,  this  time  in  the opposite direction, so that he rematerialized right beside Vincent and Nella. Their Wind Sheaths spells had fallen apart upon their attack, and hundreds of hunter drones now converged upon them. 

Vincent  summoned  his  Storm  Hammer  and  cast  Cosmos Bastion. A virtually impregnable bubble of cobalt blue light flickered into  existence  over  Nella’s  sky-wyrm,  a  mere  heartbeat  before dozens of stingers shattered against its surface. 

The  ranger  raised  her  bow  and  loosed  volley  after  volley  of electrical arrows at the hunter drones, even as her sky-wyrm began to  ascend,  seeking  the  refuge  of  the  upper  heavens.  The  metallic mosquitoes shuddered in midflight as Nella’s bowfire stripped away their dark magic barriers. Zephyr returned Lethal Swiftness back to his mage band and raised his hands. Project Heat spells roared from

his open palms and swept through the hunter drones, melting torsos and fusing wings. 

The  buzzing  creatures  fell  in  droves,  but  more  and  more  of them  swarmed  upon  the  trio,  covering  Vincent’s  Cosmos  Bastion entirely in their writhing bodies. Worry flashed over Vincent’s face. 

“My spell is still holding strong, but they’re chipping away at it,” he told Zephyr. “They’ll get through sooner or later.” 

“Stupid,  disgusting  things!”  Nella  snarled,  her  jaw  tight  with strain. Her sky-wyrm was struggling to rise beneath the weight of the hunter  drones  swarming  over  the  Cosmos  Bastion.  “Why  is  it  so difficult this time?” 

After  eliminating  the  earlier,  singular  Slave-Masters,  the  trio, Gabriel, and Sahhto had always managed to blast their way through the  surrounding  drones  and  withdraw  above  the  clouds  easily.  But now,  Zephyr  realized,  things  weren’t  the  same,  since  they  had  to deal with the protective contingents of three Slave-Masters. 

Gabriel  sent  sheets  of  flame  hurtling  from  his  palms, sweeping  away  entire  clusters  of  drones,  and  for  a  moment,  there was  an  open  path  to  the  clouds.  Vincent  and  Nella  seized  the opportunity. The jeweler’s apprentice raised his Storm Hammer and cried  out  a  long  series  of  casting  words.  The  Cosmos  Bastion doubled  in  size.  The  sudden  expansion  of  the  Tempest  barrier pushed back the swarming drones and dislodged more than a few of them, sending the buzzing creatures tumbling through the skies. 

Nella’s  eyes  blazed  with  torrents  of  electricity  that  solidified into  a  mass  of  swirling  tentacles.  The  cobalt-hued  appendages plunged  into  the  sides  of  her  sky-wyrm  and  fed  it  with  torrents  of Tempest  ether.  The  lightning  beast  shuddered  and  then  loosed  a tremendous  roar.  It  surged  powerfully  into  the  skies,  pulling  free  of the drones’ buzzing, clinging grasp. 

 We’re  going  to  make  it!  Zephyr  realized  as  he  cast  Project Heat  repeatedly,  sweeping  fiery  beams  across  the  lower  edges  of Vincent’s  Cosmos  Bastion  and  clearing  away  the  hunter  drones  as best  as  he  could.  A  heartbeat  later,  the  flight  of  the  metallic

mosquitoes  began  to  waver,  as  the  air  became  too  thin  for  their wings to find purchase. 

One drone after another peeled away from Vincent’s Cosmos Bastion  and  tumbled  earthward.  Zephyr  saw  that  most  of  the creatures caught and righted themselves a fair distance beneath the clouds, but several continued their plunge downward, perhaps all the way to the ground. 

The  trio  and  Gabriel  burst  through  the  clouds.  Zephyr  spat the casting words for a Wind Sanctuary spell, encasing everyone in a zone of breathable, still, and relatively warm air. Vincent dismissed his  Cosmos  Bastion  and  his  Storm  Hammer  before  wiping  his forehead with the back of his sleeve. 

“We did it!” he said, gasping for air. “That was close!” 

“Where’s Sahhto?” Nella asked. “I didn’t see him on the way up. Is he alright?” 

“I  am  fine,  Nella  Heartseeker.”  The  dragon’s  rumbling  voice rolled over the trio as his majestic form descended to their side. “My invisibility  spell  remains  in  effect  even  if  I  attack  my  foes.  I  had  a much easier time breaking clear. I would have come to your aid, but you rose above the clouds before I could.” 

“Wow.  Draconic  magic  must  be  really  powerful,”  Vincent mused. He turned to Zephyr. “I know Mister Sahhto said you couldn’t learn Draconic magic, Zeph, but maybe there’s a trick or two you can still pick up from him? Your Inferno Aspect is Dragon Lord, after all.” 

“An  interesting  thought,”  Sahhto  said,  before  Zephyr  could reply.  The  dragon  nodded  at  him.  “Your  Inferno  Aspect  means  you do  have  some  affinity  for  Draconic  magic.  Otherwise,  my  healing spells wouldn’t have worked on you at all. Perhaps I spoke in haste when I said you wouldn’t be learning Draconic magic anytime soon. 

You  might  not  be  mentally  equipped  to  grasp  its  intricacies,  but perhaps you could incorporate some of its fundamental concepts into your own spell-casting.” 

“I  would  love  to  learn  from  you,  Sahhto,”  Zephyr  replied, bowing  deeply  to  the  dragon.  “But  we  can’t  linger  here.  We’ve

brought down all the Slave-Masters leading this attack, right? What’s the next step? Will the drones just stop moving?” 

“No,” Gabriel said. “I should have explained this more clearly. 

Drones carry long-term mental imprints within their nerve tissue. This allows Slave-Masters to control them en-masse and with much less effort than actively using their Tyrant magic on a resisting foe. Once they’ve  issued  commands  to  drones,  the  drones  will  carry  out  their instructions until they are destroyed or their orders are changed. And now that there are no Slave-Masters around…” 

“They  won’t  receive  any  new  orders,”  Vincent  concluded. 

“They’re now a mindless horde instead of a well-coordinated army.” 

Sahhto lowered his gaze and peered through the clouds. 

“The  drones  guarding  the  three  Slave-Masters  we  just destroyed are still milling about uselessly around the remains of their controllers,” the dragon said. “I count nearly two thousand of them, in every variety. As far as Blackstone Keep is concerned, they won’t be trouble.” 

“If  I  know  Brass,  and  I  do,  she’ll  want  us  to  strike  at  the drones attacking the fortress walls from behind,” Gabriel said. “The stupid  things  will  probably  not  even  fight  back,  because  they’ve received no orders to defend their rears.” 

“If we can simply stand behind the drones and tear away their dark magic barriers, things will become a lot easier for the Phoenix Knights,” Zephyr said. “We’ve been gone a little over an hour, so we should head back right now.” 

“I  hope  the  Phoenix  Knights  are  still  holding  out,”  Vincent said, clasping his hands before him and murmuring a brief prayer to Ostar. 

“They are.” Gabriel grinned. “I’m sure of it. Brass is too nasty to die.” 
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Gabriel was right. As Zephyr descended beneath the clouds once more, he saw that Blackstone Keep was indeed still standing. 

Its  curtain  wall  was  battered  and  blasted,  and  several  of  its  towers had  been  reduced  to  rubble,  but  the  fortress  still  stood  proud,  its defenders  withstanding  wave  after  wave  of  iron  bodies  and  hurling them away in cascades of molten or shattered metal. 

Zephyr  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  his  friends.  Astride  the sky-wyrm,  Vincent  and  Nella  nodded  back  at  him.  As  they’d suspected,  the  now-mindless  drones  paid  them  no  heed,  since  the trio weren’t in the path of the creatures’ advance. 

“Let’s  get  to  work,”  Zephyr  said.  He  brought  his  hands together in front of his chest, channeling as much Tempest ether as he  could  pull  from  the  skies  before  feeding  it  to  Vincent’s  Storm Hammer. 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  created  a  series  of  minor  shadow-bane  conjurations,  barriers  of  pure  Tempest  magic  that  were anathema  to  the  Shadowswarm  but  offered  no  resistance  against any  physical  object.  He  spread  the  shadow-bane  conjurations  thin but  expanded  their  dimensions,  so  that  they  manifested  as  slender walls of swirling blue light that were around fifty feet long and across. 

Nella  reached  out  to  them,  pulling  cobalt  threads  from  their edges to her left palm and then anchoring the threads to her bow. A half-dozen  lightning  arrows  blazed  into  existence,  their  nocks clamped  in  the  fingers  of  her  right  hand.  She  drew  her  bow  and loosed. 

Lightning  arrows  streaked  out,  each  of  them  carrying  a shadow-bane conjuration behind them. The walls of Tempest magic fell  across  the  ranks  of  the  swarming  drones.  Since  the  shadow-

bane  conjurations  offered  no  resistance  to  their  physical  passage, the creatures paid them no heed and moved mindlessly through the magical barriers. Their Shadowswarm protection fell away, rendering them once more fully vulnerable to Inferno magic or cold steel. 

His  efforts  fed  by  Zephyr’s  channeling,  Vincent  wove  barrier after  barrier  of  Tempest  of  magic.  Nella’s  bow  sang  as  she  placed the shadow-bane conjurations neatly across the length of the drone horde,  roughly  a  hundred  feet  away  from  the  walls  of  Blackstone Keep, and stacked them high enough to catch the hunter drones as well.  Before  long,  no  iron  drone  could  get  close  enough  to  the fortress  to  attack  without  first  passing  through  a  shadow-bane conjuration. 

“Well done,” Sahhto rumbled from above. “Now it’s my turn.” 

A  massive  shadow  fell  over  the  trio.  Nella  whooped  as  the dragon’s mighty form tore through the skies. Sahhto swooped across the  iron  drones  beyond  the  shadow-bane  conjurations  and  laced them with beams of white-hot flame from his open maw. Stripped of their  dark  magic  barriers,  the  metallic  creatures  succumbed immediately to the dragon’s breath, their bodies liquefying into vast lakes of molten iron. 

“We’re  not  done  yet,”  Zephyr  said,  flying  toward  the battlements  of  Blackstone  Keep,  where  pitched  fighting  was  still going on. 

He  came  to  a  halt  twenty  feet  from  the  curtain  wall.  Nella stopped  her  sky-wyrm  beside  him,  and  Vincent  immediately  began weaving shadow-bane conjurations. 

Nella  raised  her  bow  once  more  and  lined  the  magical barriers  up  just  beneath  the  lip  of  the  battlements,  so  that  every drone that made the climb did so without Shadowswarm protection. 

Phoenix  Knights  and  Vigilant  Blades  noticed  the  trio  and Gabriel,  and  they  raised  their  voices  in  cheers.  Zephyr  spotted Master  Sora  and  the  brothers  holding  an  entire  section  of  the battlements by themselves, crushing war drones and hunter drones alike with their halberds and staff-maces. The floor around their feet

was littered with the broken remains of drones and the bodies of the Vigilant  Blades  and  several  Phoenix  Knights.  Shards  of  shattered cinder also spoke of the valiant last stands of many a djinn. 

Zephyr flew over and laced rapid-fire Bolt Invocations across the  drones  engaged  with  the  Wu  monks.  The  metallic  creatures shuddered, before falling much more readily to the strength and skill of  the  brothers.  Master  Sora  spun  like  a  whirlwind,  his  halberd cleaving apart a dozen war drones in the space of a heartbeat. He looked up and spotted Zephyr. 

“Zeph!”  the  Wu  monk  called,  a  smile  spreading  across  his sweat-streaked face. “Looks like you got the job done again!” 

“We  just  need  to  tidy  up  now,  Master  Sora!”  Zephyr  replied. 

“Pull the brothers back a bit from the battlement walls!” 

Master  Sora  didn’t  question  Zephyr’s  request.  He immediately  raised  his  halberd  and  called  for  the  Wu  monks  to withdraw.  Brother  Cloud  and  Brother  Sparrow  immediately  began  a rearguard formation, their whirling staff-maces battering war drones away  as  the  other  monks  streamed  past  them.  A  heartbeat  later, Zephyr had the space he needed. 

He dove down and landed upon a war drone’s back. Before the  creature  could  react,  he  slammed  his  fist  down  upon  what passed for its head and cast Thunder Clap. Sparks washed across all the drones on that section of the battlements as Tempest magic tore the creatures’ dark magic barriers away. 

Zephyr  called  Lethal  Swiftness  to  his  grasp,  set  the  blade ablaze with Inferno ether, and laid into the drones with every ounce of his skill. He hacked a war drone in half, kicked another’s head off, and reduced another into metallic chunks, before sweeping a Project Heat spell through the skies and melting a quartet of hunter drones. 

The Wu monks charged into the fray once more, and together, they hurled the drones off the battlements. 

A  quick  glance  across  the  battlements  told  Zephyr  a  similar story. The Phoenix Knights and Vigilant Blades had gained a distinct upper  hand,  with  some  of  the  former  now  having  the  space  to  hurl

Inferno  magic  spells  down  the  walls.  Further  out,  the  entire landscape had turned into a lake of molten iron as Sahhto vented his wrath. The dragon roared exultantly as he laid waste to the drones, and beyond the wall of shadow-bane conjurations, the overwhelming horde  of  swarming  creatures  had  thinned  into  a  still-numerous  but greatly diminished column. Once these passed through the barriers of  Tempest  ether,  the  Phoenix  Knights  would  have  no  trouble finishing them off, if Sahhto didn’t get to them first. 

Nella  and  Vincent  flew  overhead,  scything  fiery  arrows  and burning  beams  into  flocks  of  hunter  drones.  Gabriel  joined  in  too, fiery  spheres  flashing  from  his  palms  to  detonate  amidst  scurrying war drones or staggering archer drones. The Phoenix Knights rallied, arrayed themselves along the wall, and hurled tides of Inferno magic that  reduced  the  Unliving  Emperor’s  hordes  to  slag.  As  Zephyr watched,  Sahhto  bathed  the  final  cluster  of  drones  in  a  column  of flame, then swooped away, coming to a halt in the skies above the battlements with his wings spread wide. 

 We  did  it!  We  won!  Zephyr  thought.  Triumphant  cries  rang across  the  battlements  as  Phoenix  Knights  and  Vigilant  Blades raised  their  hands  and  weapons  in  celebration  of  their  victory.  The djinns  joined  in  too,  their  strange  voices  adding  to  the  chorus  of cheers. 

“We’ve reaped a mighty toll on the Fennean Empire’s forces this  day,”  Master  Sora  said,  lowering  his  halberd  and  clasping Zephyr  on  the  shoulder.  “This  means  we’ll  have  a  bit  of  breathing room before the next attack arrives.” 

“Next attack.” Zephyr sighed, the words leaving a foul taste in his  mouth.  But  there  was  no  avoiding  reality.  During  their  flight  to rescue  Sahhto,  the  trio  had  gotten  a  glimpse  of  just  how  many drones  infested  the  landscape  beyond  Blackstone  Keep.  The Fennean Empire’s armies seemed inexhaustible, and Zephyr finally began to understand why maintaining the current stalemate was the best the Phoenix Knights could manage. 

“Will  this  just  keep  going  on,  over  and  over  again  until Blackstone Keep finally falls?” Zephyr asked Master Sora, gesturing beyond the walls, where the landscape was covered in broken metal or solidifying pools of liquid iron. 

“No, it will not!” Archmage Brass’s voice rang through the air before Master Sora could reply. 

Zephyr  turned  toward  her  as  she  traversed  the  mass  of defenders  and  approached  him  and  the  Wu  monks,  clasping  the hands and shoulders of her subordinates along the way. 

Nella landed her sky-wyrm beside Zephyr, then dismissed it, setting  Vincent  and  Gabriel  upon  the  battlement  floor.  Sahhto  flew over  slowly,  too.  Awed  whispers  and  grateful  murmurs  from  the gathered  Phoenix  Knights  and  Vigilant  Blades  trailed  him,  only  to rise in fervency and excitement when Sahhto came to a halt a short distance above the trio. Despite his obvious fatigue, every line in the dragon’s bearing and posture shone with triumph. 

“Sticking with us?” Nella asked. 

“Indeed,  Nella  Heartseeker,”  Sahhto  replied,  his  rumbling voice laden with mirth. 

 I  suppose  he  doesn’t  know  whom  else  to  stick  with,  Zephyr thought as Archmage Brass finally arrived within arm’s length of the trio. 

“Excellent  work  out  there!”  Brass  congratulated  them.  “You saved our sorry behinds, that’s for sure. Usually, we give as good as we  get,  so  the  Slave-Masters  never  managed  to  amass  such  a horde.  But  as  you  know,  we  haven’t  been  getting  our  way  much lately.” 

“Ma’am, what did you mean when you said this won’t go on?” 

Zephyr  asked.  “Are  you  thinking  of  giving  up  the  defense  of Blackstone Keep?” 

“Yes  and  no.”  Brass  grinned.  “We’re  not  going  to  defend anymore. We’re going to attack.” 

“Attack?”  Vincent  asked,  gulping  nervously.  “Attack  what? 

The drones? The Slave-Masters?” 

“She  means  the  Fennean  Empire,”  Nella  reasoned,  grinning at the Archmage. “You want to launch an invasion into the Fennean Empire.” 

“Exactly,” Brass said. “We bring the fight right to the Eternal Palace  and  put  the  Unliving  Emperor  into  the  ground  once  and  for all.” 

“Yes! Finally!” Gabriel roared, thrusting his fists into the skies. 

The  Phoenix  Knight’s  jubilation  didn’t  last  more  than  a  heartbeat though. He frowned in puzzlement. “But how? We got pushed all the way back here, and we barely held off this attack. How’re we going to launch an invasion of the Fennean Empire?” 

“With  these  three.”  Brass  nodded  to  the  trio,  before  raising her fist in a salute to Sahhto. “And Mighty Sahhto.” 

“I appreciate your confidence in my abilities, Xila Brass,” the dragon  replied.  “But  the  four  of  us  can  hardly  take  on  the  Unliving Emperor’s  hordes  by  ourselves,  worthy  though  my  young  saviors might be.” 


“But  we  won’t  be  doing  this  by  ourselves,  will  we?”  Zephyr reasoned. “We’ll be going with an army.” 

“Exactly,”  Brass  said.  “I’m  counting  on  you  four  to  help  my army crush the Fennean Empire.” 
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Nella and Vincent couldn’t stop staring at Sahhto, and Zephyr shared much of their amazement. The dragon had transformed into a humanoid form only slightly larger than a very tall man, so that he could fit into Blackstone Keep’s planning room. 

“I heard you were a ranger, Nella Heartseeker,” Sahhto said, the delicate features of his human face sporting an expression of wry amusement. “Surely you have seen shapeshifting before? Druids are still capable of such feats with their Life magic spells, are they not?” 

“Well,  the  only  person  I’ve  ever  seen  shapeshift  is  Druidess Filna,” Nella replied, scratching the back of her head. “And I’ve only seen her do that once.” 

“Ah, it’s not something I do very often,” Sahhto said, nodding. 

He  cast  his  crimson  gaze  across  the  interior  of  the  planning  room, where  the  trio  were  seated  beside  him,  while  they  waited  for Archmage Brass to arrive. Gabriel was there as well, snoring softly in his  chair.  “It’s  been  centuries  since  I  last  entered  a  human  abode, and the experience is as confining as I remember.” 

“Don’t  dragons  live  in  lairs?”  Nella  countered,  prompting Vincent  to  tug  on  her  sleeve  and  attempt  to  shush  her.  His  efforts earned  him  a  poke  in  the  side  from  the  ranger’s  fingers,  one  hard enough to make him squeak and hop in his seat. 

Sahhto  laughed  and  stroked  his  chin  with  a  four-fingered hand.  The  dragon  had  wreathed  his  smaller  form  in  a  flowing  robe woven from threads of golden light. 

“That  we  do,”  he  admitted.  “And  we  spend  much  less  time and effort adorning our lairs with our personal effects, too. Most of us prefer to simply leave our treasure hoards strewn all over the floor.” 

“Treasure  hoards?”  Vincent  asked,  his  eyes  widening  with awe. “Like gold, silver, and jewels?” 

“Piles  and  piles  of  it,”  Sahhto  said,  in  a  tone  that  Zephyr quickly recognized as a joking one. “Mounds of coins, stacked higher than  you  are  tall,  Vincent  Trefori.  Priceless  jade  sculptures  arrayed across  a  sea  of  glittering  sapphires.  Heaps  of  rubies  and  emeralds filling your vision.” 

“Really?” Vincent gasped breathlessly. 

“No, not really.” The dragon chuckled and shook his head. “I gave away my hoard centuries ago, distributing it to the poor, needy, and worthy. My lair is an empty one indeed. I do have a few crayon depictions of myself gifted to me by my neighbors’ children pinned to a  wall,  though.  They  are  my  most  cherished  possessions  these days.” 

“True wealth lies in the richness of one’s heart,” Zephyr said. 

“Ah, a Wu adage.” Sahhto nodded. “And one that I agree with very  much  these  days.  But  on  a  more  prosaic  note,  not  having  a hoard  also  means  not  having  to  deal  with  adventurers  who  care more  about  treasure  than  the  wellbeing  of  the  villages  they  pass through.” 

“We  get  plenty  of  adventurers  trying  their  luck  at  the  Blight Boundary,” Nella said, rolling her eyes. “As if there’s any treasure to be found there at all.” 

The planning room’s door opened then, and Archmage Brass walked in, followed by Marie Vensk, Master Sora, and Grand Sage Avora.  The  mercenary  vice-captain  stared  at  Zephyr  for  a  full uncomfortable  heartbeat  before  she  pulled  out  a  chair  and  took  a seat. 

Master Sora plopped down beside Zephyr and groaned as he stretched his neck muscles. 

“Are you alright?” Zephyr asked. 

“I’m  just  old,”  Master  Sora  replied,  chuckling  ruefully.  “All  I want to do now is lie down and take a nap, but we’d better hear what

Archmage  Brass  has  to  say.  From  what  I  gathered,  His  Excellency has some kind of plan.” 

“He  does?”  Zephyr  shrugged.  “Well,  I’m  curious  to  find  out what it is, then. How’s everyone else doing?” 

“The  brothers  have  gone  to  clean  up  and  get  something  to eat,” Master Sora said. “Brother Sparrow broke his arm though, and Brother Wing took a nasty blow to the head. They won’t be fighting for a while.” 

“His Excellency can heal them once he’s recovered from his spiritual injuries, right?” Zephyr asked. 

“Perhaps.” Master Sora nodded. “I’ll be sure to ask.” 

“My  friends,”  Avora  said,  raising  his  hands.  “Thank  you  for lending me your ears. If we are successful in this endeavor, we could bring this eons-old war against the Unliving Emperor to an end and free  the  realms  from  the  shadow  of  his  lifeless  grasp  once  and  for all.” 

“Ah, so he  is as pompous as his ancestor. Seirryuu spare my soul,” Sahhto muttered under his breath, so quietly that Zephyr could barely discern his words. 

“In  recent  years,  my  ventures  have  taken  me  to  the  farthest and  darkest  reaches  of  the  world,”  Avora  continued.  “One  of  these was Betrayer’s Bay.” 

“What?”  Master  Sora  frowned  at  the  Grand  Sage.  “That’s where slavers and pirates offload their human cargo to the Fennean Empire. Only those approved by the Slave-Masters themselves are allowed  there.  How  did  you  find  yourself  in  such  a  place,  Your Excellency?” 

“I  was  hunting  down  the  leader  of  a  slaving  ring,  and  my pursuit  brought  me  across  the  seas  and  past  the  iron  juggernauts guarding Betrayer’s Bay,” Avora explained. “It is a long and winding tale, and one that I would be more than happy to share, but we have more pertinent matters at hand to resolve right now.” 

“You  have  been  there,  sir,  so  that  means  it’s  now  reachable with  our  Wind  Walk  spells,”  Zephyr  said.  “We  can  bring  a  sizable force  right  into  Betrayer’s  Bay  and  invade  the  Empire  from  there instead of launching an expedition from Blackstone Keep.” 

“You are absolutely right,” Archmage Brass said. Picking up a slim  wooden  wand,  she  pointed  with  it  to  the  map  on  the  planning room’s central table. “If we set off from here, we have to cross four hundred  miles  of  barren,  uninhabitable  wasteland.  Assuming  we aren’t  wiped  out  along  the  way  in  the  first  place,  we  then  have  to attack the Annihilation Wall, a defensive structure thrice as large as Blackstone Keep, guarded by countless drones.” 

The Archmage pointed at another location on the map. 

“Betrayer’s Bay was built to accommodate humans, however. 

It contains stockpiles of fresh water, and more importantly, it is also a hub for roads that lead to the Empire’s drone processing plants,” she continued. “From Betrayer’s Bay, we can easily locate these plants. 

And once we have done so, we can attack and destroy them. That should severely curtail the might of the Fennean Empire.” 

“Excuse me,” Vincent said, raising his hand politely. “I have a question. What is a processing plant?” 

“It’s  where  captured  slaves  get  turned  into  iron  drones,” 

Archmage Brass said, grimacing sourly. “They are the source of the Empire’s hordes.” 

“Oh.”  Vincent  gulped.  A  sickly  look  fell  over  his  face.  Nella reached out and squeezed his shoulder comfortingly. 

“This  entire  strategy  depends  on  our  Wind  Walk  spell,” 

Zephyr said, as things began to fall in place for him. “You want us—

Nella,  Vincent,  and  me—to  visit  these  locations  and  then  bring  an army with us to attack them.” 

“More like an elite strike force,” Avora said. “The three of you far outstrip even me now in magical power, which means each of you can  transport  up  to  seventy  individuals  with  a  single  cast  of  Wind Walk.” 

“So we can bring two hundred and ten people in all each time we  cast  Wind  Walk,”  Vincent  said.  “But  can’t  we  simply  cast  Wind Walk repeatedly to drop everyone who’s available onto each plant?” 

“It’s  worth  a  try,”  Avora  said.  “But  in  my  experience,  Slave-Masters won’t hesitate to cast Phantasmal Field once they figure out that they’re under attack by mages who can use Wind Walk.” 

“What does the Phantasmal Field spell do?” Nella asked. 

“Gabriel?”  Brass  glared  at  the  snoozing  Phoenix  Knight. 

“Would  you  like  to  answer  that  question?  These  are  your  students, after all.” 

Gabriel  snorted,  smacked  his  lips,  and  shifted  in  his  seat. 

Fresh snores rolled from his nostrils. Brass snarled and cracked her knuckles. 

“Phantasmal Field is a Tyrant magic spell that projects a net of  corrupt  ether  across  a  large  area,”  Gabriel  said,  a  few  minutes later.  He  prodded  at  his  black  eye  and  winced  before  continuing. 

“This spell is too weak for even the most subtle blazefire conjuration to  register,  so  it  cannot  be  resisted.  If  a  Slave-Master  casts Phantasmal Field, the spell is going to get you, no matter what, until you get about twenty miles away from him. Or you kill him, which is what I prefer.” 

“It  gives  Slave-Masters  a  foothold  on  your  mind,  right?” 

Zephyr asked. “Like Peripheral Phantasm and Enclosing Fears? This heightens the effects of their more powerful spells.” 

“Correct,”  Gabriel  said.  “If  you’re  caught  in  a  Phantasmal Field,  you’re  more  vulnerable  to  the  effects  of  Tyrant  magic.  But that’s  not  all  the  spell  does.  It  chips  away  at  your  willpower  and messes  with  your  sense  of  direction.  Not  that  you  won’t  be  able  to tell left from right inside the net of a Phantasmal Field, though. You just won’t be able to…” 

“Cast a spell like Wind Walk,” Zephyr reasoned. “That means that once we arrive, there’s a good chance we can’t leave and bring more  reinforcements  until  all  the  Slave-Masters  in  the  area  are dead.” 

“And  all  wardstones  have  been  destroyed,”  Avora  added. 

“Phantasmal  Field  can  be  cast  onto  a  Tyrant  wardstone,  which  is capable of maintaining the spell with no further effort from the Slave-Master for up to a week.” 

“There  is  no  hiding  our  arrival  if  we  use  Wind  Walk,”  Nella said.  “So  sneaking  up  on  each  plant  is  going  to  be  impossible, unless  we  land  somewhere  else,  then  head  to  our  destination  on foot.” 

“Past  Betrayer’s  Bay,  the  Fennean  Empire  is  a  landscape made for drones,” Avora said. “I doubt you’d be able to traverse any distance on foot without being detected.” 

“So  how  are  we  going  to  get  to  the  plants  in  the  first  place, Your  Excellency?”  Vincent  asked,  scratching  the  back  of  his  head. 

“First,  you  bring  us  to  Betrayer’s  Bay,  and  then  what?  We  need  to know where each plant is before we can use Wind Walk to get there, right?” 

Avora began to reply, but Archmage Brass raised her hand in a forestalling gesture. 

“Let me answer this question,” she said. “Our initial landing at Betrayer’s Bay will be made by the most powerful and conspicuous mages  among  us.  That  includes  the  three  of  you,  Mighty  Sahhto, Avora, myself, Gabriel, and the best of our Phoenix Knights. It will be a  great  show  of  force,  wherein  we  lay  waste  to  the  Fennean Empire’s  domain  and  draw  as  much  attention  as  we  can  to ourselves.  During  this  display,  the  three  of  you  will  use  your  Wind Sheath spells to visit the plants undetected. Once you have done so, you will return to Betrayer’s Bay and use Wind Walk to bring us all back to Blackstone Keep.” 

“Destroying Betrayer’s Bay will curtail the Empire’s forces as well,  since  slavers  from  other  realms  won’t  be  able  to  land  and offload  their  cargo  easily,”  Master  Sora  reasoned.  “We  should  do something about that too, shouldn’t we? Is there any way we can cut off the sea route to Fennea?” 

“It’s  been  tried,  Master  Sora,”  Archmage  Brass  said. 

“Unfortunately,  there  is  no  navy  in  the  world  that  can  contend  with the iron juggernauts. Once a slaver’s ship enters waters patrolled by the  juggernauts,  he’s  home  free,  assuming  he  carries  an  Icon  of Favor from the Slave-Masters, of course.” 

“We  can  attack  these  juggernauts  from  the  skies,”  Zephyr said. 

“Brave,  but  unviable.”  Sahhto  shook  his  head  in  an  entirely too-human  fashion.  “Juggernauts  are  massive  ironclad  ships  many hundreds of feet long and powered by fell magic.” 

“Fell  magic?”  Vincent  asked.  “What  kind  of  fell  magic?  Is  it some kind of Tyrant magic?” 

“No.” Avora sighed. “Little is known of the sorcery that drives iron  juggernauts  and  powers  their  weapons.  I’ve  come  across unfounded rumors claiming that juggernauts possess metallic hearts which  drink  oil  drawn  from  the  depths  of  the  ocean  floor.  Some  of these fevered whispers also speak of a mysterious black powder that powers  the  weapons  of  juggernauts:  tubes  which  spew  spheres  of burning iron with immense speed and impeccable accuracy.” 

“That sounds unbelievable,” Nella commented. 

“Exactly,  my  young  friend,”  Avora  agreed.  “Which  is  why these  are  mere  rumors.  Suffice  it  to  say  we  don’t  know  anything about  the  iron  juggernauts,  and  that  it  would  be  very  risky  and foolhardy to attack them.” 

“I  agree  with  Avora’s  descendant,”  Sahhto  said.  “Iron juggernauts  are  insurmountable  foes,  even  for  dragons.  I  have  lost several  friends  to  them  already.  Fortunately,  they  cannot  seem  to leave  the  deepest  oceans,  which  is  where  I  suppose  the  rumors about  them  feeding  on  oil  come  from,  so  we  don’t  have  to  worry about encountering them on land.” 

“Got it.” Nella nodded. “We should just focus on taking down the  plants,  and  then  what?  Wouldn’t  the  Unliving  Emperor  simply rebuild them?” 

“That’s  not  something  they  can  do  in  a  day,  if  at  all,”  Avora said.  “Crippling  the  production  of  iron  drones  to  such  an  extent  will also  weaken  the  grasp  the  Slave-Masters  have  on  the  expanse beyond Blackstone Keep and erode the defenses of the Annihilation Wall.” 

“Which  makes  a  frontal,  massive  invasion  possible,”  Zephyr said.  “If  we  get  past  the  Annihilation  Wall,  we  can  push  toward  the Eternal Palace and take on the Unliving Emperor himself.” 

“What  a  knack  for  strategy  you  have,  Zephyr,”  Marie  Vensk spoke up unexpectedly. “This war might make a general out of you yet.” 

“Uh, thanks?” Zephyr frowned and looked away as the vice-captain stared at him. 

“What’s her problem?” Nella hissed under breath. 

“Pretty  girls  like  Zeph.”  Vincent  shrugged.  “That’s  just  how things are.” 

“No, no. Somehow, I don’t think that’s it,” the ranger said. 

Zephyr  shook  his  head  and  returned  his  attention  to Archmage Brass. 

“Well  done,  Zephyr.”  Brass  grinned.  “Once  you’re  done  with your  studies,  there’s  a  place  amongst  the  Phoenix  Knights  if  you want it. Too many of us don’t know much beyond brawling. We could use  a  few  generals,  to  use  Lady  Vensk’s  parlance,  among  our ranks.” 

“Thank you, ma’am.” Zephyr stroked his chin. “So let me try to  wrap  my  head  around  the  plan.  First,  we  hit  Betrayer’s  Bay  and find  out  where  all  the  plants  are.  Then  we  destroy  the  plants.  After that, we attack the Empire head-on.” 

“You’re nearly spot-on, Zephyr,” Brass said. “I will be leading an  expeditionary  force  against  the  Empire   while  you  lay  waste  to their  plants.  After  all,  even  if  you  stop  the  Slave-Masters  from creating  new  drones,  you  still  have  to  destroy  the  ones  that  have already been made. That will be my job. I’ll go knock on their door

and  ask  them  to  play,  while  you  work  on  making  sure  they  have fewer and fewer drones to answer my invitation.” 

“Didn’t you just say how difficult and hopeless it would be to march an army across four hundred miles of wasteland and right up to the Annihilation Wall?” Nella asked. 

“It  would  be  hopeless  if  that  were  the  only  thing  we  were doing,” Brass replied. “But it isn’t. And as for the march itself, the key challenge  lies  in  maintaining  supply  lines  and  avenues  of reinforcement,  even  with  the  help  of  firebird  couriers.  Mages  who can cast Wind Walk spells will help us surmount this difficulty.” 

 I suppose mage bands can be used to store huge amounts of supplies, and beneath the open skies there’s no shortage of Tempest ether  to  channel  so  casting  Wind  Walk  repeatedly  shouldn’t  be  too difficult either,  Zephyr mused. A thought occurred to him, then. “But wouldn’t  we  be  utterly  occupied  attacking  the  plants?  Are  you  sure we’ll still be able to act as supply runners for your army?” 

“That  job  doesn’t  fall  to  you.”  Brass  chuckled  and  slapped Avora heartily on the back. “You’re not the only ones who know the Wind Walk spell.” 

“You can’t expect His Excellency to do all the work!” Vincent said,  aghast.  “Besides,  he’s  the  Grand  Sage  of  the  realm.  Do  you really expect him to—” 

“Vincent, my friend,” Avora said. “There is no task too humble for  me.  I  would  gladly  facilitate  the  maintenance  of  Archmage Brass’s  supply  lines  and  help  ferry  her  reinforcements  to  the frontline. And yes, the sheer scale of the task can be a bit daunting, but I won’t be the only one performing it.” 

“Do you mean...” Zephyr’s eyes went wide. 

“Indeed,  my  friend.”  The  Grand  Sage  smiled.  “Archmage Brass sent a firebird messenger shortly after our meeting yesterday, and we have just received word back from the northern battlelines. A contingent  of  Storm  Scions  will  be  joining  us,  and  your...  friend, Luxana Jade, will be among them.” 

“Lux  is  coming?  That’s  great!”  Nella  grinned  and  turned  to Zephyr. “Isn’t it, Zeph?” 

“It is,” Zephyr agreed, his heart singing with joy at the idea of seeing Lux again. “When will they arrive?” 

“By  the  end  of  next  week,”  Brass  replied.  “Apparently,  they need  to  wrap  up  a  tricky  situation  up  north  first,  before  they  can spare seventy Storm Scions.” 

“Great!”  Gabriel  pounded  his  fist  into  his  palm.  “Sounds  like we have a very workable plan. When do we start?” 

“Our  three  friends  have  been  here  for  all  of  two  days,  and they’ve hardly had any time to learn any Inferno magic at all,” Brass said. “We will commence the attack on Betrayer’s Bay in three days’

time.  Gabriel,  I  want  you  to  cram  as  much  Inferno  magic  into  their skulls  as  possible.  If  I  find  their  skills  lacking,  I  will  hold  you personally responsible.” 

“Yeah,  I  got  it,  boss,”  the  Phoenix  Knight  replied,  before turning  to  the  trio  and  flashing  a  grin.  “You  lot  heard  that?  You’re really  in  for  it  now.  For  the  next  three  days,  I’m  going  to  pound  all kinds of things into your heads. Pour it into your ears. Force it down your throats. Shove it up your—” 

Nella flicked Gabriel’s bruised brow, drawing a squeal of pain from the Phoenix Knight. 

“I think we get the point,” she said. 

Chapter 22







 Essence orbs: 896



Zephyr  looked  away  from  the  codex  display  and  summoned another one. 



 Magic: Inferno (Mage)

 Progress to Master: 0/4,000 essence orbs

 +450% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +450% Inferno spell casting speed

 +450% Inferno spell learning rate

 +450% Inferno spell efficacy



 It  wouldn’t  be  too  bad  of  an  idea  to  invest  most  of  our essence  orbs  into  our  overall  mastery  of  Inferno  magic,   he  thought as he basked in the light of the early morning sun. 

Gabriel  had  asked  the  trio  to  meet  him  on  the  training grounds an hour after dawn, so after breakfast, Zephyr had headed there  immediately.  Vincent  had  taken  Zephyr’s  armor  to  Taphir,  in hopes that the battered set of plate was somehow still salvageable. 

Nella  had  gone  to  see  if  she  could  get  more  luminous  parchment from  Rina,  so  that  the  trio  might  prepare  more  talismans  for  the Phoenix Knights. 

 The Storm Scions coming to Blackstone Keep will have much more  to  do  than  serving  as  supply  runners  or  troop  ferries,  Zephyr thought as he sat down on one of the benches lining the expansive courtyard.  They’ll probably work on talismans as well, and they might

 even  fight  on  the  front  lines,  using  their  Tempest  magic  to  strip  the drones of their Shadowswarm defenses. 

He  was  concerned  for  Lux.  The  young  Storm  Scion  had helped Zephyr attack many Dark Labyrinths, and she’d slain dozens, if  not  hundreds  of  Shadowswarm  entities.  Lux  possessed  both courage and prowess. 

But the iron drones were not Shadowswarm creatures. They were  virtually  immune  to  Tempest  magic,  and  unlike  Zephyr,  Lux couldn’t  awaken  an  Inferno  Aspect  and  use  Inferno  magic.  She would be virtually defenseless against the Slave-Masters’ creatures. 

Yes,  she  was  a  skilled  swordswoman,  thanks  to  the  training  her uncle had put her through, but blades, even skyforged ones, weren’t very useful against the metallic bodies of the drones. 

 Archmage  Brass  is  a  canny  general,   Zephyr  mused.  She would  know  better  than  to  send  Storm  Scions  against  iron  drones. 

 Lux  will  probably  be  busy  making  supply  runs,  ferrying reinforcements, or creating talismans. If there are enough talismans to go around, she won’t have to fight on the frontlines. 

He  returned  his  attention  to  the  codex  displays,  shook  his head,  and  dismissed  them.  He  didn’t  want  to  use  up  any  essence orbs without consulting his friends. Just as he did so, the door to the training  grounds  creaked  open,  and  Nella  emerged.  The  ranger shook her head as she approached. 

“Rina  hasn’t  gotten  more  luminous  parchment  in  yet,”  she said. “But she did place a huge order for more. We probably won’t be around to use it though.” 

“That’s too bad,” Zephyr replied, inwardly glad he didn’t have to  inscribe  any  more  talismans,  at  least  for  the  time  being.  It  had been one of his least favorite tasks in the Tempest School. “Did you see Vincent on your way here?” 

“No,  but  he  should  be  here  soon.”  Nella  sat  down  beside Zephyr.  “I  don’t  know  if  Taphir  can  fix  your  armor  though.  It  was  in really bad shape. I had to cut you out of it with my axe.” 

“If  he  can’t,  then  I  guess  I’ll  just  have  to  stick  with  this,” 

Zephyr  replied,  pinching  the  sleeve  of  his  knight  robe.  “Having  two Resilience  Glyphs  means  it’s  pretty  much  as  tough  as  a  suit  of plate.” 

Nella took out her bow and unfurled a codex display. 



 Heartseeker’s Wrath

 Enchanted longbow +11

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Burning Horizon



“I saw you use Lethal Swiftness’s Facet Shift enchantment to deal with the iron drones, and I got the same idea,” she said, getting to  her  feet  and  squaring  off  against  a  training  dummy  across  the yard. The ranger’s eyes filled with lightning. She drew her bow, and an arrow of cobalt light flashed into existence, nocked and ready. At the  same  time,  the  bow’s  Burning  Horizon  Aspect  wreathed  the arrow in flames. 

Nella fired, and a crimson-blue projectile streaked toward the dummy, leaving a trail of fiery sparks. The dummy burst into flames as soon as the arrow struck its center. Tendrils of electricity crawled up and down its length and ripped it to pieces. 

“Very  nice!”  Zephyr  cried,  realizing  what  Nella  was  trying  to do.  So  far,  the  trio  had  been  fighting  iron  drones  by  first  stripping their  dark  magic  barriers  with  Tempest  magic,  before  switching  to Inferno magic to finish the job. It was an awkward and cumbersome process, especially when their mastery of Tempest magic was so far above their skill in Inferno magic. 

But  if  they  were  able  to  accentuate  their  most  powerful Tempest  magic  spells  with  Inferno  ether,  the  former  would  be  far more  effective  against  the  iron  drones.  Cosmos  Invocation,  for example,  had  a  far  greater  range  and  could  cover  a  much  larger

area than Project Heat. It was a devastating spell against even the most powerful of Shadowswarm entities, but it was much less useful when  cast  upon  iron  drones.  If  Cosmos  Invocation  were  to  be infused with Inferno magic, however…

“I  was  thinking  about  this  last  night  after  dinner,”  Nella  said. 

“Inferno magic is all about casting many spells at the same time, isn’t it? Why can’t we combine its spells with our Tempest magic spells?” 

“Hmm.” Zephyr scratched his jaw and frowned thoughtfully. “It just  occurred  to  me  that  Tempest  magic  spells  are  a  lot  more complicated than Inferno magic spells, which is why we never tried casting  an  Invocation  spell  at  the  same  time  as  a  Ring  spell,  for example. The best we’ve managed so far is simply being able to cast one spell after another very quickly, but that’s not the same thing as casting two spells at the same time.” 

Nella  put  her  bow  away,  plopped  down  beside  Zephyr,  and cupped her chin. 

“For that matter, I don’t think we’ve even gotten the hang of casting  two  Inferno  magic  spells  simultaneously  yet,”  she  pointed out, before sighing. “This is going to take some work, isn’t it? I know, I know. We already have an unfair advantage because of our Codex of Ascension, but we need to get good at this quickly. Those Slave-Masters are tough, and the iron drones are a lot more difficult to deal with  than  Shadowswarm.  They  almost  make  me  miss  diving  into some creepy Dark Labyrinth.” 

“I  wouldn’t  go  that  far,”  Zephyr  said,  chuckling.  He  turned  to the  training  ground’s  door  as  it  swung  open  and  Vincent  emerged. 

The jeweler’s apprentice waved to them and walked over. 

“I  think  your  armor  is  a  goner,  Zeph,”  Vincent  announced, taking a seat beside Nella. “Taphir said he’d make a decent attempt at  salvaging  it,  but  he  isn’t  hopeful.  Maybe  I  should  focus  more  on figuring  out  how  to  put  Tempest  glyphs  on  our  knight  robes  with Rina. It’s actually quite a complicated process, and no one has ever tried  to  do  something  like  this  before,  apparently.  Working  on

inscribing an item with both Tempest and Inferno glyphs is going to be exciting.” 

“More  exciting  than  the  other  project  you’re   working  on  with her?”  Nella  teased.  “Because  I’m  sure   that’s  been  tried  by  a  lot  of people before already.” 

Vincent  coughed  awkwardly  into  his  fist.  “We’ll  figure  it  out,” 

he promised. “We’ll need every advantage we can get going into this fight.” 

“Yes,  we  will,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “Remember  the  twilight  fiend and  how  formidable  he  was?  Now  that  we  know  that  the Shadowswarm  are  working  with  the  Slave-Masters,  we  can  also expect  to  face  at  least  one  twilight  fiend,  maybe  more,  before  this war is over.” 

“How many are there again?” Vincent asked, shuddering. 

“Thirteen, right?” Nella said. “That’s what Gathras taught us in class. There are thirteen. We fought Thraxanilux, who was…” 

“The  thirteenth,”  Zephyr  said.  “Does  that  mean  he  was  the weakest? Or was he the strongest? And are we sure there are only thirteen of them? Why aren’t there more?” 

“Gathras  suggested  that  there  being  only  thirteen  twilight fiends is a good sign, since it might mean that the Shadowswarm’s resources are limited,” Nella said. “Otherwise, they would just create a  million  twilight  fiends  and  destroy  the  world.  But  no,  we  can’t  be sure  there  are  only  thirteen.  There  might  be  more,  and  the  Storm Scions simply haven’t encountered the others yet.” 

Vincent  took  out  a  binder  from  his  mage  band  and  began flipping  through  his  beautifully  written  and  meticulously  organized notes he’d taken over a year of classes in the Tempest School. He found what he was looking for after a moment. 

“Ah,  there  it  is.”  Vincent  pointed  to  a  page  of  his  notes. 

“Shadowswarm  entities  destroyed  by  Tempest  magic  suffer  utter annihilation.  Whatever  corrupt  ether  was  used  in  their  creation  is completely lost to the shadow and returned to the Great Cycle to be purified and eventually returned to the world.” 

A disturbing thought occurred to Zephyr, then. 

“But the corrupt ether of the Shadowswarm  we destroyed did not  return  to  the  Great  Cycle,”  he  said.  “It  went  to  our  Codex  of Ascension,  and  we  used  it  to  heighten  our  mastery  of  Tempest magic. Now we’re using it to do the same with Inferno magic. Have we violated the natural workings of the Great Cycle?” 

“I…  I  hadn’t  thought  of  things  in  that  way,  Zeph.”  Vincent paled and slumped his shoulders. “But that can’t be true, right? His Excellency  gave  us  the  Codex  of  Ascension,  after  all.  And  his ancestor,  the  great  Tarkus  Avora  created  it.  This  means  that  the Codex of Ascension can’t be evil. Can’t it?” 

“It  can’t  be,”  Nella  said  firmly.  “We  use  it  to  destroy Shadowswarm  and  iron  drones,  and  they’re  evil.  How  could  a weapon against evil be evil itself?” 

“I...  don’t  think  the  iron  drones  are  evil,  Nella,”  Zephyr  said. 

“They  don’t  have  minds  of  their  own.  Their  creation  and  their creators are undoubtedly evil, but they’re not. They are victims, or at least, the people they’re made from are.” 

“If an evil creator can produce something that isn’t evil, then can’t a well-intentioned or good creator produce something that turns out to be evil?” Vincent asked, his voice trembling. “What if… what if the Codex of Ascension…” 

“I’m going to stop you right there, Vincent,” Nella said. “Think about  it.  Without  the  Codex  of  Ascension,  we  wouldn’t  have  been able  to  stop  the  realm  from  being  overrun  by  Shadowswarm  last year.  We  wouldn’t  have  destroyed  Thraxanilux,  and  we  wouldn’t have  been  able  to  save  Sahhto  and  beat  back  the  drones.  Does  it matter whether the Codex of Ascension is evil if we use it for good?” 

“Perhaps  not,”  Zephyr  conceded.  “In  any  case,  we  have  no other  choice  but  to  keep  using  it  if  we  don’t  want  the  Unliving Emperor  to  sweep  over  this  continent  and  start  invading  other realms.” 

“Well,  the  two  of  you  really  talked  yourselves  into  a  glum mood  this  morning,”  Nella  said,  shaking  her  head.  “And  where  is

Gabriel? He told us to be here around this time, didn’t he? Why is he so late? He better not be stuffing his face with chocolate cake!” 

“I  ran  into  him  on  the  way  here,  actually,”  Vincent  said.  “He was  talking  to  Mister  Sahhto.  Apparently,  Mister  Sahhto  wants  to help  with  our  training.  He  might  have  some  interesting  things  he could do with your Inferno magic Aspect, Zeph.” 

Zephyr  summoned  a  codex  display  and  angled  it  for  his friends to read. 



 Project Heat (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Dragon  Strike  Technique:  Double  Dragons  Arising  or  Create fiery projectile (large, 40 feet range)



“I haven’t had the chance to try this Dragon Strike Technique out  in  combat,  but  maybe  he  can  offer  some  insight  into  this,”  he said. “Either that, or he could help us awaken some spell variants.” 

The  door  to  the  training  grounds  creaked  open  then,  and Zephyr  turned  toward  it  once  more,  expecting  to  see  Gabriel  and Sahhto.  Sure  enough,  the  Phoenix  Knight  and  dragon  were  there, the latter still in his humanoid form, but so was Rina. 

“Hey, you three!” Gabriel said, walking over. “There’s been a change of plans! Sahhto’s going to work with Zeph. Rina’s in charge of Vincent. Nella, you’re with me.” 

“What?  Why?”  Nella  protested.  “Why  am  I  the  one  who’s stuck with you?” 

“Is it because she has the greatest affinity for Inferno magic and can learn spells faster than Vincent and me?” Zephyr asked. 

“You’re absolutely right, Zeph!” Gabriel said. He turned to the ranger. “Alright, Nella. Time for some Inferno magic. Ready to get it all stuffed inside you?” 

“You  need  to  rephrase  that  or  get  your  teeth  smashed  in,” 

Nella growled, cracking her knuckles. 

“Well,  I’m  perfectly  happy  with  this  arrangement,”  Vincent said, chuckling as Rina walked over and looped her arm across his. 

“You’d  better  take  this  seriously,”  the  quartermaster  chided. 

“We’ll  be  working  on  your  elemental  armament  spell  variants  and see  what  headway  we  can  make  on  intertwining  Tempest  and Inferno glyphs.” 

“That sounds exciting!” Vincent said. “I spent a few hours last night  reviewing  Tempest  inscription  precedents.  Did  you  know  that Hilas Drendar, a Storm Scion who created the attenuation inscription protocol, was also responsible for…” 

His voice trailed off as Rina led him away. 

Zephyr  chuckled  as  Sahhto  approached  him.  He  bowed  to the dragon. 

“Thank  you  for  working  with  me,  sir,”  he  said.  “I  really appreciate it.” 

“Don’t mention it, Zephyr,” Sahhto said. “A human mage with an affinity for Draconic magic is extremely rare, especially when you have  not  the  tiniest  sliver  of  draconic  blood  running  through  your veins.” 

“Draconic blood?” Zephyr asked. 

“In  ancient  times,  many  centuries  before  the  advent  of  the Shadowswarm,  some  of  my  people  produced  offspring  with humankind,” Sahhto explained, shaking his head. “These uncommon occurrences  resulted  in  bloodlines  gifted  with  draconic  power  and human vitality. You, however, are purely human, and your affinity for Draconic  magic  lies  entirely  in  your  Inferno  Aspect,  which,  like  I explained, makes you quite the rare specimen indeed.” 

“Alright.  Well,  maybe  that’s  why  I  have  this  spell  variant, then.” Zephyr unfurled a codex display and concentrated on it. 

A  moment  passed,  and  Sahhto  blinked  in  surprise  as  the codex display became visible to him. 

 

 Project Heat (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Dragon  Strike  Technique:  Double  Dragons  Arising  or  Create fiery projectile (large, 40 feet range)



“Interesting. This is the spiritual artifact fused with your souls, then.”  Sahhto  stroked  his  chin  thoughtfully.  The  dragon’s  crimson eyes widened as he read the words on the codex display. “A Dragon Strike Technique? How curious. I have never seen the like.” 

“Does  this  mean  you  don’t  know  what  a  Dragon  Strike Technique is?” Zephyr asked. 

“No, I do know what it is. I simply would never have expected a  human  to  have  access  to  it,”  Sahhto  said.  “Dragon  Strike Techniques  comprise  specialized  martial  forms  used  by  the cultivator-warriors  among  my  people.  I  studied  them  briefly  in  my youth,  before  embarking  on  the  path  of  a  dragon  mage.  It’s  just that… they’re meant for an individual of draconic stature. How would you, a human, perform them?” 

“I did try it out once,” Zephyr said. “Want to see?” 

“Very  much  so,”  Sahhto  replied,  before  looking  meaningfully over his shoulder at the bickering Nella and Gabriel. “But perhaps a change  of  venue  would  do  us  some  good.  I  believe  things  will  get very tense here shortly.” 

“What  do  you  mean  you  didn’t  bring  your  grimoire?”  the ranger  demanded.  “Why  do  I  have  to  pull  up  a  codex  display  for you?  How  did  you  even  manage  to  leave  it  in  your  room  anyway? 

Don’t you usually store it in your mage band?” 

“Well,  I  was  actually  studying  up  last  night,”  Gabriel  replied. 

“You should be grateful, you know? I actually had to  read. I haven’t done that in years. Do you know how boring that is?” 

 Oh.  Oh,  no.  Both  of  them  hate  reading,  and  Gabriel  is supposed  to  focus  on  teaching  Nella  as  many  Inferno  magic  spells

 as possible?  Zephyr felt cold sweat roll down his spine. He nodded to Sahhto. “You’re right, sir. Let’s go somewhere else.” 

“Excellent.” Sahhto looked heavenward. Golden light poured from  his  body  as  he  began  to  ascend  into  the  skies.  “Follow  me, then. We will have plenty of room closer to the sun.” 

The  radiance  emanating  from  the  dragon  became  so  bright Zephyr  had  to  look  away.  When  it  faded,  Sahhto  was  back  in  his natural,  winged  form  once  more,  his  vast  shadow  darkening  the training grounds. He nodded to Zephyr, then flew away at a leisurely pace. 

“Gabriel, Nella. I’ll see you two later, then?” Zephyr asked the Phoenix  Knight  and  the  ranger.  Nella  had  finally  relented  and produced a codex display for the Inferno magic grimoire. She tapped a foot impatiently as Gabriel peered at the words and ran his index finger across one immaterial line of text after another. 

“We’ll talk later, Zeph,” Nella agreed. “Go ahead. I’ll take care of learning the spells.” 

“Thanks,  Nella.”  Zephyr  cast  Soaring  Breeze  and  flew  after the dragon. 

Chapter 23







Sahhto led Zephyr to the skies above the Zu-Shan mountain range,  which  was  a  few  minutes’  flight  from  Blackstone  Keep.  The dragon came to a halt a fair distance beneath the clouds, where the air was brisk but still breathable, and inhaled deeply. 

“My  apologies,  Zephyr,”  Sahhto  said.  “I  was  feeling  a  bit cooped  up  within  a  human  dwelling.  I  am  much  more  comfortable here.” 

“There’s no need to apologize, sir,” Zephyr replied. “Should I demonstrate the Dragon Strike Technique now?” 

“Yes.  Please  do  so.”  The  dragon  nodded  and  moved  away from Zephyr, giving him plenty of room amidst the clear blue skies. 

Zephyr took a deep breath as he ascended to the Fifth Cycle of  the  Carefree  Sutra.  He  then  cast  Lightning  Infusion,  followed  by Inferno Infusion, so that his internal energy roiled with the swiftness of the Tempest and the might of the Inferno. 

“Human  internal  energy  filled  with  Tempest  and  Inferno ether,” Sahhto said. “I’ve known a few cultivators in my time who’ve tried their hand at magic. Likewise, I have also known a few mages who  have  invested  a  fair  bit  of  their  will  and  effort  in  cultivation.  I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a human infusing his internal energy with two  different  kinds  of  ether,  however.  Then  again,  humans  don’t often have more than one magical Aspect.” 

“You mentioned dragon cultivators just now, sir,” Zephyr said. 

“Does  that  mean  that  dragons  can  also  focus  and  manipulate  their internal energy too?” 

“It’s a bit different for us,” Sahhto said. “Our internal energy is as  much  a  product  of  the  inherent  magic  radiating  from  our  very beings  as  it  is  a  manifestation  of  our  physical  life  force.  There  are

many names for it: Draconic War Aura, for instance. In ancient times that  predated  those  of  my  ancestors,  it  was  called  something  like Ryu-To-Ki.   I,  myself,  have  only  spent  fifty  years  on  draconic cultivation, so I possess little more than the most cursory knowledge of it. But now I am beginning to understand how you, a human, might be able to use a Dragon Strike Technique.” 

“Really? How?” Zephyr asked. 

“Demonstrate your Dragon Strike Technique first, Zephyr, and let me see if my conjecture holds any grounds,” Sahhto said. 

Zephyr directed his will inward, seeking the knowledge of the Double  Dragons  Arising  martial  technique  that  the  Codex  of Ascension  had  engraved  upon  his  soul.  It  came  readily  to  his consciousness, its motions fueled by both Inferno ether and internal energy. 

Flames  spiraled  into  existence  across  his  palms.  An irresistible force thrust his arms upward, moments before his entire body shot a full twenty feet higher into the sky, trailing ribbons of fire. 

The air in front of his palms combusted with a tremendous boom as the martial technique unleashed its wrath. 

Zephyr  flipped  backward,  aloft  on  the  shockwave  of  the explosion, before allowing his Soaring Breeze spell to take hold once more. 

“There you go,” he said. “That’s Double Dragons Arising.” 

“Amazing,  Zephyr,”  Sahhto  said.  “That  was  definitely  a genuine Dragon Strike Technique, albeit adapted to human stature. It seems to me that mingling internal energy with ether allows humans to mimic a dragon’s War Aura. You awakened your Tempest magic aspect first, did you not?” 

“Yes, sir,” Zephyr confirmed. 

“That  means  that  the  first  time  you  infused  your  internal energy with ether, you did so with Tempest ether,” the dragon said. 

He waited for Zephyr to nod before he continued. “As you know, an individual’s magical Aspect depends on his or her prior experiences in life. Before you awakened your Inferno Aspect, you’d already been

accustomed to mingling your internal energy with ether, which is the same as uniting your magical energy with the manifestation of your physical life-force.” 

“That’s like Draconic War Aura, right?” Zephyr said, catching on to a detail Sahhto had mentioned. “You said Draconic War Aura is both magical and physical.” 

“Exactly,”  Sahhto  replied.  “So  even  before  you  awakened your Inferno Aspect, you’d been circulating the human equivalent of Draconic  War  Aura  within  your  system  and  throughout  your  soul, which likely explains why your Aspect has bestowed upon you such a strong affinity for Draconic magic.” 

“That  still  doesn’t  mean  I  can  learn  Draconic  magic,  right?” 

Zephyr asked, drawing a rueful chuckle from Sahhto. 

“Unfortunately  not,”  the  dragon  said.  A  wistful  look  fell  over his  crimson  eyes.  “Would  that  you  were  a  dragon  too,  Zephyr,  and one  of  my  students.  You  would  have  been  an  excellent  dragon mage, I feel.” 

“Did you have students, sir?” Zephyr asked. 

“A long time ago.” Sahhto smiled sadly. “It’s been a hundred and fourteen years since I heard news of the last one’s passing, and it won’t be too long before it’s my time to go, too.” 

“I’m sure there are many years ahead of you yet, sir,” Zephyr insisted. 

“Oh,  I’ll  likely  outlive  you,  Zephyr,  and  your  grandchildren’s grandchildren too, assuming we don’t all fall to the Unliving Emperor in  the  days  to  come,”  Sahhto  said.  “But  I  am  ancient,  even  by  the standards of my people.” 

Zephyr  felt  a  tug  in  his  mind  then,  bidding  him  to  unfurl  a codex display and make it visible to Sahhto. 



 New spell acquired! 



 Fireball (Initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord Dragon  Strike  Technique:  Dragon  Tail  Sweep  or  Create explosive sphere (small, 10 feet range)



“Well, that’s fast,” Zephyr commented, amazed by the speed with which Nella had learned Gabriel’s favorite spell. “But that means I now know another Dragon Strike Technique.” 

“There is something odd about all this, though,” Sahhto said. 

“A  Dragon  Strike  Technique  is  a  complex  martial  technique  that  a dragon  might  spend  decades  learning  and  perhaps  a  century mastering.  It  is  entirely  uninvolved  with  spell-casting.  How  did  you come  to  acquire  it  as  a  spell  variant,  of  all  things?  It  can’t  possibly have anything to do with your Inferno Aspect, since a considerable affinity for Draconic magic doesn’t grant you knowledge of a martial technique.” 

“Could it be my Codex of Ascension?” Zephyr asked, feeling a  sinking  sensation  in  his  chest.  “I  don’t  think  it  obeys  the  rules  of how things work in the world.” 

“Oh  no.”  Sahhto  shook  his  head.  “The  spiritual  artifact  that Avora  has  put  within  your  souls  is  undoubtedly  an  unnatural abomination,  but  one  that  bears  no  malignant  enchantments  I  can detect  and  is  a  necessary  weapon  in  these  dark  and  trying  times. 

Perhaps one day, when the world is at peace and you choose to turn away  from  magic,  you  might  want  to  consider  excising  it  from  your being.” 

“Is  that  possible?  Zephyr  blinked  in  astonishment.  “Can  I discard the Codex of Ascension?” 

“It  is,”  Sahhto  confirmed.  “I  have  heard  of  powerful  Frost Guardians and Druids working in concert to excise spiritual artifacts from  the  souls  of  those  who  no  longer  desire  their  presence. 

Unfortunately,  I  am  unfamiliar  with  the  exact  nature  of  such  a process. All I know is that it is an exacting and risky one.” 

“It’s  not  like  I’ll  be  getting  rid  of  the  Codex  of  Ascension anytime  soon  anyway,”  Zephyr  said.  He  clenched  his  fists  and

grinned.  “Want  me  to  demonstrate  my  new  Dragon  Strike Technique?” 

“Go  ahead.”  Sahhto  smiled  indulgently.  “But  let’s  talk  a  bit about spell-casting after that.” 

The  Dragon  Tail  Sweep  was  a  spinning  kick  that  radiated  a crescent  of  flames  from  its  arc.  It  was  much  less  physically  and magically taxing than Double Dragons Arising, and Zephyr found that he could execute it up to three times in a row before he had to pause for breath and replenish his Inferno ether reserves. 

“Well, I’m sure I’ll find some use for this,” Zephyr said as he spun to a halt in front of Sahhto, his breathing labored from exertion. 

“Thank you for being so patient with me, sir. Now, what did you want to discuss about spell-casting?” 

“Do  you  know  what  the  three  primal  elements  that  human mages can wield are, Zephyr?” the dragon asked. 

“Tempest,  Inferno,  and  Frost,”  Zephyr  said,  counting  the elements off easily. It was something every child in the realms knew. 

“Exactly. I have seen humans use many other different kinds of  magic  over  the  years.  There  is  Pyromancy,  which  is  a  lesser offshoot  of  Inferno  magic,  for  instance,  while  Hydromancy  and Aeromancy are the equivalents for Frost magic and Tempest magic respectively. And then there are trifles like Coin magic, though I must say I have nothing but the utmost respect for the practitioners of Life magic.” 

“Druidess  Filna  uses  Life  magic,”  Zephyr  recalled.  “I  haven’t spoken  to  her  all  that  much,  but  she  did  seem  to  be  a  very formidable  person.  Sir,  are  you  trying  to  say  that  Tempest  magic, Inferno  magic,  and  Frost  magic  are  very  different  from  the  other types of magic?” 

“Precisely.  Tempest  magic  is  not  simply  about  manipulating wind and rain and throwing lightning from your fingertips. If it were, it would not nearly be as effective against Shadowswarm.” 

“The Storm Scion’s righteous heart thunders through Tempest magic to vanquish the creatures of shadow,” Zephyr recited, recalling

one of Master Gathras’s lessons. He nodded in understanding. “The more  righteous  a  Storm  Scion  is,  the  more  powerful  his  or  her Tempest magic against Shadowswarm.” 

“And  in  general,”  Sahhto  added.  “Your  perspective  might have been somewhat affected, given how you’ve been dealing with iron  drones  these  last  two  days,  which  are  creatures  uniquely resistant to Tempest magic. Against any other foe, Tempest magic is devastating,  especially  when  wielded  by  you  and  friends,  three curious  humans  with  the  purest  and  most  righteous  hearts  I  have ever had the pleasure of encountering.” 

“Thank  you,  sir.”  Zephyr  rubbed  his  jaw  thoughtfully.  “So  if Tempest  magic  depends  on  its  user’s  character,  and  it’s  a  primal elemental magic like Inferno magic and Frost magic, does the same apply to those two as well?” 

“That’s a reasonable deduction, Zephyr, but it’s slightly off the mark. The determining factor is less about  character than it is about mindset.  Like  I  said,  the  three  of  you  are  inherently  just  and  pure, and  in  the  face  of  Shadowswarm,  you  react  with  swift  and  sure righteousness.  That  is  why  Tempest  magic  comes  readily  and naturally to you. Unfortunately, you need something a bit different for Inferno magic.” 

“The Inferno magic grimoire mentioned something about how it  is  the  embodiment  of  swiftness  and  aggression,”  Zephyr  said. 

“Does  this  mean  we  need  an  aggressive  mindset  to  use  Inferno magic?” 

“Not  exactly.  You  and  Vincent  have  distinctly   unaggressive personalities and corresponding demeanors, yet you’ve been casting Inferno  magic  spells,  have  you  not?  Nella,  on  the  other  hand,  has fewer such qualms, which is why Inferno magic answers her call so readily. You don’t  need a mindset that utterly complements the kind of magic you wield, but it certainly helps, and to a significant extent, too.” 

“So  we  need  to  change  the  way  we  think?  Adjust  our personalities?” 

“No,  of  course  not,”  Sahhto  disagreed,  with  surprising vehemence. “You should always be true to yourself.” 

“I  understand,  sir.”  Zephyr  frowned  in  puzzlement.  “Is  there anything Vincent and I can do to improve our Inferno magic, then?” 

“Of  course  there  is.”  The  dragon’s  eyes  flashed  with amusement. “We are mages, aren’t we? If there’s a problem, we fix it with a spell. Allow me to demonstrate.” 

Sahhto uttered a few unintelligible, completely alien syllables, and suddenly, he seemed twice as large, his sleek and powerful form filling  every  corner  of  Zephyr’s  vision.  Zephyr  flinched  involuntarily, his  blazefire  conjuration  flickering  as  it  struggled  to  steady  his resolve.  The  hairs  on  the  back  of  his  neck  stood  on  end,  and  cold sweat beaded upon his temples. 

And  then  Sahhto  was  his  usual  size  once  more,  his demeanor genial and agreeable. 

“What  was  that,  sir?  Some  kind  of  spell  that  attacks  the mind?”  Zephyr  asked,  after  taking  a  few  deep  breaths  to  calm  his nerves. 

“It’s  a  Higher  Glamour  spell,  the  foundation  of  all  Draconic magic,”  the  dragon  explained.  “Draconic  magic  shares  many similarities with Inferno magic, which might also explain the nature of your Inferno Aspect. The point is that a similarly aggressive mindset best  complements  the  practice  of  Draconic  magic,  and  the  Higher Glamour spell projects the inherently aggressive—predatory, even—

tendencies of a dragon upon the fabric of reality and then amplifies their effects. This generates a magical field of  personality, for lack of a better term, that facilitates the casting of Draconic magic spells.” 

“I see. Your Higher Glamour spell creates a false personality that you filter your spells through,” Zephyr reasoned. “Or actually, it’s more  like  a  prism  that  you  can  use  to  focus  the  sun’s  rays  so  that they become hot enough to burn paper.” 

“Both  analogies,  placed  side  by  side,  are  adequate descriptions of the Higher Glamour spell,” Sahhto agreed. 

“If  I  can  cast  such  a  spell,  Vincent  and  I  will  be  able  to  use Inferno magic more effectively. And Nella might benefit too.” 

Just as he mentioned the ranger, his codex display flickered again. 



 New spell acquired! 

  

 Disintegrating Ray (Initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Dragon  Strike  Technique:  Dragon  Annihilation  Descent  or Create disintegrating beam (20 feet range)



 Looks  like  Master  Venn  and  Sahhto  weren’t  kidding  about Nella’s affinity for Inferno magic,  Zephyr thought. 

“Go  ahead.  Try  your  new  Dragon  Strike  Technique,”  Sahhto said, chuckling. “It’s not the most pertinent matter to our discussion, but I must admit that I am curious to see draconic martial techniques executed by a human.” 

Zephyr nodded, then focused his mind inward on the Dragon Annihilation  Descent  spell  variant.  If  anything,  it  had  a  very intimidating  name.  He  spread  his  arms  as  the  Dragon  Strike Technique  began  to  unfold.  His  left  palm  flashed  earthward, projecting  a  cone  of  superheated  air  capable  of  easily  knocking  a full-grown man off his feet and then scorching his skin. His right palm followed  next,  unleashing  a  torrent  of  flames  even  as  it  pulled Zephyr’s entire body downward into a quicksilver plunge. 

Zephyr’s  descent  ended  where  the  cone  of  burning  air  did, and a tremendous shockwave radiated from his right palm, churning the flames through which he’d fallen into a roaring column of fire. A gale of cold mountain wind howled in around him to replace the air his Dragon Strike Technique had just scorched out of existence. 

“Are you alright, Zephyr?” Sahhto asked, hovering thirty feet above him. “That was a most impressive display indeed.” 

“I’m  fine,  sir,”  Zephyr  replied,  flying  back  up  so  that  he  was level  with  the  dragon’s  face.  “I  think  the  tips  of  my  ears  are  a  bit singed,  and  I  probably  burnt  the  longer  ends  of  my  hair  away,  but things  would  have  been  a  lot  worse  if  I  didn’t  have  these  knight robes.” 

“Yes,  they  would  have.”  Sahhto  chuckled  again.  “Ah,  the vitality and exuberance of youth. Let us return to our discussion.” 

“Right.  A  spell  that  works  like  Higher  Glamour.  You  can’t simply  teach  it  to  me,  because  I  don’t  have  a  Draconic  Aspect,  so that means I have to awaken a spell variant from the Inferno magic spells I already know.” 

“Very astute.” Sahhto nodded. “Do you know how to do that?” 

“Yes.  Archmage  Xanthus  taught  us  how  to  when  we  were studying at the Tempest School. We did meditation exercises beside a river. The trick lies in placing your thoughts of a spell in constant flux while still maintaining a locus of stability. We all got pretty good at it.” 

“Given  your  very  recent  initiation  in  the  ways  of  Inferno magic,  you  might  find  this  process  slightly  more  challenging,”  the dragon  said,  before  gesturing  to  the  Zu-Shan  mountain  range beneath  them.  “This  might  be  a  suitable  vista  for  your contemplations.” 

Zephyr swept his gaze over the majestic mountains, taking in the  swaying  of  the  trees  adorning  their  sides.  Awakening  a  spell variant  required  a  vision  of  stability  in  the  midst  of  change.  The former could be found in the timeless mountain summits. The latter was present in the wind-borne dance of trees. 

“Yes, I think this will work just fine,” he said, before clearing his thoughts and focusing his will. Toward the end of his time in the Tempest School, Zephyr hadn’t needed a visual aid to undertake his contemplation  of  his  Tempest  magic  spells.  His  mastery  of  Inferno magic,  however,  wasn’t  nearly  as  developed,  just  like  Sahhto  had said. 

Still, that didn’t mean he couldn’t fill his gaze with the majesty of  the  mountain  range  and  still  enjoy  doing  so  in  the  process. 

Sahhto’s  vast  form  faded  from  Zephyr’s  perception  while  he  chose Brighten Soul as the spell he would contemplate. There didn’t seem to  be  any  other  suitable  candidate,  amongst  the  spells  he  knew. 

Flame Call was too vague in its purpose, and Disintegrating Ray was too specifically destructive. No, a spell like Higher Glamour was one that enhanced and empowered its caster, and Brighten Soul did just that. 

An  hour  passed  as  Zephyr  ran  his  mind  across  the  casting words  and  gestures  of  Brighten  Soul,  his  vision  cast  over  the vastness of the Zu-Shan mountain range. He absently heard a few murmured words of encouragement from Sahhto. 

Another hour swept by, then another. Before he knew it, the sun had long passed its zenith in the sky, and his codex display had flickered  another  three  times,  which  meant  that  Nella  had successfully managed to learn another three Inferno magic spells. 

And then he felt it: the awakening of a spell variant within his soul. He opened his eyes and looked at his codex display. 



 Brighten Soul (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Empowers  Dragon  Strike  Techniques  by  30%  or  Increases efficacy  of  all  Inferno  magic  spells  by  30%  or  Conjures  a  Blazing Sigil (10 feet radius)



Zephyr focused his will on the Blazing Sigil spell variant. 



 Blazing Sigil (Initiate)

 Conjures  a  Sigil  of  Flame  that  negates  all  incompatibilities with  Inferno  magic  and  increases  the  efficacy  of  all  Inferno  magic spells by 10% within its area of effect , 10 feet radius, 35 ether per cast

 

“I did it!” he cried, thrusting his fist jubilantly toward the skies. 

“I have a spell that works like Higher Glamour!” 

“Well done, Zephyr,” Sahhto congratulated him. “I believe you will find much utility in this spell variant, since you can expect to find yourself fighting alongside massed formations of Phoenix Knights in the battles to come.” 

“Yes, I think so too.” Zephyr grinned. “I just need to enhance it with  essence  orbs  first  so  that  its  effective  radius  can  cover  more than just a small group of people.” 

“The hour is late, but I believe that this has been a day well spent,” Sahhto said. “I will retire to the mountains for the night. You should rejoin your friends and take what rest you can. The next two days  will  be  rife  with  preparation,  and  I  have  some  of  my  own  to make as well. Friends to reassure, goodbyes to say, and such.” 

“You’re going back home, aren’t you, sir?” Zephyr asked. “To your lair and the fishing village near it?” 

“Indeed.” The dragon smiled. “I have been gone too long, and I fear that I might have given my friends cause for worry. Archmage Xila Brass already knows of my intentions. You can rest assured that I will be back for the assault on Betrayer’s Bay.” 

“Have  a  good  trip,  sir.”  Zephyr  bowed  deeply  to  Sahhto. 

“Thank you for all your help today.” 

“You’re  very  welcome,  Zephyr.”  The  dragon  turned  and spread his wings. “Farewell for now.” 

He  soared  away  from  Zephyr.  Within  the  span  of  a  few heartbeats,  Sahhto  had  become  little  more  than  a  golden  speck amidst  the  distant  reaches  of  the  Zu-Shan  mountain  range.  Zephyr blinked, and then the dragon was gone. 

Chapter 24







Blackstone Keep rippled with frenzied activity the next day as the  Phoenix  Knights  and  Vigilant  Blades  prepared  to  attack Betrayer’s Bay. Archmage Brass, Zephyr learned from Vincent, had issued a general muster for all Phoenix Knights around the world a week  ago,  bidding  them  return  to  Blackstone  Keep  if  they  could. 

Marie  Vensk  cornered  him  in  the  mess  hall  after  breakfast  as  well, only to inform him that another two divisions of Vigilant Blades would arrive as well and serve under her command. 

“This  would  not  have  come  to  pass  if  not  for  your  exploits,” 

she said, her words perfunctorily including Vincent and Nella, while her gaze was locked intently on Zephyr. “Turning the dragon to our cause.  Repelling  a  force  of  drones  large  and  formidable  enough  to crush Blackstone Keep. What feats will you perform next? I wait with bated breath.” 

“Alright.  She’s  weird,”  Vincent  admitted  as  the  mercenary stalked away without even waiting for Zephyr to respond. “I don’t like her.” 

“I  wonder  what  Lux  will  say  when  she  arrives  and  sees  this strange  woman  hunting  Zeph  down,  be  it  in  the  hallways  of Blackstone  Keep  or  between  tents  during  the  advance  to  the Fennean  Empire,”  Nella  said,  pushing  her  empty  bowl  away.  “I’m sure it’ll be entertaining.” 

“I’m  sure  it  won’t,”  Zephyr  retorted,  getting  to  his  feet  and making  a  mental  note  to  never  sit  at  the  corner  of  the  mess  hall again,  where  Marie  could  box  him  in.  “Come  on,  let’s  go.  Gabriel says  he  wants  to  spend  all  day  working  on  blazefire  conjurations today. I could definitely use the practice.” 

“I’ll be with Rina in the afternoon,” Vincent said. “We figured out  a  way  to  meld  Tempest  glyphs  with  Inferno  glyphs  seamlessly, and I’m keen to see how far we can take this.” 

The Phoenix Knight met them in the sitting area outside their quarters,  so  that  they  wouldn’t  be  underfoot  of  the  mages  and mercenaries  storming  through  the  corridors  of  Blackstone  Keep.  It also  gave  Gabriel  and  Nella  the  chance  to  devour  an  obscene amount  of  the  heavily  sugared  pastries  Mister  Hartor’s  staff  kept bringing them. 

Despite  her  affinity  with  Inferno  magic,  Nella  had  the  most difficulty  with  the  blazefire  conjurations.  Vincent,  in  contrast, surpassed  Defiance  readily  and  attained  Clarity  less  than  an  hour after the trio began their practice. Zephyr worked gamely at weaving the  complex  threads  of  Inferno  ether,  and  by  time  they  stopped  for lunch,  both  he  and  Nella  had  arrived  at  Clarity  and  made  some headway toward Stoicism. Vincent was already at Resolve and well on  his  way  to  Courage,  the  final  and  most  complex  blazefire conjuration. 

“Just  practice  it  yourself  for  a  bit  tonight,  and  I’m  sure  you’ll get  it,”  Gabriel  said,  waving  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  on  his  way. 

“Alright, you’d better get going. Brass is very eager to see what you and Rina can cook up.” 

“I  won’t  disappoint  her,”  Vincent  promised,  before  turning  to Zephyr and Nella. “I’ll see you both tomorrow morning, then?” 

“Morning? He’s not even going to have dinner with us?” Nella asked. She glared at Zephyr. “You were like this with Lux, too!” 

“Let’s just have lunch and get back to work.” Zephyr sighed, massaging his temples with his thumbs. 

The  rest  of  the  afternoon,  then  the  evening  passed  in laborious  tedium  that  had  Nella  groaning  in  despair.  Zephyr struggled with the blazefire conjurations too, but he managed to form a  proper  Stoicism  conjuration  an  hour  before  Nella  did.  Evening arrived,  and  then  night  fell.  Zephyr  felt  confident  that  another  few

more  hours  of  practice  would  see  him  attain  Resolve,  but  Gabriel shook his head and called a halt to the day’s training. 

“The two of you are mentally exhausted,” the Phoenix Knight said. “And entirely too hard on yourselves. The progress you made today  would  usually  take  a  typical  initiate  at  the  Inferno  School  an entire  year  to  accomplish.  So  yes,  be  proud  of  what  you’ve accomplished. Now go get some food, take the rest of the night off, and we’ll spend a bit more time on this in the morning.” 

With  that,  Gabriel  got  to  his  feet  and  walked  away,  leaving Zephyr and Nella in the sitting area. The ranger was slumped over on  the  table,  and  her  only  response  when  Zephyr  asked  her  if  she wanted to go to the mess hall was a long, pained groan. 

“I’ll  have  a  meal  delivered  to  her,”  Mister  Hartor  said, answering the bell outside Zephyr’s room. “Would you like your meal brought here too?” 

“No,”  Zephyr  replied.  “I  think  I’m  going  to  stretch  my  legs. 

Thank you, sir.” 

The chamberlain bowed deeply as Zephyr turned and left for the mess hall. The fog of fatigue began to clear quickly enough as he made  his  way  through  Blackstone  Keep,  and  he  found  himself wondering how he should spend the rest of his evening. Perhaps he could visit with Master Sora and the brothers. A few rounds of brisk sparring  would  certainly  refresh  him.  But  the  Wu  monks  were probably  busy  with  their  own  preparations  or  tending  to  Brother Sparrow and Brother Wing’s injuries. They would welcome Zephyr’s presence, but they likely didn’t need the distraction. Alternatively, he could  find  Vincent  and  Rina  and  offer  to  help  with  their  project.  He discarded  that  idea  readily  enough  as  he  recalled  what  happened the last time he’d walked into the armory uninvited. 

Zephyr  was  still  weighing  his  options  and  starting  on  his platter of steamed vegetable dumplings when Marie sat down across the table from him. 

“Something I can help you with?” he asked uneasily, reluctant to meet the mercenary’s intense gaze. 

“Yes,”  she  said,  picking  up  a  fork  and  a  knife  and  going  to work on a grilled steak. “There is something you can definitely help me with, Zephyr.” 

“I’m not interested,” he replied immediately. 

“You  haven’t  heard  what  I  want  from  you  yet,”  Marie protested, annoyance flashing across her eyes. “I thought followers of the Wu were supposed to be more polite.” 

“Being  polite  doesn’t  mean  suffering  rudeness  from  others,” 

Zephyr  said,  before  sighing  and  shaking  his  head.  “I  am  sorry.  I’m just tired. I’ve had a busy day. I think we all have.” 

“Of course. The attack on Betrayer’s Bay is crucial. I’ve had my tacticians running all kinds of contingency deployments and my sergeants  drilling  their  squads  relentlessly,  but  we  know  too  little about where we’re going to formulate any meaningful strategy at all. 

Perhaps we will just deploy a small group of specialists alongside the Phoenix Knights.” 

“His Excellency has only been to Betrayer’s Bay once, hasn’t he? And it was so long ago,” Zephyr said. “I’m sure things must have changed a lot since then. He wouldn’t be able to say much about the terrain or how the buildings are laid out over there.” 

“And  this  doesn’t  bother  you?  The  prospect  of  heading  into peril  utterly  blind?”  Marie  demanded.  “Avora  won’t  be  joining  us  on account of his injuries. What if he is sending us all to our deaths?” 

“His  Excellency  wouldn’t  do  that!”  Zephyr  replied,  frowning. 

“You shouldn’t accuse anyone of treachery without proof!” 

“I have made no accusation. Merely a speculation. But I see now. No, you’re not bothered. Not overly so, anyway. That’s because of  your  power.  You  and  your  friends  possess  greater  magical mastery than most Archmages, and it is this power upon which the fate of the world hinges.” 

“Fate of the world?” 

“I’m  not  making  an  exaggeration,  Zephyr,”  Marie  said. 

“Consider  the  last  attack  on  Blackstone  Keep,  the  Phoenix  Knight

bastion that has kept the Fennean Empire in check for centuries. It would have fallen, if not for you three and the dragon you bound to our cause.” 

“With the Phoenix Knights broken, the iron drones would pour out  into  the  rest  of  the  world,  and  nothing  would  be  able  to  stop them,” she continued. “Every nation, every realm would fall beneath the shadow of the Unliving Emperor, and soon, all of humanity would be drones or chattel bred for conversion into drones. So yes, the fate of the world does hinge upon the power of you three, for if you fail us, and we all perish at Betrayer’s Bay, then...” 

“Everyone  dies  or  becomes  a  drone,”  Zephyr  finished, struggling  to  keep  his  words  untainted  by  the  sense  of  irritability welling  within  him.  “I  know  what’s  at  stake,  Lady  Vensk.  I  know everyone’s depending on us. I know...” 

He looked at Marie Vensk and really saw her for the first time. 

Zephyr took a deep breath and pushed his food aside calmly. When he spoke again, he did so in hushed tones. 

“I  know  you’re  scared,”  he  said.  The  cold,  hard  light  in  the mercenary’s  eyes  told  him  all  that  he  needed  to  know.  “The  iron drones  are  terrifying  foes,  perhaps  even  more  fearsome  than  the Shadowswarm in some way. The Shadowswarm are just monsters, but  the  drones...  they  used  to  be  people.  Every  drone  we  see  isn’t just  an  enemy  trying  to  kill  us.  It’s  a  promise  of  what  the  Unliving Emperor wants to do to the world, to everyone.” 

“But  it  also  helps  us  make  a  promise  to  ourselves,  too,” 

Zephyr  continued.  “A  promise  that  we  will  not  let  the  Unliving Emperor have his way. A promise that we will protect those we love from him. A promise that the day will come when there are no drones and no Slave-Masters left in this world. I make that promise now to myself, and I will make it to you too, Lady Vensk. I don’t know if I can keep it, but I will fight with every last shred of ether in my soul and every last drop of blood in my body to do so.” 

Marie  remained  silent  for  several  moments  before  her  lips curled into a crooked smile. 

“If I were truly scared, what you just said might actually work to  banish  my  fear,”  the  mercenary  said.  “I  wasn’t  wrong  about  you, Zephyr. I have a proposition for you, one that will only be relevant if we all live through this crisis and emerge victorious at the end.” 

“Uh.” Zephyr frowned and leaned away. “I didn’t want to say this, but I already have a lover. She will be here in just over a week. I don’t  wish  to  be  rude,  Lady  Vensk,  but  I  will  decline  your proposition.” 

The  mercenary  blinked  in  astonishment,  only  to  break  into loud peals of musical laughter. 

“That is not what I was referring to, Zephyr,” Marie said, after her mirth had run its course. She coughed into her fist and met his gaze.  “I  want  to  start  my  own  mercenary  company.  I  need  a champion, one possessing both martial skill and magical power. As a sellsword,  you  would  be  free  from  the  shadows  cast  by  the Archmages of the magical orders. Your life would be far richer than it would be within the confines of a monastery. Your wealth would rival even that of Xila Brass! But that’s only if you have a captain. Only if you have me.” 

Zephyr  cleared  his  throat  uneasily  and  hoped  fervently  that he wasn’t blushing. “I follow the teachings of the Wu, Lady Vensk. I have no intention of waging war for riches. I am sorry, but I will have to turn down your offer.” 

“Take  some  time  to  consider  it,  at  least,”  Marie  replied, finishing the last few bites of her steak. “Or not. After all, if we all die at  Betrayer’s  Bay,  everything  we’ve  talked  about  here  would  be moot, wouldn’t it?” 

“I already said I—” Zephyr began. 

“You’d  protect  us  all.  Defeat  the  Unliving  Emperor  and  save the world,” the mercenary finished for him. “I heard you the first time, Zephyr. I’d like to believe you. In fact, I fervently hope you and your friends get us all through this. But you’ll have to excuse me for not falling to my knees and proclaiming you our destined savior.” 

“I would never ask anyone to do that!” Zephyr said, aghast at the very notion. 

“Of course you wouldn’t.” Marie stood. “And about that whole spiel regarding your lover? Here’s what I have to say about that.” 

“I... what I meant to say was...“ Zephyr stammered. 

“I don’t mind sharing.” The mercenary winked at him. “And I don’t  care  if  she  doesn’t  know.  Have  a  good  night,  Zephyr.  We  will speak again, sooner rather than later, hopefully.” 

Before  he  could  reply,  Marie  walked  away,  her  lithe  figure disappearing  into  the  mess  hall’s  ever-present  crowd  within moments. 

Chapter 25







After  another  morning  of  blazefire  conjuration  drills,  the  trio met  up  with  Rina  in  Blackstone  Keep’s  armory.  The  quartermaster was eager to show off the results of her collaboration with Vincent, and she hopped from foot to foot as the jeweler’s apprentice buckled his newest creations over Zephyr’s hands. 

“This is amazing work, Vincent,” Zephyr said, holding up his new gauntlets of sleek black steel, their surfaces laced with lines of crimson  and  cobalt  light.  Twinned  Tempest  and  Inferno  glyphs adorned the back of the fists. He unfurled a codex display. 



 Illumination & Fury

 Enchanted gauntlets +8

 Greater Inferno Amplification, Greater Tempest Amplification, Impact



“We  couldn’t  save  your  armor,  but  Taphir  managed  to  forge those  from  the  wreckage,”  Vincent  said.  “I  was  thinking  about  the Dragon Strike Techniques you told us about, and I thought that these would help make them even more powerful.” 

“The  Amplification  glyphs  double  the  effects  of  their respective  corresponding  magic,”  Rina  added.  “Vincent  said  your Lightning Infusion spell makes you faster, while your Inferno Infusion spell  increases  your  strength.  So  with  those,  you’ll  be  even  faster and stronger.” 

“You’ll hit harder too,” Vincent said. “I know you can already cut  through  drone  bodies  with  Lethal  Swiftness’s  Burning  Horizon Aspect,  but  these  will  still  come  in  handy  just  in  case  you  want  to punch some drones.” 

“He  should punch some drones,” Rina said, chuckling. “Your gauntlets bear intertwined Tempest and Inferno glyphs, which could very  well  be  the  first  of  their  kind!  Your  blows  will  carry  with  them Tempest  magic  to  shred  away  any  dark  magic  barriers  and  Inferno magic to burn and crush anything they hit.” 

“That will definitely come in handy,” Zephyr said. “Maybe we should just focus on fighting with weapons like these and not worry so much about trying to combine Tempest magic spells with Inferno magic spells.” 

“Maybe we should!” Rina put her arm through Vincent’s and drew  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  close.  “I  don’t  mind,  as  long  as Vincey’s here with me!” 

“Vincey?” Nella guffawed. “Didn’t Clarissa call you that too?” 

“Yeah,  well.  Now  it’s  my  turn!”  Rina  huffed,  tightening  her grasp on Vincent’s arm. He chuckled weakly, his face turning bright red. 

“What  about  me?”  Nella  asked.  “You  haven’t  forgotten  me, have you?” 

“Of course not.” Vincent picked up Nella’s bow and handed it to her. “Before you snap at me for touching your bow, you did say I was  free  to  take  it  out  from  our  mage  band  whenever  I  felt  like tinkering with it.” 

“I did,” Nella said, a curious smile spreading across her face as  she  noticed  a  crimson  glyph  woven  seamlessly  into  the  cobalt one  just  above  the  grip.  She  flipped  the  bow  over.  There  was  a similar pair of glyphs on the other side. 

 No,  not  similar,  Zephyr  realized  as  he  took  off  his  gauntlets and put them into his mage band.  They’re inverted. 

The ranger summoned a codex display and held her bow up. 



 Heartseeker’s Wrath

 Enchanted longbow +11

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Tempest Equivocation

 Inferno Equivocation

 Current Aspect: Burning Horizon



“The  Equivocation  glyph-pairs  we  added  means  that  when you  loose  a  lightning  arrow,  your  bow  will  infuse  it  with  enough Inferno ether to match its Tempest magic effects,” Vincent explained. 

“The reverse is true too, although right now, your fiery arrows aren’t nearly as powerful as your lightning ones.” 

“It does draw upon your personal ether reserves to make up for  the  shortfall,  though,”  Rina  warned.  “So  be  careful  with  this enchantment if you’re unable to channel Inferno or Tempest ether for any reason at all.” 

“That’s why you can render these glyphs dormant by pressing these  switches  here,”  Vincent  said,  pointing  to  the  raised  ridges beneath  the  paired  glyphs.  “You  can  press  the  switches  again  to reactivate the glyphs.” 

“This will come in handy,” Nella said. “Thanks, Vincent. You’re brilliant.” 

“Oh,  isn’t  he?”  Rina  cooed,  hugging  Vincent  and  ruffling  his hair. “Sometimes, he’s so smart I just want to gobble his brain up.” 

“Good choice,” Nella said. “That’s the largest part of him.” 

“Hey!”  Vincent  protested.  He  sighed  as  the  two  women tittered merrily, took out something that appeared to be a small pin of polished steel, and passed it to Zephyr. “Pin this somewhere to your robes, Zeph. It’s a minor Swiftness glyph. It’s not quite as potent as the  one  on  your  old  armor,  but  it’s  still  better  than  nothing.  Once  I figure out how to miniaturize full-powered glyphs though, things are going to be different.” 

“I’m  sure  you’ll  get  there,”  Zephyr  said,  pinning  the  glyph  to his collar. “I can’t wait to see what you’ll come up with.” 

“Me too.” Vincent beamed, then passed another pin to Nella. 

“Here, Nella. You get one too. If there’s anything I’ve learned in the fights we’ve had so far, you can never be too fast, which is why I’m adding a swiftness glyph to my own armor as well.” 

The  ranger  accepted  the  pin  gleefully.  “Great!  Now  maybe we’ll be able to keep up with Zeph,” she said. “Someone as big as he is shouldn’t be allowed to move so quickly.” 

“Alright, now that we’re all here, should we decide how we’re going to use our essence orbs?” Zephyr asked. 

Vincent and Nella nodded in unison. 

“I  think  we  should  just  focus  on  enhancing  our  overall mastery  of  Inferno  magic,”  Vincent  said.  “What  do  the  two  of  you think?” 

“I agree,” Zephyr said. “Nella?” 

“Yes, of course. We should have done this earlier,” the ranger said. “Then I would have learned more spells during that entire day I spent stuck with Gabriel.” 

Zephyr extended his will to the essence orbs and expended their  power  upon  the  trio’s  mastery  of  Inferno  magic.  His  codex display flickered. 



 Magic: Inferno (Mage)

 Progress to Master: 800/4,000 essence orbs

 +1,650% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +1,650% Inferno spell casting speed

 +1,650% Inferno spell learning rate

 +1,650% Inferno spell efficacy



“We  still  have  some  left,  don’t  we?”  Vincent  asked.  “Why don’t  we  just  fully  enhance  all  the  Inferno  spells  and  spell  variants we’ve learned so far? I don’t see any point in holding anything back at all.” 

“Neither do I,” Zephyr agreed. “Nella, you were the one who’s learned the most Inferno magic spells so far. Do you want to do the honors?” 

“Sure,”  the  ranger  said.  A  few  moments  later,  she  adjusted her codex display and angled it for Zephyr and Vincent to see. 

Nella had learned many spells from Gabriel in the single day she’d  spent  training  with  Gabriel,  Zephyr  realized,  as  he  swept  his gaze across the codex display. 

“Well  done,  Nella!”  Vincent  said.  “Looks  like  Master  Venn wasn’t  kidding  when  she  said  you  had  the  strongest  affinity  for Inferno  magic  among  the  three  of  us  after  all.  You  picked  all  these spells up faster than Zephyr did with our Tempest magic spells!” 

“Gabriel  is  a  good  teacher,”  Nella  admitted  grudgingly.  “He’s definitely  better  than  Gathras  at  explaining  the  casting  words  and mental  shapes.  To  be  fair  though,  Inferno  magic  spells  are  much simpler than Tempest magic ones.” 

“Don’t sell yourself short, Nella,” Zephyr said. “You did some excellent  work  here.  All  these  spells  will  definitely  come  in  handy when we attack Betrayer’s Bay.” 

“Enough,  the  two  of  you,”  the  ranger  replied,  faint  spots  of color  arising  on  her  cheeks.  “I  did  what  I  could.  Now,  let’s  take  a closer look at what we have.” 



 Fireball (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

 Conjure fire vortexes (large, 20 feet radius, 30 feet range) or Create explosive sphere (large, 40 feet range)



 Disintegrating Ray (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

 Conjure  Burning  Eyebite  or  Create  disintegrating  beam  (60

 feet range)

 

 Flame Wave (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

 Burning  Incarnation  of  up  to  4  large  fire  beast  constructs  or Project screen of fire (20 feet tall, 30 feet range)



 Scorching Barrier (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

 Conjure  burning  armor  across  beast  constructs  or  Conjure burning armor across self



 Nella’s spell variants usually revolve around incapacitating or immobilizing  her  enemies  or  empowering  her  beast  constructs, Zephyr thought.  Whereas most of mine improve my ability to fight up close, be it for Tempest magic or Inferno magic. 

“Rina,  here.”  Vincent  blinked,  and  the  codex  display  glowed briefly with blue light. “You should be able to see what we’re looking at now.” 

The  quartermaster  whistled  with  amazement  as  she  ran  her eyes across the words of the codex display and pointed at one of the lines. 

“Meteor Rebuke is Nella’s Inferno Aspect, isn’t it?” she asked. 

“So the spell variants here are hers?” 

“That’s right.” Vincent waved his hand, causing another codex display to appear. “I’ve listed the other spells she’s learned here, but underneath my Inferno Aspect.” 



 Comet Barrage (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault

 Imbue  Flame  Hammer  with  Projection  (40  feet  range,  up  to 10  projectiles)  or  Create  fiery  spheres  that  track  targets  (40  feet range, up to 10 projectiles, up to 3 targets tracked)

 

 Bright Armament (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault

 Conjure  up  to  6  burning  weapons  or  armor  of  major complexity  or  Imbue  up  to  6  weapons  or  armor  with  major  Inferno magic



 Meltdown (Mage)

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault

 Destroy a single enchanted object on touch and replicate up to  3  of  its  enchantments  on  subsequent  conjured  or  imbued armaments or Create column of intense heat (15 feet radius, 20 feet height, 30 feet range)



 Vincent’s  spell  variants  have  to  do  mostly  with  his background  as  a  smith  and  artisan.  Zephyr  nodded  to  himself.  He blinked in surprise as Nella poked him in the side. 

“Hey, Zeph,” the ranger said. “Rina’s been talking to you for the last little bit.” 

“Oh.”  Zephyr  turned  to  the  quartermaster  and  scratched  the back of his head sheepishly. “Sorry. I was lost in thought, and I didn’t catch what you were saying, Rina.” 

“Yeah,  you  definitely  weren’t  all  there  just  now,”  the quartermaster replied, chuckling. “I was just asking about who calls the shots in battle just now, and both of your friends pointed to you.” 

“Zeph’s  really  good  at  thinking  on  his  feet  and  figuring  out exactly what we need to do,” Vincent said. “If it weren’t for him, we would have died inside a Dark Labyrinth a long time ago.” 

“He’s as good at leading as a senior ranger,” Nella agreed. “If he lived at the Blight Boundary, Druidess Filna would have made him one by now already.” 

“Vincent  and  Nella  are  as  brave  and  as  resourceful  as anyone I’ve ever known,” Zephyr said. “It’s been an honor to fight by their side.” 

“Which brings me neatly to my next point, actually,” Rina said. 

“You work well with your friends, yes, but have you fought alongside anyone else?” 

“Gabriel was with us when we fought our way to the twilight fiend,” Vincent pointed out. “And we did help everyone out during the attack on Blackstone Keep.” 

“I think I know what Rina’s trying to get at,” Zephyr said. “It’s about  us  attacking  the  plants  within  the  Fennean  Empire.  We’ll  be bringing  nearly  two  hundred  people  with  us,  and  no,  I  have  no experience in leading such a group. To be perfectly honest, I find the entire prospect a little daunting.” 

“As you should,” Rina said. “Leadership is no easy task, and commanding  an  army,  even  a  small  one,  can  be  very  challenging, especially against foes as formidable as drones and Slave-Masters.” 

“We’ll  manage.”  Nella  grinned  and  cracked  her  knuckles.  “I have a feeling everyone we bring along except for Sahhto is simply there to keep the drones off our backs while we level the place to the ground.” 

“Even  that  requires  teamwork  and  coordination,  Nella,” 

Vincent said, frowning. “Yeah. I think I can see what might go wrong now. Zeph’s not a soldier, much less a general. Maybe Mister Sahhto can help us out with that, then? He’s so old and wise, right?” 

“I don’t know about that, Vincent,” Zephyr said. “Yes, it’s true that Sahhto’s very wise, but after talking to him about his past, I don’t think he has a lot of experience in commanding an army.” 

“Sahhtoriakialis Thringax Illithal the Illuminated has no history of leading warriors into battle,” Rina said, pulling out a leather-bound tome  from  her  mage  band.  The  words   Castor  Aeristan’s Compendium of Draconic Personages ran across its cover in golden letters. “He was once renowned for his scholarship on geology and botany and his numerous philosophical treatises, but the latest one

was  published  nearly  three  centuries  ago.  That  was  also  the  last anyone heard of him, except for the fishing village he claims as his neighbors.  He  is  a  thinker  and  an  academic,  not  a  warlord,  unless he’s  taken  up  military  studies  over  the  last  three  hundred  years  or so, which I doubt.” 

“Huh. So Sahhto’s more of a bookworm than a fighter.” Nella sighed. “I should have guessed as much when he said he’s a dragon archmage.  Speaking  of  archmages,  what  about  Brass?  She’s  your leader, right, Rina? And isn’t she also a famous general?” 

“We can’t bring her along when we attack the plants, Nella,” 

Vincent  said.  “She’ll  be  leading  the  main  army  against  the  Empire, remember?” 

“That’s  true.”  Nella’s  frown  deepened.  “Maybe  I  can  get Druidess Filna to help? I can go to her right now and see if she can spare us a few senior rangers.” 

“How many people does a senior ranger usually lead?” Rina asked, putting her tome back into her mage band. 

“About  a  dozen  at  most,”  Nella  replied,  before  shaking  her head. “Yeah, silly me. I compared Zeph to them, and Zeph already said  he’s  not  confident  about  leading  two  hundred  people,  so  a senior ranger wouldn’t do that much better.” 

“Marie  Vensk,”  Zephyr  said,  drawing  curious  looks  from  his friends.  “We’ll  need  to  bring  her  when  we  attack  the  plants.  She knows how to command a formation of troops, which is what we will be when we’re working alongside so many other people.” 

“That’s a good idea. Vice-Captain Marie Vensk of the Vigilant Blades is not a particularly formidable warrior, and she doesn’t know enough spells to actually be considered a mage. However, she has worked for the Phoenix Knights for nearly a decade already, and she is  an  experienced  field  commander  with  a  solid  track  record,”  Rina agreed. “She has sergeants and lieutenants here to keep the Vigilant Blades  in  line,  and  Archmage  Brass  has  overall  command  of  the expeditionary  force  against  the  Fennean  Empire  anyway,  so  the main army can definitely spare her.” 

“That’s  the  strange  woman  who  was  staring  at  you,  right?” 

Nella  asked.  “Yeah,  I  don’t  like  her.  She  puts  me  off,  for  some reason.” 

“If  she’s  been  working  for  the  Phoenix  Knights  for  so  long, there’s no reason why we can’t trust her,” Vincent said. “In any case, we can revisit this whole discussion after Betrayer’s Bay.” 

Chapter 26









Avora’s last visit to Betrayer’s Bay was a long time ago, and his sketches of the place were drawn from memories marred by the passage of decades. Still, Zephyr reasoned, there was no reason to believe that too much had changed. Structures and buildings of the scale and size the Grand Sage had described in the planning room weren’t  altered  or  moved  on  a  whim,  and  the  paved  streets connecting  the  docks  to  the  rest  of  the  port  settlement  before heading out inland had fed the heart of the Empire for centuries. 

Zephyr  was  sure  that  he  wasn’t  the  only  one  troubled  by Avora’s  journey  of  Betrayer’s  Bay.  After  all,  what  could  have transpired  for  the  Grand  Sage  to  travel  to  a  part  of  the  Fennean Empire  known  to  cater  to  the  worst  of  humankind?  Avora’s  vague tale  about  hunting  slavers  didn’t  seem  particularly  convincing.  How did he escape Betrayer’s Bay, if he weren’t also a slaver or corsair engaged in commerce with the Slave-Masters? Lastly, was it wise to launch  a  full-scale  assault  on  a  place  of  which  only  Avora  had knowledge? 

Nella  shared  his  doubts,  having  voiced  her  disdain  for  and distrust  of  Avora  on  more  than  one  occasion.  Vincent  felt  similarly too, though he was more than a little overawed by the Grand Sage’s undoubtedly  deserved  reputation.  Sahhto  didn’t  entirely  trust  Avora either,  though  the  dragon  had  readily  admitted  his  perspective  was prejudiced  by  his  scorn  for  the  Grand  Sage’s  ancestor.  And  then there was Archmage Brass, the grand orchestrator of this offensive against the Empire. Surely someone as wise in the ways of war as her  couldn’t  be  blind  to  all  the  troubling  uncertainties  surrounding Avora’s idea? 

It  was  fear,  Zephyr  realized,  that  fueled  this  attack  on Betrayer’s  Bay.  Archmage  Brass  and  the  Phoenix  Knights  feared that  they  would  lose  this  war  against  the  Empire.  Sahhto  feared falling victim once more to Slave-Masters’ Tyrant magic. Everyone—

including  the  trio—at  Blackstone  Keep  feared  missing  out  on  an opportunity  to  bring  the  fight  to  the  Unliving  Emperor  and  end  his regime  once  and  for  all.  It  was  fear  that  blunted  their  doubts  and silenced the questions that surely yearned to spill from their lips. 

All these thoughts raced through Zephyr’s mind as he soared through  the  heavens  upon  his  Wind  Walk  spell.  Vincent  and  Nella traveled  beside  him,  wreathed  in  the  Tempest  magic  of  their  own spells. The trio carried a host of Phoenix Knights and a small group of  Vigilant  Blades  in  their  wake.  Sahhto  came  along  too,  borne  on the  energies  of  Vincent’s  Wind  Walk  spell.  Conveniently—and troublingly—enough,  Avora  hadn’t  recovered  from  his  wounds  yet, so he wouldn’t be participating in this attack. 

 No. I can’t think about that right now.  Zephyr clenched his jaw and  steeled  his  resolve.  The  strike  force  would  arrive  at  its destination imminently, where they would then proceed to unleash as much  havoc  and  ruin  as  possible.  The  plan  was  simple:  with  the trio’s assistance, the Phoenix Knights and Sahhto would lay waste to Betrayer’s Bay. The dozen Vigilant Blades accompanying the strike force  had  been  tasked  with  capturing  as  many  Slave-Masters  as possible for interrogation. Once Betrayer’s Bay was a smoking hole in the ground, the trio would traverse the inland roads to locate the closest drone processing plants. 

His  Wind  Walk  spell  ran  its  course,  depositing  him  and seventy  Phoenix  Knights  and  Vigilant  Blades  upon  a  gigantic  alien building  that  reached  nearly  four  hundred  feet  into  the  heavens.  A column of cobalt light landed upon the roof of another similar building opposite Zephyr’s and broke apart into a shower of sparks, revealing Nella and those she’d brought. Vincent’s group arrived next upon yet another  building,  and  Sahhto  immediately  took  to  the  grayish, smoke-wreathed skies, resplendent in his draconic aspect. 

They’d arrived in Betrayer’s Bay. From his perch high in the sky,  Zephyr  quickly  saw  that  it  was  a  sweeping  coastal  settlement, spanning  dozens  of  miles  in  breadth  and  length.  Alien  gigantic buildings  like  the  one  he  was  standing  upon  dominated  its  skyline. 

Right beneath him, broad streets swarmed with the metallic motion of  countless  drones.  Smaller  buildings  of  wood  and  brick  lined  the frothing, wind-swept coast. 

 Taverns,  inns,  residences,  and  the  like,  Zephyr  thought, adjusting  his  grip  on  Lethal  Swiftness.  That  must  be  where  the visiting  slavers  stay,  while  the  building  I’m  standing  on  can  only  be one of the places where the drones bring their human captives. 

Archmage  Brass  strode  to  his  side,  a  massive  two-handed battleaxe in her hands. She nodded approvingly to him, then raised her weapon high. The doubled blades of her axe burst into dancing flames. 

“Immolation!”  Archmage  Brass  roared,  her  magically empowered  voice  thundering  across  the  skies.  Fiery  wings  roared into existence across her shoulders, and she hurled herself off the lip of the building, her mighty frame turning into a blazing comet as she descended  upon  the  drones  below.  The  Phoenix  Knights accompanying  Zephyr  rushed  past  him,  echoing  their  leader’s battlecry,  and  dived  after  her,  their  shoulders  adorned  by  wings  of flame as well. 

More  Phoenix  Knights  did  the  same  from  the  top  of  Nella’s building,  while  the  ones  accompanying  Vincent  took  flight  instead toward the coastal buildings. Sahhto headed in that direction as well, tongues of fire trailing from his open maw. Several forms clad in the leather armor of the Vigilant Blades were astride the dragon’s back. 

Vincent flew alongside them, his Storm Hammer in one hand and his Flame Hammer in the other. 

Strange, blaring horns blasted their inhuman bellows into the skies  as  the  Phoenix  Knights  began  laying  waste  to  every  drone within  the  reach  of  their  spells.  The  alien  cacophony  scratched  at Zephyr’s nerves and set the pit of his stomach churning with a deep

sense of uneasiness, but he recognized it as the discordant chorus of alarms across Betrayer’s Bay. The Slave-Masters had registered the  fact  that  they  were  under  attack,  and  they  would  respond imminently. 

 I’ve got to move!  he thought, infusing his internal energy with Tempest  and  Inferno  ether  and  wreathing  his  body  in  the  Soaring Breeze spell, before stepping off the edge of the building and joining the Phoenix Knights in their descent upon the drones. 

Zephyr  flashed  past  the  Phoenix  Knights  and  Archmage Brass,  moving  so  swiftly  that  the  air  crackled  and  boomed  in  his wake. A sea of drones with bulbous torsos and swarming tendrils in place of legs filled his vision, each of them trailed by a wheeled cart laden with naked, vacant-eyed human forms. 

 Slaves,  brought  in  from  all  across  the  world!   Zephyr  roared with  indignant  anger  as  he  landed  upon  a  drone  and  slammed  his Fury  gauntlet  upon  its  smooth,  shell-like  back.  The  creature’s  body caved  in  beneath  the  tremendous  impact  of  Zephyr’s  blow,  before melting  from  the  intense  heat  that  radiated  from  his  gauntlet.  The casting  words  of  Lightning  Step  fell  from  his  lips,  and  the  spell flashed him across to another drone ten feet away. Lethal Swiftness bisected it down its length. Zephyr spun in mid-air and thundered his Fury gauntlet against the side of the closest drone within his reach, blasting a molten hole through its grotesque body. 

Archmage  Brass  caught  up  to  him,  then.  Her  fiery  axe descended upon a drone, turning it into a pile of melted iron. Brass raised  her  left  hand  and  angled  it  down  the  length  of  the  street. 

Fireballs poured from her open palm and beams of heat lanced from her fingertips, scything down dozens of drones in the blink of an eye. 

The rest of the Phoenix Knights followed up a heartbeat later, filling the street with gouts of flame and arcs of fire. Within moments, the entire street was clear. 

Zephyr  turned  his  gaze  toward  where  Nella  and  her contingent  of  Phoenix  Knights  had  descended  and  saw  that  they’d cleared their street of the strange, mollusk-like drones as well. The

ranger was astride her sky-wyrm, and her eyes blazed with lightning and  flames  alike.  She  noticed  Zephyr’s  regard  and  gave  him  a thumbs-up. 

Zephyr  responded  with  a  similar  gesture  and  turned  to Archmage  Brass  as  she  bellowed  orders  to  her  Phoenix  Knights. 

Groups  of  crimson-robed  mages  landed  atop  the  carts  holding  the captives  and  swept  globes  of  white  light  across  their  emaciated bodies.  The  tormented  wretches  disappeared  into  the  spatial enchantment—one  tailored  to  safely  hold  human  beings  in  stasis—

bound within the globes. 

Vincent  had  suggested  using  these  globes  to  bring  even more  troops,  only  to  dismiss  the  notion  after  examining  the  glyphs upon  their  surfaces  more  closely  and  realizing  that  any  soul  held within  this  specific  spatial  enchantment  would  be  comatose  for  at least a day upon reemerging. 

“Avora  says  they  can  still  be  saved  at  this  stage,”  Brass murmured, mostly to herself. “Balls of Fire, if we accomplish nothing else, let’s at least get these poor souls safely back home.” 

Zephyr  nodded  grimly.  According  to  the  Grand  Sage,  the captives would undergo the first stage of being turned into a drone within  the  buildings  the  trio  had  initially  landed  upon.  Once  that occurred,  they  would  become  quivering  piles  of  nerve-rich  flesh, good for little more than implantation within a drone’s metallic husk. 

“Stay sharp, Zephyr,” Brass commanded, raising her axe high once more. “That was the easy part. The real fun starts now.” 

“Yes,  ma’am,”  Zephyr  replied  as  vast  panels  upon  the  sides of  the  building  slid  open  and  war  drones  began  to  emerge  in swarming  tendrils.  He  returned  Lethal  Swiftness  to  his  mage  band, freeing both of his hands. “I’m ready.” 

“You know what you’re supposed to do,” Brass said. “Get to it!” 

A swift Lightning Step spell brought him into the midst of the massing  war  drones,  where  he  punched  one  in  the  head  with  his Illumination  gauntlet.  The  creature  reared  back,  but  Zephyr  wasn’t

done  yet.  A  Thunder  Clap  spell  radiated  from  the  point  of  impact, washing  the  horde  of  war  drones  in  crackling  sparks  that  stripped them of their dark magic barriers. 

Spinning  in  midair,  Zephyr  executed  five  Dragon  Tail  Sweep Techniques in rapid succession. His swirling kicks sent arcs of flame scything  through  the  war  drones,  reducing  every  creature  that  had emerged from the building into shorn, melted chunks. 

Thrusting  both  palms  high,  Zephyr  unleashed  Double Dragons  Arising  next,  sending  a  column  of  irresistibly  hot  flames crashing  against  the  side  of  the  building,  reducing  its  surface  to dribbling molten stone and metal. Zephyr repeated the Dragon Strike Technique  once  more  as  he  burned  his  way  into  and  through  the depths  of  the  building.  Then  he  did  it  again,  trusting  in  the  flames pouring from his palms to melt and burn everything in his path. Then again. He burst through floor after floor, turning stone and metal alike to slag. Explosions unfolded in his wake. 

A man in a green robe confronted him as he burned his way into a chamber filled with churning machinery and hissing pipes. He was  bald,  and  his  sweat-streaked  face  was  adorned  with  strange tattoos.  The  sickly  green  glow  of  Tyrant  magic  that  filled  his  eyes revealed his identity: a Slave-Master, the first Zephyr had met face-to-face. 

Strange whispers immediately began scratching at the edges of  Zephyr’s  mind,  but  his  blazefire  conjuration  persevered,  holding the Slave-Master’s spells at bay, at least for now. Zephyr didn’t give the evil mage anymore time to work his vile craft. He struck out again with  another  Double  Dragons  Arising  and  tore  into  the  chamber’s ceiling,  a  column  of  flames  swirling  around  his  body.  Out  of  the corner of his eye, he saw a huge piece of half-melted debris tumble from  the  ceiling  and  land  upon  the  Slave-Master.  The  eerie  words clawing at his consciousness disappeared immediately. 

And  then  he  was  ascending  once  more,  tearing  through  the building.  Another  Double  Dragons  Arising  brought  him  out  into  the open  air,  and  Zephyr  swiftly  realized  that  he’d  emerged  from  the

building not too far from where his Wind Walk spell had first placed him. 

Inhaling sharply, Zephyr pulled Inferno ether from the tortured heavens  above  Betrayer’s  Bay.  Elemental  ether,  both  Inferno  and Tempest,  was  far  sparser  and  thinner  here  than  it  had  been  at Blackstone Keep, but Zephyr was still able to channel enough of it to refill his personal reserves. 

He cast Brighten Soul next. Blazing heat ran across his limbs. 

Flames  danced  at  the  edges  of  his  vision.  His  next  Dragon  Strike Technique  would  be  significantly  empowered,  and  he  had  just  the right one in mind as he looked down at the building he’d just burned a tunnel through. 

Zephyr  spread  his  arms  and  looked  to  the  motions  of  the Dragon  Annihilation  Descent.  His  left  palm  flashed  downward.  A cyclone  of  superheated  air  descended  upon  the  building,  melting stone  and  metal  in  a  swirling  pattern.  Zephyr  fed  more  elementally infused internal energy into the Dragon Strike Technique, magnifying the  blazing  whirlwind  so  that  it  enveloped  the  entirety  of  the  vast structure. 

The building shuddered and began to  melt, like wax before a blazing conflagration. Zephyr roared and thrust his right palm down next,  beginning  the  second  phase  of  the  Dragon  Annihilation Descent  technique.  A  pillar  of  white-hot  flames  crashed  upon  the building,  pulling  Zephyr  along  in  its  descent.  Already  weakened  by the  blazing  winds  pouring  from  Zephyr’s  left  palm,  the  entire structure burst apart beneath the annihilating conflagration that tore through its length. 

The air shrieked and howled in Zephyr’s ears as he plunged through the disintegrating building. Nothing escaped the wrath of his Dragon Annihilation Descent, not stone, not metal, and definitely no Slave-Masters or drones still within the structure. The Dragon Strike Technique  vaporized  everything  in  its  path,  and  when  its  fury  was spent,  Zephyr  found  himself  hovering  ten  feet  above  a  vast  molten pit, facing a crowd of bewildered Phoenix Knights. 

“Well done, Zephyr,” Brass congratulated him. She strode to the forefront of her subordinates and gestured with her thumb over her  shoulder.  Zephyr  looked  over  to  where  she  pointed.  Nella  was still  mounted  on  her  sky-wyrm,  with  Gabriel  balanced  precariously further  down  on  the  lightning  beast’s  sinuous  body.  She  had demolished the building she’d landed upon as well. 

“I  think  she  was  a  tad  faster  than  you,”  Brass  said.  “Still, couldn’t you have saved some for us? I didn’t exactly bring my mob here for a picnic, you know?” 

Zephyr  pointed  to  the  building  Vincent  had  landed  upon. 

Phoenix  Knights  from  both  Zephyr’s  and  Nella’s  contingent  had destroyed the mollusk-like drones clustered in the streets before its vast  gates  of  riveted  iron  and  rescued  the  captives  there,  but  the mages  were  now  struggling  against  the  war  drones  and  archer drones that had emerged. 

“Plenty left, ma’am,” he said. 

“Indeed,” Brass replied, flaring her burning wings and soaring up into the air once more. The Phoenix Knights around her formed up behind their leader in a hovering column. The archmage looked at Zephyr. “Kick things off, young man.” 

Zephyr  nodded  and  cast  Lightning  Step  once  more, rematerializing  in  front  of  the  Phoenix  Knights  beleaguered  by  the drones of the third and last remaining building. He thrust both palms forward and cast a Cosmos Invocation spell, bringing into existence a  massive  beam  of  crackling  cobalt-hued  lightning  which  he  then swept  across  the  horde  of  scuttling  drones.  The  powerful  Tempest magic  spell  peeled  wreaths  of  shadow  from  their  bodies  and  even felled a dozen or so of them. Lightning arrows flashed overhead to land  in  the  midst  of  the  metallic  creatures,  before  detonating  in showers of sparks that tore away their dark magic barriers. 

Zephyr  looked  up  and  saw  Nella’s  lightning  beast  directly over his head. She scythed waves of fiery arrows out next. Beams of heat and fireballs poured from Gabriel’s hands as well, and the two of them laid waste to the entire front rank of drones. 

Before  Zephyr  could  do  anything  else,  Archmage  Brass swept  past  him  and  thrust  her  axe  out.  Flames  poured  from  the massive weapon in waves twice as tall as Zephyr. 

The  Phoenix  Knights  behind  her  stepped  up  and  added  the might  of  their  own  Inferno  magic  spells  to  the  fray  as  well.  Their combined efforts coalesced into a vast wall of flame that swept over the  drones  and  turned  them  into  glowing  puddles  or  misshapen, melted heaps, before crashing against the front of the building. Iron sagged, and stone bubbled. The colossal structure shuddered. 

“Immolation!”  Brass  roared  once  more.  The  flames  pouring from her axe quadrupled in volume and intensity as she poured more Inferno ether into her spell. 

The  Phoenix  Knights  heightened  their  spells  as  well,  their faces contorted with effort. The wall of fire washing over the front of the  building  grew  yet  further  in  height  and  width.  The  vile,  alien structure held out for several moments more, before its entire lower section  vaporized  beneath  the  fury  of  the  Phoenix  Knights,  leaving its  higher  stories  suddenly  aloft  on  nothing  but  fumes  and  roaring flames. 

And  then  it  began  to  fall,  its  vast  length  tilting  forward  upon the gathered mages. Zephyr raised his hands and cast Blazing Sigil. 

A  complex  glyph  of  crimson-orange  light  flashed  into  existence  ten feet above his head, radiating waves of Inferno ether. Enhanced with essence  orbs  to  Mage  level,  the  effects  of  Zephyr’s  Blazing  Sigil encapsulated  every  Phoenix  Knight  present,  tremendously empowering their Inferno magic spells. 

“Thanks, young man. That’s a pretty handy spell variant you have there.” Brass nodded in his direction. She let go of her axe with one hand, made a few gestures in the air, and uttered a short series of  casting  words.  Her  eyes  blazed  with  crimson  light,  and  Zephyr knew  that  she’d  cast  Brighten  Soul.  He  glanced  swiftly  at  the Phoenix Knights around him and saw that they’d all done the same. 

Zephyr looked up. Nella had returned her bow to her mage band and

raised  her  hands  as  well.  She  wore  a  savage  snarl  on  her  face  as she cast Brighten Soul. 

“Immolation!”  Brass  cried  a  third  time,  and  a  hundred  and forty Phoenix Knights hurled fire and ruin skyward, in defiance of the building that was now toppling over onto them. Casting Project Heat, Disintegrating  Ray,  and  Meltdown  simultaneously,  Zephyr  found himself roaring alongside the Phoenix Knights as he added his spells to their efforts. It was a difficult feat, one that he barely managed, but also  one  he  was  sure  he  could  replicate,  having  already accomplished it once. 

Flames,  white-hot  and  defying  all  comprehension,  slammed against  thousands  of  tons  of  falling  stone  and  metal.  The  heavens roiled,  writhed,  and  shrieked,  filled  with  the  flames  of  the  Phoenix Knights. 

The  toppling  building  washed  away  into  vapor  beneath  their collective fury, leaving nothing but scorched air in the skies. 

Chapter 27







The  battle  along  the  coast  was  over,  swiftly  and  decisively won by Vincent, Sahhto, and the third contingent of Phoenix Knights in  the  strike  force.  Zephyr  found  Vincent  beside  one  of  many charred,  crumbling  piers.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  still  had  his elemental  hammers  in  his  hands,  and  he  was  glaring  grimly  at  a large  group  of  men  and  women  on  their  knees  before  him,  their wrists and ankles bound by chains of cobalt light. 

“Corsairs  and  slavers,  from  all  across  the  world,”  Vincent explained  as  Zephyr  landed  by  his  side.  “These…   criminals  sold people  to  the  Slave-Masters,  fully  aware  of  what  would  happen  to their captives. How could they…? Why? I… I can’t…” 

A sob of rage choked out the rest of Vincent’s words. Zephyr put a comforting hand on his shoulder and took a closer look at the captured slavers. They were a motley collection, clad in bedraggled seafaring  attire  from  many  different  nations.  He  recognized  more than  a  few  of  his  own  countrymen  and  countrywomen  from Vlandusk, and he spotted several dozen corsairs with the distinctive high  brows  and  round  noses  so  typical  of  travelers  faring  from  the Wei  Theocracy.  Many  carried  the  dusky  complexion  commonplace among the citizens of the various southeastern city states. 

Despite  himself,  Zephyr  felt  anger  well  within  the  pit  of  his stomach  as  he  studied  the  slavers.  The  way  of  the  Wu  espoused mercy  above  all  else,  but  right  now,  standing  in  front  of  the  worst humanity had to offer, he wondered if there were some crimes that simply brooked no forgiveness, some deeds for which no redemption were  possible.  Zephyr  chanted  a  calming  mantra  under  his  breath, but  the  words,  taught  to  him  so  long  ago  by  Master  Sora,  rang emptily  and  hollowly  before  the  abyss  of  disgust  and  rage  that threatened to swallow him. 

Nella  and  Gabriel  landed  beside  him  then.  Her  sky-wyrm dissipated  into  nothingness,  depositing  its  riders  upon  the  ground. 

The  ranger  didn’t  say  anything.  She  simply  retrieved  her  axe  from her mage band and stalked over to the closest slaver, a middle-aged woman wearing a garish headscarf and sporting a grotesque array of golden  rings  in  her  nose,  earlobes,  and  lips.  The  slaver  flinched  at the sight. 

“Wait.  What  are  you...  no!  I’ve  already  surrendered!”  she cried. “Please, don’t—” 

Nella buried her axe in the woman’s skull, tore it loose from the  slaver’s  spasming  corpse,  then  sank  the  enchanted  weapon’s blade  into  the  neck  of  another  corsair,  a  man  with  a  dark,  bristling mustache.  She  kicked  the  slaver  off  her  axe  as  he  gasped  and choked  on  his  own  blood,  before  caving  in  the  top  of  another woman’s skull with a sharp, chopping blow. 

Before  Zephyr  could  react,  the  ranger  raised  her  axe  and sent  a  Storm  Invocation  washing  across  the  captured  slavers, turning an entire swath of them into twitching, spark-riddled corpses. 

Shrieks of horror and pleas for mercy arose from the survivors, but Nella rounded upon them, her axe now blazing with ribbons of flame. 

“Nella,  no!”  Zephyr  finally  managed  to  eke  out  a  strangled shout and take a step forward, but he doubted he had the resolve to stop  her  from  massacring  the  slavers.  The  very  notion  of  killing helpless  captives  would  normally  disgust  him  to  no  end,  but disturbingly enough, he simply couldn’t find it within himself to care very much if Nella continued her carnage. 

The  flames  wreathing  Nella’s  axe  streamed  away  from  the weapon,  before  coalescing  into  a  compact  fiery  sphere  above Gabriel’s  palm.  She  rounded  angrily  on  the  Phoenix  Knight  as  he unraveled her Fireball spell, letting it dissipate into wisps of crimson-orange light. 

“What  are  you—”  the  ranger  began  to  say,  before  Gabriel walked  up  to  her  and  slapped  her  sharply  across  the  face.  Vincent

gasped in horror at the sight, seemingly more appalled at Gabriel’s behavior than Nella’s butchery. 

Zephyr  rushed  up  to  Nella  and  caught  her  by  the  wrists before  she  could  turn  her  weapon  on  the  Phoenix  Knight.  At  the same time, he cast a confused, pleading look at Gabriel, wordlessly begging for an explanation from him. 

“We still have a use for them,” Gabriel said curtly. He shook his  head,  as  if  disappointed  in  Nella’s  actions.  “You  rise  well  to  the demands  of  Inferno  magic,  Nella,  but  you  allowed  it  to  seize  your heart and direct your actions just now. You can let your passions run hot, but you’ve got to keep a cool head, no matter what. We spoke of this  before,  and  it  looks  like  the  lesson  didn’t  take.  That’s  fine.  You are here to learn, and I’m here to teach you. We have a lot of work ahead of us.” 

“If you think I’m ever going to listen to anything you have to say, you’re—“ Nella raged, only for her words to die in her mouth as Sahhto’s vast shadow fell over them. 

“What’s  going  on  here?”  the  dragon  asked  mildly  as  shrieks of horror arose anew from the captured slavers. 

Archmage Brass arrived as well, before Zephyr could explain. 

Understanding filled her eyes as she swept her gaze across the slain captives, Zephyr’s restraining grasp on Nella, and Vincent’s sickened expression. She sighed and shook her head. 

“The  three  of  you  need  to  get  ready  to  leave,”  Brass  said. 

“We  can  finish  up  here  while  you  locate  the  nearest  processing plants. I know you have much to think about and a lot to say, but that will have to wait for later.” 

“Yes,  ma’am,”  Zephyr  replied,  releasing  Nella’s  wrists  and putting  a  hand  beneath  her  elbow  instead.  “Let’s  go,  Nella.  Come on.” 

The  ranger  glared  at  him,  unshed  tears  glinting  in  her  eyes, but  she  nodded  and  stalked  away,  refusing  to  look  at  Gabriel.  The Phoenix  Knight  was  completely  unperturbed.  He  gave  a  thumbs-up gesture to Zephyr and Vincent as they walked past him. 

“Good  luck,  and  be  quick  about  it,”  Gabriel  said.  “We  can’t stay  here  too  long.  You  three  need  to  be  back  here  before reinforcements arrive. Otherwise, we won’t be leaving at all.” 

“We  will,  Gabriel,”  Zephyr  replied,  recalling  Avora’s description of the Phantasmal Field spell. If a Slave-Master managed to cast it over Betrayer’s Bay, none of the trio would be able to cast Wind Walk, which meant that the strike force would be trapped and eventually overwhelmed. 

Zephyr looked around as he and Vincent hurried after Nella. 

The docks had been utterly razed, every pier reduced to ashes, and every  ship  a  charred  husk,  the  last  of  which  was  finally  slipping beneath  the  greasy  waves.  Groups  of  Phoenix  Knights  marched  or flew  methodically  down  the  streets,  setting  buildings  of  wood  and brick  ablaze.  Zephyr  spotted  a  few  of  the  crimson-robed  mages leading  large  huddles  of  bedraggled,  emaciated  people  away  from the fires. 

 Those  are  captives  rescued  from  the  slavers’  ships,   he realized,  nodding  to  himself.  I’m  glad  we  saved  these  people,  at least. 

By  the  time  he  and  Vincent  caught  up  with  Nella,  they’d walked clear of coastal buildings. The ranger came to a halt before the ruined remains of the colossal structures of metal and stone she and Zephyr had demolished. 

“Hey, Nella?” Vincent ventured uncertainly. “Are you alright?” 

“Yes, I am,” she replied, looking over her shoulder at him. Her cheek  still  carried  a  tinge  of  redness  from  Gabriel’s  slap.  An uncharacteristic  expression  of  self-disgust  hung  over  her  features. 

“Gabriel’s  right.  I  lost  control  when  I  shouldn’t  have,  and  I  killed people, helpless people. I did something really bad, really evil… I—” 

“I  don’t  believe  Archmage  Brass  will  let  those  slavers  live after she’s questioned them,” Zephyr said quietly. “And for what it’s worth,  I  don’t  think  your  actions  were  evil.  Were  they  unwise  and rash?  Probably,  but  those  you  slew  committed  crimes  so  horrible  I

can barely even bring myself to contemplate them. You showed the slavers far more mercy than they ever did to their victims.” 

“See, Nella?” Vincent walked up to the ranger and patted her comfortingly  on  the  back.  “Even  Zeph  thinks  those  scumbags  got what they deserved, and he’s a follower of the Wu. You did the right thing!” 

Nella  smiled  ruefully.  She  reached  out  and  gave  Vincent’s hand a brief squeeze. 

“No.  No,  I  didn’t,”  she  said.  “But  thanks  anyway,  the  both  of you. What I did back there won’t happen again. Now, let’s get going. 

Avora said there are roads leading from Betrayer’s Bay to the plants, right? We’re going to just follow them?” 

“Yes,”  Zephyr  confirmed.  “We  split  up  when  they  begin  to branch  out  and  locate  as  many  plants  as  we  can.  Let’s  give ourselves  an  hour,  and  then  we  should  come  back  here  with  Wind Walk.  Stay  out  of  sight,  and  move  as  quickly  as  you  can.  If  you’re detected,  return  to  Betrayer’s  Bay  with  Wind  Walk  right  away  and start evacuating everyone to Blackstone Keep.” 

“Got it, Zeph.” Vincent cast Soaring Breeze and rose into the air. “One hour, then back here. No fighting.” 

“What  if  we  don’t  locate  any  plants?”  Nella  asked.  “I  know Brass and Avora discussed this possibility before, but now that we’re here,  what  if  that  happens?  Should  we  just  keep  flying  deeper  and deeper inland until we do, like Avora suggested?” 

Zephyr thought about that for a moment and shook his head. 

“No,” he said. “I disagreed with His Excellency back then, and I  still  disagree  with  him.  Stick  to  the  one  hour  limit.  If  we  don’t  find anything in that time, that simply means we’ve failed, but at least we managed  to  save  a  lot  of  people  today,  and  we’ve  temporarily stopped the Slave-Masters from getting new captives from the sea.” 

“Temporarily?” Vincent sighed. “I suppose so. If they can build those  structures  that  are  hundreds  of  feet  tall,  they’d  definitely  be able to rebuild Betrayer’s Bay very quickly. Also, I helped the Vigilant

Blades capture a Slave-Master just now. Maybe His Excellency can get some information out of him that would help us find more plants.” 

“We  can  worry  about  that  later.”  Nella  summoned  her  sky-wyrm and hopped upon its back. “Let’s go.” 

Zephyr  cast  Soaring  Breeze,  then  Wind  Sheath,  conjuring  a shroud  of  Tempest  ether  around  his  body  that  bent  the  light  and turned  him  invisible.  Vincent  and  Nella  followed  suit,  and  the  trio began their journey inland to the Fennean Empire. 

Chapter 28







Past  the  outskirts  of  Betrayer’s  Bay,  harsh,  patchy  green-brown scrubland filled Zephyr’s vision from horizon to horizon, save for  the  nearly  quarter-mile  wide,  uncannily  level  road  that  led  from the  coastal  settlement  and  into  the  heart  of  the  Unliving  Empire’s domain. 

The road wasn’t a dirt one. Nor was it made up of gravel or stone  paving.  As  far  as  Zephyr  could  surmise,  some  form  of sulfurous  tar  had  been  poured  over  it  and  then  left  to  cool  and harden, resulting in a surface that was even and easy to walk upon. 

The  strange  mollusk-like  drones  had  been  responsible  for transporting  captives  from  the  ships  to  the  vast  buildings  of  stone and metal. Zephyr wondered if other kinds of drones, perhaps ones resembling  gigantic  wagons  or  carts,  undertook  the  delivery  of processed captives to the plants further inland. He shuddered at the horrific mental image he’d conjured for himself. 

“The  road  branches  off  right  ahead,  Zeph,”  Vincent whispered. “What should we do?” 

“I’ll  take  the  left  fork.  You  and  Nella  take  the  right.  Split  up again if you reach another branch,” Zephyr replied. Shrouded in their own  Wind  Sheaths,  his  friends  were  as  invisible  as  him,  but  their hushed assents washed over his ears, and he soon  felt, rather than saw or heard them leave, taking the right fork. 

Zephyr  went  down  the  left,  like  he’d  said  he  would,  feeding more  Tempest  ether  to  his  Soaring  Breeze  spell  to  accelerate  his flight. The Fennean Empire’s scrubland soon began to flash by the corners of his vision as he followed the road, staying around fifty feet above its surface, well beyond the reach and senses of any ground-based drones. So uniform was the terrain that Zephyr doubted he’d be able to navigate it if he left the tar road. 

It didn’t take long before he came across a convoy of drones on  their  way  inland,  presumably  to  a  plant.  They  had  large,  blocky bodies  and  wheels  instead  of  limbs,  as  Zephyr  had  speculated earlier. Chains thicker than the breadth of his torso connected their hindquarters  to  massive  wheeled  carts  laden  with  iron,  barrel-like containers. Zephyr gagged inwardly as he realized what the contents of the metallic barrels were. Thin columns of war drones flanked their larger,  wheeled  kin  as  the  convoy  trundled  down  the  road.  Neither hunter  nor  archer  drones  were  present.  As  he  watched,  a  barrel rumbled out of position atop a cart. A war drone extended its clawed appendages and pushed it back into place. 

 Looks like the Slave-Masters still don’t know about our attack on Betrayer’s Bay,  Zephyr thought.  But that’s going to change much sooner  than  we’d  like.  Still,  if  they’re  going  this  way,  I  must  be headed in the right direction. 

He flew above the drone convoy, overtaking them easily, and continued  down  the  road.  The  first  plant  soon  came  into  view. 

Avora’s  description  of  Betrayer’s  Bay  had  primed  and  tempered Zephyr’s expectations for what he’d encounter upon his arrival at the coastal settlement, but the Grand Sage had provided no information about the plants in which drones were created, save for affirmations that they did indeed exist. 

Zephyr  licked  his  lips,  finding  them  suddenly  dry,  as  he confirmed  Avora’s  claims  that  the  Empire’s  drones  truly  were produced  in  plants,  though  he  wondered  if  such  a  descriptor  was truly fitting for the vast, sweeping complex that dominated his view. 

Towering columns of iron, the least of them ten times taller than him, strove  to  the  tortured,  smoky  skies,  while  tendrils  of  eerie,  violet-hued  electricity  wove  an  intricate  net  of  unnatural  lightning  across their  tips.  Dozens  of  metallic  domes  larger  than  the  entire  Tempest School were spread across acres of hardened tar, the boundaries of which were lined with thick, unclimbable walls of iron. 

 We’re  supposed  to  destroy  those?  Zephyr  wondered,  his eyes widening in horrified awe. 

Motion, metallic and swarming, drew his gaze to the eastern corner  of  the  complex,  where  thousands  of  war  drones  and  archer drones  marched  through  a  gap  between  the  walls.  A  behemoth stood  in  their  midst,  the  green  crystal  across  its  face  sweeping  to and fro over the drones that swarmed over its feet. Zephyr spotted another  behemoth  at  the  other  end  of  the  complex,  facing  the opposite direction. 

 At  least  two  Slave-Masters  are  here,  and  there  might  be many  more  around,  just  not  inside  a  behemoth  drone.  Zephyr approached  the  closest  iron  wall  and  did  a  swift  circuit  around  the plant.  He  didn’t  spot  any  further  drones  beyond  those  marching eastward,  but  he  was  sure  that  if  he  attacked  now,  swarms  of  the metallic  creatures  would  come  pouring  out  from  one  or  the  other massive domes within the complex. 

But Zephyr wasn’t here to attack the plant, at least not now. 

He  ascended  higher  into  the  skies  and  spotted  where  the  road continued  past  the  northern  wall.  Zephyr  refreshed  his  Soaring Breeze spell and tried to note the sun’s position in the sky. He had just under half of the hour he’d allotted to the trio to locate the plants, and  now  that  he’d  found  one,  perhaps  he’d  come  across  another sooner rather than later. 

 No  harm  in  taking  a  look,  Zephyr  decided.  He  sped northward,  feeling  an  oppressive  sense  of  tension  and  underlying dismay  weigh  down  his  shoulders  and  fill  his  consciousness  with anxiety.  A  quick  glance  at  his  blazefire  conjuration  told  him  that  no Tyrant magic had been enacted at him. 

 It’s  how  everything  looks  almost  the  same,  everywhere,  he realized as he flew past more unrelentingly uniform scrubland.  There are no rivers, no hills, or even trees. Just all these patches of ugly, scratchy bushes. 

The  air  smelled  foul  too,  carrying  a  faint,  yet  inescapable stench best described as the conjoined odors of a tanner’s workshop and a smith’s forge. Zephyr couldn’t help but draw symbolic parallels

between the foul air filling his lungs and nostrils and the unholy union between flesh and metal from which the drones were created. 

Many  terse  minutes  passed,  during  which  Zephyr  overtook three  other  convoys  of  wheeled  drones,  before  arriving  at  yet another  plant,  similar  in  layout  and  appearance  to  the  one  he’d found. He took note of its location, then ascended skyward until he broke  through  the  wispy  cloud  canopy,  where  he  cast  Wind  Walk immediately. 

Cobalt  light  filled  his  vision  as  his  spell  carried  him  back  to Betrayer’s  Bay,  where  he  reappeared  upon  the  docks  this  time, eager to report his findings to Archmage Brass. He’d barely taken a step  before  Nella  appeared  as  well  in  a  shower  of  sparks.  A heartbeat later, Vincent arrived too, his face pale with trepidation but his eyes burning with resolve. 

“I  found  three,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  announced.  “We need to destroy them as soon as we can.” 

“Only one for me,” Nella said. “Good job, Vincent.” 

“I  located  two  plants,”  Zephyr  said.  “That’s  six  in  total,  but there  might  be  many  more.  Let’s  go  find  Archmage  Brass  and  get everyone back to Blackstone Keep.” 

Just  as  Zephyr  finished  speaking,  Brass  and  Sahhto descended  upon  the  docks  in  front  of  the  trio.  The  archmage’s expression was at once gleeful and grim. 

“We’re  done  here.  Every  slaver  is  ash,  and  we’ve  put everyone  we  managed  to  rescue  into  a  stasis  sphere,”  she announced. “We saved thousands of lives today, but judging by the look on your faces, our work has only just begun.” 

“It  has,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “But  after  seeing  those  plants  and just how many drones they produce, I’m starting to wonder if it might be  easier  for  us  to  locate  the  Eternal  Palace  and  launch  an  attack there  instead.  After  all,  we’ve  proven  ourselves  capable  of  moving through  the  Fennean  Empire  undetected.  What’s  to  stop  us  from simply combing the Empire until we find the palace?” 

Brass grunted. “It’s true that finding the Unliving Emperor and turning him to ash would bring a swift end to this war, but his domain is  vast,  spanning  nearly  a  third  of  the  southeastern  continent.  His palace  must  undoubtedly  be  a  vast  building,  but  you  could  search blindly  for  it  over  months,  even  years,  and  not  find  anything.  Still, your  idea  isn’t  without  merit.  Maybe  some  of  the  Vigilant  Blades’

specialists can beat some useful information out of the Slave-Master they managed to take alive. Avora might have a few ideas too.” 

“An  interesting  discussion,  but  this  is  neither  the  time  nor place for it to unfold,” Sahhto said, his horned head cast inland and his crimson eyes narrowed. “The Slave-Masters and their creatures have realized something is amiss here. I can see a column of drones approaching, led by a behemoth, and more are massing in readiness to converge upon this place. They’re still dozens of miles away, but they will be here much more quickly than you’d expect.” 

“Alright,  let’s  get  out  of  here,”  Archmage  Brass  declared, spinning  on  her  heel  and  whistling  shrilly  to  the  closest  cluster  of Phoenix  Knights.  The  crimson-robed  mages  raised  their  hands  and sent streaks of fire racing into the skies, and before long, the entire strike force had congregated upon the trio. 

Nella  walked  over  to  Gabriel,  her  expression  downcast,  and cast Wind Walk without saying another word. Her contingent flashed away in a column of cobalt light. Vincent went next, bringing Sahhto and the Phoenix Knights who’d accompanied him away. 

Zephyr  nodded  to  Archmage  Brass.  The  casting  words  of Wind  Walk  fell  from  his  lips,  and  then  he  was  soaring  through  the skies, back toward Blackstone Keep. 

Chapter 29







Who  exactly  was  the  Unliving  Emperor?  The  question  had plagued  Zephyr  since  his  return  to  Blackstone  Keep,  where Archmage Brass had promptly proclaimed their expedition a triumph, then threw the entire magical order of Phoenix Knights into a frenzy of preparation. 

The  general  advance  upon  the  Fennean  Empire  would commence  in  three  days,  Archmage  Brass  had  declared,  while  the trio would begin their attacks on the plants they’d located as soon as they feasibly could. 

Zephyr  sighed  as  he  strolled  along  the  battlements  of Blackstone Keep. Like any other child, he’d grown up hearing horror stories  of  the  Unliving  Emperor  and  his  monstrous  hordes.  Bards sang  of  his  atrocities,  and  library  shelves  were  rife  with  tales  and treatises of the Unliving Emperor. Zephyr was no scholar, but thanks to  the  Wu  monks,  he  was  literate  and  schooled  enough  to  realize that everything he’d ever read or heard about the Unliving Emperor amounted to little more than fanciful folktales or hearsay. 

 Even  His  Excellency  doesn’t  know  much  about  him,  he thought,  recalling  the  brief  and  fruitless  conversation  he’d  had  with the  Grand  Sage  last  night,  shortly  after  his  return  to  Blackstone Keep.  The  Unliving  Emperor  is  a  mage,  of  course,  since  his servants, the Slave-Masters, use Tyrant magic. He’s many centuries old, which means he can’t be human. So what exactly is he? 

Zephyr  had  approached  Sahhto  next,  but  the  dragon  was similarly ignorant. 

“I  was  otherwise  occupied  during  the  emergence  of  the Fennean  Empire,”  Sahhto  had  admitted.  “And  by  the  time  I  took heed  of  the  foulness  brewing  in  the  southeastern  continent,  the

Empire had already been established, as was the practice of Tyrant magic.” 

“Could  you  or  your  kin  have  done  anything  about  it  then, before things got so bad?” Zephyr had asked. 

“By  then,  there  were  less  than  a  dozen  of  us  left,”  Sahhto replied somberly. “No hatchlings had emerged in centuries, and the youngest of us were already considered elderly, long past the prime of our lives. Perhaps we should have intervened then, like you said, burning  the  Empire  from  existence  as  our  final  gift  to  this  world. 

Instead, we let our despair at impending extinction consume us. For what it’s worth, on behalf of my people, Zephyr, I offer our apologies to yours.” 

“No, sir!” Zephyr protested, horrified that he’d touched upon a topic so sorrowful and near to Sahhto’s heart. “There is nothing you need  to  be  sorry  for.  In  fact,  I  should  be  the  one  apologizing  for bringing this up.” 

“I  do  not  accept  your  apology,  Zephyr,  for  you  have  caused no  offense,”  Sahhto  said,  trying  and  failing  to  pull  his  leathery  lips back  from  his  lips  in  the  draconic  equivalent  of  a  smile.  But  the dragon  had  promptly  swooped  away  then,  disappearing  into  the night with promises of a timely return. 

 He hasn’t come back yet.  Zephyr sighed again and scratched the back of his head. He leaned against the battlements and closed his eyes, trying to enjoy the soft morning sunshine that fell over his shoulders,  but  his  thoughts  returned  invariably  to  the  Unliving Emperor. 

What  were  his  goals?  His  Slave-Masters  and  drones  have been embroiled in an endless stalemate against the Phoenix Knights for  centuries,  seeking  to  break  through  the  latter’s  cordon  and presumably turn all of humanity into metallic monsters. But to what end?  Or  was  that  the  Emperor’s  ultimate  purpose  in  and  of  itself? 

Did he seek to rule over an eternal expanse of mindless drones? 

 At the end of the day, we don’t know anything about him. How powerful  he  is,  what  spells  he  knows,  or  how  to  even  find  him,  let

 alone defeat him,  Zephyr thought.  We don’t even know if he actually exists.  What  if  the  Emperor  is  long  gone,  and  the  Slave-Masters have been running things all this time? 

It  was  a  disturbing  possibility  with  a  substantial  likelihood  of being  true,  yet  Archmage  Brass,  Grand  Sage  Avora,  and  even Sahhto seemed to take it for granted that all the evil of the Fennean Empire stemmed from a singular mysterious entity that nobody knew anything about. 

 Maybe it’s easier to believe something like this, easier to think that all the ills in the world could be attributed to a single cause, such as  a  person  or  a  belief.  Zephyr  looked  inward  and  called  upon  the meditative  techniques  he’d  learned  in  the  Wu  monastery,  trying  to clear his mind of his troubling ruminations and refocus his thoughts. 

His  efforts  were  in  vain,  though  he  persisted  for  many minutes  before  grunting  in  frustration  and  stepping  away  from  the battlements. Perhaps a brief chat with Master Sora and the brothers was in order. Though they knew nothing about the Unliving Emperor, the Wu monks might be able to offer him some perspective on how to  cope  with  the  horrific  nature  of  their  foes  and  his  disturbing experience in the Slave-Masters’ realm. 

But as he opened his eyes, he found Vincent walking toward him,  trailed  by  Nella  and  Gabriel.  The  ranger  had  a  codex  display floating  in  front  of  her,  and  she  was  arguing  fervently  with  the Phoenix Knight over a line of text upon its surface. The two of them had  needed  no  awkward  conversations  or  apologies,  it  seemed, falling easily back into whatever strange dynamic they shared. 

“Hey,  Zeph!”  Vincent  said,  raising  his  hand  in  greeting.  “His Excellency  told  us  to  find  you.  He’s  going  to  start  interrogating  that Slave-Master  we  captured  yesterday,  and  he  thinks  we  should  be present.” 

“Really?” Zephyr felt his eyes widening in amazement. “He’s well enough to cast spells already?” 

“As  of  this  morning,”  Nella  interjected,  grinning  wryly.  “Very conveniently  after our attack on Betrayer’s Bay.” 

“Yeah,  let’s  just  go  see  what  the  Fennean  scumbag  has  to say,” Gabriel said. “Then maybe we can get back to the three of you learning Inferno magic. I want to work on casting more than one spell simultaneously  today.  I  saw  you  do  that  yesterday,  Zeph,  so  good work there, but more practice wouldn’t hurt.” 

“Perfection is found in practice,” Zephyr agreed, quoting one of Master Sora’s favorite sayings. He turned to Vincent. “Where did Grand Sage Avora say he would be conducting this interrogation?” 

“Blackstone  Keep’s  dungeons.”  Vincent  shuddered.  “Doesn’t sound like a very pleasant place.” 

“Why  would  you  expect  it  to  be?”  Nella  retorted.  “That’s where  scum  belongs,  in  the  deepest,  darkest,  most  uncomfortable hole.  Preferably  dead,  but  I’ll  settle  for  quivering  in  terror,  at  least until we’ve gotten all we need from them.” 

A  slight  grin  tugged  at  Gabriel’s  lips.  Zephyr  would  have missed it if he hadn’t been studying the Phoenix Knight’s expression of wry approval when Nella spoke, and he sighed inwardly in relief, now certain that no animosity festered between the two. 

“Let’s  go,”  Gabriel  said,  walking  past  Zephyr  and  beckoning for the trio to follow. 

The  Phoenix  Knight  led  them  into  the  inner  citadel  of Blackstone  Keep,  before  bringing  them  down  a  winding  stone stairwell  that  never  seemed  to  end.  Many  minutes  later,  they eventually  arrived  at  what  could  only  be  the  fortress’s  dungeons:  a broad hallway lined on either side by cells with thick steel-reinforced wooden doors. 

Avora,  Brass,  and  Marie  Vensk  were  already  there, accompanied by five other Phoenix Knights. Zephyr quirked a brow in surprise at the vice-captain’s presence. She must have noticed his expression,  because  she  allowed  a  smug  grin  to  unfold  across  her face. 

“Ah,  my  friends,”  the  Grand  Sage  said.  “Glad  you  could  join us. What you witness next might be troubling and distasteful to your

sensibilities,  but  I  assure  you  I  will  do  no  more  than  what  is necessary.” 

“If you’re going to gut and skin the scumbag, I’d be happy to lend a hand,” Nella replied. 

“I have something much worse in mind for him if he doesn’t cooperate,”  Archmage  Brass  promised,  clasping  the  ranger  on  the shoulder. “Don’t you worry.” 

“That’s  why  I’m  here,”  Marie  said,  patting  a  small  leather pouch upon her belt. It clinked metallically beneath her touch. 

“What...  what  do  you  have  in  there?”  Vincent  stammered, taking a step back. His face was pale, and beads of sweat ran down his cheeks. “That sounds like a jewel-smith’s toolkit, but I know that’s not what it is.” 

“I’m as skilled in nerves, flesh, and pain as much as you are with gems, gold, and beauty, Mister Trefori,” the Vigilant Blade said. 

“You can rest assured that the Slave-Master will talk and get what he deserves at the same time.” 

“I’m  not  going  to  watch  you  torture  him!”  Vincent  protested. 

He  turned  to  Zephyr,  his  eyes  shining  with  horror.  “I’m  not,  Zeph! 

Don’t make me…” 

“We’ll  leave  if  they  start  doing  anything  like  that,  Vincent,” 

Zephyr  promised,  putting  a  comforting  hand  on  Vincent’s  back.  “I don’t have the stomach for such things too.” 

“You  should,  if  you  want  to  truly  live  up  to  your  potential, Zephyr,” Marie chided. “Surely you don’t want to live your entire life wasting  away  beneath  the  weak  and  diseased  philosophy  of  the Wu?” 

“Zeph’s  fine  the  way  he  is!”  Nella  snapped  before  Zephyr could  reply.  She  jabbed  a  finger  into  the  vice-captain’s  face.  “Say otherwise again, and I’ll punch your teeth down your throat.” 

“Letting  women  fight  your  battles  for  you,  Zephyr?”  Marie smirked, shaking her head. “Perhaps I was wrong about you after all. 

Maybe  you  simply  don’t  have  what  it  takes.  You’re  too  soft.  Too weak.” 

“Man  or  woman,  Nella  is  my  friend,  and  she  is  one  of  the strongest, bravest, and wisest people I know,” Zephyr said quietly. “I am  honored  by  and  grateful  for  her  defense  of  me,  yet  also appreciative of your reprimand, Lady Vensk. I do indeed have much to learn, and I am more than aware that my resolve could be more ironclad.” 

“Zeph...” Nella began, but Avora raised his hands and cleared his throat. 

“My  friends,  let  us  not  bicker  among  ourselves,”  the  Grand Sage said. “There is too much at stake, and despite our triumph at Betrayer’s  Bay,  the  fact  remains  that  we  are  pressed  for  time  and short on options.” 

“That’s right.” Brass grunted and nudged Avora. “Well, get on with it, then. You’ve got something to show our young friends, don’t you?” 

“Indeed,  I  do,  Archmage  Brass.”  The  Grand  Sage  turned  to the trio and conjured a codex display. 



 Elucidator: Bessun Avora

 Magic: Tempest (master); Frost (master); Inferno (master) Tempest Aspect: Magus

 Frost Aspect: Healer

 Inferno Aspect: Warlock

 Spells: Myriad



“Yes,  we’ve  seen  this  already,”  Nella  said.  “Why  are  you showing this to us again?” 

“So far, the three of you have mastered Tempest magic and made significant headway into Inferno magic,” Avora said. “However, you haven’t had the chance to begin your studies of Frost magic yet. 

This means Radiant magic is still beyond your grasp, at least for the moment.” 

“Are you going to use Radiant magic on the Slave-Master?” 

Zephyr asked. 

“Yes,  my  friends,”  the  Grand  Sage  confirmed.  “Part  of  the reason  why  I  requested  your  presence  at  this  interrogation  was  to give  you  a  small  demonstration  of  Radiant  magic,  in  hopes  that  it might  provide  some  beneficial  insight  as  you  progress  in  your magical development.” 

Avora’s  brow  twitched  slightly,  and  new  words  appeared  on his codex display. 



 Magic: Radiant (adept)

 +20% personal Radiant ether reserves

 +20% Radiant spell casting speed

 +20% Radiant spell learning rate

 +20% Radiant spell efficacy



“As you can see, I have only attained a middling proficiency in Radiant magic, even after a lifetime of training and study,” Avora said,  almost  apologetically.  “It’s  a  tremendously  difficult  school  of magic  to  grasp,  and  the  complexity  of  its  spells  strain  human comprehension.” 

“How  many  spells  do  you  know,  Your  Excellency?”  Vincent asked. 

“Only two.” Avora blinked, and his codex display flickered. 



 Forbearance (adept)

 Radiant Aspect: Sage

 Prevents target from casting any spells

  

 Unveil Falsification (adept)

 Radiant Aspect: Sage

 Compels truth from target



“Forbearance  exerts  tremendous  strain  on  my  ether reserves,” the Grand Sage explained. “I can maintain it for up to ten minutes at most.” 

“Can’t  you  just  channel  more  ether?”  Nella  asked.  “We’re  in Blackstone Keep, not a Dark Labyrinth. There’s plenty of ether here.” 

“Radiant ether is the amalgamation of Tempest, Inferno, and Frost ether in perfectly harmonious proportions,” Avora said. “It can only be prepared and held in one’s soul beforehand, not channeled spontaneously.” 

“You want us to observe your Radiant magic spells with our mage  sight,  so  that  we  might  possibly  awaken  Tempest  magic  or Inferno  magic  spell  variants  with  similar  effects  later,”  Zephyr surmised. 

“Precisely,  Zephyr.”  Avora  nodded,  smiling  brightly.  “Due  to my  injuries,  I  haven’t  been  able  to  assist  with  your  magical  studies lately.  Think  of  this  as  my  way  of  making  things  up  to  the  three  of you.” 

“Alright.  Now  that  we’ve  gotten  all  that  out  of  the  way,  the Slave-Master is behind here,” Brass said, pointing to one of the cell doors  in  the  dungeon.  “Vensk’s  people  drugged  the  bastard senseless  yesterday,  but  we  know  he’s  been  awake  for  a  while already.  We’ve  thrown  some  food  and  water  through  the  slot,  but  I haven’t let anyone speak to him yet. It’s too dangerous.” 

Zephyr  nodded.  From  what  he’d  learned,  a  Slave-Master’s Tyrant magic could affect only a single resisting subject at once, but given enough time, it was more than capable of subjugating the will of even the most resolute Phoenix Knight, no matter how adept he or she  was  at  blazefire  conjurations.  But  if  Avora  were  here,  his Forbearance spell would negate the Slave-Master’s Tyrant magic. 

“You ready?” Nella asked the Grand Sage. Avora nodded, a flicker of confusion crawling across his features. 

“Yes,  Nella,  I  am.  What—”  Avora’s  question  cut  off  into  a strangled  gasp  as  the  ranger  pushed  back  the  cell  door’s  tripled latches, seized its handle, and began pulling it open. 

“Nella!”  Vincent  cried,  clutching  his  cheeks.  “What  are  you doing? His Excellency isn’t ready yet!” 

“He  said  he  was!”  Nella  insisted,  grunting  as  she  tugged  on the heavy door. Gabriel cackled as he seized the handle as well and added  his  efforts  to  hers.  The  door  swung  open  on  its  hinges, revealing  a  bald,  gaunt  man  wearing  a  tunic  of  roughly  spun  wool and  linen.  His  wrists  and  ankles  were  shackled,  and  his  wrinkled features were laden with pain and exhaustion, but the Slave-Master was  obviously  ready  for  his  interrogators,  having  overheard  their voices outside his cell. 

His  eyes  flashed  with  sickly  green  light,  and  unintelligible words  fell  from  his  lips.  But  before  he  could  finish  casting  a  spell, Zephyr  charged  into  the  cell  and  punched  him  neatly  in  the diaphragm, forcing the air from his lungs. The Slave-Master keeled over and sank to his knees, coughing and gasping. 

Zephyr  tore  a  strip  of  fabric  from  the  hem  of  the  Slave-Master’s  tunic  and  bound  it  around  the  Fennean  mage’s  eyes.  He then  placed  his  heel  on  the  chain  between  the  Slave-Master’s shackled wrists, preventing him from uncovering his eyes. 

“Tyrant magic relies on its user being able to see you, right?” 

Zephyr said. “This should work.” 

“It should,” Archmage Brass agreed. She nodded at an empty food  tray  and  wooden  mug  that  had  been  tossed  unceremoniously into the corner of the cell. “We did blindfold him before throwing him into  this  cell,  but  he  must  have  pulled  it  off  his  face.  Maybe  we should have chained his wrists to the ceiling, but we didn’t want him to be unable to feed himself.” 

“If  you  aren’t  ready,  don’t  say  you  are,”  Nella  chided  Avora. 

Gabriel  guffawed,  while  Vincent  wrung  his  wrists  at  the  disrespect

the ranger was heaping upon the Grand Sage. 

“Duly  noted,  my  friend,”  Avora  said,  bowing  to  Nella.  He wiped his brow with a handkerchief pulled from his robes. “Still, let us not  be  so  cavalier  when  dealing  with  the  servants  of  the  Unliving Emperor. If he’d seized the minds of one of us…” 

“The  rest  of  us  would  restrain  him  or  her  and  then  beat  the Slave-Master into submission,” Gabriel finished. “Now, are you going to begin questioning this heap of garbage anytime soon, or do you have more long-winded dawdling to do?” 

“He’ll  need  to  catch  his  breath  first,”  Zephyr  said,  nodding down  at  the  mage  kneeling  before  him.  “I  might  have  hit  him  a  bit harder than I needed to.” 

A  few  minutes  passed  before  the  Slave-Master’s  breathing evened out, and he raised his blindfolded visage defiantly to Zephyr. 

“Kill  me  now,  tainted  ones,”  the  mage  hissed,  his  speech laden  with  a  strange  monotone  accent.  “You  will  get  nothing  from me! My loyalty to the Eternal Sovereign is boundless!” 

Archmage  Brass  clicked  her  tongue  in  disgust  and  gestured to the Phoenix Knights. The crimson-robed mages strode in, picked the  Slave-Master  up,  and  with  Zephyr’s  help,  attached  a  longer length of chain to his shackles, and looped it through a ceiling ring. 

The Phoenix Knights then chained the Slave-Master’s ankles to the far  corners  of  the  cell  before  stepping  away,  leaving  the  Fennean mage  with  his  arms  strung  high  and  his  legs  held  shoulder-width apart. 

Feeling  utterly  disgusted  with  himself,  Zephyr  choked  down an  urge  to  strike  the  Slave-Master  again  and  walked  over  to  stand beside  his  friends.  He  inadvertently  caught  Marie’s  eye  along  the way.  The  vice-captain  winked  at  him  and  patted  her  pouch  of torturer’s  tools.  Zephyr  averted  his  gaze,  feeling  his  gorge  rise  and his heart thump in his ears. 

“Your  Excellency,  I  know  your  Forbearance  spell  isn’t necessary  now,  but  could  you  demonstrate  it  anyway?”  Vincent

asked the Grand Sage. “Like Zeph said, seeing how it’s cast might help us awaken a spell variant later.” 

“Of  course,  my  friend.”  Avora  nodded,  before  raising  his  left hand. White light filled the Grand Sage’s eyes as he uttered a series of casting words Zephyr had never heard before. Still, he was able to catch intonations and cadences in Avora’s spell-casting reminiscent of those usually used in Inferno magic and Tempest magic. 

 Radiant  magic  comes  from  Inferno,  Tempest,  and  Frost magic, after all,  Zephyr thought.  Maybe the parts of Avora’s spell I’m missing originate from the principles of Frost magic. 

A  pulse  of  colorless  ether,  visible  only  to  mage  sight, emanated  from  the  Grand  Sage’s  palm  to  wash  over  the  Slave-Master.  The  Fennean  mage  flinched,  and  his  lips  peeled  from  his crooked, yellow teeth in a grimace of evident fear. 

 Avora’s  spell  is  really  fascinating,  but  I  wasn’t  able  to  catch how  he  cast  it  at  all,  Zephyr  thought.  He  glanced  at  Nella,  who shrugged and shot back a similarly quizzical look. Vincent, however, seemed  rapt  at  the  display,  his  lips  moving  soundlessly  and  his fingers dancing across empty air. 

“This  is  Forbearance,  my  friends,”  Avora  said,  in  a  voice strained with exertion. “For as long as I focus my will on the Slave-Master, he cannot cast any spells.” 

The  Grand  Sage  made  a  twirling  gesture  with  his  raised hand,  dismissing  his  spell.  He  pointed  at  the  Slave  Master  with  his index finger and began chanting another series of casting words. A thread of colorless ether extended from Avora’s finger and fell upon the Slave Master’s forehead. 

 That  must  be  Unveil  Falsification,  then,  Zephyr  thought.  It’s not  as  complex  as  Forbearance,  I  think.  It’ll  be  interesting  to  see what  spell  variants  we  can  awaken  from  seeing  Avora’s  Radiant magic in action. 

“Our  guest  can  no  longer  lie,”  Avora  explained.  “Unveil Falsification  consumes  far  less  Radiant  ether  than  Forbearance.  I can maintain this spell for slightly over two hours.” 

“That’s  plenty  of  time,”  Brass  growled.  She  strode  forward and seized the Slave-Master by the jaw. “You’re going to die, scum. 

No  avoiding  that.  The  only  difference  is  whether  you  die  easy  and fast, or broken, screaming, and bleeding. That’s entirely up to you.” 

The Fennean mage pursed his lips in readiness to spit at the Archmage, but she released his jaw and backhanded him across the face  before  he  could,  sending  spittle  and  blood  splattering  against the  walls  of  the  cell.  Brass  nodded  to  Marie,  and  the  vice-captain stepped up, unbuckling her pouch. 

“Too  bad  he  has  to  be  blindfolded,”  she  said.  “I  work  better when my... clients can see what I’m doing to them. No matter. He’ll be able to feel more than enough.” 

“Wait,  Lady  Vensk.  Let  us  not  be  too  hasty  just  yet,”  Avora said. “Permit me to have a few words with our guest first.” 

“Of  course,  Your  Excellency.”  The  vice-captain  bowed  and stepped aside to let the Grand Sage approach the Slave-Master. 

“What is your name, servant of Fennea?” Avora asked. 

The  Slave-Master’s  mouth  worked  wordlessly  for  a  few moments, before he finally spoke. 

“Guraja Yeskia,” he said, before grimacing in surprise. “What? 

How? How did you—” 

“How many drone-production plants are there in total?” Avora asked next. 

“Nine,”  the  Fennean  mage  answered,  before  gasping  in horror. “No! What have you done to—” 

“Where are they?” Avora conjured a codex display depicting a map  of  the  Fennean  Empire,  largely  unmarked  save  for  Betrayer’s Bay. 

Before he could stop himself, the Slave-Master barked out a series  of  words  in  a  language  Zephyr  didn’t  understand.  As  he  did so, several dark crosses appeared across the map on Avora’s codex display.  Zephyr  counted  seven  of  them  before  the  Slave-Master clamped his jaws shut. 

“He’s listed all six of the ones we discovered, plus one more,” 

Vincent said, unfurling a codex display as well and placing it beside Avora’s. Vincent’s codex display held a map of the Fennean Empire too, with similar locations marked out by intricate pins of cobalt light. 

“I don’t think we can get to the seventh one with Wind Walk, though.” 

“We’ll see about that,” Avora said. “I have something in mind that  could  help  the  three  of  you  circumvent  the  limitations  of  the Wind  Walk  spell.  We’ll  discuss  that  later,  since  it  involves  rather complex spell-casting and possibly a Tempest magic ritual.” 

Zephyr groaned inwardly. A sidelong glance at his friends told him they shared his sentiments as well. 

 I think we’ve all lost our tastes for magical rituals,  he thought. 

“Be that as it may, he still needs to cough up the locations of the remaining two,” Nella said. The ranger cast a sidelong glance at Marie. “Maybe it’s time for her to work on the Slave-Master?” 

“Wait,”  Zephyr  said,  before  turning  to  Archmage  Brass. 

“Ma’am,  remember  my  suggestion  yesterday  about  launching  an attack  directly  on  the  Unliving  Emperor  himself?  Why  don’t  we  try asking the Slave-Master where the Eternal Palace is?” 

“A decapitating strike certainly has its merits,” Brass agreed. 

“And  if  there’s  anyone  who  can  pull  something  like  that  off,  it’s  the three of you. Avora, see if you can pry the information out of the bald bastard.” 

“He’s caught on to my little trick, I believe,” the Grand Sage replied, shaking his head. “My Unveil Falsification spell compels its subject to utter the truth, so when our guest intended to respond to my  prior  questions  with  curses,  obscenities,  and  mockery,  the  truth emerged instead. Now, he knows better than to utter a single word.” 

“Ah,  so  in  the  end,  we  have  to  resort  to  the  old-fashioned methods,” Marie said, pulling a slender, knife-like implement from her pouch and twirling it across her fingers. “That’s fine by me. Truth be told,  I’m  a  bit  eager  to  practice  my  craft.  I  haven’t  had  much opportunity to do so recently.” 

Zephyr interposed himself between the Slave-Master and the vice-captain,  however.  He  reached  out  and  pressed  his  thumb against  the  Fennean  mage’s  thirteenth  minor  meridian,  located  just under his jaw and a quarter-inch from his earlobe. 

“What do you think you’re doing, Zeph—” Marie began, only for  Zephyr  to  silence  her  with  an  angry  glare.  Lightning  danced across his fingertips. 

“I’ll  get  your  answers  for  you,”  Zephyr  said.  “Put  that  thing away.” 

“Gladly,”  Marie  replied,  returning  her  implement  back  to  her pouch. “But do you know what the right questions are?” 

Zephyr closed his eyes briefly before opening them again. 

“I do,” he said, returning his attention to the Slave-Master. He pulled a small amount of Tempest ether from his soul, turned it into a tendril of lightning, and threaded it into the Fennean’s meridian. The Slave-Master jerked his head in evident confusion. 

“Vincent,  could  you  project  a  map  of  the  terrain  between Blackstone  Keep  and  the  border  of  the  Fennean  Empire  on  your codex  display?”  Zephyr  asked  his  friend.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice nodded and did so, but the map was largely featureless, since none of the trio had taken much time to study the region’s layout. 

“Allow  me  to  fill  it  in  somewhat  for  you,  my  friends,”  Avora said.  The  Grand  Sage  furrowed  his  brow,  and  Vincent’s  map  was suddenly  awash  with  terrain,  detailing  the  plateaus,  chasms,  and barren plains that comprised the no-man’s-land the Empire and the Phoenix Knights have been fighting over for centuries. 

“Thank you, sir,” Zephyr said to Avora, before turning back to the Slave-Master. 

“How  many  drones  are  marching  upon  Blackstone  Keep now?”  he  asked,  using  his  thumb  to  exert  an  iota  of  additional pressure on the Slave-Master’s meridian while pushing the thread of lightning further into the mage’s nervous system. 

“Thirty  thousand!”  the  Slave-Master  blurted,  before  flinching and  trying  to  pull  away  from  Zephyr’s  grasp,  but  Zephyr  held  him firm,  his  strength  enhanced  by  internal  energy  infused  with  Inferno magic. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Marie Vensk give him an approving nod. 

“Where  are  they?”  Zephyr  asked  next,  ignoring  the  vice-captain. 

The Slave-Master shuddered and babbled a stream of words in  a  foreign—likely  Fennean—tongue.  Avora  listened  intently  and filled in Vincent’s map with the last-known location of the advancing drones.  Zephyr  quickly  saw  that  the  metallic  creatures  weren’t marching  on  Blackstone  Keep  in  a  singular  overwhelming  horde. 

Instead,  the  drones  moved  in  smaller,  though  still  numerous, numbering several thousand each. 

“How  does  he  know  all  this?”  Nella  asked  suspiciously.  “We caught him at Betrayer’s Bay, didn’t we? So he can’t be one of those commanding  the  next  attack  on  Blackstone  Keep.  Why  would  he know how many drones are coming?” 

“No  Slave-Master  would  willingly  be  out  of  the  loop  on anything  to  do  with  Blackstone  Keep,”  Archmage  Brass  explained. 

“Also,  Tyrant  magic  contains  spells  that  allow  its  users  to communicate mentally with one another over vast distances. That’s how the Slave-Masters manage to coordinate so well with each other and  keep  so  many  drones  organized.  Won’t  do  this  one  any  good though,  since  he’s  not  about  to  admit  to  his  peers  that  he  got captured.” 

“What kind of drones are in each group?” Zephyr asked next. 

The  Slave-Master’s  head  lolled  on  his  shoulders  as  words streamed  from  between  his  lips.  Avora  annotated  Vincent’s  map, revealing  to  everyone  in  the  cell  that  no  less  than  a  hundred behemoths were partaking in the advance upon Blackstone Keep. 

“Even accounting for the fact that this information is at least a day  old,  I  figure  that  the  nearest  group  will  reach  us  in  under  a week,”  Archmage  Brass  said,  exchanging  a  knowing  glance  with

Marie  Vensk  before  turning  back  to  Zephyr.  “What  do  you  think  we should do, young man?” 

“Go  out  and  destroy  them,  before  they  can  join  up  with  any other groups of drones,” Zephyr replied immediately, aware that the Archmage  and  the  vice-captain  were  somehow  testing  him.  “You don’t  have  any  other  choice,  really.  If  you  stay  in  Blackstone  Keep and wait for the drones to come, they might do so all at once, and the  keep  won’t  hold,  especially  not  when  the  drones  have Shadowswarm protection and the three of us are busy attacking the plants in Fennea.” 

“A simplistic but accurate assessment,” Marie said. “Yet it is still  one  that  tells  me  with  more  formal  schooling  and  field experience, you’d be a fine general indeed, Zephyr.” 

“Something we’re in dire shortage of amidst the ranks of the Phoenix Knights, because thickheadedness seems to be a strangely commonplace trait among us,” Archmage Brass said, glaring at her subordinates, Gabriel in particular. 

Gabriel  whistled  innocently  and  pretended  to  be  very interested in his uneven, dirty fingernails. 

“Where  are  the  rest  of  the  plants?”  Zephyr  asked,  pressing down  harder  on  the  Slave-Master’s  meridian  with  his  thumb  and tunneling  deeper  into  the  mage’s  nervous  system  with  his  Tempest magic.  The  Slave-Master  replied  in  Fennean  words,  and  Avora annotated his map once more. 

Zephyr took a deep breath. He had one final question. 

“Where is the Eternal Palace?” he asked. 

Instead of answering, the Slave-Master clamped his jaw shut and  went  into  convulsions.  Foam  bubbled  from  between  his clenched  teeth,  and  before  Zephyr  could  do  anything  else,  the Fennean  mage’s  head  spun  entirely   around  upon  his  shoulders, filling the air with moist, sickening crunch. 

Vincent  screamed  and  covered  his  face.  Nella  pulled  the jeweler’s apprentice into an embrace and turned him away from the grisly  sight.  Even  Marie  Vensk,  self-proclaimed  hardened  torturer

that she was, paled and took a step back. Only Archmage Brass and Grand  Sage  Avora,  mages  of  sublime  power,  stood  their  ground, with  the  latter  murmuring  something  about  a  latent  Tyrant  magic failsafe spell. 

As for Zephyr… he released the Slave-Master, stepped away from the twitching corpse, turned around, and walked out of the cell. 

His  friends  might  have  called  his  name  then,  their  voices  ringing faintly  at  the  edges  of  his  hearing,  but  he  didn’t  want  to  listen.  He didn’t want to talk anymore. 

Zephyr  raced  up  the  stairwell,  suddenly  finding  even  the brightly  lit  interior  of  Blackstone  Keep  stifling  and  oppressive.  His heart pounded in his chest, and he suddenly found it very difficult to breathe.  Moistness  washed  across  his  cheeks.  His  vision  became blurry and stinging. 

A  strangled  sob  escaped  his  lips,  and  then  he  was  pushing open a thick wooden door, barely registering the curious stares cast his way by the Phoenix Knights he’d run past. Daylight fell upon his cheeks. Open air washed over his body. 

Soaring Breeze lifted his limbs, and Zephyr let the wind take him as he ascended into the skies. 
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“Zeph?” Master Sora said. 

Zephyr  turned  around.  He  was  hundreds  of  feet  above  the ground, aloft on his Soaring Breeze spell, and he’d been staring at the  Zu-Shan  mountain  range  for  a  long,  long  time  already,  long enough for the sky to be awash in the brazen hues of the dying sun, all  the  while  trying  hard  not  to  think  about  what  he’d  done  to  the Slave-Master. 

The  abbot  was  sitting  on  one  of  Vincent’s  cloud  elementals, his face clouded with worry and sorrow. Vincent was beside him, as was  Nella,  astride  on  her  sky-wyrm.  His  friends’  expressions  were pale and troubled, too. 

“Are  you  alright,  my  boy?”  Master  Sora  asked.  “These  two came to find me, saying you’d flown off by yourself.” 

“I  did,  Master  Sora,”  Zephyr  said,  clenching  his  fists  and trying  unsuccessfully  to  suppress  the  shudder  that  ran  across  his body. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have just gone off by myself. I—” 

“There’s  nothing  to  be  sorry  about,  Zeph,”  Vincent  said. 

“What happened in there was horrible, and you weren’t the only one who wanted to get out.” 

“You were simply the fastest,” Nella said, forcing a sad smile onto her face. “After you left, I grabbed Vincent and Gabriel and ran out of that cell as quickly as I could.” 

Zephyr  opened  his  mouth  to  reply,  but  Vincent  spoke  up again before he could do so. 

“It’s alright, Zeph,” the jeweler’s apprentice said. “It really is. 

You’re always so calm and strong that sometimes I forget we’re the same  age  and  that  you  also  get  scared  sometimes,  that  there  are some things you just can’t—and shouldn’t have to—handle.” 

“We  handled  all  those  Dark  Labyrinths,  Shadowswarm creatures, and Blackguards readily enough,” Zephyr said weakly. “It’s just that these drones... the Slave Masters...I don’t know why, but I just...I don’t know why I’m so cowardly when it comes to them.” 

“The  Shadowswarm  are  fearsome  foes,  but  the  Slave-Masters  and  their  creatures  are  just  as  horrific  in  their  own  way,” 

Master  Sora  said.  “Blackguards  are  victims,  more  misguided  than evil.  The  same  cannot  be  said  of  the  Slave-Masters,  who  are undeniably human, unlike the Shadowswarm. Therein lies the sense of  disgust  and  existential  horror  when  we  fight  them.  It’s  natural  to feel as you do, Zeph.” 

“It  is?”  Zephyr  asked,  feeling  the  wind  pluck  at  his  hair  and robes. 

“The  evil  of  the  Slave-Masters  is  rooted  in  their  humanity, which  you—all  three  of  you—share  with  them,”  Master  Sora explained.  “They  exemplify  human  nature  at  its  worst,  provoking  in their  foes  a  burning  need  to  slay  them,  annihilate  them,  not  just  to punish them or unravel their plans, but also to remove the sickening reminder  of  humanity’s  potential  for  vileness  they  represent.  Yet  at the  same  time,  they’re  still   people,  and  it’s  right  and  natural  to  feel disgusted  and  horrified  when  you’re  forced  to  kill  a  person.  You’re not  a  coward,  Zephyr.  You’re  a  good  man.  I  know  because  you reacted the way you did when the Slave-Master died. If you hadn’t, if you’d gloated and mocked his death, then I would be really worried.” 

“What  if  I  run  away  again,  Master  Sora,  like  I  did  today?” 

Zephyr asked. 

“We’ll  just  go  after  you  and  bring  you  back,”  Nella  replied, reaching out and squeezing his hand. Tears brimmed in the corners of the ranger’s eyes. “Like we just did.” 

“That’s right, Zeph,” Vincent agreed. “You can count on us to do that, each and every time.” 

“You’re  blessed  with  the  worthiest  of  friends,  my  body,” 

Master  Sora  said,  a  wan  smile  spreading  across  his  face.  “I  know

you’ve  always  tried  to  be  strong  for  them,  but  try  to  let  them  be strong for you too, every once in a while.” 

Zephyr  swallowed,  trying  in  vain  to  fight  down  the  sudden lump  in  his  throat.  He  looked  away  for  a  few  moments,  before meeting his friends’ regard once more. 

“Thanks, everyone,” he said. “Let’s go back. We’ve got a lot of work to do.” 

Grand  Sage  Avora,  Archmage  Brass,  and  Gabriel  were waiting  for  them  atop  the  battlements  of  Blackstone  Keep’s  curtain wall. Zephyr descended resolutely toward them, with his friends and Master Sora following in his wake. 

“All good?” Gabriel asked as Zephyr landed. 

“All good,” Zephyr confirmed. 

The  Phoenix  Knight  nodded  and  said  nothing  else.  Avora sighed  in  relief  and  walked  toward  Zephyr  as  Nella  and  Vincent landed  as  well,  the  latter  dismissing  his  cloud  elemental,  allowing Master Sora to hop down beside him. 

“My  friends,  I  have  good  news  to  share,”  the  Grand  Sage said,  producing  a  small  glass  case  the  size  of  his  palm  from  his mage  band.  Zephyr  noticed  the  small  strips  of  dull  metal  lining  its edges and the glyphs carved into its sides. He flinched when he took a  closer  look  and  saw  that  a  small  strip  of  nightsteel  lay  within  its interior,  the  tainted  metal  pulsing  with  faint  tendrils  of  sickly  green light. 

“Nightsteel?”  he  snapped,  in  a  tone  harsher  than  he  would have normally liked to use with the Grand Sage. “What are you doing with that? Isn’t it dangerous?” 

“What?”  Nella  demanded,  striding  to  Zephyr’s  side.  “You’re messing with nightsteel again? Don’t you remember what happened last time?” 

“Your  Excellency…”  Vincent  said  weakly.  “Why  do  you  have something like that with you? Didn’t we destroy all the nightsteel at the Tempest School before we left?” 

“The nightsteel gathered for the ritual circle, yes,” Avora said. 

“But I retrieved this piece earlier on and had my artisans work on it, thinking to have a weapon against the Fennean Empire at hand, and here it is, a Tyrant Compass.” 

“You  have  got  to  be  kidding,”  Nella  said,  retrieving  her  axe from her mage band. “I’m not dealing with nightsteel. Hand that thing over right now so I can smash it.” 

“Nella,  wait,”  Zephyr  said,  pushing  the  ranger’s  axe  down. 

“There  are  traces  of  Tyrant  magic  on  His  Excellency’s  nightsteel. 

Maybe it—” 

“Can  lead  us  to  the  Eternal  Palace,”  Brass  finished  for  him, cackling with glee. She slapped the Grand Sage on the back. “You really outdid yourself this time, Avora. Well done!” 

“Fascinating,”  Master  Sora  said,  his  eyes  wide  with  awe. 

“How does it work, Your Excellency?” 

“The  Tyrant  magic  spell  that  slew  the  Slave-Master  did  not originate  from  him,  but  from  the  Unliving  Emperor  himself,”  Avora said.  “It  was  cast  long  ago,  bound  into  our  guest’s  very  soul,  and regularly  refreshed,  so  that  he  would  never  betray  his  master,  no matter how inadvertently.” 

“It  came  into  effect  just  as  the  Slave-Master  was  about  to reveal  the  Eternal  Palace’s  location,”  Zephyr  reasoned.  “And  your nightsteel  thing  was  somehow  able  to  trap  the  corrupt  ether  of  the Unliving Emperor’s spell.” 

“Normally,  that  wouldn’t  be  the  case,”  Avora  said.  “This prototype  was  originally  meant  to  absorb  corrupt  ether,  weakening the  potency  of  all  dark  magic  spells  in  the  vicinity,  be  they  from Shadowswarm,  Slave-Masters,  or  Blight  entities.  But  we  know  the Unliving  Emperor  has  forged  some  kind  of  unholy  alliance  with  the Shadowswarm, whose very existence births nightsteel, so—” 

“Get to the point,” Nella snarled, still holding her axe. “What exactly did your nightsteel thing do?” 

“My device has trapped the unraveling corrupt ether from the spell that slew the Slave-Master, and it did so while still preserving its

arcane bearings,” the Grand Sage continued eagerly. “Hence, I have deemed  it  a  Tyrant  Compass,  because  it  will  lead  us  right  to  the Unliving Emperor himself.” 

“How do you know it was the Unliving Emperor who cast that spell on the Slave-Master?” Zephyr asked. “Couldn’t it have been a higher-ranking Slave-Master instead?” 

“No  Slave-Master  would  suffer  one  of  his  fellows  to  do something like that to him,” Brass said, shaking her head. “It’s got to be the Unliving Emperor himself, or at least someone so high up in the Fennean Empire’s pecking order that he’s got to die anyway. And besides, you ran away, Zephyr, so you didn’t take a good look at the trails of corrupt ether from the spell.” 

“I did,” Vincent said. “The spell is immensely complicated and intricate.  I  could  maybe  pull  something  off  like  that  with  Tempest magic, but…” 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  seemed  to  hear  his  words  for  the first time and fell silent, his cheeks reddening, but Nella put away her axe and draped her arm across his shoulder. 

“Of  course  you  could!”  the  ranger  said.  “You’re  brilliant, Vincent! Just say it! The likes of Brass or Avora couldn’t even begin to do anything like that.” 

“Balls of Fire, you’re absolutely right, young lady!” Archmage Brass  admitted  readily,  a  broad  smile  spreading  across  her  face. 

“Simply put, no Slave-Master is capable of casting that failsafe spell. 

Such magical mastery is beyond any Archmage that I know of, me and Archmage Thorn of the Frost School included. Maybe if he were still alive, Xanthus could… nah. I admire the old man, but I believe this is a bit too much even for him. Avora shouldn’t even try.” 

Avora  coughed  politely  into  his  fist,  ignoring  the  slight  in  his usual mild and genial fashion. 

“So that’s it?” Zephyr looked intently at the Tyrant Compass. 

“We’ve  found  the  Eternal  Palace?  Is  our  next  step  a  full-on  assault on the Unliving Emperor himself? If that’s the case, let’s go right now and put an end to this nightmarish war.” 

“Not  quite,”  Avora  said  apologetically.  “The  Tyrant  Compass needs  to  trap  the  corrupt  ether  of  at  least  another  three  or  four unraveling failsafe spells.” 

“This means we need to catch that many Slave-Masters and somehow  make  the  Unliving  Emperor’s  failsafe  spell  kill  them,” 

Vincent said, groaning in dismay. “Even if we catch one, how—” 

“I’ll just ask them where the Eternal Palace is,” Zephyr said, clenching his jaw resolutely. He turned to Master Sora. “I made the Slave-Master feel lightheaded and confused by pressing down on his thirteenth minor meridian, then made him eager to talk by touching his nerves with a thread of electricity.” 

“A  grim  but  wise  use  of  what  I’ve  taught  you,  my  boy,”  the abbot  said,  nodding.  “Pressure  on  the  thirteenth  minor  meridian neither inflicts pain nor leaves lasting damage.” 

“And neither did your Tempest magic, Zeph,” Vincent pointed out. “You used so little of it and were so careful. If the Slave-Master hadn’t died, he’d have a bit of a scratchy nose the next morning at worst.” 

“You’d  still  pretty  much  be  executing  someone  though,” 

Gabriel spoke up, ignoring Nella’s angry tugs on the hem of his robe. 

“You sure you’re alright with that?” 

“I will have to be,” Zephyr said. “The Wu preaches mercy and forgiveness,  but  neither  does  it  exhort  us  to  turn  away  from wrongdoing  or  abide  victimizers  of  the  innocent.  In  times  of  war, justice is scant both for those who desire it and those who must face it. I am hardly a qualified judge, much less an executioner, but in the face of evil, I must serve as both for any Slave-Master that faces me in battle.” 

“Well said, Zeph.” Master Sora clasped him on the shoulder, his eyes gleaming with pride. The abbot’s proud expression became one  of  alarm,  though.  His  grip  on  Zephyr  tightened.  “Wait. 

Something’s happening to you! What—” 

Cobalt light pulsed from Zephyr’s body. It washed across his friends,  filling  their  eyes  with  a  similarly  hued  radiance.  A  codex

display unfurled in front of him. 



 Magic: Tempest (Archmage)

 Epiphany: 1/1

 +10,000% to personal Tempest ether reserves

 +10,000% to Tempest spell casting speed

 +10,000% to Tempest spell learning rate

 +10,000% to Tempest spell efficacy



Zephyr blinked in awe as tendrils of electricity danced across his fingers. The same thing was happening to Nella and Vincent. 

“An  epiphany!”  Avora  cried.  “Of  course!  The  essence  of Tempest magic lies in righteousness, and your newfound resolve has brought  you  to  the  very  zenith  of  its  mastery,  Zephyr! 

Congratulations, my friends!” 

Gabriel and Brass were similarly awed, the Phoenix Knights taking several steps away from the trio. 

“Each  of  you  has  a  magical  aura  that’s  at  least  a  hundred times stronger than mine, if not more,” Gabriel muttered. He turned to his Archmage. “Compared to you too, Brass.” 

“Of course it is,” Brass said absently. “You’re on the cusp of surpassing  me  in  Inferno  magic  already,  you  silly  dolt,  so  if  they’re each a hundred times stronger than you, it’s the same for me too.” 

Only  Master  Sora  seemed  nonplussed.  He  was  still  holding onto  Zephyr  as  sparks  washed  harmlessly  across  his  skin  and danced over his face. 

“I’m not sure what happened, Zeph, but it seems like a good thing,” the abbot said. 

“It definitely is, Master Sora,” Zephyr replied. 
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Another  good  thing  happened  the  next  day,  just  before morning  yielded  to  noon.  The  trio  were  staggering  off  the  training grounds  after  Gabriel’s  first  grueling  lesson  on  simultaneous  spell-casting when Nella suddenly looked up and pointed into the sky. 

“Look!”  the  ranger  cried.  Zephyr  and  Vincent  followed  her gaze  and  saw  columns  of  cobalt-hued  light  descending  upon Blackstone Keep. 

 That’s Wind Walk!  Zephyr thought, his heart skipping a beat. 

“Storm  Scions!  They’re  here,  and  they’ve  landed  in  the opposite  wing!”  Nella  said,  filling  her  eyes  with  electricity  and summoning  her  sky-wyrm.  She  hopped  upon  its  back  and  had  her lightning beast snatch both Zephyr and Vincent up in its claws. 

“Hey!”  Vincent  protested.  “Be  careful!  I  think  your  sky-wyrm just tore my sleeve!” 

“Patch it up later!” Nella shot back, commanding her lightning beast to ascend into the skies. 

“Come back here after lunch!” Gabriel called after them. “We still have lots of work to do!” 

Zephyr  fought  down  his  immediate  urge  to  assure  the Phoenix  Knight  of  their  return.  Depending  on  who  had  arrived,  he might  be  too  preoccupied  to  concentrate  on  any  further  lessons  in Inferno  magic.  Nella’s  sky-wyrm  whisked  the  trio  away  before Vincent could respond. 

They soared across Blackstone Keep. Vincent was the first to spot  where  the  Storm  Scions  had  landed:  in  the  courtyard  right behind the fortress’s curtain wall. 

“Down there!” he cried, pointing to a contingent of mages clad in the blue-gold robes of the Tempest School. 

Nella reacted instantly. She swung her sky-wyrm around and brought  it  into  a  swooping  descent.  Zephyr  couldn’t  wait  that  long. 

He  cast  Lightning  Step  and  rematerialized  in  front  of  a  slender woman, sparks cascading from his limbs in the aftermath of his spell. 

Zephyr  beheld  eyes  as  dark  as  his,  full  red  lips  against  a flawlessly  fair  complexion,  and  long,  flowing  hair  the  color  of midnight. 

Luxana  Jade  laughed  joyfully  and  ran  into  his  arms.  He picked her up, spun her around once, then kissed her passionately, the scent of her hair and the softness of her lips against his suffusing his senses. For a few precious moments, all was well with the world. 

There  were  no  Slave-Masters,  no  drones,  and  no  Shadowswarm. 

Only Lux, and the warmth of her presence. 

Eventually,  he  pulled  away  and  looked  into  her  eyes.  The Storm  Scion  had  a  radiant  smile  on  her  face,  and  she  returned  his regard unflinchingly. 

“Long  time  no  see,”  she  said,  flashing  him  one  of  her mischievous winks. 

“Well,  it’s  only  been  a  little  bit  more  than  a  week...”  Zephyr replied,  waiting  for  an  expression  of  mock  outrage  to  creep  across her lovely features before he pulled her in and kissed her again. 

“I  missed  you,”  he  admitted,  when  they  pulled  apart  once more. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” 

“Me  too,”  she  replied,  almost  shyly.  “I  thought  I  would  never see you again.” 

“Lux!” Nella squealed, elbowing Zephyr aside before he could respond and hugging the Storm Scion. “It’s so good to see you!” 

“It’s good to see you too, Nella!” Lux laughed and hugged the ranger back. “Hope you haven’t been giving the boys too much of a hard time!” 

“They’re still alive, aren’t they?” Nella replied, stepping back. 

“Hi,  Lux!”  Vincent  greeted  her,  as  he  approached.  “I  hope you’ve been well!” 

“I have, Vincent,” Lux said, hugging the jeweler’s apprentice as well. “How have you been?” 

“Vincey’s  got  a  new  girlfriend,”  Nella  said,  sniggering. 

“Frankly, I think he’s a little too short for her.” 

“Hey!” Vincent protested. “I’m an inch taller than Rina.” 

“Good for you, Vincent!” Lux patted Vincent on the shoulder. 

“She’d  better  be  treating  you  well,  or  she’ll  have  to  answer  to  all three of us: Zeph, Nella, and me.” 

“You’ll like her, I’m sure.” Vincent chuckled. “She’s very smart and knows a lot about glyphs.” 

“I’ll be counting on you to introduce us, then.” Lux winked at the jeweler’s apprentice, then turned back to Zephyr. “Zeph…” 

“Ahem.”  A  tall  Storm  Scion  who’d  walked  up  to  the  trio cleared  his  throat  politely.  “Good  afternoon,  Brother  Zephyr,  Mister Trefori, and Miss Heartseeker. I’m glad to see that the three of you are  well  and  have  made  even  further  inroads  into  your  mastery  of Tempest magic, it seems.” 

“Hello,  Master  Gathras,”  Zephyr  said,  bowing  to  the  grizzled mage.  The  Storm  Scion  had  addressed  him  as  a  Wu  monk,  but Zephyr didn’t feel the need to point out that he wasn’t one, and likely would never be. “It’s good to see you, sir. Are you the leader of the Storm Scion reinforcements?” 

“Indeed.  I  have  arrived  with  seventy  of  my  valiant  brothers and  sisters,”  Gathras  said.  “I  must  speak  to  Archmage  Brass immediately.” 

“That’s  her,  I  think,”  Nella  said,  pointing  past  the  Storm Scion’s shoulder. Sure enough, Archmage Brass had emerged from the inner citadel, flanked by a small group of Phoenix Knights. “You’d better move along and get settled in, I think. Things are going to get really ugly very soon.” 

“I see. But that is why we are here to lend our aid in the first place.”  Gathras’s  grim  features  stiffened  with  resolve.  He  began barking orders to the other Storm Scions. “Form up on me!” 

“I’ll come find you later, Zeph,” Lux said, squeezing Zephyr’s hands and planting a final kiss on his lips. 

“See you in a bit,” Zephyr agreed, nodding. Lux waved to the trio, then jogged after Master Gathras and took her place amidst the Storm Scions lined up behind him. 

“Well, time for lunch,” Nella declared, turning on her heel and walking  away.  Vincent  followed.  A  few  moments  later,  they  both returned, took Zephyr by the wrists, and dragged him after them. 
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The  trio  soon  found  out  that  a  dozen  of  the  Storm  Scions were  to  be  ensconced  in  Archmage  Brass’s  planning  room  all  day, and  Lux  was  among  them,  so  Zephyr  resignedly  returned  to  the training grounds after lunch. 

Gabriel  was  already  there,  but  so  was  Sahhto.  The  dragon had reassumed his humanoid aspect, and he was talking quietly with the Phoenix Knight as the trio approached. 

“Ah, greetings,” Sahhto said. “Gabriel Xost has just informed me of all that has transpired during my absence. You intend to strike the first plant tomorrow, just before the Phoenix Knights begin their attack on Fennea?” 

“Yes, sir,” Zephyr replied. “We do.” 

“Have  you  given  thought  to  whom  you’ll  bring  on  this venture?” the dragon asked. 

“You, of course!” Nella said. “You’re coming with us on every trip we make to the Fennean Empire.” 

“I had a feeling you were going to say that,” Sahhto replied, chuckling. “Unfortunately, that might not be the wisest decision.” 

“Archmage Brass might need your help when she attacks the approaching drones on her march to Fennea,” Zephyr surmised. “So you might not always be available to help us.” 

“Correct.”  Sahhto  nodded.  “If  the  Phoenix  Knights  are crushed  in  battle,  our  war  against  the  Unliving  Emperor  is  over,  no matter how many plants the three of you destroy.” 

“After  actually  seeing  a  plant  for  myself,  destroying  them might  not  even  be  possible,”  Zephyr  said.  “Each  plant  is  twice  the size of Betrayer’s Bay and filled with ten times as many drones.” 


“So should we give up on that plan, then?” Vincent asked. 

“No. We need a new plan,” Gabriel said, pointing past the trio and  across  the  training  grounds,  where  Marie  Vensk  was approaching. “That’s why she’s here.” 

“New  orders  from  Archmage  Brass,”  the  vice-captain  said without any preamble. “You are to commence your assault within the hour. I have already assembled your accompanying strike force. You will find them waiting for you in front of the main citadel.” 

Marie nodded at Sahhto. 

“You won’t be part of this venture, Mighty Sahhto,” she said. 

“Archmage Brass has other plans for you. In fact, she wants to see you now in the planning room.” 

“Of  course.  “I  expected  as  much.”  The  dragon  grinned, flickers of flame dancing across his crimson eyes. He turned to the trio. “Good fortune in battle.” 

“You too, sir,” Zephyr replied, bowing to Sahhto. The dragon returned the bow, then strode away. 

“Within the hour?” Vincent asked. “That’s quite a bump in the schedule, isn’t it? What’s the reason for that?” 

“The  Storm  Scions  are  here  now,  and  they  can  use  Wind Walk to ferry supplies and troops around and cast Invocation spells to  strip  away  dark  magic  barriers.  So  Archmage  Brass  wants  to move  out  today  as  well,”  Zephyr  guessed.  “Maybe  she  thinks  she can take the first group of drones unawares and destroy them.” 

“Exactly.  The  arrival  of  allies  from  the  northern  battlelines means  that  many  of  our  logistical  issues  and  tactical  deficiencies have  been  resolved,”  Marie  confirmed.  “Also,  Slave-Masters,  as Zephyr  has  so  readily  demonstrated,  are  still  human  and  prefer  to act  during  daylight  hours,  Shadowswarm  influence  notwithstanding. 

If the Phoenix Knights move out now and march through the night, they  will  be  in  position  to  strike  the  first  group  of  drones  and  their commanders three hours before dawn, when the latter least expect it.” 

“Destroying the first group will also put the Archmage Brass’s army  between  the  next  two  ones,  which  are  quite  a  bit  smaller,” 

Zephyr  said,  thinking  back  to  Avora’s  and  Vincent’s  codex  display maps. “If the Phoenix Knights can split up and take those out of the picture too, things become much easier.” 

“A simplistic analysis, Zephyr, but one that’s largely accurate,” 

Marie  said,  nodding.  “Then  again,  against  a  foe  like  the  Slave-Masters and their drones, there is little room for subtle and intricate strategies.  Speed  and  overwhelming  concentration  of  force  will  be the keys to our victory, especially when we have the three of you and Mighty Sahhto on our side.” 

“Who is coming along with us, Marie?” Zephyr asked. 

“A hundred and forty djinns, sixty Phoenix Knights, including Gabriel  Xost,  nine  signal  corps  specialists  from  my  people,  and myself as field tactician,” the vice-captain replied. 

“Signal…  corps?”  Vincent  scratched  the  back  of  his  head. 

“What’s that?” 

“They relay orders from the person in charge,” Nella replied, jerking her thumb at Marie. “In this case, that’d be her. The rangers at  the  Blight  Boundary  do  something  like  this  too,  when  several cadres need to work together under the command of a huntmaster.” 

“Vensk’s  worked  with  us  for  a  long  time,”  Gabriel  said.  “She knows  how  to  coordinate  Phoenix  Knights  and  figure  out  the  best way to use our spells. The djinns really like her too. We’ll be in good hands out there.” 

“We’re  not  trying  to  destroy  the  plants  anymore,  are  we?” 

Zephyr asked, thinking about those Marie had chosen to accompany the  trio.  “A  djinn  is  tough  and  strong,  but  his  destructive  power doesn’t even begin to come close to a Phoenix Knight’s, and djinns make up the majority of those coming with us.” 

“Go on,” Marie prompted, smiling. 

“The  strike  force  is  meant  to  create  a  huge  distraction  while holding  their  ground.  The  Phoenix  Knights  handle  the  distraction, while the djinns try to protect them,” Zephyr said. “In the meantime, 

the  three  of  us  attack  any  Slave-Master  present  and  try  to  capture them.” 

“Once we arrive, we won’t be able to leave until every Slave-Master  is  dead  or  unconscious  and  no  Phantasmal  Fields  are active,” Gabriel said. “The three of you already know how dangerous they are and how best to deal with them.” 

“Hit  them  hard  and  fast.  Don’t  give  them  a  chance  to  work their magic,” Nella said. 

“That’s right.” The Phoenix Knight and the ranger grinned at each other. “Looks like I finally managed to get something inside you after all.” 

“Rephrase that!” Nella demanded, poking Gabriel in the side hard enough to make him jump and yelp. 

“We might as well start getting ready to leave,” Zephyr said, turning  to  his  friends.  “We  haven’t  had  time  to  meditate  on  Avora’s Radiant magic and awaken any new spell variants yet, so why don’t we just use up all the essence orbs we’ve gotten so far on enhancing our overall mastery of Inferno magic?” 

“Sure, Zeph,” Vincent replied. “But… is that alright? Don’t you want  to  go  see  if  you  can  find  Lux  before  we  go?  She’s  going  into battle, isn’t she?” 

“Storm  Scion  Luxana  Jade  will  be  among  those  remaining behind  in  Blackstone  Keep,”  Marie  Vensk  said.  “She’s  a  recent inductee, with barely a fraction of the magical prowess of the other Storm Scions who’re here. That’s why she’ll be serving largely in a logistical  capacity,  moving  reinforcements  and  supplies  and inscribing Tempest talismans.” 

The vice-captain grinned at Zephyr. 

“Oh yes, I know all about your entanglement with Lady Jade, Zephyr,” Marie said. “So I made sure to keep her from the fighting, as much as feasibly possible, anyway. That means you can focus on your job without worrying about her.” 

“Thanks,”  Zephyr  replied,  fighting  to  keep  his  expression neutral. “I really appreciate you looking out for her.” 

“Oh, don’t get me wrong.” Marie’s grin widened. “I don’t care about  her  at  all.  You’re  the  one  I’m  most  interested  in.  See  you  in front of the citadel.” 

The  vice-captain  turned  and  walked  away  before  Zephyr could reply. 

“What?”  he  demanded,  noticing  the  strange  looks  Vincent and  Nella  were  casting  his  way.  “It’s  not  what  you  think!  She  just wants  me  as  a  recruit  for  her  mercenary  company  when  this  is  all over.” 

“Ooh,  I  definitely  want  to  be  there  when  you  explain  this  to Lux,” Nella said, smirking. 

“I don’t.” Vincent shuddered and wiped his brow with the back of his hand, before unfurling a codex display. “Here you go. We got quite a nice haul from Betrayer’s Bay.” 



 Essence orbs: 1,723



“Alright, I’ll put them all into our Inferno magic like you said, Zeph.”  Nella  extended  her  will.  The  codex  display  flashed  with crimson-orange light. 



 Magic: Inferno (Mage)

 Progress to Master: 2,523/4,000 essence orbs

 +4,235% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +4,235% Inferno spell casting rate

 +4,235% Inferno spell learning rate

 +4,235% Inferno spell efficacy



“All  our  weapons  are  still  in  serviceable  condition,”  Vincent said.  “Though  I  do  want  to  get  some  work  done  on  Ponderous

Inevitability  sometime,  Zeph.  I  might  be  able  to  add  some  Inferno glyphs to it.” 

“Sure,  Vincent.  Thank  you.”  Zeph  nodded.  “The  gauntlets you,  Rina,  and  Taphir  put  together  for  me  work  really  well,  by  the way.” 

“Great!”  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  smiled.  “I  thought  it’d complement your Dragon Strike spell variants.” 

Nella produced the Tyrant Compass from her mage band and grimaced at the device. 

“Should we bring this with us or leave it here?” she asked. “I don’t  think  we’ll  have  much  of  an  opportunity  to  interrogate  any Slave-Masters we capture out there anyway, especially if the plan is to kill or grab them and run, not level everything within our reach.” 

“We should keep it with us at all times,” Zephyr said. “At the end  of  the  day,  it  contains  nightsteel,  and  I  don’t  want  to  leave  it unattended.” 

“Any of us who notices it acting funny should destroy it right away with an Invocation spell,” Vincent said, frowning at the Tyrant Compass. 

“Agreed.”  Nella  returned  the  device  to  her  mage  band.  “Not much of the hour left. Shall we head on over to the citadel?” 

“You can still spare a few minutes. Come, let’s get a bit more work  done.  Now,  before  lunch,  we  left  off  with…”  Gabriel  began, grabbing  Nella  by  the  scruff  of  the  neck  before  she  could  scurry away. 

The trio groaned in unison. 

Chapter 33







Zephyr  landed  in  the  middle  of  the  drone  processing  plant, sparks  emanating  from  his  form.  Nella  and  Vincent  arrived  a heartbeat later, along with the rest of the strike force. 

All  around  them,  wheeled  and  mollusk  drones  going  about their labors ground to a halt, as did clusters of war drones and archer drones in the middle of their patrol routes across the complex of vast metallic  domes  and  strange  iron  columns  strewn  across  hardened tar.  Twenty  or  so  feet  away,  standing  in  front  of  a  pile  of  metal barrels,  a  Slave-Master  dropped  the  scroll  in  his  hands,  his  jaw falling slack in horrified surprise. 

Zephyr  didn’t  give  the  Fennean  mage  any  time  to  react.  He hurled a Spark Invocation right into the Slave-Master’s face, singeing away  his  eyebrows  but  also  knocking  him  off  his  feet  and  sending him tumbling away into limp unconsciousness. 

Nella’s sky-wyrm crackled into existence, carrying the ranger into the skies. The lightning beast charged right at a behemoth drone at the far end of the complex. Vincent rose into the air as well, Storm and Flame hammers in his hands. Tendrils of electricity danced from his Storm Hammer to coalesce into spikes of cobalt light around the fists  of  the  djinns.  Grunts  and  roars  of  appreciation  arose  from  the elemental  creatures  as  they  surged  outward  and  began  tearing through every drone in their reach. Vincent thrust his Storm Hammer high  once  more,  and  lightning  arced  out  from  its  head  again,  this time  solidifying  as  bands  of  cobalt  light  around  the  wrists  of  every Phoenix  Knight.  Every  Inferno  magic  spell  cast  by  the  recipients  of Vincent’s  lightning  armaments  would  now  be  infused  with  a  small amount of Tempest ether, enough to temporarily disrupt dark magic barriers. 

Standing in the middle of the strike force, Marie Vensk made a chopping gesture. Armed with colored flags, her specialists broke off, each of them leading a contingent of Phoenix Knights into a ring-like  formation  emanating  from  the  strike  force’s  landing  point.  As Zephyr watched, the vice-captain raised a flag of her own and waved it  in  a  twirling  pattern.  Her  specialists  immediately  began  bellowing orders  to  the  Phoenix  Knights  clustered  around  them.  A  heartbeat later,  concerted  beams  of  heat  flashed  from  one  group  of  crimson-robed mages to turn an entire row of war drones to molten slag. At the  same  time,  spirals  of  burning  air  roiled  into  existence, intercepting  the  iron  spikes  hurtling  from  a  formation  of  archer drones.  Fireballs  raced  skyward  to  detonate  amongst  the  clouds  of hunter drones hanging above the plant’s gigantic metal domes. 

Marie Vensk raised another flag and waved it again. Another wave  of  shouting  rolled  from  the  Vigilant  Blades  specialists.  This time, it was the djinns who responded, bunching up into phalanxes upon which waves of counterattacking war drones crashed. 

Zephyr tore his attention from the unfolding battle and turned to where the first Slave-Master had fallen. His body and soul singing with ether-infused internal energy, he cast Lightning Step, flashing to a  point  five  feet  above  the  fallen  Fennean  mage,  before  tossing  a Storm  Ring  over  his  unconscious  form,  encasing  it  in  a  crackling barrier  of  Tempest  ether.  Whispering  the  casting  words  for  his Thunder  Clap  spell,  Zephyr  slammed  his  Illumination  Gauntlet against the surface of his Storm Ring. Sparks burst from the impact to wash across the war drones that had formed a protective cordon around their master. 

The  creatures  shuddered  as  their  dark  magic  barriers  fell away.  Before  they  could  collapse  upon  Zephyr,  he  fell  into  a handstand upon his Spark Ring, and spun both his legs into twinned executions of Dragon Tail Sweep, sending arcs of flame slicing into the  bodies  of  the  war  drones.  The  closest  ones  fell,  hewn  apart across their torsos or whatever passed for their heads. 

Zephyr  dismissed  his  Storm  Ring,  picked  up  the  Slave-Master,  and  tossed  the  Fennean  mage  over  his  shoulder.  He  cast

Soaring  Breeze  next,  ascending  above  the  ring  of  collapsing  drone bodies before more of the metallic creatures could swarm upon him. 

Buzzing filled his ears, then. Zephyr turned in midair, quickly spotting the hunter drones hurtling toward him. Streams of lightning-tinged  flame  flashed  over  his  shoulder,  laying  ruin  to  the  foremost mosquito-like creatures and sending them tumbling from the skies in molten heaps, but there were many more behind them. 

“Get back to the rest!” one of Marie’s specialists cried, waving frantically to Zephyr. He’d led his group away from the defensive ring established  by  the  strike  force,  bringing  the  Phoenix  Knights  under his command close enough to support Zephyr with their spells. The djinns in the group were beleaguered upon all sides by ravening war drones,  the  elemental  creatures  dragged  down  and  torn  apart  with every passing moment. 

Zephyr  complied  immediately,  racing  toward  the  bulk  of  the strike force. The drones overwhelmed the group that had come to his aid as he flew overhead, ranks of war drones slicing their grotesque limbs  into  Phoenix  Knights.  The  specialist  was  the  last  to  die, shrieking  in  horror  and  agony  as  a  war  drone  dismembered,  then decapitated him. 

Zephyr  flew  down  to  Marie  Vensk’s  side  and  dropped  the unconscious Slave-Master at her feet. The vice-captain paid him little heed save a terse nod as she worked her flags, directing the efforts of the Phoenix Knights and the djinns. 

Vincent hovered above Marie, gasping with effort as he cast his  Arsenal  Wind  spell,  conjuring  hundreds  of  electrical  swords, glaives, and lances before wreathing them in tongues of flame. The jeweler’s  apprentice  dashed  his  hammers  together,  sending  his elemental  weapons  slicing  out  in  an  expanding  ring  of  fire  and lightning that felled entire swathes of war drones and hunter drones. 

Dozens of archer drones raised their limbs and pointed them at  Vincent,  but  he  swept  his  Storm  Hammer  through  the  air  and encased  his  body  in  a  Cosmos  Bastion  a  heartbeat  before  a

seemingly  endless  barrage  of  iron  spikes  sliced  toward  him  and bounced harmlessly off his magical barrier of cobalt light. 

 Nella!  Zephyr  turned  away  from  Vincent  and  toward  where he’d seen Nella charge. He spotted the ranger easily. Still astride her sky-wyrm,  she  was  staring  down  a  behemoth  drone,  the  blazefire conjuration  above  her  brow  boiling  and  writhing  beneath  waves  of Tyrant magic. Her lightning beast reared and swiped with its flame-wreathed  claws,  cleaving  apart  any  hunter  drone  that  came  within reach and intercepting any iron spikes hurled Nella’s way by archer drones,  but  it  was  only  a  matter  of  time  before  its  defense  of  its mistress failed. 

Zephyr cast Lightning Step, then did so twice more, flashing past  the  ranger  and  directly  onto  the  behemoth’s  shoulder.  The gigantic  drone  seemed  to  flinch  then,  its  piloting  Slave-Master evidently aware of Zephyr’s presence. It swept up its massive hands, seeking to close its palms over Zephyr, but in directing the creature to do so, the Slave-Master was forced to take his focus off whatever Tyrant magic spell he was attempting to enact over Nella. 

The ranger gasped, her eyes clearing, as Zephyr punched a molten  hole  into  the  behemoth’s  face  with  his  Fury  gauntlet.  But before he could follow through with another blow, the Slave-Master directed the light of his creature’s mind gem upon Zephyr. 

 Stop. Stop moving. Stop thinking. Stop breathing,  a scratchy voice  whispered  into  the  darkest  depths  of  Zephyr’s  mind,  but  the blazefire  conjuration  above  his  brow  filled  his  consciousness  with heat,  allowing  him  to  shrug  off  the  Slave-Master’s  frantic  and unfocused assault upon his thoughts. 

Birds  of  cobalt  light,  their  wings  ablaze  with  fire,  swarmed over  the  behemoth’s  arms,  tearing  away  the  creature’s  dark  magic barrier and melting furrows across the massive limbs. Zephyr ducked beneath the grasp of dissolving iron fingers and clawed at the hole he’d  punched  into  the  behemoth’s  face,  making  it  even  larger.  He fancied he spotted the Slave-Master’s startled face through the hole

before he tossed a Spark Invocation into the confines of the drone’s head. 

Lightning flared beneath the surface of the behemoth’s face, and the creature stopped moving, which meant that its controller was incapacitated. Hunter drones swooped down upon Zephyr. Nella and her sky-wyrm intercepted them, the lightning beast scything into the metallic mosquitoes even as the ranger blasted them out of the skies with electrical and fiery arrows. 

“Cut the scumbag out of there!” Nella cried, but Zephyr was already  in  motion,  having  called  Lethal  Swiftness  to  his  grasp  and slicing  its  blazing  edge  into  the  behemoth’s  face.  Four  swift sweeping  cuts  later,  he  was  yanking  a  rectangular  section  of  iron free,  exposing  the  Slave-Master  within  the  drone  to  open  air.  The Fennean  mage’s  skull  was  festooned  with  strange  cords  that connected  him  to  the  throne-like  chair  his  unconscious  form  was slumped  upon.  Bizarre  levers,  switches,  and  lights  ran  across  the underside of the behemoth’s face. 

Zephyr  severed  the  cords  an  inch  from  the  Slave-Master’s head, before grabbing him by the back of his collar and hauling him out.  Nella  blasted  a  cluster  of  hunter  drones  apart  and  swung  her sky-wyrm  close,  allowing  Zephyr  to  toss  the  Slave-Master  upon  its back. 

“Go! I’ll cover you!” he cried, returning Lethal Swiftness to his mage  band  and  sweeping  a  Storm  Invocation  over  a  swarm  of hunter drones and staggering their flight. Fiery tentacles lashed from Nella’s eyes, slicing the buzzing creatures into molten chunks. 

“Get  on,  Zeph,”  she  said.  “Make  sure  the  Fennean  bastard doesn’t fall off. I’ll cover both of us.” 

Nodding,  Zephyr  hopped  upon  the  sky-wyrm  and  placed  a knee  upon  the  Slave-Master’s  back,  pinning  him  in  place.  The lightning  beast  roared,  then  streaked  toward  the  rest  of  the  strike force. 

Many djinns and Phoenix Knights had fallen, Zephyr realized. 

Gabriel was amongst the group closest to Nella. Fireballs and beams

of  heat  streaked  from  his  palms,  destroying  the  hunter  drones  that closed in on the sky-wyrm’s left flank. The other Phoenix Knights by his  side  struck  down  the  buzzing  creatures  collapsing  upon  Nella’s right  shoulder,  while  the  ranger  scythed  her  flight-path  clear  with tentacles of flame and lightning. 

In  coming  to  Nella’s  aid,  Gabriel’s  group  found  themselves overextended  and  swiftly  surrounded.  The  Phoenix  Knight  grinned as he saw his plight and raised his hand in salute to the ranger and Zephyr. The djinns defending him fell, followed by his fellow mages, and  soon,  Gabriel  found  himself  alone,  beset  on  all  sides  by  war drones. 

The Phoenix Knight beheaded a quartet of the creatures with a  fiery  lance,  then  sent  a  wave  of  flame  rolling  over  a  cluster  of archer drones as they aimed their tubular limbs at him. A war drone clipped him across the shoulder with a bladed limb. Another plunged a spike through his thigh. Gabriel blasted the creature’s torso apart with  a  fireball.  The  drone  that  had  struck  his  shoulder  followed through,  backhanding  the  Phoenix  Knight  across  the  face  and knocking  him  off  his  feet.  A  dozen  iron  blades,  spikes,  and  saws reared over Gabriel’s prone form. 

“No!”  Nella  shrieked,  bringing  her  sky-wyrm  directly  down where  Gabriel  had  fallen.  Zephyr  didn’t  waste  time  rebuking  the ranger for jeopardizing the mission. He didn’t want to, because there was no way he would leave the Phoenix Knight to his fate, not after all  he’d  done  for  the  trio.  Lethal  Swiftness  spun  into  his  grasp,  and he  hurled  a  Blade  Beam  through  a  cluster  of  war  drones,  before following up with a fireball that tore the monsters limb from limb. He then  jumped  into  the  fray,  sword  twirling,  gauntlets  hammering  and crushing, bringing down one drone after another. 

Nella’s  sky-wyrm  wrapped  a  claw  around  him  then,  before pulling him away from the blades of a dozen pouncing war drones. 

Elementally infused swords from Vincent’s Arsenal Wind spell swept the skies momentarily clear of hunter drones, and then Zephyr was airborne once again, held firmly in the sky-wyrm’s grasp. 

He  looked  for  the  Slave-Master,  only  to  find  him  secured  to the  lightning  beast’s  body  by  an  intricate  chain  of  cobalt  light, courtesy  of  Vincent’s  timely  and  adroit  use  of  Tempest  magic.  He then swung his gaze to Nella. The ranger was holding Gabriel’s body in her arms, her cheeks streaked with tears even as she tore drones apart  with  multitude  of  fire  and  lightning  tentacles  pouring  from  her eyes. 

 Ah.  Zephyr wasn’t quite sure when it had happened, but the ranger and Phoenix Knight had obviously established some manner of  bond  that  went  beyond  that  of  student  and  teacher.  He  couldn’t find any fault in it. Gabriel wasn’t much older than the trio, and he’d always treated them more as equals and peers than anything else. 

 Now’s  not  the  time  to  think  of  such  things.   Zephyr  returned Lethal Swiftness to his mage band and thrust his hands out. Storm Invocations  poured  from  his  right  palm,  stripping  the  dark  magic barriers from a group of archer drones lacing iron spikes at the sky-wyrm. He followed it up with three simultaneous casts of the Fireball spell, blowing the creatures apart. 

Another  heartbeat  passed.  The  sky-wyrm  reached  Marie Vensk. Nella dismissed it, allowing the second captive Slave-Master to  thump  to  the  ground  before  the  vice-captain.  Marie  raised  a crimson flag and swept it through the air. Immediately, the defensive formation of the strike force began constricting in on itself. 

Vincent  dropped  down  beside  Nella,  his  face  grim  and wearied as he looked at Gabriel’s bloodied form. 

“Is  he…”  Vincent  began,  only  for  Marie  to  grab  him  by  the shoulder and shake him roughly. 

“Worry  about  that  later!”  the  vice-captain  bellowed.  “I  don’t see any other Slave-Masters around! Get us out of here, now!” 

Zephyr  raised  his  hands  and  chanted  the  casting  words  to Wind  Walk,  extending  its  influence  over  as  many  Phoenix  Knights, djinns,  and  Vigilant  Blades  as  he  could.  Nella  and  Vincent  did  the same.  To  Zephyr’s  relief,  he  sensed  the  ranger’s  spell  enveloping Gabriel,  which  meant  that  the  Phoenix  Knight  was  still  alive,  since

Wind Walk could only affect living souls and anything they carried on their immediate persons. 

He completed his spell and soared into the heavens. 



Chapter 34







Gabriel  was  fine,  it  turned  out.  The  Phoenix  Knight  had suffered  a  few  flesh  wounds,  and  he  was  slightly  dazed  from  the blow  to  his  head,  but  the  chief  physician  of  Blackstone  Keep’s infirmary reassured the trio of Gabriel’ swift recovery. 

“A group of Frost Guardians is due to arrive soon. Tomorrow, in  fact,”  the  gaunt  woman  said,  adjusting  her  white  robes.  “Their mastery of Frost magic is far greater than mine, so they should get Gabriel  on  his  feet  shortly,  I’m  sure.  His  Excellency  has  also  sent word  that  he  will  be  visiting  the  infirmary  within  a  few  hours,  which means your instructor will likely be healed even sooner than that. ” 

“Thank  you,  Master  Grisa,”  Zephyr  replied,  bowing  to  the physician. Grisa nodded gruffly and walked away. At the other end of the infirmary, one of her assistants pulled a bloodied sheet over the face of a much less fortunate Phoenix Knight who hadn’t survived his wounds.  The  chief  physician  leaned  over  a  heavily  bandaged Vigilant Blade and began a low chant. White-blue light pulsed faintly from her hands to wash over the injured mercenary. A few moments later,  Grisa  shook  her  head  and  pulled  a  sheet  over  the  Vigilant Blade’s face too. 

Zephyr  sighed  as  he  recalled  the  strike  force’s  return  to Blackstone  Keep.  A  dozen  Vigilant  Blades  had  been  waiting,  and Marie had immediately ordered them to blindfold the captured Slave-Masters and march them away in chains. 

“Congratulations,  Zephyr.  Victory  is  ours,”  she’d  declared, before conducting a roll call to tally the survivors. 

 We  lost  more  than  half  of  the  Phoenix  Knights  who  came along with us and all of the djinns. Only three of Marie’s subordinates made it back, but one of them just died,  Zephyr thought.  The djinns

 will reform here after a few days, according to Gabriel, but everyone else who fell to the drones is gone for good. 

“Cake,”  Gabriel  declared,  folding  his  arms  across  his  chest sullenly. “That’s what you can get me. A slice of chocolate cake from the mess hall. I don’t care what Tila says.” 

“No,”  Nella  said,  folding  her  arms  and  assuming  an  equally stubborn  posture  upon  her  chair  by  his  cot.  “You  already  had  your slice this week.” 

“That’s  not  fair!”  the  Phoenix  Knight  grumbled.  “How  would you  feel  if  I  declared  you  couldn’t  have  any  fish  for  the  rest  of  the week?” 

“I  wouldn’t  feel  anything,  because  you  don’t  get  to  decide what I eat,” Nella retorted. 

“He’s  well  enough  to  argue  about  food,  so  I  guess  we  don’t have  to  worry  about  him,”  Vincent  said,  chuckling  weakly  as  he turned  to  Zephyr.  Seated  on  the  other  side  of  Gabriel’s  cot,  the jeweler’s apprentice was pale, and his hands were trembling. Zephyr had  seen  such  signs  before,  mostly  amongst  inexperienced guardsmen who never quite recovered from what they’d experienced in their first pitched battle. 

 He’s not like Nella or me,  Zephyr thought, patting Vincent on the back comfortingly. “How are you feeling?” 

“I’m fine,” Vincent replied too quickly, his rapidly blinking eyes and his shallow breaths belying his answer. “I really am. I…” 

“You were amazing today, Vincent. You saved all our lives—

mine,  Nella’s,  and  Gabriel’s—and  I  think  you  destroyed  the  most drones out of everybody there. We wouldn’t have made it back here if  it  weren’t  for  you.”  Zephyr  sighed.  “But  you’re  not  fine,  and  that’s alright.  We  all  saw  some  pretty  horrifying  things  today,  and  many people died. It’s only natural to be upset about that.” 

“I… I keep seeing them when I close my eyes, Zeph,” Vincent admitted,  his  voice  wavering.  “Screaming,  dying,  begging  for  help. 

And  I  couldn’t  help  them.  I  couldn’t  cast  my  spells  quickly  enough. 

My magic wasn’t strong enough. It wasn’t…” 

Zephyr  sat  down  beside  Vincent  and  held  him  as  the jeweler’s apprentice buried his face in his hands and began sobbing. 

The  trio  had  fought  alongside  a  phalanx  of  Storm  Scions  at  the Tempest  School  against  a  tide  of  Shadowswarm,  and  people  had perished  in  that  battle  too.  The  same  was  true  when  the  trio  had repelled  the  attack  on  Blackstone  Keep  after  rescuing  Sahhto.  But on  both  occasions,  Vincent  had  been  somewhat  removed  from  the carnage.  That  hadn’t  been  the  case  in  their  attack  on  the  plant, where he’d been right in the midst of the battle, awash in the sight of rent flesh and the stench of spilled viscera. 

“The  three  of  you  should  go  get  something  to  eat,”  Gabriel said, nodding soberly at Vincent. “Then try to rest up as much as you can.” 

“Alright. We’ll talk to you later, Gabriel,” Zephyr said, helping Vincent to his feet. Nella put her arm through Vincent’s, and together, they led the jeweler’s apprentice from the infirmary. 

Zephyr thought about the calming mantras he’d learned as a child  in  the  Wu  monastery  and  wondered  if  they  would  do  Vincent any  good.  He  shook  his  head.  The  poetically  crafted  words  and cleverly  tuned  phrases  of  the  mantras  which  he’d  once  found  so profound  and  soothing  now  rang  hollowly  in  his  regard.  Walking beside his brokenly sobbing friend, Zephyr realized that there was no peace to be drawn from their verses, no truth hidden beneath their rhymes, and for the first time in his life, he found the teachings of the Wu frustratingly shallow and futile. 

He  was  tempted  to  run  straight  to  Master  Sora,  to  lay  his discontent  and  his  seething  sense  of  powerlessness  at  the  feet  of the  abbot,  but  the  Wu  monks  were  no  longer  in  Blackstone  Keep, having joined Archmage Brass’s advance upon Fennea. 

“Zeph!”  Lux  cried,  as  she  ran  down  the  brightly  lit  hallway toward  them.  “I  heard  you  were  back,  and  I…  Vincent!  What’s wrong?” 

“No... nothing. I’m fine. Hi, Lux,” Vincent said, wiping his eyes with  the  back  of  his  sleeve.  He  pushed  Zephyr  toward  her.  “Really, 

I’m fine.” 

“The battle was hard-won,” Zephyr explained, folding Lux into a hug. “We lost many people.” 

“Oh,  Vincent,”  Lux  said,  her  voice  laden  with  pity.  She reached out to Vincent, but he flinched from her touch. 

“We’ll let you two catch up,” Nella said, pulling Vincent away. 

She looked at Zephyr. “I’ll look after him. Don’t worry.” 

The two of them shuffled away before Zephyr could respond. 

He sighed and let them go. Perhaps the best thing anyone could do for Vincent right now was absolutely nothing. 

“I heard how many people didn’t make it,” Lux said quietly. “I wish I’d been there to help, Zeph. I…” 

“I  don’t,”  Zephyr  replied  softly,  taking  her  hands  in  his  and kissing  them.  “It  was  an  absolute  nightmare  back  there.  We  barely survived. I would never want you close to anything like that. Come, let’s walk for a bit and talk about everything and nothing at all.” 

And  so  they  did,  walking  through  Blackstone  Keep,  chatting over  mugs  of  tea  in  the  mess  hall,  and  waking  up  side  by  side  in Zephyr’s  bed  as  the  dawn  crept  in  through  his  window.  When  they emerged  from  his  room,  they  found  Nella  in  the  sitting  area, sprawled across a velvet couch and idly scrolling through the Inferno magic grimoire in her codex display. 

“Vincent’s still asleep. I think we should just leave him be for now,” the ranger said. 

“I need to get back to my post now, Zeph,” Lux said, kissing Zephyr on the cheek. “I’ll see you later. Send Vincent my love.” 

“I will. Bye, Lux. See you soon.” Zephyr squeezed her hand briefly,  then  watched  as  the  Storm  Scion  gave  Nella  a  quick  hug before striding away into the depths of Blackstone Keep. 

The  ranger  dismissed  her  codex  display  as  soon  as  the sound of Lux’s footfalls faded and stood up. She met Zephyr’s gaze. 

“Let’s go,” Zephyr said, nodding. 

They found Avora in the planning room, seated before a side table  and  poring  over  a  thick  leather-bound  tome.  Archmage  Brass had marched her army from Blackstone Keep many hours ago, but unsurprisingly enough, the Grand Sage hadn’t joined her. He looked up as Nella and Zephyr approached. 

“Greetings,  my  friends,”  he  said.  “Congratulations  on  your resounding victory yesterday! I have—” 

“We’re  going  to  use  this,”  Nella  interjected,  holding  up  the Tyrant Compass. “Do you want to be there when we do?” 

“We  could  use  your  help  in  pinpointing  the  location  of  the Eternal  Palace  if  we  manage  to  get  the  Tyrant  Compass  to  work today,  sir,”  Zephyr  added,  bowing  shallowly  to  the  Grand  Sage. 

“Vincent  needs  a  bit  more  rest,  and  we’re  not  quite  as  deft  at manipulating our codex displays as he is.” 

“Ah,  of  course,  my  friends,”  Avora  replied,  closing  his  tome and returning it to his mage band. “I will assist you immediately. But on that note, there was something I wanted to discuss your Codex of Ascension.” 

“What is it?” Nella asked. 

“Why  don’t  we  talk  about  that  later,  when  Vincent  is  here?” 

Zephyr said. “If it’s about the Codex of Ascension, I’m sure he’ll want to hear what you have to say, too.” 

“That would be for the best, Zephyr,” Avora agreed, getting to his feet. “Let us proceed, my friends.” 

The  interrogations  of  the  two  captured  Slave-Masters unfolded  similarly,  with  equally  grim  results.  Zephyr  was  prepared this time though, and he’d steeled his resolve. Clenching his jaw, he stepped away from the twisted corpse of the last Fennean mage and turned to Nella, who was holding the Tyrant Compass out to Avora. 

“Well? Is it working?” the ranger demanded. 

“The Tyrant Compass is functioning as expected,” Avora said, pointing  to  the  threads  of  sickly  green  light  coruscating  across  the length of nightsteel within the device. “As you can see, the amount of

corrupt  ether  it  has  trapped  has  tripled  in  volume,  and  if  you  focus your mage sight upon the nightsteel, you should be able to sense the ether’s arcane bearing.” 

“But  it’s  not  enough,”  Zephyr  guessed,  sweeping  his  mage sight  over  the  Tyrant  Compass.  “The  trapped  ether  points somewhere, but too vaguely to be of much use.” 

“Don’t be disheartened just yet,” Avora said. “From what I can tell, the Tyrant Compass is on the cusp of yielding what we need to know. All it needs is a little more corrupt ether.” 

“Looks like we’ll need to nab ourselves another Slave-Master or  two.”  Nella  sighed  and  lowered  the  device.  “When  should  we attack the next plant, Zeph?” 

“We’re not going to do that,” Zephyr said, shaking his head. 

“We  barely  survived  yesterday  against  surprised  and  unprepared Slave-Masters  and  their  drones.  The  next  plant  we  strike  at  will  be fully fortified and ready for us. We won’t win that fight.” 

“How is that different from attacking the Eternal Palace when we  locate  it,  then?”  Nella  asked.  “Wouldn’t  the  Unliving  Emperor’s home be far more fortified than a drone plant?” 

“It’s not the same. There are nine plants in all, and there is a massive  drone  army  advancing  on  Blackstone  Keep,”  Zephyr  said. 

“That’s why we can’t afford to attack a single plant with much more than the strike force we mustered yesterday. But if we know where the Eternal Palace is…” 

“Then  we  can  throw  everything  we  have  at  it  and  bring  the Unliving  Emperor  down,”  Nella  said.  She  frowned  at  the  Tyrant Compass.  “But  even  if  we  do  get  this  thing  to  work,  how  are  we getting to the Eternal Palace?” 

“We  hit  the  plant  closest  to  the  palace  with  everything  and everyone we can bring, which will be a lot more, now that we have Storm Scions who can cast Wind Walk with us,” Zephyr said. “Once we win, we bring in as many reinforcements as possible, then go for the Unliving Emperor.” 

“There’s  no  coming  back  if  we  don’t  manage  to  kill  the Unliving Emperor,” Nella pointed out, a grin pulling at her lips. “I like that plan. Let’s do it. But we still need to interrogate another Slave-Master, don’t we? If we’re not attacking a plant, where are we going to catch one?” 

“On  the  field  of  battle,  fighting  alongside  Archmage  Brass,” 

Zephyr  replied,  clenching  his  fists  resolutely.  “Let’s  go  find  Vincent. 

We should head out right away.” 

“I  will  come  with  you,  my  friends,”  Avora  said.  “I  wish  to  go over  what  I  have  uncovered  from  my  review  of  several  tomes  I retrieved from my manor’s archives last night.” 

 He  went  home  instead  of  leaving  with  Archmage  Brass. 

Zephyr  took  a  deep  calming  breath  as  he  walked  out  of  the  cell. 

Nella and Avora followed, the latter pausing briefly to instruct several Vigilant  Blades  waiting  outside  to  dispose  of  the  Slave-Masters’

corpses. 

Marie  Vensk  was  waiting  for  them  just  beyond  Blackstone Keep’s dungeons. She nodded to Zephyr. 

“How’d  it  go?”  the  vice-captain  asked.  “Should  I  start rounding up a strike force against the Eternal Palace?” 

“Not quite yet, but soon,” Zephyr promised. 

“Good.”  Marie  gestured  over  her  shoulder  down  a  corridor that would lead to Taphir’s forge. “In case you’re looking for the little one, he and Phoenix Knight Tusu are at the forge. If you still haven’t gotten what you needed, that means you’re probably headed to the frontline. Good luck out there.” 

“What will you be doing?” Zephyr asked. 

“Organizing  the  reinforcements  converging  upon  Blackstone Keep  and  coordinating  their  delivery  to  Archmage  Brass’s command,”  she  replied.  “A  contingent  of  fifty  Frost  Guardians  just arrived, by the way. Two of them are asking for you by name, Nella.” 

“Me?” Nella frowned in confusion. “Why me?” 

“Master  Tosa  Finne  and  Master  Biri  Finne  claim  they  know you  personally,”  Marie  said.  “Most  of  the  Frost  Guardians  will  be advancing to the frontline in two hours, the two of them included, so if you’re headed that way too, you can catch up with them then.” 

“Tosa  and  Biri?”  A  surprised  smile  fell  over  Nella’s  face.  “I haven’t  spoken  to  them  in  years.  Sure,  I’ll  go  find  out  what  they want.” 

“Are  they  your  friends,  Nella?”  Zephyr  asked,  remembering that the Frost School was located near the Blight Boundary and that the Frost Guardians often worked hand-in-hand with the rangers and the druids that lived there. 

“Not really. They’re Druidess Filna’s friends, if anything,” Nella said. “I don’t know them very well, and like I said, the last time I saw them was many years ago. Honestly, I’m not sure why they want to talk to me now.” 

“Masters  Tosa  Finne  and  Biri  Finne  are  also  known  as  the Glacial  Twins,”  Avora  interjected.  “They  are  highly  skilled  and extremely powerful Frost Guardians. I’m surprised Archmage Thorn was  willing  to  spare  them  from  their  duties  at  the  Blight  Boundary and allow them to come to our aid.” 

“I’m  glad  they’re  here  to  help.”  Zephyr  turned  to  Marie  and gave  her  an  appreciative  nod.  “Thanks  for  telling  us  where  Vincent is.  We’re  going  to  need  your  help  when  we  attack  the  Eternal Palace.” 

“I’ll be ready when you are,” the vice-captain replied, before turning on her heel and walking away. 

“Alright,  let’s  go  find  Vincent,  Zeph,”  Nella  said,  tugging  at Zephyr’s sleeve. “I’m a bit worried about him.” 

Zephyr  nodded  in  response,  and  with  Avora  in  tow,  they hurried to the forge. Sure enough, the jeweler’s apprentice was there with  Rina  and  Taphir.  Gabriel  was  there  as  well,  evidently  fully recovered  from  his  injuries.  He  wore  a  long  coat  of  scaled  plates over his robes, and he gave Zephyr and Nella a thumbs-up as they approached. 

“Vincent  prepared  this  for  me,”  the  Phoenix  Knight  said, pointing to a pair of glyphs across his armor’s torso section. “Greater Ease  and  Greater  Resilience  glyphs  means  that  this  armor  weighs almost nothing, and it fits perfectly over my robes too, thanks to his tailoring. Vincent’s a genius! A genius, I tell you!” 

“Thanks,  Gabriel.  I’m  glad  you  like  it,”  Vincent  said,  before turning  to  Taphir,  who  was  applying  a  steel  file  to  the  visor  of  what appeared to be a sallet helm. The jeweler’s apprentice pointed to the helm.  “Grind  down  a  little  more  of  the  crown  with  a  smaller  file, Mister Taphir. A size five, I think. Once that’s done, we can call it a day.” 

“You got it, Vincent,” the smith said, before setting the file in his hand aside and retrieving another from his toolbelt. Taphir began humming under his breath as he resumed his work. 

“Aren’t  you  supposed  to  be  resting,  Vincent?”  Nella  asked, before turning to Rina. “What’s happening here?” 

“Vincent  came  to  see  me  an  hour  or  so  ago,  saying  he  had some  glyph  inscription  ideas  and  needed  my  help,”  the quartermaster explained. “I was curious, so I handed my work to my assistants and followed him to the forge, where he pretty much did everything.  Mister  Taphir  contributed  far  more  than  I  did,  since  he handled all the actual smithing.” 

“I wanted you to check my work, Rina,” Vincent said. “And I’m fine, Nella. I got lots of sleep last night, and I woke up with all these ideas, so I had to rush down here and get things done.” 

“And  he  got  so  much  done  indeed,”  Rina  said,  pointing  to  a table  upon  which  Zephyr’s  gauntlets  sat.  “Go  take  a  look,  Zephyr. 

Vincent’s made some really nifty upgrades to your gear.” 

Zephyr  walked  over  to  the  gauntlets,  picked  them  up,  and unfurled a codex display. 



 Illumination & Fury

 Enchanted blade gauntlets +12

 Greater Inferno Amplification, Greater Tempest Amplification, Impact, Sunder



 Blade  gauntlets?  Sunder?  Those  are  new,  Zephyr  realized. 

He  put  the  steely  gloves  on  and  immediately  noticed  the  intricately wound bands of spring steel across the gauntlets’ wrists. 

“Looks like you found the activation switches, Zeph,” Vincent said, grinning. “Go ahead and trip them.” 

“Alright.” Zephyr flexed his wrists. A foot-long blade extended from the back of his Fury Gauntlet with a metallic ring. Three shorter ones sprang from between the knuckles of his Illumination Gauntlet, turning the glove into a claw. He whistled in admiration at the sight. 

“Wow! This is amazing, Vincent!” 

“I  noticed  you  struggling  to  cut  the  Slave-Master  out  of  the behemoth  yesterday,”  Vincent  explained.  “Lethal  Swiftness  isn’t really suitable for such work, and like I said, Ponderous Inevitability simply isn’t up to the task against our enemies anymore, so I took it apart and used it to touch up your gauntlets. They should allow you to maul drones apart much more easily.” 

“They definitely will,” Zephyr agreed, looking down at his new equipment in awe. “You got this done in an hour?” 

“Mister  Taphir’s  an  excellent  smith,  and  Rina  kept  me  on track.” Vincent gave Rina a side-hug, much to her delight. 

“Oh,  no.  I  can’t  claim  any  credit.  I  handled  the  simple  stuff, mostly melting things down and then beating them back into shape. 

All the ingenuity and intricacy came from Vincent.” Taphir chuckled, put  down  his  file,  and  held  up  the  helm  he’d  been  working  on  for Vincent to inspect. “What do you think? With the Greater Ease glyph, this  thing  can’t  weigh  much  more  than  a  tenth  of  a  pound.  Do  you want me to grind its edges down a bit more?” 

“No,  I  think  this  should  be  good  enough.  Thanks,  Mister Taphir.”  Vincent  took  the  helm  and  beckoned  to  Nella.  “This  is  for you.  It  should  make  your  Eyebite  spells  much  stronger  and  give them greater reach too.” 

The ranger eagerly put the helm upon her brow and unfurled a codex display. 



 Vengeful Glare Visor

 Enchanted helm +12

 Greater Ease, Greater Inferno Amplification, Greater Tempest Amplification, Greater Eyebite Facilitation



“It doesn’t obscure my vision at all,” Nella announced. “And it barely weighs anything.” 

Tentacles  of  fire  and  lightning  swarmed  from  the  ranger’s visor, and a broad smile spread across her face. 

“My Eyebite spells feel much smoother too,” the ranger said. 

“Thanks, Vincent!” 

“You’re very welcome!” Vincent beamed. 

“Vincent,  are  you  alright?”  Zephyr  asked,  more  than  a  little concerned at Vincent’s seemingly buoyant mood and demeanor. He took  off  his  gauntlets  and  placed  them  within  his  mage  band.  “Last night, you were…” 

“I’m  fine,  Zeph,”  Vincent  replied,  nodding  resolutely.  “I  really am. I thought a lot about what happened at the plant last night, and I realized  I  tried  my  best.  I  helped  everyone  I  could,  and  if  there’s anybody  to  blame  for  the  deaths  of  our  friends  and  allies,  it’s  the Unliving Emperor. So let’s go get him.” 

“Ha!” Gabriel slapped Vincent heartily across the back. “Now that’s what I like to hear! Well said, Vincent!” 

“Show  them  what  you  made  for  yourself,  Vincey.  It’s  one  of your  most  interesting  items  yet,”  Rina  prompted.  Vincent  chuckled weakly and scratched the back of his head. 

“Alright, here.” He retrieved a pair of slim metal rods from his mage  band,  held  one  of  them  in  each  hand,  and  summoned  his

Storm and Flame hammers over the rods. A codex display appeared by his side. 



 Ether Conduits

 Enchanted Wands + 12

 Omnispell  Amplification,  Greater  Omnispell  Amplification, Omnispell Facilitation, Greater Omnispell Facilitation



“Omnispell  glyphs!”  Avora  exclaimed,  his  eyes  widening  in shock.  “Such  glyphs  have  never  been  inscribed  since  the  days  of Azaria  Hastur,  the  Glyph  Master  and  boon  companion  of  Caruthas himself! Vincent, my friend, this is a monumental achievement!” 

“I  was  thinking  about  those  Radiant  magic  spells  you  cast, your  Excellency,”  Vincent  said.  “And  I  figured  that  Radiant  magic depends on balancing all three Elemental ethers in perfect harmony. 

I don’t know any Frost magic yet, but I know enough Tempest magic and Inferno magic to see what’s missing. Still, I wasn’t able to quite fill in the gaps enough and awaken a Frost Aspect, so I decided to focus  on  something  else.  Well,  one  thing  led  to  another,  and  I inscribed one Omnispell glyph, then another.” 

“What  does  an  Omnispellglyph  do?”  Nella  asked,  poking  at the metal rod ensconced in Vincent’s Flame Hammer. 

“Omnispell  glyphs  augment  all  kinds  of  magic,”  Avora explained,  his  voice  hoarse  in  the  aftermath  of  his  uncharacteristic outburst.  “Though  they’re  at  their  greatest  effectiveness  when  used with primal Elemental magic. A minor Omnispell glyph is at least ten times more potent than even a Greater glyph of any other kind.” 

“I  haven’t  been  able  to  inscribe  these  on  anything  more complex  than  plain  rods,”  Vincent  said.  “But  I’m  sure  I’ll  be  able  to figure out how, given enough time. For now, these should make my spells much faster and stronger.” 

“Well  done,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  congratulated  the  jeweler’s apprentice again. “We’ll fare much better against the drones and the

Slave-Masters with our new armaments.” 

“Should  we  head  over  to  the  citadel  courtyard  now?”  Nella asked.  “Judging  from  what  Marie  said,  the  next  wave  of reinforcements  and  supplies  will  be  disembarking  soon.  We  should join up with them if we’re going to help Archmage Brass.” 

“Let’s  go,”  Vincent  agreed.  Dismissing  his  Elemental Hammers, he returned his wands to his mage band and gave Rina a brief hug. 

“I’ll be back in a bit,” he promised. 

“You’d better!” Rina flicked his nose playfully. 

“A moment, my friends. Now that all three of you are here, let me swiftly summarize the results of my research to you,” Avora said, unfurling a codex display map of the Fennean Empire. The map had the  plants  marked  out.  Six  of  them  were  accessible  to  the  trio  via Wind  Walk.  The  other  three  weren’t,  their  locations  revealed  by  a Slave-Master’s  utterances  rather  than  a  physical  visit  from  Zephyr, Vincent, or Nella. The Grand Sage pointed at one of the inaccessible locations.  It  was  situated  between  two  others  that  the  trio  could reach with Wind Walk. 

Before Zephyr could ask Avora to explain further, the Grand Sage closed his eyes and began a long and complicated chant. 

“It’s  a  Radiant  magic  spell!”  Vincent  cried.  “And  it’s  not Forbearance or Unveil Falsification!” 

 Did  Avora  just  learn  it  recently?  Was  that  what  he  was researching?  Zephyr thought. 

Avora’s  chant  rose  in  pitch  and  volume,  before  suddenly terminating, leaving the forge awash in sudden silence. The location on the codex display he’d been pointing to pulsed with cobalt light. 

The Grand Sage turned to the trio, his features sagging with fatigue. 

“I  can  now  travel  there  with  Wind  Walk,  even  though  I  have never visited that place in person before,” he announced. 

“Did  you  achieve  that  with  a  Radiant  magic  spell?”  Vincent asked. 

“I  did.”  Avora  nodded,  his  breath  coming  in  harsh,  shallow gasps. The Grand Sage blinked, unfurling another codex display. 



 Tempestuous Extrapolation (initiate)

 Radiant Aspect: Sage

 Renders  a  previously  unvisited  location  accessible  to  Wind Walk  (Tempest  magic),  location  must  be  within  twenty  miles  of  two previously visited places



 But  Avora  has  never  been  to  those  plants!  Zephyr  realized, cold  sweat  suddenly  beading  upon  his  temples.  Only  we  have!  So how can he…

“Zephyr,  remember  how  I  was  able  to  transfer  my geographical  knowledge  of  Blackstone  Keep  and  Betrayer’s  Bay  to you  through  our  respective  codices?”  the  Grand  Sage  asked, preempting  Zephyr’s  doubts.  “That’s  how  I  borrowed  your geographical  knowledge  of  those  two  plants  within  Fennea.  I suppose I should have asked for permission before accessing such information,  but  we  are  pressed  for  time,  and  I  felt  that demonstrating my spell was the best way to explain how it works.” 

“I… I see.” Zephyr replied, more than a little disturbed by the fact that Avora could simply access the trio’s memories through his Codex  of  Elucidation.  Offering  and  imparting  knowledge  was  one thing—gleaning it without permission was another. 

“This  means  that  if  we  find  out  where  the  Eternal  Palace  is, we can have his Excellency cast Tempestuous Extrapolation to make it reachable with Wind Walk!” Vincent cried jubilantly. 

“That’s good news, I suppose,” Nella said, sharing an uneasy sidelong  glance  with  Zephyr.  The  ranger  didn’t  seem  any  more pleased than Zephyr was at Avora’s ability to access their thoughts. 

“Attacking the Eternal Palace will be much easier this way.” 

“It will.” Zephyr sighed. “We’d better get going. If we’re there early,  maybe  we  can  see  if  there  are  any  supplies  we  can  help

transport to Archmage Brass too.” 

Chapter 35







Lux was among those designated to ferry reinforcements and supplies  to  Archmage  Brass’s  forces.  She  greeted  Zephyr  with  a quick  hug  as  the  trio  arrived  at  the  courtyard  just  outside  the  inner citadel. 

“We’re  just  about  ready  to  go,”  she  said,  nodding  at  the Vigilant  Blades  and  Phoenix  Knights  assembled  before  the  citadel. 

Zephyr  noticed  a  few  dozen  mages  clad  in  the  gray,  blue-trimmed robes  of  the  Frost  Guardians.  Nella  had  gone  off  to  greet  two  of them:  a  tall,  slender  man  with  long  white  hair  and  a  woman  with startlingly  similar  but  ostensibly  feminine  bodily  proportions.  Both Frost Guardians had pale, delicate facial features, sweeping brows, and bright blue eyes. 

 Those  must  be  the  Glacial  Twins,  Zephyr  realized,  as  the Frost Guardians nodded politely to Nella, before speaking to her in soft, muted tones. The ranger waved Vincent and Gabriel over, took a  look  at  Zephyr,  smiled,  and  returned  her  attention  to  the  Glacial Twins. Zephyr chuckled appreciatively as he turned back to Lux and pressed his lips against her hands, making her giggle in delight. 

“I know you adore me, Zeph,” she said. “But you don’t have to tell that to everyone in the world.” 

“Of  course  I  do,”  he  replied,  smiling.  A  swift  glance  around the courtyard revealed that there were another twenty Storm Scions present, the majority of whom Zephyr recognized during his time at the Tempest School. 

They’d  been  senior  initiates  then,  just  like  Lux,  and  they’d also only earned their formal inductions into the ranks of the Storm Scions.  They  waved  and  smiled  at  Zephyr.  One  of  them,  a  young woman with short, sandy hair, made kissy faces first at Lux, then at

Zephyr. Lux rolled her eyes and laughed at her peer, before returning her regard to Zephyr. 

A  descending  column  of  cobalt  light  that  broke  apart  into cascading  sparks  marked  Master  Gathras’s  arrival.  The  veteran Storm Scion’s robes were ripped, and his cheeks were smeared with soot and grime, but his bearing and demeanor radiated unwavering resolve. 

“You  three,”  he  said,  registering  the  trio’s  presence.  He nodded,  his  stern  demeanor  wavering  beneath  a  tremulously unfolding grin. “You’ll be joining us at the front, then?” 

“Yes,  sir,”  Zephyr  confirmed.  “We  need  to  capture  a  Slave-Master, and if we do, the end of this war might just be upon us.” 

“Music to my ears,” Gathras said, before raising his voice to address the gathered reinforcements. “We will be leaving imminently. 

Make  your  final  preparations.  I  will  lead  the  Storm  Scions  in conveying everyone here to a location roughly a quarter-mile behind where  Archmage  Brass’s  forces  are  currently  situated.  From  there, we will join up with them. Those on supply detail, you will deliver the items you have been tasked to carry in your mage bands and return immediately to Blackstone Keep. Any questions?” 

“No,  Master  Gathras!”  the  Storm  Scions  replied  in  unison. 

The  Phoenix  Knights,  Vigilant  Blades,  and  Frost  Guardians responded in a much more motley fashion: stoic shakes of the head, verbal  affirmations  to  the  contrary,  and  nonchalant  shrugs  rippled through their scattered ranks. 

“Zeph,” Nella said, walking over with Vincent, Gabriel, and the two Frost Guardians she’d been talking to. “These are Masters Tosa Finne  and  Biri  Finne.  They  were  sent  to  find  us  by  Druidess  Filna and Archmage Thorn. Something strange is happening at the Blight Boundary.” 

“We received word from our colleague, Master Viviana Colea, that the three of you were headed here instead of the Frost School, whereupon  we  undertook  this  journey  to  Blackstone  Keep  right away,”  Biri  Finne,  the  Glacial  Twin  sister  said.  Her  voice  was  lilting

and  breathy,  and  she  seemed  to  look  past  Zephyr  even  as  she spoke to him. 

“Your  victory  over  the  Shadowswarm  at  the  Tempest  School was momentous, the circumstances of which meant that the three of you  had  attained  a  sublime  mastery  of  Tempest  magic,”  Tosa,  the brother,  continued.  “So  Archmage  Thorn  bade  us  seek  you  out posthaste,  that  he  might  avail  the  Frost  School  of  your  magical expertise.” 

“Druidess  Filna  also  wants  us  to  help  them  as  soon  as  we can,” Nella said, holding out a letter bearing elegant handwriting and a  signature  that  read   Aurelia  Filna.  “Sounds  like  some Shadowswarm are wreaking havoc at the Blight Boundary, as if the Blight beasts weren’t bad enough already.” 

“Isn’t  the  Blight  Boundary  across  the  world?”  Zephyr  asked. 

“How did you get here so fast?” 

“We  took  the  Winter  Paths,”  Biri  said,  smiling  at  Zephyr’s evident  confusion.  “They’re  magical  pathways  accessible  only  to those  with  a  Frost  Aspect.  Within  them,  hundreds  of  miles  shrink down to mere dozens.” 

“Unfortunately, they do not extend everywhere in the world,” 

Tosa  continued  his  sister’s  explanation.  “The  closest  one  to Blackstone  Keep  was  still  many  days  of  walking  away,  which explains  how  and  why  we  have  come  so  early  yet  so  late,  to  the detriment of those who’ve already fallen in battle.” 

“But rest assured. Now that we’re here, no one whom death hasn’t outright claimed will succumb to his or her wounds,” Biri said, her pale eyes flashing with determination. “Let us swiftly see off the Unliving Emperor’s automatons and crush his regime into dust once and for all, that we might thereafter convey you to the Frost School.” 

“Of  course.”  Zephyr  bowed  to  the  Frost  Guardians.  “I  would be happy to help you and Archmage Thorn after we’ve defeated the Unliving Emperor, and I believe my friends feel the same, too.” 

“I’ve heard so many stories about the Winter Paths,” Vincent said.  “Apparently,  it’s  full  of  strange,  unearthly  gems.  I  can’t  wait  to

walk within them!” 

“We’ll be going to my home with Wind Walk once we’re done here, Vincent,” Nella said. “From there, it’s barely an hour’s stroll to the  Frost  School.  There’s  no  need  for  us  to  use  the  Winter  Paths. 

And besides, we don’t have a Frost Aspect, so we can’t enter them anyway. We’ll have to go to the Frost School first.” 

“Yeah,  you’re  right,”  Vincent  conceded,  his  shoulders slumping in disappointment. 

The  Glacial  Twins  exchanged  a  knowing  glance.  Biri produced a small piece of paper from her sleeve and pressed it into Vincent’s  hands.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  swept  his  gaze  over  its contents and smiled. 

“It’s  a  schematic  imprint  for  a  Frost  magic  spell,”  he announced. “Crystalline Rejuvenation.” 

“Master  Colea  mentioned  how  you  were  able  to  awaken  an Inferno  Aspect  simply  by  using  a  schematic  imprint  for  an  Inferno magic  spell,”  Tosa  said.  “Perhaps  you  might  be  able  to  repeat  that feat, attaining your Frost Aspect right here and now.” 

Zephyr  conjured  a  codex  display  and  made  it  visible  for everyone to read. 



 Essence orbs: 2,133



“We  expended  more  essence  orbs  than  that  when  we awakened  our  Inferno  Aspect  with  a  schematic  imprint,”  he  said.  “I don’t believe we have enough to get our Frost Aspects right now.” 

“Ah,  this  must  be  that  curious  spiritual  artifact  Master  Colea described,”  Biri  mused.  “How  interesting.  It  doesn’t  really  matter  if you  can’t  awaken  your  Frost  Aspects  now.  You  can  do  so  at  the Frost  School  in  the  traditional  fashion  and  under  our  guidance. 

Perhaps that is for the best.” 

“Perhaps,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “Thank  you  for  your  gift,  Masters Finne and uh… Finne.” 

“Oh,  feel  free  to  use  my  name,”  Tosa  said,  waving dismissively.  “After  all,  I  noticed  that  you  do  the  same  with  Gabriel here, though he is your magical instructor.” 

“That’s because he’s been stripped of his rank as a Master,” 

Nella said. “He annoyed Archmage Brass so much that she demoted him, so he doesn’t even outrank the most freshly inducted Phoenix Knight in Blackstone Keep or the Inferno School.” 

“That’s right!” Gabriel proclaimed, an exuberant smile on his face. “I am currently the lowest ranking Phoenix Knight here!” 

“I don’t understand why you’re so proud about that,” Vincent said, shaking his head. 

“Oh, is that so? What a drastic demotion indeed.” Biri tittered into her palm. “Nevertheless, it doesn’t matter. Call me Biri and my brother Tosa. Everything becomes much easier this way.” 

“Of  course.”  Zephyr  exchanged  sidelong  glances  with  Lux, Nella,  and  Vincent  and  shrugged.  “Whatever  you  prefer,  Biri  and Tosa.” 

The Glacial Twins smiled in uncanny unison. 

“We have to go wrangle our fellows into some semblance of order,” Tosa said. “Bye for now, all of you.” 

The  Frost  Guardians  drifted  away  to  rejoin  their  peers. 

Vincent stored the schematic imprint within his mage band. 

And then Gathras was striding to the front of the courtyard, a line  of  Storm  Scions  trailing  behind  him.  Lux  kissed  Zephyr  on  the cheek before scurrying off to join her commander. 

“Form  up!”  Gathras  bellowed.  “Vigilant  Blades,  these  four Storm Scions will convey you. Phoenix Knights, step over here. Frost Guardians...” 

 Looks like they’re not bringing any djinns, at least not on this trip,  Zephyr  thought.  He  smiled  as  Lux  waved  to  him.  She  was  in charge of a cluster of Frost Guardians. 

“Alright!  Let’s  head  out!”  Gathras  declared.  He  caught Zephyr’s eye. “Attune your Wind Walk spell to mine. You know how

to do that, right?” 

“Yes,  sir,”  Zephyr  replied,  nonplussed.  “You  covered  that  in one of your lessons.” 

“Just checking.” The veteran cracked a rare grin. He looked to the skies and disappeared into a beam of cobalt light. 

Zephyr nodded to his friends. They followed. 

Chapter 36







They  arrived  to  a  terse  silence  that  hung  in  the  air  and heralded the onset of unfolding calamity. Gathras chopped his hand down  as  soon  as  his  feet  landed  upon  the  packed  dirt  floor  of  the blasted wasteland beyond the walls of Blackstone Keep. The Storm Scions surged forward, calling for those they’d carried in their Wind Walk  spells  to  follow  them.  The  trio  and  Gabriel  did  the  same, charging  alongside  the  reinforcements  toward  the  field  camp established by Archmage Brass’s army. 

Lux  caught  Zephyr’s  eye.  They  exchanged  nods,  and  then she  was  dashing  away  with  her  fellow  Storm  Scions  toward  the supply  wagons,  breaking  off  from  the  rest  of  the  recent  arrivals. 

Sahhto descended from the skies and drifted overhead the trio, his wings spread amidst the afternoon sun. 

“We  have  annihilated  two  contingents  of  drones  and  slain  a Slave-Master,” the dragon reported. “Regrettably, we weren’t able to apprehend the foul servant of the Unliving Emperor.” 

“Don’t  worry,  Sahhto,”  Nella  called.  “We’re  here  now,  and we’ll get it done. Leave it to us.” 

“Of  course,”  he  replied,  his  rumbling  voice  tinged  with amusement. “Archmage Xila Brass makes her stand ahead. Another army of drones approaches, and we stand ready to face it in battle.” 

“Thanks,  sir!”  Zephyr  said,  raising  his  voice  to  above  the rising  clamor  of  the  Phoenix  Knights’  army  as  their  ranks  swelled with reinforcements. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted slender columns of blue light ascending into the heavens. 

 Lux is headed back to the Blackstone Keep, where she’ll be safe,  he  thought,  running  toward  where  Archmage  Brass  was supposed to be.  I won’t have to worry about her. 

“Zephyr!” Master Sora called from his place in the formation. 

He  stood  amidst  the  Wu  monks,  all  of  them  clad  in  chainmail  and bristling with weapons. “Good to see you, my boy! Fight well!” 

“You  too,  Master  Sora!”  Zephyr  replied.  “Be  careful, everyone!” 

The  Wu  monks  cheered  as  he  ran  past  them,  as  did  the clusters  of  Phoenix  Knights,  Vigilant  Blades,  and  djinns  Zephyr, Nella,  and  Vincent  passed.  The  trio’s  arrival  had  evidently supercharged the morale of Archmage Brass’s army, and she gave them  an  appreciative  nod  as  they  finally  reached  her  and  the contingent  of  Phoenix  Knights  and  heavily  armored  Vigilant  Blades who served as her field bodyguard. 

“Come  to  join  the  fun,  eh?”  she  said,  lowering  her  armored forearm  to  reveal  the  small  crimson  bird  with  feathers  of  flickering flame  sitting  upon  her  wrist.  “Just  in  time,  too.  Little  Roo  here  says there are a lot of drones headed this way, at least five behemoths in their midst and a strange drone the likes of which no one has ever seen before.” 

“A strange drone?” Zephyr asked. 

The Archmage proffered Little Roo to him. 

“See for yourself,” she said, allowing the firebird to crawl onto Zephyr’s  wrist  and  look  into  his  eyes.  A  pulse  of  Inferno  ether radiated from the magical creature to wash over Zephyr’s face, and suddenly  in  his  mind’s  eye,  he  beheld  a  swarming  sea  of  metal, interspersed  by  the  lumbering  forms  of  behemoths.  The  strange drone in question was at the rear of the approaching horde. It stood as tall as a behemoth, and it was also humanoid in shape, though its limbs were sleeker, its entire body gleamed like polished silver, and its movements far more fluid and natural. Its featureless face bore no mind  gem,  which  meant  that  unlike  a  behemoth,  no  Slave-Master stood within its skull, piloting its movements. 

 That looks like a very formidable foe,  he thought, handing the firebird back to Brass, who passed it on in turn to one of her aides. 

“It’s  mine,”  Sahhto  declared,  as  if  reading  Zephyr’s  mind.  “I remember hearsay of my cousin’s death two hundred years ago. He was  torn  apart,  witnesses  said,  by  a  giant  humanoid  drone  that moved  like  quicksilver.  I  scoffed  at  those  testimonials  then,  and roared  loudly  enough  to  terrify  their  providers.  But  now,  seeing  it through  the  eyes  of  the  firebird,  the  circumstances  of  my  cousin’s demise  become  much  less  murkier.  The  creature  that  supposedly slew him does indeed exist, and I would bring it to ruin.” 

“If it has a dark magic barrier, you’ll need one of us to get rid of  that  first,  won’t  you,  Mister  Sahhto?”  Vincent  pointed  out. 

“Otherwise, your spells, your claws, and even your breath won’t do nearly as much as you’d like them to.” 

“I’ll  fight  alongside  you,  sir,”  Zephyr  said.  “This  creature, whatever it is, won’t be a match for both of us.” 

“Very well, Zephyr,” the dragon said, fire trailing from his nose and mouth. “Come with me then. We’ll ascend to the clouds and fall upon our foe.” 

“Vincent,  you’re  with  me,”  Archmage  Brass  declared.  “We’re in  the  center  of  the  formation.  There’s  no  better  position  for  you  to support  us  all  with  your  armament  and  defensive  spells.  Nella,  join the  Phoenix  Knights  in  the  sky.  They  can’t  quite  keep  up  with  you using  their  Firewing  spells,  but  I  need  you  to  help  them  keep  the hunter  drones  from  falling  onto  us.  Gabriel,  you  go  with  her  and watch her back.” 

“Yes, boss,” Gabriel said, nodding. 

“Got  it.”  Nella  summoned  her  sky-wyrm,  hopped  astride  its back  with  Gabriel,  and  flew  to  the  cluster  of  hovering  Phoenix Knights, where they cheered and began chanting her name. 

Archmage Brass looked at Zephyr and Sahhto. 

“Go ahead, then,” she said. “What are you two waiting for?” 

With a mighty beat of his wings, Sahhto hurtled heavenward. 

Zephyr  clasped  Vincent  on  the  shoulder  before  casting  Soaring Breeze and flying after the dragon. 

“Exhilarating  ,  isn’t  it?”  Sahhto  asked  as  Zephyr  ascended alongside him. “Tearing through the skies, the wind washing across your  cheeks,  reaching  for  but  never  quite  touching  the  sun.  Flight! 

Freedom  itself  encapsulated  in  a  single,  shimmering  notion, inspirationally eternal.” 

For  some  reason,  Zephyr  found  the  dragon’s  words  quite poignant  and  touching,  though  he  wasn’t  sure  what  brought  about such ruminations on Sahhto’s part. 

“It is, sir,” he agreed. “I don’t think I’ll ever get sick of flying. 

As a child, I’d always imagined what it would be like to be the wind itself,  going  and  being  everywhere  at  once.  Now  I  can  do  that  with my magic, and being able to do that brings me boundless joy.” 

“Well said, Zephyr!” Sahhto roared as they broke through the clouds. Zephyr promptly cast Wind Sanctuary, encasing himself in a sphere of warm and breathable air. 

“Why are you talking about this now, sir?” Zephyr asked. 

“It is said that dragons can sense their imminent demise, and when  they  do,  they  are  driven  to  bouts  of  melancholic  rumination,” 

Sahhto said. “Over the last few days, I contemplated the scant mark I’ve left on the world despite my immense power, ran over centuries-old conversations with friends both human and draconic in my mind, and  cast  my  thoughts  forward  in  time,  seeking  to  see  what  lies ahead for my kind.” 

“What did you see, sir?” Zephyr prompted. 

“Nothing,”  Sahhto  replied.  “The  last  time  I  even  heard  of another dragon was eons ago. I might be the last of my people alive, Zephyr,  and  soon,  I  too  will  go  into  oblivion,  my  wings  carrying  me beneath the shade of peaceful darkness.” 

“Didn’t  you  say  you’d  outlive  my  great-grand  children’s descendants  not  too  long  ago?”  Zephyr  said.  “Come  now,  sir.  You have many centuries left. If you feel that you’ve not quite lived your prior ones as fully as you might have liked, there’s nothing stopping you from doing otherwise in the years to come. I know that you can fly across the world in the blink of an eye, but surely some corner of

it,  no  matter  how  remote,  must  yield  something  of  interest  to  you, something that would make you feel alive.” 

“Ah,  alive.”  Sahhto  chuckled.  “Like  how  you  feel  now,  your veins  singing  with  passion  for  that  young  Storm  Scion  who  arrived alongside you. Humans are so fascinating, brimming with boundless vitality.  Perhaps  our  passing  is  for  the  best  because  we  leave  this world to truly worthy heirs.” 

“Didn’t you say that there are people in this world who carry draconic blood in their veins?” Zephyr asked. “I don’t think this world is ready to let go of you or any of your kin yet, sir.” 

“Perhaps not,” Sahhto conceded. “But the time for ruminating is done. Behold, the enemy approaches, close enough for even you to see, Zephyr.” 

Zephyr  looked  down,  easily  spotting  the  massive  clouds  of dust  kicked  up  by  the  approach  of  thousands  of  drones.  Hunter drones swarmed through the skies, setting Zephyr’s nerves on edge with  the  maddening  buzzing  of  their  wings.  The  behemoths  came into view a heartbeat later. There were five of them, like Archmage Brass  had  said,  advancing  in  ponderous  strides  that  belied  their startling  swiftness  in  battle.  And  last  of  all  was  the  strange  drone he’d  glimpsed  in  the  firebird’s  vision.  Standing  as  tall  as  the behemoths,  it   sauntered  behind  its  lesser  kin,  its  movements  aloft with eerily human grace. 

“That’s  our  target,”  Zephyr  said.  “I  wouldn’t  recommend fighting it up close. It looks very strong and fast, sir.” 

Sahhto’s leathery lips peeled back in the draconic equivalent of a grin. 

“Indeed, but so are we,” the dragon said. “Come, Zephyr.” 

With  that,  Sahhto  folded  his  wings  back  along  his  body  and threw  himself  into  a  screeching,  headlong  dive  through  the  skies. 

Zephyr  plummeted  after  him,  ascending  to  the  Fifth  Cycle  of  the Carefree  Sutra  and  suffusing  his  internal  energy  with  as  much Tempest and Inferno ether as he could hold. 

As he thundered after the dragon, he saw the battle between the drones and the Phoenix Knights unfold. Lightning rolled forth in a crackling tide, the result of hundreds, if not thousands, of Invocation talismans expended at once. Tempest magic tore into the front ranks of  the  swarming  war  and  archer  drones  and  lanced  through  the clouds of hunter drones, stripping them of their dark magic barriers. 

Zephyr tore his gaze away as the tide of metal crashed upon the  bulwark  of  humanity  and  its  elemental  allies.  He  would  have  to trust  Archmage  Brass  to  win  the  battle  and  believe  in  Nella’s  and Vincent’s  magical  prowess.  His  role,  here  and  now,  was  to  fight alongside Sahhto and triumph over the silver drone. 

Zephyr  thrust  his  hands  out  and  hurled  a  barrage  of consecutive  Cosmos  Invocation  spells  from  his  palms,  filling  the skies  with  swirling  arcs  of  electricity.  The  hunter  drones  between Sahhto and the silver drone shuddered as Zephyr’s Tempest magic ripped  the  shadows  from  their  insect-like  forms.  Sheets  of  flame cascaded from Sahhto’s claws to wash across the buzzing creatures next,  vaporizing  them  in  droves.  The  dragon  opened  his  maw  and swept  a  colossal  beam  of  fire  through  the  heavens,  burning hundreds  of  hunter  drones  from  existence  and  leaving  nothing between him and the gigantic silver humanoid. 

A swift Lightning Step flashed Zephyr ahead of Sahhto, and he threw out another wave of Cosmos Invocations, pulling Tempest ether  from  the  skies  as  quickly  as  he  could  and  feeding  it  into  his spells.  A  column  of  lightning  wider  than  Sahhto  could  spread  his wings descended upon the silver drone. 

The  creature  raised  its  left  arm  and  swept  it  skyward.  To Zephyr’s  horror,  the  gigantic  limb  detached  from  the  drone’s  torso and  spun  into  the  collective  heart  of  his  Cosmos  Invocation  spells. 

The massive length of corrupt iron leached the falling lightning from the  skies,  negating  Zephyr’s  Tempest  magic.  As  Sahhto  lanced another  beam  of  white-hot  flames  from  his  maw  toward  the  silver drone, shadows poured from its gleaming skin. The dragon’s breath crashed against the dark magic barrier and washed over it uselessly. 

Before  Zephyr  could  gather  his  thoughts  and  formulate another  angle  of  attack,  wings  of  dark  smoke  burst  into  existence across  the  silver  drone’s  shoulder  blades.  The  creature  turned  its featureless  face  skyward,  and  then  it   flew  to  meet  Sahhto  and Zephyr. 

A  squawk  of  horrified  surprise  escaped  the  dragon’s  maw, moments before a silver fist hammered into his face, blasting Sahhto back  up  into  the  skies,  leaving  swirls  of  broken  scales  and  golden blood in his wake. 

The  drone  swung  its  colossal  leg  out  in  a  spinning  kick toward  Zephyr  next.  It  was  a  blow  he  had  no  hope  of  blocking.  A frantically cast Lightning Step conveyed him away from the arc of the thunderous blow. Zephyr rematerialized higher up in the skies, only to  face  a  barrage  of  shadowy  spears  streaming  from  the  drone’s open palm. 

Zephyr cast Cosmos Ring. The defensive spell wreathed his entire  body  in  spirals  of  crackling  Tempest  ether.  The  first  four projectiles of hissing darkness vaporized against his magical barrier. 

The  next  three  did  the  same,  but  dissolved  half  of  the  cobalt-hued rings  arund  Zephyr’s  body.  He  fled  skyward  with  another  Lightning Step  a  heartbeat  before  the  rest  of  the  spears  blasted  through  his Cosmos Ring. 

 Only a twilight fiend can wield such powerful dark magic!  he realized,  as  his  evasive  spell  ran  its  course  and  his  body  became flesh-and-blood once more.  What—

The  drone  loomed  over  him,  the  edge  of  its  massive  hand descending upon his skull. Zephyr reached for Lightning Step once more, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to cast it quickly enough. He clenched his jaw and forced himself to keep his eyes open, resolved to meet his death head-on. 

Sahhto flashed into view, arcing his claws toward the drone’s head.  The  silver  creature  turned  its  chopping  blow  into  an  adroit parry,  backhanding  the  dragon’s  claws  aside  before  kicking  Sahhto in the chest. The crisp snap of ancient bone filled Zephyr’s ears as

Sahhto  spun  away  again,  golden  blood  leaking  from  his  nose  and mouth. 

The  drone  caught  the  limb  it’d  hurled  earlier  into  the  skies and tossed it at Zephyr as he lanced another Cosmos Invocation at the  creature’s  torso.  The  tumbling  silver  appendage  absorbed  the fury  of  his  spell  and  would  have  smashed  him  out  of  the  air  if  he hadn’t flown frantically from its path. 

Grinning  skulls  of  black  light  appeared  across  the  drone’s shoulders. They cackled eerily before hurtling toward Zephyr. Calling Lethal  Swiftness  to  his  grasp,  Zephyr  reversed  his  grip  on  the sword’s hilt and unleashed a barrage of Blade Beams, sending arcs of cobalt light slicing through the grinning skulls that sought to sink their shadowy teeth into his flesh. 

Fiery  spheres  ten  times  as  large  as  Zephyr  roiled  into existence  around  the  drone’s  body.  Zephyr  cast  a  quick  glance skyward and saw Sahhto with his claws flickering through motions of spell-casting,  a  sonorous  chant  emanating  from  his  bleeding  maw. 

The dragon clenched his claws, and the fiery spheres fell upon the drone  before  detonating  in  a  globe  of  expanding  flame  that  rivaled the sun in brightness. Zephyr raised his forearms and wreathed them in  twinned  Lightning  Shields  to  ward  off  the  titanic  shockwave  of rushing air and searing heat that emanated from the explosion. 

For a moment, he dared to hope that the battle was won, so mighty was the dragon’s spell. But the whistling wind soon stripped the skies of smoke and smoothed out the roiling of superheated air, revealing the drone’s shadow-wreathed form. 

 The  dark  magic  barrier  around  it  is  hundreds  of  times stronger  than  those  covering  even  a  behemoth  drone,   Zephyr realized.  Just what is that thing? 

His  darkest  suspicions  were  confirmed  a  heartbeat  later,  as not one, but  three  shadowy  forms  extended  from  the  drone’s  brow, each of them bearing the horns and wings of a twilight fiend. Zephyr quickly  summoned  a  codex  display  and  focused  his  will  on  the Shadowswarm entities. 

“Magnificently  fought,  Sacred  One,”  a  twilight  fiend  said. 

“Your power has grown much since your defeat of Thraxanilux.” 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Varansikur of the Eleventh Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 700



“Indeed  it  has,”  another  added.  “A  pity  that  you  have  been forced  to  allocate  two-thirds  of  your  very  being  to  the  laughable struggle between the Phoenix Knights and the rust-puppet’s minions. 

Our bout would unfold over far more even odds otherwise.” 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Girastharvore of the Twelfth Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 600



“Nevertheless, it is good to behold you in person once more, Sacred  One,”  the  third  twilight  fiend  said.  “It  has  been  so  long.  We missed you so much.” 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Arasturphar of the Tenth Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 800



“Sacred  One?”  Sahhto  asked,  as  he  descended  to  Zephyr’s side. “Why are they addressing you thus?” 

“I  don’t  know,  sir.”  Zephyr  shook  his  head.  “The  last  twilight fiend I fought called the three of us this, too.” 

“A  most  curious  term  indeed,  especially  when  used  by Shadowswarm on Caruthas reborn,” Sahhto said. 

The twilight fiends hissed in unison upon hearing the Hero of Light’s name. 

“The Nemesis!” Girastharvore spat. “Would that I had his soul in my claws, that I might flay it for all eternity.” 

“Hateful  drake!”  Varansikur  shrieked.  “How  dare  you  spew such  foulness  in  our  faces!  How  dare  you  utter  such  an  obscene word before our beloved Sacred One!” 

“Wait, my kin,” Arasturphar said, holding up a shadowy claw. 

The  twilight  fiend’s  crimson  eyes  took  on  a  wry  cast.  “The  Sacred One remains deceived. The Liar’s subterfuge holds. Either we have underestimated his capacity for deceit, or the Sacred One hasn’t fully awakened yet.” 

“Is  that  so?”  Girastharvore  tittered.  “How  amusing.  How amusing indeed.” 

“My patience is at its end, my kin,” Varansikur said, baring its inky fangs. “I am no longer entertained by the Liar’s schemes. If the Sacred  One  hasn’t  awakened  yet,  let  us  tear  his  essence  from  his fleshly  prisons,  beginning  with  this  one,  and  restore  him  to  his  true glory ourselves.” 

“That  is  acceptable,”  Arasturphar  agreed.  “The  rust-puppet has gifted us with such a glorious plaything. We might as well make use of it.” 

Arasturphar sank back into the silver drone’s body. 

“Say  what  you  will  about  his  dour  demeanor,  but  I  do appreciate the rust-puppet’s artistry,” Girastharvore said. “After all, it has provided us with so much fun!” 

Cackling, Girastharvore disappeared within the drone. 

“Ah, fun,” Varansikur growled. “We will have plenty of it when we  tear  this  decrepit  drake  limb  from  limb  and  liberate  the  Sacred One from his human bindings.” 

The  silver  drone  rolled  its  shoulders  as  if  it  were  a  human athlete  preparing  for  a  competition.  Its  detached  limb,  having crashed  amidst  a  cluster  of  war  drones  on  the  ground  far  below, spun  back  to  the  creature’s  torso  and  clicked  back  into  place.  The drone spread its palms. Dark flames danced across its silver fingers. 

“We cannot prevail, Zephyr,” Sahhto said. “Not like this. But I have an idea.” 

“What is it, sir?” Zephyr said, fighting to maintain his focus in the  face  of  the  Shadowswarm  entities’  words  and  their  horrifying implications. 

“There is a Draconic magic spell, Transfiguring Bestowment,” 

Sahhto  explained  quickly  as  the  drone  advanced.  “It  integrates  my might with yours and places all that power at your disposal.” 

“My disposal, sir?” Zephyr cried, his eyes widening in shock. 

“You heard what they said about me, right? I’m not Caruthas reborn! 

I’m some kind of Shadowswarm thing! I’m—” 

“Shadowswarm  entities  deceive  through  every  utterance.” 

Sahhto’s crimson gaze met Zephyr’s. “I know who you are, Zephyr. 

You, Nella Heartseeker, and Vincent Trefori. You three have earned my trust.” 

“But…”  Zephyr  bit  down  on  his  protests  as  he  cast  Cosmos Ring,  intercepting  a  barrage  of  shadowy  beams  from  the  silver drone’s hands with crackling arcs of cobalt light. 

Sahhto  raised  his  voice  in  a  rumbling  chant.  His  claws flickered through a series of intricate gestures. Golden light radiated from the dragon’s form, washing over Zephyr and filling his vision. 

 Strength  surged  within  Zephyr’s  being,  racing  through  his limbs.  His  thoughts  expanded  in  directions  beyond  his comprehension,  connecting  his  consciousness  to  an  ancient,  alien, yet  undoubtedly  righteous  and  benevolent  wisdom.  Zephyr  had always  felt  comfortable  flying  with  his  Soaring  Breeze  spell,  but  as

Sahhto’s spell unfolded, a boundless familiarity with and love for the skies suffused his soul. 

 My Draconic magic spells are still beyond your reach, Zephyr, on account of your incontrovertible humanity,  Sahhto’s voice echoed in his mind.  But my strength, grace, and fortitude—though past their prime—are  yours  to  wield  in  conjunction  with  every  weapon  you have at your disposal, both martial and magical. 

An inhuman roar escaped Zephyr’s lips as his vision cleared and  the  pounding  of  his  heart  filled  his  ears.  He  hurled  himself heavenward,  narrowly  escaping  a  thunderous  swipe  from  the  silver drone. 

 What  happened?  Where’s  Sahhto?  Zephyr  swept  his  gaze across the skies, trying to find the dragon. He clenched his fists and

—

His  hands  were  wreathed  in  golden  scales.  Zephyr  blinked and looked down, seeing not his own robed form but a strange cross between  human  and  dragon,  scaled  and  brimming  with  power. 

Leathery  wings  beat  across  his  back,  shedding  a  curious  ether  as they maintained the magical flight of his now-gigantic frame. 

 That  must  be  Draconic  ether,   he  thought  absently,  his  mind still  trying  to  make  sense  of  his  transformation.  Did  Sahhto’s  spell combine our bodies? If so, why did he leave me in charge? 

 Because I am no martial warrior, Zephyr,  the  dragon’s  voice resonated within his consciousness.  And spells alone are ineffective against  the  grotesque  amalgamation  of  Shadowswarm  and Tyrannical metal that seeks our demise. You have the Dragon Strike Techniques  at  your  disposal,  and  I  have  tailored  my  Transfiguring Bestowment spell that you might best bring them to bear. 

Zephyr had no time to respond, as the silver drone streaked toward him on shadowy wings. The creature hurled a massive fist at his  face.  He  ducked  beneath  the  drone’s  punch,  faintly  registering the massive torrents of ether-infused internal energy racing through his system. And then his training took over. 

Seizing  the  silver  drone’s  extended  arm  by  the  wrist  and elbow,  Zephyr  threw  the  creature  over  his  shoulder,  sending  its metallic  body  spinning  head  over  heels  through  the  skies.  He  cast Brighten  Soul  as  he  recovered  from  the  throw  and  assumed  a combat stance. The drone arrested its airborne tumble with a tripled growl  of  frustration  and  hurled  itself  back  at  Zephyr,  its  heel  thrust straight out in a flying kick at Zephyr’s face. 

His spell variant for Scorching Barrier was the Dragon Strike Technique  called  Dragon  Within  The  Fields.  He  brought  that technique  to  bear  now,  his  scaled  palms  weaving  a  net  of  ether-infused internal energy before him. The drone’s kick crashed into the net,  only  to  have  the  impact  of  the  colossal  blow  dissipate  in  all directions,  tendrils  of  flame  and  lightning  trailing  in  the  wake  of  a ring-shaped shockwave. 

The  metallic  creature  faltered  in  midair,  all  of  its  momentum suddenly  stolen  by  Dragon  Within  The  Fields.  Zephyr counterattacked  before  the  drone  could  recover,  lashing  out  with another Dragon Strike Technique, Dragons Dance In Chaos. It was the spell variant for Comet Barrage, and it took the form of a swirling torrent  of  palm  strikes  that  crashed  repeatedly  against  the  drone’s face and torso and left a molten, spark-wreathed handprint beneath every impact. 

The  twilight  fiends’  collective  scream  of  agony  tore  through the  heavens  as  the  drone  reeled  and  convulsed,  Tempest  ether perforating  its  interior  workings  while  Inferno  ether  ate  away  at  its silvered surface. 

The silver drone threw itself back, its shadowy wings flapping frantically and its palms filling with black flames once more. Zephyr cast  Lightning  Step  in  response,  flashing  his  dragon-human  form past  the  drone  so  that  he  rematerialized  behind  it.  A  Dragon  Tail Sweep  ripped  off  one  of  the  metallic  creature’s  legs  and  sent  it hurtling higher into the skies. 

Zephyr  used  Double  Dragons  Arising  in  pursuit.  His  scaled palms crashed into the drone’s back, blasting twinned molten holes

through its torso. The twilight fiends’ shrieks rose in pitch and volume as  Zephyr  poured  Tempest  ether  into  the  creature’s  bubbling wounds. 

The drone’s left arm fell away, melting into shapelessness as it  plummeted  from  the  skies.  Its  shadowy  wings  dissipated,  and  its colossal frame began to tumble earthward. 

But Zephyr wasn’t done. He spread his arms wide and took a deep  breath.  Dragon  Annihilation  Descent  first  turned  the  falling drone’s body into a morass of boiling iron beneath the superheated whirlwind  that  poured  from  his  left  palm.  The  pillar  of  flame  that followed from his right palm blasted the creature into the ground and filled the impact crater with its molten remains. 

Zephyr  crashed  down  a  heartbeat  later,  his  massive  scaled body landing just in front of the lake of bubbling liquid metal that had once been the silver drone. Three shadowy forms streaked into the air,  diminished,  grievously  wounded,  but  still  very  much  alive:  the twilight  fiends.  Zephyr  raised  his  hands,  intending  to  hurl  Cosmos Invocations  at  the  Shadowswarm  entities,  but  his  vision  suddenly blurred, and a shudder rolled across his limbs. 

 We  are  at  the  limits  of  our  strength,  Zephyr,  Sahhto’s  voice said in his mind.  The Transfiguring Bestowment spell will end soon. 

 Persevere, just a little longer, and finish the fight! 

 Yes,  sir.  Zephyr  gritted  his  teeth,  faintly  registering  their curved sharpness and called his Tempest magic to mind once more. 

But  before  he  could  cast  Cosmos  Invocation,  a  hundred  electrical blades  from  Vincent’s  Arsenal  Wind  spell  tore  Girastharvore  to shreds. 

Varansikur  perished  next,  consumed  by  the  swarm  of lightning birds birthed by Nella’s Condor Barrage spell. 

Zephyr  cast  his  Cosmos  Invocation  at  Arasturphar,  but  not before the twilight fiend turned and hurled a lance of swirling shadow at  his  chest  in  turn.  Arasturphar  died  beneath  a  beam  of  ravening lightning,  but  there  was  no  way  Zephyr  could  avoid  the  twilight fiend’s retaliation. 

 I will not allow this!  Sahhto roared. Golden light filled Zephyr’s eyes once more, and a scream of draconic agony rang in his ears. 

But  it  wasn’t  his  scream,  he  realized,  as  his  vision  cleared,  and  he found himself still in midair, aloft upon his Soaring Breeze spell and patting his robed, fully human torso. 

 Sahhto!  Zephyr  looked  down  and  saw  the  dragon  reeling back, a shadow-wreathed hole punched clean through his chest. 

“No!”  he  cried,  as  Sahhto  fell,  and  torrents  of  golden  blood burst from his nose and mouth. 
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Zephyr  rushed  to  Sahhto’s  side,  crying  out  in  dismay.  He reached  out  as  he  descended,  and  his  fingertips  brushed  against one of the dragon’s golden scales. 

“Don’t worry, sir! We have Frost Guardians with us!” he said. 

“They’ll heal you! They’ll...” 

His voice trailed off as he realized he was no longer standing upon  the  barren  wastes  over  which  mages  and  drones  fought. 

Instead,  he  stood  upon  a  featureless  expanse  of  golden  light alongside  Sahhto,  who’d  inexplicably  returned  to  his  humanoid aspect. 

“What...”  Zephyr  looked  around,  seeing  nothing  but  radiant infinity. “What happened? What’s going on, sir?” 

Sahhto  looked  down  at  his  trembling  hands  for  a  few moments before raising his gaze to Zephyr’s and shaking his head. 

“I don’t know,” the dragon admitted. 

A  silhouette  emerged  from  the  omnipresent  golden  light, then. Zephyr blinked and wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve, before registering the newcomer as a powerfully built man, with dark shoulder-length hair. He wore ornate armor of black steel, its every plated segment covered in intricate golden scrollwork. A strange sigil adorned his cuirass: a golden triangle, pointing downward, its base open.  Two  golden  lines  extended  from  the  center  of  the  triangle, while another two ran parallel to its sides. 

His face was youthful and brimming with vitality, but the cast of his features and the hue of his golden eyes emanated a sense of timelessness that told Zephyr he was in the presence of a being far more ancient and mighty than even Sahhto. 

“Hello, Sahhto,” the man said, his voice filled with warmth and respect. 

“You...”  Sahhto’s  eyes  widened  in  awed  amazement.  “I...  I know  of you. I didn’t think you would come for me, at the end of all things.” 

“But  I  have.”  The  armored  man  took  Sahhto’s  humanoid hands  in  his  gauntleted  ones.  “You  did  well,  Sahhto.  You  did everything you could.” 

“But  I  can  do  no  more,”  Sahhto  said,  a  tremulous  smile spreading across his face. “I know. I can finally rest now.” 

“And  you  would  deserve  nothing  less,”  the  man  replied, returning  Sahhto’s  smile.  “Because  your  time  on  this  world  is  over, and how magnificently you’ve spent it too!” 

“But if you’re here for me, that means...” Sahhto said. 

“You can come with me instead, to another world beyond the one in which you were born and will soon die, if you so choose,” the man continued. “I could use your help, mighty Sahhto.” 

Sahhto  turned  to  Zephyr,  who  was  utterly  bewildered  and confused by just what was happening. 

“Did  you  hear  that,  Zephyr?  He  wants  my  help,”  the  dragon exhaled breathily, his words laden with awe. 

“I  did,  sir,”  Zephyr  replied.  He  turned  to  the  armored  man. 

“Hello, my name is Zephyr. What’s going on?” 

The man smiled bemusedly. 

“Hello,  Zephyr,”  he  said.  “I  don’t  know  why  you’re  here  with Sahhto  in  the  first  place,  since  you’re  human,  aren’t  you?  It’s  a  bit difficult  to  explain  who  I  am  and  what’s  happening  here,  and honestly, I’m not sure if I should.” 

“He possesses a curious but undeniable affinity with Draconic magic,”  Sahhto  said.  “He  also  possesses  immense  magical  power, which  has  stood  him  in  good  stead  against  all  the  darkness  and horror of the world and allowed him to save my life.” 

“I can see it now, the formidable magic that dwells within his soul.” A strange  light  flared above the man’s, and his eyes seemed to  pierce  into  the  very  core  of  Zephyr’s  being.  It  was  an  unnerving experience,  and  Zephyr  had  to  struggle  not  to  flinch  beneath  his golden regard. “Wield it wisely, Zephyr.” 

“I will try my best.” Zephyr bowed, clasping his hands before his chest, before turning back to Sahhto. “What will you do, sir?” 

“I  was  weary  beyond  belief  even  before  the  Shadowswarm and Slave-Masters took me, more than ready for the endless silence of  eternity,”  the  dragon  said,  smiling  ruefully.  “But  then  the  three  of you came along, your souls wreathed in lightning and fire and your hearts  blazing  with  hope  and  righteousness,  warm  and  bright enough to rekindle the fading embers of my will.” 

“Does that mean...” Zephyr began. 

“Yes.” Sahhto met the golden-eyed man’s gaze and nodded. 

“I cannot turn down such an honor, not now, with my soul ablaze with vitality  once  more.  I  will  come  with  you  to  the  farthest  reaches  of existence and beyond.” 

“Welcome,  Sahhto,”  the  man  replied,  before  nodding  to Zephyr.  “And  farewell,  Zephyr.  I  wish  you  good  fortune  in  your coming struggles. I have a feeling they will not be easy.” 

“Farewell  to  you  too.”  Zephyr  bowed  once  more.  He  met Sahhto’s gaze. “Goodbye, sir. It’s been an honor.” 

“It certainly has,” the dragon said. 

“Come.” The man turned and walked away. “We must be on our way.” 

“By  your  will,  Magus,”  Sahhto  replied,  before  turning  to Zephyr  one  last  time.  The  dragon  smiled,  his  eyes  ablaze  with renewed purpose. 

Golden light filled Zephyr’s vision. He blinked. 
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“Zeph!  Zeph!”  Vincent’s  rang  in  Zephyr’s  ears.  He  felt  the jeweler’s  apprentice  grasp  him  by  the  elbow  and  begin  to  lift  him from  his  knees.  Nella  appeared  beside  him  as  well.  She  took  his other elbow, and together, she and Vincent helped Zephyr to his feet. 

“Are  you  alright?”  Nella  swept  her  gaze  up  and  down Zephyr’s  body.  “Are  you  hurt?  The  twilight  fiend’s  spell  sliced  right through Sahhto’s body! Did it catch you at all?” 

“Speaking  of  Sahhto,  what  happened?”  Vincent  asked.  “The two of you fell, and then he started glowing so brightly that nobody could see anything. And now that the light is gone, so is he? Where did he go?” 

“Somewhere  else,  Vincent.  He’ll  be  fine,  I’m  sure,”  Zephyr said,  smiling.  “And  no,  Nella,  the  twilight  fiend  didn’t  hurt  me.  I’m perfectly fine.” 

He looked around, aware that they were still in the midst of a battlefield, but Nella spoke up before anything he saw could register in his thoughts. 

“It’s over,” the ranger said. “We won. Brass is badly hurt, but she’ll  live.  Avora  actually  took  part  in  this  battle.  He  rounded  up another batch of Phoenix Knights who’d just returned to Blackstone Keep and brought them behind the main drone force. If he keeps this up, I might actually start respecting him again. Master Sora and the Wu  monks  are  fine,  too.  They  actually  took  down  a  behemoth  and captured a Slave-Master all by themselves.” 

“That’s good,” Zephyr replied, sweeping his gaze across the battlefield. Its aftermath sights were now beginning to sink in: heaps of  fused  and  melted  drones,  the  demolished  wreckages  of behemoths,  the  trails  of  scattered  stone  that  marked  where

countless  djinns  had  fallen.  Many  hundreds,  if  not  thousands,  of Phoenix Knights and Vigilant Blades lay strewn all over the wastes. 

Those still alive picked through the fallen alongside the thinly spread Frost Guardians. 

But  the  skies  were  clear  of  buzzing  monstrosities,  and  no metallic  swarm  marred  the  horizon  for  as  far  as  Zephyr  could  see. 

He  sighed  and  slumped  his  shoulders,  a  wave  of  overwhelming exhaustion rolling over him. 

“That fight took a lot out of me,” he said. “I feel like I haven’t slept in days.” 

“You  and  Sahhto  were  amazing,  Zeph!”  Vincent  crowed.  “I caught a glimpse of him with my mage sight casting that spell which transfigured  your  bodies,  but  I  was  too  occupied  to  really  figure anything out that might help us awaken more spell variants later.” 

“When  Sahhto  comes  back,  you  two  should  use  that  spell again and just crush everything that stands in your way,” Nella said. 

The ranger took off her helm, revealing the fatigue streaked across her features. “I don’t care how powerful the Unliving Emperor is. He’s not going to enjoy a gigantic dragon-monk thing punching him in the face with Tempest and Inferno magic at the same time.” 

“He’s  not  coming  back,”  Zephyr  said,  shaking  his  head. 

“He’s...” 

“My friends!” Avora cried from twenty or so strides away. He finished  casting  a  Healing  spell  on  a  wounded  Phoenix  Knight, gestured for the Vigilant Blades stretcher bearers standing nearby to take the fallen mage away, then began jogging toward the trio. The Grand Sage’s robes were ripped in several places, and his features were  covered  in  sweat  and  the  grime  of  battle.  To  his  surprise, Zephyr spotted Marie Vensk, Lux, and a small group of Storm Scions trailing Avora. 

“Your  Excellency.”  Vincent  bowed  to  the  Grand  Sage  as  he approached.  Zephyr  did  the  same,  while  Nella  gave  Avora  a  terse nod. 

“I  need  to  apprise  you  of  the  situation,”  Avora  said.  He gestured to Marie and the Storm Scions. “We’ve captured three out of  the  five  Slave-Masters  commanding  this  force,  and  these  brave mages  will  be  helping  you  convey  your  strike  force  to  the  Eternal Palace. Lady Vensk, of course, will be your field tactician.” 

“We’re going right now?” Vincent protested. “Don’t we need to regroup, resupply, and all that?” 

“No, we don’t have the time for that,” Zephyr said, noting the tension in Avora’s features and the frantic pace at which the Phoenix Knights worked to retrieve their fallen and save whomever could still be  saved.  “Another  drone  army  is  approaching,  and  this  time,  we won’t be able to win.” 

“Astutely  deduced.  You’re  getting  better  at  this,  Zephyr,” 

Marie  said,  winking  to  Lux.  “You  got  yourself  a  sharp  one.  Well done.” 

“Didn’t I?” Lux replied, flashing a genuine grin of delight at the vice-captain. 

 I  don’t  know  what  this  is,  but  I’m  not  sure  I  like  it,  Zephyr thought,  panning  his  gaze  from  one  woman  to  the  next,  utterly confused  by  the  strange  dynamic  they’d  established  with  one another.  He  shook  his  head,  seeking  to  clear  his  mind  and  refocus his  thoughts.  “Alright.  If  that’s  the  case,  Archmage  Brass  will probably want to pull everyone back to Blackstone Keep, preferably with  Wind  Walk  spells,  which  means  she’ll  need  the  more  senior Storm Scions who can carry more people with them.” 

“It  also  means  I’m  coming  with  you  to  the  Eternal  Palace,” 

Lux declared, patting the sword strapped to her hip. Her eyes blazed with resolve. “I can’t wait to fight by your side again, Zeph.” 

“Neither  can  I,”  he  replied,  before  turning  back  to  Avora. 

“Where are the captured Slave-Masters? Let’s find out what we need from  them  right  now,  so  that  you  can  cast  that  Radiant  magic  spell and find out where the Eternal Palace is.” 

“They’re  being  brought  to  where  Archmage  Brass  is  having her  wounds  treated,”  the  Grand  Sage  said.  “Come  with  me

immediately, the three of you. We don’t have much time.” 

“This  way,”  Marie  said,  pointing  to  a  cluster  of  Phoenix Knights  and  Vigilant  Blades  a  short  distance.  Zephyr  spotted  the armored forms of several Wu monks among them, the hems of their blue tunics protruding from beneath their cuirasses. He also caught a glimpse of Gabriel on his knees behind a cordon of Phoenix Knights. 

Gabriel was groaning in dismay loudly enough to be heard over the clamor swirling across the battlefield. 

“What...” Zephyr began to ask, only to shake his head when he saw Nella smirk and Vincent roll his eyes exasperatedly.  I guess whatever is bothering him can’t be that bad, then. 

As the trio and the Storm Scions began making their way to Archmage Brass, Avora fell in step beside Zephyr. 

“Zephyr,  we  are  pressed  for  time,  but  please  indulge  my curiosity,”  the  Grand  Sage  said.  “What  exactly  happened  to  Mighty Sahhto? Where did he go? Will he return to aid us?” 

“Yeah,  Zeph,”  Nella  said.  “You  said  he’s  gone  somewhere, but that’s not much of an explanation. Is he really alright?” 

“Someone appeared and took him,” Zephyr replied. “At first, I thought he was a mage, but he’s a lot more than that. All I know is that the man who took Sahhto with him is really powerful. The three of us together probably couldn’t beat him in a straight-up fight. In any case, Sahhto went with him to another world, apparently, because he can’t stay on this one any longer.” 

“Who  is  this  person?”  Vincent  asked,  furrowing  his  brow  in confusion.  “The  way  you  described  it  simply  makes  it  sound  like some  draconic  deity  of  the  afterlife  claimed  him,  which  means  that Sahhto’s dead.” 

“Maybe  it  was  some  kind  of  dragon  deity,”  Zephyr  said, shrugging.  “I’m  not  sure.  All  I  know  is  that  Sahhto  called  him  a Magus.” 

Avora inhaled sharply upon hearing the word. 

“Magus?”  the  Grand  Sage  asked.  “Are  you  sure,  Zephyr? 

Was that the specific word used by Mighty Sahhto?” 

“Yes. I’m sure of it,” Zephyr confirmed. “Why?” 

“A Dragon Magus visited our world,” Avora said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Fascinating. Utterly fascinating.” 

“Dragon Magus? What’s that?” Nella asked. 

“I cannot even begin to touch on what a Dragon Magus with anything  less  than  a  twelve-hour  seminar.”  Avora  wiped  his  brow with  the  back  of  his  sleeve,  succeeding  only  in  smearing  the  soot and grime further across his features. “Regrettably, my friends, I will have to reserve such an account for a later time. But now we know of  Mighty  Sahhto’s  fate.  Alas,  we  have  seen  the  last  of  the  brave dragon.  We  can  avail  ourselves  of  his  magic,  wisdom,  and  fury  no longer.” 

“He’s dead, then?” Nella sighed. 

“No,”  Zephyr  said  confidently,  clasping  the  ranger  on  the shoulder. “No, he’s not.” 

Phoenix  Knights  and  Vigilant  Blades  parted  before  the  trio, allowing them to approach Archmage Brass. She was on a stretcher, flanked on either side by the Glacial Twins. Tosa chanted as he held his  hands  over  Brass’s  side,  encasing  it  in  a  sphere  of  white-blue light.  Biri  fussed  over  the  bandages  covering  the  stumps  that  had once been the archmage’s legs and right arm. 

“Eh,  it’s  nothing.  Don’t  look  so  horrified,”  Archmage  Brass said, waving dismissively at Zephyr. “I’ll be up and about in no time. 

Also,  Master  Sora  and  the  Wu  monks  have  taken  charge  of  the captives. They’re headed this way now.” 

“It’ll take at least a year for us to regrow new limbs for you at the  Frost  Apothecary,  longer  if  we  can’t  line  up  our  schedules  with druids sufficiently skilled in Life magic,” Biri said, shaking her head. 

“Still,  the  important  thing  is  that  you’re  alive.  The  Phoenix  Knights can hardly afford to be bereft of leadership now.” 

“Exactly,”  the  archmage  replied,  before  snapping  at  Gabriel. 

“Would  you  stop  wailing?  My  decision  is  final!  You’re   Interim Archmage   until  I  get  better,  and  there’s  nothing  you  can  do  about that!” 

“No!”  the  Phoenix  Knight’s  shrieked,  clutching  his  cheeks.  “I only just got demoted! I haven’t even had the time to enjoy it yet! You can’t do this to me!” 

“Shut up!” Brass barked. “Round up everyone and have our Storm Scion friends start bringing us back to Blackstone Keep!” 

Hanging his head, Gabriel got to his feet and trudged away. A heartbeat later, Zephyr heard the Phoenix Knight barking orders and instructions.  His  peers  moved  to  obey  them,  as  did  the  Vigilant Blades. Zephyr glimpsed Master Gathras out of the corner of his eye as he herded the Storm Scions not bound for the Eternal Palace into position. 

“I’ll  gather  the  strike  force.  Don’t  leave  without  me,  Zephyr,” 

Marie said, before striding away. 

Archmage  Brass  grunted  as  a  pair  of  burly  Phoenix  Knights picked her up and began carrying her to where the Storm Scions had arrayed themselves. 

“Fortune in battle,” Brass said. “The rest of us will try to stay alive until you kill the metal bastard.” 

“We  don’t  even  know  if  he’s  made  up  of  metal  in  the  first place,” Nella pointed out, frowning. “In fact, we don’t know anything about him. We’re just hoping we’ll be able to find him and beat him.” 

“Having  doubts  now,  Nella?”  Zephyr  smiled.  “That’s  a  bit unlike you.” 

“She’s  worried  about  leaving  Gabriel  behind,”  Vincent  said, snickering.  The  comment  earned  him  a  painful  jab  in  his  ribs  from the ranger. Nella rolled her eyes as Lux started giggling as well. 

Master Sora and the Wu monks approached then, marching three blindfolded Slave-Masters head of them. The abbot smiled as

he  caught  sight  of  Zephyr  and  rushed  ahead  to  clasp  him  on  the shoulder. 

“My  boy!  What  a  magnificent  display  you  put  on  just  now!” 

Master  Sora  congratulated  Zephyr.  “I’m  glad  you’re  not  hurt,  but  it seems that Mister Sahhto is no longer with us.” 

“No, he isn’t, but he’s alright.” Zephyr returned Master Sora’s smile. “I’ll explain later.” 

“Yeah.  Sorry,  Master  Sora,  but  we’re  in  a  bit  of  a  rush  right now,” Vincent said, grimacing in distaste as he produced the Tyrant Compass from his mage band. He nodded to Zephyr. “Let’s get this over with.” 

It was then that the Slave-Masters, their hands bound behind their backs and their eyes blindfolded, turned their heads as one to the  trio.  Sickly  green  light  began  to  pulse  from  behind  their blindfolds,  the  radiance  bright  enough  to  pierce  through  even  the thick fabric wound across their eyes. 

“The  shadows.  Abide.  With  the  deaths  of  Three,”  the Fennean  mages  said  in  unison,  their  voices  lifelessly  monotonous. 

“And I. Behold. With fleshless eyes. My Enemy. Once. Again.” 

“Silence,”  Brother  Cloud  demanded.  The  Wu  monk  grabbed one  of  the  Slave-Masters  by  the  lapel  and  gave  him  a  single  firm shake. “You speak only when spoken to!” 

“No  wait,  Brother  Cloud,”  Zephyr  said,  his  eyes  widening  in alarm. “I think that’s...” 

“The  Unliving  Emperor  himself!”  Avora  hissed,  taking  a  few steps  back.  “He’s  forced  his  will  into  these  three!  Get  back, everyone! The sheer amount of corrupt ether coursing through their bodies will make them explode at any moment now!” 

The Wu monks, Storm Scions, and lingering Phoenix Knights scattered. Nella and Vincent took a few steps away before stopping as they saw Zephyr holding his ground, a mere ten feet away from the Slave-Masters, whose pale skin was now entirely suffused with green  light.  Lux  stayed  resolutely  by  his  side  as  well,  though  her eyes were bright with fear and her hand trembled in his. 

“You,” the Fennean Mages said in a monotone chorus, their unseeing  gazes  darting  from  one  member  of  the  trio  to  another.  “I know. You. You. Are my. Enemy.” 

“Of  course  we  are!”  Nella  said,  clenching  her  fists.  “We’re going to destroy you! Stop hiding behind your toys and fight us!” 

“Yes,”  the  Slave-Masters  agreed,  their  voices  rising  in  pitch even as their flesh began to smoke. “I have. Waited too long. To face you  again.  My  Enemy!  Eons  have  passed.  And.  You  stand  before. 

Me.  Once  more.  Yes.  Come  to.  Me.  We  will  do.  Battle.  And  this. 

Time. I. Will prevail.” 

“Zephyr,  watch  out!  He’s  casting  a  powerful  Tyrant  magic spell  through  them!”  Avora  cried.  The  Grand  Sage  had  scrambled nearly  fifty  strides  away,  as  had  nearly  everyone  else,  clearing  a cordon of empty space around the trio and the Slave-Masters. 

The first Fennean mage died, breaking apart into a column of green  light  blazed  into  the  skies.  The  column  looped  around  in  the air and descended upon another Slave-Master, turning his body into ash.  The  last  remaining  Slave-Master  opened  his  mouth  and  blew upon  the  torrent  of  Tyrant  magic  before  him.  Before  Zephyr  could react, slender beams of green light flashed from the Slave-Master to strike him in the forehead. He reeled, seeing Nella and Vincent suffer similar fates as well. 

A searing agony tore through his skull. He cried out and fell to his knees, letting go of Lux and clutching the sides of his head. To his horror, the casting words of his Wind Walk spell rose unbidden to the forefront of his consciousness. The Tempest ether stored within his  soul  surged  in  response.  Zephyr  resisted,  clenching  his  jaw, raising  his  head,  and  extending  his  hand  toward  the  final  Slave-Master. He wanted to strike the Fennean mage down with a Fireball or  Project  Heat  spell,  but  the  pain  in  his  head  prevented  him  from bringing his Inferno magic to bear. 

“Zeph!”  Lux  cried  and  raised  her  hands.  A  Bolt  Invocation spell lashed out from her palms, only to crackle ineffectually against the  green  radiance  encapsulating  the  Slave-Master’s  body.  The

Fennean mage ignored her, his attention focused entirely on the trio as they groaned and writhed in agony on their knees. 

“Yes.  Come.  To  me,”  the  Slave-Master  said,  as  his  cheeks began to flow from his skull as if they were made up of melting wax. 

“I sense. The Liar’s presence nearby. And. I have. A score to settle. 

With him as well. But. No matter. We. Have more pressing. Matters at hand. My. Enemy.” 

“Liar?” Zephyr asked. “Who’re you talking about?” 

The Slave-Master angled his dissolving visage over Zephyr’s shoulder  just  as  a  Cosmos  Invocation  lanced  through  the  air, scattered the green light around the Fennean mage, and blasted his torso apart. Zephyr reflexively traced the spell back to Avora, who’d seemingly regained his courage and was now running back to where the trio knelt. 

“His spell has taken root!” the Grand Sage said, his features pale with panic. “The three of you must resist! You must—“

Nella  cried  out  in  pain.  Tempest  ether  swirled  around  her body, and then she was gone, soaring away upon a Wind Walk spell so swiftly that Zephyr couldn’t even begin to attune his mage senses to its course, that he might follow her. 

But he didn’t need to trace Nella’s spell to accomplish that, he soon realized. A place had been burned into his mind, and it called incessantly  to  him.  Now  that  Nella  had  left,  he  couldn’t  afford  to resist it any longer, couldn’t let her fly toward peril by herself. 

“Zeph!” Vincent called. The jeweler’s apprentice was doubled over  in  agony,  but  his  jaw  was  clenched,  and  his  eyes  blazed  with resolve. “We have to...” 

“I know.” Zephyr struggled to his feet. “Let’s go.” 

“No, Zeph!” Lux reached for him and tangled her fingers in his collar, but Zephyr knew that her efforts would be futile because the Wind Walk spell unfolding within his consciousness utterly excluded her. “What’s going on? What are you doing?” 

Vincent  disappeared  next  in  a  column  of  cobalt  light.  Lux cried out in alarm. 

“That’s  Wind  Walk,  isn’t  it?”  she  asked.  “Nella  cast  it  too. 

Where did they go? Where...” 

Zephyr reached out, brushed her cheek, and kissed her. 

“We’ll be right back,” he said. “I promise.” 

The  Wind  Walk  spell  took  him  before  Lux  could  reply.  He soared skyward, his limbs awash in sparks, and his body wreathed in  cobalt  light.  The  agony  in  his  skull  disappeared  the  moment  his flight  began,  and  Zephyr  eagerly  seized  the  opportunity  to  take  a deep breath and refocus his thoughts as the Wind Walk spell carried him  through  the  heavens.  It  flew  him  across  hundreds  of  miles  of barren  wasteland,  which  quickly  gave  way  to  the  uniform  scrub-strewn  terrain  of  the  Fennean  interior.  Smoke-wreath  skies  flashed past his vision. 

And the Eternal Palace emerged. 

Chapter 39







An  iron  claw,  Zephyr  thought.  There  was  no  better  way  to describe  the  Unliving  Emperor’s  domain.  It  was  a  massive  four-pronged claw of grotesquely twisted iron at least thrice the height of the  tallest  turret  of  Blackstone  Keep.  Its  surface  was  featureless save for impossibly ancient rust spots, and its length was wreathed in greenish, unclean lightning that was utterly unlike anything birthed from Tempest magic. 

The trio’s Wind Walk spells ended hundreds of feet above the ground. Nella had arrived first, and by the time Zephyr and Vincent appeared  by  her  side,  she  was  already  astride  her  sky-wyrm,  her eyes blazing with anger. They immediately cast Soaring Breeze, so that they didn’t plummet from the skies. 

“He  made me come here!” Nella spat. “I’m going to kill him!” 

“Yes, we are,” Zephyr agreed, retrieving his gauntlets from his mage band and slipping them over his hands.” 

“We’ll  have  to  get  through  these  first,”  Vincent  held  up  his Omnispell  wands  and  wreathed  them  in  his  Flame  and  Storm Hammers, even as he gestured with his chin to the clouds of hunter drones surrounding the trio. 

“Not a problem.” Nella snapped her helm over her head. Her bow  spun  into  her  grasp,  sheaves  of  electrical  and  fiery  arrows nocked and ready. 

“Wait,” Zephyr said. “They’re not attacking.” 

The  hunter  drones  buzzed  and  milled  all  around  and  above the  trio.  Zephyr  quickly  spotted  the  tiny  green  gems  set  in  their foreheads which confirmed his suspicions. 

“A Phantasmal Field spell is radiating from every single one of the drones,” he said. “I tried to cast Wind Walk again the moment

we arrived, but the spell simply wouldn’t take hold. We’re stuck here. 

The Unliving Emperor  wants  us to enter the palace.” 

“I  think  you’re  right,  Zeph,”  Vincent  said.  “The  drones  aren’t attacking now, but I bet they wouldn’t be nearly as friendly if we try to simply fly away. We can’t leave.” 

“I  don’t  intend  to,  anyway,”  Nella  snarled.  She  glared  at  the Eternal Palace. “Let’s...” 

The  ranger’s  voice  trailed  away  as  her  brows  raised  in evident  surprise.  Zephyr  had  to  fight  down  a  startled  gasp  as  he turned  back  to  the  Eternal  Palace  and  took  a  closer  look  at  the structure. 

There  was  a  reason  why  the  trio’s  Wind  Walk  spells  had ended so awkwardly in the air, nearly a hundred feet away from the palace  after  the  Unliving  Emperor  had  so  fervently  expressed  his desire to meet them. 

A  Dark  Labyrinth  hung  over  the  Eternal  Palace,  much  like how  one  had  unfolded  across  the  Tempest  School.  The Shadowswarm  dimension  had  assumed  the  Eternal  Palace’s outward  appearance,  and  Zephyr  had  an  inkling  that  its  interior would be a twisted reflection of the original’s as well. 

“No...”  Vincent  breathed.  “The  Unliving  Emperor  is  a... 

Blackguard?  So  he  isn’t  an  ally  of  the  Shadowswarm,  but  a   victim instead?” 

“He  could  very  well  have  submitted  willingly  to  the Shadowswarm,  like  most  other  Blackguards  have,”  Nella  reminded him, her features twitching with rage. 

Zephyr  nodded.  Humans  usually  became  Blackguards  by surrendering to their despair and consciously agreeing to a pact with the Shadowswarm. He knew of only one person who’d been forcibly corrupted: Archmage Xanthus, a wise and mighty Storm Scion who’d spent  his  entire  life  fighting  the  Shadowswarm.  But  the  Unliving Emperor was a being of horrendous evil, so it was easy to imagine him willingly forming an alliance with a night prince or a twilight fiend. 

But  a  Blackguard  was  a  creature  of  the  Shadowswarm, utterly  bereft  of  free  will  and  incapable  of  disobeying  their  whims. 

Zephyr didn’t think an entity as mighty and as callously proud as the Unliving Emperor would subject himself to such debasement. 

The words of the twilight fiends Zephyr had fought alongside Sahhto  came  to  mind  then,  as  did  the  Unliving  Emperor’s  turn  of phrase  when  he’d  spoken  through  his  Slave-Masters.  The Shadowswarm  entities  had  derisively  referred  to  the  Unliving Emperor as a rust puppet. In turn, the master of the drones could be referring  to  nothing  else  but  the  demise  of  the  twilight  fiends  when talking about the shadows abiding with the deaths of the Three. 

“When we slew the twilight fiends, the Unliving Emperor was able to reach out, speak to us, and put the location of his palace in our  minds,”  Zephyr  said.  “I  have  a  feeling  that  wasn’t  what  the Shadowswarm wanted him to do.” 

“Could  killing  the  twilight  fiends  have  weakened  the  Dark Labyrinth holding him captive?” Vincent mused. He shook his head a moment later. “No, I don’t see it. That Dark Labyrinth is as solid as any of the others we’ve attacked. No magic is getting in or out.” 

“Unless  something  repaired  it  while  our  Wind  Walk  spells were  running  their  course,”  Nella  said.  “That’s  why  we’re  out  here now, instead of beating his face in at his throne room or wherever he usually is.” 

“More  twilight  fiends  are  inside,”  Zephyr  concluded.  “We’ve known  for  a  while  already  that  the  Shadowswarm  and  the  Unliving Emperor  are  working  together,  but  we  now  have  a  clearer perspective of the nature of their alliance.” 

“Could that be why he brought us here?” Vincent asked. “He somehow  recognized  that  we’re  Caruthas  reborn,  and  he’s  hoping that we can help him.” 

“Yeah,  that  makes  sense,”  Nella  said.  “He  talked  as  if  he knew  us  from  a  long  time  ago.  Well,  if  he  won’t  exactly  get  the trouncing he wants from the Hero of Light, but we’ll give him the next best  thing:  us  tearing  him  into  pieces  and  then  melting  each  piece

into  slag,  even  if  we  have  to  kill  thousands  of  Shadowswarm monsters along the way.” 

Zephyr  remembered  the  twilight  fiends’  words  about  their

“Sacred One” then, but he ignored them, thrusting them back into the darkest depths of his consciousness before they could replay in his mind. 

“We’re  on  our  own,”  he  said.  “We  can’t  leave  to  get  more reinforcements.  No  one  else  is  going  to  come  after  us  either,  and even if they do, they won’t be getting through this many drones.” 

“So much for all that talk about Marie being our field tactician and  having  Storm  Scions,  Phoenix  Knights,  and  Frost  Guardians helping us,” Vincent said, sighing. He took out the schematic imprint for Crystalline Rejuvenation. “We did get a lot of essence orbs in the last  fight,  more  than  enough  to  bring  us  to  full  mastery  of  Inferno magic and still have a fair bit left to try awakening our Frost Aspects with this schematic imprint.” 

“Let’s  do  it,”  Nella  said,  unfurling  a  codex  display  and allocating the essence orbs. 



 Inferno Magic empowered! 

  

 Magic: Inferno (Master)

 Progress to Archmage: 0/1 Epiphany

 +6,420% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +6,420% Inferno spell casting speed

 +6,420% Inferno spell learning rate

 +6,420% Inferno spell efficacy



Zephyr closed his eyes, savoring the sensation of power that welled  within  him  and  washed  over  his  soul.  After  a  moment,  he opened his eyes again and unfurled another codex display. 



 Essence orbs: 5,003



“Go  ahead,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said,  nodding  to  the  jeweler’s apprentice. 

Vincent  looked  down  at  the  schematic  imprint  and  read through  its  contents.  Many  minutes  passed,  and  all  the  while,  the hunter  drones  buzzed  and  milled  in  the  air  around  them,  the  faint green  radiance  from  their  heads  washing  over  the  trio.  Eventually, Vincent looked up, his eyes gleaming with triumph as he summoned a codex display. 



 5,000  essence  orbs  expended  to  expedite  Frost  magic

 actualization

 Frost magic actualization complete



A strange, soothing coolness crept across Zephyr’s limbs and congregated at his heart, pulsing reassuringly beside its warmth. He peeled back his right sleeve and saw a white sphere appear beside the azure thunderbolt and red triangle on his forearm. 

 That’s  my  Frost  Mark,  Zephyr  realized,  as  more  codex displays appeared around the trio. 



 Ascender Name: Zephyr

 Magic: Tempest (master), Inferno (master), Frost (initiate) Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Inferno Aspect: Dragon Lord

 Frost Aspect: Winter Paladin



Vincent  angled  his  codex  display  so  that  his  friends  could read them more easily. 



 Ascender Name: Vincent Trefori

 Magic: Tempest (master), Inferno (master), Frost (initiate) Tempest Aspect: Forge of Wind

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault

 Frost Aspect: Crystal Shaper



Nella trembled as she pushed her codex display out. 



 Ascender Name: Nella Heartseeker

 Magic: Tempest (master), Inferno (master), Frost (initiate) Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

 Frost Aspect: Blizzard Hunter



“We don’t have enough essence orbs to enhance our mastery of Frost magic any further, so let’s channel as much Frost ether as we  can  right  now,”  Vincent  said,  frowning  at  his  codex  display. 

“Looks like we need  three times as many essence orbs to do that as we did with Tempest magic.” 



 Magic: Frost (initiate)

 Progress to Adept: 0/120 essence orbs



“Take  what  we  can  to  enhance  our  Crystalline  Rejuvenation spell variants, then,” Zephyr replied, as the spell’s casting words and concepts flowed into his mind. 



 New spell acquired! 

  

 Crystalline Rejuvenation (initiate)

 Frost Aspect: Winter Paladin Grant  minor  regeneration  to  subject  (5  minute  duration)  or heal minor injuries instantly (touch)



“We only have three essence orbs left, so we should just use them to enhance the main spells instead of our spell variants, which seem rather situational,” Vincent said, before wincing. “Oh, wait. We can’t do that until we bring our mastery of Frost magic to at least an adept level.” 

“Right. That’s fine, then. We’ll make do with what we have,” 

Zephyr said, looking at Vincent’s codex display. 

  

 Crystalline Rejuvenation (initiate)

 Frost Aspect: Crystal Shaper

 Conjure  up  to  three  simple  vitalization  vials  (5  minute duration) or heal minor injuries instantly (touch)



“Vitalization  vials  are  like  magical  potions,  I  think,”  the jeweler’s  apprentice  surmised,  casting  his  spell  and  creating  three small  crystal  vials  upon  his  palm,  each  of  them  no  bigger  than  his thumb. 

Zephyr took one of the vials and downed its tasteless though refreshingly  cool  contents.  He  felt  somewhat  more  refreshed instantly, the fatigue from his battle against the silver drone peeling away from his limbs. 

“Looks like they lessen fatigue,” Zephyr said. 

“Is  that  so?”  Vincent  tipped  another  of  the  vials  over  his mouth,  deftly  pinching  the  magical  container  alongside  his  wands. 

He sighed in satisfaction and handed the third to Nella. “Here, take this. You must be as exhausted as any of us.” 

But  the  ranger’s  focus  was  elsewhere.  She  looked  up  and opened  her  eyes.  Fiery  tentacles  poured  forth,  fierce  but  now

tempered  by  a  control  and  precision  Zephyr  could  see  was  newly acquired. 

Zephyr  felt  his  Inferno  magic  surge  within  his  soul  as  well, filling  his  very  being  with  its  heat.  A  fiery  aura  began  to  emanate from his limbs. Orange-crimson glyphs flared briefly across Vincent’s hands and face, before fading away. He blinked in astonishment as he turned to a codex display. 

  

 Magic: Inferno (Archmage)

 Epiphany: 1/1

 +10,000% personal Inferno ether reserves

 +10,000% Inferno spell casting speed

 +10,000% Inferno spell learning rate

 +10,000% Inferno spell efficacy



“I finally get what Gabriel has been trying to beat into my skull all  this  time,”  Nella  whispered.  “Icy  control  beneath  a  fiery  heart!  It took getting my Frost Aspect for me to finally grasp this.” 

“Well done, Nella!” Vincent cried. “That’s amazing!” 

“I’m glad his lessons finally paid off,” Zephyr chuckled. “After all, he did spend a lot more time with you than he ever did with us.” 

Nella punched Zephyr playfully on the upper arm. 

“Shut  up,”  she  said,  pulling  up  a  codex  display  before  he  or Vincent could tease her any further about Gabriel. 



 Crystalline Rejuvenation (initiate)

 Frost Aspect: Blizzard Hunter

 Conjures  a  slowing  ward  (5  minute  duration,  10  feet  radius) or heal minor injuries instantly (touch)



“Interesting,”  Nella  said,  summoning  a  small  sphere  of swirling ice above her palm. “This might come in handy.” 

“Are we all ready?” Zephyr asked. 

His friends nodded. 

“Alright, let’s finish this,” he said, before descending upon the Dark Labyrinth. 

Chapter 40







 Dark Labyrinth: Rust and Despair

 Perpetual Phase

 Blackguard: Azaria Hastur

 Shadowswarm Entities

 Dusk Ravagers: intermediate rare (15 essence orbs) Night Prince: lesser-sublime (300 essence orbs) The  Dark  Labyrinth’s  name  suited  its  interior.  Zephyr  wasn’t sure  if  the  Shadowswarm  dimension  was  an  accurate  reflection  of the  Eternal  Palace,  but  if  it  were,  the  Unliving  Emperor’s  dwelling was a dismal, unnerving place indeed. 

Rust.  It  covered  everything,  encompassing  the  walls  of  the vast but empty chamber in which the trio had emerged, streaking the high  featureless  ceiling,  and  spread  all  over  the  floor.  Where  other Dark Labyrinths exuded a sense of unhinged despair, this one was suffused with seething rage and obsessive regret, the type that could lead a man to neglect and forsake everything else around him as he sought impotently to slake his anger. 

“Well,  it  isn’t  pretty,”  Nella  said,  wincing.  “But  at  least  it doesn’t smell too bad in here.” 

“Before  we  even  begin  making  our  way  through  this  mess, did anyone take note of the Blackguard’s name?” Vincent asked, his voice  trembling.  “It’s  Azaria  Hastur,  the  Glyph  Master!  He  fought alongside Caruthas himself against the Shadowswarm!” 

“But...”  Zephyr  blinked.  “That  means  the  Unliving  Emperor is...” 

“That  can’t  be  right,”  Nella  said.  “One  of  Caruthas’s  friends would  never  become  something  like  the  Unliving  Emperor!  And besides, how could he still be alive?” 

“Rage,”  a  disembodied,  monotone  voice  blared.  “Rage.  Has preserved. Me. Through the eons.” 

The  trio  spun  towards  its  origin,  a  rusted  metal  humanoid sprawled  against  the  wall  of  the  far  side  of  the  room.  The  creature was as featureless as any iron drone, save for its hinging jaws that creaked with each word that emerged from its fleshless depths. 

“You.  Are.  Here,  my.  Enemy,”  the  rust  drone  said,  its  words falling  from  its  jaws  in  a  jerky,  halting  staccato.  “That.  Is  good.  I would.  Have  us  do.  Battle  immediately.  But  your  creatures.  Stand. 

Between. Us. Dismiss. Them. And come. Meet. Your. Doom.” 

“Our creatures?” Vincent asked. He turned to Nella. “He’s not talking about your sky-wyrm, is he?” 

“No,” Zephyr said, as a horrid realization dawned upon him. 

“He’s  talking  about  the  Shadowswarm.  He  thinks  we   control  the Shadowswarm.” 

“That’s ridiculous!” Nella spat. “We’re here to kill you  and  the Shadowswarm!  Why  don’t   you  stop  hiding  behind  them  and  come out now, so we can settle this?” 

“Enough.  Games,”  the  drone  blared.  “Have.  You.  Not. 

Tormented me. Enough? Come. Withdraw. Your servants. Elemental Anathema. My. Enemy. And face me. Yourself!” 

“What did he just say?” Vincent gasped, his face turning pale. 

“What did he just call us?” 

“Lies! He’s lying to us! Don’t listen to him!” Nella cried, raising her bow and aiming a fiery arrow at the rust drone. “I’ve had enough of hearing you speak. We’re coming for you, Unliving Emperor. Get ready to die!” 

Shadows  swirled  into  the  room,  coalescing  into  dozens  of giant  bipedal  toad-like  creatures  with  clawed  front  limbs.  A  night prince stood in their midst. 

Nella growled, turned her fiery arrow into a lightning one, and loosed  it  at  the  night  prince.  The  toads,  which  could  only  be  dusk ravagers, threw themselves in front of the night prince. Nella’s arrow blasted  through  their  bodies  before  ramming  home  into  the  night prince’s  face.  The  Shadowswarm  entity  shrieked  once  before  flying apart into wisps of darkness. 

Zephyr  charged,  extending  the  claws  of  his  Illumination gauntlet  and  wreathing  them  in  the  lightning  of  Tempest  magic. 

Lethal Swiftness swept into his right hand, its blade crackling with its Gathering Clouds Aspect once more. He began butchering the dusk ravagers, slicing them apart as he danced past their scything claws. 

Vincent bracketed Zephyr’s flanks with Storm Invocations, sweeping away all of the Shadowswarm entities beyond the reach of his blade and claw. 

Scarcely  a  heartbeat  had  passed  before  the  last  of  the creatures  had  fallen,  disappearing  into  inky  motes.  Nella  drew another fiery arrow and leveled it at the rust drone. 

“Interesting,”  the  Unliving  Emperor  said.  “Shadowswarm. 

Waging war. Amongst themselves. Unprecedented. I—“

Nella blasted the drone apart. She growled in satisfaction and turned to her friends. 

“Come on. Let’s not take all day,” she said. 

“But...  he...”  Vincent  stammered.  “He  just  said  we  were Shadowswarm! What is he...” 

“Come. On.” Nella’s sky-wyrm wrapped its tail around Vincent and  plopped  him  upon  its  back.  Zephyr  pushed  aside  the  troubling implications  of  the  Unliving  Emperor’s  words  and  advanced alongside the ranger’s lightning beast. 

The  Shadowswarm  within  the  Dark  Labyrinth  didn’t  put  up much of a fight, the trio was soon to discover. The night princes they encountered  were  few  and  far  between,  and  the  dusk  ravagers weren’t  very  formidable,  at  least  not  to  the  trio,  after  all  they’d encountered. 

Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella tore their way through room after room of the maddeningly featureless Eternal Palace, leaving droves of slain Shadowswarm in their wake. Eventually, Vincent gave voice to what they were all thinking and worrying about. 

“Dark  Labyrinths  cannot  conceal  the  identity  of  their Blackguards  from  our  Codex  of  Ascension,”  he  said.  “The  Unliving Emperor  is Azaria Hastur. Maybe he’s still alive because of his dark magic, or maybe he’s somehow transferred his consciousness into a drone.  But  it’s  him.  I  studied  him  when  I  was  working  with  Master Felgar  in  the  Tempest  School.  The  Glyph  Master  was  one  of  the greatest smiths and artisans back in the day, capable of fashioning the  most  wondrous  of  mechanical  devices  and  enchanted  items. 

One  of  his  fabled  creations  was  his  Silver  Giant,  which  he  used  to fend off a Shadowswarm entity the size of a building long enough for Caruthas to overwhelm and destroy it. Does that sound familiar?” 

“The  drone  I  fought  with  Sahhto,”  Zephyr  said,  shaking  his head as they advanced through the dissipating wreckage of a dozen dusk ravagers. 

“So  he  went  mad.  Turned  to  evil  after  a  lifetime  of righteousness,”  Nella  said.  “He  wouldn’t  be  the  first  to  do  that,  and he’s not going to be the first—nor the last—Blackguard with a similar story we put down.” 

“Why,  though?”  Vincent  persisted.  “How  could  someone,  a hero,  like  him  become  the  Unliving  Emperor?  How  could  he  cause so much suffering and hurt so many people for so long?” 

“Because. They. Are. Weak,” a rust drone said. The creature was leaning against a pillar of pitted, ravaged iron. “Their. Resolve. 

Was. Wanting. Their hearts. Were easily seduced. By the whispers. 

Of  the  Shadowswarm.  They  failed  my  friend.  While  he.  Defended them unto. His last breath. From you, my Enemy.” 

“Us?”  Vincent  blinked.  “What  did  we  do?  And  who’s  your friend? Who are you talking about?” 

“Caruthas,”  Zephyr  said,  his  heart  pounding  wildly  in  his chest. “He’s talking about the Hero of Light.” 

“Yes.”  The  drone’s  head  turned  creakingly  to  Zephyr.  “You. 

Slew.  Him.  I  held  him.  In  my  arms.  Arms.  Of.  Flesh.  And  watched. 

Him die. He shouldn’t have. And he needn’t have. If humanity. Had not failed him. If they had. Rallied to his cause. Sooner. If they had listened. To fewer Shadowswarm lies. If they had—“

The Unliving Emperor’s tirade choked off, its monotone voice somehow conveying unfathomable pain and sorrow. 

“We  slew  him?”  Vincent  gulped.  “But...  Caruthas  died  after destroying  the  Elemental  Anathema,  so  it  could  be  said  that  the Elemental Anathema was his killer, which makes us...” 

“No!” Nella snapped, grabbing Vincent by the shoulder. “He’s lying! We are Caruthas reborn! The Unliving Emperor is a monster, and the only thing a monster deserves is to be killed.” 

“You  felt  that  humanity  was  too  disparate,  too  scattered  in purpose,  too  wavering  in  resolve,”  Zephyr  said  softly.  “That’s  why you decided to turn them all into drones instead, so that they would never flee from battle, never disobey your orders, never succumb to the Shadowswarm.” 

“Yes,” the drone said. 

“But they did,” Zephyr swept his hands wide in a gesture that encompassed the confines of the Dark Labyrinth. “You did.” 

The  rust  drone  remained  silent  for  many  moments.  When  it eventually spoke again, its voice seemed tired. 

“Just come. To me. My Enemy,” it said. “Find me. So that we can. Kill one another.” 

Hours  passed  before  the  trio  finally  made  their  way  to  what could  only  be  a  throne  room,  judging  by  how  its  center  was dominated by a vast, towering chair of twisted rust that rose dozens of  feet  into  a  shadow-shrouded  ceiling.  A  quartet  of  twilight  fiends stood  before  the  throne,  their  clawed  limbs  extended  before  them. 

Dark fire poured from the claws of the Shadowswarm entities. Their nightmarish  visages,  normally  twisted  in  malicious  glee,  were strained and worried instead. Shadows, fed by the inky flames of the twilight  fiends,  shrouded  the  occupant  of  the  throne.  The  shadows

roiled  and  writhed,  as  if  struggling  to  contain  whatever  lay  beneath them. 

“Ah,”  one  of  them  said,  noticing  the  trio’s  arrival.  “Sacred One! You’re here! Much as I am delighted by your presence, now’s really not a good time.” 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Pralosvithar of the eighth Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 1,000



“Exactly,”  another  twilight  fiend  added.  “We  would  love  to entertain  you,  but  as  you  can  see,  we’re  rather  occupied  at  the moment.” 

  

 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Oresturnhar of the ninth Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 900



“You really shouldn’t be here anyway,” the third twilight fiend grumbled.  “The  Liar  promised  that...  wait.  Of  course.  The  Liar betrayed us! Why would we expect anything else from him?” 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Usorkathass of the sixth Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 1,200



“I’ll  flay  his  soul  from  his  body!  I’ll  consume  the  flesh  of  his children!” the last twilight fiend raved. “I will visit untold horrors upon every vessel that bears his foul bloodline!” 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Miraskanthur of the seventh Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 1,100



Zephyr  didn’t  need  to  hear  another  word.  He  charged Miraskanthur,  even  as  Vincent  summoned  his  elemental  hammers over his wands and pointed them at Oresturnhar and Nella loosed a barrage  of  electrical  arrows  and  unleashed  a  swarm  of  lightning condors Pralosvithar. 

Vincent’s  ripped  Oresturnhar  asunder  with  a  whirlwind  of Cosmos  Invocations,  scattering  the  twilight  fiend’s  body  to  every corner  of  the  throne  room.  Pralosvitahr  shuddered  beneath  the impact of Nella’s arrows as they blew entire chunks of shadowy flesh off his torso, then shrieked when her condors washed over its body, dissolving it beneath a sea of cobalt-hued wings. 

Zephyr  beheaded  Miraskanthur  with  a  Blade  Beam,  before punching the claw of his Illumination Gauntlet into the twilight fiend’s torso  and  unleashing  a  Thunderclap  directly  into  the  creature’s innards.  The  twilight  fiend  burst  apart,  and  he  rounded  on Usorkathass. 

“Come now, Sacred One,” Usorkathass pleaded. “That’s just very unsporting of you. We’ve been expending most of our power on keeping  the  rust-puppet  pliant,  and  it’s  only  gotten  more  difficult since  you  slew  Varansikur,  Girastharvore,  and  Arasturphar.  I suppose  they  shouldn’t  have  gone  out  in  the  first  place,  but  they

couldn’t resist the rust-puppet’s shiny toy. Oh. Now see what you’ve done?  You’ve  also  killed  Oresturnhar,  Pralosvitahr,  and Miraskanthur! That’s really inconsiderate, Sacred One. Do you know how  completely  impossible  it’s  going  to  be  for  me  to  handle  things alone? I’ll have to—“

A  rust-covered  hand  emerged  from  the  shroud  of  shadows over  the  throne  and  plunged  its  fingertips  into  Usorkathass’s  skull. 

The  twilight  fiend  grabbed  the  hand,  even  as  green  light  began  to wash over its face, dissolving the monster’s inky features. 

“No!” Usorkathass chided. “Know your place, rust-puppet! Or I’ll worsen your nightmares!” 

Zephyr raised his left hand. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Nella and Vincent do the same. Usorkathass yelped. 

Three  Cosmos  Invocations  wiped  the  twilight  fiend  from existence. 

 We’ve  got  to  get  to  the  Nexus!  Zephyr  thought.  And  there’s only one place it could be. 

The  shadows  writhing  over  the  throne  flew  apart  with  the death of the last twilight fiend. A humanoid figure launched itself from the throne, flashing past Zephyr and Nella to stand before Vincent. A rust-colored fist swung towards Vincent’s skull, even as Zephyr spun on  his  heel  and  dived  toward  what  could  only  be  the  Unliving Emperor, knowing that he wouldn’t make it in time. 

A  Cosmos  Bastion  crackled  into  existence  around  the jeweler’s  apprentice.  The  rust  creature’s  fist  slammed  against  the shield  of  cobalt  light  with  enough  force  to  lace  a  cobweb  of  cracks from  the  point  of  impact.  Vincent’s  magical  barrier  pushed  the creature back before it could strike again . 

Growling,  Nella  raised  her  bow,  fiery  arrows  nocked  and ready. At the same time, tentacles of fire and lightning swarmed from her  eyes,  biting  at  snapping  at  the  Unliving  Emperor.  The  rust creature  ducked  and  weaved  through  the  tentacles,  its  movements jerky and awkward, yet flawlessly evasive. It sidestepped a barrage

of fiery arrows, then walked through a torrent of electrical ones, the ranger’s Tempest magic washing uselessly off its metallic body. 

Zephyr  struck  from  the  side,  retracting  the  claws  of  his Illumination gauntlet and bringing both palms around and forward to unleash  Dragons  Dance  in  Chaos.  The  rust  creature  him  by  the wrists, forcibly terminating the Dragon Strike Technique, and hurled him at Nella. The ranger’s sky-wyrm reared its body up and caught Zephyr in its claws, even as a dozen electrical spiders with flaming mandibles  dripped  from  Nella’s  eyes,  each  of  the  elemental  beasts as large as a warhorse. 

“Die!”  Nella  snarled.  The  spiders  charged  in  a  skittering mass.  The  rust  creature  struck  the  first  one  with  a  metal  fist, dissipating  it  in  a  single  blow.  A  heartbeat  later,  all  of  the  ranger’s summoned  beasts  were  gone,  torn  to  shreds  by  the  Unliving Emperor. 

Hundreds  of  lightning  blades,  their  edges  wreathed  in tongues  of  fire,  burst  from  Vincent’s  elemental  hammers  and  fell toward the rust creature. It danced amidst them once more, too swift to  be  caught  by  Vincent’s  spell.  Zephyr  charged  in  again,  ether-infused  internal  energy  roaring  through  his  body,  and  attempted  a Dragon Tail Sweep. The Unliving Emperor hopped over the arc of his kick.  He  pursued  with  a  Double  Dragons  Arising.  The  creature  met his palms with its own. 

Zephyr  screamed  in  pain  as  he  felt  his  forearms  break beneath  the  impact  and  an  irresistible  force  hammered  his  internal energy awry within his system. He crashed back down to the ground and  rebounded  from  its  unyielding  surface,  before  catching  a sweeping kick to his ribs from the rust creature. 

“Zeph!” Nella shrieked, directing her sky-wyrm to catch him in mid-air once more. The lightning beast did so. The Unliving Emperor charged,  coming  to  a  halt  right  in  front  of  Nella.  It  backhanded  her with a metal fist before she could react. The crisp snap of bone rose into  the  air  as  the  ranger  sailed  across  the  air,  her  body  limp.  The sky-wyrm  roared  and  vanished,  dropping  Zephyr  from  its  grasp. 

Clenching his jaw and pushing the agony of his arms and ribs from his  mind,  he  kicked  off  from  the  floor  and  sped  toward  Nella  with lightning-infused steps, just managing to catch her body against his chest before she struck the wall headfirst. 

“Nella!  Zeph!”  Vincent  cried,  flinching  as  the  rust  creature turned on him next and hammered one fist, then another against his Cosmos  Bastion.  Cracks  began  to  radiate  from  the  repeated impacts, then spread all across the barrier of blue light. 

Gritting  his  teeth,  Zephyr  placed  the  wreckage  of  his shattered  hands  against  Nella’s  bloody  head  and  cast  Crystal Rejuvenation. To his relief, he saw the bared, cracked bone beneath her  split  scalp  begin  to  knit  together.  He  cast  the  Frost  magic  spell again, then again, until the color returned to the ranger’s body, and she opened her eyes. 

Nella  sat  up  and  promptly  vomited.  Zephyr  turned  his  focus inward and tried to cast Crystal Rejuvenation on himself, only to find that he’d depleted all of his Frost ether reserves. The ranger’s hand fell  upon  his  chest  then,  and  soothing  waves  of  healing  magic coursed through his arms. 

 My ribs aren’t broken. They’re bruised, but not broken, thanks to my robes,  Zephyr realized, taking one deep breath after another. 

Across the room, the rust creature was pounding away on Vincent’s Cosmos  Bastion.  Soon,  it  would  break  through  and  get  its  metal hands on the jeweler’s apprentice. 

The Unliving Emperor flinched then, and drew back a melting fist.  Vincent  had  layered  his  Cosmos  Bastion  with  a  Scorching Barrier  that  was  hot  enough  to  melt  the  creature  upon  contact.  He swung his Flame Hammer out and unleashed a Comet Barrage next, filling the air with fiery spheres. The rust creature hopped back, deftly avoiding the flaming projectiles. 

 It’s too strong,  Zephyr thought.  And too fast. Wait. Fast! 

“Nella,  stop!”  Zephyr  cried.  “Save  some  of  your  Frost  ether. 

Use your slowing wards on that monster!” 

Still  swaying  on  her  feet,  Nella  grunted  in  assent  and conjured  a  handful  of  icy  spheres.  She  hurled  them  at  the  rust creature. It turned and struck them with its fists, only for the slowing wards to burst apart and shower its body in crystalline shards. 

The  creature  flinched,  evidently  aware  of  the  clinging slowness  layered  upon  its  limbs.  Its  movements  were  now  a  tenth slower,  by  Zephyr’s  estimation,  which  meant  that  it  was  still horrifically swift, just not so blindingly fast anymore. 

“Now!” he cried. “Burn it, Vincent!” 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  combined  Fireball,  Project  Heat, Flame  Wave,  and  Disintegrating  Wave  in  a  spectacular  display  of Inferno  magic  spell-casting,  before  dropping  a  tide  of  white-hot  fire upon  the  rust  creature.  The  metallic  thing  leaped  away,  but  its movements  had  been  slowed  just  enough  for  Vincent’s  combined spells to vaporize its legs, sending it tumbling through the air. 

Nella  tracked  the  spinning  creature  with  her  gaze.  A  pair  of fiery  tentacles—likely  all  that  she  could  manage  in  her  wounded state—  burst  from  her  eyes  and  bit  off  one  of  the  metallic  thing’s arms. Zephyr still couldn’t raise his hands, so he opened his mouth instead, combining Project Heat and Disintegrating Ray and focusing the  spells  on  the  tip  of  his  tongue.  A  sphere  of  flame  manifested  a foot away from his face, before flattening out into a fiery beam that swept off the creature’s remaining hand. 

Its  torso  tumbled  back  upon  its  throne  with  a  tremendous clang.  The  trio  charged  forward,  eager  to  finish  the  fight,  only  for eye-slits to slide open upon the creature’s featureless face and bathe the  entire  chamber  in  green  light.  Zephyr  felt  his  resolve  bubble away alongside the blazefire conjuration above his forehead. He fell to  his  knees,  gasping  as  horrifying  whispers  filled  his  mind.  Out  of the corner of his eye, he saw the same thing happen to Vincent and Nella. 

“Kill.  Yourselves,”  a  monotone  voice  droned  from  the  rust creature.  Nella  took  out  her  axe  and  lined  its  blade  up  with  her

throat. She lifted it with one hand, only to clamp down her rising wrist with her other. 

“No...!”  she  gasped  as  she  struggled  against  the  mental command.  Zephyr  extended  the  blade  of  his  Fury  gauntlet  and placed  it  against  his  neck.  He  fought  against  the  urge  to  drag  the blade across his flesh and open his throat. 

Vincent  was  less  affected.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  flinched and dropped his wands, but he raised his hands toward his friends. 

“Fight it!” he cried. “Fight it! Don’t you see? This isn’t easy on her either! It’s wearing her out too! Fight it!” 

 Her?   Zephyr  took  a  closer  look  at  the  now-immobilized  rust creature,  taking  note  of  the  undoubtedly  feminine  proportions  of  its dismembered  torso.  So  Azaria  was  the  Unliving  Empress,  not Emperor after all... 

He seized upon that drifting thought and upon any other that raced  across  his  mind,  like  a  drowning  man  snatching  at  floating twigs, as he fought against the command to kill himself. Nella’s axe inched  closer  to  her  neck.  The  ranger  sobbed  and  gasped  as  she struggled against Azaria’s grasp over her mind. Vincent tried to stand and  cast  a  spell,  but  he  was  forced  back  to  his  knees,  his  face twisted in agony. 

“I.  Loved.  Him,”  Azaria  droned,  her  metallic  body  twitching spasmodically.  “But.  You.  Killed.  Him.  You!  My.  Enemy.  He.  Died. 

And  I...  I  decided.  To.  Drown.  The.  World.  In.  Iron.  Iron  unyielding! 

Impervious! To Shadow!” 

“But  it  isn’t!”  Zephyr  cried.  “The  Shadowswarm  took  your drones! They took you! We freed you! You’re not impervious! You’re not infallible! You’re not better than flesh!” 

“No.”  Azaria’s  head  twitched.  “No.  I.  am.  Eternal.  Unliving. 

Perfect. Just. Like. He. Was. I. Will. Kill. You. Kill you for him!” 

The  green  light  grew  in  intensity.  Nella’s  axe  touched  her flesh.  Zephyr  felt  his  blade  break  skin.  Vincent  bled  from  his  eyes and nose. 

 No! I have to hold on! I have to...  Zephyr screamed, holding his blade immobile. Nella pushed her axe a fraction of an inch away. 

Vincent staggered to a crouch, then stood up. 

“No!” Azaria droned. A crack formed across her rusted face. 

“No! You. Are. Shadow Incarnate! I. I. Am. Justice! Vengeance! I—“

Another  crack  appeared  across  Azaria’s  brow  as  the  trio withstood  her  Tyrant  magic.  A  moment  passed.  Then  another.  And then the irresistible whispers in his head were gone. Zephyr surged to his feet, his barely healed arms raised, claws and blade extended. 

Nella  did  the  same,  her  axe  held  in  both  hands.  Vincent  gestured and wreathed the weapons of his friends in tongues of flame. 

But the fight was over. Azaria was falling apart on her throne. 

A spike of nightsteel, undoubtedly the Labyrinth’s Nexus’s, fell from her  crumbling  torso  and  rolled  to  a  stop  in  front  of  Vincent.  The jeweler’s  apprentice  frowned  at  the  nightsteel,  before  vaporizing  it with a Spark Invocation. Zephyr blinked. 

And then he was standing in the real, actual throne room of the  Unliving  Empress,  even  as  a  shockwave  of  green  light  pulsed from  Azaria  and  washed  over  the  horde  of  drones  advancing  upon the trio from behind. The metallic creatures fell, their limbs sprawling awkwardly like puppets with their strings cut. 

“You.  Defeated.  Me.  But...  I  saw  it.  He.  Gave.  Something. 

Something  in  you,”  Azaria  said,  a  tinge  of  inflection  entering  her voice. “It... it. Is. Beautiful. But. Why? Why. Would. He. Give. That to you. My Enemy? His. Enemy.” 

“What are you talking about, Azaria?” Zephyr asked, though he  had  an  inkling  of  what  the  Unliving  Empress  was  talking  about. 

Sahhto  had  mentioned  the  lingering  traces  of  a  mighty  Radiant magic  spell  upon  the  trio’s  souls.  Perhaps  it  had  been  cast  by Caruthas himself. 

“My.  Love.”  Azaria’s  crumbling  body  convulsed,  accelerating its  disintegration.  “You.  Killed.  Him.  But  he.  He!  Gave.  This.  Gift  to you! Ah. I see. I see. It. Now. Mercy. He. Was. Perfect. And he was... 

merciful.” 

Vincent  whimpered  and  hugged  himself.  Nella  put  an  arm around his shoulders. The two had a confused, devastated look on their  face  at  the  revelation  that  the  trio  were  likely  not  Caruthas reborn. 

 Azaria  could  be  lying.  Or  she  could  be  confused,  Zephyr thought. 

“Go. Then,” Azaria said. “My. Enemy. Live. Savor. His Gift. My love’s mercy.” 

“Zephyr!”  Lux’s  voice  rang  across  the  throne  room.  Zephyr spun  on  his  heel,  only  to  see  Avora  and  Lux  racing  toward  him, accompanied by a large contingent of Phoenix Knights interspersed with Storm Scions and Frost Guardians. 

“What?” Vincent asked. “How?” 

“I acquired the location of the Eternal Palace by reaching out to  your  Codex  through  mine,”  Avora  explained.  “We  arrived  shortly after,  dived  into  the  Dark  Labyrinth  before  the  hunter  drones  could get us, and began fighting our way through, but it looks like the battle is won.” 

“Is that...?” Lux asked, pointing at Azaria. 

“Yes.  The  Unliving  Empress.  Azaria  Hastur,”  Zephyr  said. 

 Somewhere along the way, people forgot whether Azaria Hastur was a  man  or  a  woman,  probably  because  in  the  end,  it  didn’t  really matter.  She  did  all  these  horrible  things,  and  she  killed  all  those people over so many years. 

“You.  You...!”  Azaria  droned,  the  shattered  crystals  of  her eyes boring into Avora. “You came! Before! To Talk. To—“

A  Fireball  spell  flashed  from  Avora’s  hand  to  fall  upon  the Unliving Empress, blowing her apart in a shower of rusted shards. 

“Foul  creature,”  the  Grand  Sage  muttered,  dusting  the sleeves of his battered robes. 

Zephyr wanted to scream at Avora, to demand that he explain what the Unliving Empress had said, to ask him if the trio really were Caruthas reborn, like he’d said. 

Because if they weren’t, then who were they? 

“Let’s  get  out  of  here,”  Lux  said,  pulling  Zephyr  away.  He turned  to  Vincent  and  Nella,  but  the  Glacial  Twins  were  there, fussing  over  their  injuries.  Zephyr  took  a  deep  breath,  sighed,  and nodded. 

“Yes. Let’s go,” he agreed. 

Chapter 41







Standing  atop  the  battlements,  Zephyr  looked  up  into  the clear  morning  sky.  Nella  and  Vincent  were  there  too,  along  with Gabriel, Lux, the Glacial Twins, Master Sora and the brothers, and a dozen Storm Scions. They were waiting for Avora to arrive, so that he  could  bring  them  all  to  the  Frost  School,  Gabriel  and  the  Wu monks excluded. 

A few days had passed since their return to Blackstone Keep. 

The  war  between  the  Phoenix  Knights  and  Slave-Masters  still persisted,  since  the  Fennean  mages  were  more  than  capable  of commanding  their  metallic  legions  without  their  Empress.  But  now, with  the  Shadowswarm  cleansed  from  the  continent,  the  Phoenix Knights’ odds were much better. 

“Get  going  if  you’re  going!”  Gabriel  huffed.  “There’s  still  so much I need to teach you, and you’re already leaving! How are you ever going to master Inferno magic like that?” 

“But  we  did  master  it,”  Nella  said,  smacking  her  forehead against his. “And I’m now a million times better at it than you!” 

“Oh  yeah?  Well,  at  least  I  uh...  I...”  The  Phoenix  Knight slumped  his  shoulders.  “Yeah,  I  actually  don’t  have  a  comeback ready.” 

“Why  don’t  you  just  say  you’ll  miss  me?”  Nella  suggested, grinning. 

“Of  course  I  will!”  Gabriel  said.  “I’m  definitely  going  to  miss you! I wanted to come with you, but that scumbag Brass has lined up so much work for me to do. I hate being Archmage! But I’m getting off track here. I’m going to miss you, Nella Heartseeker. I can’t wait to set things on fire with you again!” 

“They’re  perfect  for  each  other,”  Vincent  said,  shaking  his head  as  Nella  crowed  with  laughter  and  threw  her  arms  around Gabriel’s neck. 

“How’s  Rina?”  Zephyr  asked.  “She’s  not  coming  to  see  us off?” 

“She’s got work to do,” Vincent said, shrugging. “Besides, it’s easy  for  me  to  visit  her  whenever  I  want.  I  could  even  come  back here later, finish up the silver pendant I’ve been working on for her, spend the night, and be back at the Frost School before breakfast.” 

“Wow!” Lux said, chuckling. “Look at you, Vincent! Now if that isn’t suave and debonair, I don’t know what is!” 

“Well,  it’s  easy  for  you  to  say,  Lux,  because  you’re  coming with  us  to  the  Frost  School,”  Vincent  retorted.  His  expression softened  quickly.  “And  of  course  I’m  glad  you  are.  If  there’s  trouble with  Shadowswarm  brewing  at  the  Blight  Boundary,  we’re  going  to need all the help we can get.” 

“And you’ll have it!” Lux promised. 

“Take  care  of  yourself,  Zeph,”  Master  Sora  said.  Zephyr hugged the abbot, then did the same with all of the brothers. 

“Are  you  all  heading  home  now?”  Zephyr  asked  the  Wu monks. 

“Well,  not  exactly,  but  we’ll  be  leaving  Blackstone  Keep  the end of the week,” Master Sora said. “One of the premiers in the city-states has a bandit problem and has asked for our help.” 

“We should be back in the monastery in about three months or  so  though,”  Brother  Sparrow  chirped.  “Come  visit  us,  Zeph,  and tell us more stories about your magic!” 

“I definitely will,” Zephyr promised. 

“You’re very welcome at the Wu monastery too, Lux,” Master Sora said to the Storm Scion. 

“I’ll  bring  you  the  finest  rice  wine  when  I  visit,  Master  Sora,” 

Lux  said,  a  bright  smile  on  her  face.  “Actually,  I’ll  bring  enough  for everybody!” 

The Wu monks cheered at her declaration. 

“Where is His Excellency?” Tosa Finne asked, frowning. “I’m eager to be on our way.” 

“Oh,  you  know  His  Excellency.  Always  fashionably  late, without exception,” Biri Finne said, sighing. 

A tower’s door opened then, and the Grand Sage emerged, clad once more in fresh clean robes. 

“My apologies, my friends,” Avora said. “I had to send a few final missives to the stewards of my estates. I am ready now. Let us depart.” 

Zephyr  exchanged  a  glance  with  his  friends.  An  unspoken agreement  had  arisen  amongst  them  not  to  press  the  Grand  Sage about whether the trio really were Caruthas reborn. Perhaps they’d decided  that  it  simply  wasn’t  important  in  the  grand  scheme  of things. Perhaps they doubted Avora would be able, or even willing, to  enlighten  them.  Or  more  likely,  perhaps  they  were  afraid  of discovering the answer. 

 I  heard  that  powerful  Frost  Guardians  can  discover  things about a person’s previous life,  Zephyr thought. He’d made a passing query  to  the  Glacial  Twins,  but  they’d  claimed  to  have  little knowledge about such magic. Perhaps Archmage Thorn might know something, Biri had ventured. 

“Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t,” Zephyr muttered under his breath. 

“Did you say something, Zeph?” Lux asked. 

“Nothing important,” he replied, forcing a smile upon his face. 

“I was just wondering what the Frost School would be like.” 

“Well, let’s find out,” Lux said, looping her arm across his and giving his hand a brief squeeze between her fingers. She kissed him on the cheek. “Together.” 

“Yes, together.” Zephyr smiled and kissed her back. 

Avora’s  voice  rose  in  the  cadences  of  spell-casting.  The Grand Sage raised his hands. 

And the world disappeared in cobalt light. 
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