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The  aftermath  of  a  summer  rainstorm  was  many  things:  the fresh smell of grass rising into the moistened air; daylight unfolding across the land as the sun reemerged from the midst of rain clouds; memories of lightning slicing through the heavens. 

As  the  shadows  peeled  away  from  the  Wu  monastery’s awnings  of  blue  ceramic  tiles  and  its  plain  stone  walls,  Zephyr emerged  from  the  squat,  single-floored  building’s  interior  and stepped  out  into  its  courtyard,  his  thoughts  still  captivated  by  the sublime beauty of azure streaks dancing across the sky. 

“Daydreaming  again,  Zeph?”  Master  Sora  chuckled  as  he walked past him, a bag of tools slung over his shoulder. Like Zephyr, he  wore  a  roughly  spun  blue  sleeveless  tunic,  loose  trousers,  and thick cloth shoes. 

“That’s what I do, Master,” Zephyr replied, hurrying after the Wu  monk  who’d  raised  him.  “But  wasn’t  that  rainstorm  beautiful?  It made me think of all kinds of things, like what the gales that brought the  clouds  here  must  have  seen  on  their  way,  and  how  the  skies must  have  enjoyed  being  illuminated  by  something  other  than  the sun or moon.” 

“Oh,  yes,  it  definitely  was.”  A  bemused  smile  spread  across Master Sora’s wrinkled features, and he shook his shaven head. The Wu symbol tattooed high above his eyes gleamed softly beneath the sun.  “What  wisdom  the  Wu  must  have  bestowed  upon  me  when  I named  you  so  aptly,  Zephyr.  Your  thoughts  are  as  the  wind, sweeping  across  all  the  realm  and  carrying  myriad  notions  and fancies upon its back.” 

“That  doesn’t  mean  I  forget  my  chores,”  Zephyr  said,  taking the bag of tools from Master Sora. 

“No, it doesn’t,” Master Sora agreed. They emerged onto the dirt road heading toward Minn Village, a small farming settlement a half-hour’s walk away. Oak trees framed the dirt road on both sides, tall and vibrant, their leaves gleaming with beads of fallen rain. The air  was  cool  and  clean,  washed  momentarily  clean  of  summer’s heady scents. 

“Mrs.  Thonn  said  her  wagon  broke  a  wheel  somewhere around here, didn’t she?” Master Sora asked after a few minutes of walking. 

“Yes, Master.” Zephyr pointed down the dirt road. “It’s around that  bend.  I  saw  it  on  my  way  back  to  the  monastery  from  Mr. 

Brenn’s mill this afternoon.” 

“Ah, that’s right. You helped him mend his fences. Well, we’d better  get  Mrs.  Thonn’s  wagon  sorted  out,  then.”  Master  Sora grunted and stopped in his tracks. “Wait. I can’t remember. Did she say  she  had  a  spare  wheel  with  the  wagon  already,  or  should  we have gotten a replacement for her before we left the monastery?” 

“She told us that there’s a spare wheel strapped to the bottom of the wagon,” Zephyr said. “That should do.” 

“Oh,  yes.  That  completely  slipped  my  mind.”  Master  Sora scratched  the  back  of  his  shaven  head  as  they  resumed  their  trek down the road. “I’m getting forgetful with age, Zeph. Good thing I’ve got you to remind me of things.” 

The Wu monk was in his late seventies, and though he was still powerfully built, with thick muscles cording his neck, torso, and limbs, and heartier than many of the oak trees along the road, it was true that things had begun to slip from his mind. 

“I’ll  always  be  here  to  help  you  with  that,  Master.”  Zephyr grinned. “Don’t worry.” 

A  strange,  almost  sad,  look  came  into  Master  Sora’s  eyes, then. The Wu monk laughed softly and stroked his short beard. 

“No, you won’t, my boy,” he said, before clasping Zephyr on the shoulder. “But that’s not a bad thing.” 

The  wagon  came  into  view  before  Zephyr  could  reply,  its disastrous state stealing the words from his mouth. It had hit a rut in the  road,  and  its  forward  left  wheel  had  been  torn  from  its  axle, leaving its bed balanced precariously on the other remaining three. 

Mrs.  Thonn  must  have  somehow  managed  to  extricate  her  mules from their harnesses and move safely away from the wagon, but that meant that she’d needed to leave her goods, a heaped collection of vegetables, behind. 

“Wow.  Good  thing  no  one  got  hurt  by  this,”  Zephyr  said, setting down the tools at the base of a tree and walking over to the wagon. A quick glance on its underside told him that the spare wheel was  indeed  there.  He  put  his  hands  beneath  the  wagon  bed  and braced his body. 

“Don’t  go  past  the  Second  Cycle,  Zeph,”  Master  Sora  said. 

“Just keep the wagon steady while I retrieve the spare wheel.” 

“Got  it.”  Zephyr  looked  inward  and  drew  forth  his  internal energy from his Central Field, located just below his navel. He then allowed his internal energy to stream evenly through his third Solar Gate, which was a hand’s span above his Central Field. This brought him  to  the  Second  Cycle,  the  Carefree  Sutra,  the  cultivation  path practiced by the followers of the Wu. In this state, Zephyr had thrice the  strength  his  towering  and  heavily  muscled  physique  could normally bring to bear, more than enough to hold the wagon steady. 

Master  Sora  crouch-walked  beneath  the  wagon  bed  and fumbled  the  spare  wheel  free  from  the  undercarriage,  all  the  while muttering under his breath about how much more sensible it would have been if Mrs. Thonn had kept the wheel anywhere else. 

From there, it only took about ten minutes of sanding, filing, and  hammering  before  the  spare  wheel  was  in  place.  Master  Sora and Zephyr stepped back, both of them dusting their hands off and eyeing the results of their work in satisfaction. 

“Alright,  let’s  get  this  back  to  Mrs.  Thonn,”  the  Wu  monk declared. 

While Master Sora clambered onto the wagon bed and found a  spot  amidst  the  rain-drenched  produce,  Zephyr  picked  up  the ropes lashed to the front of the wagon and wound them across his shoulders and torso. He took a deep breath and pushed his internal energy  stream  up  into  the  second  Solar  Gate,  bringing  him  to  the Third Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. 

Master Sora quirked his brow. 

“You’re just going to tire yourself out like that, Zeph,” he said. 

“The  Second  Cycle  will  have  you  seeing  us  to  the  village  soon enough. We’re not in enough of a hurry for the Third Cycle.” 

“It’s fine, Master,” Zephyr replied, grinning. “This will allow me to get a bit of training in at the same time.” 

“Ha!”  Master  Sora  nodded  approvingly.  “Conscientious  as always. Alright, then. Let’s get going.” 

Zephyr dug in his heels, then exploded into an abrupt heave, tearing the wagon free from the inertia of its weight and the clinging grasp of the road’s rain-soaked dirt. The axles creaked uneasily, but they held. He took one step, then another, pulling the wagon along, until it was trundling evenly down the road toward Minn Village. 

“What do you think, Master?” Zephyr called over his shoulder. 

“I  can  maintain  the  Third  Cycle  easily.  Soon,  I’ll  be  able  to  do  the same for the Fourth, then the Fifth.” 

The Carefree Sutra’s teachings culminated in the Fifth Cycle. 

Of all the monks in the Wu monastery, only Master Sora and Zephyr had attained these heights, though Zephyr could only hold onto the Fifth Cycle for a handful of heartbeats, thanks to its immense drain on his internal energy reserves. 

 I just need to keep up my internal energy cultivation,  Zephyr thought.  Another three years maybe, then I’ll have fully grasped the Fifth Cycle and pretty much the main gist of the Carefree Sutra. 

The  thought  wiped  the  forming  grin  off  his  face,  though.  It wouldn’t  be  long  before  he  attained  the  same  degree  of  skill  as Master Sora, but then what? There was still the matter of him taking his vows and officially becoming a Wu monk, of course, but none of

the monks at the monastery had seemed particularly anxious for him to do so, especially Master Sora. 

The  Wu  monk  seemed  to  be  struck  by  similarly  sobering thoughts as well, because when he replied, his voice carried none of its usual cheer and lightheartedness. Rather, it was laden with a little bit of sadness and a lot of somber pride. 

“I  think  you’ve  progressed  in  your  training  magnificently, Zeph,” Master Sora said. “You are a prodigy of martial arts, gifted in cultivation  and  the  teachings  of  the  Carefree  Sutra  to  a  degree beyond  my  comprehension.  It  has  been  an  honor  to  have accompanied you on your journey thus far.” 

“What are you talking about, Master?” Zephyr asked, pulling the wagon along. “There’s still a lot I’ve got to learn from you.” 

“Maybe when it comes to cooking. How you managed to burn cabbage  soup  still  mystifies  me  to  this  day,”  Master  Sora  replied snidely,  but  his  tone  fell  somber  again  as  he  continued  speaking before Zephyr could protest the unfair circumstances that led to his charring  of  last  night’s  dinner.  “No,  Zeph.  As  far  as  the  Carefree Sutra  is  concerned,  I  have  taught  you  all  I  can.  Only  your  own cultivation and innovation can carry you further from this point on.” 

Zephyr  knew  what  Master  Sora  was  referring  to.  The Carefree Sutra’s foundational precepts focused on strengthening its practitioners’ Central Field and Main Channels, rendering them more resilient  and  less  prone  to  harm  from  backfiring  or  misdirected internal  energy  streams.  This  allowed  for  a  degree  of experimentation  and  flexibility  in  cultivation  practices  that  would  be foolhardy,  if  not  lethal,  for  the  practitioners  of  most  other  martial paths or doctrines. Those who followed the teachings of the Carefree Sutra  were  exhorted—no,  required—to  find  their  own  way  through innovation and creativity. And it was also therein that lay the fabled Sixth  Cycle  and  beyond,  though  no  monk,  dating  back  many generations  before  Master  Sora,  had  ever  attained  any  degree  of mastery greater than the Fifth Cycle. 

“And I know what you’re going to ask about next: your vows to become a full member of our brotherhood,” the Wu monk guessed correctly.  “To  which  I  say,  there  is  no  hurry,  Zeph.  Your  twenty-first birthday is tomorrow. You are young. You might yet find a path that does  not  require  your  heartfelt  dedication  to  the  Wu,  and  that’s perfectly fine.” 

“But…” Zephyr began. 

“You feel that it would be impious of you if you didn’t become one of us after growing up in our midst,” Master Sora continued. “Let me assure you that no one in the monastery believes that to be so. 

We  will  always  be  delighted  to  have  you  with  us,  but  we  will  also always wish you well, no matter where your path in life takes you.” 

“Why are you suddenly saying such things, Master?” Zephyr asked. 

“Let’s  return  Mrs.  Thonn’s  wagon  first,”  Master  Sora  replied. 

“Then I have something to show you.” 

The  rest  of  the  brief  journey  went  by  in  amiable  silence. 

Zephyr pulled the wagon right up to Mrs. Thonn’s doorstep, and after exchanging some cheerful platitudes with the grocer, he and Master Sora found themselves on the dirt road once again, heading back to the  monastery.  It  was  already  past  mid-afternoon,  and  the  sun  had already begun its descent. 

“What  do  you  know  of  magic,  Zeph?”  the  Wu  monk  asked suddenly.  “I  haven’t  actually  taught  you  much  about  it,  but  I’m  sure you’ve  heard  what  the  village  folk  and  peddlers  say.  And  all  those times  you  helped  the  local  guardsmen  chase  bandits.  They  must have talked about magic too.” 

“They  have.  I’ve  also  read  up  on  it  during  our  visits  to Tressville,”  Zephyr  said.  Tressville  was  a  mid-size  town  two  days’

walk  from  the  Wu  monastery.  Zephyr  had  been  there  many  times over the years to participate in the frequent martial arts tournaments held  in  its  coliseum,  and  he’d  never  failed  to  spend  at  least  a  few hours delving into its public library. 

“Alright, tell me what you know,” Master Sora prompted. 

“Well,  there  are  three  magic  schools  in  the  realm,”  Zephyr said.  “The  Tempest  School,  the  Frost  School,  and  the  Inferno School. Each school teaches its students a different type of magic. 

Going by their names, I’m guessing Tempest magic is all about wind and  rain,  Frost  is  about,  well,  ice.  And  Inferno  magic  can  only  be about fire, right?” 

“More  or  less.”  The  Wu  monk  chuckled,  a  smile  spreading across his face. “Although it’s a bit more nuanced than that. Those who practice Frost magic are called Crystal Guardians, and they are known for their healing spells and their compassion. Inferno magic is the  domain  of  Phoenix  Knights,  warriors  famed  for  their  ferocity. 

Tempest  magic  answers  the  call  of  the  Storm  Scions,  vigilant guardians against the Shadowswarm.” 

Zephyr  nodded  gravely.  Every  child  knew  what  the Shadowswarm  were:  horrific  monsters  that  once  sought  to  devour the  world.  Now,  they  dwelled  in  the  farthest  reaches  of  the  north, held at bay by the bravest souls of the realm, many of whom were Storm Scions. 

“That  rainstorm  just  now  made  me  think  about  Tempest magic,  actually,”  he  said,  reaching  out  with  his  hands  to  the  sky. 

“Wouldn’t it be amazing to cast spells that create lightning?” 

“It certainly would.” Master Sora reached into the inner pocket of his tunic and produced a folded sheet of paper. His smile turned rueful. “I received this letter in the morning, while you were helping Mister  Brenn.  To  be  honest,  I  didn’t  know  if  I  was  going  to  tell  you about  it,  but  then  there  was  that  rainstorm,  which  couldn’t  be  more portentous a sign. And if that is your destined calling, it couldn’t be a nobler one.” 

“A  sign?  My  calling?”  Zephyr  asked,  frowning  in bewilderment. “What are you talking about, Master?” 

“I’m  talking  about  Tempest  magic,  Zeph.”  Master  Sora unfurled the letter and held it out for Zephyr to read. His eyes were immediately drawn to the crest at its bottom: a golden scroll, adorned with three strange symbols down its length. 

“That’s the mark of Grand Sage Avora. He has invited you to travel to Mount Baltros and climb the Ascent of Wind,” Master Sora explained. 

“Mount  Baltros?  Ascent  of  Wind?”  Zephyr  shook  his  head, utterly  confused.  “Where  is  that?  And  why  would  I  want  to  climb something I don’t know about?” 

“The only way up Mount Baltros is via the ten thousand steps of the Ascent of Wind.” Master Sora pushed the letter into Zephyr’s hands. “If you make it to the summit, you will arrive at the Tempest School, and there, you will study Tempest magic for a year.” 

Zephyr  felt  his  jaw  fall  slack  in  astonishment.  He  spluttered for a few moments as Master Sora chuckled and clasped him on the shoulder.  Just  as  he  gathered  his  thoughts,  ready  to  take  a  closer look at the letter, a bright golden radiance began to emanate from its surface,  making  its  words  impossible  to  read.  The  only  detail  he managed to catch before the light filled his eyes was the date he was expected to arrive at the foot of Mount Baltros: two weeks after his twenty-first  birthday.  After  several  heartbeats,  his  vision  cleared  to the sight of Master Sora blinking blearily and rubbing his eyes. 

“What…” the Wu monk muttered. “What happened? Are you alright, Zeph?” 

“Yes, Master.” Zephyr looked down at his now-empty hands. 

“The letter’s gone though.” 

“Is that so?” Master Sora shook his head, his brow furrowed in  bemusement.  “Well,  Grand  Sage  Avora  is  notorious  for  his eccentricities. Perhaps this is an example of such?” 

“I suppose.” Zephyr shrugged. He felt a grin spread unbidden across his lips. “But I already know the date I need to be at Mount Baltros, so it doesn’t matter if I don’t have the letter anymore.” 

“I  recognize  that  look  in  your  eyes,  Zeph.  You  get  it  when you’re burning with curiosity about something.” Master Sora matched his grin. “So you’ve made up your mind, then? Are you going to the Tempest School?” 

“Yes.” Zephyr clenched his fists, feeling his heart beat wildly at the prospect. “I will. I’m going to learn Tempest magic.” 

But  as  Master  Sora  laughed  and  clasped  him  on  the  back, Zephyr noticed a series of curious words creeping in on the corner of his vision. He blinked once, and they were gone, but not before he’d had the chance to read them. 
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The  skies  blazed  azure  beneath  the  golden  light  of  the  sun, and the winds were awash with the floral bouquet of early summer. It was a beautiful morning, Zephyr thought, as a smile spread across his face. 

“Let joy find you, and welcome it when it does,” Master Sora had  always  said,  and  right  here  and  now,  Zephyr  found  his  words wonderfully  apt.  He  took  a  deep  breath,  savoring  the  scents  of summer, and sighed contentedly. 

Then he looked up at the ten-thousand steps before him. The Ascent of Wind, the winding stone stairway was called. Carved into the  side  of  Mount  Baltros,  it  led  all  the  way  to  the  gates  of  the Tempest  School,  where  the  realm’s  greatest  Storm  Scions  were trained. 

The steps were steep and cracked in enough places to prove treacherous  to  the  inattentive  and  incautious.  They  were  also wreathed in mist that thickened with height, so Zephyr couldn’t see further than fifteen or so feet up the Ascent of Wind. 

With a shrug, he put his foot on the first step. 

“That’s it?” Vincent demanded. “You’re going to start climbing this ridiculously creepy stairway just like that?” 

Zephyr  turned  to  Vincent.  The  slender  jeweler’s  apprentice stood  a  few  strides  away  to  his  left,  clad  in  a  plain  white  shirt  and dark  breeches.  Sturdy  leather  boots  encased  the  sandy-haired youth’s  feet,  and  he  had  a  haversack  on  his  back.  Vincent  Trefori, student of famed gemsmith Mithras Coss, had evidently packed well for this journey. 

“Of  course,”  Zephyr  replied.  “Is  there  anything  else  I  should have done beforehand, Master Trefori?” 

“Just  call  me  Vincent,  Zephyr.  You  Wu  monks  are  so  polite you unnerve me. And yes, you already told me. You’re a lay disciple of  the  Wu,  not  an  actual  monk,  so  that’s  why  you  get  to  keep  that tangled mop of dark hair on your head.” Vincent scratched the back of his head and gestured exasperatedly up the Ascent of Wind. “And no, I don’t mean that you need to do something first. It’s just… look at that! It’s foggy and dark even though we’re in summer now, and I bet it’ll even be cold up there!” 

“The  air  will  cool  as  we  ascend,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said,  then nodded  at  the  apprentice  jeweler’s  haversack.  “But  I’m  sure  you have enough clothing to stay warm.” 

“Well,  I  did  pack  a  jacket  and  cloak…”  Vincent  said,  before pointing  at  Zephyr.  “But  what  about  you?  You’re  going  to  be  cold, aren’t you? All those muscles won’t keep you warm.” 

Zephyr  glanced  briefly  down  at  his  own  attire:  a  blue sleeveless tunic, similarly colored loose trousers, and a saffron-hued cloth  belt  around  his  waist.  For  the  four-day  walk  to  Mount  Baltros from the Wu Monastery, he’d worn a pair of sturdy cloth shoes, but he’d  given  them  away  to  a  beggar  on  the  road,  along  with  all  his money and most of his provisions. Now, he stood barefoot before the Ascent of Wind. 

“I will be fine,” he said, smiling. Braving the elements was a simple matter of regulating his internal energy so that it flowed a bit thicker within the outer channels. And if he kept it circulating in the Yang configuration across his Central Field, he wouldn’t feel hungry either, at least for another few days. 

“The  Ascent  of  Wind  seems  daunting,  but  I’m  sure  no  harm will  befall  us  on  the  way,”  Zephyr  continued.  “The  Storm  Scions wouldn’t have invited us to study at the Tempest School otherwise.” 

“Invitation?  Yeah,  right,”  Vincent  grumbled.  “You  can  decline an  invitation.  But  no  one  dares  say  ‘no’  to  the  Storm  Scions.  My Master couldn’t usher me out of his shop quickly enough.” 

“Well,  my  Master  said  that  it  was  entirely  up  to  me,”  Zephyr replied. “So here I am.” 

“Good for you.” Vincent looked past Zephyr’s frame, craning his  neck  because  he  was  so  much  shorter  and  slighter  in comparison.  “What  about  you?  Nella,  was  it?  Were  you  given  a choice to come here?” 

Zephyr  turned  to  his  right,  where  a  young  woman  clad  in  a deerskin  tunic  and  rough,  earth-hued  breeches  stood.  She  was slender but tall, the top of her head rising at least half a foot above Vincent’s  and  coming  just  short  of  Zephyr’s  ear.  Her  long  red  hair had been gathered into an elaborate braid. A long ash pole bounced loosely  in  her  grasp,  but  Zephyr  could  tell  that  it  was  actually  an unstrung  bow,  judging  from  the  notches  on  its  end  and  the  quiver slung  over  her  back.  And  the  ranger’s  mark  on  her  bared  right shoulder:  an  arrow  inked  in  blue,  stark  and  vivid  against  her  pale flesh. 

“No,”  Nella  said,  bringing  her  left  arm  across  her  body  and clutching her right elbow, as if she were hugging herself. Her green eyes flickered nervously this way and that. “Druidess Filna made me leave the same day she received word from the Tempest School.” 

“And  somehow,  we  all  made  it  here  at  the  same  time,” 

Vincent said, frowning suspiciously. “If I were the superstitious type, I’d be making vague comments about mysterious forces at work right now.” 

“Actually,  weren’t  we  told  to  be  here  on  this  date?”  Zephyr reached  into  his  inner  pocket  and  produced  the  Tempest  School’s letter.  “There.  The  eleventh  day  of  the  second  summer  month.  It’s today.” 

“What?”  Vincent’s  eyes  widened.  “I  didn’t  know  that!  I  was just kicked out of Master Coss’s shop, given a handful of coins, and told to make my way here with all speed!” 

“You were lucky you arrived today, then.” Zephyr put the letter away. “Otherwise, you would be making this climb by yourself.” 

“Did your letter specify a date too, Nella?” Vincent asked the ranger. 

She  nodded,  unwilling  to  meet  his  gaze.  There  were  many who  would  consider  Nella’s  mannerisms  rude,  Zephyr  knew,  but  it was obvious to him that she wasn’t deliberately uncouth. Rather, she was just painfully shy. Rangers spent a lot of time in the wilderness. 

Perhaps she simply wasn’t used to the company of other people. 

“Aha!” Vincent crowed. “That means  I’m the one guided here by mystical forces to pursue my destiny.” 

“Or  you  were  lucky,”  Zephyr  pointed  out,  because  it  only seemed reasonable to do so. 

“Yeah, yeah. Just take all the magic out of it, won’t you?” The jeweler’s  apprentice  sighed.  “Speaking  of  magic,  that’s  what  we’re here to do, right? Do magic.” 

“Learn magic,” Nella squeaked, averting her gaze as soon as Zephyr  and  Vincent  turned  to  her.  “We’re  here  to  learn  Tempest magic  from  the  Storm  Scions  for  one  year,  at  the  behest  of  Grand Sage Avora.” 

“Fair enough.” Vincent groaned as he looked up the Ascent of Wind. “Ugh. So many steps. Why? Is this part of the training too?” 

“Yes.”  Zephyr  smiled  eagerly  and  ascended  another  step. 

He’d  spent  all  but  a  few  of  his  twenty-one  years  studying  the Carefree Sutra’s martial forms and cultivation pathways, and Master Sora  had  announced  a  year  ago  that  he’d  learned  all  there  was  to learn;  it  was  now  entirely  up  to  him  to  cultivate  his  internal  energy and refine his mastery of the martial sequences. 

But  then  the  letter  penned  by  Grand  Sage  Avora,  Honor-mage of all Magic Schools, had arrived, summoning him to the foot of Mount Baltros and bidding him study under the Storm Scions for a year. The prospect of learning more,  becoming more, never failed to intrigue Zephyr, so he couldn’t wait to learn Tempest magic. 

A  faint  rustle  behind  him  indicated  that  Nella  had  begun  the ascent as well. The ranger’s tread was light and sure. If she were to stalk him, Zephyr wasn’t confident that his senses would detect her, even if he heightened them with every iota of his internal energy. 

“Wait for me!” Vincent called. Leather soles scraping clumsily over stone signaled his frantic scramble up the steps. 

Zephyr  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  his  new  traveling companions  and  smiled.  Nella  nodded  shyly  in  acknowledgment. 

Vincent loosed a disgruntled huff. 

It definitely was a beautiful morning. 

He turned and climbed. 




* * *

 

The  steps  comprising  the  Ascent  of  Wind  were  as  steep  as they looked, and three times already Zephyr had needed to shoot his hand  out  and  seize  Vincent,  so  that  the  sandy-haired  youth  didn’t tumble  all  the  way  down.  Nella  had  been  surefooted  enough,  but after two hours of climbing, she was starting to breathe hard, and her cheeks were streaked with sweat. 

Vincent,  surprisingly  enough,  hadn’t  fared  much  worse, despite his numerous missteps. The jeweler’s apprentice huffed and puffed as he climbed, but he kept up gamely. 

“I haul Master Coss’s merchandise all the way to the market every morning,” he’d proclaimed proudly, about twenty minutes or so into the climb. 

Zephyr had wanted to ask if Master Coss couldn’t afford any carts  or  pack  animals,  but  he  chose  not  to,  because  Vincent’s expression  had  fallen  into  despondence  immediately  after  his proclamation, his thoughts obviously darkened by his expulsion from his apprenticeship. 

A  pervasive  mist  encased  them,  filtering  the  sun’s  radiance so  that  it  cast  the  stone  steps  of  the  Ascent  of  Wind  in  an  eerie bluish tint. The mist was so thick Zephyr couldn’t see past the sides of  the  stairs.  It  was  as  if  the  three  were  walking  up  an  endless stairway adrift on an infinite oblivion. 

“Curb  not  your  thoughts,  but  do  guard  how  they  affect  your actions,”  Master  Sora  would  remind  Zephyr  right  now  if  he  were present. Zephyr chuckled softly and shook his head. There would be time to daydream later. Now, there was still a significant part of the ten thousand steps to conquer. 

“Something  funny?”  Vincent  demanded,  gasping  as  he climbed.  “You’d  better  not  be  laughing  at  us.  Ostar’s  Teeth!  You’re not  even  the  slightest  bit  out  of  breath!  What  are  you  Wu  monks made out of?” 

“They’re  the  most  revered  warrior  ascetics  in  the  realm,” 

Nella  spoke  up  unexpectedly.  “Druidess  Filna  told  me  about  them once. You train your body until you can break stone with your bare hands and run so fast you can fly.” 

Zephyr smiled. “If I could fly, I would have brought all three of us to the summit by now.” 

“You  would?”  Vincent  asked  incredulously.  “You  wouldn’t insist on walking each and every step, because it builds character or some such nonsense?” 

“I don’t see how climbing a stairway builds character,” Zephyr admitted. “Though it will help with my endurance conditioning.” 

“Somewhere  past  the  three-thousandth  step,  storm  glyphs will start to appear,” Nella said. “Someone who seeks to become a Storm  Scion  must  witness  each  and  every  one.  Successfully  doing that  will  imbue  the  aspirant  with  a  Tempest  Mark  at  the  end  of  the Ascent of Wind. Miss just one, and you will find yourself at the foot of Mount Baltros, forever barred from learning Tempest magic.” 

“That  is  very  informative,  Nella,”  Zephyr  said.  “Thank  you.  I didn’t know that.” 

The  ranger  blushed  furiously  and  averted  her  gaze.  Zephyr suspected that was the most she’d ever spoken in a single breath to anyone other than a fellow ranger or a druid. 

“Great.  Just  great.  How  many  steps  are  we  at  already?” 

Vincent asked. “Or have we missed the storm glyphs, which means all that awaits me is a disgraceful return to my home village?” 

“We  should  be  coming  up  to  the  three-thousandth  step shortly,”  Zephyr  said.  “Fortunately,  we  have  three  sets  of  eyes among  us.  We  just  have  to  keep  them  peeled,  and  we  won’t  miss any of the storm glyphs.” 

Sure  enough,  they  spotted  the  first  several  minutes  later.  It was a curious object, a stone tablet half as tall as Zephyr was and about as wide as his shoulders stretched. The storm glyph floated in midair,  suspended  by  nothing  Zephyr  could  detect.  Glowing  blue symbols  ran  down  its  length,  all  jagged  edges,  with  not  a  single curve amongst them. If they were words, Zephyr didn’t recognize the language.  Neither  could  he  discern  any  message  from  them.  He turned away, about to ask his companions if they’d seen something he hadn’t, when his vision spun. 

 When  darkness  poured  forth  from  the  pits  of  infinity,  the children of light looked to the heavens and sang to the wind. 

The  verse  was  indelibly  etched  into  his  mind,  though  he’d heard no voices, nor read any words. Zephyr blinked and shook his head,  as  strange  words,  similar  in  script  to  those  he’d  seen  after touching  Grand  Sage  Avora’s  letter,  appeared  in  the  corner  of  his eye once more. 



 Codex of Ascension evoked

 Tempest magic infusion initiated



Before  he  could  even  begin  to  think  about  mentioning  the strange words to Nella and Vincent, they faded from his vision. 

“What  was  that?”  Vincent  demanded,  casting  his  gaze  left and right, his eyes wide with horror. “Something about singing to the wind is now in my head. What’s happened to me?” 

“The storm glyphs have begun opening your soul to Tempest magic,”  Nella  said  softly.  The  ranger  was  clutching  the  side  of  her head,  an  expression  of  faint  alarm  cast  over  her  pale  features. 

“Druidess  Filna  told  me  something  like  this  would  happen.  I  just didn’t expect it to feel this way.” 

“I  don’t  think  any  of  us  did.”  Zephyr  nodded.  “But  we  didn’t miss this one, at least. Let’s keep moving.” 

Another hour of climbing later, they came across the second glyph.  This  time,  Zephyr  was  forewarned.  He  cast  his  eyes  on  its glowing surface and opened his mind to its message. 

 The  infinite  skies  looked  down,  heartbroken  at  the  torment suffered by the children of light, and they were awakened to mercy. 

“This  is  about  the  Shadowswarm,  right?”  Vincent  said,  after they’d all recovered from the glyph’s effects. 

Zephyr  nodded.  No  other  interpretation  made  sense.  Eons ago, the world was attacked by horrific beings that called themselves the Shadowswarm. The Shadowswarm came from the depths of the earth,  and  at  the  behest  of  an  entity  known  in  legend  only  as  the Elemental Anathema, they ravaged the land, slaying and devouring all who stood in their path. 

But then Caruthas, the Hero of Light, came forth to challenge the  Shadowswarm.  Gathering  the  blessings  of  the  Primordial Elementals, he and his companions pushed the Shadowswarm back, confining  them  to  the  far  reaches  of  the  northern  wastes  with powerful magic. In the end, Caruthas slew the Elemental Anathema, but he was slain in turn. 

One  of  the  Hero’s  companions  was  the  Archmage  Tarkus Avora.  After  the  fall  of  the  Elemental  Anathema,  Archmage  Avora founded  the  Schools  of  Magic,  with  the  Tempest  School  being  the first.  His  descendent,  the  famed  Grand  Sage  Bessun  Avora,  had been the one who invited Zephyr, Vincent, and Nella to the Tempest School. 

 If we’re going to be learning Tempest magic, it makes sense for us to be schooled in its origins,  Zephyr thought. 

“Tempest  magic  is  said  to  be  the  bane  of  Shadowswarm,” 

Nella said. “It is a great honor to study it.” 

“Who  has  even  seen  any  Shadowswarm  these  days?” 

Vincent protested, massaging his thigh. “It’s the Inferno School that’s the most prominent now. Their Phoenix Knights are the most famed mercenaries  across  the  realm,  worth  their  weight  in  the  gold  the Border Barons pay to fight the Junan marauders and wild monsters! 

I’d much rather be a Phoenix Knight than a Storm Scion, swimming in gold and surrounded by perfumed concubines.” 

Zephyr  snorted  with  laughter.  Vincent  immediately  looked apologetic. 

“Oh,  I’m  sorry,  Zephyr,”  he  said,  pointedly  ignoring  Nella’s biting glare. “I shouldn’t be talking about such things in front of a Wu monk, with your oaths of celibacy and all.” 

“Again,  I  haven’t  taken  any  of  the  Wu  Brotherhood’s  oaths. 

I’m  a  lay  disciple,  not  a  monk,”  Zephyr  explained.  He  glanced  at Nella.  “You  should  direct  your  apology  to  Nella  instead,  because what you just said was quite disrespectful to women.” 

“She’s  a  ranger!”  Vincent  said,  smiling  at  Nella.  “They’re seasoned  monster-hunters,  one  and  all.  Someone  as  tough  as  her won’t  be  offended  by  a  little  rough  language.  I  was  more  worried about you, Zephyr, my monastic friend.” 

“We rangers keep the predations of the Blight at bay, and the twisted beasts we hunt are not monsters,” Nella said, anger flashing in  her  eyes.  “They  are  hapless  victims  of  the  Blight’s  corrupting touch, who deserve only pity and mercy, not scorn and fear.” 

“Well,  I  don’t  know  about  everyone  else,  but  I’d  be  pretty scared of a rampaging Blight-beast!” Vincent chirped, digging himself deeper in the pit that was the ranger’s ire. 

“Let’s  save  such  ruminations  for  later,  my  friends,”  Zephyr said,  before  Nella’s  annoyance  turned  into  actual  anger.  “We  have stairs to climb and glyphs to find.” 

The  next  one  appeared  soon  after,  hovering  in  the  mist,  the radiance of its glowing symbols washing over the ascending trio. 

 Tempest  descended  upon  the  children  of  light,  and  with  it, they cast back the darkness. 

Zephyr  took  a  deep  breath  as  the  saga  of  Tempest  magic unfolded in his mind. He turned to Nella and Vincent, but before he could  say  anything,  more  strange  words  flashed  into  view  in  the corner of his eye. 

  

 Tempest magic infusion complete

 Actualization initiated

  

 Complete? Actualization? What do those mean?  Zephyr tried to focus on the words, but once again, they faded from view.  That’s it. I’m going to tell Nella and Vincent what I just saw. Maybe they’re experiencing the same thing too. 

“Do…  do  any  of  you  feel…  different?”  he  asked,  raising  his hands and opening his palms. A strange sensation had begun to well in  his  midriff,  somewhere  just  beneath  the  third  Solar  Gate.  He’d already done his daily cultivation exercises early in the morning, but he was tempted now to close his eyes, gather his internal energy in his Central Field, and push it through his Major Channels. 

Something  different  would  happen,  he  was  sure,  though  he knew not what. 

“I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,  Zeph.”  Vincent massaged his temples. “Unless you’re talking about these words I’ve got in my head, about the children of light, darkness, Tempest magic, and whatnot.” 

“No, not only that,” Zephyr said, grimacing as he resisted the urge to clutch his abdomen. “I feel…” 

“Yes.”  Nella  had  buried  her  face  in  her  hands  a  heartbeat ago. She lowered them now. 

Vincent gasped at the sight. 

The  ranger’s  eyes  had  been  green  at  the  foot  of  Mount Baltros. They were now an electric blue, dripping minute tendrils of lightning from her irises. 

“Ostar’s  Teeth!”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  swore,  pointing  at the ranger. “What happened to you?” 

“Stop  taking  the  Beast  God’s  name  in  vain,”  Nella  chided. 

She  blinked,  and  her  eyes  were  green  once  more.  The  ranger nodded slightly, as if she were telling herself something, then blinked again. When her eyes opened, lightning danced in her gaze. 

“I can control it,” she said. 

“Well, what does it do?” Vincent asked. “Those electric eyes of yours, how are they different?” 

Nella looked intently at Vincent, then at Zephyr. She pointed at the jeweler’s apprentice. 

“I  can  see  all  the  metal  you  have  on  your  body.  Your  belt buckle,  your  coins,  a  small  set  of  gem-setting  tools,  and  a  dagger you’ve  strapped  to  your  shin,”  she  said,  before  turning  to  Zephyr. 

“You  don’t  have  any  metal  on  you  at  all.  Not  even  a  knife.  How  do you feel safe traveling without a weapon?” 

“Oh,  I  know,  I  know!  This  is  what  his  reply  is  going  to  be!” 

Vincent flexed his muscles theatrically and lowered his voice by an octave. “I  am a weapon!” 

This  time,  it  was  Nella’s  turn  to  snort  with  laughter.  She caught  herself  quickly  though,  and  she  looked  away,  her  cheeks filling with color. 

Zephyr  couldn’t  help  but  chuckle  as  well.  He  gave  the jeweler’s apprentice a thumbs-up. 

“Good one, Vincent,” he said. 

“Glad  to  see  you’ve  got  a  sense  of  humor  to  go  with  those gigantic muscles of yours, Zeph,” the jeweler’s apprentice said. “I’d always  thought  you  Wu  monks  to  be  a  pretty  stuffy  lot,  but  you’re turning out to be quite an easygoing fellow.” 

“My  Master  isn’t  stuffy,”  Zephyr  said.  “He  actually  performs comedic puppet skits in the village square every week. And neither are the other monks in the monastery.” 

“Druidess  Filna  said  that  the  Wu  monks  follow  the  Carefree Path,” Nella said. “They value discipline and seek self-perfection, but also cherish moderation, charity, and compassion.” 

“So if I’m hungry, I can just stroll over to the Wu Monastery for a  meal?”  Vincent  asked.  “Your  Master  would  just  give  me  food  to eat?” 

“Yes, of course,” Zephyr said. “Why wouldn’t he?” 

Nella  let  the  lightning  fade  from  her  eyes.  She  pushed  past Zephyr and resumed climbing the stairs. Shrugging, he followed her, with Vincent trailing in his wake. 

Nearly  another  hour  passed  before  they  came  across  the next  storm  glyph,  reminding  Zephyr  that  he’d  forgotten  to  ask  the others about the Codex of Ascension. 

 In  the  aftermath  of  the  darkness,  the  children  of  light  raised Tempest on high, and they promised to honor it through the ages. 

As  the  words  rolled  through  his  mind,  Zephyr  felt  the  same strange sensation within his midriff again, only stronger this time. If he  had  to  describe  it,  he  would  call  it  an  odd  ‘buzzing’  feeling,  like there  was  a  swarm  of  bees  bouncing  around  in  his  stomach  and raising a racket. 

“Know  yourself,  that  you  might  give  words  to  your  truth,” 

Master  Sora  would  have  said  to  him  if  Zephyr  had  tried  to  put  the strange  sensation  into  words.  Or  perhaps  he  would  just  say, 

“Seriously, boy, if you’ve got a tummy ache, just eat some medicinal herbs and go lie down for a while.” 

The strange words flashed into the corner of his vision once more. 

  

 Tempest magic actualization complete

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

  

“Zeph!”  Vincent  cried,  pointing  at  him.  The  jeweler’s apprentice was trembling with excitement. 

“What?” Zephyr began to say, only to notice a cloud of sparks wafting  from  his  nose  and  mouth.  It  was  his  breath,  he  quickly realized. The air emerging from his lungs was laden with electricity. 

“Well,  you’d  better  not  cough  on  me!”  Vincent  quipped.  “So what is it? What do they do?” 

“What  is  what?  What  does  what  do?”  Zephyr  asked,  utterly bewildered at Vincent’s question. 

“I  mean,  what  do  your  lightning  nostrils  do?”  Vincent  asked. 

“Can you breathe lightning bolts like a dragon from the myths?” 

“I  thought  dragons  breathed  fire,  according  to  those  very same myths,” Zephyr protested, shaking his head. “I don’t know what this is about…” 

But he did. Closing his eyes, Zephyr took a deep breath and sent  his  internal  energy  racing  across  his  Central  Field,  before pushing  it  through  his  Main  Channels  and  opening  up  the  third, fourth,  and  sixth  Lunar  Gates.  The  next  were  the  third  and  eighth Solar Gates, followed finally by the Stalwart Meridian. As his internal energy cycled through his body in accordance with the pathways of the Carefree Sutra, so too did a new power suffuse his very being. 

He opened his eyes and exhaled. Electricity coruscated down his limbs and torso. Zephyr clenched his fist. Sparks danced through his fingers. 

The sight caused Vincent to yelp in surprise and flinch away. 

The jeweler’s apprentice lost his already precarious footing then, and began  falling  backward,  his  arms  windmilling  as  his  body  arced toward a bone-crushing tumble down the stairs. 

Zephyr streaked behind Vincent, moving faster than he’d ever been capable of before, and caught him by the shoulders, steadying him before he could fall. 

“Whoa,  Zeph!”  Vincent  cried,  his  voice  breaking  with  relief. 

“Thanks, my friend! That was a close call! Wouldn’t want to climb all the way up again if I tumbled.” 

Nella reached out, seized Vincent’s lapels, and pulled him to an upright position. 

“You wouldn’t be breathing, let alone climbing, if you did fall,” 

the  ranger  told  him.  “Watch  your  step,  the  both  of  you.  The  stairs have been getting steeper and more slippery.” 

“Zeph can fly now,” Vincent said. “He doesn’t need to watch his step ever again.” 

“No,  I  can’t.”  Zephyr  looked  down  at  his  hands.  “I  think  I’ve just become a bit faster.” 

“A bit?” Vincent chuckled nervously. “I couldn’t even see you move  just  now.  You  were  like  a  bolt  of  lightning.  And  hey,  Nella? 

You’re speaking more and more. That’s good! You don’t have to be so shy around us.” 

If  Vincent  had  meant  to  encourage  a  bit  more  warmth  and friendliness  from  the  ranger,  his  words  evidently  had  the  opposite effect.  Nella’s  lips  flattened  into  a  tight,  white  line.  She  turned,  her left  hand  clutching  her  right  arm  again,  and  resumed  climbing  the stairs, her auburn braid dancing in her wake. 

“Ah,  drats.”  Vincent  slumped  his  shoulders.  He  glanced  at Zephyr and sighed. “As you can see, I don’t really know how to talk to  girls.  It’s  been  one  of  those  mysteries  I’ve  never  managed  to figure out.” 

Zephyr didn’t really know how to reply, so he fell back on one of Master Sora’s sayings instead. 

“The  mysteries  of  life  will  reveal  themselves  through  age, experience, and goodwill,” he told Vincent. 

“Remind me never to ask you for advice on anything, Zeph,” 

the jeweler’s apprentice said. 

“But why…” Zephyr began to protest, but Vincent was already back to climbing the stairs. 

No  further  storm  glyphs  appeared,  even  after  another  full hour of climbing, but neither did the trio find themselves at the foot of

Mount  Baltros.  This  meant,  Vincent  figured,  that  they  couldn’t  have missed any, and they were on track to reach the Tempest School. 

His words were affirmed soon enough, when they arrived at a wide landing that marked the end of the stairway. Ten strides away from the highest step of the Ascent of Wind, a small stone fountain bubbled  sedately.  It  had  a  brass  centerpiece  fashioned  into  the likeness  of  a  curious  winged  creature.  Another  stone  tablet  stood closer. This one didn’t float in the air. Rather, it was mounted on an equally hefty stand of carved stone. 

 Welcome,  aspirant  to  the  Tempest.  Wear  your  Mark  with pride. 

“Mark?  What  mark?”  Vincent  demanded.  He  turned  to  Nella and  Zephyr.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  had  a  glowing  thunderbolt symbol on his forehead. 

“Uhm…”  Zephyr  raised  his  hand,  about  to  point  at  Vincent’s thunderbolt,  only  to  realize  that  he  had  the  same  symbol  as  well, only  on  the  inside  of  his  right  forearm.  He  showed  it  to  Vincent. 

“Look. You’ve got one too. It’s on your forehead.” 

The jeweler’s apprentice shot his hands to his head. “What? 

Why  is  mine  there?  Is  it  permanent?  Do  I  have  to  wear  a  hat everywhere I go now?” he cried. 

“No.  Druidess  Filna  said  that  the  Elemental  Marks  can  be rendered invisible or moved around to other parts of the body by an act of will,” Nella spoke up. 

“Where’s yours, Nella?” Vincent asked the ranger. 

Nella  pulled  open  her  collar  and  glanced  downward.  A  faint white-blue  radiance  washed  across  her  cheeks.  She  let  go  of  her collar,  put  her  hands  across  her  chest,  and  glared  at  Zephyr  and Vincent, her face blazing red. 

It  was  only  then  Zephyr  realized  that  he’d  been  staring.  He averted his gaze and bowed his head. 

“I’m sorry, Nella,” he quickly said. 

“So  where  is  it?”  Vincent  pressed,  unbelievably  oblivious, deliberately  obtuse,  suicidally  perverse,  or  an  unfathomable combination of all three. “Come on. Show it to us. I want to see it.” 

Zephyr  hissed  warningly  at  the  jeweler’s  apprentice,  but  it was  too  late.  Nella  had  already  raised  her  right  hand  and  balled  it into a fist. 

“Alright, let’s all calm down now,” Zephyr said as he moved to stand between the two. “There’s really no need for violence. Vincent, Nella  will  show  you  her  Tempest  Mark  when  and  if  she  wants  to, alright?” 

Nella blinked, then lowered her hand. 

“I…  I’m  sorry.  Druidess  Filna  expects  better  from  me,”  she whispered. “I expect better from me. It’s just… I don’t talk to a lot of people.  And  so  I  get  angry  when  people  say  things  that  make  me feel uncomfortable. I must be more disciplined.” 

“It’s alright, Nella.” Zephyr chuckled and clasped a bewildered Vincent  on  the  shoulder.  “We’ll  keep  that  in  mind.  The  both  of  us. 

And  the  more  you  talk  to  people,  the  better  you’ll  get  at  it,  and  the less uncomfortable you’ll feel over time.” 

“Yeah.  You’re  always  welcome  to  practice  on  us,”  Vincent said. 

The ghost of a smile tugged at Nella’s lips. She nodded. 

“Thank you,” she said softly. 

“Alright, now that we’ve gotten over that, whatever it was, we should all turn our minds toward the one true mystery plaguing us at this moment,” Vincent declared. 

“Which is?” Zephyr asked, utterly confused. 

“What  strange  Tempest  power  did   I  get?”  the  jeweler’s apprentice said. He pointed first to Nella, then to Zephyr. “Nella got those  electric  eyes,  and  Zeph  has  lightning  nostrils.  What  about me?” 

“Oh,  right.”  Zephyr  scratched  the  back  of  his  head.  “What about you?” 

“You have a Tempest Mark, so that means you are a worthy aspirant  to  Tempest  magic,”  Nella  said.  “The  Tempest  Mark manifests  itself  in  accordance  with  an  aspirant’s  innate characteristics.” 

“That  makes  sense.”  Vincent  nodded  to  Nella.  “You’re  a ranger, a master archer, hunter, and tracker, so of course your eyes would have Tempest magic. Zeph is a Wu monk, and he’s built like an oak tree stuffed full of rocks, so his Tempest magic would make him faster and probably stronger.” 

“But I’m just a gemsmith,” he continued. “I don’t know how to fight. And I haven’t hunted any Blight beasts. I work with silver on the weekends, but that’s about it.” 

“Didn’t you say you hauled your Master’s merchandise to the market  every  day?”  Zephyr  asked.  “Perhaps  your  Tempest  magic imbues you with great strength!” 

Vincent  grabbed  Zephyr’s  waist  and  tried  to  lift  him.  Zephyr didn’t budge an inch. 

“Nope.  Like  I  said,  oak  tree  stuffed  full  of  rocks.”  The jeweler’s apprentice stepped back and shrugged. He turned to Nella. 

“But maybe…” 

“Don’t even think about it,” the ranger warned, raising her fist. 

Vincent sighed, dejection washing over his face. 

“Does  that  mean  I’m  not  a  worthy  aspirant  after  all?”  he asked. “Why did Grand Sage Avora write that letter to my Master in the  first  place?  It’s  only  gotten  me  dismissed  from  my apprenticeship, and for what? A brisk, invigorating trek up a creepy mountain?” 

“No, that’s not it. Your Tempest Mark proves your worthiness,” 

Nella said. “Let’s keep moving. Perhaps one of the Storm Scions can help you figure it out.” 

“That  sounds  like  a  great  idea!”  Zephyr  grinned,  excitement welling in his heart. “I can’t wait to start learning Tempest magic!” 

Zephyr  strode  ahead,  heading  to  the  fountain  with  the  other two  following.  He  could  see  it  now.  A  meandering  paved  path  lay beyond the fountain, leading to a vast stone building that seemed to be impossibly built on a bed of stormy clouds. 

 That’s  it!  That’s  the  Tempest  School!   he  thought.  The Tempest  School  was  magnificent  indeed.  It  was  at  least  a  dozen floors  tall,  sporting  a  score  of  slender  towers  that  reached  to  the heavens  from  its  wings.  Azure-blue  tiling  roofed  the  sloped  tower peaks. Glowing blue glyphs ran down its ivory-white walls. 

This  was  where  he’d  learn  Tempest  magic.  Zephyr’s  pace increased to a brisk trot, then to a jog. 

“Hey, Zeph! Slow down!” Vincent called from behind him, but his words couldn’t curb Zephyr’s excitement. 

He  lengthened  his  stride,  but  just  as  he  was  about  to  break out into a full run, darkness crashed down before him. 



Chapter 2







Darkness. There was no other word to describe the creature that fell from the skies and onto the fountain, scattering it into shards of  stone  and  hurling  the  strange  brass  centerpiece  aside.  It  stood twice  again  as  tall  as  Zephyr,  upon  a  pair  of  back-jointed  legs wreathed in cords of muscle. 

Ebon-hued talons sprouted from the tips of its avian feet. Its torso  was  hunched  over,  almost  ape-like  with  its  two  knuckle-dragging  powerful  forelimbs  that  terminated  in  massive  three-fingered  fists.  Its  head  was  round,  nearly  featureless  save  for  a fanged maw and the snake-like tongue that lashed from its depths. 

Its hide was the shade of the blackest night. Tendrils of dark mist  rippled  down  its  flanks  and  swirled  across  its  limbs.  The monster took a step forward, bringing Zephyr within its reach. 

Then it lashed out with its left fist, bringing it up and over in an  overhand  punch.  Zephyr  hurled  himself  backward,  an  eye-blink before the massive fist slammed into the landing floor, sending stone chips flying from the impact. 

 What?  His thoughts raced.  What is this monster? 

Zephyr  was  no  stranger  to  combat.  He’d  partaken  in countless martial arts tournaments and helped the local guardsmen apprehend bandits and fend off Junan marauders on more than one occasion,  but  he’d  never  seen  a  monster  before.  The  sight  of  the misshapen  shadowy  creature  horrified  him  on  many  levels.  He’d always  understood  that  monsters  were  hideous  to  behold,  judging from the many tales he’d heard about them, but actually seeing one stretched  the  limits  of  his  comprehension  and  the  depths  of  his nerve. 

Fortunately for him, his training took over, forcing his internal energy  through  the  pathways  of  the  Carefree  Sutra  to  harden  his flesh, empower his muscles, and sharpen his reflexes. The strange power he’d gotten from the Tempest Mark surged through his entire being as well, more than tripling his swiftness. 

Even then, it was barely just enough for him to sidestep the shadowy  monster’s  follow-up  blow,  which  was  a  scything  uppercut that  would  have,  judging  from  the  rush  of  air  that  accompanied  its passage, blasted Zephyr’s torso into bloody airborne fragments had it connected. 

The  monster  roared.  It  was  a  hideous,  gurgling  sound, bubbling  from  its  maw  and  warbling  over  its  reptilian  tongue.  It reached out for Zephyr once more, seeking to close its fists around his body. 

An  arrow  abruptly  appeared  in  the  monster’s  left  shoulder. 

Another skipped off the top of its head. The third actually struck its face and sank right in where an eye would be upon a human’s face. 

The creature howled in pain and scrabbled at its face. 

Zephyr  took  the  opportunity  to  backpedal  beyond  the monster’s reach. A quick glance over his shoulder told him that Nella had  strung  her  long-bow.  The  ranger  stood  tall,  her  muscular  arms rippling  as  she  nocked  another  arrow  and  loosed.  The  shaft  sliced through  the  air,  whistling  past  Zephyr’s  ear,  to  punch  into  the monster’s broad chest and knock it into a backward stumble. 

“What is it?” Vincent shrieked, clutching his hair as if he were going to rip it from his scalp. “What is that thing? Some kind of Blight beast?  How  did  it  make  it  all  the  way  here  from  the  Forsaken Forests?” 

“It’s not a Blight beast. It’s a creature of the Shadowswarm,” 

Nella  said,  her  gaze  steely  with  resolve.  “Druidess  Filna  told  me about them.” 

“Why  would  a  Shadowswarm  monster  be  here,  just  outside the Tempest school?” Zephyr asked. “Shouldn’t it be deathly afraid of Tempest magic?” 

“I  don’t  know.”  Nella  drew  another  arrow,  nocked  it,  and loosed  once  more,  this  time  hitting  the  monster’s  knee.  The  shaft skipped  off  the  shadowy  joint,  its  tip  almost  certainly  bouncing  off against bone, but the Shadowswarm beast must have felt a sting, for it  collapsed  on  its  rump  again,  its  attempt  to  rise  dissipating  into failure. 

“Wait!” Vincent cried breathily. “I know! This is a test! It’s got to be! Think about it. Why would a fiend of the Shadowswarm come all  the  way  here,  to  the  heart  of  Tempest  magic?  It’s  because  it’s been captured by the Storm Scions and used to test their aspirants. 

It’s not an actual Shadowswarm beast. It’s an illusion or something like that.” 

“No illusion would be capable of breaking stone with its fists, and I don’t think the Storm Scions would test their aspirants in such a  deadly  way,”  Zephyr  said,  shaking  his  head.  “If  I’d  been  hit  even just once when the monster first appeared, I would have been killed.” 

“No, this isn’t a test.” Nella pulled out another arrow. Zephyr counted  nineteen  more  in  her  quiver.  “There’s  a  Shadowswarm monster  attacking  us,  and  if  we  don’t  slay  it,  it  will  tear  apart  our bodies and devour our souls.” 

Zephyr swiftly studied the creature as it clambered to its feet. 

Nella shot it in the chest once more, sinking her shaft to its feathers, but  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  merely  took  a  step  back,  remaining upright. 

“I’ll  keep  it  busy,  while  you  bring  it  down  with  your  bow,” 

Zephyr said to the ranger. 

“You’re  not  worried  she’ll  shoot  you  by  mistake?”  Vincent asked, eliciting an annoyed glare from Nella. 

“No.”  Zephyr  smiled  at  the  ranger  and  jeweler’s  apprentice, then  charged  at  the  Shadowswarm  fiend.  As  he  advanced,  the monster  raised  its  arms  and  shrieked  once  more,  in  fury  and  pain, before bringing its fists down upon Zephyr’s form as he moved within reach. 

The  fiend’s  fists  slammed  down,  but  Zephyr  was  no  longer there, the intricate footwork of the Carefree Stride spinning him from the path of their descent. Stone chips flew as shadowy fists blasted into  the  floor  of  the  landing.  Some  of  them  washed  over  Zephyr, slicing small cuts across his bare arms and above his brow, but he set the minute pain to the back of his mind and thundered his open left palm against the monster’s temple. 

Zephyr  had  smashed  holes  through  brick  walls  with  the Carefree  Palm,  which  was  why  he’d  never  used  it  on  any  human opponent  he’d  fought,  be  they  a  fellow  martial  artist,  a  bandit,  or  a marauder.  But  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  wasn’t  human,  and  Zephyr was  absolutely  sure  that  the  Wu  notion  of  charity  and  compassion didn’t extend to it. He channeled his internal energy through the main channel  of  his  left  hand.  Another  impact,  thrice  as  powerful  as  the one he’d already inflicted on the monster with his bare palm, blasted through its skull. 

The monster howled in pain and reeled away. It flailed wildly in its agony, and Zephyr had to leap away, lest he be caught in the sweep  of  its  arms.  Nella  shot  it  twice  more,  lacing  its  flank  with arrows  and  drawing  forth  a  fresh  wave  of  tormented  cries  from  the creature. 

 It’s  still  not  dead!  Zephyr  blinked  in  horror  as  the Shadowswarm fiend shook its grotesque head, as if to clear its mind, then hunched even deeper, so that only the swelling muscles of its shoulder  and  arms  were  exposed  to  Nella.  It  lumbered  toward Zephyr once more and struck, punching out with one of its fists. 

But  the  monster’s  blow  wasn’t  one  of  the  wide,  looping swings  it  had  been  throwing  moments  ago.  This  one  was  a  proper jab:  swift,  tight,  and  accurate.  It  hammered  into  Zephyr’s  midriff, blasting the air from his lungs and smashing him from his feet. 

Zephyr gasped as he was hurled into a rolling tumble across the landing. He came to a stop soon enough, but his vision still spun as  he  forced  himself  to  scramble  to  his  feet  and  look  up.  The

monster had pursued, and it was now looming over him with its fist raised. 

Another arrow punched against its temple, skipping off bone but  carving  a  furrow  across  the  top  of  the  monster’s  skull  in  the process.  Dark,  bubbling  ichor  oozed  from  the  wound  as  the Shadowswarm fiend stumbled sideways. 

Zephyr  helped  it  along  with  another  Carefree  Palm  to  its chest, followed by a double-legged dropkick on the same spot. The monster  staggered  back,  its  feet  entangled  with  one  another.  Nella shot it twice more in the knees. One arrow bounced off its ebon hide. 

The  other  struck  true,  sinking  in  so  deep  it  could  only  have  lodged between the monster’s joints. 

The Shadowswarm fiend fell, this time upon its face. Zephyr scrambled onto its hideous frame and straddled the back of its neck. 

From  there,  he  let  one  Carefree  Palm  after  another  fall  upon  the monster’s  skull,  heedless  of  the  amounts  of  internal  energy  he expended. The tremendous impacts blasted against the back of the creature’s  head  again  and  again,  bouncing  its  featureless  face against the stone surface of the landing. 

Ichor  gusted  from  the  corners  of  its  maw.  Broken  fangs clattered loose. Nella shot the monster again in the head, this time sinking her arrow several inches into the top of its head. 

But still it shrieked and flailed, refusing to die. 

 I’ve  got  it  in  me  for  another  eight  or  nine  more,  Zephyr thought frantically as his breaths grew shallow and ragged. 

A  strange,  wet  cracking  and  popping  sound  filled  the  air. 

Zephyr’s  gaze  shot  down  to  the  monster’s  right  forelimb.  It  was…

 spinning   around  on  its  shoulder  joint.  As  he  watched,  the  limb reversed  in  orientation,  so  that  it  now  faced  the  monster’s  back instead of its front. 

The  Shadowswarm’s  reversed  fist  thundered  over  its  back. 

Zephyr  hurled  himself  away,  but  the  mighty  blow  still  clipped  him across the hip, hard enough to fill his ears with a faint but horrifying creak and send his body spinning lengthwise into the air. 

Focusing his mind and pushing his pain away, Zephyr twisted in  mid-flight.  His  hip  shrieked  with  red-agony  as  he  did  so,  but  he managed to catch the tide of his body’s momentum and ride it into a half-somersault that had him landing on his feet. 

The  monster  tore  the  arrow  from  its  knee  joint  and  stood.  It turned its head briefly to Zephyr, then swung it to Nella and Vincent. 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  yelped  in  horror,  while  the  ranger  loosed yet another arrow that punched into the Shadowswarm fiend’s gut. 

 Nothing  we  do  is  hurting  it,   Zephyr  realized.  A  sudden thought  fell  upon  him  then,  and  he  called  out  to  Nella.  “Tempest magic! Shadowswarm creatures are weak to Tempest magic! Nella, use yours!” 

The  ranger  nodded.  Her  eyes  blazed  with  lightning  once more.  Minute  tendrils  of  electricity  fell  upon  her  nocked  arrow.  She shot  it  into  the  monster’s  gut.  This  time,  the  Shadowswarm  fiend reeled  as  the  shaft  punched  home,  throwing  its  misshapen  head back. Its limbs convulsed painfully, but more curiously, the shadows wreathing  its  body  flickered,  as  if  they  were  candle  flames  barely surviving a gust of strong wind. For a moment, the monster seemed as if it would fall over. 

But  it  didn’t.  Instead,  it  rallied,  shook  its  head,  and  resumed its  advance  on  Nella,  spreading  its  arms  wide  to  head  off  any attempt  by  her  to  escape.  The  ranger  stood  her  ground  coolly  and nocked  another  arrow.  More  lightning  fell  from  the  corners  of  her eyes  and  onto  the  feathered  shaft.  She  sent  it  straight  into  the monster’s  mouth,  skewering  and  then  pinning  the  Shadowswarm fiend’s tongue to its palate. 

Once  again  the  shadows  around  its  body  wavered,  but  the creature still stood, hunching its posture over and breaking out into a crashing charge upon Nella. 

 I have to use my Tempest magic too! I have–  Zephyr blinked. 

Strange  words  had  floated  once  again  into  his  vision  as  he  drew upon  his  Tempest  magic  and  let  it  suffuse  the  internal  energy coursing through his body. 
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 What is… No! I don’t have time to think of that right now!  He caught  up  with  the  monster  and  intercepted  it  with  a  leaping  lunge from the side. The limbic portals on his hands trembled and waned as  he  tried  to  shape  them  in  the  pattern  necessary  to  perform  the Carefree Palm, and a sharp twinge of pain running up his forearms made him abandon the attempt entirely. However the Tempest magic within him worked, he could bring it to none of the Carefree Sutra’s advanced techniques, at least not yet. 

So  instead,  he  clenched  his  right  fist.  Once  more,  sparks  of electricity swirled around his knuckles. Loosing a thunderous bellow, Zephyr punched the Shadowswarm fiend across the jaw, staggering it  into  a  sideways  stumble.  Nella’s  hands  flashed,  moving  in  a  blur even  to  his  heightened  reflexes.  One  arrow  after  another  punched into  the  monster’s  body,  all  of  them  trailing  tendrils  of  the  lightning that dripped from the ranger’s eyes. 

Landing from his leap, Zephyr kicked the Shadowswarm fiend against the knee that had been punctured by an arrow, then rained down a flurry of punches against its flank. The shadows swirling over the monster’s body had flung themselves into a wild, twisting dance, like  fallen  autumn  leaves  caught  in  the  passage  of  a  woodland breeze. 

A  backhand  from  its  massive  fist  caught  Zephyr  on  the shoulder.  Fortunately  for  him,  it  had  been  thrown  from  inside  the monster’s reach and so carried less than a quarter of the force of a regular  punch.  Still  the  blow  blasted  him  off  his  feet  and  slammed him into the ground, driving the air from his lungs. 

Fighting  to  stay  conscious,  Zephyr  saw  Nella  loose  another arrow, then raise her bow, obviously intending to wield it like a staff. 

The  ranger  had  expended  all  her  ammunition.  She  lashed  out  with

her  weapon  and  shrieked  in  defiance  as  the  Shadowswarm  fiend swiped at her. 

 No!  Zephyr’s  eyes  widened  in  horror  as  the  monster’s  fist hurtled toward Nella. A direct hit from the monster would break her body into pieces. 

But  then  she  was  no  longer  there.  A  sharp  ripping  sound snapped  through  the  air.  Zephyr’s  gaze  flashed  low.  Nella  was prone,  flat  on  the  ground.  Vincent  was  rolling  away  from  her,  his haversack  reduced  to  little  more  than  scraps  of  cloth  and  broken flapping buckles. 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  had  tackled  Nella,  bringing  both  of them  low,  only  to  have  the  monster’s  swipe  rip  his  haversack  from his shoulders. 

Bits of clothing and paper-wrapped food packets scattered all over  the  floor.  A  small  box  of  polished  mahogany  bounced  against the unyielding stone surface of the landing. Its lacquered lid snapped open,  and  slender  pieces  of  metal  spilled  from  its  depths.  Many  of them broke upon landing. 

A  look  of  abject  sorrow  fell  over  Vincent’s  face,  but  he scrambled to his feet, seized the scruff of Nella’s collar, and began pulling  her  clear  from  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  as  it  staggered,  its clumsy swipe at the ranger having left it unbalanced. 

Five feet away from the monster’s bulk, Vincent dropped the ranger  and  fumbled  for  the  dagger  strapped  to  his  shin.  He  ripped the blade from its sheath, only for the twitching of his nervous fingers to bounce it from his grasp and send it spinning uselessly behind him and clatter down the steps of the Ascent of Wind. 

The  Shadowswarm  fiend  turned  its  gaze  to  the  jeweler’s apprentice.  Zephyr  closed  his  eyes  for  a  heartbeat,  once  again focusing his mind and pushing away the pain searing through his hip and  shoulder.  Exhaling,  he  flipped  himself  to  his  feet  and  saw Vincent standing protectively in front of Nella, who’d also risen, her bow held out and to the side in a typical staff-fighting stance. 

The  monster  lumbered  over,  its  movements  slow  and  laden with  obvious  pain.  The  sight  gave  Zephyr  hope,  because  it  meant that  the  Tempest  magic  imbued  within  his  fists  and  Nella’s  arrows had actually hurt the Shadowswarm fiend. 

“Get out of the way!” Nella snapped at Vincent. 

“No!” the jeweler’s apprentice replied. He’d picked up a small metal rod from the ground and was brandishing it in a manner that demonstrated an utter lack of combat training. “I’m not going to let a girl get hurt!” 

“I’m  a  ranger!  I  protect  people  like  you!”  Nella  shouldered Vincent aside. “I’m not going to let you get hurt!” 

Gasping as much air into his lungs as possible, Zephyr hurled his body forward and snapped his right leg out into a flying kick into the Shadowswarm fiend’s head. The blow connected squarely, but to his  dismay,  it  hardly  affected  the  monster  at  all,  and  Zephyr  knew why: his injuries had disrupted the flow of internal energy in his body, and  without  it  coursing  through  his  body  in  the  channels  and meridians designated by the Carefree Sutra, his Tempest magic had retreated  within  the  depths  of  his  soul,  deprived  of  any  means  of manifestation. 

Zephyr  landed,  then  was  forced  to  backpedal  as  the Shadowswarm’s  fiend  hammered  into  the  ground  where  he’d  been standing  a  heartbeat  ago.  The  resultant  impact  and  hurtling  shards of  stone  blasted  him  off  his  feet  and  flung  him  away  into  a  rolling tumble across the landing. 

Clenching his jaw, Zephyr tucked his knees toward his chest and  uncoiled  his  body  at  the  end  of  a  backward  roll,  using  the momentum  of  his  tumble  to  spring  him  back  to  his  feet.  The Shadowswarm fiend was now upon Nella and Vincent. 

The jeweler’s apprentice waved his metal rod frantically in the air. 

“Get back! Get back!” he shrieked. 

Zephyr  coughed.  Blood  misted  from  his  mouth,  a  sure indicator  of  internal  bleeding.  He  began  a  charge  at  the  monster

nevertheless, unwilling to let the Shadowswarm fiend hurt Nella and Vincent. 

A  jagged  line  of  crackling  lightning  blazed  into  existence before the jeweler’s apprentice, trailing from the tip of the rod in his hand. Vincent’s eyes widened in astonishment. 

“What…” he began. 

Nella reached across his shoulder and seized the lightning in her  right  hand.  She  nocked  it  against  her  bowstring,  pulled  it  back like it were an arrow, and loosed, all in a single smooth motion. Her improvised  arrow  streaked  forth,  punching  into  the  Shadowswarm fiend’s  torso  and  sinking  entirely  into  its  flesh.  The  monster  froze. 

The  shadows  shrouding  it  scattered  entirely,  flying  away  from  the monster before dissipating into thin air inches away from its body. 

With  a  croaking  groan,  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  sank  to  its knees, then fell heavily upon its face, the top of its head landing at Nella and Vincent’s feet. Then it, too, dissipated, breaking apart into motes  of  darkness  that  vanished  within  the  blink  of  an  eye.  Three spheres  of  golden  light  spiraled  into  existence  where  the Shadowswarm fiend had fallen. 
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 Essence  orbs?  Zephyr  thought.  Are  those  spheres  essence orbs? 

Before he could react, one of the spheres hurtled toward him. 

He raised his hands in a frantic attempt to block the projectile, but it merely disappeared on contact with his skin. A quick glance at Nella and Vincent confirmed that they, too, had seen the spheres and had also been struck by them. 

 Three essence orbs. One for each of us,  he mused.  But what do they do? Does that mean that Vincent and Nella are also seeing those words about the Codex of Ascension? 

“What  just  happened?”  Vincent  asked,  his  eyes  darting frantically this way and that. He turned to Nella. “What did you do? 

Did you kill it? What was that thing that came out of my pen?” 

Zephyr was now indeed able to see that the rod in Vincent’s grasp  was  indeed  a  pen,  complete  with  a  fine  quill  nib  at  its  end. 

Clutching  his  side,  he  began  hobbling  over  to  the  ranger  and  the jeweler’s apprentice. 

“That was the power of your Tempest Mark,” Nella explained. 

“It manifests differently in all of us. The pen must have something to do  with  who  you  are,  so  it’s  become  a  channel  for  your  Tempest magic.” 

Vincent looked at the pen, a curious expression on his face. 

The corner of his mouth trembled, and for a moment, Zephyr couldn’t quite tell if the jeweler’s apprentice was going to smile or sob. 

But  Vincent  merely  nodded  and  tightened  his  grasp  on  the tool. 

“Well, I use this to sketch my designs before I cut any gems or  work  with  any  gold  or  silver,”  he  said,  before  sweeping  his  gaze across  his  belongings  scattered  across  the  ground.  Many  of  the items  that  had  fallen  from  the  wooden  box  had  broken  from  the impact. Vincent slumped his shoulders and sighed in dismay. 

“There  goes  all  my  chisels,  sculpting  knives,  and  drills.  I spent every last coin I’d made over my apprenticeship on them,” he continued,  before  shrugging  ruefully.  “Ah  well.  It’s  just  as  well  my Master threw me out. Not like I’m ever going to smith again.” 

Nella  unstrung  her  bow  and  put  it  down.  She  crouched, picked up the lacquered box, and began gathering Vincent’s broken tools into the box. 

“What are you…” Vincent began. 

“Someone’s  got  to  clean  up  your  mess,”  the  ranger  said brusquely, refusing to meet anyone’s gaze. “I’ll take care of this. You gather the rest of your things.” 

Smiling,  Zephyr  bent  down  and  picked  up  a  bundle  of Vincent’s  spare  clothing,  along  with  a  miraculously  un-ruptured packet of food. Working silently, the three of them collected Vincent’s belongings  and  bundled  them  all  within  a  cloak  he’d  obviously packed for the winter months. 

“Good  thinking  back  there,”  Zephyr  said  to  Nella.  “How  did you know to use Vincent’s lightning line as an arrow?” 

“I  didn’t.”  The  ranger  was  clutching  her  right  upper  arm  with her left hand again and looking away from the both of them shyly. “It just felt right in the moment.” 

“You and Vincent won the day.” Zephyr clasped both of them on the shoulder. “You’re regular fiend-slayers now!” 

“You fought that thing hand-to-hand,” Nella replied. “Even the greatest  rangers  don’t  dare  do  that  with  Blight  beasts,  let  alone  a Shadowswarm fiend. I don’t know whether that was the bravest thing I’ve ever seen, or the most foolish.” 

“Well,  it’s  definitely  the  most   amazing  thing  I’ve  ever  seen.” 

Vincent  whistled  admiringly.  “So  what’s  next  for  you,  Zeph?  Fancy beating up a troupe of grumpy grizzly bears next? How about a nice friendly fist-fight with a Blight troll or five?” 

“I  think  I’ll  need  to  catch  my  breath  first,  actually,”  Zephyr said, wincing as he prodded his hip gingerly. Another cough bubbled from his lips, and he turned away, but not quickly enough. 

“You’re bleeding from your mouth!” Vincent cried. 

And suddenly Nella was by Zephyr’s side, her fingers pushing none-too-gently against his abdomen and rapidly purpling shoulder. 

“Your  ribs  and  hip  are  intact,  but  they’re  definitely  bruised. 

They might even have a few hairline cracks,” the ranger said. “Your shoulder  is  still  in  its  socket,  but  you  probably  won’t  be  raising  that arm for a week or so. I’m hearing this strange whistling sound in your breathing  though,  and  you’re  bleeding  from  your  mouth,  which means…” 

“Yeah, internal bleeding.” Zephyr chuckled and tried to stand up straight, to no avail. “Don’t worry. This happens all the time. I’ll be fine in a bit.” 

“No.” Nella turned to the path leading to the Tempest School. 

“Internal  bleeding  can  prove  fatal.  We  need  help,  now.  Looks  like some is on its way.” 

Zephyr followed her gaze. Sure enough, a dozen figures clad in  the  blue,  gold-trimmed  robes  of  the  Storm  Scions  were  sprinting down  the  meandering  pathway  from  the  Tempest  School.  A  white-haired man led the Storm-Scions. He was attired differently, wearing dark  robes  adorned  with  a  tabard  that  bore  the  famed  Avora  crest: an  unfurled  scroll  in  gold  stitching,  bearing  glyphs  that  signified wisdom, temperance, and righteousness. 

It  could  be  none  other  than  Grand  Sage  Avora  himself, Zephyr  realized  with  a  start.  Bessun  Avora  looked  much  younger than  his  age  suggested,  his  cheeks  tanned  but  smooth  with  fresh vitality. His eyes were silver, the same hue as those of his legendary ancestor, according to historical records and whispered myth. 

“Are you alright?” the Grand Sage asked as he approached, his  silver  gaze  sweeping  the  landing.  “We  detected  dark  magic unfolding upon Aethon Landing.” 

“There was a Shadowswarm fiend here, but we took care of it,” Zephyr replied, before inclining his head and belatedly adding a

“sir” to his words. 

“A  Shadowswarm  fiend?”  demanded  the  Storm  Scion following closely behind Bessun Avora. He was a tall man in his late forties, with scraggly dark hair tied back from his face in a ponytail. 

“That’s  impossible!  What  happened  here?  Give  me  a  straight answer!” 

“Peace, Master Gathras,” Avora said, holding up a placatory hand. “These young people are startled and frightened.” 

“Zephyr’s  injured,  actually,”  Nella  spoke  up.  “He  needs  a healer.” 

“The  girl  is  right,”  Master  Gathras  stepped  forward,  taking  a closer look at Zephyr. “This boy is badly hurt. They’ve seen battle, all three of them, and right here on our doorstep too. How can this be? 

Who would dare attack any of our aspirants?” 

“A more troubling question would be  how they—whoever they are—managed  to  attack  anybody  on  the  Ascent  of  Wind,”  Avora said. “Bloodshed is forbidden by the powerful magic bound into this mountain. Any living soul who seeks to harm another person would be banished to the foot of Mount Baltros, forbidden from ascending ever again.” 

“Like  I  said,  a  Shadowswarm  fiend  attacked  us.”  Zephyr shrugged, wincing at his injuries as he did so. “I suppose it doesn’t count as a person, because we fought it and Nella here slew it.” 

“Preposterous!”  another  Storm  Scion  said,  walking  up  to stand beside Gathras. This one was a woman, somewhat older than Gathras,  but  her  hair  was  blonde  and  cut  above  her  shoulders, hanging  from  her  head  in  a  bob.  Her  features  were  drawn  and pinched,  her  lined  cheeks  worn  with  both  care  and  fatigue.  “Three aspirants,  fresh  to  the  Tempest  Mark,  are  hardly  a  match  for  a Shadowswarm fiend!” 

“I would agree with you, Master Venn.” Avora pursed his lips thoughtfully,  before  raising  his  right  hand  and  waggling  his  fingers. 

“But let us look to the Tempest, and it will guide us true.” 

The Storm Scions nodded. One of the dozen who’d emerged from  the  Tempest  School  caught  Zephyr’s  eye,  then.  She  was  a young  woman,  roughly  his  age.  Dark  hair,  gleaming  and  flowing, cascaded  from  her  head  over  her  shoulders.  Her  complexion  was fair, her cheeks high and delicate, and her eyes as dark as his. She noticed his regard and met his gaze, her full lips curving into a smile. 

Zephyr’s  attention  was  drawn  back  to  Avora  as  the  Grand Sage uttered a stream of unintelligible words and gestured in the air. 

Lightning  danced  across  his  fingertips  before  spraying  in  a  gentle shower  of  sparks.  When  the  sparks  landed  on  him,  Nella,  and Vincent, they danced away, disappearing into the air, but when they

fell  upon  where  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  had  disintegrated,  they turned  bright  blue  and  congealed  into  glyphs  that  he  didn’t recognize. 

“A Shadowswarm entity was indeed here,” Avora announced. 

“My Warding spell speaks for itself.” 

Gathras  inhaled  sharply  through  his  gritted  teeth.  He  looked over his shoulder at the Storm Scions. 

“Disperse  into  pairs  and  scour  the  Ascent  of  Wind!”  he barked. “If you see anything strange, do not approach it. Cast Wind Sprite to let either me or Master Venn know, then withdraw from its presence as safely as you can!” 

“Wait,  Master  Gathras.  Let  us  attend  to  the  matter  at  hand first.” Avora walked closer to Zephyr and placed a hand on his chest. 

The Grand Sage muttered a few words. A cool, soothing sensation spread  from  his  fingers  and  washed  over  Zephyr.  Immediately,  his shoulder and hip felt better. His ribs, which had begun to sting a little after  Nella’s  diagnosis  of  their  possible  bruising,  were  now  entirely unburdened by pain. 

Zephyr stood up straight, a smile spreading across his face. 

“Tempest  magic,  then  Frost  magic,”  Nella  whispered,  her eyes widened with awe. “Of course Grand Sage Avora would be an Elemental  Master,  highly  skilled  in  Tempest,  Frost,  and  Inferno magic.” 

The Grand Sage heard her words. He gave the ranger a kind smile. 

“You flatter me, young lady,” he said. “I am merely a dabbler in many disciplines.” 

“A  dabbler  who’s  better  than  any  of  us  at  Tempest  magic,” 

Gathras  snorted  in  amusement  and  shook  his  head.  “You’re  right. 

We have three newly arrived aspirants. Welcome, all of you, to the Tempest School.” 

“Welcome  indeed.”  Venn  swept  a  look  that  was  equal  parts suspicion  and  doubt  over  the  trio.  “The  Ascent  of  Wind  has  indeed

deemed you worthy, for I sense the Tempest Mark within your souls. 

Still, our aspirants are usually youths fresh into adulthood. You three are a bit older than that.” 

“I’m only twenty-one!” Vincent declared. “My birthday was just two weeks ago! Uh, ma’am.” 

Zephyr  blinked  in  surprise.  Vincent  shared  his  birthday  and his  age,  which  meant  that  they  were  born  on  the  same  day.  He glanced at Nella and realized that a similar look of surprise was on her face as well. 

“Was your birthday two weeks ago too?” he asked the ranger. 

She nodded wordlessly and shrugged. 

“And  none  of  them  have  been  groomed  as  magical  adepts too,” Gathras said, frowning. “How unusual that the Ascent of Wind would grant them Tempest Marks.” 

“I  see  a  Wu  monk,  a  ranger,  and  an  artisan,”  Venn  said, nodding  to  Zephyr,  Nella,  and  Vincent  in  turn.  “Not  only  are  they older,  they  have  also  begun  different  paths  in  life,  only  to  set  them aside  and  come  here.  Are  these  the  ones  you  told  us  about,  your Excellency?” 

“Yes, they are.” Grand Sage Avora beamed. “These three are the ones Archmage Xanthus has agreed to train for one year in the Tempest School.” 

“A  strange  decision  you’ve  led  the  headmaster  to,  your Excellency, but we’re far past disputing that point by now.” Gathras sighed resignedly and turned to the other Storm Scions behind him, whom  Zephyr  had  figured  by  now  to  be  of  lower  rank.  The  Storm Scion Master pointed to the girl who’d smiled at Zephyr. 

“Senior Initiate Jade, please bring our newest aspirants to the induction hall,” Gathras said. “If they’re hungry, you can have them stop off at the kitchen first. Master Brund should still have some stew left over.” 

“Yes,  Master  Gathras,”  the  girl  replied,  approaching  the  trio. 

She met Zephyr’s gaze. “Alright, why don’t you three come with me? 

We’ll get you all sorted out.” 

“Thanks,  Miss  Jade,”  Vincent  smiled  radiantly  at  the  Storm Scion, obviously enamored by her pretty face and musical singsong lilt of her voice. 

Nella  snatched  Vincent’s  bundled  belongings  and  dumped them into Jade’s arms. 

“Yeah, thanks. Help with that, won’t you?” the ranger asked, refusing to meet the Storm Scion’s startled gaze. 

“No,  no.  That’s  not  necessary!”  Vincent  hurriedly  took  his things  back  and  cast  Nella  a  sidelong  glare  before  looking  back  to Jade.  “I  can’t  possibly  impose  on  someone  as  lovely  as  you,  Miss Jade.” 

“Luxana. Feel free to call me Luxana,” the Storm Scion said, stepping aside and gesturing to the pathway behind her. “That’s my name. And it’s no imposition. Now, come along then. You can all tell me your names along the way.” 

Zephyr bowed to Grand Sage Avora. 

“Thank  you  for  your  help,  sir,”  he  said.  “I  feel  much  better now.” 

“You’re very welcome, young man,” the Grand Sage replied. 

“You  must  be  Master  Sora’s  disciple.  I’ll  come  speak  to  you  later, when  you’re  settled  in,  so  I  can  enquire  about  his  health,  among other things.” 

“I  will  be  very  happy  to  gossip  all  you  want  about  Master Sora,  sir.”  Zephyr  chuckled.  A  mischievous  smile  spread  across Avora’s face. 

“Looks like the old joker has raised a disciple who shares his strange  sense  of  humor.”  Avora  nodded.  “Alright,  go  on  ahead, Zephyr.” 

Zephyr opened his mouth, about to ask how the Grand Sage knew  his  name  when  he  hadn’t  introduced  himself,  but  he  realized that Avora’s letter to Master Sora had mentioned him by name and that the same must have been true for Nella’s and Vincent’s Masters

as  well.  Avora  already  knew  all  their  names.  As  for  why  he’d specifically invited the three of them to the Tempest School, Zephyr had no idea. 

 I  wonder  if  it’s  got  anything  to  do  with  the  fact  that  we  all share  the  same  birthday,  he  thought,  before  shrugging.  I’ll  think about it later. 

Vincent  and  Nella  were  already  a  few  strides  away,  trailing behind  Luxana  Jade.  The  two  Storm  Scion  Masters  were  talking quietly to each other, their features creased with worry. 

Zephyr  understood  why.  For  nearly  two  decades,  no Shadowswarm  have  been  spotted  in  the  realm,  confined  as  they were  to  the  northern  wastes  and  held  at  bay  by  a  stalwart  line  of Storm  Scions  and  soldiers  drawn  from  every  barony,  county,  and duchy. Yet one had appeared upon the very doorstep of the Tempest School,  anathema  to  Shadow.  Of  course  the  Storm  Scions  would worry. 

He  sighed  and  moved  to  follow  Vincent  and  Nella,  but  a sudden  wave  of  dizziness  rolled  over  his  head  and  sent  his  vision spinning. Zephyr blinked, and when he opened his eyes, all he could see was the stone surface of the landing. He must have fallen to his hands and knees somehow. 

“He’s  still  hurt!  My  Healing  spell  wasn’t  enough,”  he  heard Avora  say.  A  cool,  soothing  sensation  spread  across  his  back,  and Zephyr  knew  that  the  Grand  Sage  must  have  used  Frost  magic  on him  once  again.  But  Zephyr’s  dizziness  didn’t  fade.  In  fact,  it worsened, and he knew why. 

“Oh,  don’t  worry.  Some  of  my  internal  energy  backfired  and must have hurt some of my main channels when I was fighting the Shadowswarm fiend. I’ll be fine,” he tried to say, but all that emerged from his lips was mumbled gibberish. 

He looked up, met Avora’s worried gaze, and then everything went black. 



Chapter 3







Heat  raced  through  his  being,  cauterizing  the  lacerations strewn across his main channels and suffusing his Central Field with warmth.  More  internal  energy  raced  through  his  meridians,  and  it took  Zephyr  several  moments  to  realize  that  it  wasn’t  his  own. 

Someone  else  had  accessed  his  fourth  Lunar  Gate  and  sent  a stream of internal energy into his body. 

Zephyr  needed  much  less  time  to  realize  that  the  invasion wasn’t born of ill intent. Rather, it was the opposite, seeking to heal and repair the damage inflicted by his own internal energy during the fight against the Shadowswarm fiend. 

He  opened  his  eyes  and  coughed.  Clotted  blood,  dark  and unhealthy, splattered into the tin basin held before his face. Zephyr looked to his left. Luxana was beside him, the tin basin in her hands and a worried expression on her face. 

“There.  He  should  be  fine  now,”  a  gravelly  voice  said  from behind him. 

Zephyr was suddenly aware of a strong palm pressed against his fourth Lunar Gate, the owner of which could only be the person who’d  been  healing  his  internal  injuries.  Before  he  could  look  over his  shoulder,  his  healer  broke  the  connection  between  them  with expert ease. Zephyr could hear a breathy exhalation behind him, an obvious sign that his healer was highly skilled in the art of channeling internal energy, even though he walked a different path than that laid down by the Carefree Sutra. 

Zephyr realized that he was sitting on the edge of a bed, his legs  folded  into  the  lotus  position.  He  was  in  a  small  chamber  with whitewashed  stone  walls.  A  modest  wooden  table  sat  in  its  center, and a simple spherical lamp of beaten brass hung from the ceiling, 

the soft and warm candlelight radiating from its heart illuminating the room. 

Luxana shot him a relieved smile and moved away to put the bloody  basin  on  the  table.  She  began  fiddling  with  something  else there, but as Zephyr craned his neck to see what it was, a massive shadow loomed over him from behind. He turned instead to look at its owner. 

To Zephyr’s surprise, a Dao monk stood behind him. Broad of shoulder  and  clad  in  a  saffron-hued  sleeveless  tunic  and  loose trousers, the monk put his hands together before his chest in prayer. 

Beads hung from his powerfully muscled neck, and his bared arms rippled  with  muscle.  The  symbol  of  Dao  featured  prominently  just above the curve of his forehead, drawing Zephyr’s gaze from the rest of his shaven scalp. 

The  Dao  monk  wore  a  neatly  trimmed  dark  beard,  and  his battered  and  scarred  features  were  stern  as  he  returned  Zephyr’s regard. 

“Young  man,  your  injuries  were  serious,”  he  said.  “But  you should be on the road to recovery now. Just avoid overexerting your third  Solar  Gate  and  the  eleventh  through  thirteenth  upper  minor meridians.” 

“Thank  you,  sir,”  Zephyr  said.  “My  name  is  Zephyr,  lay disciple of the Wu under Master Sora. How may I address you?” 

“I  am  called  Stalwart  of  the  Dao.”  The  Dao  monk  raised  a bushy  eyebrow.  “I  know  of  Master  Sora.  He  has  taught  you  well indeed. Rarely have I seen such strong internal energy within one as young as you, Zephyr.” 

“You’re  too  kind,  Master  Stalwart,”  Zephyr  replied,  clasping his hands in prayer and bowing. “You honor me with your words.” 

Unlike  the  Wu  monks,  whose  teachings  emphasized moderation,  balance,  and  compassion,  the  followers  of  the  Dao preached austerity, lawfulness, and righteousness. They also had a reputation for being tireless and fanatical crusaders against evil, one of  their  vows  being  a  promise  to  punish  the  wicked  and  purge  the

unjust. The Wu’s equivalent vow was one about seeking redemption and finding mercy for any soul, no matter how wicked, who wished to repent. 

Dao monks often resided in no monastery, preferring to travel the  realm  to  hunt  down  bandits,  marauders,  or  criminals.  Many  of them could be found in the north, maintaining a tireless vigil against the Shadowswarm alongside the Storm Scions. 

It  wasn’t  too  strange  then,  to  find  someone  like  Master Stalwart in the Tempest School, given the close ties the followers of the Dao had with the Storm Scions. 

“Stalwart is my uncle,” Luxana explained with a smile, as she returned to the bedside with a clay cup in her hands. “He comes to visit  me  quite  often,  and  he  brings  candies  for  my  entire  coterie  as well. Everyone loves him.” 

The  Dao  monk  coughed  into  his  fist.  To  his  credit,  Master Stalwart didn’t blush, despite his obvious embarrassment. 

“Now,  there’s  no  need  to  fill  Zephyr’s  mind  with  pointless details, Lux,” Stalwart said. “Master Gathras wanted you to tell him about his coming days in the Tempest School. I suggest you get to it.” 

“You  being  my  uncle  is  a  pointless  detail?”  Luxana  pouted, eliciting a distraught sigh from Stalwart. 

It  wasn’t  uncommon  for  both  Wu  and  Dao  monks  to  have secular relatives. Master Sora, for one, had two sisters, more than a dozen  nephews  and  nieces,  and  three-times  that  many  grand-nephews and grand-nieces and assorted extended relatives. Zephyr often visited with them, since he was an orphan, and they’d become the family he’d never had. 

“That’s  not  what  I  meant,  little  one,”  the  Dao  monk  said, spreading  his  hands  in  exasperation.  “Your  Master  gave  you something to do, so you should do it.” 

“Spoken like a true follower of the Dao indeed.” Lux winked at her  uncle,  then  turned  to  Zephyr.  “I  recognized  that  you  were  a  lay

disciple of the Wu back on Aethon’s Landing right away. That’s why I smiled at you.” 

“Oh, so that’s why?” Zephyr chuckled. “And here I thought it was because you found me striking.” 

Zephyr immediately realized that had been the wrong thing to say,  because  a  thunderous  expression  fell  over  Stalwart’s  features. 

Before  he  could  apologize  or  say  anything  else,  the  Dao  monk stalked out of the room and closed the door behind him, firmly and gently,  but  still  managing  to  somehow  convey  a  sense  of  utmost displeasure. 

“Oh no,” Zephyr muttered in dismay. “Master Sora always told me  to  watch  my  mouth.  If  one’s  words  offer  neither  wisdom  nor delight, then they shouldn’t be given voice, he’d say. I always have trouble  remembering  that  one,  and  now  I’ve  gone  and  offended Master Stalwart.” 

“Don’t  worry.  Uncle’s  just  being  his  usual  self,  though  he   is wound  a  bit  too  tightly  at  the  moment,”  Luxana  said.  “But  that’s understandable.  He  spends  months  in  the  north  fighting Shadowswarm  creatures,  and  just  when  he’s  here  to  visit  me  and unwind, a Shadowswarm monster appears and nearly kills our three newest  aspirants.  But  yes,  don’t  worry  about  him.  He’ll  have forgotten all about this by tomorrow morning.” 

“Morning?  What  time  is  it  now?”  Zephyr  asked.  “How  long was I out?” 

“About  four  hours,  give  or  take.”  Luxana  handed  the  cup  in her hands to Zephyr. It turned out to be filled with steaming floral tea, probably hibiscus, given the aroma. 

“I’ve  shown  your  friends  to  their  rooms.  They’re  right  next door, actually, because this one is yours, in case you haven’t figured it out,” she continued. “What an intriguing bunch you three are. I’ve never  heard  of  something  like  this  happening  before,  three  people who’ve  never  been  trained  as  magical  adepts  being  accepted  as aspirants.  And  only  for  one  year!  Plus,  our  headmaster  Archmage Xanthus himself will oversee your training! And lastly, you and your

friends  will  be  headed  to  the  Frost  School  next  year  too!  How curious!” 

Zephyr hadn’t quite been aware of those last two parts up till now.  He’d  assumed  he’d  spend  a  year  in  the  Tempest  School learning  Tempest  magic  before  returning  to  the  monastery  and perhaps  preparing  to  take  his  vows.  He  hadn’t  known  that  Master Sora and Grand Sage Avora wanted him to learn Frost magic next. 

The very thought delighted Zephyr to no end. Getting to learn Tempest magic was a wonderful opportunity in itself. Now he’d get to learn Frost magic too? He nearly leaped off his bed with joy. 

But first things first, he told himself. Learning Tempest magic would be a challenge. An intriguing and infinitely exciting challenge, but  a  challenge  nevertheless.  He  would  have  to  be  focused.  He would have to be disciplined. He would…

Zephyr realized that he was wearing nothing but a loincloth. 

And it wasn’t the one he’d worn up the Ascent of Wind. 

Luxana  must  have  caught  something  in  his  expression.  She tittered and gave him a dismissive wave. 

“Oh,  don’t  worry  about  that.  His  Excellency  Grand  Sage Avora used his Wind Walk spell to bring you here,” the Storm Scion said. “After that, it took me just a few minutes to undress you, wipe you down, and put that loincloth on for you before my uncle arrived to tend to your internal injuries.” 

“You’re joking, right?” Zephyr’s eyes widened in horror. 

“Am  I?”  Luxana  winked  at  him.  Before  he  could  reply,  she burst  into  laughter,  her  mirth  like  tinkling  peals  of  crystal  skipping across  the  crystal  clear  surface  of  a  stream  in  spring.  “Anyway,  let me—” 

The  door  to  his  room  swung  open.  Vincent  swarmed  in, followed closely by Nella. The jeweler’s apprentice was wearing the blue,  gold-trimmed  robes  of  the  Storm  Scions,  and  so  was  the ranger. 

“Ostar’s  teeth,  Zeph!  You’re  alive!”  Vincent  cried,  moving forward  to  embrace  him.  He  halted  in  his  tracks  though,  as  he realized  just  how  little  Zephyr  was  wearing.  “Uh…  is  it  some  Wu thing  to  not  really  bother  with  clothes?  Your  tunic  was  pretty threadbare, and you weren’t wearing any shoes all day today either.” 

“No. No, it isn’t some Wu thing to not wear clothes,” Zephyr said firmly. 

“I see.” Nella’s gaze was averted, as expected, but the smirk on her face was evident. 

Zephyr  briefly  considered  pulling  the  sheets  of  the  bed  and wrapping them around his body. Instead, he decided to sit up straight and act normally, unclad or not. 

“Well,  looks  like  everyone’s  here,  then!”  Luxana  said.  “And just  in  time  too,  so  I  don’t  have  to  repeat  myself  when  I  go  over what’s in store for you tomorrow.” 

“You  can  repeat  yourself  any  number  of  times  to  me,  Miss Jade,” Vincent said, his eyes sparkling with admiration. 

Nella shoved past him and made her way to the table in the middle of the room. She sat down and nodded to Luxana. 

“Spill the details,” the ranger said. “And be quick about it.” 

“Just  call  me  Lux,  all  of  you,”  the  Storm  Scion  said.  “When we’re  training  or  studying,  it’s  probably  best  if  you  refer  to  me  as Senior Initiate Jade, but once we’re done for the day, feel free to call me by my name.” 

“Sure,  Lux,”  Zephyr  said,  earning  a  smile  from  Luxana  in reply. 

“Oh,  I  could  never  be  so  forward  with  you,”  Vincent  said.  “I must insist on calling you ‘Miss Jade’ or ‘Senior Initiate Jade’ out of respect and admiration.” 

“No.” Nella scowled, still refusing to look at anyone. 

“The  day  officially  starts  an  hour  after  dawn  in  the  Tempest School. There’s breakfast in the main hall, served by Master Brund and his staff. I’ll come get you tomorrow morning, but you should be

able  to  find  your  own  way  in  the  days  to  come,”  Luxana  began, pulling out a small sheet of paper from her robes and reading from it. 

“Next up for you is an audience with Archamage Xanthus himself. I believe  his  Excellency  Grand  Sage  Avora  will  be  present  as  well. 

From  there,  it’s  Fundamental  Channeling,  followed  by  Theoretical Foundations, and then…” 

The Storm Scion rattled off a few classes, and by the end of her list, even she was looking bewildered. 

“What’s wrong?” Zephyr asked. 

“It  says  here  that  your  last  class  tomorrow  is  Shadow-Bane Conjurations, taught by Master Venn,” Lux said, frowning. “But that’s the same class I have, and this is my second year here.” 

“Maybe  we’re  just  that  much  better,”  Nella  said,  her  gaze locked firmly on the far corner of the room. 

“Well, we’re here for only a year, so maybe our curriculum is streamlined a bit,” Zephyr speculated. 

“That  sounds  about  right,”  Lux  agreed,  shrugging.  “Anyway, moving on from there, after Shadow-Bane Conjurations, the evening meal will be served. From there, it’s free time until the next day. Most of  us  try  to  get  some  studying  done  in  the  library  or  the  common sitting areas in each of the Tempest School’s wings. That’s where I’ll be  heading  tomorrow  night,  probably.  The  exam  for  Advanced Theory  III  is  coming  up,  and  I’m  a  bit  behind.  But  I’m  sure  you’ll figure out how best to dispose yourselves.” 

“Sounds  good  to  me,”  Zephyr  said,  a  wide  grin  on  his  face. 

“This is going to be amazing. I can’t wait to learn Tempest magic and cast spells like Wind Walk or whatever that thing Grand Sage Avora did  when  he  determined  that  a  Shadowswarm  monster  had  been here.” 

“About  that…”  Nella  began,  her  brow  furrowed  in  thought. 

“That  Shadowswarm  fiend  obviously  wasn’t  part  of  some  trial  that aspirants  needed  to  undergo  to  be  deemed  worthy  of  Tempest magic. It actually tried to kill us, and it must have been waiting for a while, somehow undetected by a whole school full of Storm Scions.” 

“Wait.  Why  would  you  say  it  was  waiting  for  us  though?” 


Vincent demanded. 

“Think about it. Grand Sage Avora said that no bloodshed or violence against a human being was allowed on the Ascent of Wind, but that landing technically isn’t part of the Ascent of Wind anymore,” 

the  ranger  reasoned.  “The  monster  would  have  slain  us  so  much more  easily  if  it  attacked  us  on  the  steps,  where  our  footing  and visibility were poor, but it only attacked us on the landing. We didn’t see  anyone  or  anything  pass  us  by,  so  it  must  have  been  waiting there for us, having somehow arrived earlier.” 

“You…  you’re  saying  that  someone  planted  that  monster there specifically to ambush us?” Vincent stammered. “I mean… it’s not  out  of  the  realm  of  possibility.  After  all,  we  were  supposed  to arrive here on a specific date.” 

“We should go find Grand Sage Avora,” Zephyr said. “Tell him everything we know and have figured out.” 

“You’ll be meeting His Excellency tomorrow, first thing in the morning,” Luxana reminded them. “So why not wait until then?” 

“You didn’t say for certain Grand Sage Avora would be at our audience  with  Archmage  Xanthus,”  Nella  pointed  out,  casting Luxana a sidelong glare. “You just said you believe he’d be there.” 

“Isn’t that the same thing?” Vincent asked. 

“No,” the ranger said. 

“Anyway,  Lux  is  right,”  Zephyr  said.  “This  can  wait  until tomorrow.  Archmage  Xanthus  might  want  to  hear  what  we  have  to say  about  the  Shadowswarm  too,  and  if  Grand  Sage  Avora  isn’t there at the meeting, I’m sure the headmaster of the Tempest School will pass on our thoughts. And even if he doesn’t, we can find Grand Sage Avora by ourselves later, at the end of the day.” 

“You’re  brilliant,  Zeph!”  Luxana  clapped  her  hands  and smiled.  “See?  It’ll  all  work  out  either  way.  And  I  wouldn’t  be  too worried  about  the  Shadowswarm  monster.  My  uncle  and  Master Gathras are investigating, so I heard. They’ll get to the bottom of this mystery.” 

With  that,  the  impromptu  meeting  came  to  a  close.  Nella wished  Zephyr  a  curt  goodnight,  then  stalked  out  of  his  room. 

Vincent left next, fawning over Luxana with his parting words. 

And then it was only the Storm Scion and Zephyr. She leaned close to whisper conspiratorially in his ear. 

“That thing you were saying, about only giving voice to words that delight others?” Luxana said. 

“Yeah? I thought about it because I spoke recklessly in front of  your  uncle,”  Zephyr  replied,  smiling  bemusedly.  “And  it’s  also about giving voice to words that offer wisdom. What about it?” 

“Well,  your  words  definitely  brought  me  delight.”  Luxana winked at him, and before he could respond, she skipped out of his room and closed the door behind her. 

 Well.  That’s  something,  Zephyr  thought.  What  a  day  it  had been, beginning with a beautiful morning, followed by a tiring but still intriguing  trek  up  the  Ascent  of  Wind,  then  a  desperate  struggle against  a  Shadowswarm  fiend.  And  after  that,  meeting  a  Dao monk… and Lux. 

Zephyr extinguished the lantern and fell back on his bed. Just as  his  eyes  closed  and  he  was  about  to  drift  off  to  slumber,  a  final thought rang through his head. 

 I forgot to ask where my clothes were. 

  

Chapter 4







Zephyr woke up an hour before dawn and sat on his bed in the  lotus  position,  ready  to  begin  his  daily  cultivation  practice.  He hadn’t  missed  a  single  session  since  he  first  started  studying  the Carefree Sutra. Still, as he took a deep breath and looked inward to his Central Field and the internal energy brimming in its depths, he was worried that his injuries would hinder his cultivation. 

Thankfully,  the  tentative  tendrils  of  internal  energy  that  he pulsed through his main channels flowed smoothly, devoid of pain or obstruction.  Many  years  ago,  Master  Sora  had  apprehended  a mighty  bandit  lord  but  sustained  severe  internal  injuries  in  the process. The Wu monk had suffered in silent but evident agony for months,  barely  able  to  walk,  let  alone  cultivate  or  train  until  his injuries  had  healed.  In  contrast,  Zephyr  felt  as  strong  as  he’d  ever been. 

 No,  he  realized.  I  feel  even  better,  actually.  My  Solar  Gates are  more  responsive,  and  my  internal  energy  is  flowing  more smoothly  through  my  second  main  channel  than  before.  Master Stalwart must have worked miracles. 

Or  perhaps  it  wasn’t  Master  Stalwart.  Zephyr  sharpened  his mental focus and looked deeper inward, bringing the full force of his consciousness on the flow of internal energy through his channels. 

There was  something else there, now. It hummed with power, and it made Zephyr think of the wind, the rain, and the storms that spun across the heavens. It was Tempest magic, as much a part of him as his internal energy was. 

Zephyr gathered his internal energy back to his Central Field, then began moving it through his main channels in accordance with the teachings of the Carefree Sutra. His third, fourth, and fifth Solar

Gates  flared  to  life  almost  immediately,  startling  him,  because  this usually only happened toward the end of the cultivation process. 

Focusing  his  mind,  Zephyr  proceeded,  attending  to  every detail and nuance of the Carefree Sutra’s cultivation pathways with painstaking care. It didn’t take long for him to realize that he’d nearly doubled his internal energy reserves. 

 This means that I can ascend to the Fifth Cycle and maintain it  for  nearly  five  minutes,  he  thought.  His  previous  best  was  an ignominious two minutes. Zephyr was eager to try it, but he calmed his racing heart and completed his cultivation practice first. 

He then stood up from his bed, clasped his hands before him in  prayer,  and  let  his  internal  energy  torrent  from  his  Central  Field. 

The  Fifth  Cycle  of  the  Carefree  Path  beckoned,  and  Zephyr  raced toward  it,  savoring  the  heady  rush  of  power  that  suffused  his  body upon ascension. His internal energy wavered at the Fifth Cycle, but it was  far  steadier  than  it  had  ever  been,  confirming  his  speculations that he would be able to stay in this state for much longer than he’d ever been. 

Zephyr  exhaled,  and  sparks  wafted  from  his  breath.  He’d brought  Tempest  magic  along  with  his  internal  energy  through  his main  channels.Whatever  effects  doing  so  might  bring,  only  time would  tell,  but  he  was  sure  they  could  only  be  beneficial.  Tempest magic was the magic of righteousness, and Zephyr was a follower of the Wu. It wouldn’t harm him. 

A  quick  peek  out  the  window  told  him  that  dawn  had  nearly arrived. Zephyr peeked under his bed and found several sets of blue, gold-trimmed robes, the attire of the Storm Scions, in a small basket of  woven.  He  swiftly  threw  a  robe  on  and  opened  the  door  to  his room, only to find the tunic and trousers he’d worn up the Ascent of Wind  hanging  on  a  twine  laundry  line  stretched  across  two  hooks mounted on the stone wall just outside his door. They’d been roughly washed, scrubbed, and left to dry overnight. Zephyr snatched them down  and  tossed  them  into  the  basket  beneath  his  bed,  then stepped back out into the stone corridor. 

Because he’d come into the Tempest School unconscious, he hadn’t  actually  seen  any  of  it  beyond  his  bedroom.  Zephyr  hopped from foot to foot, eager to go exploring. 

The door next to his creaked open, and Nella emerged, also clad in her blue robes. The ranger noticed him and looked away. Her left hand shot to her right forearm immediately, a gesture Zephyr had begun to recognize as one she used to calm herself. 

 As  if  she  were  giving  herself  a  hug,  almost,  he  thought, before giving her a hearty wave and his best smile. “Good morning, Nella!” 

Some of his cheer must have gotten across to her, because a slight smile tugged at the corner of her lips, and she acknowledged him with a nod. 

“Morning,” Nella mumbled. 

“Vincent’s not up yet?” Zephyr asked. 

“Doesn’t look like it,” the ranger replied, glancing at the door next to hers. It was still shut. Soft snores could be heard on the other side of the wooden surface. 

“Well, we still have a bit of time before Lux arrives, so why not let him—” Zephyr began to say, but Nella had already walked over to Vincent’s door and flung it open. 

The jeweler’s apprentice was indeed still in bed. He jumped as his door slammed against the wall. 

“Eek!  Help!  Shadowswarm  are  attacking!  Help!”  he  cried, shrieking  in  fear  as  his  arms  flailed.  Vincent’s  dismay  lasted  for several moments, until he opened his eyes and realized he was safe in bed. 

“Wha…  what’s  going  on?”  he  asked,  his  eyes  widened  in bewilderment. “What are…” 

“Time to get up.” Nella stalked over to Vincent’s bed, ripped the covers off his body, and quirked a brow in obvious amusement at what she saw. 

The jeweler’s apprentice was clad in a long cotton nightshirt adorned  with  embroidered  yellow  chicks  and  ducklings.  All  in  all, Zephyr  had  to  grudgingly  admit,  Vincent’s  pajamas  did  look  very comfortable,  though  it  wasn’t  something  he  himself  would  wear,  at least not where anyone else could see. 

“Heh.  Nice  pajamas.”  The  ranger  smirked.  “Your  mommy made them for you?” 

“Actually, yes.” Vincent shrugged. “She made me this for my nineteenth birthday. Nice, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,  it’s  quite  nice,”  Zephyr  agreed,  trying  hard  not  to chuckle at Nella’s bemusement. She’d obviously not expected such nonchalance and lack of embarrassment from Vincent. 

“You  want  one  too,  Nella?”  Vincent  continued.  “You  can probably  find  a  decent  nightshirt  at  most  clothing  stores.  I’d recommend  cotton.  Wool  can  get  scratchy,  and  it’s  not  as  easy  to launder,  and  you  definitely  do  want  to  launder  your  pajamas,  since there’s nothing better than sleeping in a fresh nightshirt.” 

Hissing  in  annoyance,  Nella  tossed  Vincent’s  bedcovers down and walked out. 

The  rest  of  the  early  morning  unfolded  in  fairly  uneventful fashion.  Luxana  arrived  soon  after  to  bring  them  to  the  main  hall. 

Zephyr marveled as he walked through the winding corridors of the Tempest School. It was an old building, he soon realized, much more so  than  any  structure  he’d  ever  been  in.  The  Wu  monastery  where Master Sora lived was roughly fifty years old, according to him. The Tempest School was easily several times that, Zephyr surmised. 

Of course, he didn’t have any way to measure the exact age of  the  craggy  stone  walls  they  passed,  nor  of  the  verdigris-coated copper lamps that hung from the tall, expansive ceilings. It was, for lack  of  a  better  word,  the   sense  of  sheer  history  which  hung  over every  square  inch  of  the  Tempest  School;  portentous  deeds  and events  had  led  to  its  creation,  and  since  then,  many  more  of  the same have unfolded in its confines. 

He  soon  learned  that  their  bedrooms  were  in  the  southern wing of the Tempest School, on the third floor. The Masters’ rooms were on the fourth.  Guest rooms were on the second, while the staff dormitories were on the first. 

Storm Wards had been cast around the entire southern wing, Lux  explained,  to  ward  off  dream  leeches,  which  were  particularly prevalent around the summit and outer reaches of Mount Baltros. 

“The  other  wings  don’t  have  any  Storm  Wards,  so  you’d better  not  fall  asleep  during  class,”  Luxana  warned.  “Or  everyone else will see the dream leeches wriggling from the top of your head!” 

“What? There are dream leeches here?” Vincent clutched the sides  of  his  head,  his  eyes  wide  with  enough  worry  and  horror  for Zephyr  to  wonder  if  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  had  a  penchant  for dozing off at inopportune times. 

 Master  Sora  knows  he’s  had  to  nudge  me  from  my daydreams frequently enough,  he thought, shrugging. 

“Don’t  worry.  If  you  doze  off,  I’ll  smack  you  awake,”  Nella offered, a nasty grin tugging at her lips. 

Vincent stuck his tongue out at her in response. 

“The headmaster’s office is on the fourth floor of the eastern wing,  but  since  we  actually  have  quite  a  bit  of  time  before  the  day officially begins, I want to show you where most of your classes will be taking place today first,” Luxana announced, veering to the right as  they  arrived  at  a  massive  circular  stairwell,  the  focal  center  of what Zephyr quickly realized was a four-way intersection. 

“Lecture halls are in the east wing as well, but they’re all on the second and third floors,” the Senior Initiate said as she led them down the right turn. 

Zephyr took a quick moment to admire the craftsmanship of the  stairwell’s  guardrail  as  he  followed  Lux,  marveling  at  how cunningly  the  whitewashed  stone  had  been  woven  to  look  like  an array of spiraling clouds. 

“Your first class of the day is Fundamental Channeling, which is  on  the  second  floor.”  Luxana  brought  them  to  another  smaller stairwell at the end of a corridor and began descending. “It’s also the first  class  for  the  junior  initiates  this  year,  so  you  won’t  be  missing anything, fortunately enough.” 

“So we’re starting our first day alongside the newest batch of aspirants?” Vincent asked. “When did they arrive?” 

“About three days ago,” Lux replied. “I suppose our Masters thought  it  best  to  give  them  a  bit  of  time  to  settle  into  life  at  the Tempest School before classes actually start.” 

“Why  weren’t  we  told  to  arrive  on  the  same  day,  then?” 

Vincent muttered under his breath, a frown coming over his face. 

Zephyr heard his words, as did Nella. The ranger glanced in his direction, and he gave her a slight nod in response. They’d been told  to  climb  the  Ascent  of  Wind  on  a  specific  day,  and,  if  their speculations  about  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  held  any  water  at  all, they’d been expected. 

 We’ll mention this later to Grand Sage Avora,  Zephyr thought as he descended the stairwell, following in Lux’s wake. 

The  second  floor  of  the  eastern  wing  opened  up  into  a modestly  sized  chamber,  roughly  three  times  as  large  as  Zephyr’s bedroom.  Wooden  doors  lined  the  walls  of  the  room,  each  of  them bearing a stenciled number on its surface. Lux consulted the sheet of paper she’d had last night again and pointed to one of the doors at the far end of the room. 

“There. Lecture hall fourteen,” she said. “Every junior initiate this year will be at that class, so if it gets a bit congested here later, don’t fret. Just be patient, and everyone will get into the lecture hall eventually.” 

“How  many  junior  initiates  are  there  this  year,  Lux?”  Zephyr asked, looking skeptically at the door she was pointing to. Given the size of the second floor and the closeness of the doors to each other, lecture hall fourteen couldn’t be very large at all. 

“Oh,  about  thirty  or  so,  I  think.”  Luxana  sighed.  “Apparently, this year’s intake is remarkably low. Uncle said that new initiates to the Tempest School have been falling with every passing year. Mage adepts seem to prefer the Inferno School or the Frost School by far.” 

 As Vincent said, becoming a Phoenix Knight from the Inferno School  led  to  a  potentially  lucrative  life  as  a  renowned  mercenary. 

 Becoming a Crystal Guardian from the Frost School isn’t bad either, I suppose, because their Healing spells will always be in demand. And so  few  people  have  actually  seen  any  Shadowswarm  creatures these  days,  so  Storm  Scions,  who  specialize  in  fighting  them,  just aren’t  appreciated  as  much  anymore,  Zephyr  thought,  stroking  his chin. 

“That lecture hall can’t be very big, so it’ll still be quite a bit of a squeeze, even for thirty or so people, wouldn’t it?” he said. 

Luxana grinned. 

“The lecture halls are a lot bigger on the inside than they look on the outside,” she said, casting him a mischievously flirtatious wink that had Vincent swooning and Nella scowling. “I’ll let you all find out for  yourself.  Anyway,  the  next  class  is  in  the  same  lecture  hall. 

Theoretical  Foundations  was  one  of  my  least  favorite  experiences last year, so good luck with that. After that, it’s the midday meal, also in the main hall.” 

“I’ll  come  get  you  after  Introduction  to  Scribing,”  she continued. “That one’s in lecture hall six, also on this floor. That’s the only  place  in  the  Tempest  where  they  store  the  spare  inkwells  and luminous  parchment,  so  all  scribing  classes  take  place  there.  I’ll meet you outside after class, so we can go together to Shadow-Bane Conjurations, which is on the third floor.” 

“Thanks,  Lux,”  Zephyr  said.  “I’m  really  glad  you’re  here  to help us get our bearings. I doubt I’d be able to sort my classes out by myself.” 

“That’s  because  unlike  the  other  junior  initiates,  you  three haven’t had any time to orient yourself to the Tempest School before the  year’s  first  classes  begin,”  Luxana  replied.  “And  none  of  you

have had the chance to collect your schedules yet either. I was going to  get  them  for  you,  but  Master  Gathras  said  he’s  already  picked them  up  and  that  he  would  hand  them  to  you  during  Fundamental Channeling today.” 

“He’s our teacher for that class?” Vincent asked. 

“Yes.  In  fact,  he  teaches  most  of  the  first-year  classes.” 

Luxana  chuckled.  “Don’t  look  so  scared,  Vincent.  Master  Gathras looks scary, but he’s actually a very pleasant person, once you get to know him.” 

“Alright,  if  you  say  so,  Senior  Initiate  Jade,”  the  jeweler’s apprentice beamed beneath Luxana’s radiant smile. 

They  descended  the  stairwell  again  and  began  making  their way to the main hall, which was on the first floor, at the heart of the intersection from which they’d come. 

The  corridors  were  already  beginning  to  fill  up  with  Storm Scion  initiates.  Luxana  exchanged  greetings  and  waves  with  some and smiled radiantly at others. Zephyr noticed that those in the latter group had a small violet stripe on their collar, just like the one on his own. Nella’s and Vincent’s robes were similarly adorned as well. 

“Oh,  that  simply  means  you’re  junior  initiates,”  Luxana explained when Zephyr asked her about it. She pointed to her own collar, which had a red stripe. “This means that I’m a senior initiate. If you all were staying next year, you’d be getting a red stripe as well.” 

“But we aren’t,” Nella said flatly. 

“That’s right. You’ll be heading off to the Frost School next.” 

Luxana chuckled prettily. “That’s so unusual, since almost no mage adepts study at different schools, but so exciting too!” 

 We are indeed an unusual case,  Zephyr thought. From what he was beginning to gather, most of the other initiates at the Tempest School were mage adepts before they attempted the Ascent of Wind, and  being  a  mage  adept  was  a  full-time  calling,  much  like  being  a farmer, merchant, or craftsman.  Or a jewel-smith, a ranger, and a Wu monk. None of us have had any magical training, so why did we get invited to learn Tempest magic in the first place? 

Zephyr  had  caught  a  glimpse  of  the  main  hall  when  they’d first  arrived  at  the  Tempest  School’s  central  intersection,  but  it  was only when he’d stepped into it that he realized just how expansive it was,  spanning  nearly  a  thousand  feet  long  and  eight  hundred  feet wide. 

“The  Tempest  School  has  many  spatial  enchantments,” 

Luxana explained, obviously noticing the look of bewilderment on his face. She looped her arm around his and led the trio further into the main  hall.  “Come  along  now.  Let’s  get  seated  before  breakfast  is served.” 

The  main  hall’s  walls  were  decorated  with  somber  stained glass panels depicting stately individuals in Storm Scion robes. Long wooden tables and benches took up its central section, and a pulpit of white marble, carved with elegant simplicity in mind, sat at its far end. 

“That’s  where  our  headmaster  usually  gives  his  public addresses,”  Luxana  said,  pointing  to  the  pulpit.  “From  what  I’ve heard, he doesn’t do that very often. At least, not any more. I haven’t heard him speak myself.” 

“Have  you  met  him?”  Zephyr  asked,  thinking  it  might  be helpful to garner some information on the man who’d be overseeing their magical training. 

“I’ve seen him briefly in passing.” Luxana shrugged. “But no, I’ve  never  actually  spoken  to  him.  Initiates  bring  their  day-to-day concerns  to Master Gathras.” 

“He sounds like a very busy man,” Vincent pointed out. “How many Storm Scion teachers are there here?” 

“It really is just Master Gathras and Master Venn. Master Holt was here last year, but he passed away sometime during the winter.” 

Luxana  led  them  to  one  of  the  tables  in  the  middle  of  the  hall  and gestured for them to sit down. “He was a kind man, but he was also ninety-eight years old.” 

Zephyr  swept  his  gaze  around  the  main  hall,  noticing  the sheer  number  of  empty  tables.  Apart  from  their  group,  there  were

perhaps  fifty  or  so  initiates  within  a  hall  meant  to  accommodate  a thousand. Luxana’s comments about the number of initiates enrolling in  the  Tempest  School  came  to  mind.  For  all  their  valiance  and selflessness,  the  Storm  Scions  were  in  decline.  A  few  decades hence might even see the utter dissolution of their magical order. 

“Why did you choose to study Tempest magic, Lux?” Zephyr asked.  Luxana  had  chosen  to  sit  very  close  beside  him,  filling  his nostrils with the scented floral fragrance of her hair. 

“My  parents  were  killed  by  Shadowswarm,”  she  began,  the lighthearted  cheer  falling  from  her  pretty  features.  “That’s  what  my uncle  tells  me,  anyway.  I  never  knew  them.  I  followed  my  uncle around on his travels and saw him fight tirelessly in the north against Shadowswarm  monsters.  Storm  Scions  fought  alongside  him,  and they  trained  me  as  a  mage  adept  from  a  young  age.  When  I  was eighteen, my uncle sent me here to study Tempest magic. And after I become Storm Scion, I will help him fight Shadowswarm.” 

Zephyr  noticed  the  way  Nella’s  features  softened  upon hearing  Luxana’s  tale.  The  ranger  inclined  her  head  at  the  senior initiate, her gaze still averted. 

“I’m  sorry  about  your  parents,”  Nella  said  softly.  “I  hope  you become a Storm Scion.” 

“Thanks,  Nella.”  The  smile  returned  to  Luxana’s  face.  She leaned forward, peering closely at the ranger’s face. “I really like the way you braid your hair. Could you teach me how to do that later?” 

“Sure,”  Nella  mumbled,  reaching  for  her  braid  and  fidgeting with  it  uncomfortably.  Still,  Zephyr  didn’t  miss  the  slight  smile  that tugged at the corner of her lips. 

A  broad,  powerfully  built  man  wearing  a  white  apron  over similarly  hued  robes  emerged  at  the  far  end  of  the  main  hall.  He pushed  a  massive  wheeled  cart  before  him,  its  surface  laden  with three  large  metal  pots  and  several  wooden  crates.  As  he approached the center of the main hall, initiates began to form a line in front of his cart. 

“That’s  Master  Brund,  the  Tempest  School’s  head  cook  and chief housekeeper,” Luxana announced, standing up from the table. 

“Let’s get in line for breakfast.” 

Breakfast,  it  turned  out,  was  a  fragrant  corn  gruel accompanied  by  a  greasy  sausage,  Zephyr  realized,  looking  at  the initiates before him in the line as they collected their food. The crates on  the  tray  contained  small  ceramic  bowls  and  wooden  spoons, while the metal pots were filled with gruel and sausages. 

“You’re a follower of the Wu, right? His Excellency told me.” 

Master Brund grunted when Zephyr reached the front of the line. He nodded  to  one  of  the  smaller  pots  on  his  cart.  “When  Master Stalwart’s  here,  I  prepare  vegetarian  fare  for  him.  Today,  we’ve  got some  fried  beans.  I  know  you’re  only  a  lay  follower,  but  there’s enough left over for you, if you want that over the sausage.” 

“Thank  you,  sir.”  Zephyr  clasped  his  hands  before  him, bowed, and spooned some of the bean paste into his bowl of gruel. 

“May the Wu guide your heart to peace and joy.” 

“I’m a Dao follower myself.” Master Brund smiled. “But a Wu monk saved my life when I was young. I have nothing but respect for your masters. I will have my staff prepare some vegetarian fare for you during your time here with us. May the Dao steel your heart with virtue and resolve, young man.” 

Breakfast  unfolded  quickly,  with  Zephyr  only  just  realizing how  hungry  he  was.  Luxana  finished  her  food  before  anyone  else, and she got up, holding her bowl and spoon. 

“The junior initiates have another general address by Master Gathras  before  their  first  class  of  the  year  begins,  but  you  three should get to the headmaster’s office soon,” Lux said. “I didn’t get to show it to you, but it’s on the fourth floor, same wing as the lecture halls. You can’t miss it. As for me, I’ve got to get to my own classes too. See you this afternoon!” 

“Alright.  Thanks  for  everything,  Lux,”  Zephyr  replied.  “We’ll see you soon.” 

Luxana flashed them another of her blindingly radiant smiles, and then she was gone, hopping over to Master Brund’s cart to drop off  her  bowl  before  disappearing  into  the  depths  of  the  Tempest School. 

“Oh,  I’m  in  love,”  Vincent  said,  sighing  into  his  gruel.  “I’m going to marry her, I swear.” 

“I  think  she  likes  her  men  quite  a  bit  taller.”  Nella  shot  a barbed  sidelong  glare  at  Zephyr.  “Especially  when  they  let  her  put her hands all over them.” 

“Zeph’s  a  monk.  Or  he  will  be,  anyway,”  the  jeweler’s apprentice  protested.  “And  even  if  he  hasn’t  taken  his  vows  yet, following  the  way  of  the  Wu  or  whatever  it’s  called  means  he’s  not interested in girls. Or boys, for that matter.” 

“Following the Wu simply means finding peace in your heart and  joy  in  whatever  you  behold.”  Zephyr  couldn’t  help  laughing.  “It says nothing about girls or boys. It’s for everyone.” 

“What about those who hold evil in their hearts? What about Shadowswarm  or  Blight  beasts?”  Nella  demanded,  her  brow furrowed. “What do the followers of the Wu have to say about them?” 

“We help evil men and women repent.” Zephyr shrugged and spooned the last of his gruel into his mouth. “We fight Shadowswarm and monsters with everything we have.” 

“That  is  fair,”  Nella  conceded.  She  stood  up,  empty  bowl  in hand. “Let’s go. We don’t want to be late.” 

Nodding,  Zephyr  did  likewise  and  followed  the  ranger  to Master Brund’s cart. 

“Wait.  So  what  about  Miss  Jade?  Do  I  have  to  worry  about Zeph being a rival for her hand?” Vincent asked from behind them. 

“Hello? Does nobody answer the real questions here?” 
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Luxana  was  right.  There  was  no  missing  the  headmaster’s office on the fourth floor of the eastern wing, which was laid out like the  second  and  third  floors,  except  for  the  fact  that  each  room displayed a clearly labeled sign above its wooden doorway. 

Master  Gathras’  office  was  closest  to  the  stairwell,  while Master  Venn’s  was  next  to  his.  Every  other  door  except  the  one  at the furthest end of the fourth floor had a sign that said “vacant.” 

 Archmage  Xanthus,  Tempest  School  Headmaster  was stenciled above that door. 

“What  do  you  think  he’s  like?”  Vincent  whispered  nervously. 

“I’ve never spoken to an Archmage before.” 

“Neither have I.” Zephyr glanced at Nella. “What about you?” 

“No,”  the  ranger  said.  Before  either  Zephyr  or  Vincent  could respond,  she  strode  to  the  headmaster’s  office  and  knocked  loudly on the door. Zephyr hurried to her side, followed closely by Vincent. 

“Nella Heartseeker. Zephyr. Vincent Trefori,” she announced. 

“We’re here.” 

“Come on in, you three,” Grand Sage Avora’s voice chirped. 

Glancing over her shoulder, Nella shrugged, then opened the door.  The  nondescript  wooden  door  swung  open  creakingly  on  its hinges, revealing Archmage Xanthus’s office. 

The first thing Zephyr noticed was its size. The office was at least thirty times as large as his bedroom, if not larger, with bulging bookshelves  fully  lining  its  walls  and  stacked  all  the  way  to  its twenty-foot tall ceiling. The floors were stone, like everywhere else in the  Tempest  school,  and  they  were  covered  intermittently  by  a motley collection of old, worn rugs. 

A huge wooden desk sat at the far end of the office. It was of simple  and  solid  design,  but  even  looking  at  it  from  a  distance, Zephyr  felt  that  it  was  laden  with  history,  having  undergone  the ministrations of generations of Tempest Archmages. 

Grand Sage Avora was perched upon a chair in front of the desk, and behind it was an old, wizened man in blue, gold-trimmed robes. Long white hair cascaded from his scalp and down the sides of his cheeks. His hands danced tremblingly over the surface of his desk. 

 That must be Archmage Xanthus,  Zephyr thought. 

“Come,”  Grand  Sage  Avora  beckoned,  and  when  they approached, he made a sweeping gesture, as if he were presenting them  to  the  headmaster.  “Archmage  Xanthus,  I  present  to  you,  our latest aspirants.” 

Xanthus furrowed his craggy brow and laid his piercing gaze upon  each  of  them  in  turn.  Zephyr  trembled  as  the  Archmage’s regard fell upon him. A sudden compulsion arose within his soul; it wanted him to tell Xanthus everything about himself, to spill his most idyllic and silliest daydreams, to reveal his darkest fears. 

Zephyr  reflexively  called  forth  his  internal  energy  from  his Central  Field  and  sent  it  racing  upward  through  his  major  cerebral channel. It was the Mind Cleansing inner form, one of the Carefree Sutra’s  basic  mental  exercises  meant  to  focus  his  thoughts.  He’d practiced  it  hundreds  of  thousands  of  times  over  the  years,  and  it served him well now, pushing the strange urge back from his mind. 

Glancing  to  his  left,  he  saw  Nella  grunt  and  clench  her  jaw. 

Her  eyes  blazed  with  fury  as  she  glared  at  Xanthus.  The  ranger trembled  from  head  to  toe,  and  beads  of  sweat  rolled  down  her cheeks. But she didn’t say a single word. 

A  quick  glance  to  his  right  revealed  Vincent  pinching  the bridge of his nose and frowning. 

“Huh.  I  had  the  strangest  feeling  just  now,”  he  whispered  to Zephyr. “Like something was scratching the back of my brain.” 

Nella slammed her fist down on Xanthus’s desk. She met his gaze squarely. 

“Stop. It,” she growled. “Or else.” 

The  Archmage  smiled  then,  and  the  eerie  compulsion  was gone. He gave them an approving nod. 

“Well done,” he said. “Most other fresh aspirants would have been  slack-jawed  and  drooling  on  my  floor  by  now.  You  three actually  resisted  my  Domination  spell,  with  varying  degrees  of success, of course.” 

“Wait,  what?”  Vincent  blinked.  “Sir,  you  cast  a  spell  on  us, and  we  resisted  it?  I  didn’t  feel  a  thing.  Well,  actually,  I  did  feel something tickling my brain, but it wasn’t very strong. Not that your magic isn’t strong, sir! I mean—” 

“Like I said, with varying degrees of success.” Xanthus tilted his head slightly in Vincent’s direction, then smirked at Nella. “Which means that though all of you succeeded, some of you did better than the rest, and some of you did worse.” 

“That  spell  isn’t  Tempest  magic,”  the  ranger  gasped breathlessly.  “Druidess  Filna  told  me  about  the  Domination  spell before. It’s Tyrant magic! Only the Slave-Masters of Fennea use it!” 

Zephyr  was  taken  aback.  Master  Sora  had  told  him  of  the Slave-Masters. They were the lackeys of the Unliving Iron Emperor of  Fennea,  famed  for  their  power  and  cruelty.  Many  centuries  ago, the Empire of Fennea dominated the entire south-eastern continent, but  the  Wu  and  Dao  monks  broke  its  stranglehold  on  the  land  and pushed them back, beyond the Zu-Shan mountain range. 

 Fennea is halfway across the world,  he thought.  Why would

 —

“I, the headmaster of the Tempest School, be using such fell magic?” Xanthus turned his smirk upon Zephyr. “There is an ancient Dao saying. It goes something like this: to best the enemy, you must know him. The Storm Scions stand against the Shadowswarm, first and foremost, but they are also avowed crusaders against all forms of evil, the minions of the Unliving One among them.” 

“That  means  it  makes  sense  for  you  to  know  about  their magic  as  well,  so  that  you  can  counter  it,”  Zephyr  said,  putting  a hand on Nella’s shoulder and pulling her back. “I understand, sir.” 

“Now,  now.”  Grand  Sage  Avora  raised  his  hands  in  a placating  fashion.  “Archmage  Xanthus,  you  really  shouldn’t  be teasing the new aspirants like this. We talked about this, didn’t we?” 

“We  did.”  Xanthus  leaned  back  in  his  heavily  upholstered chair  and  steepled  his  fingers.  “But  these  aren’t  just  any  aspirants, aren’t they, Bessun? I wanted to—no,  needed to—test them, just to see if they are who you say they are.” 

“And did they pass the test?” Avora asked. 

“Yes.” Xanthus sighed. “I was always very skeptical, Bessun, but now that it’s come to this, with the three of them standing before me  like  this,  their  souls  awash  in  power,  I  have  no  choice  but  to believe you. They are the ones, may the Infinite Skies protect us.” 

“Uh… excuse me, sirs.” Vincent gulped nervously. “Who are we supposed to be, exactly? And what power are you talking about? 

We got our Tempest Marks, but every initiate here has them, right?” 

“It’s  your  mess,  Bessun,  so  I’ll  let  you  break  the  news  to them.” Xanthus laughed harshly and ran his fingers through his long white hair. He gestured to some of the empty chairs scattered in front of  his  desk.  “As  for  my  three  young  friends,  you  might  want  to  sit down for this.” 

Zephyr  and  Vincent  dutifully  pulled  up  a  pair  of  the  dusty wooden  chairs  and  sat  down.  Nella  refused  to.  Instead,  she  stood behind them and glared at Xanthus, ignoring Vincent’s nervous tugs on her sleeve and his whispers to “knock it off”. 

“Caruthas, the Hero of Light,” Avora said abruptly. “You three are familiar with him, aren’t you?” 

“Shadow-Bane,  Blight-Slayer,  Knight  of  Dawn,”  Nella whispered reverently as she bowed her head and put her left hand to her heart, her ire at Xanthus momentarily forgotten. 

Zephyr  and  Vincent  nodded.  Of  course  they  knew  who Caruthas was. 

“My  ancestor,  Tarkus  Avora,  fought  alongside  him,  and  he was  there  when  Caruthas  fell  in  battle  against  the  Elemental Anathema,”  the  Grand  Sage  continued.  “He  felt  the  Hero  of  Light’s soul  pass  into  the  Great  Cycle,  but  so  mighty  was  Caruthas  that  it defied oblivion and refused to be divorced from its power.” 

Zephyr leaned forward, perched on the edge of his seat. He’d always  enjoyed  legends  and  myths,  and  this  was  an  aspect  of Caruthas’s tale he’d never heard. The Great Cycle awaited all at the end  of  their  lives,  where  they  would  be  cleansed  of  their  karmic burdens  before  being  reborn.  To  hear  that  Caruthas  was  the exception to this rule was beyond intriguing. 

“Are you saying, sir, that the Hero of Light was never reborn?” 

he asked. “Surely he can’t still be stuck in the Mado Purgatory, given the sheer scale of his karmic contributions.” 

“Well, look here!” Xanthus gestured mockingly at Zephyr and cackled.  “The  Wu  disciple  is  a  veritable  scholar  of  the  afterlife! 

Come, let us hear one of the many Wu sermons on karma! I could use a laugh amidst all this dreariness.” 

“Let’s not get sidetracked, my friend,” Avora said, raising his brow  at  the  Archmage.  “You  do  have  a  lot  on  your  plate  today,  so we’d better not waste any time we don’t need to.” 

“Bah!” Xanthus snorted. “You’ve grown tiresomely straitlaced with  age,  Bessun.  So  be  it.  Say  your  piece.  At  the  very  least,  I’ll derive some amusement from their reaction.” 

“Thank  you.”  Avora  sketched  a  slight  bow  to  the  Archmage, even  as  Zephyr  wondered  what  Xanthus  was  talking  about.  The Grand  Sage  couldn’t  be  older  than  his  mid-thirties.  He  definitely seemed far more vital and youthful than even Masters Gathras and Venn. 

Avora must have noticed Zephyr’s curious look, because he smiled. 

“My bloodline is blessed with longevity and prolonged youth, Zephyr,”  he  explained.  “I  am  a  few  years  older  than  Archmage Xanthus.” 

“We  used  to  run  around  as  boys.”  Xanthus  grunted,  before his  gaze  flickered  downward  and  a  glimmer  of  bitterness  flashed through his eyes. “Of course, I don’t do any running at all these days. 

Difficult to do that without any legs. Thank the Infinite Skies for the Wind Walk and Soaring Breeze spells.” 

“I’ll  answer  your  question,  Zephyr,  and  return  to  the  topic  at hand  at  the  same  time,”  Avora  said.  “No,  the  Mado  Purgatory couldn’t possibly be Caruthas’s destination in the afterlife. Despite its great  power,  his  soul  was  eventually  worn  down  by  the  inevitable machinations of the Great Cycle and returned to the realm of life and light.” 

“Does that mean that his power is gone, too?” Vincent asked, pursing his lips. 

“A remarkably thoughtful conjecture, Vincent.” Avora clasped the jeweler’s apprentice heartily on the shoulder. “Your mind is sharp indeed.” 

“It  is.”  Xanthus  stifled  a  yawn.  “And  amazingly  resilient  too. 

He  brushed  off  my  Domination  spell  as  if  it  were  nothing.  Even Gathras or Venn can’t do that.” 

“Regarding your query about Caruthas’s power, the answer is both  yes  and  no,”  Avora  explained.  “His  sublime  mastery  of  the elements is lost, cleansed from his soul by the turning of the Great Cycle,  but  his  affinity  for  them  remains.  Given  the  proper  tutelage, Caruthas  reborn  will  regain  his  mastery  of  Tempest,  Frost,  and Inferno  magic  many  thousands  of  times  faster  than  he’d  first acquired them in his prior life.” 

“What does this have to do with us?” Nella asked. 

“My ancestor, Tarkus, never stopped tracing Caruthas’s soul with a spell he’d created, Heroic Transference. This ancestral magic was passed down from generation to generation in my family,” Avora said, excitement building in his voice. “My forefathers all watched the

Hero  of  Light’s  soul  blaze  within  the  Great  Cycle,  defying  its inevitability,  and  when  I  took  up  the  mantle  of  Grand  Sage,  I expected  to  assume  the  same  vigil.  And  so  I  did.  For  nearly  thirty years,  I  watched  over  Caruthas’s  soul,  in  full  expectation  that  my successor would do the same.” 

“But you said Caruthas has been reborn,” Zephyr pointed out. 

“So that means…” 

“Yes, my vigil has come to its end.” The Grand Sage gripped the  armrests  of  his  chair  and  leaned  forward,  his  eyes  blazing  with excitement. “The Hero of Light  has  been reborn, but as the three of you!” 
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The  revelation  baffled  Zephyr  more  than  it  startled  him, mostly because it didn’t make much sense. The Hero of Light was a single  person,  with  a  single  soul.  How  could  he  be  reborn  as  three different people? Quick glances at Vincent’s and Nella’s bewildered expressions told him that they too shared his confusion. 

“Now, I know how this sounds. A single soul being reborn as three?”  Avora  continued,  preempting  the  doubt  that  threatened  to pour  from  Zephyr’s  lips.  “There  is  precedent.  For  example, Archmage  Tiralu,  seventeenth  headmaster  of  the  Inferno  School, was returned to the realm of life by the Great Cycle as a pair of twin sisters.” 

“That  is  pure  conjecture,  by  the  way,”  Xanthus  pointed  out, grinning at the annoyed glance the Grand Sage sent his way. “What? 

Even  the  Flamespire  Sisters  themselves  don’t  believe  it,  and  they never  did,  even  until  the  end  of  their  days.  They  made  definitive statements saying as much. It’s recorded history.” 

“As  I  was  saying,  Caruthas’s  soul  spent  a  lot  longer  in  the workings  of  the  Great  Cycle,”  Avora  said,  pointedly  ignoring  the Archmage. “As a result, it splintered into three and entered the realm of  life  twenty-one  years  ago,  on  the  sixteenth  of  Junas,  in  the  year 3846  of  the  Artemisian  Calendar.  It  took  me  until  a  month  ago  to locate all three of you and extend you this invitation to the Tempest school.” 

 That  date  is  our  birthday!  Zephyr  realized.  He  coughed awkwardly into his fist. “I don’t mean to be rude, sir, but what you’re saying  is  very  difficult  to  believe.  How  can  you  be  sure  we  are Caruthas reborn?” 

“He  can’t,”  Xanthus  said,  chuckling.  “But  he  believes  it enough to use up his precious Codex of Ascension on you.” 

Zephyr  felt  his  eyes  go  wide  at  the  Archmage’s  words.  He glanced  at  Vincent  and  Nella  again  and  saw  that  they  had  similar looks on their faces. 

 So they saw those words in their vision too, he thought. 

Avora sighed and shook his head. 

“I was going to lead the conversation into that, my friend,” the Grand Sage said. “Thanks to you, I’ll probably have to divert from my theories about Caruthas’s soul and go into an explanation about the Codex of Ascension now.” 

“Nothing  probably  about  that,”  Nella  snapped.  “Tell  us  about this Codex of Ascension. These strange words started appearing in my vision after I touched your letter and it disappeared in my hands. 

Did you cast some kind of enchantment spell on my mind?” 

“A  very  minor  one,  I  must  admit.”  Avora  nodded.  “The  letter was  enchanted  to  emphasize  the  date  you  were  expected  to  be here, but that’s all.” 

“I  didn’t  know  there  was  a  date,  actually,”  Vincent  said.  “I touched the letter, read the first few lines about being invited here to learn  Tempest  magic,  then  it  disappeared.  Then  my  Master  kicked me out of his shop a few hours later, so I had nowhere else to go but here.” 

“You  possess  remarkable  mental  resilience,  young  Vincent Trefori,” Xanthus said. “If you shrugged off my Domination spell as if it  were  nothing,  the  tiny  compulsion  enchantment  Avora  put  in  his letter wouldn’t touch you at all.” 

“Compulsion?” Nella snarled, turning her glare this time upon Avora. 

“No,  no.  You  misunderstand.”  The  Grand  Sage  raised  his hands pleadingly. “My enchantment wasn’t strong enough to compel any action in you. It simply served to emphasize the conveyance of a date, yesterday.” 

“But  this  Codex  of  Ascension…  it’s  something  else  entirely,” 

Zephyr said. He met Avora’s gaze. “Please, sir. Tell us what it is.” 

“Yes,  I  will.”  The  Grand  Sage  nodded.  “The  Codex  of Ascension  is  a  spiritual  artifact  my  ancestor,  Tarkus  Avora,  crafted after  Caruthas’s  death.  It  took  him  nearly  the  rest  of  his  life  to complete it, and it drained him of nearly all his magical power.” 

“What  does  it  do?”  Vincent  asked,  clutching  the  sides  of  his head. “Other than showing crazy words moving up and down in the corner of my eye?” 

“It  has  many  functions,  the  first  of  it  being  a  tool  that systematizes  your  magical  skills,”  Avora  explained.  “Many  mages rely on introspection and abstract, subjective memory to perceive the spells  they  know  and  their  proficiency  in  their  chosen  magical domain.  The  Codex  of  Ascension  allows  you  to  see,  to  read,  in  no uncertain  terms,  just  how  far  along  you  are  in  your  mastery  of magic.” 

“How do we do that?” Zephyr asked. “Its words fade away a while  after  they  appear,  and  I  haven’t  seen  any  of  them  since yesterday, on that landing with the fountain.” 

“It is a matter of will.” Avora smiled. “After crafting the Codex of  Ascension,  my  ancestor  then  created  a  lesser  one  that  can  only be passed down from one member of the Avora bloodline to another. 

I, too, have something similar to the Codex of Ascension. It’s called the  Codex  of  Elucidation,  and  though  it  is  far  less  powerful,  it  can interface with your Codex of Ascension, all three of yours, and allow me to guide you through the process.” 

“Alright. Can you do that for us now, sir?” Zephyr glanced at Vincent and Nella in succession. Vincent nodded quietly. Nella’s jaw was still clenched, as were her fists, but she nodded as well. 

“Certainly.” Avora’s eyes took on a semi-distant look, and all of a sudden, Zephyr felt a tug in his head. He blinked in surprise. A scroll  had  appeared  before  him,  floating  in  midair.  It  looked  utterly authentic,  with  gradient  yellowing  and  minute  furls  on  its  edges. 

Nella  and  Vincent  each  had  a  scroll  in  front  of  them  too.  Zephyr looked closely at his. 



 Ascender Name: Zephyr

 Magic: Tempest (innate)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Spells: none



Just as curiosity flickered through his mind about Nella’s and Vincent’s  scrolls,  more  scrolls  appeared  in  front  of  him,  unfurling alongside his first one. 



 Ascender Name: Nella Heartseeker

 Magic: Tempest (innate)

 Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Spells: none



 Ascender Name: Vincent Trefori

 Magic: Tempest (innate)

 Tempest Aspect: Forge of Wind

 Spells: none



“Ah,  well  done,  Zephyr,”  Avora  said.  “I  see  you’ve  already evoked your friends’ codex displays to your perception. Now, I would like  you  to  dismiss  theirs  while  still  retaining  your  own.  Picture yourself pinning your own codex display in the air while rolling up the others.” 

 By  codex  display,  I  suppose  he  means  my  scroll,  Zephyr thought,  before  nodding  and  committing  his  will  to  the  image described  by  the  Grand  Sage.  Sure  enough,  the  scrolls  presenting

Nella’s and Vincent’s names rolled themselves up and disappeared, leaving his own behind. 

“Excellent.” Avora applauded softly. “Now, all three of you, try dismissing  your  own  codex  display  and  then  summoning  it  again. 

Visualize  the  furling  and  unfurling  of  a  scroll.  I’ll  demonstrate  with mine.” 

The Grand Sage nodded, and a scroll appeared in midair in front of him. 



 Elucidator: Bessun Avora

 Magic: Tempest (master); Frost (master); Inferno (master) Tempest Aspect: Magus

 Frost Aspect: Healer

 Inferno Aspect: Warlock

 Spells: Myriad



 Grand Sage Avora has mastered all three kinds of Elemental Magic,  Zephyr  thought,  awestruck.  He  turned  his  thoughts  inward, attempting  to  carry  out  Avora’s  instructions.  Sure  enough,  after  a moment  of  focused  concentration,  he  was  able  to  make  his  own scroll disappear, then reappear. 

Cheering  inwardly,  he  glanced  at  Vincent.  The  jeweler’s apprentice  was  making  his  scroll  flicker  in  and  out  of  visibility repeatedly. As Zephyr watched, Vincent spun his scroll in the air and swirled it around his outstretched arms. 

“Hey,  Zeph!  Nella!”  he  crowed.  “Can  you  see  this?  It’s amazing!” 

“Be…  quiet…”  Nella  grunted.  The  ranger  was  shaking  with effort.  Her  scroll  had  only  just  finished  furling  up.  It  disappeared, leaving her blinking and sweating. She gritted her teeth and furrowed her  brow.  After  several  long  moments,  her  scroll  reappeared, unfurling slowly in front of her. 

“There!” she said, gasping for breath. 

“As a ranger, you are used to attuning your senses outward, ever on the lookout for the tracks and spoor of Blight-beasts, Nella. 

That’s  why  it  will  take  you  a  bit  of  practice  before  the  Codex responds  readily  to  your  will,”  Avora  explained  before  turning  to Zephyr.  “Your  introspective  upbringing  in  the  ways  of  the  Wu  has given you great mental discipline and inner awareness. I don’t doubt that  the  Codex  will  soon  become  another  extension  of  your  will, Zephyr.” 

The Grand Sage turned to Vincent, a bemused smile on his lips. 

“You  already  exhibit  far  more  control  over  the  Codex  of Ascension  than  I  do  with  my  Codex  of  Elucidation,”  Avora  said.  “I have no idea why that is so.” 

“In  case  it  isn’t  obvious  already,  the  young  man’s  mental faculties are superb,” Xanthus commented absently, rifling through a stack  of  papers.  The  Archmage  had  mostly  withdrawn  from  the conversation when Avora started demonstrating the Codex’s use. “If he’d  been  trained  as  a  mage  adept,  he  would  make  an  excellent Storm Scion, with or without your ancestor’s artifact, Bessun.” 

“But  he   has  the  Codex  of  Ascension,  and  he  will  attain greater  heights  of  magical  mastery  beyond  anything  you  or  I  can imagine, my friend,” Avora replied. 

Vincent  beamed  at  the  compliments.  He  flipped  his  scroll around, displaying its contents. 



 Essence Orbs: 3



“When  we  beat  that  Shadowswarm  fiend  yesterday,  our codex  displays  mentioned  something  about  essence  orbs,”  the jeweler’s  apprentice  said.  “What  are  essence  orbs,  your Excellency?” 

“Ah.”  Avora  nodded,  an  eager  glow  emerging  in  his  eyes. 

“That’s the biggest difference between your Codex of Ascension and my  Codex  of  Elucidation.  Listen  closely.  Most  mages,  be  they initiates  of  Tempest,  Frost,  or  Inferno  magic,  gain  power  through study  and  practice.  We  learn  new  spells  from  our  tutors  or  from grimoires.  Then  we  practice  them  in  training  halls  or  on  the  field  of battle. Over time, our skills improve, as does the amount of magical energy we can bring to bear.” 

“The  more  you  do  it,  the  better  you  get  at  it,  just  like everything  else,”  Vincent  reasoned.  “That’s  not  so  different  from silver  or  gold-smithing.  Or  gem-cutting.  Or  Zeph’s  bear-punching skills and Nella’s archery.” 

“Exactly.” Avora spread his palm. Tendrils of lightning danced across the fingers of his left hand, while spirals of ice traced figure-of-eights around the fingers of his right hand. “Magic is like any other skill,  only  far  more  demanding.  Attaining  true  mastery  requires  a lifetime of study, and for most individuals, mage adept training from early childhood to early adulthood. The latter is especially important, because once a child exceeds five or six years of age, his or her soul can  no  longer  viably  cultivate  the  necessary  magical  circuitry  nor establish any ether-channeling foundations.” 

“None  of  us  are  mage  adepts,  sir,”  Zephyr  pointed  out.  “Yet the Ascent of Wind deemed us worthy aspirants of Tempest magic.” 

“That’s simply more proof that you three are indeed Caruthas reborn,”  Avora  said  fervently,  clenching  his  fists  and  letting  the lightning and frost dissipate. “You were born with the most exquisite magical  circuitry  in  your  souls  and  the  capacity  to  channel  more ether than established Storm Scions twice your age, all of you.” 

“So  just  climbing  the  Ascent  of  Wind  has  turned  us  into powerful Storm Scions?” Nella asked. “If that’s the case, what next? 

Do  we  set  off  for  the  Frost  School  tomorrow  and  become  Frost Guardians right away as well?” 

“I  didn’t  say  that,  Nella.”  Avora  chuckled.  “You,  Zephyr,  and Vincent  are  hardly  Storm  Scions  right  now.  You  don’t  even  know  a

single spell yet.” 

“Yeah? What do you call this, then?” Nella growled. Lightning danced from her eyes, cascading sparks all over the floor. 

“It’s  your  Tempest  Aspect,”  Avora  explained.  “That’s  not  a spell.  It’s  how  Tempest  magic  first  manifests  in  your  soul,  and  it’s affected by your prior life and experiences as a ranger.” 

“Is it different for everybody, then?” Zephyr asked. “According to our codex displays, we each have different Tempest Aspects, and we  definitely  exhibited  different  abilities  yesterday  during  the  fight against the Shadowswarm fiend.” 

“Mage  adept  training  is  very  strictly  regimented,  so  when  a conventional  aspirant’s  Tempest  Aspect  manifests  under  the influence of the Ascent of Wind, it doesn’t differ much from his or her peers,”  Xanthus  interjected,  tapping  the  side  of  his  head.  “My Tempest  Aspect,  for  instance,  is  simply  an  increased  ether-channeling capacity and the ability to cast spells more quickly than mages  with  Frost  or  Inferno  Aspects.  Also,  my  Tempest  Aspect  is virtually the same as that of even the most mediocre junior initiates you can find among our ranks.” 

“So  what  are  essence  orbs?”  Vincent  asked  again,  drawing the  conversation  back  to  his  original  question.  Zephyr  gave  the jeweler’s apprentice a grateful thumbs-up gesture. The Grand Sage, it  seemed,  had  a  penchant  for  meandering  detours  in  his  train  of thought when he spoke. 

“Ah, yes.” Avora smiled ruefully and shook his head. “I got off track,  I  believe.  Anyway,  the  gist  is  that  mages  take  a  long  time  to master magic. Thanks to the Codex of Ascension, the three of you can progress much more quickly than that.” 

“Yes.  You  mentioned  something  about  learning  magic  a thousand times more quickly than even Caruthas did in his lifetime,” 

Vincent said, stroking his chin. “That sounds amazing, but also a bit too good to be true. How will the Codex of Ascension help us learn spells?” 

“You will still have to learn spells the usual way, by studying grimoires  or  listening  to  Master  Gathras’s  and  Master  Venn’s lectures,”  Avora  said.  “But  you  can   master   them  and  cast  them  to great  effect  without  years  of  practice,  and  the  key  lies  in  these essence orbs.” 

“When  you  slay  Shadowswarm  monsters,  Blight-beasts,  or any  entities  tainted  with  dark  magic,  your  Codex  of  Ascension harvests their life energy, purifies it, and stores it within your souls as essence  orbs,”  the  Grand  Sage  continued.  “From  there,  you  can allocate  these  essence  orbs  to  strengthen  your  spells  in  different ways. This will allow you to master Tempest magic far more quickly than even the most gifted Storm Scion alive.” 

“Or dead,” Archmage Xanthus remarked darkly, producing an inkwell and quill from one of his desk drawers. 

“So  instead  of  studying  and  training,  we  improve  our  magic by  killing  other  living  things?”  Zephyr  asked,  his  voice  laden  with more than a tinge of despair. 

“Shadowswarm  creatures  aren’t  really  living  things,  Zephyr,” 

Nella chided. “And Blight-beasts are so tormented by their plight that it would be a mercy to slay them.” 

“Yeah,  like  you  said,  the  followers  of  the  Wu  fight  the Shadowswarm  and  monsters  with  everything  they  have,”  Vincent added.  “What’s  wrong  if  you  do  that  while  also  improving  your magic?” 

Zephyr  nodded  slowly.  The  ranger  and  jeweler’s  apprentice were right. He’d journeyed to Mount Baltros to learn Tempest magic, the bane of the Shadowswarm. This meant that he was resolved to fight Shadowswarm monsters. And if Blight-beasts were suffering, as Nella had said, then the only way to show them mercy in accordance with the tenets of the Wu was to slay them and put them out of their misery. 

Murder  was  anathema  to  the  Wu,  but  killing,  especially  in defense of others and self, wasn’t. 

“There’s  nothing  wrong,  Vincent,”  he  said  to  the  jeweler’s apprentice, before turning to Nella. “And you’re absolutely right about Shadowswarm creatures and Blight-beasts.” 

“For the three of you, the road to magical mastery lies in the vanquishing  of  Shadowswarm  entities  and  other  foes,”  Avora concluded. “My Codex of Elucidation has no such power, and to the best  of  my  knowledge,  no  mage—Tempest,  Frost,  or  Inferno—can do what the Codex of Ascension allows you to accomplish.” 

“But just to be clear, your Excellency, we’ve still got to learn spells  here,  in  class,”  Vincent  said.  “We  can  neither  get  out  of studying nor fighting dangerous monsters that want to eat our faces.” 

“Well,  since  you  put  it  that  way,  Vincent,  yes,  you  are absolutely  correct,”  Avora  replied,  sighing  exasperatedly.  “You  will need to attend classes, study magical theory, and learn spells. You will also need to learn how to vanquish Shadowswarm entities. I will oversee  that  last  aspect  of  your  education.  And  don’t  look  so downcast,  young  man.  Studying  has  a  reputation  for  being  boring, but once you learn a spell by yourself, I guarantee you will develop an insatiable thirst for learning.” 

“Well, not that I like studying, but I was actually a fair bit more worried  about  the  fighting  Shadowswarm  monsters—”  Vincent began. 

“Bessun,  you  forgot  to  tell  them  that  thanks  to  their  wildly varying  Tempest  Aspects,  the  spells  they  learn  might  manifest differently upon casting,” Xanthus interjected, cutting off the jeweler’s apprentice. The Archmage put down his quill. He had been scribbling on a piece of paper, which he now picked up and passed to Avora. 

“That’s  a  schematic  imprint  for  Spark  Invocation,”  the Archmage  continued,  this  time  addressing  Zephyr,  Nella,  and Vincent.  “It’s  one  of  the  first  spells  our  junior  initiates  learn  how  to cast. Gathras or Venn will probably begin teaching this to you today, but  getting  a  bit  of  a  head-start  won’t  hurt.  Think  of  it  as  your welcome gift.” 

Avora’s  gaze  swept  briefly  over  the  piece  of  paper,  and  he lifted an eyebrow. 

“A  very  generous  gesture,  my  friend,”  the  Grand  Sage  said, before turning to the trio. “Archmage Xanthus here has just scribed a schematic imprint for a Tempest spell. Doing this drains his magical essence and actually does have a permanent, negative effect on his mastery of magic. He can recoup his losses, of course, but only with further effort and training.” 

“Bah. Don’t oversell it, Bessun!” Xanthus snorted. “It’s a minor spell. It cost me virtually no time and effort at all to scribe this.” 

“What  does  a  schematic  imprint  do,  your  Excellency?” 

Vincent asked. 

“If  you  read  a  schematic  imprint,  you  immediately  learn  the spell  it  contains,  assuming  you  have  the  correct  magical  Aspect, sufficient  ether-channeling  capacity,  and  the  necessary  soul circuitry.”  Avora  held  up  the  sheet  of  paper  to  Vincent’s  gaze  and pointed at the first line of text scrawled over its surface. “Here, read this, and focus on taking the letters into your mind. And no, you don’t have to say any of the words out loud.” 

“Alright, your Excellency.” Vincent exchanged curious glances with  Zephyr  and  Nella,  then  peered  closely  at  the  sheet  of  paper. 

“Huh. This all looks like gibberish to me, and that’s some truly horrid penmanship. I mean—” 

“Just read the imprint!” Xanthus snapped. 

Vincent  gulped  nervously  and  complied.  After  a  few moments, he looked up from the sheet of paper. 

“I’m done. Is there anything else?” he asked. 

“No.” Avora smiled and waved the paper in his hand slightly. 

“Notice anything different with this?” 

 It’s blank!  Zephyr  realized,  leaning  forward  and  looking  over Vincent’s shoulder. The words scrawled upon the sheet of paper in Avora’s hand were gone. He hadn’t caught the exact moment of their

disappearance,  but  he  was  absolutely  sure  that  one  moment  they were there, and the next they simply weren’t anymore. 

“Wait.  Something’s  changed  with  my  codex  display,”  Nella said,  frowning.  Her  brow  twitched,  and  her  codex  display  unfurled even longer. 



 Spells:

 Tempest magic

 Spark Invocation (initiate)



Zephyr looked to his own codex display and found the same results as well. He extended his will to the words “Spark Invocation” 

and  realized  with  a  shock  that  he  knew  the  exact  words  he  had  to utter and the gestures he had to make to cast that spell. 

“Hey,  mine  too.”  Vincent  zipped  his  codex  display  high  for everyone to see. “Does this mean I can now cast Spark Invocation?” 

Avora’s face was stricken with awe. He turned to Xanthus. 

“Well,  what  is  it?”  the  Archmage  grumbled.  “You  haven’t forgotten that I can’t see anything in your Codex, have you? So? Did the young man learn Spark Invocation successfully?” 

“They  all  have,”  the  Grand  Sage  announced,  as  if  it  were  a huge  revelation,  which  judging  by  the  mirrored  look  of  awe  on Xanthus’s face, actually was. 

“I  was  already  certain,  given  how  the  Codex  of  Ascension worked, but this is only further proof,” Avora continued. “When one of them learns a spell, so do the other two!” 

“You.  Smart  boy.”  Xanthus  pointed  at  Vincent.  “Cast  Spark Invocation now.” 

“At what?” Vincent frowned. The words on his codex display changed. 



 Spark Invocation (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Forge of Wind Conjure Spark Hammer or Create lightning projectile (small, 10

 feet range)



The  jeweler’s  apprentice  shrugged.  He  pointed  his  index finger  up  and  uttered  a  few  words.  A  tendril  of  lightning  flickered forth, only to dissipate before it could reach the ceiling. He held out his  left  hand  and  said  the  same  words  again.  A  small  hammer  of lightning,  more  tool  than  weapon,  appeared  in  his  palm.  Vincent grinned  at  the  sight,  before  waggling  his  fingers  and  allowing  the hammer to disappear. 

“Now you, ranger,” Xanthus demanded. 

Nella nodded. Her codex display changed as well. 



 Spark Invocation (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Conjure  Shocking  Eyebite  or  Create  lightning  projectile (small, 10 feet range)



Unintelligible  syllables  fell  from  her  lips.  Lightning  blazed afresh in her eyes. She nodded, and the lightning in her eyes darted forward,  coalescing  into  a  pair  of  disembodied  fangs  that  snapped shut on empty air an arm’s length away from her. 

Xanthus nodded, then turned his gaze upon Zephyr. 

Zephyr looked at his codex display. 



 Spark Invocation (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Lightning  infusion  to  the  First  Carefree  Cycle  or  Create lightning projectile (small, 10 feet range)



 My magic is tied to my cultivation,  he thought. Zephyr took a deep  breath,  pushed  his  internal  energy  through  his  Central  Field, then let it suffuse the third Solar Gate, bringing his body to the First Cycle  of  the  Carefree  Sutra.  Strange  words  flashed  through  his mind, and he said them. 

Arcs  of  electricity  coruscated  down  his  limbs.  He  flexed  his right  hand,  priming  the  limbic  portals  there  in  readiness  for  a Carefree Palm. The sharp pain that had stopped him from using the martial  technique  against  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  was  no  longer present. 

 Maybe this means I can now use the advanced techniques at the  First  Cycle  together  with  my  Tempest  magic,  Zephyr  thought, before  releasing  his  internal  energy  and  allowing  the  arcs  of electricity around his limbs to die out. He turned to Xanthus. 

“Was  that  what  you  wanted  to  see,  sir?”  he  asked,  but  the Archmage  didn’t  seem  to  be  listening.  Instead,  Xanthus  was  wide-eyed, staring into a distant nothingness only he could see. 

“A  single  soul,  thrice  reborn.  May  the  Infinite  Skies  have mercy  on  us,”  the  Archmage  said  breathily,  his  hands  trembling. 

After  a  moment,  he  shook  his  head  and  turned  to  Avora.  “Bessun, this still isn’t concrete proof that we are looking at the Hero of Light himself  given  flesh  again  in  three  different  bodies.  You  must understand  that  any  claims  about  Caruthas  cannot  be  made  lightly and without incontrovertible evidence.” 

“What  more  evidence  do  you  require,  my  friend?”  Avora made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the trio. “None of them have  undergone  mage  adept  training,  yet  their  soul  circuitry  and ether channeling capacities are more developed than even those of a fully trained Storm Scion.” 

“This  suggests  pre-birth  magical  conditioning,  which  has been  done  before—”  Xanthus  began,  but  the  Grand  Sage  spoke over him. 

“And then here you have witnessed for yourself spontaneous spell induction, where the learning of a spell by one facet of a single

soul  results  in  the  others  learning  that  same  spell  too,”  Avora continued.  “And  finally,  there  is  the  matter  of  the  Codex  of Ascension. It can only be used on one soul, yet it wasn’t expended when the first of the three received it. It only vanished from existence after the last of them opened my letter and took it into their being.” 

“Even  if  you  convince  me,  Bessun,  which  you  are  doing  so rather  successfully,  you  will  never  be  able  to  convince  the  other Archmages,”  Xanthus  replied,  holding  up  a  hand  to  placate  and forestall Avora’s rising protests. “The fact is that no one except you knows how Tarkus’s Heroic Transference spell works, and the same is true for the Codex of Ascension too. It’s a spiritual artifact that only those  of  your  bloodline  can  perceive  and  bestow,  just  like  your Codex of Elucidation. The only proof the latter exists is your say-so and  your  prodigious  magical  skills.  At  the  end  of  the  day,  all  the evidence you have is strong, but still merely circumstantial. We can’t say for sure that Caruthas himself now stands before us, wearing the flesh of three youths.” 

“Excuse me, sir,” Zephyr said to Avora. “I must agree with the headmaster. Even if we are the same soul in three bodies, and even if we are innately gifted in magic, there still isn’t any definitive proof that we are the Hero of Light reborn. And if your ancestor’s spell and artifact no longer exist, then your spoken belief is the only evidence at  hand.  Anyone  with  the  slightest  bit  of  skepticism—and  there  is reason  to  have  plenty—would  dismiss  such  a  notion  out  of  hand, even  if  only  out  of  sheer  incredulity,  and  they  can’t  be  faulted  for doing so.” 

The Grand Sage sighed and smiled wearily. 

“You’re  right,  Zephyr.  The  Wu  monks  are  famed  for  their philosophical prowess, and you do your Masters credit,” Avora said. 

“Very well. We will not proclaim any statements about Caruthas.” 

“I think I know why you’re so eager to declare that we’re the Hero of Light reborn,” Vincent said suddenly. He turned to Xanthus. 

“Sir,  if  the  world  knows  that  the  Hero  of  Light  is  studying  at  the

Tempest  School,  wouldn’t  that  bring  in  a  lot  of  aspirants  and  their enrolment fees?” 

Xanthus threw his head back and roared with laughter. 

“Ha!”  The  Archmage  pointed  at  Vincent,  then  applauded  as uproariously as his feeble, trembling arms would allow. “I knew you were a sharp one, boy. You’re right. Bessun here is very eager to tell the  world  that  Caruthas  reborn  is  here,  so  we  get  a  huge  intake  of fresh bodies and no small amount of gold.” 

“And you’re not, sir?” Vincent asked. 

“No, he isn’t.” Avora clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Even though  there  are  fewer  and  fewer  initiates  in  the  Tempest  School with  every  passing  year,  and  the  number  of  Storm  Scions  standing vigil in the north dwindles as the seasons unfold.” 

“Even  before  your  ancestor  founded  the  Magic  Schools, those  who  would  become  the  first  Storm  Scions  fought  alongside Caruthas  himself  to  drive  back  the  Shadowswarm.  For  eons,  they have stood tirelessly against the darkness,” Xanthus said somberly, a distant look coming into his eyes. “For eons, they have shed their blood in defense of others. Yet now, as the Shadowswarm wane, so too  do  the  Storm  Scions,  and  deservedly  so,  for  if  we  have  no purpose left, no darkness to hold at bay, then what rightful claim can we stake upon existence.” 

The  Archmage’s  voice  turned  brittle,  fragile,  and  very,  very tired. 

“We have given so much,” he continued, almost whispering. 

“Let us fade unimpeded with the passing of time. Let us rest in the aftermath of darkness.” 

Nella strode up to the Xanthus’s desk and slammed her fists down  upon  its  surface  once  more,  this  time  actually  startling  the Archmage, tearing him from his ruminations, and making him jump in his seat. 

“The  Blight  take  your  defeatist  talk,  old  man!”  the  ranger roared. “If Druidess Filna were here, she would string you up by your wrists and flog you a hundred times!” 

“Oh no,” Vincent gasped, pawing at Zephyr nervously. “We’re going to get expelled on our first day, aren’t we?” 

“Nella…” Zephyr said, standing up and placing a hand on the ranger’s  shoulder.  She  brushed  him  off  and  leaned  further  forward over Xanthus’s desk, almost as if she were going to climb over it and begin throttling the Archmage. 

“There is no aftermath! There is no peace! The Shadow and the  Blight  are  still  here!  They  will  always  be  here,  and  we  must always  fight!  No  retreat.  No  surrender,”  she  hissed,  glaring  at Xanthus.  “If  you’ve  got  the  gall  to  cast  a  Domination  spell  on  me, then you’d better have the guts to fight until you breathe your last. Or at least do your job, and make sure there are others who can!” 

An  appalled  silence  fell  over  the  room.  Xanthus  blinked blearily,  and  for  a  moment,  Zephyr  didn’t  see  the  Archmage  of  the Tempest School and leader of the valiant Storm Scions. All he saw was a scared, tired old man who had lost too much and was afraid of losing more. 

That  moment  soon  passed,  however.  Xanthus’s  gaze hardened. He raised his right hand and uttered a series of syllables. 

Sparks  danced  in  the  corner  of  Zephyr’s  vision,  and  the  sound  of roaring wind filled his ears. Lightning, blue-white, crackled across the Archmage’s fingertips. 

Avora stood, words forming on his lips…

And then suddenly they were outside, facing the closed door of Xanthus’s office, with the Grand Sage poised to say something. 

“Weak, senile old man,” Nella grunted, cracking her knuckles. 

“Hush!”  Vincent  nudged  her  in  the  ribs,  then  flinched  when she turned to glare at him. 

Zephyr turned to Avora, who was pushing against the door to no  avail.  It  seemed  that  Archmage  Xanthus  didn’t  want  to  speak anymore, at least for now. 

“What should we do, sir?” he asked. 

Avora chuckled morosely and shrugged. 

“I haven’t seen Archmage Xanthus this riled up in ages,” the Grand Sage replied. “You three really made an impression. I’ll try to talk some sense into him, but right now, you should probably head to your  first  class  of  the  year.  Fundamental  Channeling,  I  believe.  It’s an important skill.” 

“We  will,  your  Excellency,”  Vincent  said,  tugging  futilely  at Nella’s elbow. “Thank you so much for speaking to us.” 

“I  still  have  things  to  go  over  with  the  three  of  you.”  Avora turned  away  from  Xanthus’s  door  to  face  them.  “I’ll  come  find  you after the evening meal. Actually, just wait for me in the main hall. I’ll be there at dusk.” 

“Yes, sir.” Zephyr nodded. Vincent echoed his affirmation, and so did Nella, after being nudged by the both of them. 

They  turned  to  leave,  only  for  Vincent  to  skid  to  a  halt  and scramble back to Avora. 

“What’s  the  matter?”  The  Grand  Sage  raised  an  eyebrow. 

“You have a question, it seems.” 

“Yes,  it’s  actually  been  bothering  me  for  a  while.”  Vincent cupped  his  chin  and  frowned  thoughtfully  as  Zephyr  and  Nella walked back to his side, drawn by curiosity. “You said that we were the same soul in three bodies, right? Does that mean we’re the same person?” 

“That  is  an  interesting  question,  and  one  deserving  of philosophical contemplation, especially if you bring in contemporary debates about concepts of selfhood, personal actualization, and the like,” Avora replied. “But at the core of it, no. You share Caruthas’s soul as far as the Codex of Ascension and magic are concerned, but on  a  personal  level,  you  are  separate,  discrete  individuals,  replete with  your  own  dreams  and  aspirations,  capable  of  your  own  moral formulations, and responsible for your own decisions.” 

Vincent sighed and slumped his shoulders in evident relief. 

“Well, that’s good to know. I was just worried that if I kissed Nella, it would be the same thing as kissing myself, and that would

be  just  too  strange,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  said.  “But  I  suppose there’s nothing to worry about—ow!” 

Nella lowered her fist, having soundly cuffed Vincent with it. 

“Let me be the first to confirm that hitting you is definitely not the same thing as hitting myself,” the ranger said, before spinning on her heel and stalking away. 

“I  think  she  put  a  lump  on  my  head,  Zeph,”  Vincent complained, clutching his skull. “Can you help me check?” 

Zephyr  obliged  and  found  that  yes,  a  lump  was  swiftly forming on the jeweler’s apprentice skull. He turned to Avora. 

“I don’t suppose that warrants a healing spell, sir?” he asked. 

The Grand Sage’s brow was twitching in obvious annoyance. 

“I  thought  not,”  Zephyr  said,  putting  a  hand  on  Vincent’s shoulder and steering him toward the stairwell. “We’ll head to class now. See you this evening, sir.” 

“The main hall, my young friends,” Avora reminded them. “We have  much  to  accomplish  this  year,  and  the  sooner  we  begin,  the better.” 



Chapter 7







Lecture hall fourteen was definitely larger on the inside than it seemed to be from the outside, with rows of tiered wooden benches stretching  many  dozens  of  feet  from  the  oak  lectern  behind  which Master Gathras stood. Many of the rooms in the Tempest School, it seemed,  carried  enchantments  that  made  them  far  more  spacious than they’d appeared to be. 

There  were  only  about  two  dozen  other  initiates,  all  of  them youths clad in the same blue, gold-trimmed robes with a violet stripe on their collar. They stared nervously at the trio and had little to say to  them  other  than  forced,  uneasy  greetings.  None  of  them  had deigned to introduce themselves, even though Zephyr had done so multiple times. 

 We’ll  learn  their  names  by  the  end  of  the  year,  he  thought, then shrugged.  Or not. 

Master Gathras had given them a small stack of paper and a charcoal pencil each upon their arrival. The stack of paper contained their daily schedules for the month and a few blank sheets. 

“For  note-taking,  of  course,”  Master  Gathras  had  replied  to Zephyr’s inquiry about their use. “Have none of you ever attended a lecture before?” 

Only Vincent, it turned out, had. Zephyr scratched the back of his head as he smoothed out a blank piece of paper on the built-in desk of his bench, three rows from the lectern. At the Wu monastery, Master Sora or one of the other senior monks gave regular sermons in  the  morning,  and  Zephyr  had  dutifully  attended  every  one  he could,  his  chores  permitting,  but  the  entire  concept  of  note-taking was foreign to him. 

Nella  was  having  a  much  more  difficult  time.  The  ranger fidgeted in her seat, her eyes darting frantically to and fro. Her stack of papers sat on her desk, utterly unsorted, and she held her pencil as if it were a dagger. 

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

“I… I can’t read or write very well,” she said softly, refusing to meet his gaze. 

“Oh, don’t worry,” Vincent chirped. He was sitting beside her, twirling his pencil in his fingers. “You’re free to share my notes. You just focus on listening. If any of us don’t understand anything, we can try to figure it out together later or ask Master Gathras for help.” 

“Thank  you,”  Nella  mumbled,  giving  the  jeweler’s  apprentice an appreciative nod. 

“Your  penmanship  is  beautiful,”  Zephyr  said,  glancing  at  the sheet  of  paper  on  Vincent’s  desk.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  had written  the  name  of  the  class  and  the  date  on  the  top.  “And  you seem to be quite the scholar, Vincent.” 

“I graduated from the Silversmith College last year, paying my way  through  with  a  scholarship  I  earned  from  the  Gem-Cutter’s Guild,” Vincent replied proudly. His smile faded, then. “So much for that though. I couldn’t even finish my apprenticeship.” 

“I  don’t  understand,”  Nella  said.  “Did  you  take  a  leave  of absence from your Master, or were you actually expelled from your apprenticeship? You never really made it clear. If the latter, why?” 

“Master  Coss  detests  mages.  When  he  saw  the  letter  from His  Excellency,  he  was  livid,  but  he  didn’t  dare  thrash  me  like  he usually did,” Vincent said. “So instead, he kicked me out of his shop and sent a missive around Gusarnn, blacklisting me to every jeweler there. And beyond, since word spreads quickly from the capitol.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that, Vincent,” Zephyr said. 

“It’s alright. I’m here now, and I’m Caruthas reborn!” Vincent grinned eagerly. “No apprenticeship can top that! Anyway, it seems

that  Master  Gathras  is  done  taking  attendance,  so  eyes  front, people.” 

Zephyr turned his attention to the Storm Scion as he cleared his throat. 

“Alright,  listen  up,”  Gathras  said.  “I’m  not  going  to  beat around  the  bush  and  ask  rhetorical  questions  so  that  you  lot  can demonstrate your knowledge. You’re here to become Storm Scions, and Storm Scions fight Shadowswarm, so everything you learn here will be about that.” 

An initiate in the front row raised his hand. He was a scrawny, sandy  haired  youth  with  lingering  traces  of  adolescent  pimples across his cheeks. 

“No,  I’m  not  taking  questions  now,  so  put  down  your  hand, Junior Initiate Suntar,” Gathras continued. “I know you are all mage adepts, with few exceptions, so this class will mostly be a review and practical  application  of  the  most  fundamental  aspect  of  your  spell-casting: ether channeling.” 

He  gestured  in  the  air.  Tendrils  of  lightning  flared  into existence,  all  of  them  radiating  from  a  crackling,  cobalt  sphere  of electrical energy in front of Gathras. 

“Spells  are  powered  by  ether,  which  exists  naturally everywhere,”  he  said.  “Some  places  have  more  of  it,  and  some places less. You can also store it in your souls, which is something I’ll  be  covering  in  a  different  class.  Right  now,  we’ll  talk  about reaching  out  to  the  ether  in  the  air  and  channeling  it  to  fuel  your spells.” 

The initiate named Suntar raised his hand again. 

“We  already  know  how  to  do  this,”  he  protested,  before Gathras  could  say  anything.  “We  completed  mage  adept  training. 

Why should we be forced to waste time on this just to accommodate those who haven’t?” 

“Silence!”  Gathras  roared,  slamming  his  fist  into  his  lectern and making Suntar and every initiate around him jump. “I don’t know how they do things in the simpering mage adept college you came

from,  but  here,  you  don’t  ask  questions  when  I’ve  already  said  I won’t be taking any!” 

Nella snorted with suppressed amusement, and even Zephyr couldn’t  help  but  grin.  Gathras  reminded  him  of  the  hardened,  no-nonsense  town  guards  in  Tressville  who’d  fought  their  fair  share  of bandits. 

Vincent, in contrast, was aghast. 

“Doesn’t  seem  like  a  very  healthy  learning  environment,”  he muttered softly, shaking his head. 

Zephyr  understood  Vincent’s  misgivings.  A  teacher  who yelled  at  and  intimidated  his  students  wouldn’t  find  the  latter  very receptive to his words. At the same time, the Storm Scions’ greatest duty was to combat the Shadowswarm. The initiates of the Tempest School  were  soldiers-in-training,  not  scholars.  Perhaps  a  drill sergeant like Gathras would be far more effective in preparing them for  the  fight  against  the  Shadowswarm  than  someone  like  Master Sora,  who  delivered  his  lessons  and  sermons  in  his  typical  mild-mannered and gentle-humored fashion. 

“Now, everyone here has a Tempest Aspect.” Gathras’s eyes flickered to the trio. “Some of you might have more unique ones, but that’s fine. Ether comes in different flavors, so to speak. Established magical  terminology  identifies  Tempest,  Frost,  Inferno,  Life,  and Death  as  the  most  prominent  ethereal  strands.  Life  magic  is  the domain  of  the  Druids,  and  only  the  Silent  Templars  are  allowed  to handle Death magic.” 

“There are other less common types of ethereal strands,” the Storm  Scion  continued.  “Darkness  and  Chaos  are  two  examples. 

Some of you might have heard of the Toxin ethereal strand too. Right now,  the  latter  is  more  mythical  than  factual.  We  don’t  have  any proof the Toxin ethereal strand exists.” 

Gathras  gestured  to  the  circle  of  lightning  crackling  before him. 

“This  is  Tempest  magic,  so  naturally,  it’s  fueled  by  Tempest ether.  Mount  Baltros  is  naturally  rich  in  Tempest  ether,  so  that  it’s

easy for you to draw upon and channel it into your spells. This is also why Tarkus Avora founded the Tempest School here,” he explained, before  clapping  his  hands  sharply  together  in  front  of  him.  The lightning circle disappeared. 

“Alright.  Now,  let’s  start  some  channeling.  Call  the  Tempest ether to you, and then I will take it and use it build a Spark Ring like the  one  I  just  cast.”  Gathras  looked  to  the  trio  once  more  and nodded. “For those of you who haven’t done it before, call upon your Tempest  Aspect,  then  visualize  the  tumultuous  dimness  of  the Ascent  of  Wind,  feel  once  again  the  heaviness  of  its  air  upon  your skin,  and  breathe  deeply  of  the  sensation  of  height  you  felt  on  its slopes.” 

Gathras pointed to Zephyr. 

“Let’s start with you,” he said. “Begin.” 

“Yes, sir,” Zephyr replied. He took a deep breath and let the Tempest  magic  roiling  within  him  suffuse  his  body  and  twine  itself around the internal energy resting dormant in his central field. Then he  pushed  his  internal  energy  through  his  main  channels,  swiftly rising to the First, then Second Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. Electric tingles  ran  across  the  surface  of  his  skin,  and  when  he  exhaled, sparks danced amidst his breath. 

Zephyr tested the limbic channels of his hands and realized that he could perform none of the advanced martial techniques of the Carefree  Sutra.  He  would  have  to  cast  Spark  Invocation  first  and descend to the First Cycle before that was possible. 

 If  my  Tempest  magic  grows  stronger,  I  can  probably  bring Spark  Invocation  to  the  Second  Cycle  of  the  Carefree  Sutra,  he thought.  Avora  said  those  essence  orbs  we’d  gotten  from  the Shadowswarm  fiend  would  help,  but  he  never  told  us  how  to  use them. We’ll have to ask him later. 

“Good. You have successfully invoked your Tempest Aspect,” 

Gathras  said,  his  words  snapping  Zephyr  from  his  reverie.  “Now, channel  the  Tempest  ether  in  the  air  by  going  through  the visualization  process  I  just  detailed.  It  seems  to  me  you  have  high

reserves of personal ether within your soul. Don’t touch that. Use the ether beyond you.” 

Zephyr  closed  his  eyes  and  contemplated  the  Ascent  of Wind.  Its  misty  slopes  filled  his  mind’s  eye.  He  focused  on  the feelings of height and heaviness, of the sublimity of stone reaching into  sky.  Tempest  magic  wasn’t  merely  about  thunder,  lightning,  or the whims of the moving winds. It was about the earth, the heavens, and the harmony between them. It was about light, shadow, and the balance  between  them.  Tempest  magic  was  about   rightness,  how things  were  supposed  to  be,  and  that  was  why  it  was  anathema  to the  Shadowswarm,  creatures  of  unnatural  foulness  and  the embodiment of all that was twisted and warped. 

Knowing  what  Tempest  was,  Zephyr  called  to  it,  and  it…

answered. 

Sparks  danced  in  the  air  before  his  face  as  he  opened  his eyes. The electricity swirled into a sphere of crackling cobalt energy, ready  to  heed  his  will.  Zephyr  knew  that  if  he  were  to  cast  Spark Invocation  now,  he  could  fuel  it  with  the  Tempest  ether  he’d channeled before him. His codex display flickered into view. 

[Channeled ether

Tempest: 10]

Gathras  snapped  his  fingers.  The  sphere  of  cobalt  energy raced  to  the  Storm  Scion  and  expanded  into  a  ring  of  electricity, similar to the Spark Ring he’d called into being a few moments ago, only four times as large, its topmost edges a full two feet higher than the  top  of  Gathras’s  head.  Zephyr  noted  the  change  in  his  codex display. 

[Channeled ether

Tempest: 0]

“That’s  an  impressive  amount  of  ether  you  managed  to channel.  Well  done,  initiate,”  the  Storm  Scion  said,  dismissing  his Spark Ring and giving Zephyr an approving nod. Gathras turned his gaze to Nella next. “Now, you. Try it.” 

The  ranger’s  eyes  blazed  with  lightning.  She  raised  her hands  and  clenched  her  jaw.  A  vein  pulsed  on  her  forehead,  and sweat  began  to  bead  at  her  temples.  Several  moments  passed, during  which  Suntar  and  a  few  of  the  initiates  beside  him  began covering their mouths and sniggering. Eventually, a cobalt sphere of lightning coalesced into being before her. 

Gathras whisked Nella’s channeled ether away and put it into a Spark Ring. It was slightly smaller than the one he’d conjured from Zephyr’s ether. The Storm Scion nodded once more. 

“Impressive, initiate. Very nice,” he said. 

“Drawing  upon  the  magic  inside  me  is  so  much  easier  than pulling it from the air,” Nella observed. “Why should I bother with it?” 

“Now  that,  initiate,  is  a  question  actually  worth  answering.” 

Gathras dismissed the Spark Ring. “You, too, hold vast reserves of personal  ether  within  your  soul,  but  it  is  still  infinitely  miniscule compared  to  the  amount  of  latent  Tempest  ether  in  the  world.  With some  modest  skill  in  channeling  ether,  you  can  cast  many  more spells than you could if you relied solely on your personal reserves.” 

“That doesn’t mean you can cast spells indefinitely, though,” 

the  Storm  Scion  continued.  “Channeling  ether  still  takes  a  toll  on your  mental  and  physical  strength,  which  is  why  your  curriculum  at the  Tempest  School  also  includes  rigorous  physical  exercises  to build  your  stamina  and  meditation  techniques  to  make  your  mind more resilient and supple.” 

“Ugh.  Is  this  going  to  be  like  gymnasium  studies  in  the Silversmith  College?”  Vincent  cringed  and  wrung  his  wrists anxiously,  though  Zephyr  didn’t  know  why  the  jeweler’s  apprentice was  so  concerned.  Vincent  was  in  far  better  physical  shape  than most, having climbed the ten thousand steps of the Ascent of Wind with gusto and suffering only mild fatigue from the experience. 

Predictably enough, Gathras pointed at Vincent next. 

“You. Go on, initiate,” the Storm Scion said. 

Vincent nodded. Tendrils of electricity flared into being around the charcoal pencil in his fingers. A sphere of cobalt lightning roared

into existence before his eyes, growing larger with every heartbeat. 

“Alright, that’s enough!” Gathras instructed. 

The cobalt sphere stopped becoming larger immediately. The Storm  Scion  pulled  it  to  him,  then  used  it  to  conjure  a  vast  Spark Ring that stood twice as tall as he did. 

“This… well.” Gathras coughed into his fist and tilted his head in Vincent’s direction. “Well done. If I had to make a critique, initiate Vincent Trefori, it would be to stay focused at all times when you’re channeling  ether.  The  last  thing  you  want  to  do  is  channel  such  a huge amount of ether that you cannot cast spells quickly enough to expend it all before it unravels.” 

“Oh? Will something bad happen?” Vincent asked. 

“Bad  enough  to  rip  you  limb  from  limb  in  one  catastrophic explosion.” The Storm Scion grunted and dismissed the Spark Ring. 

“And that’s only if you’re lucky. Ethereal Backlash can cause all kinds of  strange  secondary  afflictions,  even  after  the  victim  survives  the initial explosion.” 

Nella  jabbed  Vincent  in  the  ribs  viciously,  eliciting  a  pained yelp from him. Zephyr glanced nervously at Gathras, but the Storm Scion’s attention was already directed at another initiate. 

“Be careful!” the ranger hissed into Vincent’s ear. “I don’t want to get blown up alongside you!” 

“Alright! Alright!” Vincent winced, clutching his side. 

“I should just mention one other thing,” Gathras said, before raising his voice and projecting it across the lecture hall. “Listen up, initiates. Each type of ether is different from the other. Tempest ether, for  instance,  resonates  with  the  age  of  the  winds  and  the  sky.  It  is ancient and severe, and you must prove worthy of it before it will fuel your  spells.  All  of  you  have  made  it  up  the  Ascent  of  Wind,  which means your souls have already been deemed worthy. But Tempest ether and Tempest magic will continually test you, and the moment you  fall  from  the  path  of  righteousness,  the  Tempest  will  cast  you from its sight.” 

“What  are  Frost  ether  and  Inferno  ether  like,  sir?”  Zephyr asked. 

“A good question, though few of you would have the occasion to  work  with  them.”  Gathras  cast  the  trio  a  meaningful  look  before continuing his explanation. “I have worked with Frost Guardians and Phoenix  Knights  before,  which  allowed  me  to  study  their  magic briefly. Frost ether is surprisingly nourishing and gentle. It is the ether of the cusp of rebirth, embodying the moment just before the thawing of  spring  brings  life  back  to  the  winter-stricken  land.  Mishandle  it, though, and it will strike you down and fill your heart with ice.” 

“Inferno  ether  is  aggression  incarnate.  It  roars  to  your consciousness, ever driving you to action, to attack. This means that Inferno  magic  is  largely  focused  on  tempering,  binding,  and redirecting  that  aggression,”  the  Storm  Scion  continued.  “Failure  to do so will result in you being consumed by Inferno ether, turning you into  a  pile  of  charred  flesh  at  best  or  an  empty,  mindless  husk  at worst.  Anyway,  most  of  you  will  be  handling  only  Tempest  ether. 

Mastering  Tempest  magic  is  difficult  enough  in  itself.  Only  those sharing  Grand  Sage  Avora’s  bloodline  or  a  few  exceedingly  rare individuals  can  attain  any  significant  skill  in  more  than  one  type  of magic. That’s all I have to say about this for now. Carry on, initiates!” 

The  other  initiates  took  turns  performing  the  same  exercise, and  Gathras  cast  Spark  Ring  again  and  again,  but  not  a  single subsequent ring of electricity was larger than the ones fueled by the trio’s channeled ether. 

When the last initiate was done, Gathras picked up a sheet of paper from his lectern and held it up. Words and diagrams covered its surface. 

“Alright, on the bottom of your handouts, you will find a copy of the casting methodologies for Spark Ring, scribed by the fine folk who make up the Tempest School’s clerical staff. For the rest of the time in this class, I want you to read through that page and learn the spell.  If  you  aren’t  done  at  the  end  of  class,  work  on  it  tonight.  I expect  everyone  to  know  Spark  Ring  by  tomorrow,  because  I’ll  be

having  you  practice  channeling  Tempest  ether  in  conjunction  with spell-casting.” 

Zephyr shuffled the stack of papers he’d received at the start of the class and soon found the page Gathras was talking about. It contained  a  winding  series  of  visualization  instructions  and diagrammed  patterns  to  hold  in  mind,  alongside  a  series  of  alien words and their phonetic equivalents. 

 Wow.  Spark  Ring  can’t  be  a  very  complex  spell,  since Gathras wants us  junior initiates to learn it, but even so, this is going to take quite a bit of effort. I guess that’s why schematic imprints like the  one  Archmage  Xanthus  gave  us  are  so  helpful  and  valuable, Zephyr  thought.  He  turned  to  Nella  and  saw  that  the  ranger’s  eyes were widened in panicked bewilderment as she ran her gaze up and down her copy of the Spark Ring spell. 

“Hey, Nella.” Zephyr patted her gently on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll go over this together. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 

Nella gulped, but she hardened her gaze and nodded. 

“Druidess Filna always told me to be brave, and I will. These are only words. They will not break my resolve.” 

“That’s the spirit!” Vincent agreed. He smoothed out his copy of  the  spell  and  raised  his  pencil.  “Here,  I  find  underlining  and annotating  large  blocks  of  text  make  them  easier  to  read  and understand. See? I just underlined this phrase and scribbled ‘seems important’ in the margin. That may or may not be the case, but now that I’ve laid down a bit of a personal touch on this entire paragraph, it leaves a bigger impression in my mind.” 

Nella furrowed her brow and listened attentively to Vincent as he  divulged  a  host  of  helpful  studying  techniques.  Zephyr  nodded along to some of them and resolved to put them into practice in his own studies. 

“And  if  there’s  a  word  you  don’t  know,  you  can  always  ask Zeph or me what it means,” Vincent concluded. 

“Yes, Nella. I’ll help however I can,” Zephyr agreed. 

“Thanks,”  the  ranger  mumbled  shyly,  her  gaze  locked  firmly on her lap. “I really appreciate it, the both of you.” 

With that, the three of them bent their minds to learning Spark Ring. It was a fairly challenging process, as Zephyr had anticipated. 

He  didn’t  find  the  instructions  and  diagrams  completely  baffling,  as he figured Nella would, but trying to make sense of them still taxed his mind. 

To his utmost surprise, his codex display popped into view as he ran over the final lines of the page for the third time. 



 New spell acquired! 

 Spark Ring



Nella  and  Vincent  must  have  felt  something  too,  because they turned to look at him, their codex displays floating beside their heads. 

“Well  done,  Zeph.  Looks  like  you  learned  the  spell  first,” 

Vincent  said,  an  admiring  smile  on  his  face.  “And  even  better,  you learned it for us too.” 

Zephyr peered at his codex display and willed it tell him about Spark Ring. 



 Spark Ring (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Conjure lightning cestus (5 minutes) or Conjure ring of sparks (up to 6 feet radius)



He channeled some Tempest ether, moved his mind and lips as  the  Spark  Ring  spell  required,  and  brought  forth  a  gauntlet  of crackling lightning into existence over his left hand. 

“Impressive.”  Nella  nodded,  relief  at  being  spared  further torment  by  the  page  evident  on  her  pale  features.  “I  bet  that  will

come in handy the next time we fight Shadowswarm.” 

“Next  time?”  Vincent  groaned  and  put  his  forehead  on  his desk. “Wasn’t the life-and-death struggle yesterday enough tussling with Shadowswarm for at least a month, if not eighty?” 

“You remember what Avora said, right, about how our Codex of  Ascension  works,”  the  ranger  reminded  him.  “Slaying Shadowswarm  is  how  we  improve  our  magical  skills.  I’m  sure  he wants  to  talk  to  us  tonight  because  he’s  got  plans  involving  us fighting the monsters.” 

Looking  up  from  explaining  several  lines  of  the  Spark  Ring spell to other initiates, Gathras noticed Zephyr’s cestus. The Storm Scion  walked  over  to  the  trio  and  looked  closely  at  the  results  of Zephyr’s spell. 

“Interesting. So that’s one way the spell can unfold when it’s cast  by  someone  without  a  standard  Tempest  Aspect,”  he  mused, before meeting Zephyr’s gaze. “Good work, initiate. Everyone in this room has a significant affinity with Tempest magic, but it appears the Tempest  favors  you  even  more.  Take  the  rest  of  the  class  to  catch your breath.” 

Gathras turned to Vincent and Nella. 

“The two of you carry on,” he instructed, before walking away to address another initiate’s queries. 

“Joke’s on him! I already know Spark Ring, thanks to Zeph.” 

Vincent  grinned  mischievously.  He  angled  his  codex  display  for Zephyr and Nella to see. 



 Spark Ring (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Forge of Wind

 Conjure simple lightning armament (cast with Spark Hammer, 5 minutes) or Conjure ring of sparks (Up to 10 feet radius)



“Hmm. Looks like I’ll have to cast Spark Invocation along with Spark Ring if I want to figure out what a simple lightning armament

is.  But  for  now,  I’ll  just  go  ahead  and  cast  Spark  Ring.”  Vincent gestured in the air and uttered a few words. 

A  Spark  Ring  roiled  into  existence  in  front  of  him,  this  time discreetly kept to a hand-span’s dimensions. From across the lecture hall, Gathras gave Vincent a thumbs-up gesture before returning to his conversation with another initiate. 

Nella brought up her codex display. 



 Spark Ring (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Conjure Shock Snare (simple, 5 feet range, 1 hour duration) or Conjure ring of sparks (Up to 4 feet radius) The  ranger  pointed  at  a  spot  on  the  floor  and  said  a  few casting words. The air a few inches above the floor seemed to flicker momentarily, but there was nothing there, as far as Zephyr could tell. 

Nella  crumpled  a  piece  of  blank  paper  into  a  ball  and  tossed  it  to where she’d pointed. A brisk zapping sound resounded through the lecture hall. The ball of paper fell apart into a small pile of ash. 

“This  is  definitely  going  to  come  in  handy,”  she  said,  a  grin spreading across her face. 

Chapter 8







They  didn’t  learn  any  spells  in  the  next  class,  which  was Theoretical Foundations. It turned out to be a lesson in the history of magic,  wherein  Gathras  recounted  the  founding  of  the  Tempest, Frost, and Inferno Schools and the early careers of their respective first Archmages. 

Gathras  then  outlined  several  classical  approaches  to  spell-casting  established  by  these  Archmages  and  summarized  how they’d  evolved  over  the  eons,  refined  by  the  efforts  of  their successors. 

Growing up in the Wu monastery, Zephyr was used to long, winding  sermons,  but  by  the  end  of  the  first  hour,  even  he  felt  his eyes  glazing  over.  Nella  bore  Gathras’s  teachings  with  stoic sullenness, but it was evident by the vacant look in her eyes that the ranger  had  taken  her  focus  elsewhere  sometime  early  on  in  the lecture. Vincent, in contrast, seemed to relish the entire experience. 

He took beautifully penned notes, the flowing lines of text illustrated by erudite charts, diagrams, and timelines. 

Even the other initiates seemed a bit worn down by Gathras’s droning voice. He might be an accomplished spell-caster, but he was certainly no orator. As his lecture drew to a close, he waved a sheet of paper in the air. 

“This is the reading list for Theoretical Foundations,” he said. 

“By  next  week,  I  expect  all  of  you  to  have  gone  through  items  one through five and taken detailed notes. You can find all these tomes in our archives. Our chief scribe and librarian, Master Ulia, will be more than happy to assist you.” 

“Looks like it’s time for the midday meal,” Zephyr said as they streamed out of lecture hall sixteen, which was so similar to lecture

hall  fourteen  he  wondered  why  they’d  bothered  to  move  in  the  first place. “Thank goodness. Is this what the academies and colleges in the towns and cities are like?” 

“Yes!” Vincent beamed as the trio made their way to the main hall. “Oh, I missed this so much. All the studying, note-taking, and, Ostar bless us, presentations!” 

“Pres…  presentations…?”  Nella  choked  down  a  horrified gasp and swayed on her feet. Zephyr put his hand under her elbow hurriedly  to  steady  her,  but  the  ranger  recovered  her  balance  soon enough, though the look of abject horror on her face spoke for itself. 

“Uh… I don’t know if it’ll come to that,” Zephyr said, recalling Nella’s dislike for eye contact and her awkward body language. “And even  if  there  is  one,  maybe  we  can  do  it  as  a  group,  so  you  don’t have to do any public speaking.” 

“Public…  speaking…!”  Nella  shuddered.  Her  hands  reached out and seized Zephyr and Vincent by their shoulders. Her fingers bit into  Zephyr’s  flesh,  almost  to  the  point  of  pain.  “Pu…  public speaking…? No, no, no…” 

“Hey,  you’re  hurting  me!”  Vincent  brushed  off  the  ranger’s grasp and gave her a sympathetic nod. “Don’t worry. We’ll find some time to help you with that. Public speaking is an important skill if one wishes to have a successful career in polite society.” 

“Do  I  look  like  I  belong  in  polite  society?”  Nella  snarled  and began striding toward the stairwell that would take her to Archmage Xanthus’s  office.  “No,  no,  no.  I  can  fight  Blight-beasts  and Shadowswarm  all  day,  but  this  is  too  much.  I’m  going  to  go  talk  to that  nasty  old  man  again  and  withdraw  myself  from  the  Tempest School.” 

“Nella, wait.” Zephyr hopped into her path. “We are all strong in  some  ways  and  weak  in  others,  but  the  way  of  the  Wu  is  about perfecting what we’re good at and making up for what we’re bad at. 

It’s  a  challenging  road,  one  that  requires  a  lot  of  courage  and patience, but I’ve always thought you had more than enough of both. 

Are you seriously going to prove me wrong?” 

“I  know  what  you’re  doing,  Zephyr!”  Nella  jabbed  him  in  the stomach with the index finger of her right hand. “You’re trying to use reverse psy… pysnometry on me to make me do things I don’t want to do! Druidess Filna does this to me all the time too!” 

“Er. I believe the term is ‘reverse psychology’?” Vincent said. 

“Well,  you’re  always  talking  about  Druidess  Filna  and  what  she’s taught you. I’m sure you want her to be proud of you. Do you think that’s  going  to  happen  if  you  run  away  from  the  Tempest  School now?” 

Nella slumped her shoulders and hung her head. To Zephyr’s surprise, he saw the slightest glimmer of moisture in the corners of her eyes. 

“I  already  ran  away,”  she  muttered.  “From  the  Blight Boundary,  where  Druidess  Filna  and  the  other  rangers  are  fighting every  day  to  hold  the  Blight-beasts  back.  I  should  be  with  them, guarding their backs with my bow and adding my eyes and ears to their senses. Instead, here I am, wearing warm and soft robes, my belly  full  with  enough  food  to  last  any  of  us  two  days.  I  want  to  go back. They need me there.” 

“You   will  go  back,  Nella,”  Zephyr  said,  placing  a  comforting hand  on  her  shoulder.  “And  when  you  do,  you’ll  be  a  master  of Tempest, Frost, and maybe even Inferno magic. I can’t imagine any Blight-beast being a match for you then.” 

“The  Frost  School  is  near  the  Blight  Boundary,  isn’t  it?” 

Vincent pointed out. “Maybe we can sneak out for a visit next year, and you can introduce us to Druidess Filna.” 

Nella wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffed. 

“Yes,  I’d  like  that,”  she  said.  The  trio  stood  in  comfortable silence for a moment before the ranger looked up, her gaze blazing with  resolve.  “And  I  won’t  back  down.  Presentations!  Public speaking!  Bah.  I’ve  slain  a  hundred  Blight-beasts.  Such  things  will not daunt me.” 

“Now  that’s  the  spirit!”  Vincent  cheered,  slapping  Nella heartily in the back, hard enough to stagger her a step forward. His

smile faltered as the ranger looked over her shoulder, her expression laden with promised danger. 

“Uh…  Zeph?  Some  help?”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice squeaked. 

Zephyr wisely took a big step away from Vincent. 

 Our first day of class, and we’ve already learned two spells, he thought, stroking his chin.  That’s a good start. I wonder how many more we’re going to learn over the course of this year. 

“Alright,  let’s  get  something  to  eat,”  he  said.  “We  don’t actually have that much time before the next class begins.” 

Zephyr continued walking, knowing that the other two would catch  up,  as  soon  as  Nella  released  the  headlock  she’d  placed Vincent in. 




* * *

 

Surprisingly  enough,  the  next  class  after  the  midday  meal was  extremely  engaging,  at  least  by  Zephyr’s  estimation.  It  was Introductory  Weapons-Training,  and  it  was  held  in  lecture  hall  ten, which was a spacious room with high ceilings and mirrored walls. 

“Should  have  known  there’d  be  gymnasiums  everywhere,” 

Vincent grumbled, shuffling his feet as Gathras lined all the initiates up and put a wooden pole in each of their hands. 

“The Storm Scions are mage-militants, ever at the forefront of battle against the vile Shadowswarm!” Gathras barked as he paced up and down the line of initiates, many of whom, Suntar and Vincent included,  were  shaking  in  their  robes.  “There  will  be  times  when magic is beyond your reach, when all that you have left to resist the darkness is the steel in your hands!” 

“But  this  isn’t  steel…”  Vincent  began,  proffering  his  wooden pole. 

“Silence!” Gathras roared in his face. He continued pacing as Vincent blinked, his eyes widened with shock. 

“You  alright?”  Zephyr  whispered,  glancing  down  at  the jeweler’s apprentice standing beside him. 

Vincent was still upright, and though he was shaking, it wasn’t nearly  enough  to  drop  his  pole.  Nella  stood  on  his  other  side.  She nudged him sharply in the ribs, making him splutter. 

“Hmm, looks like you’re alright.” Zephyr nodded. 

“It is true that Shadowswarm can only be slain by the touch of Tempest magic,” Gathras continued. “But it is also true that weapons can be skyforged, so that they carry the bite of the Tempest. In the days to come, you will learn the art of skyforging. But right here, right now, you will first learn how to fight for your lives!” 

“Fury  of  Heaven!”  Gathras  roared,  raising  his  own  wooden pole. 

A piercing, feral shriek tore from Nella’s lips as she mirrored Gathras’s  gesture.  It  was   her  battle-cry,  Zephyr  thought,  before correcting himself. No, it wasn’t only hers. It was the battle-cry of the rangers and druids of the Blight Boundary. It was wordless, furious, and  defiance  given  voice.  It  was  also  filled  with  hope,  that  the pending bloodshed might bring peace to the days beyond. 

“Now that’s fighting spirit,” Gathras said, giving the ranger an appreciative nod. “Now, assume your fighting stance. We begin with the  humble  staff,  which  we  can  adorn  with  skyforged  spikes,  but  in the weeks to come, we will draw blades. We will wield axes. We will brandish halberds. And we will learn how to kill with all of them!” 

Zephyr  raised  his  pole  and  fell  into  a  simple  balanced  staff-fighting stance. He was well versed with the quarterstaff, and though it  wasn’t  his  favorite  weapon,  he  was  more  than  confident  he’d  be able to tackle whatever Gathras threw at them today. 

“You.”  The  Storm  Scion  leveled  his  pole  at  Zephyr.  “Step forward.” 

“Sir?” Zephyr asked, walking up to Gathras. The Storm Scion gestured  with  his  thumb  over  his  shoulder  at  the  entrance  to  the lecture hall. 

Master Stalwart had just entered. The Dao monk closed the door  behind  him  and  folded  his  arms.  His  features  were  stern  and unreadable. Worse, his gaze was fixed on Zephyr. 

“We have a guest instructor today, but I figured you’d get the most  out  of  his  instruction,”  Gathras  said,  waving  Master  Stalwart over. He bowed as the Dao monk approached. 

“Good  afternoon,  Master  Gathras,”  Stalwart  said,  returning the Storm Scion’s bow. “I have come, as you requested.” 

“Thank you, Master Stalwart,” Gathras replied, putting a hand on  Zephyr’s  shoulder  and  pushing  him  to  the  Dao  monk.  “He’s  all yours. You have the far end of the hall.” 

“That is more than enough room.” Stalwart bowed once more, his hands clasped before his chest in prayer, then turned and began walking  to  the  other  end  of  the  hall,  where  racks  of  weapons  were arrayed against the walls. 

Zephyr  turned  to  Gathras  and  gave  him  a  questioning  look, but  the  Storm  Scion  merely  waved  impatiently  for  him  to  follow Stalwart.  His  gaze  swung  inadvertently  to  Vincent,  who  mouthed something silently in his direction. 

 Did he just tell me to rest in peace?  Zephyr wondered. 

“Come,  follower  of  Wu,”  Stalwart  rumbled,  pausing  in  his stride but not even bothering to turn around to address Zephyr. “Let us not waste any time.” 

Vincent  drew  his  thumb  across  his  throat  and  mouthed  the same words again. Shaking his head, Zephyr hurried after Stalwart. 

The  Dao  monk  was  studying  a  rack  of  halberds  as  Zephyr approached. Stalwart cast him a sidelong glance. 

“Is the staff your favored weapon?” he asked. 

“No,  sir.  It  is  not,”  Zephyr  replied.  “But  I  am  schooled  in  its use.” 

“I  would  expect  nothing  less  from  one  of  Master  Sora’s disciples.”  Stalwart  picked  up  a  massive  polehammer  in  one  hand, twirled  it  with  frightening  expert  ease,  then  set  it  back  on  its  rack. 

“Well then, what  is your favored weapon? Do you have one, or are you equally skilled in all armaments?” 

“My favored weapon is the saber, sir,” Zephyr said, his gaze darting to the rack that held a collection of swords. 

“Oh?”  Stalwart  strolled  over  to  a  rack  arrayed  with  spiked maces and flails. He picked up a particularly nasty specimen of the former,  with  a  barb-adorned  head  that  looked  like  it  could  rip  a person’s flesh from his bones. “Do you wield the saber singly or as a pair?” 

“Either,” Zephyr replied. 

“Good.  Very  good.”  Stalwart  put  the  mace  down  again  and walked  over  to  a  rack  that  held  a  collection  of  strange  weapons, some of which appeared to be polearms, while others were meant to be  wielded  in  one  hand.  All  of  them  bristled  with  hooks,  spikes, barbs,  and  blades  in  the  most  bizarre  of  ways.  For  a  moment, Zephyr  thought  that  Stalwart  would  pick  up  something  that  looked like  a  cross  between  a  scythe,  a  warhammer,  and  a  fishing  pole. 

Instead, the Dao monk frowned at the rack and spread his hands in evident exasperation. 

“How  are  any  of  these  even  remotely  good  ideas?”  Zephyr heard him mutter under his breath. 

“Do  you  know  how  to  use  a  shield  in  conjunction  with  the saber?” Stalwart asked, walking away from the rack and shaking his head. 

“Yes,  sir.  I  find  a  round,  medium-sized  shield  works  best,” 

Zephyr said. “Buckler-domed with a fist-handle gives me more agility, but  flat  with  forearm  straps  allows  me  to  brace  against  heavy strikes.” 

“I know how to use a shield.” Stalwart pointed at the rack with all  the  swords.  “Put  your  staff  down  and  pick  up  a  saber.  Or  two, whichever  you  prefer.  Shields  are  in  the  cabinet  behind  you,  if  I remember correctly. It’s been nearly a year since I was here.” 

Zephyr obeyed swiftly, selecting a saber from the rack. It was well balanced, and by any measure, a more than adequate weapon, 

apart from its unsharpened edge. But then he didn’t expect anything different from a practice blade. 

He  flung  open  the  wooden  cabinet,  and  sure  enough,  a motley collection of shields were stacked on its cavernous shelves. 

He selected a plain wooden one with a steel rim and looped it over his  left  arm.  Taking  a  deep  breath,  Zephyr  turned  back  to  Stalwart, expecting  the  Dao  monk  to  be  armed  with  one  of  those  strange halberds, warhammers, or spiked flails. 

Instead,  Stalwart  held  only  a  wooden  rod,  just  under  three feet  long.  He  gestured  for  Zephyr  to  step  away  from  the  racks  and out into a more open area of the hall. 

“Let  us  have  a  practice  bout,  follower  of  the  Wu,”  Stalwart said, squaring off against him from twenty paces away. 

 Well, he isn’t even using my name. This is bad. He isn’t angry simply  because  of  what  I  said  to  Lux,  is  he?  That  would  be  really petty of him.  Zephyr gulped nervously, only just remembering Master Sora’s  old  complaints  about  the  pettiness  and  touchiness  of  those who followed the way of the Dao. Still, he clasped his hands before him,  right  fist  against  left  palm  with  his  saber  held  point-down,  and bowed. 

“It  would  be  an  honor,  sir,”  Zephyr  said,  before  falling  into  a fighting stance, shield held up, with blade drawn back in readiness to strike. 

Stalwart took a deep breath, and when he exhaled, his entire frame rippled with tangible power, a sure sign that he’d drawn upon his  internal  energy  and  ascended  to  whichever  level  of  mastery  he had in his chosen martial path. Zephyr recalled that the Dao monks studied  the  Resolute  Sutra,  which  emphasized  boundless aggression  and  dauntless  defense,  combining  two  concepts  that would  seem  irrevocably  at  odds  with  each  other  into  a  fearsome martial  style.  The  Carefree  Sutra,  in  contrast,  exhorted  moderation, versatility, and adaptability. 

 I’m definitely going to need all my wits about me now,  Zephyr thought, drawing upon his internal energy and ascending all the way

to  the  Fourth  Cycle.  It  was  what  he’d  used  to  combat  the Shadowswarm  fiend  on  the  landing  beyond  the  Tempest  School.  It hadn’t  availed  him  much  then,  and,  if  Zephyr  were  to  be  entirely honest  with  himself,  he  didn’t  think  it  would  avail  him  much  now against Master Stalwart. 

 Wait. That’s not right,  Zephyr thought.  I’ve already surpassed all the other senior monks in the Wu monastery, and I’ve won every martial  arts  tournament  in  Tressville  since  I  was  ten,  even  against grown men twice my size. I shouldn’t be worried about Stalwart. He should be worried about me. 

Stalwart  returned  Zephyr’s  salute,  right  fist  against  left  palm with his weapon held point down. The Dao monk bowed, then raised his  rod,  holding  it  casually  before  him  as  if  he  were  shaking  off  an umbrella. 

 He’s  not  going  to  take  me  very  lightly  for  long!  Zephyr charged, covering the distance between him and Stalwart in the blink of  an  eye.  His  saber  lashed  out,  cutting  at  the  Dao  monk’s  throat, only for its arc to rise above Stalwart’s head, then dip once his body was clear of its path, so that the blade caught nothing but air. 

Zephyr  felt  a  subtle  pressure  on  his  blade  and  realized  that Stalwart  had  simply  placed  the  tip  of  his  rod  against  the  flat underside  of  the  saber  and  pushed  upward,  redirecting  part  of  the cut’s  path.  Zephyr  flicked  his  wrist  sharply,  bucking  Stalwart’s weapon  from  his  blade,  before  lifting  the  saber  and  hacking  down with it, aiming for the Dao monk’s left shoulder. 

Once again, a slight, near imperceptible pressure pushed the descent  of  his  blade  from  its  intended  arc,  but  Zephyr  now  knew what to look for. He loosened his grip on his saber and allowed the pressure of Stalwart’s weapon to flip the blade upside-down. He then rotated  his  right  hand  about  his  wrist,  catching  the  upturned  hilt, before  bringing  his  saber  into  an  upward  cut,  its  edge  streaking toward the Dao monk’s chin. 

Stalwart  smiled  coldly.  His  right  hand  flashed,  and  Zephyr barely  managed  to  bring  his  shield  around  to  intercept  the  rod’s

thrust toward his chest. The tip of the Dao monk’s weapon struck the upper left corner of Zephyr’s shield, at just the right angle and with just the right amount of force to unbalance him and ruin the sweep of his blade. Zephyr’s saber caught empty air once more, its tip passing barely an inch from Stalwart’s nose. 

Zephyr stumbled back, trying to bring his feet into the intricate footwork of the Carefree Stride, but this time, it was Stalwart’s turn to take to the offense. The Dao monk advanced and thrust out with his rod.  Zephyr  blocked  with  his  shield,  rolling  his  wrist  to  deflect  the blow and ruin the rebound of the weapon, so that Stalwart couldn’t repurpose its momentum to fuel another strike. 

The Dao monk wasn’t daunted. Instead, he strode implacably forward and thrust out again, forcing Zephyr into another block and stalling  him  from  bringing  his  Carefree  Stride  into  play.  And  then once more, Stalwart’s rod crashed against Zephyr’s shield. 

Grunting with effort and concentration, Zephyr planted a foot behind him and cut out with his saber, determined to stop Stalwart in his  tracks.  The  Dao  monk  simply  redirected  the  blade  once  more. 

His riposte with the staff slammed into Zephyr’s hastily raised shield. 

Stalwart  swept  his  lead  foot  forward  in  a  low,  half-moon  arc that  placed  his  heel  behind  that  of  Zephyr’s  lead  leg.  An  abrupt, hooking  sweep  from  the  Dao  monk  had  Zephyr  stumbling  forward. 


Zephyr  went  with  the  flow,  throwing  his  entire  body  into  a  forward, diving roll. 

He  rolled  once  across  the  floor,  then  flipped  to  his  feet, bringing  his  saber  and  shield  to  bear,  only  for  Stalwart’s  rod  to  tap him  gently  on  the  head.  The  Dao  monk  had  simply  walked  after Zephyr while he was acrobatically rolling across the floor, closed the distance before he could recover, and then struck. 

Zephyr lowered his weapon and shield, took a step back, and bowed. 

“Victory is yours, sir,” he said. 

“Victory? Nonsense,” Stalwart replied. “We have only begun. 

Ready yourself, follower of the Wu.” 

The Dao monk raised his rod once more, his expression grim and pitiless. 

Zephyr sighed and brought his saber to bear once more. 

They  sparred  for  nearly  two  hours.  By  the  end  of  it,  Zephyr was  breathing  hard  and  sweating  through  his  robes,  while  Stalwart had  only  just  begun  to  show  the  first  signs  of  exertion:  a  bead  of sweat at his right temple. 

The  Dao  monk  lowered  his  rod  and  looked  over  Zephyr’s shoulder.  Zephyr  followed  his  gaze.  The  other  initiates,  except  for Nella  and—surprisingly  enough,  Vincent—were  piled  all  across  the floor,  groaning  exhaustedly.  Nella  whirled  and  struck  with  her  pole, smoothly imitating Gathras’s movements, who was demonstrating a series  of  basic  offensive  and  defensive  sequences.  Vincent  did  the same, though with much less success. Still, the jeweler’s apprentice handled  his  weapon  with  furious  gusto,  and  his  eyes  blazed  with resolve. 

“Master Gathras is finishing up, so that’s all the time we have for  today,”  Stalwart  announced.  The  Dao  monk  strode  over  to  the rack  holding  the  maces  and  flails  and  placed  his  rod  back  into  the slot where he’d taken it from. “Return your equipment, follower of the Wu.” 

Nodding, Zephyr did so, doing his best to catch his breath in the  process.  When  he  was  done,  he  walked  up  to  Stalwart  and bowed. 

“Thank you for your guidance, sir,” he said. 

“You’re welcome,” Stalwart replied. 

Zephyr  looked  at  the  Dao  monk  for  several  moments  more until Stalwart spoke again. 

“What  is  it?”  Stalwart  asked.  “If  you  have  something  to  say, then say it, follower of the Wu.” 

“Oh,  I  just  thought  you  had  further  instruction  for  me.  Some pointers, maybe,” Zephyr said. 

“I don’t.” Stalwart frowned. “Your Master has trained you well. 

I have no instruction to give you. For as long as I’m here, we shall spend this class sparring, so that you might hone your skills.” 

Zephyr  nodded,  then  bowed  again.  “Thank  you.  I  really appreciate it. Back at the monastery, Master Sora was the only one who could keep up with me in sparring. It would be nice to have the same here, too.” 

“Yes, it would be nice.” The ghost of a smile danced across Stalwart’s lips. “And fun.” 

The Dao monk gestured to the initiates, who were now, with the exception of Nella and Vincent, being screamed at by Gathras. 

The Storm Scion was calling them all sorts of names, with “maggots” 

being the most frequent word that rolled from his lips. 

“Rejoin  your  fellow  initiates,  follower  of  the  Wu,”  Stalwart instructed. “We shall do this again, soon.” 

The  Dao  monk  nodded  to  Gathras,  then  left,  striding  across the  hall  and  to  the  exit.  Zephyr  walked  over  to  Nella  and  Vincent, rolling his shoulders and stretching his neck as he did so. 

“Wow.  That  Dao  monk  really  worked  you  over,  didn’t  he?” 

Vincent said. The jeweler’s apprentice was drenched in sweat, and his breath came in harsh gasps, which was a lot more than could be said about the rest of the initiates, who were groaning, weeping, and struggling  to  climb  to  their  feet  while  Gathras  heaped  insults  upon them. 

“Are you hurt?” Nella asked. 

“No. Master Stalwart landed more than five dozen clean hits on me, but none of them carried any force,” Zephyr said. “The only thing that has taken a beating is my ego.” 

“Eh.  You  could  do  with  a  little  humbling  anyway,  Mister  tall, dark, and muscular,” Vincent grumbled. 

“I  definitely  could,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “I  take  too  much  pride  in my  martial  skills,  and  I  have  to  keep  in  mind  that  there  is  always

someone better than me out there. But enough about that. You were working hard, Vincent. Good for you!” 

“Yeah,  well.  I’ve  got  to  get  good  at  this  fighting  stuff,  right? 

Especially with weapons and whatnot.” Vincent gestured to the exit through  which  Stalwart  had  disappeared.  “Otherwise,  how  am  I going to impress Miss Jade’s uncle when I ask for her hand? Look, here’s  my  plan.  I’m  going  to  become  an  elemental  master,  then  an expert martial artist with your coaching, Zephyr. Then I’m going to go hunt some Blight-beasts with Nella, which would make me famous. 

After that, there’s no way she’d be able to resist me, right?” 

“Wrong,” Nella snapped. 

Chapter 9







Much to Zephyr’s relief, it turned out that the Tempest School did  have  spacious  bathing  chambers  and  lavatories,  along  with  a laundry area, replete with soap, scrubbing boards, and funnels set in the walls from which fresh water flowed. He wondered briefly about the  latter,  before  attributing  it  to  the  magic  that  had  obviously  been used to construct the Tempest School. 

“We’d better get going, Zeph,” Vincent said. “The next class is going to start soon.” 

“Alright,”  Zephyr  replied,  straightening  his  fresh  set  of  robes and savoring how it felt against his hastily washed skin. Holding his dirty  laundry  in  a  bundle  under  his  arm,  he  followed  Vincent,  and they walked out of the bathing area reserved for men. 

Nella was already in the corridor outside, her red hair hanging loose from its braid about her shoulders. She pulled its damp ends from  her  face  and  bound  it  behind  her  neck  in  a  simple  ponytail, before averting her gaze and blushing. 

“What?” she demanded. 

“Huh?” Zephyr asked, utterly puzzled. 

“You’re  staring.  The  both  of  you,”  the  ranger  said.  “What  is it?” 

“Oh.”  Zephyr  scratched  the  back  of  his  head  as  he  realized that Nella was right. He had indeed been staring. For a moment, with her  cheeks  freshly  scrubbed  and  her  hair  free  from  its  warlike bindings,  the  ranger  looked  very  different  indeed.  “I’m  sorry.  It’s nothing. You just look refreshed.” 

“Refreshed?  Put  some  rouge  on  her  cheeks,  a  little  bit  of eyeshadow,  and  maybe  some  color  on  her  lips,  then  throw  in  a tasteful pair of silver earrings or an emerald pendant, and she’d be

winning every beauty pageant in the capitol!” Vincent said, his eyes wide. 

The color brightened in Nella’s cheeks. 

“Stop…  stop  it,”  she  said,  though  it  was  evident  Vincent’s compliments didn’t displease her. 

“I  can  picture  the  pendant  right  now,  actually,”  the  jeweler’s apprentice continued, tracing his fingers absently in the air. Tendrils of lightning trailed in the wake of his movements, coalescing into an intricate pendant of cobalt radiance, with an electrical gemstone set in its heart. 

“That’s beautiful, Vincent,” Zephyr said, his eyes widening in awe. 

Vincent  himself  was  a  bit  taken  aback  by  what  he’d  just created. He took the pendant crafted from Tempest magic in his right hand and handed it to Nella. 

“Go on,” he said. “Put it on.” 

At  an  evident  loss  for  words,  the  ranger  did  so,  unclasping the  delicate  catch  in  its  back  and  looping  the  piece  of  electrical jewelry  around  her  neck.  It  stayed  there  for  a  moment,  before dissipating into motes of cobalt light. 

“Hmm.” Vincent stroked his chin. “I lost my concentration for a moment there. I think that’s why it fell apart.” 

“It was nice,” Nella said quietly, her gaze firmly on the floor. “I liked it.” 

“I’m  glad  you  did.”  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  beamed.  “I’ll make  one  for  you  out  of  silver  next  time,  after  I  get  a  new  set  of tools, a silver ingot or two, and a small emerald. Then all I need is a forge, which I’m sure this place has, with all the weapons we saw in that gymnasium.” 

“But… isn’t that going to be very costly?” the ranger asked. 

“I’m  sure  Caruthas  reborn  can  afford  such  trifles.”  Vincent thumped  his  chest  and  cackled.  He  nudged  Zephyr  with  his  elbow. 

“Think about it, Zeph. We’re the Hero of Light. It only just sank in for

me.  Wealth  and  fame  await.  I  can  make  Nella  any  number  of pendants, earrings, or bangles she wants. Ostar’s teeth, she can buy them  all  herself  if  she  so  desires,  because  she’s  Caruthas  reborn too.” 

“I  don’t  know  about  the  wealth  and  fame,”  Zephyr  replied. 

“But the Hero of Light spent his entire life fighting the Shadowswarm, and he even died slaying the Elemental Anathema. If we are indeed Caruthas reborn, I don’t see why we wouldn’t share his fate.” 

“Huh.”  Vincent  frowned  in  evident  annoyance.  “And  here  I thought you Wu monks were a cheerful and carefree lot. Thanks for raining on my parade. Can’t you be a little bit more optimistic?” 

“You’re  right,  Vincent.”  Zephyr  clasped  the  jeweler’s apprentice  on  the  shoulder.  “I  shouldn’t  be  assuming  the  worst. 

Maybe I’m just a bit overwhelmed at the notion that we are the Hero of  Light’s  reincarnation.  The  teachings  of  the  Wu  have  never mentioned anything like this. Still, even though things didn’t end well for Caruthas, maybe together, we can figure out how to do better.” 

“Well  said,  Zephyr.”  Nella  nodded.  She  reached  out  and tugged shyly on Vincent’s sleeve. “And thank you, Vincent.” 

“You’re  very  welcome,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  replied,  a bright smile spreading across his face. “Alright, we’d better get to the next class. I think it’s starting in only a few minutes.” 

As  they  made  their  way  to  the  lecture  halls,  Zephyr  thought back  to  the  battle  against  the  Shadowswarm  fiend,  where  Vincent had  created  an  improvised  lightning  arrow  that  Nella  had  used  to slay the monster. Perhaps that was the role he could take in battle, manifesting  weapons  anathema  to  Shadowswarm  creatures  while Zephyr  fought  at  the  forefront  and  Nella  worked  her  bow,  with  all three of them using their respective spells at opportune times. Either way,  if  they  were  going  to  be  fighting  Shadowswarm,  they  would need to establish some rudimentary strategy and tactics. 

 That’s  something  else  worth  discussing  with  Avora,  I  guess, he thought.  Or maybe even with Gathras. 

Lecture hall six was laid out differently from the ones where they  had  Fundamental  Channeling  and  Theoretical  Foundations. 

Instead of tiered benches, the strangely vast room sported an array of broad, standing tables, each of them not entirely unlike a painter’s easel, since their surfaces were tilted at a sloped angle. 

Gathras  gestured  to  a  long  bench  at  the  front  of  the  lecture hall. Glass jars were lined up along its length, and a paper box filled with quills sat at its end. 

“Pick up an inkwell and quill,” Gathras said, before pointing at an  open  cabinet  against  the  wall.  “Then  grab  one,  and  only  one, sheet  of  luminous  parchment,  there.  After  that,  take  one  of  the scribing  desks.  And  by  the  Infinite  Skies,  Initiate  Suntar,  if  you  ask me if I meant for you to  literally take one of the tables, I will kick your colon through your nostrils.” 

A  few  minutes  of  confused  shuffling  and  fumbling  followed, but eventually, Zephyr found himself standing in front of a table, with a sheet of parchment rolled out over its surface and pinned flat at the corners. Vincent took the table to his left, while Nella took the one to his right. 

“Look  at  this.”  Gathras  pointed  to  a  sheet  of  parchment pinned open across a board at the front of the hall. A strange glyph adorned its surface, drawn in black ink. “This is a minor inscription. 

When it is written on luminous parchment, you get a minor inscription talisman, which has the ability to hold a single simple Tempest magic spell. One example of a spell that can work with this talisman would be Spark Ring, which we just went over today.” 

“As  all  of  you  now  know,  casting  a  spell  means  taking  the time to channel some ether and go through the words, gestures, and all,” the Storm Scion continued. “If you have a talisman, such as this, all  you  need  to  do  is  utter  its  command  word,  and  the  spell  will  be cast.  The  talisman  will  be  consumed  in  the  process,  becoming  a magically inert piece of parchment.” 

Zephyr  peered  closely  at  the  glyph.  It  wasn’t  nearly  as complicated  as  the  ones  he’d  seen  on  the  Ascent  of  Wind,  and  he

felt  that  with  a  little  concentration  and  effort,  he  would  be  able  to replicate it on his sheet of parchment. He fidgeted with his quill, but before he could reach for his inkwell, Gathras spoke again. 

“This glyph was inscribed larger so that it can be seen more easily. You wouldn’t carry a sheet of parchment as large as this into battle  against  Shadowswarm,  after  all.  Actual  inscription  talismans are much smaller.” The Storm Scion waved a sheet of paper in his hand.  “You  will  find  this  page  amidst  the  stack  of  documents  you received  this  morning.  It  contains  copies  of  Tempest  magic inscriptions,  dutifully  prepared  by  our  scribes.  There  are  also  two other  pages.  The  first  contains  all  twenty  minor  inscriptions,  the second ten intermediate ones, and the third a single greater one. For now, we’ll just concentrate on the first page. By the end of the year, you will need to be able to reproduce them from memory.” 

Zephyr  shuffled  through  the  papers  Gathras  had  handed  to him and found the pages the Storm Scion had mentioned. The minor inscriptions seemed simple enough, but the intermediate ones were baffling. The greater one was extremely complex. A dull ache began to build behind his eyes as he tried to trace its interweaving lines and complicated swirls. 

 Well, maybe with practice and study, I’ll get better at this,  he thought,  returning  to  the  page  with  the  minor  inscriptions.  Each  of them had been neatly laid out across the paper in tidy, penciled-off rectangles. Zephyr glanced down at his table. Sure enough, the tray beneath it contained a charcoal pencil and a wooden ruler. 

“Portion off your luminous parchment as demonstrated on this page,”  Gathras  said  predictably.  “And  then  let’s  try  inscribing  this particular one behind me. It’s the second one from the left on the first row of your copy. If you mess up on one portion of your parchment, try again on the next.” 

The  inscription  process  was  more  difficult  than  Zephyr  had thought. His first attempt resulted in a completely garbled mess. His second was slightly better, but still utterly unlike the glyph. The third resembled  some  kind  of  strange  beetle,  which  had  him  scratching

the  back  of  his  head  in  confusion  at  just  how  he’d  managed  to produce such an abomination in ink. 

He  glanced  at  Vincent.  Unsurprisingly,  the  jeweler’s apprentice  had  no  trouble  replicating  the  inscription,  his  parchment filled  with  twenty  perfect  copies  of  the  glyph.  Zephyr  looked  to  his right. Nella seemed to be doing just fine as well, already on her fifth accurate glyph and with only two prior failures. 

A codex display flashed into view, then. 



 Tempest  glyph  inscription  skill  level  increased  (25/25

 minor inscriptions completed)

 Current level: Initiate

 + 10% to inscription speed and accuracy

 + 10% efficacy to inscribed spell



Zephyr  blinked,  more  than  a  little  confused.  It  seemed  that the Codex of Ascension tracked the progress of their various magical skills too, which was entirely consistent with what Avora had said. He took  another  swift  count  of  the  glyphs  on  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s parchments. 

 Twenty-five  of  them.  Does  that  mean  that  we  all  jointly contribute  to  the  improvement  of  our  skills?   Zephyr  attempted another  inscription.  This  time,  the  process  went  noticeably  more smoothly, and he ended up with a passable copy of the glyph. 



 Tempest glyph inscription skill: Initiate

 +10% to inscription speed and accuracy

 + 10% efficacy to inscribed spell

 Progress to next level:

 1/250 minor inscriptions

 0/25 intermediate inscriptions completed



Nella  and  Vincent  had  noticed  the  codex  display  too.  Nella scrawled another inscription onto her parchment. 



 Progress to next level:

 2/250 minor inscriptions

 0/25 intermediate inscriptions completed



 Well,  that  confirms  it,   Zephyr  thought  uneasily.  I  can  get better at this simply by having either one of them do the work. I’m not sure I like that idea. I’d rather improve through my own efforts. 

“Hey, Zephyr,” Nella said, her gaze flickering momentarily to the mess on Zephyr’s parchment. “I know what you’re thinking. You shouldn’t worry about leeching off our work. You learned Spark Ring more  quickly  than  either  of  us,  which  resulted  in  Vincent  and  I knowing that spell as well. We’re all good at different things, so we can all help each other in different ways.” 

“Exactly!”  Vincent  added.  “We  should  try  to  learn  Tempest magic  as  quickly  as  possible,  whatever  it  takes.  We’re  only  for  a year, remember? And if we are who His Excellency says we are, it’s our  duty  to  learn  all  the  magic,  so  that  we  can  bring  Caruthas’s elemental mastery back to the realm once more.” 

“Yes,”  Nella  agreed.  “Shadowswarm  and  Blight-beasts  still threaten humanity. We have a duty to fight them at our best.” 

“I  understand.”  Zephyr  nodded.  It  didn’t  seem  fair  that  he, Nella, and Vincent would have so many advantages over the other initiates in learning Tempest magic, but improving their ability to fight monsters and protect other people was far more important. 

“Still,  there’s  nothing  wrong  with  me  getting  my  own inscription practice in,” he said, picking up his quill once more. 

After  two  hours,  Gathras  checked  every  initiate’s  work.  He gave  some  of  the  initiates  approving  nods,  and  he  berated  others who  produced  disasters  through  carelessness  or  inattention.  The initiates  who  truly  had  trouble  received  some  advice,  an  up-close

demonstration,  and  exhortations  to  practice  more.  Zephyr  fell  into that  last  group,  though  Gathras  did  approve  of  at  least  five  of  his attempts. 

“Cut  out  your  successful  inscriptions,”  the  Storm  Scion instructed.  “Then  clear  away  any  scraps  into  the  bin  at  the  corner. 

After that, give me your inscriptions. I will keep them in this lecture hall.  Tomorrow,  we  will  try  to  infuse  them  with  Spark  Ring,  which means you will need to learn the spell by then.” 

When  all  the  initiates  had  handed  their  inscriptions  over, Gathras clapped his hands sharply. 

“That’s it for classes today. Dismissed!” he announced, before pointing  to  the  trio.  “Except  for  you  three.  You  know  where  you’re supposed to be, so get to it.” 

The  initiates  began  filing  out  of  the  lecture  hall,  chattering amongst themselves. 

“Thank  you,  sir,”  Zephyr  said,  walking  up  to  Gathras.  “I learned a lot today.” 

“You’re very welcome, initiate.” The Storm Scion smiled as he nodded to the lecture hall’s doorway. Luxana was there, waiting for them.  “Looks  like  your  escort  is  here.  You’d  best  be  on  your  way. 

Venn hates it when initiates are late to her class.” 

“How was it?” Luxana asked as the trio approached her. The senior initiate was a bit less upbeat and cheerful, but she still wore a smile on her face. 

 We’re all a bit tired after the day’s classes,  Zephyr thought. “It went well for us,” he said. “We learned Spark Ring, and you just saw us finish our first session of inscribing.” 

“And  now  you’re  going  to  have  your  first  session  of conjurations,” the senior initiate said, gesturing for them to follow her. 

“It’s in lecture hall eight on the third floor, so come along now.” 

Luxana  looped  her  arm  through  Zephyr’s  as  he  fell  in  step beside her, with Nella and Vincent following behind. 

“Are  you  alright,  Zeph?”  she  asked.  “Uncle  didn’t  bully  you too badly, did he? If he did, I’ll yell at him later.” 

“No,  not  at  all!”  Zephyr  replied  frantically.  “Master  Stalwart didn’t hurt me at all. I enjoyed sparring with him.” 

“You  know,  I’m  a  bit  of  a  martial  artist  myself.”  Luxana  shot him one of her mischievous winks. “Maybe we can spar sometime. 

Or you can give me a pointer or two.” 

“Heh.  Pointer?  Maybe  a  point.”  Nella  snorted.  “Something pointy.” 

“Huh? What’s the joke?” Vincent asked. “I don’t get it.” 

Zephyr  resisted  the  urge  to  roll  his  eyes.  He  understood Nella’s snide and unexpectedly crass remark, and he was surprised Vincent  didn’t.  Perhaps  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  was  much  more obtuse  than  even  a  lay  disciple  of  the  Wu  and  a  ranger  from  the Blight  Boundary  were  regarding  exchanges  between  men  and women. 

“Of  course,”  he  said  to  Luxana,  ignoring  Nella’s  snide guffaws.  “I’d  be  happy  to.  Have  you  studied  the  Resolute  Sutra  as well?” 

“A  bit.”  Luxana  chuckled  and  feigned  a  playful  punch  at Zephyr. “Enough to give you a few bruises, that’s for sure.” 

Zephyr seriously doubted that, but he nodded and smiled. 

“Great. We’ll find some time to spar, then,” he said. 

Luxana  beamed  and  squeezed  his  arm,  making  his  pulse pound  and  his  thoughts  race  straight  to  the  refuge  offered  by  the Mind Cleansing inner form. 



Chapter 10







To Zephyr’s surprise, lecture hall eight on the third floor was a vast open-air courtyard, with a grassy field, stone benches laid out in a  row,  and  a  dozen  or  so  shrubs  lining  its  walls.  The  vegetation wasn’t  particularly  lush,  since  warmth  was  scant  upon  Mount Baltros’s summit, even in the middle of summer. 

Still,  being  out  in  the  open  was  a  welcome  change  from spending the whole day within the gloomy corridors and halls of the Tempest School. 

The  other  senior  initiates  were  already  there,  seated  on  the stone benches before Master Venn. They cast curious glances at the trio as they approached. 

“Just  in  time.  Good,”  Master  Venn  said.  The  Storm  Scion looked  worn  out,  with  dark  rings  beneath  her  eyes.  Zephyr  noticed quickly  how  her  gaze  darted  this  way  and  that,  as  if  she  were constantly  looking  for  avenues  to  escape.  He’d  seen  such mannerisms before, when he and Master Sora tended to the wounds of those recovered from bandit or marauder raids. Such individuals, men and women both, were never quite themselves, even after they recovered from their physical injuries. 

“Thank  you,  Initiate  Jade,  for  bringing  them  here,”  Master Venn continued, tilting her head appreciatively to Luxana. 

“You’re  welcome,  Master  Venn,”  Lux  replied,  bowing.  She ushered the trio onto a stone bench, then took a seat beside Zephyr. 

“Let us begin.” Venn cleared her throat. “Most of you already know  what  conjurations  are,  but  for  the  sake  of  our  guests  at  the Tempest school this year, I’ll briefly go over them again. Conjurations can  be  compared  to  enchantments.  In  other  words,  they  are  spells that  last  for  an  extended,  but  ultimately  limited,  amount  of  time  but

are also bound to a specific location. Enchantments, in contrast, are usually permanent and can be bound to a location or an item. This means  that  enchantments  are  also  more  powerful  and  versatile, since  you  can  carry  enchanted  items  around.  Why,  then,  do  we bother with conjurations?” 

The  Storm  Scion  pointed  to  a  senior  initiate,  a  pale  young woman with curly dark hair. 

“Enchantments  are  much  more  complex,  and  casting  them requires the expenditure of costly reagents and the consumption of the enchanter’s personal strength, be it life-force or magical power,” 

the senior initiate answered dutifully. 

“Correct. Well done, Initiate Steyra. Some common reagents include diamond dust or thrice-beaten platinum. Others are specific organs  or  body  parts  from  Blight-beasts  or  wyrm-spawn,  which  are very  difficult  and  dangerous  to  obtain.  And  enchantment  spells  are very  difficult  to  learn  and  cast,  often  requiring  a  decade  or  more  of dedicated study to accomplish the former and at least a coterie of six or more fully trained Storm Scions to pull off the latter.” Master Venn paced around on the grass as she spoke, her hands tucked behind the small of her back. 

“Conjurations aren’t simple spells by any means, but they can be  cast  spontaneously  by  a  single  mage,  and  most  of  them  don’t require  any  reagents,”  the  Storm  Scion  continued.  “This  class focuses  on  Shadow-bane  conjurations,  which  are  the  only  type  of conjurations  you  will  learn  in  the  Tempest  school,  since  we  don’t have time to teach you any others before you must take your place on the northern battlelines. We never have time. We—” 

Master Venn coughed into her fist and looked away, but not before  Zephyr  caught  a  flicker  of  panic  flashing  through  her  eyes. 

For  a  moment,  the  Storm  Scion’s  gaze  had  been  directed somewhere far away in both place and time. Zephyr thought again of the  marauder  survivors.  Thoughts  of  whatever  had  happened  to them  in  captivity  plagued  their  minds  and  trapped  their consciousness in memories of horror and pain at inopportune times. 

When  this  happened,  they  always  seemed  to  be  looking  at somewhere and some time that didn’t exist, just like Master Venn. 

Zephyr  glanced  at  Vincent  and  Luxana,  but  they  appeared unperturbed,  completely  oblivious  to  Venn’s  mannerisms.  Perhaps they didn’t recognize the implications of the Storm Scion’s behavior, because  they  didn’t  recognize  the  behavior  itself.  Nella  caught  his eye  when  he  turned  to  her.  The  ranger  didn’t  meet  his  gaze,  as always, but she did nod her head slightly in acknowledgment. Nella had evidently encountered more than one survivor of pain and horror along the Blight-Boundary. 

“Shadow-bane  conjurations  are  the  simplest  type  of conjurations.  All  they  do  is  create  a  barrier  that  hurts  any Shadowswarm entity it touches,” the Storm Scion continued. “Lesser Shadowswarm  creatures  will  be  unwilling  to  pass  through  a  basic shadow-bane  conjuration,  but  they  might  be  forced  to  do  so  by greater  ones.  Even  then,  a  basic  conjuration  can  hurt  lesser Shadowswarm entities enough to outright destroy them.” 

Venn  nodded  to  a  senior  initiate  seated  at  the  front  row,  a youth with his hair cropped close to his scalp. He began passing out sheets of paper to everyone else. 

“What I am handing out are the two simple variants of minor shadow-bane conjuration spells,” Venn explained. “The first creates a  spherical  conjuration.  You  can  cast  it  on  yourself  so  that  it functions as a protective bubble, for lack of a better word, or upon a Shadowswarm entity to hold it in place. However, lesser entities will often  choose  self-destruction  over  captivity,  which  means  they  will push through the conjuration and perish in the process.” 

Venn raised her hand and uttered a few words. A sphere of cobalt  light  appeared  around  her,  encasing  her  form.  Its  surface roiled with tendrils of lightning. She gestured again, and the sphere expanded a few inches. 

“You  can  vary  the  dimensions  of  this  conjuration,”  she  said. 

“The more ether you pour into its casting, the more potent it will be, 

though  a  minor  one  such  as  this  has  an  upper  limit  in  strength. 

Initiate Jade. What do I mean by this?” 

“That  an  intermediate  conjuration  with  the  least  amount  of ether  possible  invested  in  its  casting  will  still  be  stronger  than  a minor  conjuration  cast  with  the  greatest  possible  amount  of  ether, Master Venn,” Lux replied. 

“Correct.”  Venn  dismissed  her  conjuration.  She  pointed  her finger  away  from  the  benches,  at  an  empty  space  upon  the  grassy field. Unintelligible words left her lips, and a wall of dancing lightning appeared,  half  again  as  tall  as  she  was  and  stretching  roughly  ten strides  across.  The  Storm  Scion  gestured  again,  and  the  lightning wall widened, then narrowed. 

“This is the other variant, a simple wall,” Venn said. “You can use this when fighting in enclosed areas, such as a narrow tunnel or corridor. Or you can cast together with another Storm Scion to create a wider barrier. This allows you to shape the terrain upon a field of battle, funneling Shadowswarm into positions where your allies can better confront them with other spells or skyforged weapons.” 

Zephyr looked down at the conjuration spell which Nella had passed  to  him  a  moment  ago.  Neither  of  its  variants  seemed  too complex.  The  ranger  was  squinting  hard  at  the  lines  scrawled  all over the sheet of paper, while Vincent was scratching his head as he swept his gaze over the spell. 

“That’s  a  basic  conjuration?”  Luxana  muttered  under  her breath, her eyes wide. “This will take me a few days to learn.” 

Venn  must  have  heard  what  she  said  because  the  Storm Scion nodded and pointed to her. 

“That  is  correct,  Initiate  Jade.  The  Shadow-bane  conjuration class is meant for senior initiates because they have already had a chance to hone their overall magical skills over the course of a year,” 

Venn said, before pointedly sweeping her gaze over the trio. “Which is a lot more than can be said for some others.” 

“It is the final class of the day for most of you, so take the rest of  this  time  to  start  learning  the  spell.  Feel  free  to  disperse

throughout  this  courtyard  as  you  conduct  your  self-study,”  she continued.  “Subsequent  sessions  of  this  class  will  consist  of  more self-study, until the end of this week, where you will be expected to be  able  to  cast  at  least  one  variant  of  a  minor  shadow-bane conjuration. Alright. That’s it from me for today. Carry on, initiates.” 

The  initiates  dispersed  within  the  courtyard,  with  Luxana trailing after the trio instead of going off with some of her peers. 

“Can’t stay away?” Nella teased her, with a pointed sidelong glance at Zephyr. 

“Yes!”  Luxana  said,  mirroring  the  ranger’s  glance  in  a deliberate  and  exaggerated  manner.  The  two  women  chuckled, leaving  Zephyr  shaking  his  head  in  exasperation  and  Vincent scratching his in confusion. 

“I  don’t  get  it,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  grumbled.  “I  know there’s a joke here, but what is it?” 

“It isn’t really a joke,” Zephyr tried to explain, before stumbling over his words when Luxana shot him another long-lashed wink and a smile. “It’s… never mind. I’m not sure I get it either.” 

At  the  end  of  the  day,  Zephyr  was  not  a  Wu  monk,  and everyone  at  the  monastery  had  made  every  effort  to  remind  him  of that fact, going so far as to ensure that he interacted regularly with women of all ages. Winning the martial arts tournaments at Tressville had resulted in him being swamped by enthusiastic female admirers every time, yet Master Sora had never made any effort to extricate him from such situations. 

“You’ve  got  to  learn  how  to  talk  to  girls,”  the  Wu  monk  had repeatedly told him. “The vows will wait, should you ever decide to take them. Or they will not, should you decide not to.” 

And  Zephyr  had  dutifully  acquiesced,  which  meant  that  he was no stranger to talking with women. Still, as he saw the strange, secret  smiles  Nella  and  Luxana  exchanged  with  each  other,  he realized that he would never understand them. He had a better shot at  mastering  Tempest,  Frost,  and  Inferno  magic  in  their  entireties first. 

The  trio  and  Luxana  found  a  quiet  spot  in  the  courtyard, where  the  grass  seemed  softer,  and  sat  down.  Zephyr  looked  over the  shadow-bane  conjuration  spell  once  more,  focusing  on  its instructions and running his mind through the diagrammed patterns and concepts detailed upon the page. As he did so, he channeled a minuscule  amount  of  Tempest  ether  and  put  them  through  practice runs of the spell. 

Zephyr  decided  to  focus  on  the  wall  variant  of  the  shadow-bane  conjuration  first.  He  didn’t  think  the  Shadowswarm  fiend  he’d fought  on  the  landing  would  have  been  kept  at  bay  by  a  spherical conjuration.  But  if  it  had  to  walk  its  way  through  a  wall  of  Tempest magic,  or  ten,  the  monster  would  have  been  far  less  mobile  and deadly. 

Tempest  ether  danced  across  his  fingertips  as  his  mind raced. Vincent and Nella were chatting with Luxana, but their voices were distant and tinny behind his veil of concentration. Abruptly, his codex display flickered into view. 

  

 New spell acquired! 

  

 Minor Shadow-bane Barrier (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Conjure Shadow-bane Barrier (10 feet wide, 8 feet tall) Zephyr  blinked  in  surprise.  Luxana  had  mentioned  that  she would  need  days  to  learn  this  spell;  he’d  done  so  in  just  over  an hour. Vincent and Nella turned to him in unison, their eyes wide with wonder. 

“Ostar’s teeth, Zeph!” the jeweler’s apprentice cried. “Are you serious? Did you really just do that?” 

“That does make things a lot easier, though.” Nella sighed in relief and chuckled ruefully. “I was dreading having to read all those words.” 

“What are you talking about?” Luxana asked. 

 Right.  Lux  doesn’t  know  anything  about  the  Codex  of Ascension,  and  she  definitely  can’t  see  our  codex  displays.  Zephyr grinned,  pointed  his  fingers  at  a  bare  patch  of  empty  grass,  and brought forth a wall of crackling Tempest magic. 

Cries  of  surprise  and  amazement  arose  throughout  the courtyard  as  the  scattered  initiates  saw  Zephyr’s  shadow-bane conjuration. 

“Wow!  That’s  amazing,  Zeph!”  Luxana  cried.  “You  learned that spell so quickly!” 

“It  wasn’t  a  very  easy  spell  to  learn,  but  I  didn’t  think  that  it was that hard either,” Zephyr mused as he released his conjuration, letting the Tempest barrier dissipate. 

Venn  stalked  over,  a  disbelieving  expression  on  her  face. 

Before  Zephyr  could  say  anything,  she  raised  her  left  hand  and uttered  a  few  words.  A  tiny  beam  of  cobalt  light  zipped  from  her extended finger and struck Zephyr in the forehead. 

He  flinched,  startled  at  the  Storm  Scion’s  behavior.  It  had been  an  unusual  day,  but  he’d  never  expected  to  have  a  Tempest magic spell cast upon him like that. Still, Venn’s spell didn’t bring any discomfort.  The  Storm  Scion  muttered  to  herself,  then  lowered  her hand. 

“Uh. What was that about?” he asked, frowning at Venn. 

“That was a simple resonance diagnostic spell,” she replied, a tired grin pulling at the corner of her lips. “It’s usually cast on any aspirants  who  complete  the  Ascent  of  Wind,  but  given  the circumstances of your arrival, the three of you, neither Gathras nor I have gotten around to doing so.” 

“It’s  a  spell  that  gauges  your  affinity  for  Tempest  magic,” 

Luxana  explained.  “Anyone  who  made  it  up  here  already  has  a strong  affinity,  but  even  then,  there  are  still  degrees  therein.  And right now, it seems like your Tempest magic affinity is much greater than that of most others.” 

“That  is  correct,  Initiate  Jade.”  Venn  turned  to  Vincent  and Nella, then cast the same spell on each of them in rapid succession. 

A puzzled frown fell over her features. “How curious. All three of you have  a  stronger  affinity  for  Tempest  magic  than  any  aspirant  I’ve ever  tested,  yet  initiate  Zephyr  here  clearly  stands  head  and shoulders above initiates Heartseeker and Trefori.” 

“Great,”  Nella  said,  nudging  Zephyr  in  the  side.  “You’re  in charge  of  learning  all  the  spells,  then.  You  cannot  imagine  how relieved I am to hear that.” 

“What’s  even  more  interesting  is  that  you,  Initiate Heartseeker, display much more affinity for Inferno magic than your two friends,” Venn said to Nella, before turning to Vincent. “And you, Initiate Trefori, but with Frost magic. Not that you two aren’t suitable Storm  Scion  material,  but  you  would  flourish  even  more  as  a Phoenix Knight and a Frost Guardian respectively. As for you, Initiate Zephyr, apply yourself, and I can see great things in your future as a Storm Scion.” 

“Zeph  definitely  has  the  name  for  it.”  Vincent  chuckled.  “Or does he? Zephyr means gentle breeze, right? Not very storm-like.” 

“Or hurricane-ny,” Nella added, grinning. “Doesn’t even come close to tornado-ey.” 

“I  don’t  think  those  are  words,  Nella.”  Zephyr  laughed.  “And don’t  worry,  Vincent.  When  we  go  to  the  Frost  school  next  year, we’re definitely making fun of you.” 

“As long as we also make fun of Nella’s name when we get to the Inferno school too,” Vincent replied. 

“Are  we  even  going  there  in  the  first  place?”  Zephyr  asked. 

“Grand  Sage  Avora  mentioned  the  Frost  school,  but  he  didn’t  say anything about the Inferno school.” 

“You  didn’t  hear  it  from  me,  but  that’s  the  plan,”  Venn  said, her  tired  features  softening.  “I  don’t  know  what  His  Excellency’s designs for the three of you are exactly, nor do I know just what to make  of  you  appearing  out  of  nowhere,  without  any  mage  adept

training yet already displaying more magical potential than I’ve seen in my entire life. What interesting times we live in.” 

Chuckling  softly  to  herself,  the  Storm  Scion  walked  away, heading  to  another  group  of  senior  initiates  who  were  poring  over their spell sheets. 

“Ooh.” Nella poked Vincent in the ribs hard enough to make the jeweler’s apprentice squeal. “You might just get to become a rich Phoenix  Knight  yet,  with  concubines  galore,  just  like  you  said  you wanted.” 

“Ah!”  Vincent’s  eyes  flickered  to  Luxana,  then  away.  His cheeks  reddened.  “I  never  said  such  things!  I  mean,  I  just  said  it would be nice to… oh, hush, Nella!” 

But Luxana wasn’t really paying attention to the two. Instead, much to Zephyr’s consternation, she was staring intently at him, with her eyes ablaze with wonder. 

“I  knew  it  the  moment  I  saw  you,”  she  whispered  breathily. 

“You’re special, Zephyr. Blessed by the Tempest.” 

“Uh…”  Zephyr  glanced  at  Vincent  and  Nella,  the  other  two supposed  reincarnations  of  Caruthas.  “Well.  We  all  have  our individual gifts, Lux. You, for example, are…” 

“Really  pretty.  Intoxicatingly  beautiful.  That’s  what  the  boys have  been  saying  all  day,  especially  Zeph,”  Nella  interjected, worsening  the  situation  as  Luxana  actually  blushed  and  looked away. 

Zephyr  resisted  an  overwhelming  urge  to  cuff  the  ranger. 

Instead, he sighed and massaged the bridge of his nose. 

“Can we just get back to learning the spells? I still have the spherical  variant  of  the  shadow-bane  conjuration  spell  to  work  on,” 

he groaned. 

“Yeah,  let’s  get  that  over  with,  so  you  can  go   spar  with Luxana  later,”  Nella  teased,  placing  a  snide  emphasis  on  the  word

“spar”. “With pointy things. All night.” 

Zephyr shook his head slowly at the ranger, utterly surprised at how crass she could be given her awkward mannerisms and aloof bearing upon their first meeting. 

 I suppose we’re seeing a different side of her as she opens up to Vincent and me,  he thought.  That’s a good thing… I guess? 

“We’re  supposed  to  meet  with  Grand  Sage  Avora  this evening,” Zephyr pointed out. “Remember?” 

“Ugh.  Yes.”  Vincent  sighed  and  slumped  his  shoulders.  “Do we  have  to?  My  brain  feels  like  it’s  been  beaten  by  a  hammer.  I’m ready for this day to come to an end.” 

And  it  did,  with  Master  Venn  dismissing  the  class  and bringing the trio’s first official day at the Tempest school to its close. 

Zephyr  managed  to  learn  the  spherical  variant  of  the  shadow-bane conjuration by then, but he chose not to cast it where everyone could see. He’d drawn enough attention to himself for the day. 

“I’m supposed to have the evening meal with my uncle, so I guess I’ll see you three later!” Luxana said as they streamed out of the courtyard. “We don’t have any classes together tomorrow, but I’m sure I’ll run into you.” 

“Alright.” Zephyr nodded. “Have a good night, Lux.” 

“And  as  for  you.”  Luxana  put  her  hand  on  his  chest.  “I’m definitely holding you to your promise to spar.” 

“Uh, sure,” Zephyr said. “Like I said, I’d be happy to.” 

“And  you’d  better  be  ready  with  all  those  pointers.”  Luxana winked at Nella, eliciting a guffaw from the ranger. 

Before  Zephyr  could  say  anything  further,  the  senior  initiate turned and skipped away. 

“I still don’t get it,” Vincent complained. 



Chapter 11







Avora  did  find  them  in  the  main  hall,  as  he’d  promised.  The Grand Sage drew the eyes of all the other initiates as he walked over to the trio’s table and took a seat himself. 

“So, how was your first day of classes?” he asked. 

“My brain feels sleepy,” Vincent replied. 

Avora  chuckled  and  patted  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  on  the shoulder. 

“That’s  a  sign  you’ve  been  thinking  hard  and  applying yourself, young man,” the Grand Sage said. “Well done.” 

“How is Archmage Xanthus, sir?” Zephyr asked. 

“He’s  grumpy  as  always,  but  he’s  calmed  down  by  now,” 

Avora  replied,  chuckling  softly.  “Your  first  meeting  with  him  was harsh,  but  Archmage  Xanthus  has  always  been  a  fair  man,  more critical of himself than any others. Don’t be surprised if he calls you to his office sometime over the next few days to apologize.” 

“Apologize? What for?” Vincent was aghast. He put his hands on  Nella’s  shoulders  and  shook  the  ranger,  causing  a  dangerous light to blaze in her eyes. “Nella was the one who was so idiotically rude  this  morning.  If  anything,  we  are  the  ones  who  owe  him  an apology.” 

“Tempest magic is a gift from the Infinite Skies. It is righteous and harsh, and it will brook no weakness of character in those who wield  it,”  Avora  explained.  “A  Storm  Scion  must  be  strong  of  heart and ready to correct his mistakes. Archmage Xanthus was, and still is,  one  of  the  finest  Storm  Scions  to  have  ever  defied  the Shadowswarm. He knows he acted in an unbecoming manner to you three, and he will make what he feels to be suitable amends, the first of which is a heartfelt apology.” 

“I… I suppose I shouldn’t have been so rude to him, either,” 

Nella admitted, her downcast expression utterly at odds with the fact that she’d placed Vincent in a headlock from which he had no hope of escaping. “I will tell him that I’m sorry for my words too, and I will try to be nicer to him.” 

“I’m sure he would like nothing better.” Avora smiled. “Now, I see you have finished your evening meal. Shall we take a walk? We have much to discuss.” 

“Alright, sir. We’re ready,” Zephyr said. 

“Excellent.  Let  us  go,  then.”  The  Grand  Sage  stood  and walked  away,  with  the  trio  following  behind,  Vincent  still  struggling futilely in Nella’s grasp and Zephyr dropping off their empty bowls at Master Brund’s cart. 

Avora led them to another open-air courtyard in the Tempest school,  but  this  one  had  a  small  fountain  with  unadorned  sides  of smooth stone. The Grand Sage sat down on its edge and nodded as the trio walked over to stand in front of him. 

“May  I?”  Avora  asked,  and  Zephyr  felt  a  slight,  nearly imperceptible  tug  on  his  mind.  Avora  wanted  to  check  their  codex displays. 

“Of  course,”  Zephyr  said  and  extended  his  will,  bringing  his codex display into view. Nella and Vincent exchanged glances, then did the same. 

“Excellent.” Avora stroked his chin as he studied their codex displays.  “You  learned  Spark  Ring  and  two  variants  of  a  minor shadow-bane  conjuration,  and  you’ve  also  made  some  progress  in your talisman inscription skills. That’s not bad at all for your first day.” 

Nella  brought  her  codex  display  forward  with  some  visible effort and pointed at her shadow-bane conjuration spell. 



 Minor Shadow-bane Barrier (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Conjure Shadow-bane Barrier or Sphere (8 feet wide, 6 feet tall; 6 feet radius) or Conjure Shadow-bane Sentry



“Mine’s different from Vincent’s and Zephyr’s,” she says. “Is it because of my Tempest Aspect?” 

“Indeed.” Avora quirked an eyebrow. “Why don’t you try it out now? Let’s take a look at your Shadow-bane Sentry.” 

Nella nodded, then extended her hand and uttered the spell’s casting  words.  A  disembodied  eye  made  up  of  white-blue  light flashed into being in front of her outstretched fingers. It was slightly smaller  than  her  palm.  The  ranger  moved  her  hand,  and  the  eye rose higher into the air. She moved her hand once more. This time, the eye dipped lower. 

“I  can  see  through  it,”  Nella  announced,  closing  her  eyes, which were now dripping with electrical tendrils, then opening them. 

“It’s  not  like  my  regular  vision.  I  can  see  through  my  spell  with  or without opening my eyes.” 

“That’s  your  sentry,  I  believe,”  Avora  said.  “A  shadow-bane conjuration is elementary enough to last unattended and unfed with ether for many hours before dissipating. I’m sure it’ll come in handy, especially when you’re in the depths of a Dark Labyrinth.” 

“Uh…  dark  labyrinth?  In  the  depths  of?”  Vincent  fidgeted nervously. “What are you talking about, Your Excellency?” 

“What  your  evenings  will  be  like  during  your  stay  at  the Tempest  school,”  Avora  said.  “Well,  most  of  them  anyway.  Every night,  after  classes,  you’re  to  meet  me  here  unless  you’re  told otherwise.  Once  you’ve  arrived,  I’ll  send  you  three  into  a  Dark Labyrinth,  where  you’ll  fight  and  vanquish  Shadowswarm  entities. 

And when you’re done there for the night, I’ll bring you back again, so you can rest and get ready for the next day’s classes.” 

“Excuse me, sir. But that sounds extremely reckless,” Zephyr said, struggling to maintain his composure. Vincent was shaking so hard his knees were knocking against each other. Nella, on the other hand, seemed attentively intrigued. 

“Why  would  you  send  us  into  danger  when  we  aren’t  fully trained in Tempest magic yet?” he continued, placing a calming hand on  Vincent’s  shoulder.  “And  what  exactly  is  a  Dark  Labyrinth?  How are  you  going  to  bring  us  there  and  back  in  the  space  of  a  single night?” 

“With my Wind Walk spell, of course, which you three should learn as quickly as possible, so you can go on your own expeditions in  the  event  that  I’m  indisposed  for  the  evening,”  the  Grand  Sage explained.  “And  a  Dark  Labyrinth  is  an  extra-dimensional  ritual  site created by traitorous villains called Blackguards.” 

“Blackguards!  Druidess  Filna  mentioned  them  before!”  Nella exclaimed. “They’re humans who’ve somehow made pacts with the Shadowswarm!” 

“Is… is that possible?” Zephyr asked, a horrified chill running down his back. “I didn’t think Shadowswarm monsters were able to speak, let alone have anything to offer anyone.” 

“According to Gathra’s divination spells and Master Stalwart’s analysis, the creature you fought on Aethon Landing was a shadow brute, a lesser-uncommon entity, often used by Night Princes as line breakers  and  frontline  shock  infantry,”  Avora  said.  “It  is  a  lowly creature,  as  far  as  hierarchies  among  the  Shadowswarm  are concerned,  yet  it  possesses  some  degree  of  self-awareness  and cunning.  More  powerful  entities  possess  increasingly  potent  mental faculties. The mightiest of them all…” 

“A Night Prince…?” Zephyr asked. 

“Oh, no.” The Grand Sage chuckled grimly. “A Night Prince is a  potent  foe  indeed,  but  we  classify  a  being  like  that  merely  as  a lesser-sublime  entity.  They  are  few  in  number,  thankfully,  but  they are by no means the mightiest creatures among the Shadowswarm. 

No, beyond the Night Princes are the Twilight Fiends, winged horrors possessed  of  fell  cunning  and  wisdom,  capable  of  powerful  magic that defies the very rules of reality. And beyond the Twilight Fiends themselves…” 

“The  Elemental  Anathema,  Sky-Fouler,  Sun-Drinker,  Thrice-Cursed,” Nella hissed, clenching her fists. 

“Indeed.”  Avora  gave  the  ranger  a  somber  nod.  “Thanks  to Caruthas’s valor, the Elemental Anathema no longer plagues us. But to  answer  your  question,  Zephyr,  the  Twilight  Fiends  have  much  to offer to a soul mired in fear, bitterness, and regret. Their magic can give a man the means to accrue great wealth and power, restore a man’s youth and body, and allow him to hear the voices of his lost loved ones again. But there is always a price, one that must often be paid  before  the  rewards  of  a  pact  with  a  Twilight  Fiend  comes  to fruition.” 

“And…  Blackguards  are  people  who’ve  made  pacts  with Twilight  Fiends?”  Zephyr  shook  his  head  slowly,  trying  to comprehend  the  depths  of  despair  to  which  a  person  must  have sunk to even consider doing something like this. 

“By  and  large,  yes.”  Avora  reached  into  his  belt  pouch  and produced three slim silver bands. He gave the trio one each. “These are mage vessels. Incidentally, your codex can interface with it quite well. Here, let me show you.” 

The  Grand  Sage  raised  his  left  arm,  which  bore  a  similar silver band. His codex display appeared. 



 Mage Band

 Owner: Bessun Avora

 Items:

 Grimoire of Avora

 Tempest Sword

 Stave of Elucidation



Avora  opened  his  raised  palm,  and  there  appeared  in  his grasp  a  staff  of  polished  white  wood  with  a  sapphire  set  within  an intricate cap of woven silver. He set the staff down and pointed to his codex display. 

“See?” he said. 

 

 Mage Band

 Owner: Bessun Avora

 Items:

 Grimoire of Avora

 Tempest Sword

  

 The  Stave  of  Elucidation  isn’t  there  anymore.  Zephyr’s eyes flashed to the staff in Avora’s hands.  Is that it? Did he take it out from his mage band? 

Avora twirled his wrist, and his staff was no longer there. His codex display, however, again had the words  Stave of Elucidation. 

“A  mage  band  is  a  handy  tool  for  storing  and  transporting many  items  or  pieces  of  equipment,”  the  Grand  Sage  explained. 

“Without a codex, a mage will have to focus on the item he wants to retrieve  from  his  mage  band  before  it  will  emerge.  Putting  the  item within  a  mage  band  requires  similar  mental  focus.  The  Codex  of Ascension  allows  you  to  simply  look  at  the  list  of  things  you  have within your mage band and pick it out with a thought. Putting things back inside isn’t quite the same, but it’s not very difficult either.” 

Zephyr  slipped  the  silver  band  over  his  left  wrist.  He  felt  a slight  tug  on  his  mind,  and  without  knowing  why  he  did  so,  he allowed a trickle of ether to flow from his soul, chasing the tug. Sure enough, his codex display emerged. 



Mage Band

 Owners: Zephyr, Nella Heartseeker, Vincent Trefori Items:

 Tempest Grimoire x 3

 Saber x 2 (skyforged)

 Short Sword (skyforged)

 Longbow

 Quiver of 25 arrows x 2 (skyforged)

 Chainmail shirt x 3

 Steel helm x 3



“Well,  there  you  go.”  Avora  pointed  at  the  codex  display.  “A mage  band  can  only  be  calibrated  to  a  single  soul,  but  all  three  of you have access to the same dimensional pocket.” 

“Excuse  me,  Your  Excellency.  Could  you  explain  how  this works?” Vincent asked, his terror momentarily forgotten in the face of his  evident  fascination  with  this  enchanted  item.  “If  a  mage  band contains  items,  and  we  all  have  a  different  one  each,  how  are  we able to all draw from the same band?” 

“A good question, young Vincent.” Avora smiled. “Contrary to common misconceptions, a mage band does not contain items within itself. Rather, it sections off an extra dimensional space between the different planes of existence, and that is where it stores your items.” 

“Different planes of existence?” Zephyr had to sit down on the fountain’s  edge  as  well.  His  head  felt  like  it  would  spin  off  his shoulders from sheer bewilderment. 

“That’s  not  important  right  now.”  The  Grand  Sage  waved dismissively. “The point is, you can carry around your equipment and various possessions in your mage bands wherever you are, be it in a Dark Labyrinth or anywhere else.” 

Vincent  started  shaking  again  at  Avora’s  mention  of  a  Dark Labyrinth.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  sat  down  beside  Zephyr  and clutched the sides of his head in his hands. 

Nella  blinked,  and  her  longbow  was  in  her  hands,  unstrung, with a few spare bowstrings wound loosely around its length. 

“This is mine,” she said. 

“I  took  the  liberty  of  retrieving  your  weapon  on  your  behalf sometime  this  afternoon,  Nella.  I  also  refilled  your  quiver  and  gave you another,” Avora explained. “I hope you don’t mind.” 

“Not  at  all.”  The  ranger  gave  Avora  an  appreciative  nod. 

“Thanks.” 

“Skyforged  weapons  can  hurt  Shadowswarm  monsters,” 

Zephyr said. “That’s what Master Gathras told us today.” 

“That’s  right.  So  far,  the  three  of  you  are  new  to  Tempest magic  and  the  only  real  offensive  spell  you  know  is  Spark Invocation.”  Avora  leaned  back  on  his  perch  upon  the  fountain’s edge,  resting  his  palms  on  the  smooth  stone  surface.  “Skyforged steel  will  allow  you  to  slay  Shadowswarm  monsters  without  using magic.” 

“And if I run out of arrows, Vincent can simply make me more with his Tempest aspect,” Nella said, tightening her grip on her bow. 

The jeweler’s apprentice quailed at the notion. 

“Wait,  wait.  Before  we  go  anywhere,  let’s  address  the question begging to be asked first, Your Excellency,” he said. “We’ve only just finished our first day of classes, and we only know one spell that  will  be  useful  in  a  fight,  Spark  Invocation.  Why  then  are  you sending us into battle against Shadowswarm monsters?” 

“Well,  technically,  your  Spark  Ring  and  Shadow-Bane Conjuration spells will serve you in battle too,” Avora said. “But this is the reason why I want you vanquishing Shadowswarm as quickly as possible.” 



 Essence Orbs: 3



“A  shadow  brute  is  worth  three  essence  orbs.  The  Dark Labyrinth  I  have  in  mind  for  tonight  contains  much  less  formidable foes  than  that,  but  there  are  many  more  of  them,”  the  Grand  Sage continued. “Slaying these entities will earn you many more essence orbs,  which  you  can  use  to  increase  your  magical  power,  like  I’ve explained,  and  progress  much  faster  toward  mastering  Tempest magic than would be possible for any other mage.” 

“An  initiate  studies  at  the  Tempest  School  for  two  years before  being  formally  inducted  as  a  Storm  Scion  and  sent  to  the northern battlelines,” Avora explained. “At that point, they are, for all intents and purposes, little more than novice mages who can barely hold three spells in mind in the heat of battle and perhaps only cast one of them consistently. Individuals like Masters Gathras and Venn are  veterans  who’ve  survived  two  decades  of  battle.  As  you  can imagine, they’re very rare.” 

“But  you  want  us  to  surpass  even  them  within  a  year, because we’re Caruthas reborn,” Zephyr said. “But why, sir? What’s the rush? Wouldn’t it be more prudent for us to undergo our studies and  develop  our  abilities  in  a  more  measured  manner  rather  than risk  our  lives?  What  if  we’re  slain  by  Shadowswarm  monsters because we simply weren’t ready? Wouldn’t that be a disaster, not to mention an utter waste of your Codex of Ascension?” 

“In  the  events  of  your  deaths,  the  Codex  of  Ascension  will manifest within the spirit vault of my family’s keep,” Avora explained. 

“And  your  souls  will  return  to  the  Great  Cycle,  to  be  reborn  once again decades, centuries, or perhaps eons from now. That would be disastrous too, because we don’t have time for that.” 

“Why,  sir?  Why  don’t  we  have  time?”  Zephyr  asked.  “I  think that’s the main problem here. Time. You claim that we’re so short of it  that  we  need  to  take  horrendous  risks,  but  I  simply  don’t understand why or how. What is coming up so soon that it can only be addressed by Caruthas’s elemental mastery? Why does the world need the Hero of Light reborn so urgently?” 

The Grand Sage sighed and looked down at his hands. For a moment, he wasn’t the energetic, charming gentleman he appeared to  be.  Instead,  he  seemed  like  a  tired  old  man,  not  too  unlike Archmage Xanthus. 

“Perhaps I should have led with this, my young friends, but I was afraid I would get the same reception from you as I did from the Archmages  of  the  Frost  and  Inferno  schools  and  the  King’s  court,” 

Avora  said.  “And  for  being  so  unclear  and  haphazard  in  my explanations, I apologize.” 

“Don’t worry about it,” Nella said. “Just say your piece. We’re listening.” 

“The  Twilight  Fiends  stir  beyond  the  northern  battlelines. 

Their  whispers  reach  beyond  the  radiant  barriers  erected  by  the Storm  Scions  and  travel  into  human  ears,”  the  Grand  Sage explained.  “Blackguards  emerge  by  the  hundreds,  growing  in number  with  every  passing  year.  The  Blight  roils  and  writhes, because it too has engaged in communion with the Shadowswarm. 

New creatures, darker and fouler than ever seen before, ravage the Blight-Boundary, held back only by the valiant efforts and sacrifices of Druidess Filna’s kin and the Frost Guardians.” 

Nella  nodded  fiercely,  signs  of  the  same  worry  and  anxiety that had driven her to near-tears this afternoon reemerging upon her features. 

“Fennea  is  making  warlike  overtures  once  more,  after  a decade  of  relative  stability,”  Avora  went  on.  “Its  Slave  Masters  and Junan  marauders  raid  the  lands  bordering  their  realm,  drawing  the ire  of  the  Phoenix  Knights  and  igniting  tensions  that  will  inevitably escalate  to  a  full-out  war  that  would  ravage  the  entire  world.  My friends  among  the  Phoenix  Knights  tell  me  that  the  Unliving  Iron Emperor  has  heard  whispers  from  the  north  as  well,  which  might account for the recent emboldenment of his lackeys.” 

“The world stands on the precipice of ruin.” The Grand Sage’s expression  was  grim,  devoid  of  all  trace  of  its  earlier  warmth  and cheer. “We are at the calm before the storm, my young friends, and only  the  Hero  of  Light  can  sustain  us  through  these  dark  times. 

Fortunately for humanity, the Great Cycle has seen fit to return him, no, return  you to us. And it falls onto me to guide and advise you, as my esteemed ancestor once did for Caruthas himself.” 

“And that’s why we need to become as powerful as Caruthas was as quickly as we can,” Vincent said, a tremulous note of resolve

entering his voice. “I get it now, Your Excellency. Please tell us what we must do.” 

Zephyr  looked  at  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  in  astonished admiration. A quick glance at Nella’s expression suggested that she shared  his  sentiments  too.  Vincent  was  as  courageous  as  he  was intelligent.  His  actions  on  the  landing  when  he’d  pulled  Nella  from danger had already proven as much, and right here and now, he was demonstrating his courage once more. 

Avora clasped Vincent warmly on the shoulder. 

“Very well. Let me explain your expedition to Dark Labyrinths. 

As  I  said,  they  are  ritual  sites  for  Blackguards.  They  exist  outside space  and  time,  but  they’re  still  necessarily  tethered  to  specific physical locations from which they can be entered. Within these Dark Labyrinths,  Blackguards  enact  fell  rituals,  drawing  forth  strands  of ether  corrupted  by  the  touch  of  the  Shadowswarm  through  the radiant  barriers  of  the  Storm  Scions.  Once  this  ether  has  been gathered,  a  Blackguard  creates  a  Nexus  at  the  heart  of  the Labyrinth.  Over  time,  Shadowswarm  entities  emerge  from  this Nexus, and when they’ve massed in strength and numbers, they spill forth from the Labyrinth to lay waste to everything within their reach.” 

“And  you’ve  identified  where  some  of  these  are?”  Zephyr asked. “Why haven’t you cleared them out, then? By leaving them as they  are,  aren’t  you  endangering  the  people  who  live  in  the  area, sir?” 

“The Dark Labyrinths I’ve marked for your expeditions are still in  the  early  phases  of  their  growth,”  Avora  replied.  “The  Storm Scions  have  identified  three  phases  of  development  for  a  Dark Labyrinth. A Phase One Labyrinth contains only entities ranging from lesser-common to lesser-uncommon in power.” 

 Which  means  that  there  might  be  a  shadow  brute,  Zephyr thought, before shaking his head and forcing himself to focus on the Grand Sage’s words. 

“A Phase Two Labyrinth will have more of the same, but also with  a  possibility  of  intermediate-uncommon  entities  manifesting,” 

Avora  continued.  “Things  get  more  dangerous  at  Phase  Three. 

Within such Dark Labyrinths, the least formidable entity is at least an intermediate-common. I have known at least one Night Prince to be present within a Phase Three Dark Labyrinth before. At this Phase, the full maturation of the Labyrinth is imminent. At any moment, the Shadowswarm  entities  could  spill  forth  in  their  tens  of  thousands, bringing death and destruction to the realm.” 

“Master  Stalwart  and  I  have  been  destroying  as  many  Dark Labyrinths  as  we  can.  Even  tonight,  after  your  departure,  he  and  I are  due  for  an  expedition  to  a  Phase  Two  Labyrinth,  but  there  are only two of us, and our reach is limited,” the Grand Sage said. “No Phase Three Labyrinths are currently active, as far as I can tell, but there are more than enough of the Phase Two Labyrinths to keep us overextended and constantly exhausted.” 

“Can’t you ask the Storm Scions for help, sir?” Zephyr asked. 

“What  about  the  initiates?  What  about  Master  Gathras  and  Master Venn? Why haven’t you reached out to Master Sora or the other Wu abbots? I’m sure every Wu monastery will rally to your aid.” 

“The  Storm  Scions  are  stretched  thin  as  they  are  on  the northern  battlelines.  As  for  your  fellow  initiates,  why,  they  are  even less  prepared  than  you.”  A  sad  and  tired  laugh  rolled  from  Avora’s lips. “Master Stalwart’s brother monks have bent their efforts to this cause  as  well.  Many  of  them  have  perished,  even  with  skyforged weapons,  which  accounts  for  why  there  are  no  Phase  Three Labyrinths currently active. Gathras and Venn would drop everything to assail a Labyrinth, but no. They have earned their time away from the  battlelines.  Another  year,  another  fresh  crop  of  Storm  Scions, and they will have to travel north once more to put their lives on the line.” 

As  for  the  followers  of  the  Wu:  they  are  champions  of  the people, the heart and soul of the common folk. They have their work cut out for them already, with the mundane ills that plague the land. If things really become so dire, I  will ask for their help, but by the grace of  the  Infinite  Skies,  that  hasn’t  happened  yet,”  the  Grand  Sage finished. 

Zephyr  sighed.  The  Grand  Sage  was  right  about  the  Wu monks. Between fending off bandits and marauders and doing their best  to  help  the  common  folk  get  by,  every  Wu  monk’s  days  and nights were full. 

“I  get  it  now.”  Zephyr  nodded  slowly.  “You  plan  to  leave  the Phase  One  Dungeons  to  us,  so  we  get  more  powerful  and  take some of the load off your hands at the same time.” 

“I know this is a lot to lay on the shoulders of ones as young as the three of you, but I truly have no choice,” Avora said. “Forgive me, my friends.” 

“There  is  nothing  to  forgive.”  Nella  twirled  her  bow  eagerly. 

“Let’s go kill some Shadowswarm and cut off a Blackguard’s head.” 

“No,  actually,  let’s  not  rush  into  killing  things  and  cutting  off heads  just  yet.”  Vincent  cast  an  irritated  glare  at  the  ranger,  which she  returned  with  an  equally  frosty  one.  He  turned  to  Avora.  “Why don’t you show us how to use these essence orbs to make us more powerful first, Your Excellency?” 

“That  is  precisely  what  I  intend  to  do.”  Avora  stood  and stretched the muscles of his neck. He opened his palm, and a huge, leather-bound tome appeared in his hand. 

 That must be the Grimoire of Avora,  Zephyr thought, his eyes widening in wonder. 

The  Grand  Sage  flipped  to  a  page  marked  by  a  strip  of leather and pointed to a line of text. 

“My Codex of Elucidation doesn’t have the same capability as your Codex of Ascension, so all we have to go by are my ancestor’s instructions,” Avora said. “It says here to focus your will on the spell, ability,  or  magical  aspect  you  wish  to  enhance,  and  allocate  the essence orb toward it through conscious desire.” 

“That  seems  simple  enough.”  Zephyr  turned  to  Vincent  and Nella. “Doesn’t it?” 

“I  don’t  know  about  that,”  Nella  replied,  clutching  herself  in her characteristic fashion and looking away. “I have enough trouble

managing my codex displays already. I don’t know if I can do this at all.” 

Vincent  squeezed  her  shoulder  comfortingly.  “Hey,  don’t worry.  We’ll  help  each  other  out.  I’m  sure  if  all  three  of  us  work together, this won’t be very difficult.” 

Zephyr  clasped  the  ranger’s  other  shoulder.  “And  as  for  the codex displays, Grand Sage Avora already said that you only need practice. You’ll be spinning the codex displays around like Vincent in no time, Nella.” 

Nella nodded, her eyes filled with renewed resolve. 

“Alright. Let’s do it,” she declared. “What should we enhance first?” 

“Why  don’t  we  take  a  closer  look  at  our  options?”  Zephyr extended his will. 



 Magic: Tempest (initiate)



“Hey, wasn’t our Tempest magic simply ‘innate’ this morning?” 

Vincent asked. 

“Yes,  it  was,”  Nella  confirmed.  “Now  we’re  at  the  level  of  an initiate. What if we enhance that first? It might bring about a general, overall improvement to our magical prowess.” 

“Sounds  good  to  me.”  Zephyr  turned  to  Vincent.  “Why  don’t you do the honors?” 

“I’ll  try.  See  if  the  two  of  you  can  sense  what  my  mind  is doing,” the jeweler’s apprentice said. “Maybe that way we can figure out this process more easily.” 

Zephyr nodded, then noticed the look of incomprehension in Nella’s  eyes.  He  recalled  Avora’s  words  about  the  ranger’s  senses always being directed outward. 

“Alright, Nella. Why don’t you look closely and focus on what you  can  sense  from  Vincent  on  the  outside?  From  there,  try  to

imagine what might be going on with him on the inside and how you might feel if you’re going through the same thing too?” he suggested. 

“That’s  how  I  first  learned  meditation.  I  looked  at  Master  Sora  and tried to imagine how he felt when he was meditating. Then I tried to feel the same way I imagined he felt.” 

“I… I will try.” Nella clenched her jaw in determination. “Thank you, Zeph.” 

Vincent  closed  his  eyes  and  furrowed  his  brow.  Zephyr   felt the jeweler’s apprentice extend his will. His codex display flickered. 



 Tempest Magic empowered! 

  

 Magic: Tempest (initiate)

 Progress to Adept: 1/20 essence orbs

 +1% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +1% Tempest spell casting speed

 +1% Tempest spell learning rate

 +1% Tempest spell efficacy



A  quick  glance  at  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s  codex  displays revealed  the  same.  Zephyr  released  the  deep  breath  he’d  been holding. 

“It worked.” Avora beamed with joy. “It worked! By the Infinite Skies, it worked!” 

The trio watched in bemusement as the Grand Sage capered in delight, performing an awkward, yet amusing dance up and down the length of the courtyard. 

“Quick,  allocate  your  remaining  two  essence  orbs,”  Avora said, after he’d recovered. 

Zephyr  looked  at  his  friends  again.  “Well,  what  do  you  think we should do next?” 

Chapter 12







Zephyr felt that continuously enhancing their overall Tempest magic proficiency was the simplest and most reliable choice. Doing so provided the trio with incrementally straightforward benefits, which were useful and relevant regardless of circumstance. 

Still, he was also aware that the only experience he had with Shadowswarm creatures was the one that attacked them outside the Tempest school. Neither did he know anything about assailing a nest of monsters. Of the trio, only Nella did. 

“What  we  need  to  consider  is  that  right  now,  we  will  be attacking  a  Dark  Labyrinth,  filled  with  Shadowswarm  monsters,”  he said,  looking  at  the  ranger.  “What  do  you  think  would  be  the  most useful tools for us to have?” 

“When  entering  a  monster  lair,  we  need  to  make  sure  we know where the beasts are coming from,” Nella said. “Shadowswarm entities don’t have any scent. Nor do they produce any spoor. They leave tracks behind, but I’m not sure how well they show up inside a Dark Labyrinth, because I’ve never been in one myself.” 

“The  environs  of  a  Dark  Labyrinth  are  largely  dependent  on and  reflective  of  the  Blackguard  that  created  it,”  Avora  said.  “This means that they can vary wildly. One Dark Labyrinth might take the semblance  of  a  castle,  for  instance.  Another  might  be  a  series  of caves. I remember assailing one that was a twisted forest, where the misshapen trees themselves formed the walls of the labyrinth.” 

“Could  a  Dark  Labyrinth’s  layout  also  be  affected  by  the nature  of  the  bargain  between  the  Blackguard  and  its  Twilight Fiend?” Zephyr asked. 

“Yes,  it  very  well  could  be.  We  have  no  concrete  evidence that such is the case, but much of what Master Stalwart and I have

seen suggests so.” The Grand Sage nodded thoughtfully. 

“The  point  is  that  we  don’t  know  if  we  can  track Shadowswarm  entities  inside  a  Labyrinth,”  Nella  pointed  out.  “This means that we need some way to control their movement, even if it’s only just enough to make sure they don’t get behind us and cut off our retreat.” 

“And  you’ll  likely  need  to  retreat,”  Avora  pointed  out.  “Free-standing  Tempest  ether  is  virtually  nonexistent  within  a  Dark Labyrinth, which means you will need to fuel all your spells with your personal reserves.” 

“And  I  imagine  those  aren’t  very  huge  at  the  moment,” 

Vincent  pointed  out.  “How  many  times  can  we  cast  the  spells  we know before we run dry?” 

“Let’s see if the Codex of Ascension can tell us that.” Zephyr brought  up  his  codex  display  and  extended  his  will  toward  his personal ether reserves. 



 Tempest Ether: 30/30



Next,  he  turned  his  regard  to  the  Spark  Invocation  spell,  all the while keeping his ether reserves in mind. 



 Spark Invocation (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Lightning  infusion  to  the  First  Carefree  Cycle  (1  ether  per minute)  or  Create  lightning  projectile  (small,  10  feet  range,  4  ether per projectile)

  

 If  I  use  up  an  essence  orb  on  this  spell,  would  I  be  able  to use my advanced martial techniques when I’m at the Second Cycle with Tempest magic?  Zephyrwondered.  That would allow me to fight

 Shadowswarm creatures much more effectively, but only for a limited amount of time. 

Nella frowned as she looked at her codex display. 

“My ether reserves are smaller than Zephyr’s,” she said. 



 Tempest Ether: 20/20



“What  about  yours,  Vincent?”  Zephyr  asked  the  jeweler’s apprentice. 

Vincent nodded and checked his. 



 Tempest Ether: 40/40



“Looks  like  mine  are  the  largest  of  all,”  he  crowed,  self-satisfaction tingeing his voice. “About time something of mine is the biggest around.” 

Nella  snorted  with  laughter  and  clamped  a  hand  over  her mouth,  once  more  reminding  Zephyr  of  the  ranger’s  surprising penchant for crude humor. 

“What?”  Vincent  asked.  “I’m  usually  the  shortest  person around. It’s just nice to not be the smallest once in a while. I know the  two  of  you  can’t  relate.  Zeph,  you’re  like  a  big  oak  tree  stuffed with rocks, and Nella, you’re tall and sleek and…” 

“We  get  the  point,  Vincent.”  Zephyr  clasped  the  jeweler’s apprentice  on  the  shoulder  heartily  enough  to  stop  him  from sketching the curves of Nella’s frame in the air with his hands. It was just in time too, because the ranger’s cheeks were filling with color and she’d begun clenching her fists. 

“Let me explain the nature of Tempest magic, at least in the way  it’s  most  commonly  conceptualized  and  taught,”  Avora interjected. “There are many Tempest spells, and I’ve scribed all the most  well-known  ones  in  the  grimoires  stored  inside  your  mage

bands.  However,  the  Storm  Scions  have  divided  these  spells  into four categories. They are Spark, Bolt, Storm, and Cosmos, in order of rising difficulty and complexity.” 

“The  two  spells  we  learned  from  Master  Gathras  belong  to the  first  category,  then.  They  are  the  simplest  and  easiest  Tempest magic  spells,”  Zephyr  reasoned,  receiving  an  approving  nod  from Avora  in  response.  “What  about  our  shadow-bane  conjurations, then?  What  category  do  they  belong  to?  And  why  don’t  they  have the word ‘spark’ in their names?” 

“The  minor  shadow-bane  conjurations  you  learned  today belong to the spark category, with medial conjurations belonging to the bolt category, and major conjurations to the storm category,” the Grand Sage explained. “Shadow-bane conjurations within the realm of the cosmos category are known as radiant barriers, erected upon the  northern  battlelines  to  ward  off  or  at  least  weaken  the  most powerful  Shadowswarm  entities.  Regarding  their  name,  Spark Invocation  and  Spark  Ring  are  the  two  ‘general’  spells  of  Tempest magic. They have counterparts that exist in every category.” 

Avora  raised  his  hand  and  uttered  a  few  words.  A  ring  of cobalt  energy  crackled  into  existence  around  his  body,  its  inner confines a few inches away from his flesh. 

“That’s Spark Ring, right?” Vincent asked. 

“Yes.”  The  Grand  Sage  nodded.  “It’s  a  defensive  spell  that utterly  negates  the  effects  of  any  magical  projectiles  hurled  by greater-common  or  weaker  Shadowswarm  creatures.  I  see  Master Gathras didn’t really explain the use of this spell to you, judging by the looks on your faces.” 

“He  probably  didn’t  expect  us  to  fight  Shadowswarm  on  the very same day he taught us that spell either,” Nella pointed out. 

“Fair enough,” Avora conceded. He gestured once more, and the  ring  of  Tempest  magic  around  his  body  thickened,  turning  into lines of glowing blue glyphs instead. “This is Bolt Ring. Simply put, it’s a more powerful version of Spark Ring.” 

“Let me guess. Bolt Invocation is to Spark Invocation as Bolt Ring  is  to  Spark  Ring.  And  then  there  is  Storm  Ring,  and  Cosmos Ring,” Vincent said. 

“Exactly.”  Avora  waved  his  hand,  and  his  Bolt  Ring  spell dissipated, leaving faint afterimages of cobalt light hanging in the air. 

“It might be the case that if you try allocating essence orbs directly to either your Spark Invocation spell or Spark Ring spell, you might be able to ascend them to their Bolt counterparts without actually having to learn the more difficult spells themselves.” 

“If  that’s  true,  we  can  learn  the  basic  Tempest  magic  spells, then  acquire  all  the  rest  with  essence  orbs,”  Zephyr  said.  “We  can master Tempest magic simply by acquiring essence orbs.” 

“And  we  do  that  by  killing  Shadowswarm.”  Nella  grinned savagely  and  flexed  the  fingers  she’d  wrapped  around  her  bow. 

“That definitely works for me.” 

“Not every Tempest magic spell in the Bolt, Storm, or Cosmos categories  has  a  Spark  category  equivalent,”  Avora  pointed  out. 

“Wind  Walk,  for  example,  is  a  Storm  category  spell,  but  it  has  no lesser equivalent. It’s a very difficult spell, but I’d exhort you to start learning  it  as  quickly  as  you  can,  perhaps  even  enhancing  your general Tempest magic proficiency with essence orbs to do so.” 

“Let’s  try  enhancing  our  Spark  spells,”  Zephyr  decided.  “It’s the only way we’ll find out if our Codex of Ascension works like this.” 

Nella and Vincent nodded in agreement. 

“You do this one, Zeph,” the jeweler’s apprentice said. “Might as well get whatever practice you can in.” 

“Alright.” Zephyr focused on his codex display. “Here goes.” 

Extending  his  will  to  the  remaining  two  essence  orbs,  he pulled one of them free. It was a curious sensation, almost as if he were plucking a tomato from a vine, only that the vine was part of his soul. Zephyr took a deep breath, then moved the essence orb to the Spark Ring spell, figuring that prioritizing their defensive capabilities was  the  more  prudent  choice.  To  his  relief,  the  essence  orb  slid home, then disappeared. 

 

 New spell acquired! 



 Bolt Ring (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Conjure  lightning  shield  (5  minutes,  6  ether  per  minute)  or Conjure ring of bolts (up to 6 feet radius, 6 ether per minute) It worked!  Zephyr thought. Vincent whooped with excitement and  hugged  Nella  tightly.  The  ranger  looked  too  awestruck  and delighted  to  respond.  For  a  few  moments,  the  small  courtyard  was filled with cheers and cries of triumph. 

 We’re  still  initiates  at  this  spell  and  Spark  Ring  as  well, Zephyr  mused  after  his  excitement  had  died  down.  He  reached  for the last essence orb and focused on the skill level of the Bolt Ring spell, instead of the spell itself, and realized that he could empower that aspect as well. Zephyr shook his head and retracted his will. 

Nella  and  Vincent  noticed  his  attempt.  The  jeweler’s apprentice shrugged. 

“We might as well give it a try, shouldn’t we? Maybe a higher level of skill in that spell would make it even more effective or cost less  ether  to  cast,”  Vincent  suggested.  “Or  we  could  upgrade  the spell  itself  and  get  Storm  Ring.  A  spell  like  that  would  be  very powerful, wouldn’t it?” 

“It would, but it would also be beyond your ability to cast, at least  for  now,”  Avora  said.  The  Grand  Sage  brought  up  his  codex display. 



 Cosmos Invocation (Master)

 Tempest Aspect: Magus

 Create  lightning  column  (colossal,  50  feet  radius,  100  feet range,  up  to  10  columns,  20  ether  per  column)  or  Create  lightning

 projectiles (colossal, 200 feet range, up to 10 projectiles per cast, 20

 ether per projectile)



“Thanks  to  a  lifetime  of  magical  training,  my  ether  reserves currently  far  outstrip  yours,”  the  Grand  Sage  said.  “Even  then,  I  do not dare cast Cosmos Invocation lightly, especially when there’s no free-standing  Tempest  ether  for  me  to  channel.  Within  a  Dark Labyrinth,  I  rely  on  Spark  or  Bolt  category  spells  most  of  the  time, resorting to Storm or Cosmos category spells only if I have no other option.” 

“That’s  true.  I  wouldn’t  be  able  to  keep  Bolt  Ring  in  play  for very long at all,” Zephyr agreed. “On the other hand, Spark Ring is far  more  sustainable  to  use,  especially  if  we’re  only  going  to  be fighting weaker Shadowswarm monsters.” 

Nella summoned her codex display and pointed to her variant of her Spark Ring spell. 



 Conjure  Shock  Snare  (simple,  5  feet  range,  1  hour

 duration, 1 ether per snare)



“We mentioned controlling the movement of monsters earlier, and I think this spell will come in handy. Should we enhance it with our  last  remaining  essence  orb?”  she  asked.  “It’s   my  spell  though, so…” 

“We’re  in  this  together,  Nella,”  Zephyr  said.  “And  I  agree.  A snare,  along  with  our  shadow-bane  conjurations,  will  allow  us  to control where the Shadowswarm monsters can go. And speaking of shadow-bane conjurations, Nella, your Shadow-Bane Sentry will also help us watch out for any foes trying to corner or sneak up on us.” 

“Yes,  I  think  we  should  use  up  the  last  essence  orb  to enhance Nella’s snaring spell,” Vincent said. “Either that, or we can try  using  it  to  enhance  our  skill  at  Spark  Ring,  which  will  probably also enhance that very same spell too. What do you both think?” 

“We’ve tried using one orb on enhancing our general prowess in  Tempest  magic  and  another  on  the  power  of  a  single  spell.” 

Zephyr  stroked  his  chin  and  furrowed  his  brow  in  thought.  “Is  it possible to enhance a specific variant of spell?” 

“There’s only one way to find out.” Nella looked up at Zephyr and Vincent, actually making eye contact with them. “Shall we?” 

They nodded. 

The ranger closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. A vein on her forehead pulsed. Zephyr  felt Nella’s strain as she picked up the last  essence  orb  with  her  will  and  let  it  dissipate  over  the  Shock Snare variant of her Spark Ring spell. 



 Conjure  Shock  Snare  (complex,  25  feet  range,  5  hour

 duration, 1 ether per snare)



“I did it,” she gasped, opening her eyes. 

“Yes,  you  did.  Excellent  work,  Nella!”  Zephyr  congratulated her.  “It  looks  like  when  we  use  an  essence  orb  on  a  more  specific aspect of our Tempest magic, the greater the benefits it provides. We can use an essence orb to improve our overall magical prowess by a small  amount,  bring  a  spell  to  a  higher  category  but  not  a  higher degree of skill, or make considerable improvements to a single spell variant. Who knows what else we can do with essence orbs? I can’t wait to find out!” 

“Let’s  go  get  some  more,  then.”  Nella  clutched  her  bow tightly. “We’ve used up all our essence orbs, so what are we waiting for?” 

“You’re right, Nella. We should get going right away.” Zephyr reached  into  his  mage  band  and  retrieved  the  sabers,  helms,  and chainmail  shirts.  He  passed  a  mail  shirt  each  to  Nella  and  Vincent, then  slipped  the  remaining  one  over  his  robes  and  tightened  the leather  straps  across  its  front  section.  Next  was  the  helm,  a  sallet one  at  that,  just  the  type  that  he  preferred.  To  his  relief,  it  was

comfortably  padded  on  the  interior,  and  the  chin-strap  was  easily adjustable to a snug, yet non-strangulating fit. 

The sabers came with a sword belt as well. Zephyr buckled it on  and  drew  the  blades.  He  twirled  them  in  his  hands.  They  were fine  weapons,  with  keen  edges  and  impeccable  balance.  Both swords  had  what  appeared  to  be  fuller  grooves  running  halfway down their lengths, but when he took a closer look at the grooves, he realized that they were some form of curious metallic inlays instead. 

“That’s  just  what  skyforged  weapons  are  like,”  Avora  said, noticing  Zephyr’s  scrutiny  of  his  blades.  “Storm  Scion  smiths  grind cold iron down and melt it alongside regular iron. The resultant alloy is  applied  as  a  thin  coating  over  a  skyforged  blade’s  edges  and  its center, giving it the ability to part a Shadowswarm entity’s flesh.” 

Zephyr examined the blades of his sabers more closely. Their edges  did  indeed  bear  the  same  curious  coating  as  their  central grooves did. 

“What’s cold iron, sir?” he asked. 

“It’s iron mined directly from Mount Baltros itself,” the Grand Sage  answered.  “It’s  rare,  and  a  relatively  soft  metal,  which  is  why it’s used as an alloy coating instead of being forged into blades.” 

Nella had slipped her mail shirt on too. Her twin quivers hung comfortably from her body, one across her back, and one by her hip. 

She’d  placed  her  helm  back  into  her  mage  band.  The  ranger  was looking at Vincent with equal parts amusement and exasperation. 

“Are you going to just stand there smirking all night?” Vincent chided, his arms and head unfathomably tangled in the mail shirt. “A little help would be nice.” 

“But then I wouldn’t be entertained,” Nella quipped. 

Sighing, Zephyr sheathed his blades and walked over. A few moments  of  fumbling  had  the  mail  shirt  secured  over  Vincent’s frame, with the buckles properly tightened. 

“It’s heavy,” the jeweler’s apprentice complained. He groaned as Zephyr put the helm on his head and fastened its chin strap. “This

doesn’t feel nice.” 

“You’ll  get  used  to  it,”  Zephyr  said.  “A  few  more  weapons classes with Master Gathras, and you won’t even notice the weight of your armor anymore.” 

Zephyr retrieved the short sword from the mage band next. It came with a belt too, and he buckled it around Vincent’s waist. 

“Aha!  Behold,  I,  Vincent  Trefori,  the  Hero  of  Light  Reborn!” 

The jeweler’s apprentice yelled, a big grin on his face. He ripped his blade  free  from  his  sheath,  imitating  a  dramatic  swashbuckling maneuver he’d probably seen performed by actors in theaters. Sure enough, his sword flew from his grasp and spun into the air. 

Zephyr  reached  out  and  caught  the  weapon  by  its  blade between  the  index  and  middle  fingers  of  his  left  hand,  arresting  its flight before it could hurt anyone. 

“Oops,” Vincent said sheepishly as Zephyr handed the short sword  back  to  him  hilt-first.  He  fumbled  the  blade  back  into  its sheath,  miraculously  managing  not  to  slice  his  own  hand  open. 

“Looks like I’ve got a bit of work to do with that.” 

“I  think  a  staff  would  suit  you  better.  One  with  a  skyforged cap.  Then  you  can  stay  back  and  hit  things  that  get  past  me  or Nella’s bow.” Zephyr turned to Avora. “Do you think we can get him something like that, sir?” 

“I’ll see what I can find tomorrow,” the Grand Sage promised. 

“The  Storm  Smith,  Master  Felgar,  should  have  a  skyforged  pike, spear, or something similar lying around in the armory. Now, are the three of you ready?” 

They nodded, and Avora beckoned for them to come closer. 

The  Grand  Sage  raised  his  hands,  and  tendrils  of  lightning  danced from  his  fingertips  to  fall  over  the  trio.  Before  Zephyr  could  say anything, Avora chanted a short series of syllables. 

Blue  light  washed  over  Zephyr’s  vision,  and  the  sound  of rushing wind filled his ears. 

Chapter 13







Zephyr  found  himself  standing  beneath  the  pale  light  of  the new moon. He was on a narrow stone ledge, seemingly carved into the  side  of  Mount  Baltros  with  no  footholds  or  steps  leading anywhere. 

“Ahhh!” Vincent shrieked and clutched his arm. The jeweler’s apprentice had taken one look at the sheer drop over the side of the ledge and had obviously decided he didn’t like what he’d seen. 

“Hush!”  Nella  hissed.  She  was  standing  beside  Zephyr  as well, on the opposite side from Vincent. “Don’t scream like that. You made me jump!” 

“Wha… what are we doing here?” Vincent spluttered, turning to Avora, who was behind the trio. 

The  Grand  Sage  smiled  and  pointed  to  the  far  end  of  the ledge, where an armored form sat, its legs dangling over empty air. 

“Master Stalwart! We’re here. Shall we get underway?” Avora asked. 

The Dao monk raised the visor of his spiked helm. Thick plate armor  encased  his  entire  form,  and  a  massive  two-handed  sword rested next to where he sat. 

“Yes,” Master Stalwart rumbled. He stood and picked up his sword. 

 Did  he  climb  onto  this  ledge  wearing  all  that?  And  with  that sword?  Zephyr  smiled  nervously  as  the  Dao  monk  approached  the trio. “Good evening, Master Stalwart.” 

“Ah,  young  Zephyr,  follower  of  the  Wu.”  Stalwart  wore  a stony,  implacable  expression  on  his  face.  “I  just  had  the  evening meal with my niece. She wouldn’t stop saying your name.” 

“Uh… is that so?” Zephyr replied, forcing a nervous chuckle from his lips. “Well, that’s nice. She helped us out a lot today. I—” 

“I don’t care if you’re Caruthas reborn,” Stalwart said abruptly. 

“Just know that if you besmirch her honor, I will be most displeased.” 

The  Dao  monk  flexed  his  gauntleted  fingers  over  the  hilt  of his  sword.  Pure  frost  flashed  over  his  eyes.  Overwhelming, oppressive wrath radiated from his armored form, washing over the trio.  Vincent  squeaked  and  ducked  behind  Zephyr.  Even  Nella flinched and clutched at Zephyr’s upper arm. 

“I… I understand, sir,” Zephyr croaked, bending every iota of his will to keep his knees from trembling. 

“My  friend,  we’ve  talked  about  this.”  Avora  closed  his  eyes and  pinched  the  bridge  of  his  nose,  every  fiber  of  his  bearing screaming  exasperation.  “You  can’t  go  around  threatening  every young man who speaks to your niece.” 

Stalwart turned away and adjusted his grip on his sword. 

“Let’s go,” the Dao monk said. 

Avora sighed and raised his hands. 

 This must be the Wind Walk spell,  Zephyr thought as tendrils of  lightning  danced  from  the  Grand  Sage’s  fingers  once  more,  and the sound of rushing wind rose anew.  I wonder how it works. Can it be used to bring us any—

He blinked, his returning vision slowly registering the fact that they  were  standing  in  the  middle  of  a  recently  planted  corn  field, awash  in  moonlight.  The  air  was  warm,  laden  with  the  scents  of  a lowland summer, and filled with the chorus of nocturnal insects and birds,  which  meant  they  were  now  far  from  Mount  Baltros  and  the Tempest school. 

Avora strode a few steps away and raised his right hand. He made a few sweeping gestures in the air, while scattering a handful of silver powder onto the ground. 

“I just cast a Minor Dispel, which is a Spark category Tempest magic  spell.  It  banishes  the  unholy  magic  that  conceals  a  Dark

Labyrinth from visibility,” the Grand Sage said, pointing to the empty space in front of him. “Now look closely.” 

A  shadowy  stairwell  emerged  into  view.  Its  cold  stone  steps shone  with  an  eerie  gray  beneath  the  light  of  the  moon  as  they seemingly descended into an inky nothingness. 

“Like  I  said  before,  a  Dark  Labyrinth  doesn’t  exist  within actual  time  and  space,”  Avora  continued.  “It’s  a  pocket  realm  into which  strands  of  corrupted  ether  are  siphoned  from  beyond  the northern battlelines. The only way to destroy one of them is to locate its Nexus and destroy it with an offensive Tempest magic spell, such as  Spark  Invocation.  Once  you  do  that,  the  Dark  Labyrinth  will crumble around you, returning you right here, to this spot, where its entrance once was.” 

“Or strike it with a skyforged weapon,” Stalwart added, hefting his  sword.  He  turned  to  the  Grand  Sage.  “I  must  ask  you  again, Avora. Are you sure about this? These three youths are fresh to their study  of  Tempest  magic.  There  is  every  chance  they  might  not survive their first battle.” 

“Yes, that chance does exist,” Avora acknowledged, drawing a concerned yelp from Vincent. “But it is unlikely. We have entered this  particular  Labyrinth  before,  my  friend.  The  Shadowswarm entities within it are as weak as any of their ilk can get. A ranger like Nella would be able to handle most of them by herself, but she won’t have to, because she’s not alone.” 

Stalwart nodded. His gaze fell upon the trio. “His Excellency has told me how your Codex of Ascension works. Make good use of this opportunity to grow your strength, young initiates. We will need it in the nights to come.” 

“Sir,  you  said  that  a  Dark  Labyrinth  is  created  by  a Blackguard,  right?”  Zephyr  asked.  “Did  you  somehow  manage  to refrain  from  alerting  the  one  in  this  Labyrinth  during  your  last  visit? 

Because I don’t know if the three of us can do the same thing. What happens  if  the  Blackguard  knows  we’re  here?  Will  it  direct  an

organized resistance against us? Will we be facing an army instead of a bunch of monsters scattered throughout the Dark Labyrinth?” 

“Those  are  good  questions,”  Stalwart  rumbled,  his  voice laden with grudging approval. “Avora, if they’re so level-headed and pragmatic, perhaps we have less to worry about than we’d thought.” 

“Indeed, my friend.” Avora smiled. “But then again, followers of  the  Wu  are  known  for  their  calm,  measured,  and  practical temperament. To answer your questions, Zephyr, a simple ‘no’ would suffice  for  all  of  them.  When  a  Dark  Labyrinth  coalesces,  its Blackguard is locked into a trance that directs his or her every effort toward  channeling  corrupted  ether  into  its  Nexus.  A  Blackguard  is, by and large, unaware of any intrusions into the Labyrinth, and he or she  has  no  direct  control  over  the  Shadowswarm  entities  within  its depths.” 

“You  said  ‘direct’,  Your  Excellency,”  Vincent  pointed  out. 

“Does  that  mean  the  Blackguard  has   indirect  control  over  the monsters?” 

“In  a  sense,”  the  Grand  Sage  said.  “Like  I  said,  a  Dark Labyrinth is a reflection of the remnants of its Blackguard’s soul, as are  the  nature,  number,  and  general  disposition  of  the Shadowswarm  entities  it  contains.  It  possesses  no  self-awareness, yet  it  is  capable  of  instinctively  defending  itself,  and  it  usually  does so  by  directing  Shadowswarm  against  intruders  or  by  altering  its dimensions.” 

“It’s  like  a  Blight-Titan,  a  colossal  beast  the  size  of  a  hill  or larger.  When  one  appears,  the  only  way  to  kill  it  is  for  a  group  of rangers  and  druids  to  breach  its  skin  and  cut  their  way  through  its innards  until  they  reach  and  then  destroy  its  heart,”  Nella  said,  her words making Vincent blanch and dry-retch. “The insides of a Blight-Titan are usually filled with smaller parasitic Blight-beasts, which will fight in defense of its host, which doesn’t actually control or hold any sway over them.” 

“That’s a very good comparison, Nella,” Avora agreed. “But to sum  up,  the  Blackguard  won’t  be  consciously  aware  of  your

presence in the Dark Labyrinth, until you fight your way to him or her and are in a position to threaten the Nexus directly.” 

“That’s  when  you  slay  the  foul,  traitorous  scum,”  Stalwart said, with obvious relish. 

The  Dao  monk’s  bloodlust  took  Zephyr  aback.  He’d  helped the  guardsmen  of  Tressville  apprehend  many  a  bandit,  most  of whom  faced  a  noose  in  their  not-too-distant  futures,  yet  he’d  never slain another human being before. The teachings of the Wu exhorted mercy  and  compassion  for  all  who  sought  it.  The  teachings  of  the Dao, it seemed, had no such considerations. 

“Something to look forward to,” Nella agreed, pulling an arrow from her hip quiver and running her thumb over its tip until a bead of blood  emerged.  “Let’s  begin.  I  want  to  kill  Shadowswarm  and traitors.” 

“Very  well.  All  you  have  to  do  is  descend  into  that.”  Avora pointed at the shadow-wreathed stairwell. “This Dark Labyrinth isn’t particularly large, so you might be able to make your way through it and destroy its Nexus by the end of the night.” 

“We’ll try our best, sir,” Zephyr promised. “You said you and Master  Stalwart  will  be  assailing  another  Dark  Labyrinth  in  the meantime?” 

“That is correct. We will be back here in six hours, sooner if we manage to conclude our business there ahead of schedule,” the Grand  Sage  said.  He  smiled  at  the  trio.  “Fight  bravely,  my  young friends,  but  proceed  with  every  caution.  Withdraw  if  you  are  in danger  of  being  overwhelmed.  We  can  always  return  another  night and try again.” 

“Not  happening.”  Nella  growled  and  strung  her  bow  in  a single smooth motion, the interplay of her powerful arm and shoulder muscles  evident  even  beneath  her  robes  and  mail.  “We’re  getting this done, right here and now.” 

“Your  ardor  is  inspiring,  Nella,  but  caution  costs  nothing,” 

Avora  said.  “One  last  thing.  Try  directing  a  codex  display  at  a Shadowswarm  entity  within  a  Dark  Labyrinth.  Your  Codex  of

Ascension  should  be  able  to  identify  it  and  provide  you  with  some insight regarding its strengths and weaknesses.” 

Zephyr  and  Nella  nodded.  After  a  moment,  Vincent  did  as well, though he was shaking visibly. 

“Excellent.”  The  Grand  Sage  raised  his  hands.  Lightning  fell from  his  fingers  and  coruscated  around  his  and  Master  Stalwart’s bodies. “We’ll see you soon, my friends.” 

And then they were gone, leaving the trio standing before the entrance to the Dark Labyrinth. 

Chapter 14







Before Zephyr or Vincent could say anything, Nella strode to the eerie stairwell and started descending. She stopped three steps down and looked over her shoulder. 

“Come on. We don’t have all night,” the ranger snapped. 

“Did anyone bring torches?” Vincent said abruptly. “You know, because we can’t see in the dark, and a Dark Labyrinth will probably be  very  dark  because,  well,  why  wouldn’t  it?  Think  about  what  it’s called in the first place, by Ostar’s teeth! Why doesn’t anyone think of such things?” 

“Why didn’t  you think of such things?” Nella countered. 

“Because I didn’t think we’d go from a stroll after the evening meal right away to an expedition into a magical, otherworldly realm filled  with  Shadowswarm  monsters  that  want  to  eat  me?”  the jeweler’s apprentice said. “Oh, how remiss of me! I suppose I should carry traveling supplies everywhere I go at all times.” 

“Actually, that might not be a bad idea,” Zephyr said, glancing at his mage band. “But I don’t think we need to worry about it being too  dark  to  see  inside  a  Dark  Labyrinth,  Vincent.  The  Grand  Sage obviously packed what he thought we’d need in this mage band, and I didn’t see any torches, so we probably won’t need them there.” 

“Maybe  he  just  didn’t  think  about  such  things?”  Vincent asked. “His Excellency doesn’t strike me as the detail-oriented type.” 

“I know, right?” Nella snickered. “A little bit of spilled soup and he’ll never get the stains out of those white robes of his.” 

Zephyr  chuckled,  though  he  figured  that  Avora’s  robes  were more  than  likely  laden  with  all  kinds  of  powerful  enchantments,  the least  of  which  ensured  they  always  looked  freshly  laundered  and impeccably pressed. 

“There’s not only that.” Zephyr tapped the side of his head. “A Dark Labyrinth is a reflection of its Blackguard’s mind, something like a dream, and a Blackguard is human. Human dreams contain light. 

Which is why I’m sure there will be more than enough light inside the Dark Labyrinth for us to see with.” 

“That  does  make  a  lot  of  sense,”  Nella  agreed,  nodding thoughtfully. “Leave it to a Wu monk to think about such things.” 

“Oh  yeah?  Then  why  is  it  called  a  Dark  Labyrinth,  then?” 

Vincent  argued.  “Why  not  a  ‘somewhat-illuminated-place-filled-with-monsters’ or something like that?” 

“Perhaps  the  word  ‘dark’  isn’t  meant  to  be  taken  literally,” 

Zephyr  said.  “It  could  be  a  metaphor,  referring  to  the  Blackguard’s character  or  hidden  thoughts,  which  I  can’t  imagine  would  be  very uplifting or morally upstanding.” 

“A  traitor’s  mind  is  filled  with  filth  and  evil,”  Nella  declared. 

“Come on. Let’s hurry up so I can put an arrow through it.” 

The  ranger  continued  her  descent,  placing  an  arrow  on  her bow  in  readiness  to  draw  and  fire.  Vincent  sighed.  He  cast  Zephyr one  last  exasperated  glance  and  followed,  clutching  the  hilt  of  his blade in a white-knuckled grip. 

Zephyr  drew  his  blades  and  descended  after  his  friends. 

Shadows danced around the edges of his vision as he walked down the stairwell, and when his head was below ground level, he realized that the light of the moon no longer reached him. He looked up and behind and saw only a swirling morass of darkness. 

 If  we  have  to  withdraw,  do  we  just  climb  this  stairwell  again and pass through this… portal?  he thought, before shaking his head and  focusing  his  mind.  They  were  now  in  a  place  infested  with monsters. Speculations about the exact workings of a Dark Labyrinth could wait. 

Nella, then Vincent, disappeared as they descended the last step  of  the  stairwell.  Zephyr  hurried  after  them,  alarm  rising  in  his heart,  only  to  emerge  into  what  appeared  to  be  a  vast,  sweeping stone  chamber,  with  red,  columnar  pillars  arrayed  across  its  length

and  breadth.  A  quick  glance  over  his  shoulder  revealed  a  doorway immediately  behind  him.  It  framed  an  ascending  stairwell,  the  very same  one  they’d  just  taken  and  the  exit  from  the  Dark  Labyrinth, should they need to withdraw. 

His friends were right in front of him. Nella had her bow held low,  with  an  arrow  at  the  ready.  Vincent  had  drawn  his  blade  and was holding it in a shaky, trembling grip. 

“Looks  like  you  were  right,  Zeph,”  Vincent  said.  “It’s  not  too dark to see in here.” 

“No,  it  isn’t.”  Zephyr  swept  his  gaze  around  the  chamber.  It was  awash  in  a  sickly  blue-white  radiance,  bright  enough  for  the crimson  hue  of  the  pillars  to  be  visible,  yet  too  dim  for  him  to  see clearly  much  further  than  thirty  feet  or  so.  Not  that  it  was  complete darkness  beyond  that,  because  Zephyr  could  still  make  out  the chamber’s walls: stone, decorated by etchings inlaid with faint green substance.  I think it’s green, at least. It’s too dark to be sure. 

“Alright.” Nella took a step forward, then another. “Let’s move. 

Vincent, stay close. Zeph, watch my flanks.” 

“This is a labyrinth, right?” Vincent pointed out. “How are we going  to  find  our  way  around?  How  do  we  know  something  isn’t sneaking up behind us?” 

“We’ll navigate this Labyrinth with my sense of direction,” the ranger  replied.  “But  you’re  right  about  Shadowswarm  creatures potentially sneaking up on us.” 

“Your Shock Snare spell would be quite helpful here,” Zephyr said. “Do you mind, Nella?” 

“No,  I  don’t.”  Nella  walked  a  few  more  strides  forward  with Zephyr  and  Vincent  in  tow,  then  turned  around  and  pointed  at  the floor  behind  her.  A  ring  of  blue  light  flared  into  existence,  then disappeared after a heartbeat. “That snare will last five hours, and I think it covers quite a bit of ground too. Also, I’ve set it up so that it doesn’t  respond  to  us,  so  we  can’t  trip  it,  even  if  the  two  of  you inadvertently step into it.” 

“Can  you  sense  where  the  snare  is,  now  that  it’s  become invisible?” Zephyr asked. 

“Yes. I think that if either of you concentrate hard enough, you should be able to sense where it is too,” the ranger said. “Maybe try bringing  up  your  codex  display  and  looking  through  it  over  where  I placed the snare.” 

Vincent  did  so,  calling  forth  his  codex  display  and  angling  it down the short distance they’d covered. A blue ring floating an inch above  the  stone  floor  flashed  momentarily  into  visibility.  It disappeared from sight when the jeweler’s apprentice dismissed his codex display. 

“Then it might be worth laying a series of these in our wake as we proceed too, even if it’s only as a trail marker,” Zephyr said. 

“That way, you don’t have to worry so much about pathfinding.” 

“Yes,  I  agree.”  Nella  stopped  in  her  tracks  and  looked  up  at Zephyr,  evidently  forcing  herself  to  meet  his  gaze.  “Listen,  Zeph.  I am a ranger, but I’ve never led a hunt, but more than once already you’ve  shown  you  can  think  things  through  much  more  thoroughly than I can. See the bigger picture, as it were.” 

“I  try  my  best,  Nella.”  Zephyr  cast  her  a  reassuring  smile, sensing that the ranger was struggling with a difficult notion. “What are you trying to say?” 

“I’m trying to say that  you should be in charge here, not me,” 

Nella  replied.  “I  will  place  my  skills  at  your  disposal  and  voice  my thoughts, but you should call the shots. What do you think, Vincent?” 

“Fine by me.” The jeweler’s apprentice shrugged. 

“Alright,”  Zephyr  said.  “I’ll  take  the  lead,  but  if  either  of  you have anything to say or any ideas to offer, I want to hear them.” 

“I  do  have  something  to  say,  actually.”  Vincent  adjusted  his wavering grip on his blade. “I have no idea what I’m doing, and I’ve never been in a fight before, so don’t be surprised if all I do when a monster appears is cry and wet my pants.” 

“But you  have  been in one,” Nella said. “You saved my life on the  landing,  and  you  didn’t  cry  and  wet  your  pants  when  that Shadowswarm fiend attacked us. You were very brave.” 

“Well… about that not crying and not wetting my pants part…” 

the  jeweler’s  apprentice  began,  only  for  his  voice  to  trail  away. 

“Never mind.” 

“Just  stay  close,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  reassured  him.  “If  Nella runs out of arrows, see if you can make new ones for her with your Tempest Aspect.” 

“Oh, right.” Vincent patted his belt pouch. “I do have my pen on me. I’ve been carrying it everywhere with me since I arrived at the Tempest school. What else can I do?” 

“Your Shadow-bane conjurations are taller and wider, so you can  also  use  them  to  block  off  monsters  from  any  attempt  to  flank us,” Zephyr said. “If we get attacked by a large number of monsters at  once,  you  can  also  use  your  conjurations  to  hold  them  back  or force them into a funnel, so Nella and I only have to deal with a few of them at a time.” 

“Got it, Zeph.” Vincent gulped nervously. “I’ll do my best.” 

“Alright. Let’s get going.” Zephyr pointed at the far end of the hall. A set of tall double doors stood at the center of the stone wall, barely  visible  in  the  ambient  dimness  that  shrouded  the  Dark Labyrinth.  “I  don’t  see  any  other  exit  around  in  this  room,  so  we’re heading there first.” 

The  trio  moved  through  the  hall,  walking  past  one  red  pillar after another. They saw or heard no monsters along the way. Zephyr was starting to find the Labyrinth’s architectural layout familiar, with its  meticulously  even  floor  and  spacious  dimensions.  Then  there were  also  the  crimson  pillars  and  the  green  wall  inlays  that symbolized  passion  and  courage  respectively  in  most  orthodox martial traditions. 

 This is the general training hall of a large martial arts school, he suddenly realized.  Does this mean that the Blackguard was once a martial cultivator and practitioner as well? 

Zephyr quickly shared his revelation with his friends. By then, they were roughly ten strides from the double doors. 

“What  kind  of  Shadowswarm  creatures  will  we  face  here?” 

Vincent  asked.  “An  army  of  Zephyr-like  monsters?  Doesn’t  that mean we don’t stand a chance at all?” 

“It’s really too early to say, and we can’t simply retreat without having confronted even a single foe,” Zephyr said. “Also, the Grand Sage  mentioned  that  the  Shadowswarm  monsters  in  here  are  very weak, remember? Let’s not get too discouraged yet.” 

“Still,  what  are  they?”  Vincent  grumbled.  “Not  knowing  is making me even more nervous than I already am.” 

“Looks  like  we’re  about  to  find  out,”  Nella  said,  pointing straight ahead of her. 

Two  shadowy,  humanoid  figures  emerged  into  view,  clad  in dark  training  robes  that  would  not  be  amiss  within  any  of  the numerous  martial  schools  throughout  the  realm.  Both  robes  bore  a crest  upon  their  left  lapels:  a  mountain  wearing  a  crown  of  clouds. 

Their  wearers  had  human  proportions  and  limbs,  but  smooth, featureless  ebon-hued  faces.  They  carried  straight  swords  of  dark steel in their hands. 

“Shadowswarm!”  Vincent  cried,  pointing  at  the  monsters  as they  advanced,  raising  their  blades.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice brought  up  his  codex  display  and  directed  it  at  one  the Shadowswarm entities. 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Transient Nightmare

 Category: Lesser-Common

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (severe); skyforged armaments (vulnerable)

 Essence Orbs: 0.1



Nella  shot  one  of  the  creatures  in  the  face  with  an  arrow, dropping  the  creature.  Zephyr  parried  the  slow,  awkward  swipe  of the  other  transient  nightmare  and  beheaded  it  with  a  riposte.  The monster fell, its limbs convulsing, and began to dissipate into wisps of shadow. 

  

 Acquired Essence Orbs: 0.2

 Total Essence Orbs: 0.2



“You  beat  them!”  Vincent  cheered.  “Well  done,  the  two  of you!” 

Zephyr shook his head as he glanced down at the blade he’d used  to  slay  the  monster.  Neither  blood  nor  ichor  stained  its  edge. 

He  turned  to  Nella  as  she  retrieved  her  arrow  from  the  floor.  The ranger noticed his regard and held out her arrow for him to see. Its tip was clean as well, albeit somewhat bent. 

“The  monster  didn’t  feel   solid  when  I  cut  through  its  neck,” 

Zephyr  said.  “My  blade  felt  like  it  was  passing  through  mist  and smoke, trapped in a cloth bag.” 

“And they hardly put up a fight at all,” Nella added. “The one I shot was so slow it might as well have been standing still.” 

“What’s wrong with the two of you?” Vincent demanded. “Are you both seriously complaining that our enemies are too weak?” 

“If  this  is  the  caliber  of  all  the  foes  we  have  to  face  in  this Labyrinth,  all  the  better,”  Zephyr  said.  “But  somehow,  I  don’t  think things are simply going to be this easy.” 

“Well,  if  they  attack  singly  or  in  pairs,  they  won’t  stand  a chance, but what if they come in a huge swarm from all directions?” 

the  jeweler’s  apprentice  went  on.  “That  would  make  things challenging enough for you, wouldn’t it?” 

Nella  snapped  her  head  around,  casting  her  gaze  back  to where  the  trio  had  come  from.  Zephyr  turned  to  where  she  was

looking as well, just in time to see a tendril of lightning flare briefly in the distance. The faint thump of falling bodies reached his ears. 

“Is that…” he began. 

“Yes,” Nella confirmed. “Something tripped my snare. Quite a few things, actually. They just stumbled blindly into it.” 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 0.6

 Total Essence Orbs: 0.8



 If each nightmare is worth a tenth of an essence orb, then…

Zephyr  ran  the  numbers  in  his  head.  Nella’s  snare  had  felled  six more  Shadowswarm  entities.  Movement  stirred  in  the  gloom,  just beyond clear eyeshot. A lot of it. 

“Uh,  Zeph?  Nella?”  Vincent  said,  pawing  at  Zeph’s  arm. 

Zephyr turned and saw five more transient nightmares emerge into view, swords held loosely in their hands. 

“More  coming  up  behind  us,”  the  ranger  announced.  Her bowstring sang twice, preceding the sounds of two bodies hitting the floor. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 0.2

 Total Essence Orbs: 1.0



Stumbling, shuffling footfalls rose into the air. 

“A lot more, actually,” she added. “Too many to count.” 

“Hold  your  fire!”  Zephyr  said.  He  looked  past  the  creatures massed in front of the trio, right between them and the double doors, and  made  his  decision.  “We’re  heading  to  those  doors.  Nella,  help me  cut  our  way  through  these  ones.  Vincent,  put  down  Shadow-bane  conjurations  behind  and  around  us  to  slow  the  monsters down.” 

His  friends  chorused  their  assent,  and  Vincent’s  voice  rose immediately  in  spell-casting  cadences.  Within  a  heartbeat,  the telltale cobalt radiance of Tempest magic washed over the ambient darkness of the chamber. 

An  arrow  sang  forth,  punching  through  the  forehead  of  a nightmare  before  Zephyr.  Calling  on  his  internal  energy  and ascending his bodily state to the Third Cycle of the Carefree Sutra, he charged into the massed monsters. 

Four  swords  cut  at  him  clumsily,  all  of  them  coming  from different directions. To his heightened senses, they seemed languid and slow, but Zephyr had no desire to see if the monsters’ blades, so poorly  wielded,  would  actually  cut  his  flesh.  He  picked  apart  the blows with swift parries from his left-hand saber while simultaneously lashing  out  with  his  right-hand  blade,  cutting  through  throats, cleaving  faceless  skulls,  and  bisecting  robed  torsos.  Another  arrow cut  the  last  nightmare  down,  and  he  snatched  the  shaft  from  the monster’s disintegrating remains. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 0.8

 Total Essence Orbs: 1.8



“Move!  Let’s  move!”  he  called.  More  nightmares  shambled forward, placing their bodies in front of the double doors. “Stay close to me! Vincent, keep putting down Shadow-bane conjurations behind us as we go, so that they don’t get around us.” 

“Got it, Zeph! I’ll try to make a tunnel for us,” Vincent cried. A quick  glance  over  Zephyr’s  shoulder  showed  that  the  jeweler’s apprentice  was  stumbling  toward  him,  having  placed  a  trio  of crackling  lightning  walls  behind  them.  The  forms  of  countless nightmares milled behind his shadow-bane conjurations

“Nella,  watch  my  right,”  Zephyr  instructed,  sheathing  his  left hand blade. 

“Your  right.  Got  it,”  the  ranger  replied,  taking  two  strides forward,  loosing  an  arrow  into  a  nightmare’s  face,  then  advancing another two strides and shooting yet another nightmare down. 

Zephyr raised his now-empty left hand and uttered the words for  Spark  Invocation.  A  beam  of  lightning  lanced  from  his outstretched  fingers  and  tore  into  the  ranks  of  the  nightmares advancing  upon  the  trio  on  the  left.  The  monsters  dissipated  upon contact with the Tempest magic spell. At the same time, he sliced his saber  into  the  monsters  on  his  right,  cutting  them  down  one  after another while Nella shot down the nightmares just beyond the reach of his blade. 

“Advance!”  he  cried  as  he  stepped  into  the  space  he  and Nella had just cleared with blade, bow, and spell. 

More monsters shambled forward, and Zephyr met them with yet  another  Spark  Invocation,  tearing  apart  the  foremost  ones  into wisps of shadow. Arrows sang past his shoulder, felling four more of the nightmares, before Zephyr stormed into their midst, hacking his saber  out  and  around  in  great  cleaving  blows  that  scythed  through the monsters’ bodies. Strange, ebon-hued limbs and torsos fell to the floor and began to dissipate. 

He  took  a  glancing  hit  on  his  steel  helm  and  his  mailed shoulder for his efforts, but the blows were weak and more from the flat of the nightmares’ blades than their edges. Zephyr glanced over his shoulder again. Vincent and Nella were close on his heels, with the jeweler’s apprentice trailing the furthest behind while the ranger was off his right shoulder, guarding that flank as he’d told her to. 

They  were  no  less  than  two  strides  from  the  doors,  with  no more of the nightmares in their way. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.5

 Total Essence Orbs: 3.3



“Zeph!”  Vincent  cried.  “They’ve  begun  forcing  their  way through  my  conjurations.  It’s  destroying  them  upon  contact,  but every  Shadowswarm  that  dies  from  my  spells  weakens  them. 

They’ve broken through all the ones I’ve laid down when we started moving to the door!” 

“That’s  alright.  We’re  here,”  Zephyr  said,  lifting  his  left  foot and hammering his heel into the double doors, right where they met in the middle. Fueled by his internal energy, his kick flung the doors open on their hinges. 

“Move! Get through the doors!” he cried, turning around and drawing his left-hand saber once more. Nella seized Vincent by the scruff  of  his  neck  and  hauled  him  with  her.  The  two  brushed  by Zephyr  as  he  fended  off  the  swinging  blades  of  the  nightmares swarming past Vincent’s lightning walls. 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  had  indeed  laid  down  a  tunnel  of shadow-bane conjurations, but even as Zephyr watched, they began to fade, overwhelmed by the monsters flinging themselves upon the electrical surfaces, heedless of their own destruction. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.1

 Total Essence Orbs: 4.4



Three  dozen  blades  rang  against  Zephyr’s  frantic  parries. 

Then  eighteen.  Within  the  space  of  a  single  breath,  that  number became  two  dozen.  He  blinked.  A  sword  trailed  sparks  against  his mailed  torso.  Zephyr  blocked  a  cut  to  his  neck.  Another  blade clipped the top of his helm. He put a saber into a featureless face, then hacked his other blade into a dark-robed torso. A thrust sailed past  his  beleaguered  defenses  and  hit  him  in  the  gut,  too  weak  to penetrate the mail, but squarely enough to force a pained grunt from his lips. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 0.2

 Total Essence Orbs: 4.6



He felt two pairs of hands on his shoulders, pulling him back. 

He  went  with  the  flow,  only  to  catch  another  cut  on  his  helm.  This time, the blade was diverted downward, so that its tip drew a stinging line across his forehead. 

And then he was beyond the doors. Vincent was behind one, and Nella the other. They set their shoulders to the doors and began to push them shut. The nightmares pressed forward, but Zephyr had held them back far enough away from the doors that they slammed together  before  any  of  the  monsters  could  jam  a  limb  or  a  blade between them. 

It turned out that the double doors had brass handles on this side. Vincent slid his blade through them, turning his short sword into an  improvised  door  bar.  He  turned  to  Zephyr  as  the  closed  doors started  rattling  and  shaking  beneath  the  fists  and  blades  of  the nightmares on the other side. 

“You alright, Zeph?” he asked. “I saw one of those monsters hit you in the face with a sword.” 

Sheathing his blades, Zephyr touched his forehead gingerly. 

His fingers came away streaked with blood. 

“It’s  a  flesh  wound,”  he  said.  “Cut  didn’t  reach  bone.  The blood  will  wash  it  clean,  and  it’s  shallow  enough  to  not  need stitches.” 

“Ugh.” Vincent groaned in disgust. “Stitches.” 

“You’ll  have  a  nice-looking  scar  for  Luxana  Jade  to  coo  and swoon over when we get back,” Nella said snidely. 

“Miss Jade likes scars?” Vincent asked, his voice laden with dismay. “But I don’t like getting hit. Let alone getting cuts that need stitches.” 

“Oh,  I’m  sure  there’s  absolutely  nothing  better  or  more important to discuss right now,” Zephyr said, pointing at the door that was trembling on its hinges. “Such as the fact that there are at least

a  hundred  monsters  now  behind  that  door,  which  will  not  hold  for much  longer.  But  no,  let’s  all  just  sit  down,  put  a  big  smile  on  our faces,  and  gossip  about  Lux,  shall  we?  Because  we  really, completely, have nothing better to do, such as running for our lives or  figuring  out  a  plan  of  attack.  You  know,  something  along  those lines.” 

A moment of silence, marred only by the continuous thudding impacts  of  the  door  and  the  increasingly  loud  rattling  of  its  hinges, followed as Vincent and Nella stared at Zephyr, their jaws slack and their eyes wide with astonishment. 

“Did he… I mean, was he just…” Nella began. 

“Yes. He was sarcastic and snarky with us,” Vincent finished. 

“That was a perfect synthesis of my whininess and Nella’s nastiness. 

Wow, Zeph. I didn’t know you had it in you, with all that saintly Wu patience and friendliness. Maybe we’re really rubbing off on you, like you  and  I  are  rubbing  off  on  Nella,  because  I  believe  she’s  looked more  people—you  and  me,  mostly—in  the  eye  since  her  arrival  at the Tempest school than she’s ever done so in her whole life.” 

“Hey!” the ranger protested. 

“We only just met each other yesterday,” Zephyr pointed out. 

“But I…” 

“Feel like we’ve known each other forever?” Nella said. 

“Well,  there’s  the  whole  one-soul-in-three  bodies  deal  that we’ve  got,  remember?”  Vincent  chuckled.  “I  wonder  how  far  that goes though. If I marry Miss Jade, for instance, does that mean you two marry her too, or what?” 

“I  don’t  think  we  need  to  worry  about  that.”  Nella  jabbed Vincent  in  the  ribs,  making  him  jump  and  squeal.  The  jeweler’s apprentice  spluttered  for  a  few  moments,  before  all  three  of  them burst into laughter. 

Zephyr  recognized  their  ridiculous  behavior  for  what  it  was. 

He’d  seen  it  amongst  guardsmen  in  the  aftermath  of  a  hard-fought battle,  when  tension  and  stress  began  to  bleed  away  from  tightly

wound  nerves  and  hammering  hearts  and  pulses  started  to  slow down. 

He  also  knew  that  soon,  the  reality  of  their  situation  would sink  in.  They  were  trapped  in  an  immensely  dangerous  place  filled with  Shadowswarm  monsters,  and  their  only  way  forward  was  to press  on,  hopefully  locating  the  Nexus,  defeating  the  Blackguard, and destroying the Dark Labyrinth. 

 A  tall  order  for  our  first  Dark  Labyrinth  expedition,  Zephyr thought  somberly  as  the  euphoria  of  his  unwinding  nerves  faded. 

One  of  the  hinges  flying  free  from  its  mount  on  the  doorframe  and rattling  across  the  floor  completely  sobered  him.  Judging  by  the expressions on Nella’s and Vincent’s faces, it had the same effect on them too. 

Zephyr  swept  his  gaze  around.  They’d  emerged  from  the training hall into a narrow branching corridor. The stone walls were wreathed  with  carvings  of  humanoid  silhouettes.  Normally,  such carvings within a martial arts school would depict several of its basic and  commonplace  martial  forms  or  even  some  of  its  fundamental cultivation  pathways.  Here,  as  far  as  Zephyr  could  tell,  they  all seemed  nonsensical,  the  martial  equivalent  of  gibberish  to  his trained eye. 

“We don’t know where this leads, but we definitely don’t want to  still  be  here  when  that  door  collapses,”  he  said,  facing  the  left branch of the corridor. “Let’s get going. At the very least, we want to find  somewhere  defensible,  perhaps  a  smaller  room  with  a  much narrower door.” 

His  friends  nodded.  Nella  drew  another  arrow  from  her  hip quiver, which was nearly empty. Vincent held nothing but his pen. 

And they’d only just begun their foray into this Dark Labyrinth. 

 Not the best start,  Zephyr thought.  But  at  least  we’re  all  still alive. 

He  strode  down  the  corridor,  Vincent  and  Nella  following behind him. 



Chapter 15







The  trio  ran  into  more  nightmares  as  they  strode  down  the corridor. Thankfully, the monsters stood singly or in scattered pairs, allowing Zephyr to dispatch them with his blades. 

Neither were there any signs of pursuit from the training hall, according to the sentries Nella had left behind. As far as they could tell,  the  swarm  of  nightmares  had  simply  stopped  pounding  on  the door after the trio had cleared some distance. 

 Perhaps  they  only  react  when  we  come  close  enough, Zephyr  thought  as  the  trio  came  across  another  two  nightmares, each  of  them  standing  roughly  ten  strides  from  each  other.  The monsters  stared  unseeingly  into  nothingness.  The  swords  in  their hands drew slow, disinterested trails in the air. 

From nearly twenty feet away, Zephyr raised his hand with its palm  open,  the  near-universal  signal  to  stop.  Nella  responded immediately.  Vincent,  however,  didn’t.  He  walked  right  into  the ranger, smacking his nose off the back of her skull. 

“Ouch!”  he  spluttered,  clutching  his  face.  “Nella!  Why’d  you stop so suddenly like that?” 

“Be quiet!” Nella hissed and put her finger over her lips, even as she rubbed the back of her head in obvious pain. 

The  monsters  hadn’t  reacted  to  the  racket,  Zephyr  realized. 

This  suggested  that  they  couldn’t  hear  anything.  To  confirm  his suspicion, he raised one of his blades and smacked its back against the wall, hard enough to send a metallic chime ringing into the gloom and echoing off the confines of the corridor. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  Nella  demanded,  poking  him  in  the shoulder. “You want to bring another horde of those things down on our heads?” 

“Look.”  Zephyr  pointed  with  his  blade  at  the  closest nightmare, which was still shuffling listlessly on its feet. “I don’t think they react to sound.” 

“And they don’t have eyes, which means they can’t see us,” 

Vincent said. “So how do they know to attack us, then?” 

“I think it depends on how close we get to them,” Zephyr said. 

“We simply charged straight at the ones we ran into earlier down the corridor, but these ones aren’t aware of us yet.” 

“Makes it even easier for me to shoot them down from afar.” 

Nella drew an arrow from her quiver, but Zephyr shook his head. 

“Don’t  waste  your  arrows  on  such  easy  foes,”  he  said.  “We might need them later.” 

“Vincent can make more for me if I run out.” Nella nudged the jeweler’s apprentice in the side. 

“Yes, that’s right,” he agreed, twirling his pen in his fingers. “I can definitely do that.” 

“But you’ll be using up your ether, and I have a feeling we’ll need every little bit of it as we go deeper into the labyrinth and come up against the Blackguard.” Zephyr hefted his blades. “These don’t run out, and yes, Nella, you can pick up your arrows again, but they might be damaged or bent from being fired. My swords are a fair bit more durable.” 

“Alright, you’re absolutely correct.” The ranger smiled. “Looks like we made a good call in having you take the lead.” 

“I’ll do my best,” he said, before turning his attention back to the  closest  nightmare.  “I’m  going  to  get  closer  and  closer  to  this monster, so that we can find out the range where it senses us. Nella, you probably have a better eye for distances than I do, so see if you can give us a good estimate.” 

“Got it.” Nella nodded. “Go ahead, Zeph.” 

Zephyr  advanced  upon  the  nightmare,  taking  measured  and deliberate steps. Soon enough, the monster’s head perked up, and it swung  its  eyeless  features  in  his  direction.  The  nightmare  further

down  the  corridor  reacted  as  well,  and  the  two  monsters  began shambling toward Zephyr, blades raised. 

 Looks  like  the  nightmares  can  alert  each  other  about  the presence  and  possibly  the  location  of  an  enemy,  Zephyr  thought, cutting down the monsters with swift, efficient swings of his blades. 

He turned to Nella. 

“It  detected  you  from  about  ten  feet  away,”  the  ranger determined. “And the monsters were about twenty feet apart.” 

“That’s  good  to  know.”  Zephyr  sheathed  his  swords  and looked at the red door set in the wall between the monsters. They’d come across three such doors already, and they’d tried to open them all, to no avail. The doors didn’t actually have hinges and were more decorative than functional, seemingly being set in a solid stone wall. 

This one, however, was different. It had words written in black ink over its crimson surface, a third of the way down from its rounded top. 

 Honor  the  way  of  the  sword.  Praise  its  supremacy  over  all arts. 

“I  know  this  saying,”  Zephyr  told  his  friends.  “It’s  Tushan’s slogan, the rallying cry of his followers.” 

“Who’s  Tushan?”  Nella  asked,  walking  over  to  take  a  closer look at the door and the writing upon it. 

“You don’t know?” Vincent shook his head. “But then again, I can see why you wouldn’t, living along the Blight-Boundary and all. 

We heard stories of Tushan all the way up in the capital. He was a rather nasty bandit chieftain who operated somewhere in the south…

hey!  That’s  where  Tressville  City  is!  Didn’t  you  mention  your monastery was nearby, Zeph?” 

“It’s  a  bit  of  a  walk  away,  yes.”  Zephyr  put  his  chin  in  his hand.  “Master  Sora  was  the  one  who  apprehended  Tushan  and handed him to the local baron. His followers dispersed shortly after. 

Some of them formed smaller bandit or marauder groups, which the brothers at the monastery had to fend off over the years.” 

“Wow. Your master was the one who beat Tushan?” Vincent whistled  in  awe.  “Tushan  defeated  a  trio  of  Phoenix  Knights,  didn’t he?” 

“He  ambushed  them  and  had  them  shot  full  of  arrows.” 

Zephyr sighed. “All Brother Sparrow and I could do was retrieve their bodies, say a few prayers, and prepare them for burial.” 

“You were involved,” Nella said. “Did you know Tushan?” 

“Yes. Before he became a bandit, he was the senior instructor of  the  Windstrike  school  and  the  heir-apparent  to  the  school’s grandmaster,”  Zephyr  replied.  “I  faced  off  against  many  of  his disciples  during  the  tournaments  in  Tressville,  and  he  would  come congratulate me after every one of my victories. I knew him then as a gracious, honorable warrior.” 

“But he became a bandit chieftain, responsible for thousands of  deaths  and  the  sacking  of  Tressville’s  upper  district.”  Vincent shuddered. “And now, he might very well be a Blackguard.” 

“I  don’t  see  how  that’s  possible.”  Zephyr  shook  his  head. 

“After  Master  Sora  apprehended  him,  the  baron  sentenced  him  to public excruciation. In Tressvile’s main square, they broke his hands and severed the tendons of his legs. They even brought in one of the masters of the Ironclad Palm school to destroy his Central Field and rupture  his  main  channels,  scattering  his  internal  energy  into nothingness. Then they flogged him and burned him with heated iron implements for three days.” 

“On  the  third  day,  Master  Sora  pleaded  for  mercy  on  his behalf,”  Zephyr  continued.  “I  remember  it  very  clearly.  The  entire monastery,  myself  included,  knelt  before  the  baron  and  asked  that Tushan be spared further torment or given a merciful death.” 

“Why?  Why  beg  for  mercy  for  scum  like  that?”  Nella  asked, her eyes wide in genuine puzzlement. “If I were in charge, I’d throw in  a  little  flaying  and  disembowelment  too.  That  would  be  a  good warning to anyone thinking of following in his footsteps.” 

“The Wu teaches us that he who harms others harms himself as well. And those who behold pain cannot help but feel its echoes in

their  hearts.”  Zephyr  clasped  his  hands  in  prayer  before  him  and bowed his head. “Tushan committed atrocities and brought immense suffering  to  many.  What  is  the  point  then,  of  torturing  Tushan  and bringing  further  harm  to  his  tormentors  and  those  beholding  his pain? That is what Master Sora said, and the baron agreed. Tushan was thrown into a dungeon, sentenced to live out the rest of his days in captivity.” 

“I  don’t  really  understand  the  Wu,  Zeph,”  Nella  said.  “It  all sounds  rather  confusing  to  me.  But  I  respect  you,  so  I  respect  the Wu.” 

“Yeah, same here.” Vincent nodded. “But you said it yourself, Zeph.  Tushan  was  maimed,  but  he  wasn’t  killed.  That  sounds  like premium Blackguard material to me.” 

“How so?” Nella asked. 

“Well,  His  Excellency  told  us  that  the  Shadowswarm  can communicate with people beyond the northern battlelines and tempt them  into  creating  Dark  Labyrinths,  right?”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice said. “What kind of person would accept any kind of offer at all from Shadowswarm?  The  insane,  of  course.  But  what  about  those  in pain?  Those  who  have  nothing  to  lose?  Tushan  sounds  like  a combination of all three.” 

“How  would  the  Shadowswarm  reach  him  if  he’s  in  a dungeon, though?” Zephyr asked. 

“If  the  Shadowswarm’s  reach  extends  beyond  the  radiant barriers of the Storm Scions, some guardsmen and dungeon doors are not going to be much of an obstacle,” Vincent pointed out. “Also, think  about  the  monsters  we’ve  seen  so  far  here.  They’re  wearing martial robes and wielding swords. Given all the signs at this point, we’d  be  kidding  ourselves  if  we  still  think  we  won’t  be  running  into Tushan.” 

“Or something that used to be him,” Nella said darkly. 

“You’re right, Vincent.” Zephyr sighed again and looked down. 

“I used to admire Master Tushan. I wish this didn’t happen to him.” 

Nella brought up her codex display. 

  

 Total Essence Orbs:  4.6



“Now that we have a bit of breathing room, do you think we should  see  what  we  can  do  with  these  first?”  the  ranger  asked.  “If we’re  going  up  against  a  martial  arts  master  tainted  by  the Shadowswarm, we should go into the fight at our strongest.” 

“I think that’s a good idea, now that we have some inkling of what we’re going to face,” Vincent agreed. “The way I see it, the best thing  to  do  is  to  enhance  our  Spark  Invocation  spell  and  bring  it  to the Bolt or even Storm levels. And then we enhance Zephyr’s  skill in Bolt or Storm invocation, so he can fight at a higher Carefree Sutra Cycle with Tempest magic.” 

“Huh. How do you know about the Cycles?” Zephyr asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever discussed them with either of you before.” 

“We  can  check  each  other’s  spell  variants  in  our  codex displays,  and  ever  since  the  first  monster  with  a  sword  appeared, I’ve been thinking about yours, Zephyr,” Vincent said. “I figured that you  get  faster  and  stronger  with  every  Cycle,  and  I  also  remember how you were able to hurt that shadow brute on the landing simply by manifesting your Tempest Aspect and having electricity pour out of your nostrils. So maybe it’s best for us if you can get strong and fast enough to punch Blackguard Tushan in the face with lightning.” 

“I like it. Simple and straightforward.” Nella nodded. “Let’s do it, Zeph. Put those essence orbs to use right now.” 

“Wait.  I  regularly  outmatched  Tushan’s  disciples  in tournaments, but I never stood a chance against him at his prime. I don’t think he was ever as skilled as Master Stalwart is, but he was never that far off. If he really is the Blackguard of this Dark Labyrinth, and he’s gotten back his skills from the Shadowswarm, it would be foolhardy of us to fight him on his terms.” 

“That’s a good point.” Vincent scratched the back of his head and  turned  to  Nella.  “What  do  you  think?  You  know  how  to  bring down  things  that  are  strong  and  fast.  Maybe  we  should  enhance

your  snares  and   your  Spark  Invocation  variant  instead?  You  know, those biting fangs that you can shoot from your eyes?” 

Nella frowned thoughtfully and pulled up her codex display. 



 Spark Invocation (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Conjure Shocking Eyebite (10 feet range, 2 bites, 2 ether per cast) or Create lightning projectile (small, 10 feet range, 4 ether per projectile)



The  ranger  narrowed  her  eyes,  every  fiber  of  her  being radiating focus and concentration. 



 Shocking Eyebite (initiate):

 10 feet range, 2 bites, 2 ether per cast

 Slow  enemy’s  movements  by  1%  on  contact;  up  to  8

 maximum  stacks  per  enemy;  2x  efficacy  against  Shadowswarm entities;  ineffective  against  enemies  with  lightning  elemental resistance



“Yes, I think these might come in handy,” she said. “And my Eyebites move at the speed of sight, so there’s no dodging them. I think you’re right, Vincent. Maybe we should enhance this variant of my Spark Invocation spell instead.” 

“We  have  four  essence  orbs  to  use.”  Vincent  nodded.  “Why don’t we use one of them up first, on Nella’s Shocking Eyebite?” 

“Agreed.” Zephyr turned to Nella. “Go ahead, Nella.” 

The  ranger  nodded  and  closed  her  eyes.  Her  codex  display flickered as she grasped an essence orb with her will and expended its power over her Shocking Eyebite spell. 



 Shocking Eyebite (Adept):

 20 feet range, 4 bites, 2 ether per cast Slow  enemy’s  movements  by  2%  on  contact;  up  to  10

 maximum  stacks  per  enemy;  2x  efficacy  against  Shadowswarm entities;  ineffective  against  enemies  with  lightning  elemental resistance



“Great!”  Vincent  raised  a  fist  in  jubilation.  “Now  let’s  do  it again!  The  more  powerful  this  spell  is,  the  less  of  a  chance  the Blackguard stands against us.” 

Nella’s brow twitched once more as she reached for another essence orb and focused its power over her Shocking Eyebite spell. 

Her codex display flickered. 

 

Enhancement not possible! 

 Tempest  magic  proficiency  must  be  Adept  or  higher  before any Tempest spells or spell variants can be enhanced to Master level Current Tempest magic proficiency: Initiate

 Progress to Adept: 1/20 essence orbs



“Ugh.”  The  ranger  groaned  and  massaged  her  temples. 

“Looks like it didn’t work.” 

“And  we’re  still  quite  far  off  from  being  able  to  enhance  our overall  Tempest  magic  proficiency,”  Vincent  said.  “What  should  we do, then?” 

“What about Nella’s Shock Snare spell? Snares can be used to control an enemy’s movements, even if it’s only to preoccupy him with  avoiding  them,”  Zephyr  said.  “And  if  you  make  them unresponsive to us, like you did in the training hall, then you can set Shock Snares to restrict Tushan’s mobility while not doing the same to ours.” 

“It’s already been enhanced. I didn’t look at it closely just now, but  it’s  an  Adept  level  spell  variant,  so  we  can’t  enhance  it  any

further.” Nella shook her head and adjusted her codex display. 



 Shock Snare (Adept)

 Complex snares, 25 feet range, 5 hour duration, 1 ether per snare

 Inflicts  moderate  Tempest  magic  damage  within  area  of effect;  2x  efficacy  against  Shadowswarm  entities;  up  to  10  snares can be laid



“In that case, let’s see if we can enhance Vincent’s Forge of Wind,  Spark  Hammer,  or  his  Lightning  Armaments  spell,”  Zephyr suggested. “That way, he will be able to create better Tempest magic arrows  for  Nella.  He  might  even  be  able  to  repair  or  improve  our armor in the middle of a pitched battle.” 

“Sounds  like  a  good  idea.”  Nella  nudged  the  jeweler’s apprentice. “Go ahead. Enhance both of them.” 

Vincent shrugged. He blinked, and his codex display unfurled. 



 Spark Hammer (Adept)

 Hammer persists for 10 minutes per cast, 4 ether per cast Increases damage or protective qualities of created lightning armaments by 10%

  

 Lightning Armaments (Adept)

 Conjure up to complex armaments, armaments persist for 10

 minutes,  1  ether  per  simple  armament,  4  ether  per  complex armament



“I  suppose  the  question  is  what  counts  as  a  simple  or complex armament,” Nella muttered, pulling an arrow from her quiver and twirling it in her fingers. “If this counts as a complex armament, you won’t be making many of them out of your Tempest magic at all.” 

“What  about  that  simple  line  of  lightning  you  created  on  the landing?”  Zephyr  asked.  “The  one  you  used  to  kill  the  shadow brute?” 

“Yeah, that one felt like it didn’t take anything out of me at all,” 

Vincent  said.  “Whereas  I  definitely  felt  drained  after  casting  those shadow-bane conjurations in the hall.” 

“That  wasn’t  an  actual  arrow,”  Nella  said.  “Just  because  I could  launch  it  a  few  feet  away  from  my  bow  at  a  monster  literally within arm’s reach doesn’t mean that I can actually shoot it, at least not with any accuracy or distance at all.” 

“And  it  feels  like  a  waste  of  ether  right  now  to  test  it  out,” 

Vincent said. “I don’t have that much left.” 



 Tempest Ether: 16/40



“Apparently,  each  shadow-bane  conjuration  cost  me  two ether  to  cast,  and  I  did  cast  many  of  them  just  now,”  he  said.  “Do either  of  you  know  if  there’s  any  way  for  us  to  replenish  our  ether reserves?” 

“I doubt it.” Zephyr shook his head. “At least not within a Dark Labyrinth.  There’s  no  Tempest  ether  in  the  air  to  draw  upon  and store  within  our  souls.  We’ll  have  to  make  do  with  what  we’ve  got left. Let’s rely on my blades as much as we can, then Nella’s arrows when necessary. We’ll only use Tempest magic when we absolutely have to.” 

“We  still  have  one  more  essence  orb  to  use,”  Nella  pointed out. “Where should it go?” 

“Why don’t we put it toward our overall proficiency in Tempest magic?” Zephyr suggested. “It’s a demanding investment, but I think it’ll be the most rewarding one in the long run.” 

The  other  two  nodded,  so  he  extended  his  will  toward  the essence orb and poured its power into the correct receptacle of their Codex of Ascension. 

 

 Tempest Magic empowered! 

 Magic: Tempest (Initiate)

 Progress to Adept: 2/20 essence orbs

 +2% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +2% Tempest spell casting speed

 +2% Tempest spell learning rate

 +2% Tempest spell efficacy

  

“Alright, we’d better get going. What’s the deal with these red doors,  anyway?  Why  put  them  here  if  they  can’t  be  opened?” 

Vincent reached out and pushed on the door. To his evident surprise, it  sank  into  the  wall  and  dissipated  into  motes  of  shadow,  leaving behind a patch of darkness as tall as and a bit broader than Zephyr. 

“Huh… I stand corrected,” the jeweler’s apprentice muttered. 

“Looks like this does go somewhere. Shall we check it out?” 

“Beats  wandering  blindly  down  this  corridor,”  Nella  said. 

“Which doesn’t seem like it’s going to end anytime soon.” 

Zephyr drew his blades. “Alright. I’ll go first. Stay close.” 

The trio walked into the darkness. 

Chapter 16







As the shadows peeled away from Zephyr’s vision, he found himself  standing  before  a  massive  wooden  altar,  tall  enough  for  its triangular  tip  to  almost  scrape  against  the  gray-blue  stone  of  its gloom-shrouded ceiling. 

Plaques—small  pieces  of  rectangular  wood  mounted  onto wooden stands—were arrayed across the altar, interspersed by red, half-melted  candles.  Scrawled  lines  adorned  the  surfaces  of  the plaques, but they were gibberish, as far as Zephyr could tell. 

A long scroll had been fastened to the top of the altar, and its unfurled  length  dominated  the  center  of  the  eerie  and  bizarre arrangement,  which  Zephyr  was  beginning  to  recognize  as  some twisted  and  unhinged  parody  of  a  memorial  hall  most  large  martial arts schools would have. 

The  scroll  displayed  the  crest  of  the  Windstrike  school,  but the proud display was marred by streaks and handprints of blood all across  its  length.  Transient  nightmares  stood  shoulder-to-shoulder before the altar, swords held slackly in their hands. Their backs were turned to the trio. 

“That’s  a  lot  of  Shadowswarm,”  Vincent  whispered.  The jeweler’s  apprentice  was  cowering  behind  Zephyr’s  left  shoulder, while Nella had taken up position behind his right, an arrow held at the ready. 

“Not  as  many  as  there  were  in  that  first  hall,”  the  ranger retorted. “Zeph, what do we do?” 

Zephyr swiftly scanned the room. Its walls were of the same plain, uncannily unreal stone as the corridor’s and the training hall’s were,  but  there  was  an  archway  on  the  altar’s  left,  its  depths

shrouded  in  gloom.  He  glanced  over  his  shoulder  and  saw  only smooth, unmarked stone. 

“We can’t go back,” he announced. 

Vincent followed his gaze and groaned in dismay. 

Nella clenched her jaw. “We’ll have to kill them all, then,” the ranger said. “They haven’t detected us yet, so we must be standing far enough away. Let me start killing them from here.” 

“I  don’t  think  you  have  enough  arrows  to  shoot  all  of  them,” 

Zephyr said and pointed to the archway beside the altar. “But I don’t think there’s enough room for us to squeeze past them and make it there  either,  so  maybe  you  can  try  clearing  out  the  ones  closest  to the  left?  If  they’re  gone,  then  maybe  we  leave  without  the  rest  of them detecting us.” 

“It’s worth a shot.” Nella nocked her arrow. “I won’t be able to retrieve any of these though, so every shot I make here is one less reserved for Tushan’s traitorous face.” 

“We’ll  have  to  make  do.”  Zephyr  pointed  at  the  leftmost nightmare. “Start with that one, and then—” 

“Thirty.  There  are  thirty  of  them,”  Vincent  said,  lowering  his counting  finger.  “We  can  try  sectioning  them  off  with  shadow-bane conjurations, allowing Zeph to cut them up piecemeal.” 

“That  will  use  up  our  ether,”  Nella  said.  “Something  we’re already running a bit low on.” 

“The  same  goes  for  your  arrows,”  Vincent  replied,  before sighing  and  slumping  his  shoulders.  “The  next  time  we  attack  a Labyrinth,  let’s  do  so  with  a  full  stock  of  supplies.  I’m  thinking something  along  the  lines  of  a  thousand  arrows  for  Nella,  to  start. 

And then maybe a bag of rocks for Zeph to throw.” 

“I  know  how  to  use  a  bow  too,  you  know?”  Zephyr  said, arching an eyebrow. 

“Yes,  but  you  won’t  look  as  pretty  as  Nella  while  doing  it,” 

Vincent replied. 

“Stop it!” the ranger hissed, though her cheeks bloomed with color and a smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “But you’re right. 

We  did  come  on  very  short  notice,  not  entirely  fresh,  and  rather sparsely  equipped.  Avora  shouldn’t  have  insisted  we  attack  this Labyrinth tonight, especially since it’s only at Phase One and won’t be unleashing Shadowswarm on the countryside anytime soon.” 

“He  probably  thought  that  we  could  handle  this  easily,” 

Zephyr  said,  recalling  the  Grand  Sage’s  words  to  Master  Stalwart. 

“After  all,  he  did  say  that  the  Shadowswarm  monsters  in  this Labyrinth are the weakest of their kind. If we can’t even beat these and  destroy  this  Labyrinth,  how  can  we  hope  to  triumph  over others?” 

“Caruthas  did  leave  some  pretty  big  shoes  to  fill,”  Vincent grumbled.  “But  you’re  right,  Zeph.  We  need  to  push  ourselves  as hard  as  we  can.  I  can’t  be  the  Hero  of  Light  and  a  lackadaisical wastrel at the same time.” 

“No,  there’s  something  wrong  here.”  Nella  lowered  her  bow and frowned. “It only just occurred to me when you brought up what Avora said to Stalwart, Zeph. Avora claims that these monsters are weak, and they are, individually, but they almost killed us back there in  that  hall.  And  then  now  we  have  a  rather  strong  inkling  that  that Blackguard  is  Tushan,  a  martial  warrior  more  skilled  than  Zephyr who  also  possesses  powers  gifted  to  him  by  the  Shadowswarm. 

Would  you  call  something  like  that  weak?  Even  Druidess  Filna wouldn’t  send  lightly  equipped  and  unprepared  novice  rangers against a Blight-boar, which is the equivalent of what Avora has done to us.” 

“So what… what are you saying, Nella?” Vincent stammered, his voice laden with appalled terror. “That His Excellency sent us into a trap? He wants us to get killed by Shadowswarm?” 

“And then there’s that shadow brute that attacked us on the landing,”  the  ranger  said.  “Avora  mentioned  it  just  now,  but  we  still don’t know how it made it up there and whether or not it was lying in wait for us. All we know is that Stalwart has been investigating, but

the Dao monk hasn’t found anything either! Anything that he wants to tell us, that is.” 

“Now…  now  you’re  saying  Master  Stalwart  is  in  on  it  too?” 

Vincent’s  knees  were  shaking  so  hard  they’d  begun  knocking together.  “Nella,  are  you  insane?  Are  you  accusing  His  Excellency and Master Stalwart of being Shadowswarm traitors?” 

“And  then  there’s  Xanthus,”  the  ranger  continued,  furrowing her  brow.  “People  heed  the  Shadowswarm’s  promises  out  of desperation.  The  old  man’s  mind  and  body  are  broken.  When  I looked over his desk, I saw that he doesn’t have legs. I can’t think of a likelier candidate in the Tempest school for treachery.” 

“Nella,” Zephyr said gently but firmly. “You’re out of line here. 

Archmage  Xanthus  has  dedicated  his  entire  life  to  fighting  the Shadowswarm. His wounds are proof of his valor, not treachery. As for His Excellency, I believe I know what he’s trying to do.” 

“What,  Zeph?  What?”  Vincent  asked,  his  eyes  wide  with horror. “Tell me!” 

“He’s testing us as metal is tested within a crucible,” Zephyr replied. “If the test is too harsh, your crucible heated beyond what is needed, all you end up with is waste and ruin. If it is too easy, and your  crucible  is  lukewarm,  then  you  have  wasted  your  time.  This Labyrinth  isn’t  filled  with  hordes  of  shadow  brutes  that  could annihilate  us  in  an  instant.  But  neither  are  its  denizens  and  master mere  trifles  we  can  stroll  through.  Grand  Sage  Avora,  in  all  his wisdom,  has  sent  us  here  that  we  might  be  challenged,  that  we might push ourselves as hard as we can, like you said, Vincent. He’s done  this  so  we  can  emerge  like  the  finest  steel,  ready  to  face  the troubles that lie ahead.” 

“Huh.” Nella blinked. She nodded. “Yeah, or that. You’ve got a point, Zeph. It could just be that.” 

“Don’t say such scary things anymore, Nella!” Vincent poked the  ranger  in  her  shoulder.  “You  can’t  just  go  around  calling  His Excellency and our headmaster traitors!” 

“No,  Vincent.”  Zephyr  shook  his  head.  “Up  until  his Excellency  told  us  about  Blackguards,  the  notion  that  people  could make  deals  with  Shadowswarm  never  even  occurred  to  me.  We probably won’t find any in the Tempest school, but beyond its walls, we must be vigilant, like Nella.” 

“Alright,  alright!  Whatever.  Are  we  going  to  do  this?”  the ranger snapped as she shuffled uneasily on her feet. Her face was blazing  red,  and  her  cheeks  were  twitching  from  the  effort  of suppressing a grin. 

“Yes.”  Zephyr  raised  his  finger  and  pointed  at  the  leftmost nightmare. “Take that one first, then—” 

The  nightmares  collapsed  as  one  upon  the  floor,  their humanoid forms breaking down, then congealing into a dark, writhing mass. Before the trio could react any further, the mass split into three smaller pools of darkness that roiled and churned. 

“What’s  going  on?”  Vincent  asked.  “Should  we  be  sticking around  to  find  out?  Maybe  we  should  just  make  a  run  for  it  right now!” 

“We  don’t  know  what  new  manner  of  foe  might  emerge,” 

Zephyr  said.  “If  they  are  aware  of  us,  and  we  skirt  past  them,  we might  find  ourselves  attacked  from  behind  later,  or  on  both  sides  if we find ourselves in battle on the other side of that archway.” 

“Yeah, let’s put them down here and now, whatever they are,” 

Nella  growled.  She  drew  her  bow  and  loosed  an  arrow  into  one  of the shadowy pools. An inhuman shriek echoed across the confines of  the  altar  hall,  loud  enough  to  rattle  the  wooden  plaques  arrayed across the altar. 

The  pool  struck  by  Nella’s  arrow  churned  wildly,  then dispersed, falling apart into motes of shadow like the nightmares the trio had slain. Her codex display flickered. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.0

 Total Essence Orbs: 1.6

 

“It works!” Vincent pointed at the other two pools. “Get those too!” 

Nella was already drawing and firing. An arrow flashed forth, streaking  toward  the  next  pool,  only  to  be  dashed  aside,  with  the telltale ring of steel upon steel. The ranger pulled another arrow from her quiver, but the pools had already coalesced into vague humanoid shapes, the closet of which held a sword of black steel in its hand, having just deflected Nella’s first shot. 

Zephyr  willed  his  codex  display  to  tell  him  about  these  new monsters. 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Lingering Nightmare

 Category: Intermediate-Common

 Weaknesses:

 Tempest magic (severe)

 Skyforged armaments (vulnerable)

 Essence Orbs: 1.0



The  closest  lingering  nightmare  surged  to  its  feet.  Like  its weaker counterparts, it was clad in dark training robes, and its ebon-hued  features  lacked  a  nose  and  mouth.  Where  it  differed  though, was  the  pair  of  crimson  eyes  that  blazed  with  hatred  and  fury  from beneath the ridge of its brow. 

Nella fired again. The lingering nightmare dipped to the side, moving  far  more  swiftly  and  gracefully  than  a  transient  nightmare, but  it  wasn’t  fast  enough  to  avoid  the  ranger’s  shot  entirely.  Nella’s arrow  punched  into  its  shoulder  and  sent  it  into  a  spinning  tumble across the floor. 

The other lingering nightmare hurdled its brethren’s form and charged, covering the distance between the altar and the trio in the

blink of an eye. Its sword flickered out toward Nella’s throat. 

Zephyr  dashed  the  blow  aside  with  his  right-hand  saber.  At the same time, he stabbed at the nightmare’s torso with his left-hand saber.  The  monster  pulled  its  sword  in  tight  to  its  chest  and  just barely managed a parry that had Zephyr’s blade skidding across its own crossguard. 

The  nightmare  executed  a  riposte,  but  Zephyr  pushed  the counter away with a twirl of his already extended left-hand blade. He chopped low with his right-hand saber, forcing the monster to pull its lead leg back, then fell into a lunging crouch and brought both blades across into a cross-slash. His right blade cut diagonally up from left to  right  while  his  left  blade  traversed  an  inverted  and  mirrored  arc, slicing diagonally down from right to left. 

The  twinned  blows  ripped  the  nightmare  asunder  just beneath where a human’s diaphragm would be, sending the monster reeling away. Zephyr surged up to standing height and beheaded the nightmare  with  a  swift  chop  to  the  neck.  The  other  monster,  with Nella’s arrow jutting from its shoulder, was already surging forward, blade tracing intricate circles in the air. 

 That’s  one  of  the  Windstrike  school’s  blade  forms,  Zephyr realized.  He  raised  his  sabers,  bracing  himself  for  the  monster’s charge. 

An incandescent bolt of cobalt light ripped into the monster’s side,  tearing  a  huge  rift  in  its  torso  and  forcing  its  limbs  into  wild convulsions. The nightmare’s sword fell from its grasp and clattered to  the  ground.  As  Zephyr  watched,  the  monster  broke  apart  into shadowy wisps. 

 Acquired Essence Orbs: 2.0

 Total Essence Orbs: 3.6

Vincent  lowered  his  outstretched  hand.  The  jeweler’s apprentice was breathing hard. 

“Sorry, Zeph. I know you said we should conserve our ether, but  you  seemed  to  be  on  the  back  foot,  and  it  was  open,  so  I—” 

Vincent began. 

“Thank  you,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said.  “Well  done.  That  was  a frightening foe. I don’t know if I could have taken more than one of them in rapid succession.” 

“You  definitely  could,”  Nella  said,  walking  over  to  where  the monsters  had  disappeared  and  picking  up  her  spent  arrows.  She discarded  two  and  put  one  back  in  her  quiver,  before  nodding  to Vincent. “Good job, though. You sensed an opening, and you took it decisively. That means your battle instincts are developing.” 

“But how? I’ve never been—” Vincent spluttered. 

“In a fight?” Nella thumped him on the back. “That’s not true. 

First,  the  landing.  Then  the  first  hall.  And  now  this.  You’re  smart, Vincent, and you learn things quickly, fighting included.” 

Zephyr swept his gaze across the plaques, then looked up at the altar. He sighed, clasped his hands before him, and muttered a few  prayers,  though  he  knew  that  no  souls  were  actually memorialized at this grotesque parody of an altar hall. 

“You  said  Tushan  was  some  great  martial  artist,  right?” 

Vincent asked. “How did he end up as a bandit, of all things? What happened to the Windstrike school?” 

“The  Windstrike  school  is  no  more,”  Zephyr  answered. 

“Tushan  himself  burned  it  to  the  ground  and  slew  any  disciple unwilling to join his cause. He even slew the grandmaster and stuck his  head  on  a  spear,  which  he  left  before  the  rubble  of  what  was once  the  Windstrike  school.  As  for  what  exactly  happened,  official accounts  simply  describe  him  as  a  common  criminal,  driven  by depravity and contempt.” 

“But  you  know  more  than  that,”  Nella  pointed  out.  “Because you two know each other.” 

“Yes.  Also,  he  and  Master  Sora  were  friends,”  Zephyr  said. 

“He  brought  his  disciples  to  the  Wu  monastery  often  to  listen  to sermons and spar with the brothers and me.” 

“So  what’s  the  story?”  Vincent  rubbed  his  hands  in  gleeful anticipation, his battle nerves falling away in the wake of his evident penchant for gossip. “Spill it, Zeph, in all its juicy glory.” 

“Tushan  and  the  grandmaster’s  daughter  were  betrothed,” 

Zephyr said, sighing as a big smile spread across Vincent’s face. 

“Aha!”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  snapped  his  fingers.  “I  knew this would be juicy, and it is! I—” 

Nella cuffed him over the ear, drawing a pained squeak from his lips. 

“Go on!” the ranger urged Zephyr, her eyes rapt. 

 Looks  like  Vincent’s  not  the  only  gossip-lover,   he  thought, shaking his head. 

“The  grandmaster’s  daughter  caught  the  eye  of  the  baron’s youngest son. Apparently, she reciprocated his affections and broke off  the  betrothal  with  Tushan.  Tushan  couldn’t  accept  it,  and  he demanded  the  grandmaster’s  intervention.  Words  were  said,  and things got ugly. I was there on a visit with Master Sora, and we heard everything, much to our dismay.” 

“The  Grandmaster,  Master  Leng,  told  Tushan  to  leave  and never  come  back,”  Zephyr  continued.  “By  then,  his  daughter, Tushan’s  former  betrothed,  was  no  longer  at  the  school,  having moved  into  a  manor  owned  by  the  baron’s  son.  Before  our  very eyes,  Tushan  drew  his  sword  and  cut  Master  Leng  down.  Master Sora attempted to staunch Master Leng’s wounds, allowing Tushan to  escape  into  Tressville.  We  later  learned  that  he  attacked  the manor  his  former  betrothed  stayed  in  and  slew  her  too,  along  with many of the baron’s servants. Master Sora and I left the Windstrike school shortly after, thinking that the other senior instructors and the local  guardsmen  would  resolve  things.  But  from  there,  things escalated. Tushan became an outlaw, and many criminals and lesser bandits  rallied  to  his  cause.  He  pillaged  the  land  for  nearly  a  year, before the guardsmen and the monastery’s brothers finally managed to corner and defeat him. The rest, as you know, is history.” 

“Wow.  All  this  over  being  jilted,  eh?”  Vincent  grimaced.  “He sounds like a very nasty sort, Zeph, but it almost seems like you feel sorry for him.” 

“I cleaned his wounds and splinted his limbs after he’d been tortured by the baron,” Zephyr said. “He wouldn’t say anything to me then. All he did was glare at me, like I was his enemy. And I suppose I was, because I fought his followers. But yes, I do feel pity for him, and I would show him every mercy possible, if he only asked for it. 

That is what the Wu teaches us.” 

“But he didn’t ask for mercy,” Nella said. “And he’s not going to ask for mercy now. Remember Zeph, he was someone willing to slay  his  master  and  set  the  countryside  on  fire.  Now,  he’s  a Blackguard, a traitor to humanity. Don’t let anything stay your blade when we find him.” 

“I  won’t.”  Zephyr  bowed  his  head  resolutely.  “If  Tushan  is indeed  at  the  heart  of  this  Labyrinth,  and  he  has  become  a Blackguard, then the most merciful thing I can give him is death.” 

“Only  you  can  make  promising  to  kill  someone  sound  so benevolent and saintly, Zeph,” Vincent quipped, patting his shoulder. 

“Alright, stop being so somber already. We’ve already been in here for nearly three hours, I think. So let’s get this done, so we can go back and get some sleep. We’ve got classes tomorrow, remember? I think Theoretical Foundations is the first one.” 

“Ugh.”  Nella  rolled  her  eyes  and  groaned.  “Seriously?  Now I’m actually hoping I die in this Labyrinth.” 

“Let’s not have it come to that, Nella.” Zephyr chuckled as he sheathed  his  blades.  “Vincent  and  I  want  to  see  you  conduct  a presentation, so you’ve got to stay alive for that.” 

“Now  that’s  truly  a  fate  worse  than  death,”  the  ranger grumbled. She turned to the archway. “But Vincent’s right. We need to move. I’m getting sick of this place. Let’s kill Tushan and get out of here.” 



Chapter 17







More  shadows  washed  over  Zephyr’s  vision  as  the  trio walked  through  the  archway.  When  he  could  see  again,  he  was standing  on  a  narrow  stone  ledge.  An  abyssal  emptiness  yawned before  him,  its  inky  depths  interspersed  by  a  scattering  of  crimson pillars. The flat tops of the pillars came up to the same level as the stone  ledge,  and  they  offered  enough  space  for  three,  maybe  four grown men placed shoulder-to-shoulder to stand upon. 

Massive torches burned with an eerie purple flame across the sea  of  pillars.  The  radiance  emanating  from  their  heart  framed another stone ledge, and beyond that was a portcullis of dark steel. 

Zephyr  looked  over  his  shoulder  at  Vincent.  The  jeweler’s apprentice  was  staring  across  the  abyss,  his  features  laden  with dread. 

“We’re going to have to cross this, right?” he asked. 

“Yes,” Nella answered grimly. 

“Ostar’s  teeth!”  Vincent  sighed.  “I  hate  how  I’m  right  all  the time.” 

“Crossing this isn’t that bad.” Nella nodded in the direction of the portcullis. “But how are we going to get past that?” 

“Maybe  there’s  a  switch  somewhere,”  Zephyr  said.  “We’ll have to keep an eye out for anything like that.” 

“Speaking  of  keeping  an  eye  out,  hasn’t  anyone  noticed what’s coming toward us?” Vincent cried, pointing out into the abyss, where three lingering nightmares were vaulting their way across the pillars toward them, blades held at the ready. 

Nella  drew  a  pair  of  arrows  from  her  quiver,  nocking  one while holding the other loosely in her right palm. Then she raised her bow  and  loosed  her  shafts,  one  after  another  in  rapid  succession. 

The  first  arrow  streaked  toward  the  closest  nightmare,  only  to  be blocked  by  its  blade.  The  second  sank  into  the  monster’s  face  an eye-blink  later.  The  nightmare  convulsed,  pawed  at  the  arrow,  then tumbled into the abyss. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.0

 Total Essence Orbs: 4.6



The  ranger  drew  another  pair  of  arrows  and  smoothly adjusted her aim. Her bow sang twice again, and another nightmare fell into the darkness, its limbs flopping nervelessly in its descent. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.0

 Total Essence Orbs: 5.6



The last nightmare made it to the ledge, where Zephyr met it blade-to-blade.  Skyforged  steel  sang  against  Shadowswarm  metal for  a  heartbeat,  and  then  the  monster  was  falling  backward  off  the ledge, its head half-severed. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.0

 Total Essence Orbs: 6.6



“There’s a lot more of them!” Vincent cried. 

Zephyr swept his gaze across the abyss, and surely enough, a host of nightmares emerged, oozing into view from the darkness. 

Most  of  them  were  transient  nightmares.  The  slow  and  sluggish monsters hopped clumsily from pillar to pillar toward the trio’s ledge. 

More  than  a  few  of  them  missed  their  mark  and  tumbled  into nothingness, but there were so many of the transient nightmares for that  not  to  matter.  They  washed  across  the  pillars,  a  face  and inexorable tide. 

More concerning were the lingering nightmares in their midst, easily discernible by their crimson eyes and the adroit leaps and flips with which they traversed the pillars. 

Zephyr looked at the portcullis again. It was slightly raised, its bottom spikes now clear of their receptacle slots. 

“Destroying  these  monsters  makes  that  portcullis  go  up!”  he said.  “We  have  to  cut  our  way  to  that  ledge  and  get  out  of  here through there!” 

“What  if  the  portcullis  isn’t  raised  enough  by  the  time  we’re there?”  Nella  asked,  shooting  another  lingering  nightmare  in  the torso and sending it tumbling into nothingness. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.0

 Total Essence Orbs: 7.6



“We’ll make a stand on that ledge and fight until it is,” Zephyr decided. Sheathing one of his blades, he hopped onto the first pillar. 

“Vincent, seal off the left with Shadow-bane conjurations! I’ll do the same with the right. We have to keep moving all the while. Let’s go!” 

Vincent  hopped  onto  the  pillar  behind  Zephyr,  displaying  a surprising degree of surefootedness. He gave Zephyr a resolute nod, although his features were pale with fear. 

“Got  it,  Zeph.  I’ll  take  the  left.  You  take  the  right,”  he  said, before raising his hands and chanting the casting words for Shadow-bane Conjuration. A wall of crackling cobalt light flared into existence nearly twenty feet away from the ledge, angled diagonally so that it stood squarely in the way of the nightmares swarming from the left. 

Nella  followed  next,  hopping  onto  the  pillar  and  landing beside  Vincent.  She’d  slung  her  bow,  leaving  her  hands  free.  The ranger pointed at an empty pillar and placed a Shock Snare upon it. 

A heartbeat later, a lingering nightmare landed upon that pillar. A ring of  cobalt  light  flared  into  view  around  the  monster,  then  constricted rapidly upon it, cutting the nightmare in half at the waist. 

 

 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.0

 Total Essence Orbs: 8.6



Zephyr  hopped  onto  the  next  pillar,  casting  Shadow-bane conjuration  as  he  did  so.  Another  wall  of  Tempest  magic  crackled into  being  before  the  transient  nightmares  closing  in  from  the  right. 

The  lesser  monsters  leaped  or  shambled  into  his  conjuration mindlessly,  their  bodies  breaking  apart  into  wisps  of  darkness  as they did so. 

The  Tempest  wall  flickered  and  roiled  with  every Shadowswarm  entity  it  extinguished,  and  Zephyr  could  feel  its strength  diminish  with  every  passing  moment.  A  quick  glance  at Vincent’s conjuration showed that the same was happening with his. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.4

 Total Essence Orbs: 10



“Let’s  keep  moving!”  Zephyr  cried,  hopping  onto  another pillar, then another. 

Vincent  and  Nella  followed  closely  behind,  with  the  ranger alternating  between  her  bow  and  her  Shock  Snares  to  pick  off  the lingering nightmares. 

One of the lingering nightmares vaulted Zephyr’s conjuration and  landed  on  the  pillar  in  front  of  him.  Before  the  monster  could leap again, Zephyr kicked off his perch and plunged his saber into its chest.  Vincent  brought  forth  a  second  Shadow-bane  conjuration further in front of them. He hopped onto another pillar, then raised a third wall of Tempest magic behind the trio. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 5.3

 Total Essence Orbs: 15.3

 

Their destination was now less than ten feet away. Zephyr’s peripheral vision swarmed with movement. A cluster of the monsters had massed upon the pillars in front of them, barring the trio’s way to the ledge. The portcullis was now halfway open. 

Clenching his jaw, Zephyr drew upon every iota of his internal energy  and  ascended  to  the  Fifth  Cycle.  At  the  same  time,  he summoned  his  Tempest  Aspect  and  cast  Spark  Invocation.  A torrential rush of power washed across his Central Field and roared through his main channels, filling his mind with visions of deafening thunder, dancing lightning, and pouring rain. 

The Tempest magic didn’t extend past his First Cycle, but the swiftness  it  granted  his  body,  in  conjunction  with  the  might  of  the Carefree  Sutra’s  Fifth  Cycle,  was  enough  to  make  the  whole  world slow down. 

Zephyr  cast  a  brief  glance  over  his  shoulder.  Vincent  and Nella appeared to be moving underwater, drifting through the air as they  traversed  the  pillars.  The  lingering  nightmares  weren’t  much faster, those ahead of him only just beginning to bring their blades to bear  as  Zephyr  kicked  off  his  current  pillar  and  leaped  into  their midst.  The  shambling,  awkward  transient  nightmares  might  as  well have been immobile. 

The  beating  of  his  own  heart  filled  his  ears,  and  his  breath turned ragged and shallow, much more quickly than he’d expected. 

Even  at  his  freshest,  Zephyr  couldn’t  hold  onto  the  Fifth  Cycle  for longer than a few minutes. With his system awash in Tempest magic, this already fleeting duration was rendered a handful of heartbeats. 

It  would  have  to  do.  Zephyr  arced  his  blade  across  throats and  faces  and  hacked  off  sword-bearing  limbs,  striking  a  dozen times  in  mid-leap.  He  thundered  his  fist  into  featureless  faces. 

Monster  torsos  caved  in  beneath  his  whirling  kicks.  He  spun  as  he landed  on  the  next  pillar,  his  saber  cleaving  through  clusters  of spines and ribcages. 

The  blade  broke  halfway  down  its  length  as  it  ripped  into  a lingering  nightmare’s  side.  Zephyr  reversed  his  grip  on  the  broken sword  and  plunged  the  jagged  remnants  of  its  tip  between  the monster’s eyes, pinning it to the pillar-top he was on. 

His internal energy began receding. His ascension to the Fifth Cycle had run its course. Within another heartbeat, he would be left winded. Zephyr took that heartbeat to release his ruined weapon and throw himself into a headlong dive toward the ledge. 

He  landed  on  its  surface,  rolling  to  absorb  the  impact.  The effects of the Fifth Cycle and his Lightning Infusion came to an end, causing time to rush back into normality before his senses. 

The  Shadowswarm  creatures  he’d  just  torn  through  burst apart, scattering into shards of disparate shadows before Nella’s and Vincent’s awestruck eyes. 

Zephyr  gasped  for  breath  as  his  friends  hopped  onto  the ledge. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 4.7

 Total Essence Orbs: 20



“It’s open enough for us to go through!” the ranger exclaimed, referring to the portcullis. 

Zephyr looked tremblingly over his shoulder, and though the edges of his vision were ringed with stars, he saw that she was right. 

The way forward was open, with the portcullis’s lower spikes nearly six feet above the surface of the ledge, and all he had to do was get up and walk through it. 

Vincent caught him under one arm, and Nella seized him by the collar of his mailed shirt. Together, they dragged him beneath the portcullis and into the darkness beyond. 



Chapter 18







The thunder of Zephyr’s beating heart and the harsh rasp of his  breath  filled  his  ears,  nearly  drowning  out  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s distant and tinny voices. 

“…alright? Zeph!” the jeweler’s apprentice cried. “…can’t see us! His eyes are open but…!” 

“…just winded… catching his breath. Give him some space,” 

the ranger said. 

His vision returned first, revealing his friends crouching over him,  their  faces  stricken  with  worry.  Then  as  his  heartbeat  slowed and his breathing evened, his hearing came back in its fullness. 

“Zeph!” Vincent shook him by his left shoulder. “Talk to us!” 

Nella  was  biting  her  lower  lip,  her  eyes  darting  anxiously  to and  fro.  Something  seemed  to  break  inside  her  then,  and  she reached out her hand toward Zephyr. 

“…alright,”  Zephyr  managed  to  gasp,  just  as  the  ranger  put her hand on his right shoulder. “I’m fine. Just… needed to catch my breath.” 

“Ostar’s teeth, Zeph!” Vincent said, exhaling with relief. “You really  had  us  worried  back  there.  Your  limbs  were  spasming,  and your eyes were completely rolled back up in their sockets.” 

“Foaming at the mouth too,” Nella added, covering her eyes with the back of her hand even as she turned her head away. “Let’s not forget that.” 

“But you were amazing back there!” the jeweler’s apprentice exclaimed, clenching his fist. “You moved  so fast I couldn’t see what you were doing! You jumped onto a big group of Shadowswarm, and then as far as I could tell, you became a bolt of lightning. The next thing I knew, all the monsters were gone and you were past them.” 

“I think you hurt yourself, though,” Nella said, tapping the side of her mouth. “You were coughing blood for a bit just now.” 

Zephyr touched the corner of his lips. His fingers came away bloody. He winced. 

“I  think  I  pushed  myself  a  bit  too  hard  back  there,”  he  said, running a tentative thread of internal energy through his system. To his relief, apart from a bit of soreness in his second Solar Gate and twelfth tertiary channel, he hadn’t sustained any internal injuries. The blood  on  his  lips,  it  turned  out,  came  from  the  inside  of  his  cheek, which he’d probably bitten during his spasms. 

“Can  you  get  up?”  Nella  asked,  standing  and  extending  her hand to him. 

“Yes.”  Zephyr  took  the  ranger’s  hand  and  clambered  to  his feet,  with  Vincent  catching  him  beneath  the  elbow  and  helping  him along the way as well. “Where are we?” 

“Some kind of waiting room, I think,” Vincent said. He swept his hand before him, the gesture encompassing a small chamber, its opposite  sides  lined  with  sleek,  elegantly  crafted  wooden  chairs. 

Wooden panels adorned the walls, all of them depicting nonsensical parodies of martial forms. Paper lanterns hung from the ceiling, eerie purple light pulsing softly from their hearts. A narrow stairwell sat at the far end of the room, winding upward into a pool of darkness. 

“I think the Blackguard isn’t too far away,” Nella said. “I don’t know why. I just feel it, somehow.” 

“I…  think  I  feel  it  too,”  Vincent  mused.  “It’s  this  strange  and uncomfortable sensation, scratching just beneath the surface of my skin. I wonder if it’s because of our Tempest magic. What about you, Zeph?” 

Zephyr  focused  his  mind  inward  and  quickly  found  what  his friends  were  talking  about.  It  was  there,  a  discordant  silhouette against  the  sky-lit  backdrop  of  his  perceptions,  a  whiff  of  foulness amidst  a  bracing  mountain  gale,  a  drop  of  putrefaction  surrounded by lush summer dew. 

“Yes, I can feel it. We’re close,” he said, before nodding at the furniture arrayed in the room. “This looks like the Windstrike school’s audience chamber, where Tushan would receive guests on behalf of Master Leng, who was already quite elderly when I first met him.” 

Zephyr pointed at the stairwell. “Tushan would often descend from a staircase just like that one too. There can be no doubt, then.” 

He  sighed.  “Alright.  Let’s  get  ready.  I  believe  we  picked  up  quite  a few essence orbs back there, didn’t we?” 

Nella helpfully brought up her codex display. 



 Total Essence Orbs: 20



“That’s  enough  for  us  to  bring  our  skill  in  Tempest  magic  to the next level of mastery,” the ranger said. “Should we do that?” 

“It might not be the worst idea, actually,” Vincent said. “We’ve expended quite a bit of our ether reserves, which means that we’ve got  to  make  every  spell  from  here  onward  count.  Increasing  our Tempest  magic  proficiency  will  help  with  that,  since  doing  that  will make our spells more powerful.” 

“That  sounds  like  the  best  choice  we  have  at  the  moment.” 

Zephyr nodded. “Go ahead, Vincent.” 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  closed  his  eyes.  His  codex  display unfurled. 



 Tempest Magic empowered! 

 Magic: Tempest (adept)

 Progress to Mage: 0/200 essence orbs

 +50% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +50% Tempest spell casting speed

 +50% Tempest spell learning rate

 +50% Tempest spell efficacy

 Spell variants can now be enhanced to Mage proficiency

 

A  curious  sensation  washed  over  Zephyr  as  he  finished reading the words on his codex display, inexplicably filling his mind with  thoughts  of  stormy  skies  and  swirling  winds.  His  skin  tingled, and when he looked down at his hands, he realized that they were limned in a soft, blue-white radiance. 

Nella  and  Vincent  wore  similar  wreaths  of  light  as  well.  The ranger and jeweler’s apprentice looked down at their glowing forms, their eyes filled with wonder. 

“Some…  something  happened  to  me,”  Nella  whispered,  her hands creeping to her face. “My eyes…” 

“There’s something in your eyes!” Vincent exclaimed. Zephyr strode over and peered into the ranger’s eyes, causing her to flinch reflexively, color blooming across her cheeks. 

“Zeph!” She pushed him back. “Don’t crowd me!” 

Zephyr  drew  his  sword  and  angled  its  blade  so  Nella  could see  her  own  reflection  in  its  surface.  She  gasped  at  the  sight.  Her irises  now  each  bore  a  glowing  cobalt-hued  stripe,  radiating  from their centers and stopping just shy of the sclera. 

“What  does  this  mean?”  Vincent  asked.  “Is  your  eyesight alright, Nella? How are you feeling?” 

“It’s  fine,”  she  replied,  holding  up  her  hand  in  front  of  her eyes. “And I feel good. Very good, actually. My eyesight seems a lot sharper.  What  about  the  two  of  you?  I’m  sure  you’ve  both experienced some changes too.” 

“Not  that  I’m  aware  of.”  Vincent  shrugged,  then  cupped  his chin  thoughtfully.  “I  just  feel  strangely  refreshed.  Like  my  mind  is clearer, and that my spells would come more easily to my command. 

Zeph? What about you?” 

Zephyr took a deep breath and evoked his Tempest Aspect. 

At  the  same  time,  he  ascended  to  the  First  Cycle  of  the  Carefree Sutra. His internal energy flowed smoothly, showing little signs of the

exhausting  ordeal  he’d  been  through,  but  other  than  that,  nothing much seemed to have changed. 

“I don’t think…” he began, only for his words to trail off as he noticed  Nella’s  and  Vincent’s  suddenly  sluggish  moments  and  the strange,  drawling  timbre  of  their  voices.  A  moment  passed  before Zephyr  realized  what  had  happened.  His  Tempest  Aspect  had heightened  his  reflexes  and  swiftness  once  more,  as  it  had  done upon the Ascent of Wind, but now it was doing so to a much greater degree.  Not  quite  as  much  as  my  Lightning  Infusion  and  the  Fifth Cycle did just now, though, but at least this doesn’t drain any of my ether or put any strain on my body. 

Zephyr  focused  his  mind,  seeking  the  nuance  within  the power that roiled through his soul. It came readily to his call, ready to heed  his  will.  He  grinned  as  Nella  and  Vincent  began  moving  and speaking normally again. 

“Wow!” Vincent stepped back, startled. “What just happened to  you,  Zeph?  You  were  shaking  non-stop  just  now,  and  the  air around your body was filled with sparks.” 

“He  wasn’t  shaking,”  Nella  said.  “I  think  he  was  just  moving very quickly. Looks like you’ve gotten even faster, Zeph. That’ll come in handy against the Blackguard.” 

“We  still  have  two  more  essence  orbs  left.”  Vincent  brought up his codex display again. “I think we should use them both on your Lightning Infusion and enhance them to Mage level.” 

“That will probably be for the best,” Zephyr agreed, grasping the essence orbs and expending their strength over his variant of the Shock Invocation spell. 



 Lightning Infusion (Mage)

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

 +60% alacrity, 1 ether per minute, -20% physical strain



 This spell doesn’t last very long at all,  he thought.  If I cast it, I’ll have to overpower Tushan as quickly as I can, before its effects wear off, and I don’t have enough ether left to renew it. 

“How much ether do we have left?” Zephyr asked, willing his codex display to tell him the answer. 



 Tempest Ether: 8/45



Nella angled her codex display for them to see. 



 Tempest Ether: 10/30



“Vincent?” the ranger asked. 

“Here, take a look,” Vincent said. 



 Tempest Ether: 8/60



“I probably won’t be able to do much in the upcoming fight,” 

the jeweler’s apprentice said uneasily. “As far as my calculations go, I  can  make  four  arrows  for  Nella,  if  arrows  count  as  simple armaments,  or  a  single  weapon  for  Zeph,  because  I  don’t  think  a sword can be anything less than a complex armament.” 

“Just use your best judgment,” Zephyr told him. “Alright. Are we ready?” 

“No, but when has that stopped me?” Vincent said. 




* * *

 

The trio found themselves in an open-air garden. A grotesque spherical  lump  hung  in  the  Labyrinth’s  false  sky,  shedding  its

unnatural  light  over  crumbling  flagstones,  withering  hedges,  and  a fountain in which dark slime oozed and bubbled. 

A  robed  man  stood  by  the  fountain,  looking  down  into  its writhing depths. His features were pale and gaunt, and scars crisscrossed  his  bare  scalp.  Most  telling  of  all  were  the  pits  of  swirling shadow where his eyes were supposed to be. 

 That’s  him.  That’s  Tushan!  Zephyr  thought.  He  really  is  the Blackguard here! I—

Nella nocked an arrow, drew her bow, and loosed a shaft at Tushan’s head. Movement blurred forth from the Blackguard’s robe. 

The crisp snap of breaking wood resonated through the air. 

“What’s  this?  Visitors?”  Tushan  muttered,  lowering  his  hand and  letting  the  broken  arrow  fall  from  his  grasp.  “How  strange.  I didn’t think anyone could find me here.” 

“Master  Tushan,  sir,  do  you  remember  me?”  Zephyr  said, pushing Nella’s bow down gently before she could fire another arrow. 

“I am Zephyr, Master Sora’s disciple.” 

“…Sora? Zephyr?” The Blackguard turned to face the trio, a yellowing  smile  spreading  across  his  face.  “Why  of  course,  I remember you, Zephyr. It’s been too long. Tell me, my young friend. 

How goes your training? And how is your Master? Is he well?” 

“My Master is well, sir.” Zephyr raised his hands in a warrior’s salute, his right fist pressed against his left palm, his blade pointed down. “And I have been diligent in my training. In fact, I am currently pursuing another undertaking.” 

“Oh?”  Tushan  asked.  “I’ve  always  admired  your  diligence, Zephyr.  It’s  such  a  shame  my  own  disciples  don’t  have  even  the slightest  fraction  of  your  conscientiousness.  Otherwise,  they  might have actually stood a chance against you in the tournaments. What is this undertaking, my friend?” 

“I am an initiate of the Tempest school, sir, and I am studying Tempest magic,” Zephyr said. “I seek to become a Storm Scion and drive back the Shadowswarm, wherever they may be.” 

“The Tempest school…” Tushan muttered distractedly. “Storm Scion…” 

“Sir?” Zephyr dropped the salute and tightened his grip on his blade. 

“Tempest  school!  Storm  Scion!”  the  Blackguard  shrieked suddenly, his voice so shrill and piercing that Zephyr barely resisted the urge to flinch. Nella and Vincent weren’t quite as successful. The ranger  stifled  a  shocked  gasp,  and  the  jeweler’s  apprentice squeaked in alarm. 

“That is correct, sir.” Zephyr pushed Nella and Vincent behind him. “And I am an enemy of the Shadowswarm.” 

“Shadowswarm!”  Tushan  screamed,  veins  emerging  on  his forehead and along his jaw as he doubled over, his hands twitching claw-like in front of his face. The Blackguard raised his head to glare at the trio, baring his teeth in a rictus snarl. “My nostalgia withers in the  grasp  of  shadows,  and  I  truly  remember  you  now,  Zephyr, disciple of Sora. Your Master delivered me to the baron, bound hand and foot, so that they could break my bones and rip my flesh for all to see.” 

“It should never have come to that, sir,” Zephyr said. “Master Sora has told me many times that he should have stopped you that day, when you slew Master Leng and began your spiral into ruin and desolation. If he had done so, you wouldn’t have been able to hurt so many people and cause so much suffering.” 

“I  agree,  Zephyr!”  Tushan  spat.  “Sora  should  have  slain  me on  the  spot,  but  instead,  he  showed  me  mercy  and  allowed  my madness  to  grow.  He  let  me  vent  my  pain  and  fury  on  every  soul within reach of my blade.” 

“He  did,  yes.”  Zephyr  nodded.  “But  I  won’t  make  that  same mistake, sir. I won’t let you hurt anyone else.” 

“Same…  mistake?”  Tushan  glanced  over  his  shoulder,  then looked back at the trio. “Ah, that. The Labyrinth’s Nexus. They called out to me, you know, their voices like music while I lay rotting at the

bottom of a lightless pit. They wanted me to feed them my pain, so that they could spread it beyond the confines of my flesh.” 

“And  you  agreed,”  Nella  spat  over  Zephyr’s  shoulder. 

“Traitorous scum.” 

“Yes, I did.” Tushan began advancing on the trio. A sword of black  steel  flashed  into  his  right  hand.  “And  in  return,  they  healed me. Made me whole.” 

“Oh,  don’t  worry,”  the  ranger  snarled.  “We’ll  take  you  apart soon enough.” 

“Oh? And how do you intend to achieve that, young lady? Ah, yes.  I  can  smell  the  stink  of  Tempest  magic  on  the  three  of  you. 

That’s  what  you  think  you’re  going  to  kill  me  with.”  The  Blackguard twirled  his  blade  in  a  casual  display  of  horrifying  skill.  “Seems  like you weren’t joking when you said you’re a Storm Scion now, Zephyr. 

Sora would approve. The senile old fool was always wrapped up in self-righteousness and false piety.” 

“There  is  nothing  false  about  my  Master!”  Zephyr  snapped. 

“You  don’t  have  to  do  this,  sir.  You  can  still  stop.  Put  down  your sword, and stand aside, so we can destroy the Nexus.” 

“And  then  what?  Let  the  Shadows  take  their  gift  back?” 

Tushan  thrust  his  blade  into  the  ground  and  spread  his  arms.  His dark  robe  flapped  wildly  against  his  frame  for  a  moment,  then  fell away  into  motes  of  shadow,  revealing  the  Blackguard’s  tormented flesh. 

Tushan was bare above the waist, and horrific scars covered every  inch  of  his  pale  torso.  He  hadn’t  been  wearing  black  gloves either,  as  Zephyr  had  initially  thought.  Rather,  the  Blackguard’s hands  had  been  wreathed  in  swirling  shadow,  and  as  the  dark tendrils  peeled  away  from  his  flesh,  Zephyr  could  see  very  clearly the perforated limbic channels, the stumps where fingers used to be, and  the  broken  and  twisted  bone  pressing  against  the  flesh  of  his forearms. 

Zephyr’s  gaze  flickered  to  Tushan’s  lower  abdomen,  where his Central Field was located. There was a gaping hole there as well. 

He heard Vincent gagging at the sight, and he was tempted to retch in disgust and horror as well. 

“You  see,  Zephyr?”  Tushan  demanded.  “Do  you  now  know what you’re asking of me? Should I forsake my second chance at life and return to being a cripple?” 

“Yes,”  Zephyr  said.  “Yes,  you  should,  for  the  sake  of  others and  for  yourself.  Put  down  your  sword,  sir,  and  I  will  bring  you  to Master Sora. He will help you atone for your crimes, because that is the only way you can find peace.” 

“Peace?  Peace?”  The  Blackguard  spat.  “Why  would  I  want peace, when I can have blood and death instead?” 

“Peace  leads  to  contentment,  and  contentment  leads  to happiness,  sir.  That  is  what  the  Wu  teaches  us,”  Zephyr  replied.  “I remember you were an avid student of the Wu, and you would have many  interesting  discussions  and  debates  with  my  Master  at  the monastery.” 

“And you listened to all of them too, young Zephyr,” Tushan said,  wistfulness  flickering  across  his  features.  For  a  moment  the shadows fell from his brow, revealing a pair of eyes filled with pain. 

“Sitting at our feet, you would listen intently and ask questions that made us laugh. Ah, those days… I do miss them.” 

“But they’re gone, never to return.” The shadows swirled back into Tushan’s eyes. Darkness coiled around his body and the ruins of his limbs once more, giving him back fingers and hands to grasp his sword and pull it from the ground. “Just like all of humanity will be, when  the  Shadowswarm  sweeps  across  the  world  and  consumes every living soul in its wake!” 

“I am sorry, sir,” Zephyr said. “I truly am.” 

“Sorry?” Tushan barked a cruel laugh. “For what?” 

“For  killing  your  worthless,  traitorous  behind,”  Nella  said, pushing  past  Zephyr  with  her  bow  drawn  and  an  arrow  of  blazing cobalt light nocked and ready. “Well, Zeph might be. I’m not.” 

The  ranger  loosed  her  arrow,  sending  a  bolt  of  crackling Tempest  magic  slicing  toward  Tushan.  The  Blackguard  hissed  and threw  himself  away  from  its  path,  obviously  not  daring  to  block  the magical projectile like he’d done with Nella’s first arrow. 

“You  will  die!”  Tushan  growled,  bringing  his  sword  to  bear. 

“The  Shadowswarm  will  feed  on  your  corpses!  Torment  your  souls! 

Destroy your—” 

The  Blackguard  stepped  onto  a  Shock  Snare.  A  ring  of crackling  lightning  clamped  shut  on  his  thigh,  burning  through  the shadows  wreathing  his  flesh.  Tushan’s  threats  turned  into  a  rising shriek. 

Nella  lowered  her  bow  and  glared  at  the  Blackguard.  Four tendrils of electricity darted from her eyes, each of them capped with a  fanged  maw.  Tushan  swayed  away  from  two  of  the  ranger’s Shocking  Eyebites,  but  the  remaining  pair  latched  onto  his  torso, ripping  away  the  shadows  shrouding  his  chest  and  tearing  into  his flesh. 



 Shocking Eyebite Successful! 

 Enemy slowed by 8%



Vincent  had  his  Spark  Hammer  held  high.  A  small  anvil  of cobalt light had manifested in the air before him, floating just above his  waist.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  slammed  his  hammer  onto  the anvil. An arrow of coruscating Tempest magic blazed into existence, before soaring into Nella’s waiting grasp. 

The  ranger  drew  and  loosed,  this  time  placing  the  magical arrow  squarely  onto  Tushan’s  chest,  blasting  a  hole  clean  through his body. 

Blood  and  ichor  gushed  from  the  Blackguard’s  lips  in  equal quantities.  He  staggered  back,  limbs  still  convulsing  from  Nella’s Shock  Snare  and  Shocking  Eyebites,  only  to  step  into  yet  another Shock  Snare  that  had  been  laid  down  behind  him.  This  time,  the

ranger’s  spell  utterly  disintegrated  the  shadows  wrapped  around Tushan’s left leg, leaving behind a gnarled, twisted stump covered in faded scars. 

Vincent hammered another lightning arrow into existence and sent  it  to  Nella,  even  as  the  ranger  ravaged  Tushan’s  flesh  with another  Shocking  Eyebite  spell,  this  time  connecting  with  all  four fanged tendrils. 

  

 Shocking Eyebite Successful! 

 Enemy slowed by 24%

  

Nella shot Tushan again, blowing his entire left shoulder and a sizable chunk of his torso into bloody shadow-shrouded debris and knocking  him  into  yet  another  Shock  Snare.  Vincent  expended  the last of his ether, bringing forth his final lightning arrow. Nella nocked it, aimed at Tushan’s head, and loosed. 

The  Blackguard  hurled  his  sword  at  Nella’s  projectile.  Black steel met cobalt shaft with a piercing screech and a burst of white-blue light. When it faded, the sword was a melted, twisted ruin upon the garden floor, but the lightning arrow was spent. 

Tushan  opened  his  remaining  hand.  Another  sword materialized into his grasp. He coiled his body in readiness to lunge at Nella and Vincent. 

But Zephyr stood in the way, Tempest magic pouring through his soul and infusing his internal energy with lightning up to the Third Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. He reversed his grip on his saber and pulled it behind his body. 

The  Blackguard  blinked.  His  bloody  lips  twitched  in  amused realization. 

“All that talk about Wu and forgiveness…” Tushan said. “Was it all just a distraction?” 

“It was a distraction, but not only just,” Zephyr replied, leaning forward into a crouch. 

“Is  that  the  Windstrike  Flash?  You’re  going  to  use  the technique  I  perfected  against  me?”  Tushan  snarled,  leveling  his sword at Zephyr’s lowered posture. 

“Yes.” Zephyr clenched his jaw. “You should have listened to me, sir. Master Sora and I would have done everything in our power to help you.” 

“You  still  can!”  The  Blackguard  cried,  his  eyes  widening  in delight as he hurled himself into a charge. “Show me my technique one last time, young Zephyr! Remind me of better days! Sunlit days! 

Days of warmth and—” 

Zephyr  charged  as  well,  meeting  Tushan  in  midair.  The Windstrike Flash was a blindingly swift slash delivered in a reverse-gripped  lunge.  Zephyr  executed  it  to  perfection,  hacking  Tushan’s sword arm off at the elbow before slicing through his neck. 

The  Blackguard’s  decapitated  body  fell  nervelessly  to  the ground as Zephyr skidded to a halt several strides away. 

“That’s  got  to  be  the  Nexus,”  Vincent  said,  gesturing  to  the fountain. 

“No doubt.” Zephyr pointed at it and cast Spark Invocation. 

Chapter 19







A  bolt  of  lightning  streamed  from  Zephyr’s  extended  fingers and  struck  the  fountain.  The  blazing  cobalt  radiance  of  his  Spark Invocation spell filled his vision, and when it faded, he found himself standing  in  the  corn  field  where  the  trio  had  first  entered  the  Dark Labyrinth. 

Wisps  of  shadow  dissipated  into  nothingness  in  the  corners of  his  eyes.  He  blinked,  then  looked  up.  The  light  of  a  lowland summer  moon  washed  over  him,  a  welcome  respite  from  the  eerie radiance that had suffused the Dark Labyrinth. 

“We  did  it!”  Vincent  cheered,  leaping  into  the  air.  “We destroyed the Dark Labyrinth!” 

“Yeah,  we  did.”  Nella  grinned,  lowering  her  bow  before unstringing it. The ranger put her weapon back into her mage band and  clenched  her  fist  triumphantly.  “We  struck  a  blow  against  the shadow tonight. Well done, Zeph and Vincent. The two of you were magnificent.” 

“You  as  well,”  Zephyr  said,  smiling  at  both  his  friends.  “This victory is ours.” 

“The  first  of  many  to  come,”  Nella  promised.  She  clasped Vincent and Zephyr on their shoulders, then arched an eyebrow as their codex displays flickered into view. 



 Dark  Labyrinth  Tushan’s  Lamentation  has  been

 destroyed! 

  

 Acquired Essence Orbs: 20

 Total Essence Orbs: 20

 

“We’ll  figure  out  how  to  put  those  to  use  later.”  Vincent yawned and glanced up into the sky. “Anyone know what time it is? 

I’m so tired.” 

“I  think  it’s  very  close  to  midnight,”  Nella  said.  “We  got  here barely an hour after dusk, I recall.” 

“Which  means  you’re  slightly  overdue,  but  not  by  much!” 

Avora  said,  emerging  into  view  from  the  surrounding  shadows. 

Master Stalwart walked behind him, his massive sword held low and at ease. 

“Any much longer and we would have gone in after you,” the Dao  monk  added.  “But  I  see  you  are  victorious,  young  initiates. 

Congratulations.” 

“Thank you, sirs,” Zephyr said, bowing to Avora and Stalwart. 

“It was quite a harrowing experience, but I believe we learned much.” 

Stalwart  pointed  at  a  dark  heap  a  few  strides  away  from where the trio stood. It was Tushan’s corpse, his severed head face-down in the dirt. 

“That was the Blackguard, eh?” The Dao monk gave the trio a grave nod. “Though he was traitorous scum, he was still a human being.  If  he  was  the  first  person  you  killed,  take  the  time  to acknowledge  the  act  and  steel  your  resolve.  And  after  that, contemplate the need for vigilance and how easily the shadow can take root in human hearts.” 

“Yes, sir,” Zephyr replied. He began to sheathe his saber, only to  realize  that  the  weapon  had  retained  a  faint  sheen  of  cobalt luminescence  over  its  blade,  even  though  he’d  dismissed  his lightning infusion spell after Tushan’s death. Before he could release the saber’s hilt, the light radiating from its length flared. 

“Hold,  everyone!”  Avora  raised  his  hand  in  a  forestalling gesture. “That’s Tempest ether washing across Zephyr’s sword!” 

Nella  and  Vincent  nodded  slowly.  Stalwart  unwound  his fingers  from  the  hilt  of  his  blade.  Zephyr  brought  his  saber  to  eye


level, his heart pounding as the radiance wreathing its length began to fade. 

The  skyforged  sabers  Avora  had  given  to  him  were  fine  but unremarkable weapons, with plain cross-shaped hilt guards and very typical curved blades. The sword that he now held in his hand had a slender,  sweeping  blade  of  blue  steel.  Its  hilt  guard  was  gone, replaced by an azure-hued disc. The hilt itself was no longer a length of  lacquered  wood  beneath  leather  wrappings,  but  dark  cobalt-colored  metal  contoured  to  his  grip.  The  simple  spherical  steel pommel was now a metallic rhombus, its uppermost corner lined up with  the  sleek  fuller  bore  running  down  the  center  of  the  blade.  A spherical  gem  sat  in  the  pommel,  its  heart  a  roiling,  milky  white interspersed by tiny tendrils of electricity. 

“That’s… that’s a spontaneous enchantment!” Avora gasped. 

When everyone looked at him blankly, he nodded and continued his explanation.  “Such  phenomena  only  occur  when  ether  threads congregate  in  very  complex  patterns  and  in  extremely  rare  or fortuitous  conditions.  The  gathered  magical  energy  infuses  a physical vessel, almost always an inanimate object, thereby creating a  powerful  enchanted  item.  Such  artifacts  tend  to  outstrip  the mightiest  mage-crafted  ones,  if  not  in  sheer  potency,  then  in versatility or potential.” 

“If  something  like  this  happens  so  rarely,  why  did  it  happen now?” Nella asked. 

“I  suspect  it’s  your  Codex  of  Ascension,”  the  Grand  Sage said.  “We  already  know  it  seizes  the  corrupted  ether  within  slain Shadowswarm and converts it into essence orbs that you can use to enhance  your  Tempest  magic.  Perhaps  the  Codex  of  Ascension does  the  same  to  vanquished  Dark  Labyrinths  and  their Blackguards, but instead of merely providing you with more essence orbs, it brings about a spontaneous enchantment instead.” 

“We  did  receive  quite  a  hefty  amount  of  essence  orbs  after Zeph  blasted  the  Nexus  with  a  Spark  Invocation,”  Vincent  pointed

out,  then  shrugged.  “Anyway,  you’ll  hear  no  complaints  from  me about getting even more stuff.” 

“That looks like a mighty weapon, Zeph.” Nella pointed at the saber. “Do you know what is the nature of its enchantment?” 

“I’m  not  sure.”  Zephyr  turned  to  Avora.  “Sir,  can  you  tell  us about this blade?” 

“Examine  it  through  your  codex  display,”  the  Grand  Sage instructed.  “Like  my  own  Codex  of  Elucidation,  it  should  readily identify and describe any enchanted items you direct it upon.” 

Zephyr  brought  up  a  codex  display.  He  extended  his  will through the scroll and focused it on the sword. 



 Lethal Swiftness

 Enchanted saber +1

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds



“What  does  all  this  mean?”  he  asked  Avora.  “Do  you  know, sir?” 

“Wielder Resonance and Aspect Shift are extremely powerful enchantments,”  the  Grand  Sage  replied,  shaking  his  head.  “I  don’t think there’s a mage smith alive today who can still pull them off. An enchanted item with Wielder Resonance grows in potency alongside its  user’s  power.  Aspect  Shift  means  that  the  item’s  properties  can change in accordance with its user’s will. Your blade’s current aspect is Gathering Clouds, and I sense Tempest ether coruscating across its length, so if I had to guess, it will imbue your blows with lightning, and it will tear even more readily through the bodies and defenses of Shadowswarm entities.” 

“Current  aspect?”  Zephyr  lowered  his  blade  and  looked questioningly  down  its  length.  “What  other  aspect  could  it  have, 

then? And how do I change it?” 

“Given  how  much  Tempest  ether  it’s  currently  holding  within its blade, I suspect it has to do with the elemental nature of its user’s magic,” Avora said, stroking his chin. “Perhaps its aspect will change with  yours,  Zephyr.  The  three  of  you  currently  only  possess  a Tempest Aspect. With Frost or Inferno Aspects, your blade will alter its nature accordingly.” 

“You  struck  the  finishing  blow  on  Tushan  with  that  weapon, Zeph,”  Vincent  said.  “Perhaps  that  could  have  been  it?  Weapons used to kill Blackguards receive a spontaneous enchantment? That might be something we keep in mind for the future.” 

“Your  hypothesis  might  be  correct,  Vincent,”  Avora  agreed. 

“But  you  will  need  to  replicate  a  similar  occurrence  multiple  times before it becomes a proven theory.” 

“Whatever  the  case,  we  now  have  a  better  way  to  kill Shadowswarm,” Nella said. “That’s all that matters.” 

“What matters most right now is getting out of here and into bed,”  Vincent  retorted,  yawning  loudly  once  more.  “I  don’t  know about  the  two  of  you,  but  I’m  so  tired  I  can  hardly  keep  my  eyes open.  Think  about  it.  Today,  we  met  Archmage  Xanthus,  who  is scarier  than  I’d  expected,  then  we  did  a  full  day  of  classes,  one  of which  has  Master  Gathras  calling  us  maggots  and  Master  Stalwart beating  Zeph  up.  And  after  that,  we  hopped  into  a  Dark  Labyrinth and destroyed it.” 

“Now  that  you  mention  it,  Vincent,  we  did  get  a  lot  done  on our first day,” Zephyr said and sheathed his sword. 

“And we’re going to do this all again tomorrow,” Nella added, a grin spreading across her face. 

“Wait,  what?  Really?”  Vincent  groaned  and  turned  to  Avora. 

“Is that true, Your Excellency? Are we going to attack another Dark Labyrinth tomorrow?” 

The Grand Sage chuckled. 

“Yes,” he said. 

Chapter 20







The conclusion of their first day at the Tempest School was a promise of the beginning of many more. Avora dropped the trio off in the courtyard from which they’d first departed, and they made their way  through  the  now-quiet  corridors  to  the  baths  and  then  to  the hallway outside their rooms. 

There,  they  said  their  brief  goodnights  and  went  to  bed, wordlessly agreeing to figure out the allocation of their essence orbs sometime during the next day. 

The  morning  saw  Zephyr  surprisingly  refreshed.  He  ran through  his  cultivation  exercises,  noticing  a  slight  but  marked improvement in the smoothness of his internal energy flow and the strength of his Central Field. Then he emerged into the hallway, just as Vincent and Nella did the same. 

Luxana joined them for breakfast before leaving for her own classes,  and  soon  enough,  the  trio  found  themselves  back  in Fundamental  Channeling,  where  Gathras  went  over  more  nuances of  channeling  Tempest  ether.  The  Storm  Scion  also  touched  on channeling Frost and Inferno ether, much to their interest. 

“It’s  possible  to  channel  Frost  and  Inferno  ether  even  if  you don’t have the correct Elemental Aspect,” Gathras explained. “Ether exists  in  nature  as  an  unfiltered  mixture,  with  all  the  different elements  conjoined.  An  Elemental  Aspect,  such  as  your  Tempest Aspect,  provides  you  with  a  significant  capacity  to  draw  a  specific type  of  ether  to  your  command,  separating  it  from  the  others  that won’t  fuel  the  spells  you  want  to  cast.  Without  it,  the  process becomes much more difficult. I’ve been a mage for decades, but I’ve never  really  been  able  to  channel  enough  Frost  or  Inferno  ether  to cast any Frost or Inferno magic spells.” 

Vincent raised his hand. 

“Sir, can’t you just attain another Elemental Aspect on top of your  Tempest  one?”  he  asked,  after  the  Storm  Scion  gestured  for him to proceed with his question. 

“Much easier said than done,” Gathras replied. “Most human souls only have room for one Elemental Aspect. I know you’ve met Grand Sage Avora, initiate. His Excellency is a special case, with his bloodline  granting  him  many  magical  gifts,  the  ability  to  manifest more than one Elemental Aspect in his soul among them.” 

“I  wonder  if  we  should  try  and  channel  some  Frost  ether,” 

Nella whispered, as the Storm Scion continued his lesson. “Or some Life ether, since healing spells might come in handy when we attack the  next  Dark  Labyrinth.  Maybe  we  can  ask  Avora  about  attaining our Frost Aspects.” 

“How do we do that?” Vincent asked. “Isn’t the Frost School next to the Blight-Boundary? Do you know anything about the Frost Guardians, Nella?” 

“I’ve fought alongside several of them,” the ranger confirmed. 

“But  I’m  not  sure  how  exactly  the  Frost  School  works.  That’s  why  I said we should ask Avora.” 

Introductory  Weapons-Training  saw  Zephyr  sparring  against Master  Stalwart  once  more.  Two  hours’  worth  of  practice  bouts yielded the same frustrating results: the Dao monk scoring light tap after  light  tap  with  his  wooden  rod  while  Zephyr  never  even  came close to touching him. 

Still,  Stalwart  spared  Zephyr  an  approving  smile  before  he left,  which  was  much  preferable  to  him  threatening  Zephyr  over Luxana’s honor. 

“At  least  you’re  not  bruised,”  Vincent  said,  wiping  his  brow with  the  back  of  his  sleeve.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  had  a  black eye. Nella stood behind him, snickering. 

“How did that happen?” Zephyr asked. “You were all training with staves, weren’t you? Who punched you?” 

“Clarissa,”  the  ranger  replied,  pointing  to  another  junior initiate with short, light brown hair. “We were doing partner drills, and Vincent here grabbed her bosom.” 

“It  was  an  accident!”  Vincent  protested.  “I  tripped  over  my staff and…” 

Clarissa  walked  over  to  Vincent,  flanked  by  a  few  other female  initiates.  Zephyr  tensed,  anticipating  an  ugly  scene.  To  his surprise, Clarissa smiled at Vincent. 

“That was a good class, Vincent!” she said. “Hope we get to practice together again!” 

And then she was gone, leaving Zephyr even more confused than before. 

“Well,  she  didn’t  seem  too  offended,”  he  pointed  out, scratching the back of his head. “So why did she punch you?” 

“She  didn’t.  I  fell,  and  my  face  hit  her  knee,”  Vincent explained and clutched his brow glumly. “This is going to swell, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” Zephyr said. 

“It  was  quite  a  sight.”  Nella  laughed.  “I’ve  never  seen  a combat  strategy  involving  hitting  your  opponent’s  fists,  elbows,  and knees with your face, but Vincent’s a natural at it.” 

“Fighting’s hard, Zeph.” Vincent sighed as they walked out of lecture hall ten. “But I guess I’ll have to get a lot better at it.” 

“We’ll work on that, just like we’ll work on Nella’s presentation skills  as  we  put  our  first  presentation  assignment  together,”  Zephyr promised,  referring  to  Gathras’s  Theoretical  Foundations  class earlier in the day. 

Nella groaned and buried her face in her hands. 

Gathras allowed them to keep the minor inscription talismans they  completed  in  the  Introduction  to  Scribing  class,  and  then  they were  done  for  the  day,  since  Shadow-bane  Conjurations  wasn’t  on their schedule. 

Avora was waiting for the trio in the hallway as they emerged from  lecture  hall  six.  The  Grand  Sage  returned  the  awed  greetings from the passing junior initiates with friendly smiles and encouraging words. 

“Keep  applying  yourself,  initiate  Suntar,”  Avora  said  to  the skinny youth as the trio approached. “And I’m sorry I don’t know any spells to help with your acne.” 

“Good  evening,  sir,”  Zephyr  said.  “Are  we  leaving  already, even before we’ve had our evening meal?” 

“No,  not  quite,”  the  Grand  Sage  replied,  waving  Suntar  and the  other  junior  initiates  on  their  way.  “We’ll  set  off  an  hour  after dusk,  like  yesterday.  It’s  just  that  Master  Felgar,  the  Tempest School’s  Storm  Smith,  wants  to  meet  you  three.  The  forge  and armory  are  in  the  northern  wing  of  the  first  floor.  There’s  a  sign  on the door. You can’t miss it.” 

“I’ll  need  more  arrows  anyway,”  Nella  said.  “And  Vincent needs  a  pike,  which  he  can  store  in  his  mage  band  when  it’s  not needed, so he doesn’t trip on it when he’s walking.” 

“Ha  ha.  Very  funny,”  Vincent  deadpanned.  He  held  out  his hands  and  wriggled  his  fingers  suggestively  in  front  of  Nella.  “But who knows what I’ll grab the next time I fall?” 

“That’s  a  good  way  to  lose  your  fingers.  And  your  hands. 

Then everything up to your shoulders, an inch at a time,” the ranger growled. 

“Well,  then  I’ll  really  get  in  a  good  squeeze  or  ten,  just  to make  things  worth  it.”  Vincent  wriggled  his  fingers  even  more suggestively and arched his eyebrows. 

“You—!” Nella’s cheeks were bright red. 

“Alright, we’d better be on our way,” Zephyr said, holding the ranger back from throttling Vincent. “Sir, will you be coming with us?” 

“No.  I  have  a  meeting  with  Archmage  Xanthus,”  the  Grand Sage  said.  “Come  find  me  in  the  courtyard  with  the  fountain  after your evening meal. We have a lot to do tonight.” 

As  Avora  had  promised,  they  found  the  entrance  to  the Tempest School’s forge easily enough. Vincent smiled as he pushed through the wooden door bearing a stenciled sign that read  Felgar, Storm Smith on its surface. 

The  forge  was  in  another  open-air  courtyard,  but  it  had  no enclosing  walls,  offering  a  view  of  the  brazen  late  afternoon  skies from the zenith of Mount Baltros. The floors were tiled stone, and a massive  smelter  sat  at  the  far  end  of  the  forge.  What  caught  and held  Zephyr’s  attention  was  the  towering  furnace  dominating  the center of the forge, ringed by a varied array of anvils and tables. 

“I haven’t been near a forge in more than two weeks,” Vincent explained,  sniffing  at  the  air.  “Ah,  there  it  is.  The  scent  of  melting metal  and  burning  coal.  Smells  like  it’s  mostly  iron  being  worked here though, instead of silver or gold, but it’s close enough.” 

Nella winced and stifled a cough. 

“Molten iron and molten silver smell different?” she asked. 

“Yes,” Vincent said, beaming. “I started working with iron first before  I  was  allowed  to  touch  any  silver.  If  anything,  I  know  iron better.” 

“You  do,  don’t  you?”  a  mellifluous,  feminine  voice  said.  A slender  woman,  slightly  younger  than  Gathras  and  Venn,  emerged from  an  open  doorway  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  furnace.  A  blue scarf  held  her  long,  blonde  hair  from  her  face,  and  she  wore  a leather  apron  that  covered  her  from  neck  to  heel,  along  with  thick leather boots. 

“Master Felgar?” Zephyr called, waving to the woman as she approached.  “Grand  Sage  Avora  said  that  you  wanted  to  speak  to us.” 

“That’s me, and yes, I did.” The Storm Smith stopped a few strides  away  from  the  trio  and  looked  at  Vincent.  “So  we  have  a metalworker here, do we?” 

“Silver  and  gold,  mostly.  And  gem-setting,”  Vincent  replied, rubbing his hands in glee. “But like I said, I started with iron, like any other apprentice smith.” 

“Steel,  then?”  Felgar  gestured  to  the  smelter.  “Have  you worked steel?” 

“A few times. I know how to, but I haven’t had much practice in  it.”  Vincent  went  over  to  the  furnace  and  its  surrounding  anvils. 

“What tools do you have here? What range of files do you have? Do you  have  anything  set  up  for  acid-etching?  I  see  you  have  some clamps here, but I don’t know if you want to leave them out here in the open air though.” 

Felgar pointed her finger outward, into the empty sky beyond the edges of her forge. She muttered a few words, and a streak of lightning  darted  from  her  finger.  It  splashed  against  a  domelike barrier  of  swirling  cobalt-hued  light,  then  fizzled.  A  heartbeat  later, the dome of light disappeared too, allowing the radiance of the late afternoon sun to wash back over the forge. 

“Wind  Barrier,”  the  Storm  Smith  explained.  “Configured  to keep moisture out but allow dry air through. This way, I can work with a  view  and  not  have  to  worry  about  everything  rusting  and  falling apart.” 

“Ooh,  very  nice!”  Vincent  said.  “If  I  ever  set  up  an  outdoors forge, I’ll keep that spell in mind.” 

“Glad  I  could  be  of  some  inspiration,”  Felgar  said,  a  grin spreading  across  her  pale  features.  “Anyway,  I  asked  you  to  come here so we can establish some kind of resupplying process. Armory is  where  I  just  walked  out  from.  You’ll  find  skyforged  arrowheads there, in a crate next to the door. I can make about four dozen every day, so keep that in mind. I don’t have any bows though, and you’ll have to cut your own arrow shafts. I usually have some spare wood lying around, but if I’m out, you’ll have to Wind Walk to some village and buy your own.” 

“Alright.  I  understand.”  Nella  nodded.  “I’ll  go  get  some  now, along with a few blocks of wood.” 

“Whittling knives and sandpaper are in a bin beside the crate holding  the  arrowheads.”  Felgar  pointed  to  the  armory  with  a  tilt  of her  jaw.  She  turned  to  Zephyr  as  Nella  strode  to  the  armory.  “And

you. You’re the one who broke one of my blades and brought about a spontaneous enchantment on the other, right?” 

“I’m  sorry,  ma’am,”  Zephyr  said.  “We  were  pressed  hard  in battle.” 

“Nothing  to  be  sorry  about.”  Felgar  shook  her  head.  “The blade broke doing what it was supposed to do: killing Shadowswarm. 

Show me your new one, though.” 

Zephyr  nodded  and  produced  the  sword  belt  holding  Lethal Swiftness from his mage band. He drew the blade and handed it to Felgar,  hilt-first.  The  Storm  Smith  hefted  Lethal  Swiftness experimentally, then sighed. 

“That’s  why  I  don’t  like  enchanted  weapons,”  she  said. 

“They’re never balanced properly. You know what I’m talking about, right?” 

“Yes,” Zephyr replied. “Sabers of this fashion are supposed to be  balanced  almost  like  swords,  with  the  weight  further  toward  the hilt. This one is balanced almost like a cavalry saber, perhaps even a falchion, with more of its weight toward the end of the blade.” 

“And  yet  it’s  so  light,  all  that  is  moot.  No  point  even  using  it two-handed,  though  the  hilt  does  allow  for  it.”  Felgar  tossed  Lethal Swiftness back to Zephyr. “You might as well be waving a little stick around,  and  that  will  throw  off  your  swordsmanship,  even  if  your weapon can slice through plate steel and electrocute with its touch.” 

“I’m  sure  I’ll  get  used  to  it  with  some  practice.”  Zephyr sheathed the saber and put the belt back into the mage band. 

“But  you  fight  with  two  weapons,  do  you  not?”  the  Storm Smith  asked.  “Or  with  a  shield,  according  to  Stalwart.  Anyway,  you can  pick  up  a  spare  blade  and  shield  in  the  armory.  Don’t  run through  them  too  fast  though.  My  skyforged  blades  aren’t  anything special, but they do take me quite a bit of time and effort to make. 

And I don’t make shields anymore. What you see is all there will ever be left.” 

“Thank you, ma’am,” Zephyr said, with a slight bow. 

“Next, if your armor takes a beating, leave it on one of these tables here, and I’ll get it patched up when I can. Take a spare set from the rack in the armory. Mail shirts are the best I can do. If we had  three  or  four  times  more  gold  in  the  budget,  I  could  probably whip up some plate.” 

Zephyr thought back to their ordeal in the Dark Labyrinth the previous  night.  His  mail  shirt  and  helm  had  taken  some  nicks  and blows, but none of them were very serious. 

“So if we get you more money, you can produce some plate armor, like the type Master Stalwart wears?” Vincent asked. 

“By the Infinite Skies, no.” Felgar chuckled. “Stalwart’s gear is premium material, forged by a master smith, which I’m not, and then enchanted by Archmage Xanthus’s predecessor himself. And on that note,  I’m  adequate  at  best  in  my  craft.  They  call  me  ‘Master’  here, but that’s a misnomer. I simply don’t have the magical aptitude to cut it  on  the  northern  battlelines  without  becoming  a  liability,  so  here  I am, doing what I can. Don’t expect me to work any miracles. I can skyforge some adequate blades and patch up armor. Anything more than that is stretching it.” 

“Ma’am,  your  blades  are  more  than  adequate,”  Zephyr  said. 

“And so is your armor. They served us well last night.” 

“Yeah.  If  it  weren’t  for  your  armor,  Zeph  would  have  gotten pretty hurt.” Vincent clasped Zephyr on the back. “But it sounds like you could use a hand around here. If you’ll have me, I’d be happy to help. It would be nice to work with metal again.” 

“I’ll  take  you  up  on  your  offer,  but  only  if  it  doesn’t  interfere with  your  studies.”  Felgar  looked  over  her  shoulder  and  nodded  at Nella,  who’d  emerged  from  the  armory.  “Got  everything  you needed?” 

“Yes. I could hear you all from inside, so I also picked up an extra sword and shield for Zeph and a spear for Vincent,” the ranger replied. “We’d better get going. I still need to cut some arrow shafts if we’re going to be attacking a Dark Labyrinth tonight.” 

“One last thing.” Felgar sighed and put her hands on her hips. 

“Avora  asked  me  to  tell  you  about  nightsteel.  Sometimes, Shadowswarm  have  weapons.  These  could  be  blades,  axes,  and whatnot. These weapons usually vanish when the creature wielding them  dies.  However,  sometimes  they  don’t.  When  this  happens, you’re to bring those weapons to me, so I can smelt them down into nightsteel.” 

“You  don’t  think  that’s  a  good  idea?”  Zephyr  asked,  noticing the troubled cast to the Storm Smith’s features. 

“No,  I  don’t,”  Felgar  replied.  “Nightsteel  is  very  dangerous, even  in  its  un-smelted  form.  Left  alone,  it  can  corrupt  the  minds  of the  weak-willed  around  it.  It’s  also  been  known  to  be  a  conduit  for shadow-warped  ether.  But  apparently  the  three  of  you  have  some kind  of  ability  to  purify  things  corrupted  by  the  Shadowswarm  and subvert  the  darkness  to  your  cause.  So  when  you  do  find Shadowswarm  weapons,  bring  them  to  me.  I’ll  smelt  them  into nightsteel,  then  store  them  in  a  thrice-warded  chest  until  you  and Avora find the time to deal with them.” 

“Alright.”  Zephyr  exchanged  a  glance  with  Vincent.  “The monsters we fought last night wielded swords of black steel, as did the Blackguard himself. If we manage to pick up any such weapons, we’ll bring them to you.” 

“Excellent.”  Felgar  waved  dismissively.  “You’d  better  get going, then. Wouldn’t want to keep His Excellency waiting. He might develop a crease in the seat of his white robes.” 

Chapter 21







After quickly finishing their evening meal, the trio made their way  to  the  courtyard  with  the  fountain,  where  they  began  cutting arrow shafts for Nella’s bow. 

“We  still  haven’t  decided  what  we’re  going  to  do  with  those essence  orbs,”  Vincent  pointed  out  as  he  cut  away  at  a  block  of wood. 

“I  think  the  first  thing  we  should  do  is  enhance  our  Spark Invocation spell to Storm level,” Zephyr said. “The same for our Bolt Ring spell as well. After that, we should enhance our individual spell variants for each level of our spells.” 

“I  took  a  closer  look  at  my  Bolt  Ring  variant  spell  just  now,” 

Nella  said.  “It’s  called  Crippling  Web.  We  could  have  used  it  in  the Dark  Labyrinth,  especially  when  we  were  trying  to  cross  that  room with the pillars and that bottomless pit.” 

She brought up her codex display. 



 Bolt Ring (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Radiant Seer

 Conjure Crippling Web (5 feet range, 10 feet radius, 1 minute duration,  3  ether  per  web)  or  Conjure  ring  of  bolts  (up  to  4  feet radius, 6 ether per minute)

  

 Crippling web (initiate)

 5  feet  range,  10  feet  radius,  1  minute  duration,  3  ether  per web

 Creates  a  stationary  web  that  stuns  and  incapacitates anything it catches; inflicts light Tempest magic damage within area

 of  effect;  2x  efficacy  against  Shadowswarm  entities;  up  to  4  webs can be laid



“We  could  have,  but  I  think  you  got  more  use  out  of  your Shock  Snares,  since  they  cost  much  less  ether  and  as  an  Adept level spell variant, the spell has a longer range as well,” Zephyr said. 

“Your Shock Snares were also the biggest factor in bringing Tushan down.” 

“If we enhance our skill in our Bolt Ring spell to Adept or even Mage, do you think its ether cost would decrease?” Vincent asked. 

“Because we were really running low on ether in the Dark Labyrinth.” 

“Let’s try it out.” Nella seized an essence orb with her will and released its power over the Bolt Ring spell. 

 

 Bolt Ring (adept)

 Conjure  Crippling  Web  (2  ether  per  web)  or  Conjure  ring  of bolts (2 ether per minute)



“Looks like it does,” she said, nodding. 

“Hey,  look.”  Vincent  pointed  at  the  codex  display.  “All  those other details about the spell variants have been omitted. Did you do that, Nella?” 

“Yes.”  The  ranger  shrugged.  “When  I  enhanced  that  spell,  I focused on only wanting to see its changes, so my codex display left out everything else.” 

“It’s  good  to  know  we  can  do  that.  Leaving  out  irrelevant details will help us stay focused,” Zephyr said. “Alright, so enhancing our skill in a spell lowers its ether cost, and enhancing its individual variants  improve  their  effects.  At  the  same  time,  we  also  need  to enhance  our  overall  proficiency  in  Tempest  magic.  And  so  far,  we only really know three spells, each of them with two variants. When we learn other spells, they’ll all have variants we need to enhance as well. What this means is…” 

“We’ll need a lot of essence orbs,” Vincent concluded. 

“Which means we’ll need to kill a lot of Shadowswarm,” Nella added,  a  savage  grin  spreading  across  her  face.  “And  we’ll  have many opportunities to do that, so it all works out in the end.” 

“Ah,  yes.”  Vincent  sighed  as  he  fitted  an  arrowhead  to  a freshly  cut  shaft.  “I  wish  I  could  be  as  cheerful  as  you  about  killing things, even if it’s the best way to improve our magical power.” 

“We don’t have to be cheerful about it,” Zephyr said. “Or even enjoy  it.  The  Shadowswarm  in  Dark  Labyrinths  could  hurt  people, and it’s our duty as Storm Scion initiates to stop them. And if we’re Caruthas  Reborn,  it’s  also  our  duty  to  bring  his  Elemental  Mastery back  to  the  world  as  quickly  as  possible.  If  that  means  killing Shadowswarm and defeating Blackguards, we must forge on ahead with no hesitation.” 

“All that talk of duty makes you sound more like a follower of the Dao than the Wu,” Nella said. 

“The Wu teaches us to never shirk our responsibilities or our duties.” Zephyr smiled. “The way of the Wu and the way of the Dao are  not  opposed  to  each  other.  They  merely  emphasize  different things.  But  let’s  get  back  on  track.  How  should  we  spend  our essence orbs next?” 

“Why  don’t  we  continue  enhancing  our  Invocation  and  Ring spells all the way to Mage level?” Vincent suggested. “That way, our ether costs will go down as well.” 

“That sounds good,” Zephyr agreed. 

“Go ahead and do that, Vincent,” Nella said. 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  expended  the  essence  orbs  in  a blink of an eye, then brought up his codex display. 



 Spark Invocation (Mage)

 Tempest Aspect: Forge of Wind

 Conjure  Spark  Hammer  (10  minutes  per  cast,  2  ether  per cast) or Create lightning projectile (small, 10 feet range, 2 ether per

 projectile)

  

 Bolt Invocation (Mage)

 Conjure  Bolt  Pulse  (3  projectiles,  5  ether  per  projectile)  or Create  lightning  projectiles  (medium,  20  feet  range,  up  to  5

 projectiles per cast, 4 ether per projectile

  

 Spark Ring (Mage)

 Conjure  up  to  complex  lightning  armament  (cast  with  Spark Hammer,  10  minutes,  1  ether  per  simple  armament,  2  ether  per complex armament) or Conjure ring of sparks (Up to 10 feet radius, 4

 ether per minute)

  

 Bolt Ring (Mage)

 Conjure Bolt Bastion (10 seconds per cast, 8 ether per cast) or Conjure ring of bolts (up to 10 feet radius, 6 ether per minute

  

 Remaining Essence Orbs: 11

 

“Bolt  Bastion?”  Vincent  quirked  an  eyebrow.  “Let’s  take  a closer look.” 



 Bolt Bastion (Mage)

 Creates  a  wall  of  Tempest  magic  capable  of  stopping  or slowing physical attacks; 10 feet by 10 feet; 10 seconds per cast, 8

 ether per cast



“We’ll  definitely  find  some  use  for  that,”  Nella  said.  “Go  on, Vincent. Cast it so we can take a look at it.” 

Shrugging,  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  channeled  some  ether and  cast  the  spell.  A  wall  of  crackling  white-blue  light  blazed  into

existence, washing over Zephyr and Nella and making them jump in surprise. 

“Are  you  alright?”  Vincent  asked,  swiftly  dismissing  his  Bolt Bastion. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know my spell would turn out this way!” 

“We’re fine, Vincent,” Zephyr replied. “It seems like we aren’t affected by each other’s defensive spells. When we were in Tushan’s Labyrinth,  I  hopped  through  a  few  Shadow-bane  conjurations. 

Maybe we can stand in your Bolt Bastion spell while we fight.” 

“Cast it again,” Nella said. “I want to try something out.” 

Vincent  did  so,  and  when  his  Bolt  Bastion  spell  flared  into existence,  the  ranger  tossed  an  arrow  lightly  in  its  direction.  The arrow clattered off the wall of Tempest magic. 

“I guessed as much.” Nella picked her arrow up and returned it to her quiver. “I won’t be shooting through this.” 

“What  about  your  Bolt  Pulse  spell?”  Zephyr  asked.  “Should we take a closer look at it too?” 

Vincent nodded at his codex display. 



 Bolt Pulse (initiate)

 Launches  up  to  three  Tempest  magic  projectiles,  150  feet range,  15  ether  per  projectile,  2x  efficacy  against  Shadowswarm entities



“It has quite a long range,” Nella said. “Maybe you can use it to pick off enemies from afar.” 

“That ether cost will drain me in a flash though,” Vincent said. 

“I think I’d be better off sticking with the other variant of this spell, so maybe  it’s  not  worth  enhancing  it  right  now.  Speaking  of  which, Zeph, what’s your Bolt Invocation variant?” 

Zephyr looked at his codex display. 



 Lightning Step (initiate)

 Flashes to a different location and inflicts light Tempest magic damage  on  any  foe  in  the  way,  20  feet  range,  2x  efficacy  against Shadowswarm entities, 10 ether per cast



“We  haven’t  enhanced  it  yet,”  Zephyr  said.  “And  looking  at that  ether  cost,  it  might  not  be  worth  it  right  now  either.  Besides,  I think it’s best we stay close to each other in battle.” 

“Sounds fine to me.” Vincent chuckled and raised his hands helplessly. “Without the two of you near me, I’m a sitting duck.” 

“We’ll  get  you  up  to  speed  with  your  combat  skills.”  Nella nudged  him  with  her  elbow.  “You  just  have  to  stop  hitting  other people’s knees with your face first.” 

“You’re never going to let that go, are you?” Vincent groaned and rubbed his face. The jeweler’s apprentice still had a black eye, though the swelling had reduced somewhat. 

 We  should  ask  Avora  to  heal  him  before  we  set  off,  Zephyr thought.  “Nella,  what  about  yours?  What’s  your  Bolt  Invocation variant?” 

The ranger gestured, and her codex display flickered. 



 Radiant Incarnation (initiate)

 Manifests  up  to  2  small  lightning  beast  constructs,  50  feet construct  range,  constructs  persist  for  5  minutes,  5  ether  per construct



“Lightning  beasts?  That  sounds  amazing!”  Vincent  hopped from foot to foot. “Let’s see it!” 

“Alright. You asked for it.” Nella grinned. Tendrils of electricity snaked  out  from  her  eyes,  coalescing  into  a  pair  of  white-blue spiders  the  size  of  a  small  dog.  Vincent  squeaked  as  the  spiders turned in his direction. He squealed and jumped onto the fountain as they scuttled toward him. 

“Ah!  No!  I  hate  spiders!”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  screamed, raising his hands. His voice rose to a crescendo as Nella’s lightning beasts  pounced  toward  his  face,  only  to  dissipate  just  before  they touched him. 

“Had enough?” Nella asked as Vincent spluttered and caught his breath. 

“You  tried  it  out  already!”  Vincent  cried,  pointing  an accusatory  finger  at  the  ranger.  “You  knew  what  it  did  and  you  still used it on me!” 

“Well,  you  asked.”  Nella  stuck  her  tongue  out  and  blew  a raspberry at the jeweler’s apprentice. 

Zephyr  laughed  and  shook  his  head  at  the  ridiculous  sight. 

The  ranger,  so  grim  and  stoic,  could  be  very  childish  when  she wanted.  Fortunately,  Vincent  seemed  to  take  her  unsubtle  prank  in stride,  hopping  down  from  the  fountain,  feigning  a  stumble  toward Nella, and wriggling his outstretched fingers. The ranger gasped and hopped  back,  her  face  reddening  as  she  raised  her  hands protectively over her torso. 

“Alright,  alright.  Let’s  try  to  focus,  shall  we?”  Zephyr  said. 

“Let’s  enhance  our  Spark  spell  level  variants  as  much  as  we  can, since  we  know  what  they  can  do  and  we  already  have  some experience with them. Vincent, let’s begin with your Spark Hammer and Lightning Armament spells.” 

Vincent nodded. “Alright.” 



 Spark Hammer (Mage)

 Hammer persists for 15 minutes per cast, 2 ether per cast Increases damage or protective qualities of created lightning armaments by 20%

  

 Lightning Armaments (Mage)

 Conjure  intricate  armaments  persist  for  15  minutes,  1  ether per  simple  armament,  2  ether  per  complex  armament,  4  ether  per

 intricate armament



“Zeph,  Vincent’s  Bolt  Bastion  covers  a  lot  of  ground,  but  it’s rather  unwieldy.  I  think  we  should  enhance  your  Lightning  Cestus and  Lightning  Shield  spells,”  Nella  said.  “That  will  give  us  more defensive options, I think.” 

“That’s a good idea,” Zephyr agreed. He extended his will and expended the essence orbs. 



 Lightning Cestus (Mage)

 Conjures lightning gauntlet, inflicts moderate Tempest magic damage  on  hit,  can  be  used  to  block  physical  attacks,  2x  efficacy against Shadowswarm entities; 1 ether per minute

  

 Lightning Shield (Mage)

 Conjures lightning shield; full resistance to electrical damage; 75%  resistance  to  unholy  and  shadow  damage;  50%  resistance  to cold  and  fire  damage;  25%  resistance  to  chaos  damage;  can  be used to block physical attacks, 1 ether per 10 seconds



“I think the rest of our essence orbs should go into furthering our overall mastery of Tempest magic,” Zephyr said. “It’s a long road ahead to reaching Mage level with it.” 

“I think so too,” Vincent said. “Bolt spells cost quite a bit more than  Spark  spells,  so  until  we  increase  our  ether  reserves,  there’s not  much  point  in  attaining  any  Storm  spells.  And  the  best  way  to increase our ether reserves is to enhance our Tempest magic.” 

“Yes. I’ll do that.” Nella frowned as she gathered her will and poured  their  remaining  essence  orbs  into  enhancing  their  Tempest magic. 



 Tempest Magic empowered! 

  

 Magic: Tempest (Adept)

 Progress to Mage: 7/200 essence orbs

 +64% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +64% Tempest spell casting speed

 +64% Tempest spell learning rate

 +64% Tempest spell efficacy



Zephyr glanced at his ether reserves. 

  

 Tempest Ether: 49/49



“That’s going to help a lot, especially now that the ether costs for our spells have gone down too,” he said. 

Nella displayed her ether reserves. 



 Tempest Ether: 33/33



“Let’s  see  yours,  Vincent,”  she  said,  nudging  the  jeweler’s apprentice. 

Vincent shrugged and pulled up his codex display. 



 Tempest Ether: 66/66



“Heh. My ether reserves are literally twice as much as yours, Nella,” Vincent pointed out, chuckling. 

“Well, I’m taller,” the ranger countered, reaching over ruffling his hair. 

The trio continued their work, and before long, Nella had two full quivers of skyforged arrows once more. 

“Thanks, you two.” Nella smiled as she did a final count of the arrows  in  her  quivers  before  slinging  them  across  her  body.  “I wonder  if  I  should  be  using  Spark  Invocations  as  well.  Felgar  can’t make a lot of arrowheads, and we might not always have the time to cut arrows.” 

Vincent  grinned  as  he  produced  sheaves  of  talismans  from his mage band. 

“I’ve  got  us  all  sorted  out,”  he  said,  handing  them  out  to Zephyr and Nella. “Master Gathras allowed me to make three dozen more  of  these  during  class,  and  I’ve  infused  all  of  them  with  Spark Invocation spells and Shadow-Bane conjurations already.” 

“We should make more of these when we can spare the time and the materials.” Zephyr tucked the talismans into one of his robe pockets.  “And  when  we  learn  how  to  make  more  powerful inscriptions, we can use them for Bolt or Storm level spells.” 

“How are we going to find the time though?” Vincent asked. 

“We barely have a few hours after classes to eat and prepare before heading out to a Dark Labyrinth, and if last night was any indication, we can’t expect to get back until it’s really late at night.” 

“We’ll  just  have  to  do  the  best  we  can,”  Zephyr  replied, looking up at the sky. “Grand Sage Avora should be here any minute now.” 

“Yes,  he  will,”  Archmage  Xanthus  said,  emerging  from  the shadows  at  the  far  end  of  the  courtyard.  “But  I  wanted  to  have  a word with the three of you first.” 

Zephyr  surged  to  his  feet  from  his  seat  before  the  fountain. 

He caught himself before he could fall into a combat stance. 

 I didn’t sense anyone here at all when we arrived,  he thought. 

 How did he come here? Through the Wind Walk spell? But doesn’t that create a lot of wind and light? We would have seen him. 

“Sneaking  up  on  us?”  Nella  growled,  casually  stringing  her bow  and  running  her  fingertips  over  the  arrows  in  her  quiver.  “Not sure if that’s a good idea, old man.” 

“Hush!  That’s  our  headmaster  you’re  talking  to!”  Vincent hissed into the ranger’s ear as he clapped a hand over her mouth. 

He forced a wavering smile to his face. “Good evening, sir. We didn’t expect to see you here.” 

“Well, it’s not like I usually get around much,” the Archmage replied,  gesturing  to  the  lower  half  of  his  body,  where  his  robes flapped emptily a foot or so beneath the waist. Xanthus was floating in midair, as if held aloft by gusts of gentle wind. He caught Zephyr’s eye,  obviously  noticing  his  scrutiny,  and  grinned.  “It’s  Soaring Breeze, a Storm Level spell. With it, you can fly. Pretty handy when you  can’t  walk  anymore.  And  I  can  see  the  question  in  your  eyes, young Zephyr. How did I get here, you’re burning to ask. I used the Shadow  Stride  spell.  It’s  Dark  magic,  which  requires  a  Darkness Aspect  to  cast.  I  entered  a  pool  of  shadows  in  my  office  and emerged through the shadows in here.” 

“You have a Darkness Aspect, sir?” Zephyr asked tentatively. 

“How did you get that?” 

“It’s a long story.” Xanthus smirked. “But to cut it short, I got it during  my  days  on  the  battlelines.  My  coterie  came  across  this Twilight Fiend. Everyone died fighting it except me, but it was broken and  beaten.  I  tormented  it  until  it  agreed  to  grant  me  a  Darkness Aspect. Then I killed it.” 

“And  that  allows  you  to  cast  Shadow  magic  spells?”  Zephyr pressed. “But why—” 

“It  also  allows  me  to  cast  Tyrant  magic  spells,  such  as Domination.”  The  Archmage  chuckled.  “And  as  for  why,  I’ve explained it before already. You must know the enemy to best him, and  what  better  way  to  know  the  enemy  than  to  turn  his  weapons against him?” 

“Druidess Filna says that using fell magic leads to corruption and madness,” Nella said darkly, peeling Vincent’s hand from her lips and jabbing him hard enough in the ribs to make him squeal. 

“Druidess Filna is wrong about many things.” Xanthus waved dismissively, ignoring the seething snarl that rolled from the ranger’s

lips. “But let’s get to the point. I’ve adjusted your schedules. Bessun told me just how much headway you’ve made in your magical skills within the space of a single day. That means there’s no need for you to  attend  most  of  the  basic  classes.  Theoretical  Foundations, Introduction to Scribing, and any weapons or combat classes are still in,  and  so  is  Shadow-bane  Conjurations.  But  the  rest  of  the  time, you’ll be training directly under me.” 

“Which  means  we  will  be  spending…  two  hours  a  day  with you,  sir?”  Vincent  asked,  counting  on  his  fingers.  “Because  that’s what it looks like from what I remember from our schedules.” 

“Huh.”  Xanthus  scratched  the  back  of  his  head,  a  confused look replacing the cold light in his eyes. “I suppose that isn’t a really huge amount of time after all. I must be getting old. Anyway, Gathras will  hand  out  your  new  schedules  tomorrow,  since  you  have Theoretical Foundations first thing in the morning.” 

“What  will  we  be  covering  with  you,  sir?”  Zephyr  asked. 

“Grand Sage Avora already gave us grimoires listing many Tempest magic spells, and with our Codex of Ascension and Tempest magic affinities,  we  should  be  able  to  learn  most,  if  not  all,  of  them  quite quickly.” 

Xanthus pointed at the courtyard wall behind him and loosed a  tendril  of  lightning  from  his  fingertip.  Before  it  struck  the  stone surface, the Archmage tilted his outstretched palm, and the lightning tendril broke apart, turning into a trio of crackling spider-like sparks that ran across the floor and up the wall before dissipating. 

“That’s a simple Spark Invocation,” Xanthus said. “I cast it in its  base  variant,  an  electrical  projectile,  but  I  manipulated  the Tempest  ether  fueling  it,  changing  it  into  crawling  sparks  instead. 

And  I  did  it  on  a  whim.  The  thing  about  magic  is  that  its  vastness can’t be captured within the confines of spells. Sure, spells are how you  access  magic  in  the  first  place,  but  they  don’t  comprise  the entirety  of  magic.  You  can  adjust  them  on  the  fly  to  suit  your purposes. You just have to figure out how.” 

“And  you’ll  teach  us  how  to  do  this,  sir?”  Vincent  asked. 

“That’s amazing!” 

“I  will.  Bessun  thinks  I  shouldn’t,  though.  Because  it’s dangerous  to  alter  spells  mid-cast,  apparently.  But  he’s  wrong.  To sum  up,  keep  learning  new  spells.  Bring  them  and  their  variants  to me,  and  we’ll  figure  out  how  to  push  them  to  their  limits.  And  one other  thing.  I’ve  told  Bessun  to  ease  off  with  the  Dark  Labyrinths. 

Tomorrow  onward,  you’ll  only  go  on  a  maximum  of  three  Dark Labyrinth expeditions a week. You need time to rest and consolidate your progress.” 

“Everyone  within  range  of  a  Dark  Labyrinth  is  in  danger,” 

Nella said, narrowing her eyes. “We’re not going to just sit back and leave them be!” 

“A Dark Labyrinth only threatens its surroundings once it has matured  past  Phase  Three,  and  as  of  this  moment,  none  such exists.”  Xanthus  gave  them  another  dismissive  wave.  “They  can wait.  And  besides,  you  are  initiates  at  the  Tempest  school,  even  if only  for  a  year.  It  would  be  remiss  of  me  to  deprive  you  of  the  full experience of life as a Storm-Scion-in-training.” 

“Full experience?” Zephyr frowned. “What do you mean, sir?” 

Xanthus chuckled, then sighed ruefully. He shook his head. 

“You’ll  find  out,  soon  enough,”  the  Archmage  said,  before lifting his eyes to the sky. “Ah, Bessun and Stalwart are here.” 

Sure enough, with a rush of howling wind and a flare of white-blue light, Avora and Stalwart appeared in the courtyard. The Grand Sage seemed surprised to see Xanthus. 

“My  friend,”  Avora  said.  “I  didn’t  expect  you  to  come  see  us off.” 

“Well,  I  didn’t.”  Xanthus  nodded  at  the  trio.  “I  just  wanted  to tell  them  myself  that  these  Dark  Labyrinth  trips  of  yours  won’t happen more than thrice a week, as we discussed. And I know that if I  left  it  to  you,  you’d  simply  take  your  time  in  passing  on  the message.” 

“Now, you know that’s not true—” the Grand Sage began, but Xanthus barked a bitter laugh, cutting him off. 

“Spare  me,  Bessun.  I’ll  get  out  of  your  way  now.  Have  fun killing  Shadowswarm,”  Xanthus  said,  before  returning  his  regard  to the trio. “As for you three, I’ll see you in my office tomorrow, after the midday meal.” 

Before  anyone  could  respond,  the  Archmage  drifted  off  into the shadows in the courtyard and vanished. 

“Shadow  magic,”  Stalwart  growled,  flexing  his  fingers  over the hilt of his sword. He cast a sidelong glance at Avora and shook his head. “He’s getting worse. You need to talk to him.” 

“I  will,  my  friend,”  the  Grand  Sage  replied,  before  turning  to the  trio  and  giving  them  a  broad  but  tired  smile.  “Good  evening  to you three. How has your day unfolded?” 

“It’s been good,” Nella said. “Now, let’s go kill Shadowswarm.” 

Stalwart’s stoic demeanor cracked, and the Dao monk barked out a laugh. 

“I  admire  your  ardor,  young  lady,”  Stalwart  said,  nodding slightly at Nella. “The Shadowswarm would be driven to extinction if only more shared your zeal.” 

“Quite  so,”  Avora  agreed.  “Well,  it  seems  to  me  you’re  all raring to depart. So, without further ado, shall we?” 

Zephyr  exchanged  glances  with  his  friends.  They  both nodded at him. He met Avora’s gaze. 

“Yes,  sir,”  he  said.  “Please  bring  us  to  the  next  Dark Labyrinth.” 

Chapter 22







 Dark Labyrinth: Fell Hive

 Phase One

 Blackguard: Queen Lorexia

 Shadowswarm Entities

 Devourer: lesser-common (0.05 essence orbs)

 Scythe Warrior: greater-common (1.0 essence orbs) Spike Warrior: greater-common (1.0 essence orbs) Synavore: lesser-uncommon (1.5 essence orbs) Zephyr dismissed his codex display and looked around. The trio  were  within  a  cave,  its  interior  illuminated  by  the  unsettling crimson-violet  radiance  emanating  off  misshapen  crystal  growths jutting  from  its  walls.  An  opening  of  jagged  dark  rock  lay  north.  A similar one lay south. Both were shrouded in swirling shadows. 

“I  didn’t  know  we  could  examine  Dark  Labyrinths  like  that,” 

Vincent said. The jeweler’s apprentice held a spear with a skyforged tip tightly in his hands. “How did you think to do so, Zeph?” 

“I’m not sure,” he replied, shrugging. “It just felt right.” 

“We need to trust our feelings.” Nella drew an arrow and held it  ready  by  her  bow.  “Our  Tempest  magic  hates  the  Shadowswarm too. It will guide us to their extinction, as it did with Tushan.” 

Zephyr  knew  what  Nella  was  referring  to.  The  trio  had somehow sensed Tushan’s presence in the previous Dark Labyrinth. 

Upon  some  reflection,  he  believed  that  it  was  likely  due  to  some manner of antithetical resonance between the Tempest magic within their souls and the corrupt ether suffusing a Blackguard’s very being. 

If  they  allowed  their  magic  to  guide  them  once  more,  Zephyr  didn’t

doubt  they  would  soon  locate  the  Blackguard  of  this  Labyrinth, Queen Lorexia. 

He closed his eyes and focused on the wind and the lightning that he knew danced within his soul. It wasn’t as familiar to him as the  internal  energy  that  roiled  within  his  Central  Field  and  roared through his main channels, but he knew it would only be a matter of time before his magic was as much a part of him as his cultivation. 

For  now,  he  could  still  feel  it  within  his  being,  hear  its whispering  in  his  ears,  see  the  light  it  cast  over  the  shadows shrouding the Dark Labyrinth. 

Zephyr opened his eyes and pointed to the northern opening. 

“This  way.  Let’s  go,”  he  said,  drawing  Lethal  Swiftness  and hefting his shield. 

The trio stepped into the dark. 




* * *

 

The devourers turned out to be swarming, insectile monsters, skittering  around  on  six  legs  jutting  from  their  ovoid  bodies. 

Mandibles  gnashed  from  their  eyeless  heads,  and  spiked  antenna jabbed and prodded from the top of their skulls. 

The  Shadowswarm  creatures  poured  onto  the  trio  in  a seemingly  endless  chittering  tide,  flooding  through  the  crystal-lined caves. Vincent and Nella met them with Shadow-bane conjurations, cast  from  their  talismans.  The  monsters  hurled  themselves  at  the lightning  barriers  with  wanton  abandon,  dozens  of  them  dissipating with every heartbeat. 

Though  faster  than  the  transient  nightmares,  the  devourers were much less resilient, and every one of the creatures that burned up on a shadow-bane conjuration sapped a much smaller portion of the wall’s strength. 

Ascending  his  internal  energy  to  the  Third  Cycle  of  the Carefree  Sutra,  Zephyr  stood  in  the  midst  of  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s conjurations  and  worked  Lethal  Swiftness  across  the  ranks  of  the devourers. He cut out in broad, sweeping arcs, taking care to keep his movements as tight and as efficient as he could. 

The  monsters  washed  up  against  their  defenses  like  a  tide and broke over and over again, until Zephyr lost track of how many they’d  slain.  The  trio  moved  steadily  through  one  near-identical, crystal-lit  cave  after  another,  guided  by  the  Tempest  magic  toward the Blackguard. 

An hour into the grinding ordeal, Vincent finally expended the last  shadow-bane  conjuration  talisman  he  had,  but  by  then,  the seemingly  endless  tide  of  devourers  had  lessened.  The  more formidable  scythe  warriors  and  spike  warriors  took  their  place, emerging from the shadows to confront the trio. 

These  Shadowswarm  creatures  stood  as  tall  as  full-grown men, resembling grotesque oversized mantises. The scythe warriors waded into battle, lashing out at close range with their bladed limbs. 

Zephyr’s shield crumpled beneath a single strike from the first scythe warrior they fought, so he had to fight on with Lethal Swiftness as his only  weapon,  manifesting  his  Lightning  Shield  to  block  the occasional blow that slipped past his blade. 

The  spike  warriors  were  far  more  difficult  to  deal  with. 

Tentacular  appendages,  instead  of  sleek  and  powerful  mantis scythes, streamed from their torsos and launched spikes from their pod-like ends. The first of these monsters nearly ended the trio then and  there,  bracketing  them  with  a  volley  of  spikes  capable  of punching  clean  through  the  stone  walls.  Zephyr,  his  reflexes heighted  by  his  Lightning  Infusion  spell  at  the  Third  Cycle  of  the Carefree  Sutra,  had  tackled  his  friends  to  the  ground  then, preventing them from being impaled by the monsters’ projectiles. 

Nella brought her bow to bear and let it sing, shooting down one spike warrior after another while Zephyr held the scythe warriors

at bay and Vincent launched the occasional Spark Invocation across the lengths of the caves. 

The end of their first encounter with the warrior creatures left the trio breathing hard from equal parts nerves and exertion. Zephyr glanced at his codex display. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 27

 Total Essence Orbs: 27



 We’ve slain more Shadowswarm creatures here already than we did in the entirety of the first one,  he  thought,  before  wiping  his brow  with  the  back  of  his  hand.  But  I  don’t  think  we’re  got  much longer to go before we reach the Blackguard. 

“I  don’t  think  we  can  afford  to  charge  blindly  at  those monsters,” Vincent said. “They nearly got us, just now. We’ve got to think of a better plan.” 

“Flat  terrain,  no  cover,  close-quarters.”  Nella  grunted  and readied  another  arrow  upon  her  bow.  “That  doesn’t  leave  us  with many options.” 

“So  far,  we’ve  been  very  sparing  with  our  ether,”  Zephyr pointed out. “And we’ve gotten this far thanks to Vincent’s talismans. 

We’ve  almost  reached  the  Blackguard,  so  perhaps  it’s  time  to  start using some of our more powerful spells.” 

“Those spike monsters… I think I can stop them with my Bolt Bastion spell,” Vincent said, summoning his codex display. 

“Our  spells  don’t  seem  to  get  in  the  way  of  each  other,  so while  Vincent  uses  Bolt  Bastion  to  fend  off  the  spike  warriors’

projectiles, Nella and I can strike them down with Spark Invocations,” 

Zephyr  said.  “I  wish  Archmage  Xanthus  had  spoken  to  us  earlier about  altering  the  effects  of  our  spells.  That  trick  he  did  with  the crawling sparks would be very useful here, since they seem like they can cover a fairly large area.” 

“Or  allow  physical  projectiles  to  pass  through  my  Bold Bastion from one direction, so Nella can fire her bow from behind it.” 

Vincent sighed. “Oh well. We’ll have to ask him about it tomorrow.” 

“Let’s  focus  on  getting  through  this  Labyrinth  first.”  Nella nodded toward the next cavernous, shadowy opening. “Come on.” 

The trio executed Zephyr’s battle plan when the next group of warrior creatures emerged to confront them. It worked, with Vincent’s Bolt  Bastion  spell  utterly  stopping  the  monsters’  spikes  and  even holding the scythe warriors at bay, allowing Zephyr to dart into their midst and take them apart with Lethal Swiftness. Nella struck down the  spike  warriors  with  Spark  Invocations,  and  when  Vincent’s  Bolt Bastion  faded,  she  raised  her  bow  once  more,  planting  skyforged arrows into chittering, mandibled faces. 

The Blackguard was close, by then. Zephyr could sense her presence  as  he  could  Tushan’s.  He  glanced  at  Vincent  and  Nella, and  the  look  in  their  eyes  told  him  that  they  felt  it  too.  The  Queen, whatever it was, was within the next cavern. 

“I think we should take a moment to figure out what to do with our essence orbs,” Vincent said. “What’s the best way we can make use of them, Zeph?” 

“So far, in this Dark Labyrinth and the previous one, the most consistent  challenge  we’ve  come  across  is  the  overwhelming numbers  of  our  foes,”  Zephyr  mused.  “We  are  often  in  danger  of being  surrounded,  and  our  Shadow-bane  conjurations  can  only repulse a small number of foes before they break down. They also cost  a  fair  bit  of  ether  to  cast.  We  need  reinforcements,  if  only  to guard our flanks.” 

“My  lightning  beasts  might  come  in  handy,”  Nella  said.  “But right now, they’re a bit too small to be of much use.” 

“Bring  that  spell  variant  of  yours  up  to  Mage  level,  Nella,” 

Zephyr told her. “You might need to reserve the rest of your ether for it during the fight against the Blackguard.” 

“I understand. Here it is.” 



 Radiant Incarnation (Mage)

 Manifests  up  to  4  large  lightning  beast  constructs,  80  feet construct  range,  constructs  persist  for  10  minutes,  5  ether  per construct



“Do  you  think  it’s  a  good  idea  for  you  to  do  the  same  with your  Lightning  Step  spell  too,  Zeph?”  Vincent  asked.  “If  the Blackguard has a horde of Shadowswarm monsters with her, it might be  a  good  idea  for  you  to  get  yourself  in  close  and  chop  her  to pieces.” 

“Wouldn’t that leave you two exposed?” Zephyr asked. 

“My  lightning  beasts  can  hold  the  line,”  Nella  said.  “At  least for a bit. Go on, Zeph. Do it.” 

Zephyr shrugged, then extended his will. 



 Lightning Step (Mage)

 Flashes  to  a  different  location  and  inflicts  heavy  Tempest magic  damage  on  any  foe  in  the  way,  40  feet  range,  2x  efficacy against Shadowswarm entities, 10 ether per cast



“Forty  feet  isn’t  too  great  a  distance,  and  I  don’t  see  myself casting this spell repeatedly because of its ether cost,” Zephyr said. 

“But  it  does  give  us  more  options.  Let’s  put  the  rest  toward increasing our overall Tempest magic ability.” 

Vincent and Nella nodded. 



 Tempest Magic empowered! 



 Magic: Tempest (Adept)

 Progress to Mage: 30/200 essence orbs

 +110% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +110% Tempest spell casting speed

 +110% Tempest spell learning rate

 +110% Tempest spell efficacy



“We’re going to learn new Tempest spells so quickly from this point on,” Vincent said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. 

“We’ll need to survive the Blackguard first, then find enough time to actually go through our grimoires.” Nella clasped Zephyr on the  shoulder.  “Actually,  maybe  you  should  handle  all  the  spell learning, Zeph. I don’t want to read if I don’t have to.” 

“We’ll tackle it together,” Zephyr replied, shaking his head and chuckling. “We’ll cover a lot more ground if we’re all learning different spells  at  the  same  time.  But  you’re  right.  We’ve  got  to  get  through this Dark Labyrinth and the Blackguard first. Are you both ready?” 

“No,  but  when  has  that  ever  stopped  us?”  Vincent  said, hefting his spear resignedly. 



Chapter 23







The  crystal-lined  caves  opened  up  into  a  vast  stone  cavern ten  times  larger,  with  its  walls  and  floor  covered  in  violet  fleshy growths  that  pulsed  in  time  to  some  unseen  heart.  A  vile,  musty stench hung in the air, and an entire army of insectile Shadowswarm creatures was arrayed against the trio. 

Hundreds  of  chittering  devourers  covered  the  ground,  their swarms interspersed by dozens of the larger warrior creatures. Four strange  creatures  stood  at  the  back  of  the  Shadowswarm  horde, each  of  them  twice  as  tall  as  a  devourer,  with  six  bladed  forelimbs sprouting  from  their  chitinous  torsos.  Their  skulls  were  open  at  the top,  forming  an  exoskeletal  bowl  in  which  grotesque,  brain-like matter pulsed. 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Synavore

 Category: Lesser-uncommon

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (severe); skyforged armaments (vulnerable)

 Essence Orbs: 1.5

 Coordinates  devourers  and  warriors  in  warlike  fashion; imbues them with greater strength, resilience, and swiftness



“We  can’t  fight  all  this!”  Vincent  protested,  dismissing  his codex display. 

“We won’t have to.” Nella pointed past the synavores, toward the far end of the cavern, nearly two hundred feet away. A column of pulsing violet flesh twisted into the air, standing taller than even the

synavores.  At  its  heart  was  a  small,  pale  human  figure,  its  limbs submerged  in  the  depths  of  the  flesh  pillar  from  the  elbows  and knees down. 

“That  can  only  be  the  Blackguard,  and  that  pillar  is  the Nexus,” the ranger said. “I can feel it.” 

“So  can  I,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “We  can’t  hold  our  ground  here. 

We  need  to  close  the  distance  and  destroy  the  Nexus.  That  is  our only hope of victory.” 

“Whatever  the  plan  is,  we’d  better  get  moving  fast!”  Vincent cried as a collective roar of rage arose from the Shadowswarm and the monsters broke out into a full-on charge against the trio. 

“Follow  me!”  Zephyr  cried,  calling  forth  a  spherical  Shadow-bane  conjuration  that  encased  the  trio.  He  began  running,  pacing himself so his friends could stay on his heels. Then he cast Lightning Shield.  A  four-foot  long  diamond-shaped  block  of  white-blue  light crackled into existence over his left forearm, and he raised the shield just  in  time  to  block  the  first  barrage  of  spikes  from  the  warrior creatures. 

Dozens of Shadowswarm spikes hammered into his Lightning Shield, jarring his forearm and shoulder, but he powered through the repeated impacts, his internal energy roaring through his channels at the Fourth Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. 

The  first  of  the  devourers  met  the  edges  of  his  spherical Shadow-bane  conjuration  and  began  to  break  apart  into  motes  of shadow, shrieking in mindless fury all the while. Zephyr felt his spell waver, then break as the monsters overloaded it by sheer weight of numbers. 

Vincent slammed another sphere of cobalt light over the trio. 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  pulled  out  his  last  two  Spark  Invocation Talismans  and  ripped  twin  beams  of  lightning  through  the  horde  of devourers and into the torsos of a pair of spike warriors. 

Electricity  streamed  from  Nella’s  eyes  to  coalesce  into  a massive  eight-foot-tall  bear  with  huge  claws  scything  from  its forepaws.  The  lightning  construct  roared  silently  as  it  fell  onto  all

fours  and  ran  alongside  the  trio,  crushing  devourers  underfoot  or swatting  them  aside  with  enough  force  to  scatter  their  insectile bodies  into  fragments  of  ruined  chitin.  A  scythe  warrior  bounded forward  to  meet  the  bear,  only  for  Nella  to  put  two  arrows  into  its head. 

The closest synavore raised its bladed arms. Its brain matter pulsed,  and  suddenly  all  the  scythe  warriors  were  pulling  away, breaking  off  into  bounding  leaps  that  would  bring  them  around  the trio’s  flanks.  Devourers  massed  directly  in  Zephyr’s  path  in  enough numbers that Vincent’s conjuration couldn’t burn through. 

“Shoot  down  the  spike  warriors!”  Zephyr  told  Nella, weathering  one  more  barrage  of  hurtling  spikes  upon  his  Lightning Shield,  before  dismissing  it  and  pointing  his  fingers  at  the  mass  of devourers  before  him.  Out  of  the  corner  of  his  eye,  he  saw  the ranger  fell  another  pair  of  spike  warriors,  just  as  a  cluster  of  the monsters on the right loosed a volley of spikes upon the trio’s flanks. 

Vincent  intercepted  the  projectiles  with  a  Bolt  Bastion,  even  as  he strafed the monsters with repeated Spark Invocations. 

  

 Acquired Essence Orbs: 12.1

 Total Essence Orbs: 12.1



Zephyr returned his attention to the devourers before him and cast Bolt Invocation. A tremendous beam of lightning roared from his outstretched fingertips. He thought back to how Xanthus had turned his  Spark  Invocation  from  a  tendril  of  electricity  into  a  cluster  of creeping sparks, and he attempted the same, extending his will into the  spell  that  poured  from  his  soul  and  beseeching  the  Tempest magic to accede to his vision. 

A  sharp  stabbing  pain  tore  through  Zephyr’s  temples,  then, and the vision in his left eye turned blurry. Warm and salty fluid ran down the sides of his neck and over his lips. It smelt and tasted of copper, which meant that he was bleeding from his ears and nose. 

He pushed the pain and the horrifying implications to the back of his mind and formed his pointing fingers into a claw. 

The Bolt Invocation’s lightning beam halted its flight in midair, then  spread  apart,  becoming  a  massive  claw  of  coruscating lightning. Zephyr scythed his left hand across, and the lightning claw followed suit, ripping the entire formation of devourers from his path and tossing their disintegrating remains high into the air. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 6.8

 Total Essence Orbs: 18.9



With  the  devourers  so  swiftly  cleared,  the  synavore  was  left abruptly exposed. It roared at Zephyr and raised its bladed arms as he charged headlong toward it. Exhaling sharply, Zephyr infused his internal energy with lightning up to the Second Cycle of the Carefree Sutra.  The  entire  world  seemed  to  slow  down.  He  dove  toward  the synavore, its bladed limbs closing in on him as if they were moving through  thickened  syrup,  and  split  its  skull  with  a  single  chopping blow from Lethal Swiftness. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.5

 Total Essence Orbs: 20.4



A  wave  of  ether  rippled  from  the  slain  monster  and  washed over Zephyr’s senses. It was foul and twisted, embodying everything that  was  wrong  and  unnatural,  but  in  that  very  moment,  he  also sensed  something  within  his  soul  reach  out,  seize  the  corrupted ether, and fill it with the purifying radiance of Tempest magic. White-blue  light  pulsed  from  his  body  and  rolled  over  the  devourers  and scythe warriors rushing too late to the synavore’s aid. The monsters shrieked  and  convulsed  at  the  touch  of  Tempest  magic.  The devourers burned away almost immediately. The warriors turned on each other, their bladed limbs chopping away at insectile faces and

spilling  shadowy  viscera  from  bulbous  thoraxes,  even  as  Zephyr placed  his  feet  on  the  slain  synavore  and  rode  its  disintegrating corpse back to the cavern floor. 

A quick glance over his left shoulder revealed that Nella and her lightning bear had slain another synavore as well. The Tempest construct had the monster’s severed head between its jaws, and its forepaws were strewn with shadowy ichor. Another wave of Tempest magic emanated from the ranger’s body, destroying every devourer in its path and driving warrior creatures to madness and ruin. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 2.3

 Total Essence Orbs: 22.7



To  his  right,  Vincent  had  accomplished  the  same.  The jeweler’s apprentice lowered his hand, the incandescent afterimage of  a  focused  electrical  beam  trailing  from  him  to  the  incinerated remains of a synavore. Tempest magic rolled from his slight frame, and Shadowswarm monsters died in its wake. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.3

 Total Essence Orbs: 24



For a moment, the trio stood at the heart of a cleared space within  the  Blackguard’s  cavern,  monsters  disintegrating  everywhere underfoot.  A  single  synavore  stood  in  their  way,  barring  them  from the Blackguard. It raised its head and loosed a wordless shriek. The fleshy walls of the cavern began to pulse, as did the column in which the  Blackguard  was  immersed,  and  as  Zephyr  watched,  apertures gaped open, and insectile shapes poured forth, their chitinous bodies still slick with slime. 

Vincent  pointed  his  left  index  finger  at  the  synavore.  Nella drew  her  bow.  Zephyr  reversed  his  grip  on  Lethal  Swiftness  in readiness to execute a Windstrike Flash. 

The ranger loosed an arrow at the synavore, and the monster raised its bladed limbs to intercept it. Zephyr hurled himself forward, ascending  his  Lightning  Infusion  to  the  Third  Cycle  of  the  Carefree Sutra.  He  caught  up  with  the  arrow,  then  overtook  it.  Lethal Swiftness arced out in a Windstrike Flash, its azure edge slicing off all the bladed limbs on the left side of the synavore’s body. Vincent’s Spark Invocation struck next, incinerating the limbs on the monster’s right. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 1.5

 Total Essence Orbs: 25.5



Then Nella’s arrow punched into its pulsing brain and ripped the organ entirely free of the synavore’s skull cavity, trailing scattered gelatinous matter in its wake as it sliced toward the Blackguard. 

The  Blackguard,  Queen  Lorexia,  was  a  young  girl  clad  in tattered  sackcloth.  Her  eyes  had  been  closed  all  this  time,  but  she opened  them  as  the  ranger’s  arrow  flew  toward  her  face,  revealing sockets  filled  with  darkness.  Tendrils  of  shadow  poured  from  the base of the pillar that held her, seeking to intercept the arrow. 

Drawing  on  the  last  of  his  ether  reserves,  Zephyr  cast Lightning  Step.  The  spell  hurled  him  forward,  once  more  speeding past Nella’s loosed shaft, and then he was crouching right in front of the  pillar,  the  effects  of  his  Lightning  Step  burning  away  the Blackguard’s shadowy tendrils. 

Lorexia  had  time  for  a  single  startled  gasp  before  the  arrow soared over Zephyr’s head and punched home in her heart, pinning her  body  to  the  pillar.  Rents  weeping  with  dark  ichor  immediately began  opening  up  and  down  the  pillar’s  length,  signaling  the destruction of the Labyrinth’s Nexus. 

Zephyr blinked. 

And then the trio were standing upon a patch of mud, at the heart of a marshland where the Dark Labyrinth had been located. 

 

 Dark Labyrinth Fell Hive has been destroyed! 

  

 Acquired Essence Orbs: 20

 Total Essence Orbs: 45.5



Lorexia’s  body  lay  at  Zephyr’s  feet,  and  to  his  surprise,  the Blackguard was still alive, though the dark ichor that streamed from her  nose  and  mouth  signaled  her  imminent  death.  She  turned  the empty  sockets  that  had  replaced  her  eyes  upon  Zephyr.  Her  lips moved, and he leaned close to hear her final words. 

“I  dreamed  that  they  fed  me  to  many  tiny  mouths,  and  they were  biting  me,  eating  me,  for  so  long.  It  hurt.  It  hurt  so  bad,”  the Blackguard  whispered.  A  trail  of  dark  ichor  rolled  down  her  cheek, stemming  from  the  corner  of  one  of  her  empty  sockets.  “But  It doesn’t hurt anymore. Thank you. Thank—” 

And then she was dead. 

Zephyr  stood  and  took  a  step  back.  Lorexia’s  limbs  didn’t extend  past  her  elbows  or  knees,  and  her  abdominal  cavity  was empty, her flesh bearing countless tiny insectile bite marks. 

Tushan  was  missing  his  limbs  too,  he  mused.  But  the Shadowswarm gave him new ones…

Vincent  interrupted  his  thoughts  with  a  hearty  slap  on  the back. 

“Another one down!” the jeweler’s apprentice whooped. “The Shadowswarm don’t stand a chance against us three!” 

“No, they don’t,” Zephyr agreed softly. He crouched down and smoothed his palm over Lorexia’s brow, even though there were no eyes  for  him  to  close.  Then  he  clasped  his  hands  before  him  in prayer and uttered a few lines from the Sutra of Departure. 

“Let no malignance bind you. Nor remorse weigh you down. 

May goodwill guide your steps. That you may find peace within and

beyond.” 

When he looked up, Nella and Vincent were by his side, their heads bowed before Lorexia’s tiny, shriveled corpse. 

“Well  said,  Zeph.”  Vincent  clasped  his  hands  in  prayer  as well. “She’s not like Tushan. I actually feel sorry for her. Besides, no Shadowswarm  came  out  of  the  Dark  Labyrinth,  right?  That  means she  hasn’t  hurt  anyone  yet.  Fortunately,  for  everyone’s  sake,  we managed to stop her.” 

“She  still  answered  the  Shadow’s  call,”  Nella  said.  “Maybe because  she  was  suffering  or  going  through  so  much  pain  she  felt she  didn’t  have  a  choice.  But  she  did.  She  chose  to  become  a creature of the Shadowswarm, and she died as a Blackguard.” 

“Nella!” Vincent chided. “Isn’t that a bit harsh?” 

“Life is harsh.” The ranger clenched her jaw as she unstrung her bow and returned it to her mage band. “But this Blackguard has paid for her crimes with her life, so let that be an end to it.” 

Zephyr  had  buried  Tushan  in  a  shallow  grave  the  night before. Lorexia deserved the same, at the very least. He picked up her  remains  and  consigned  them  to  a  bog  pit,  uttering  one  final prayer as they sank into the murky, moonlit depths. 

The  sudden  sound  of  rushing  wind  and  the  white-blue radiance that suffused the night sky heralded Avora’s arrival. 

Zephyr turned to his friends. “Let’s go.” 

Chapter 24







“I’ve  been  thinking  about  it  all  morning  and  throughout Theoretical Foundations,” Vincent said as the trio walked through the Tempest  School’s  hallways.  “Why  didn’t  another  spontaneous enchantment  happen  last  night?  I  thought  that  Nella  would  get something nice for her bow, since she was the one who landed the final blow on that Blackguard.” 

“My  bow  works  fine  as  it  is,”  Nella  replied,  shrugging.  She held a stack of paper in her hand, every page neatly bound together with  a  stray  silken  ribbon  Vincent  had  scrounged  from  his belongings,  so  that  her  notes  resembled  something  like  a  booklet. 

The  ranger  had  been  extremely  taken  by  it,  and  more  than  once Zephyr  had  caught  her  smoothing  the  pages  of  her  booklet  and twirling the ribbon in her fingers. 

“Maybe  it’s  because  Tushan  and  Zeph  had  history,”  Vincent speculated. “That might be a factor in whether or not a spontaneous enchantment occurs.” 

“Or maybe it’s just because a spontaneous enchantment only happens  very  rarely,  like  Grand  Sage  Avora  said,”  Zephyr  pointed out. “And I just got very lucky.” 

“Still, don’t you think it’s worth trying to figure out how we can get  as  many  spontaneous  enchantments  as  possible?”  Vincent chuckled. “Imagine us all geared up with powerful magical weapons and  armor,  and  we’re  strolling  toward  a  Blackguard  while  he  cries and complains how unfair things are.” 

“We  can  give  it  some  thought,  sure,  but  I  don’t  think  it’s something worth spending a lot of energy on,” Zephyr said, holding up his notes. “We’ve got more pressing things to worry about, such as the quiz tomorrow in Theoretical Foundations.” 

“Why would there be a quiz so quickly?” Nella demanded, her face pale with anxiety. “Isn’t this only our third day of classes? How is this reasonable at all?” 

“Relax, the both of you,” Vincent said. “The quiz only covers the  first  part  of  Thaumaturge  Bransla’s  ethereal  theorem.  His Excellency said we’re not attacking a Dark Labyrinth tonight, so an hour or two of studying after the evening meal will do the trick.” 

“I  don’t  even  understand  what  Thauma…  Tau…  Bransla  is talking  about!”  Nella  jabbed  her  finger  at  her  notes.  She  peered closely at her own writing. Her shoulders slumped in dismay. “Oh no. 

I don’t even understand what I’ve written down here. Do you, Zeph?” 

The ranger held up her notes to Zephyr. 

Zephyr  winced  at  Nella’s  atrocious  penmanship.  He’d  seen more  legible  marks  left  in  the  dirt  by  scratching  chickens.  Druidess Filna  had  taught  Nella  many  things,  but  it  was  clear  now  that handwriting wasn’t something that they had spent much time on. 

“Uh, no. Not really,” he admitted. 

“We’ll figure that out later,” Vincent said. “Master Gathras also said  that  the  library  has  a  few  spare  copies  of  Bransla’s  ethereal theorem. I’m sure that we can get our hands on one, at least. Then we can check our notes and study up.” 

The trio came to a halt before Archmage Xanthus’s office and exchanged  uneasy  glances.  Their  previous  visit  here  hadn’t  ended pleasantly,  and  their  last  conversation  with  the  headmaster  of  the Tempest School had been more unsettling than enlightening. 

Nella put her notes into her mage band and reached for the door knob. Vincent caught her wrist. 

“What?” she demanded. 

“Shouldn’t  we  knock  first?”  he  asked.  “That’s  only  polite, right?” 

“Sure.” Nella reached out with her other hand and opened the door. 

Sighing,  Vincent  could  only  release  her  and  let  her  walk through. Zephyr clasped him on the shoulder. 

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s not keep the headmaster waiting.” 

They found Xanthus floating ten feet up in the air, poring over a  tome  he’d  evidently  retrieved  from  one  of  the  many  bookshelves lining  the  walls  of  his  office.  The  Archmage  shut  the  book  in  his hands and adjusted the copper-rimmed spectacles on the bridge of his nose. 

“You three. Haven’t you heard of knocking?” he grumbled. 

Vincent  nudged  Nella.  She  hissed  irritably  back  at  him. 

Shaking  his  head,  Zephyr  walked  closer  to  the  floating  Archmage and bowed. 

“Good afternoon, sir,” he said. “We’re ready for your lesson.” 

“Great.”  Xanthus  put  the  book  back  on  the  shelf  and  drifted downward, until he was floating roughly at the trio’s eye level. “I left a window open, so let’s go.” 

“Window?” Zephyr asked. “Where are we going, sir?” 

Instead  of  answering,  Xanthus  raised  a  hand  and  uttered  a few words. Tendrils of electricity fell from his fingers, and the sound of rushing wind filled Zephyr’s ears. 

 Wind Walk? Where are we… Zephyr began to think, only to find himself standing upon a riverside, soft, mossy mud beneath his shoes. Nella and Vincent were by his side, similarly taken aback and confused by the unexpected journey. 

Xanthus floated ahead, humming softly under his breath. The early  afternoon  sun  washed  over  his  blue  robes  and  drove  the shadows  from  his  wrinkled  face.  He  extended  his  hands.  A  fishing rod appeared in one. A wicker basket appeared in the other. 

“Come  along,”  the  Archmage  said,  without  looking  over  his shoulder.  “I  don’t  have  all  day.  Well,  actually  I  do,  because  I’ve pushed all the paperwork onto Gathras and Venn.” 

Xanthus  cackled  as  he  floated  away.  Zephyr  exchanged confused  looks  with  his  friends,  then  shrugged  and  followed  the

Archmage. 

“I  tried  changing  my  spell  mid-cast  just  like  you demonstrated,  sir,”  Zephyr  said,  walking  alongside  Xanthus.  “And  it worked.” 

“You  did,  did  you?”  Xanthus  hummed  a  jaunty  tune  as  he found  a  spot  by  the  river  bank,  where  a  squat  tree  stretched  its branches a few feet over the water. 

“The shade brings the fish in,” he explained as he handed his basket to Zephyr and beckoned Nella and Vincent over. More fishing rods appeared in his hands, and he passed them to each of the trio. 

“Fishing?” Vincent smiled. “I like fishing. I haven’t done this in so long. I’m not very good at it though.” 

Nella  frowned  at  the  rod  and  put  it  down  on  the  river  bank. 

She withdrew her bow and a quiver from her mage band, then pulled out an arrow. 

“If  you’ve  got  a  line  to  spare,  I  can  tie  it  to  this,”  she  said, twirling the arrow in her fingers. “I’ll catch every fish in this river for you.” 

“Let’s start with that first.” Xanthus gestured to the fishing rod. 

He  nodded  to  Zephyr.  “Well?  Go  ahead,  then.  Start  baiting  the hooks.” 

Zephyr  put  down  the  basket  and  clasped  his  hands  before him. 

“Sir, I cannot,” he said, wincing. “I’m sorry.” 

“Ah, that Wu vegetarianism getting in the way, eh?” Xanthus shook  his  head  bemusedly.  “But  you  haven’t  taken  your  vows  yet, though.  Otherwise  you  would  have  shaved  your  head  and  had  the Wu symbol tattooed above your brow. Ah, don’t fret. I’m not going to force you to fish. Just hand the basket over to Nella there.” 

Soon, the trio were seated by the river bank, with Nella and Vincent holding out rods over the water. 

Zephyr  scratched  the  back  of  his  head.  “Sir?  Was  there something  you  wanted  to  teach  us?  Or  did  you  just  want  some

company this afternoon?” 

“More like someone to catch fish for him.” Nella snorted and rolled her shoulders. “Just watch. The whole lot of you will have all the fish you can eat by this evening.” 

 She’s very passionate about this,  Zephyr thought, looking at the intense concentration in the ranger’s features. Or competitive. 

“The air is nice and warm, the sun is out, and the water here looks  so  peaceful,”  Vincent  said,  smiling.  “It’s  definitely  better  than being in a stuffy classroom.” 

“Isn’t it?” Xanthus agreed, stretching his arms. “I told Gathras and Venn to crack a window or two open in the lecture halls, but they just  wouldn’t  shut  up  about  how  that  would  compromise  the  spatial enchantments. Bah! Who cares?” 

“Well, I don’t,” Nella snapped. “Now would you all shut up and stop scaring the fish away?” 

“In a bit.” The Archmage gestured out over the water. “It’s a river, so there’s a current. Not much of one, but it’s still there. While you’re waiting for the fish to bite, look at the moving water and run over  your  spells  in  your  mind.  Think  about  what  goes  through  your mind when you cast them.” 

“Don’t we need to keep an eye on our hooks?” Nella asked. 

“You  can  do  more  than  one  thing  at  a  time,  can’t  you?” 

Xanthus countered. “Start with Spark Invocation first. The basic form. 

Do the variant next. Move on to Spark Ring, then your Shadow-bane Conjurations.  If  you  already  know  Bolt  Invocation  or  Bolt  Ring,  do that next. Then start all over again with Spark Invocation.” 

The  Archmage  produced  an  apple  from  his  mage  band  and tossed it to Zephyr. 

“Hold  out  your  hand  over  the  water  and  extend  your  index finger,”  he  instructed.  “Balance  the  apple  on  the  tip  of  your  finger. 

Should be child’s play for you, shouldn’t it?” 

“Yes,  sir.”  Zephyr  did  as  Xanthus  told  him.  The  Archmage was right. Balancing the apple on his finger was literally child’s play

for  Zephyr.  He’d  done  countless  similar  training  exercises  in  the monastery as a child. 

“Alright.  Now  that  we’re  all  set,  get  to  it.”  Xanthus  drifted  to the  tree  and  lowered  himself  down  to  its  base.  He  wriggled  into  a comfortable position, then put his hands behind his head and leaned against the trunk. “Vincent, wake me up in two hours.” 

“Yes… sir?” the jeweler’s apprentice said, but the Archmage was already snoring. He turned to Zephyr and Nella. “Did he bring us out here just to catch him some fish?” 

“No. He already told us what to do. Look at the moving water and  contemplate  our  spells,”  Zephyr  said.  “It’s  a  mental  exercise. 

Master  Sora  had  me  do  something  similar  to  this,  but  with  the channeling patterns and martial forms of the Carefree Sutra instead of Tempest magic spells.” 

“Alright.  What’s  that  supposed  to  accomplish?”  Vincent asked. “And why do we have to fish while you balance that apple?” 

“Constant  movement  induces  notions  of  flux  and  change  in our mind,” Zephyr explained. “When we set these notions alongside thoughts about the things we do, we start to think about how else we can  do  them.  The  apple  and  your  fishing  lines  demand  continuous attention,  and  so  they  serve  as  a  mental  anchor.  The  headmaster talked about teaching us how to change the way we cast our spells, and perhaps this is how we accomplish that.” 

“Uh,  Zeph?  After  you  explained  this  whole  river  and  fishing thing, I just realized that His Excellency also told us very specifically not  to  do  what  our  headmaster  is  trying  to  get  us  to  do,”  Vincent whispered  nervously  as  he  glanced  back  at  the  snoring  Archmage. 

“You  remember,  right?  After  he  asked  you  about  the  blood  on  your face and you told him about how you created that claw of lightning?” 

Zephyr nodded. After learning about the Zephyr’s attempt to alter  his  Bolt  Invocation  spell,  Avora  had  made  many  ominous warnings  about  the  dangers  of  “tampering  with  spell-casting”,  the most memorable ones being madness, brain injuries, and increased susceptibility to corruption. 

“His  Excellency  cast  a  healing  spell  on  you,  but  are  you feeling alright?” Vincent asked. 

“Yes,  I  am.  My  cerebral  channels  are  completely  unhurt. 

Some minor blood vessels burst in my eyes, nose, and ears, that’s all.” Zephyr shrugged. “I feel completely fine now." 

“Avora can worry all he likes. The important thing is that Zeph got a new spell variant,” Nella interjected. The ranger brought forth her codex display. “I’m guessing you haven’t had a chance to check yet, but I did. Look. This is yours, Zeph.” 



 Bolt Invocation (Mage)

 Tempest Aspect: Soul of Thunder

 Lightning Step (40 feet range, 10 ether per cast) or Conjure Lightning Claw (5 feet range, 15 ether per cast) or Create lightning projectiles  (medium,  20  feet  range,  up  to  5  projectiles  per  cast,  4

 ether per projectile

  

 Lightning Claw (initiate)

 Conjures Claw of Lightning (5 feet range, 15 ether per cast, 2x efficacy against Shadowswarm entities)



“That ether cost means I won’t be using this spell very often, at least until we enhance our overall skill in Tempest magic,” Zephyr said.  “But  now  we  know  that  we  can  acquire  new  variants  for  our spells.” 

“I  think  we’re  missing  the  point  here.”  Vincent  glanced  at Xanthus nervously again. “Should we be doing this in the first place? 

You know, risking madness and death?” 

“Avora didn’t say anything about death,” Nella replied. “Don’t you remember he also admitted that Storm Scions going mad from spell  alteration  almost  never  happens?  There’s  been  only  one recorded case in the last hundred years or something like that.” 

“Do  we  want  to  be  the  next  three  recorded  cases,  then?” 

Vincent asked. 

“We  cannot  let  fear  hold  us  back,”  Zephyr  said.  “Acquiring new spell variants gives us more options against the Shadowswarm, and  if  the  risks  are  low,  we  must  make  every  effort  to  do  so.  My Lightning Claw spell costs too much ether to be particularly useful in most cases, but it did help us destroy the Dark Labyrinth last night. 

Also, who knows what else might emerge from our mental training?” 

“That’s a good point, Zeph.” Vincent smiled and adjusted his grip on his fishing rod. “Well, I might as well make the most of this, then. At least it’s nice out here. Summer afternoons are the best.” 

“Clear  skies,  whispering  water,  the  world  astir  with  gentle breezes.” Zephyr took a deep breath and mirrored Vincent’s smile. “I couldn’t agree more.” 

“Will  you  both  shut  up?”  Nella  growled.  “I’m  trying  to  fish here!” 

Chapter 25







The trio didn’t gain any further spell variants that afternoon—

nor did they catch any fish. Xanthus shrugged at the former. 

“It’ll happen when it happens,” the Archmage said. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. We’ll do this again.” 

Nella  was  so  distraught  at  not  having  caught  any  fish  that Xanthus whisked them to a tavern halfway across the realm with his Wind  Walk  spell,  where  she  and  Vincent  had  platters  of  steamed trout set in front of them. 

“Dig  in!”  Xanthus  commanded,  plunging  a  fork  into  his  own plate of trout. Zephyr got a thick radish stew instead, and the early evening  passed  in  good  cheer,  with  the  Archmage  regaling  the  trio with  scandalously  bad  jokes  and  his  many  failed  romantic misadventures. 

By the time they arrived back at the Tempest School’s library and  walked  up  to  one  of  the  large  wooden  tables  in  the  communal studying area, Nella was smiling contentedly. 

“I  changed  my  mind,”  she  announced  as  she  pulled  out  a chair  and  retrieved  her  notes  from  her  mage  band.  “I  like  the  old man.” 

“That old man being our headmaster, whom you yelled at on our first day of classes?” Vincent asked, taking a seat beside her. 

“He  bought  us  fish,”  the  ranger  said,  her  brow  furrowing  as she opened her notes and beheld her own horrific penmanship. 

“What’s with you and fish anyway?” Vincent set his notes next to Nella’s, so she could read them. “You wolfed down your evening meal in the blink of an eye.” 

“I like fish.” Nella shrugged, then groaned. “And now we have to study. Can we go fight Shadowswarm instead?” 

“I’m  sure  we’ll  have  plenty  of  chances  to  do  so.”  Zephyr chuckled,  before  flipping  his  notes  open  as  well.  He’d  taken  a  seat across  Vincent  and  Nella.  “We’re  headed  out  to  another  Dark Labyrinth tomorrow night.” 

“Looks like this is how things are going to be. Classes in the day, Dark Labyrinths some nights, and studying on others.” Vincent produced  an  inkwell  from  his  mage  band,  along  with  a  quill  and several sheets of paper. “That will work out quite nicely too, since it gives  Master  Felgar  more  time  to  keep  us  supplied  with  skyforged arrowheads and me to inscribe more talismans.” 

“We  also  need  to  get  whatever  nightsteel  we  find  to  her,” 

Zephyr  said.  “But  we’ll  worry  about  that  later.  Right  now,  we’ve  got some studying to do.” 

Nella groaned. 

The night flew by, as did the next day of classes, and before the trio knew it, they’d already finished their evening meal, picked up more supplies from Master Felgar, and were making their way to the courtyard  where  they  were  supposed  to  meet  Avora  and  Master Stalwart. 

They ran into Luxana along the way. The senior initiate was walking with a few of her female peers. They tittered, covered their mouths,  and  batted  their  lashes  mockingly  at  Zephyr  as  Luxana walked over to greet the trio. 

“Hello,  you  three!”  Luxana  said,  her  cheeks  coloring  as  her gaze lingered on Zephyr a bit longer than it did on Nella and Vincent. 

“How  have  you  been  settling  in?  My  uncle  told  me  you’ve  been working on something with His Excellency in the evenings.” 

“Yeah,  we’re  killing  Shadowsw—”  Nella  began,  only  for Vincent to clap his palm over her mouth. 

“Yes,  Miss  Jade.”  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  beamed.  “That’s what  we’ve  been  up  to.  Some  utterly  innocuous  errands  that  His Excellency  has  tasked  us  with  that  has  nothing  to  do  with  killing anything.” 

Luxana  lifted  an  eyebrow,  but  before  she  could  question Vincent further, Zephyr reached out and touched her elbow. 

“Hey, Lux? Could we talk for a moment?” he asked. 

“Sure,  Zeph!”  she  replied,  her  cheeks  filling  with  color.  Her fellow senior initiates ‘ooh-ed’ and ‘ah-ed’ behind her. 

“Go ahead first,” Zephyr said to Vincent and Nella. “I’ll catch up soon.” 

“You’d  better.  Don’t  want  to  keep  Avora  waiting,  especially when  there’s  work  to  do,”  the  ranger  said,  having  smacked  aside Vincent’s hand and put him into a headlock. She nodded to Luxana, refusing  to  make  eye  contact  in  typical  fashion.  “Have  a  good evening, Lux.” 

“Goodnight, Miss Jade!” Vincent managed to squeak. 

“Bye,  Nella.  Goodnight,  Vincent,”  Luxana  replied,  before looking  over  her  shoulder  and  irritably  ushering  her  peers  on  their way. 

Soon, Zephyr and Luxana were the only ones standing in the hallway. 

“What did you want to talk about, Zeph?” she asked, her eyes bright  and  gleaming  beneath  the  amber  light  radiating  from  the hallway’s lanterns. 

“Nella  almost  told  you  what  we  do  with  Grand  Sage  Avora during the evenings, but Vincent stopped her,” Zephyr said. “I don’t want  to  keep  anything  from  you,  especially  not  when  your  uncle  is involved as well, but I wasn’t sure this should be common knowledge among the initiates.” 

“You three are attacking Dark Labyrinths, right?” Luxana said, smiling. “Uncle already told me all about it. Apparently you, Vincent, and  Nella  are  amazing  at  killing  Shadowswarm,  which  isn’t surprising, since you’re one of the Infinite Skies’ chosen souls!” 

“We’re attacking Dark Labyrinths and…” Zephyr began, only for  his  words  to  die  midspeech  as  Luxana’s  sank  in  fully.  “Oh,  you

already  know  about  that.  And  wait,  I’m  one  of  the  Infinite  Skies’

chosen souls?” 

“I  have  no  doubt  you  are,”  Luxana  said,  an  awed  look washing  over  her  lovely  features.  “The  way  you  managed  that Shadow-bane conjuration in class the other day, not to mention the sheer  aura  of  Tempest  magic  radiating  from  you  right  now…  there can be no doubt you are! And you haven’t even been here a week!” 

“Tempest magic aura…?” Zephyr glanced down his body, but he didn’t spot anything different, nor any trace of the tell-tale white-blue light that heralded most Tempest magic spells. 

“Oh,  you  haven’t  learned  how  to  activate  your  mage  sight yet,”  Luxana  said.  “I  keep  forgetting  you  haven’t  undergone  mage adept  training.  It’s  one  of  the  first  things  we  learn  as  mages,  but  I guess nobody has gotten around to teaching that to you yet.” 

“Can you teach me mage sight, Lux?” Zephyr asked. 

“Not  right  now,  since  it’ll  take  at  least  an  hour  or  so  and you’ve  got  to  get  going,”  she  replied.  “But  what  about  tomorrow night? It’s the last night of classes for the week, and most of us here usually do something to mark the occasion, be it a short visit to the tavern in the village next to Mount Baltros or an evening of cards in the main hall. Some of the more conscientious among us even do a bit of extra work on their close-combat skills or physical conditioning in the gymnasium, but ugh.” 

Luxana  stuck  out  her  tongue  and  furrowed  her  brow  in  an expression of mock disgust. 

“There’s  also  a  war-bout  club,”  she  said.  “But  I’m  not  very interested in that.” 

“War-bout.  Isn’t  that  the  game  with  wooden  playing  pieces that’s gotten really popular recently?” Zephyr chuckled. “So what are you interested in?” 

“You!”  Luxana  blurted,  before  looking  away  shyly.  “Anyway, we  should  both  be  on  our  way.  I’ll  come  find  the  three  of  you tomorrow night in the main hall and teach you mage sight.” 

“That sounds good, Lux,” Zephyr replied, feeling heat build in his cheeks too. “Thank you so much.” 

“Before  you  go  though,  here’s  a  little  taste  of  mage  sight.” 

Luxana  placed  the  middle  and  index  fingers  of  her  left  hand  to  her forehead  and  muttered  a  few  words.  Her  fingers  began  to  glow faintly  with  the  cobalt  radiance  Zephyr  had  come  to  associate  with Tempest magic. 

“May I?” she asked, reaching out with her glowing fingers. 

Zephyr nodded. Luxana touched him gently on the forehead, then withdrew her hand. He blinked, and when he opened his eyes again, he was able to see the soft white-blue light pulsing gently from Luxana’s  body.  It  emanated  somewhere  from  beneath  her  skin, making  her  already  lovely  features  radiant  and  even  more  achingly beautiful, yet somehow, the light added no further illumination to the ambient dimness permeating the Tempest School’s hallways. 

“I just shared my mage sight with you, and that’s my magical aura  you’re  seeing,”  she  explained.  “It’s  mostly  comprised  of Tempest magic. I’ve allowed my aura to rise to full visibility now, but most mages usually suppress theirs. Suppressing your aura is a lot easier than activating mage sight, so maybe I should just go over it quickly with you right now.” 

“This is amazing, Lux.” Zephyr shook his head softly. “You’re blazing with the light of the Tempest.” 

“I’m blazing?” She chuckled. “Take a look at yourself!” 

Zephyr  did  so,  casting  his  gaze  downward  once  more.  He gasped  in  surprise  at  the  sight.  His  entire  body  was  wreathed  in swirling coils of cobalt light. The magical aura radiating from his form was many magnitudes greater than Luxana’s. 

“That’s  why  I  think  you’re  one  of  the  Infinite  Skies’  chosen souls, Zeph,” Luxana said. “Tempest magic flows so strongly within you.  Your  magical  aura  is  probably  one  of  the  strongest  in  the Tempest  School.  Nella’s  and  Vincent’s  come  close,  but  like  Master Venn  said,  they  seem  to  have  a  bit  more  affinity  with  the  other

elements.  If  I  had  to  guess,  only  the  headmaster’s  and  His Excellency’s auras would be greater than yours.” 

“That’s  right.  Nella’s  aura  is  a  bit  more  attuned  to  Inferno magic while Vincent’s is the same with Frost magic. I suppose that makes sense, if we’re Caruthas reborn into three souls, since he was a master of all three elements. I suppose we really should learn how to  suppress  our  aura.  Walking  around  like  this  in  front  of  everyone must have seemed so arrogant.” 

“It’ll  come  in  handy,  for  sure.”  Luxana  reached  out  and  took one  of  Zephyr’s  hands  in  hers.  “Alright.  Suppressing  your  aura  is really  easy.  Feel  the  Tempest  ether  in  your  soul.  Now  think  of  the night  sky,  with  the  moon  and  twinkling  stars.  Imagine  drawing  the night sky over your Tempest ether like a blanket.” 

Zephyr  did  so,  running  through  the  mental  exercise  with ease. The cobalt light blazing from his limbs disappeared right away, yet the might of the Tempest roaring through his soul didn’t diminish in the slightest. 

“Excellent!  You  are  so  gifted  in  Tempest  magic,  Zeph!” 

Luxana  congratulated  him.  “Now,  when  you  cast  spells,  your  aura will  briefly  reveal  itself,  but  once  you  get  more  practice  masking  it, these intervals will become so short that your aura might as well be undetectable.” 

“Detectable?”  Zephyr  asked,  his  eyes  widening  as  a realization hit him. “Can Shadowswarm detect our magical auras?” 

“Oh  yes,”  Luxana  replied.  “They’re  particularly  drawn  to Tempest  magic,  because  they  hate  it  so  much  they  want  to extinguish  it  wherever  they  sense  it.  If  you’re  attacking  Dark Labyrinths, knowing how to suppress your magical aura might not be a bad skill to have.” 

“I…  I  see,”  Zephyr  said.  “I’ll  make  sure  Vincent  and  Nella know how to do this before we head out tonight.” 

“Great!” Luxana smiled. Her magical aura winked out of view too. “I’ll see you tomorrow then?” 

“Yes.”  Zephyr  nodded,  returning  her  smile.  “I’ll  be  looking forward to it.” 

“Me  too.”  Luxana  withdrew  her  hand  from  his  and  walked past  him  down  the  corridor.  She  gave  him  a  wink  and  a  wave  just before she disappeared around the corner. 

Shaking  his  head,  Zephyr  resumed  his  journey  to  the courtyard. All the Shadowswarm creatures they’d encountered in the Dark Labyrinths had seemed to know exactly where they were, with the  possible  exception  of  the  transient  nightmares.  Those  had needed  some  kind  of  incitement  to  action,  but  the  others,  ranging from the lingering nightmares to the devourers and the warriors, had all  charged  headlong  toward  the  trio,  drawn  by  the  latter’s  magical auras. 

 Being able to suppress our auras would be invaluable, since we  wouldn’t  be  announcing  our  presence  to  every  Shadowswarm monster in a Dark Labyrinth,  he thought.   Luckily, Lux taught me how to do it. But if it’s so easy, why didn’t Avora teach us before sending us out to our first Dark Labyrinth? 

Chapter 26







 Dark Labyrinth: Toymaker’s Gauntlet

 Phase One

 Blackguard: Gaesto the Puppeteer

 Shadowswarm Entities

 Marionette: lesser-common (0.1 essence orbs) Clockwork Soldier: intermediate-common (0.5 essence orbs) Steel Knight: lesser-uncommon (1.5 essence orbs) Chrome Bishop: lesser-uncommon (1.5 essence orbs)



“You know, this isn’t so bad,” Vincent said, looking up at the shadow-shrouded  rafters  of  what  seemed  to  be  a  nondescript workshop ceiling. “At least we aren’t in some kind of sinister complex with  strange  pillars  or  slogging  through  caves  crawling  with  giant slimy bugs.” 

“No,  we  aren’t.”  Nella  swept  her  hand  out  in  an encompassing  gesture.  “We’re  just  on  top  of  a  huge  table  that’s bigger  than  an  entire  city.  Either  that,  or  we’re  now  less  than  two inches tall.” 

Zephyr  looked  around  in  bewilderment.  The  trio  stood  upon the corner of a table. A scuffed wooden floor lay beyond the table’s edge, beneath the equivalent of a fall many hundreds of feet long. A gigantic lamp sat in the far corner of the room. From where the trio were,  the  lamp  seemed  as  distant  and  as  large  as  Mount  Baltros itself when viewed from the foot of the Ascent of Wind. Huge metal tool-tins were arrayed on the table, alongside rolls of paper ten times as long as Zephyr was tall and tape measures four times the size of

Vincent. Loose clockwork gears formed piles three times as wide as Nella holding her bow out by her side. 

A gigantic work-desk was arrayed before them, and the entire effect was… like that of a labyrinth the trio had to navigate their way through. Zephyr chuckled ruefully and shook his head. At least this one  seemed  like  a  proper  maze  rather  than  an  architecturally impossible martial arts school or a nightmarish insect hive. 

Nella looked up toward the ceiling. Electricity swam from her eyes,  coalescing  into  a  pair  of  cobalt-hued  moths.  She  pointed upward,  and  her  lightning  beasts  ascended  as  well.  One  of  them rose more quickly than the other, and as soon as it flew higher than the  top  of  a  metal  tin,  it  dissipated  into  a  shower  of  sparks.  The ranger  shook  her  head  and  gestured  again,  bidding  her  remaining electrical moth to fly ahead into the workshop maze. 

“Looks  like  nothing  can  go  higher  than  that,”  she  explained, pointing at the metal tin where her first lightning beast had vanished. 

“I’ve sent the other to scout ahead a bit. That should help us find our way.” 

“Good  thinking,  Nella,”  Zephyr  said.  Before  the  trio  had entered  this  Dark  Labyrinth,  they’d  allocated  all  their  remaining essence orbs into their overall skill in Tempest magic, bringing their mastery  of  Tempest  magic  closer  to  Mage  level,  with  all  of  its accompanying benefits. He glanced briefly at his codex display. 



 Magic: Tempest (Adept)

 Progress to Mage: 75/200 essence orbs

 +200% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +200% Tempest spell casting speed

 +200% Tempest spell learning rate

 +200% Tempest spell efficacy



 If  this  Dark  Labyrinth  and  Blackguard  aren’t  much  more formidable  than  the  ones  we’ve  already  overcome,  we  should  be

 done here fairly quickly,  Zephyr thought, twirling Lethal Swiftness in his hand as he led the way into the midst of the oversized tins and paper rolls. 

Around the first corner of the maze, the trio ran into a cluster of  humanoid  creatures  with  limbs  of  violet-stained  wood.  They moved  like  their  names  suggested:  marionettes,  limbs  suspended upon  invisible  threads,  wooden  fists  filled  with  wickedly  sharp cleavers  and  knives  of  dark  steel.  Though  numerous,  the Shadowswarm  entities  were  slow  and  awkward,  allowing  Zephyr  to cut them down with relative ease. 

The  clockwork  soldiers  that  guarded  the  maze  were  slightly more formidable, but not by much. These creatures stood as tall as Zephyr, their wooden limbs painted with a jarring mishmash of bright colors, and they held long metal pikes in their fists. 

Keeping  their  distance,  the  trio  struck  these  monsters  down with Spark Invocations from their prepared talismans. Like any other Shadowswarm entities, the clockwork soldiers dissipated upon their destruction, but this time, some of them left the broken fragments of their weapons behind. 

Vincent  prodded  hesitantly  at  a  pile  of  fractured  black  steel. 

“Could this be the nightsteel that Master Felgar wants us to collect?” 

Zephyr picked up a fragment that had once been a pike tip. 

Shadows  swirled  beneath  its  metal  surface,  roiling  away  from  his touch. 

“This isn’t any ordinary metal,” he said. “So let’s gather some into  our  mage  bands.  Master  Felgar  and  Grand  Sage  Avora  can figure it out later.” 

The  maze  itself  wasn’t  very  difficult  to  navigate,  especially with  Nella’s  lightning  beast  flying  overhead  as  a  scout.  She  could see  whatever  the  electrical  moth  saw,  and  when  her  spell  ran  its course, she simply renewed it again. Sporadic clusters of monsters stood  in  their  path,  and  forewarned  of  their  presence,  the  trio overcame them easily. 

 We’ve gotten quite far in and no swarms have confronted us yet,  Zephyr realized.  I suppose suppressing our magical auras does make a huge difference. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 14.5

 Total Essence Orbs: 15



The steel knights and chrome bishops began to appear once the trio moved past the halfway point of the maze, as seen from the perspective of Nella’s lightning beast. 

The steel knights resembled oversized chess pieces of their namesake:  stylized  horse  heads  set  upon  a  smooth  metallic  plinth. 

They  were  alarmingly  fast,  and  they  charged  forth  with  spikes extending  from  their  front  upon  spotting  the  trio.  Nella’s  arrows bounced  uselessly  off  their  surfaces,  and  even  Zephyr’s  enchanted blade  did  little  more  than  hack  shallow  furrows  across  their  heads. 

Only Spark Invocations had any effect on the monsters, and Vincent even  had  to  cast  Bolt  Invocation  a  few  times  to  break  up  a  mass charge of steel knights. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 13

 Total Essence Orbs: 28



The  chrome  bishops  resembled  their  chess  namesakes  too: sculpted priest hats set upon brazen plinths. Instead of charging the trio,  these  monsters  conjured  swirls  of  shadow  around  their  bodies from which spikes of dark light hurtled forward. 

Zephyr  blocked  some  of  these  projectiles  with  his  Lightning Shield spell, while Vincent summoned his Bolt Bastion to defend the trio.  It  was  Nella  who  figured  out  that  a  simple  Spark  Ring  had  the effect  of  completely  neutralizing  the  monsters’  shadowy  spikes. 

Arrows and blades didn’t do much more than score the surfaces of

the  chrome  bishops,  and  the  trio  had  to  resort  once  more  to  Spark Invocations to destroy them. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 11

 Total Essence Orbs: 39



“It’s  worrying,  you  know,”  Vincent  said,  glancing  at  Lethal Swiftness in Zephyr’s hand. “The fact that your fancy magical sword and Nella’s skyforged arrows don’t work on some monsters.” 

“It’s  simply  a  matter  of  choosing  the  right  weapon,”  Zephyr replied. “This is a very light and sharp blade, and those were heavily armored foes. A hammer or mace would be more effective. I should pick one up from the armory the next time we’re there.” 

“I’ll  see  if  there’s  a  crossbow  lying  around  there  somewhere too,”  Nella  said.  “An  arbalest  would  be  even  better.  Speaking  of which,  I’m  all  out  of  arrow  feathers,  and  there  were  none  in  the armory. I’ll have to go buy some.” 

“We  can  do  that  the  day  after  tomorrow,”  Vincent  said.  “It’s the  end  of  the  week,  and  we  don’t  have  classes.  We  just  need  to learn Wind Walk, and any market in the realm will be a simple spell away.” 

“You’re  in  charge  of  that,  Zeph,”  Nella  decided.  “I  actually snuck a glance at the spell in our grimoires. My head was pounding by the time I got to the third line.” 

“That’s definitely a good spell to know. Soaring Breeze too, so we  can  fly  like  Archmage  Xanthus,”  Zephyr  mused.  “But  now’s  not the time to speculate about which spells to learn. Let’s get this Dark Labyrinth sorted out. I don’t think we have much further to go.” 

“I’m not the only one who thinks things are going a lot more smoothly than before, right?” Vincent asked as the trio began moving again.  “Our  ether  reserves  are  larger,  and  our  spells  are  more powerful. The monsters in each of the Dark Labyrinths are different, but none of them are really much more formidable than each other. I

suspect our next Labyrinth will take us even less time and effort, and soon,  we  might  even  be  able  to  attack  more  than  one  in  a  single night.” 

“Or  perhaps  we  can  start  attacking  Phase  Two  Labyrinths alongside Grand Sage Avora and Master Stalwart,” Zephyr said. “In any case, those are thoughts for later. Let’s keep our minds focused on the here and now.” 

The trio emerged on the other side of the maze a few minutes later, leaving a trail of slain Shadowswarm in their wake, and found themselves looking at a massive figure beyond the edge of the table. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 11

 Total Essence Orbs: 50



It was a bald, elderly man, clad in a thick workman’s apron. 

Shadows  streamed  from  the  empty  sockets  beneath  his  brow.  He held  a  small  sculpting  knife  in  one  hand  and  a  pair  of  delicate grasping  tongs  in  the  other.  A  puppet  had  been  laid  out  on  a  rack before  the  craftsman,  its  wooden  face  painted  in  the  likeness  of  a young boy. The puppet was missing a good portion of its torso, and shadows swirled where its heart would have been if it were human. 

The  craftsman  sobbed  quietly  as  he  dipped  his  tools  into  the shadows. 

Zephyr  walked  closer,  Nella  and  Vincent  on  his  heels,  and suddenly,  they  were  standing  before  the  craftsman,  no  longer miniature versions of themselves. The craftsman turned his shadowy gaze toward them. 

“It’s not working,” he said, a pleading note in his voice. “I’ve been  trying  to  fix  my  boy’s  heart  for  so  long,  but  nothing  I  do  is working. Please, help me.” 

Fresh  sobs  rolled  from  the  Blackguard’s  lips  as  he  turned back  to  his  work.  His  tools  dipped  and  swirled  uselessly  in  the shadows within the puppet’s torso. 

“Master  Gaesto,”  Vincent  whispered.  “I  recognize  him.  He used  to  have  a  shop  in  the  capitol,  but  he  moved  away  with  his grandson a few years ago.” 

The jeweler’s apprentice nodded at the broken puppet. 

“That’s  little  Timothy,”  he  said  grimly.  “Master  Gaesto sometimes  ordered  small  gems  for  his  toys,  and  Timothy  would always  bid  me  good  morning  when  I  made  deliveries  to  Master Gaesto’s shop.” 

Vincent  strode  forward  and  put  a  hand  gently  on  the Blackguard’s shoulder. 

“Sir?  It’s  me,  Vincent  Trefori.  I  was  Master  Coss’s apprentice,” he said. “Do you remember me?” 

“Vincent…?”  Gaesto  stammered.  A  tremulous  smile  spread across  his  face.  “I…  Yes,  yes,  I  do,  lad.  How  have  you  been?  Is Master Coss well?” 

“He  is,”  Vincent  replied.  “And  as  you  can  tell,  I  am  fine  too. 

What about you, sir?” 

“I’m well. I moved back to my hometown and Timothy was so happy. He…” Gaesto’s smile wavered. “He got sick and…” 

Brushing  Vincent’s  hand  away,  the  Blackguard  snapped  his gaze back to the puppet and raised his tools once more. 

“No!”  Gaesto  shouted.  “No!  I  can  fix  him!  I  can  make  him better!” 

The  shadows  at  the  corners  of  the  workshop  swirled.  Steel knights emerged into view, their metallic surfaces gleaming beneath the brazen light of the sole lamp in the room. 

“Leave  me  alone!”  Gaesto  cried,  his  voice  breaking  into panicked sobs. “I’m busy, can’t you see? I need to fix him! I need to save Timothy!” 

“Vincent…”  Zephyr  whispered  as  he  raised  Lethal  Swiftness and  pointed  the  fingers  of  his  free  hand  at  a  steel  knight.  Nella’s eyes  blazed  with  electricity  as  she  summoned  a  massive  roaring bear of cobalt light. 

“I remember you praising my work before, sir,” Vincent said to Gaesto. “Maybe I can help, if you’ll let me.” 

The  Blackguard  stopped  sobbing  as  he  turned  to  Vincent,  a look of dreadful hope washing over his wrinkled features. As he did so,  the  steel  knights  froze  in  place,  their  advance  upon  the  trio forgotten. The spikes jutting from their crowns retracted, sliding back into their metallic bodies. 

“Yes…  yes!”  Gaesto  whispered.  “You’ve  always  had  a  deft hand, lad. Master Coss is blessed to have an apprentice as gifted as you.” 

The Blackguard proffered his tools to Vincent. 

“It’s alright, sir.” Vincent shook his head and brought forth his Spark Hammer. A delicate chisel of cobalt light appeared in his other hand. “I’ve got my own tools.” 

Gaesto nodded, then stepped back from the puppet, allowing Vincent  to  approach.  Vincent  angled  his  chisel  upon  the  shadows within the puppet’s torso. He tapped it lightly with his Spark Hammer. 



 Dark Labyrinth Toymaker’s Gauntlet has been destroyed! 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 20

 Total Essence Orbs: 70





Zephyr  blinked,  and  then  he  was  standing  upon  a  dirt  road. 

The moonlit silhouette of a small town lay a few minutes’ walk away. 

Nella was beside him, unstringing her bow and returning the weapon to her mage band. Gaesto was on his knees in the dirt, with Vincent crouching by his side. The Blackguard had a smile on his face. 

“He… he’s going to be alright, isn’t he?” Gaesto asked. 

“Yes, sir,” Vincent said. “Timothy will be fine. You don’t have to worry about him anymore.” 

“Good.  Good.”  Gaesto  yawned.  He  pressed  the  hilt  of  his sculpting  knife  into  Vincent’s  hand.  “Take  this,  lad.  Help  me  put  it away, won’t you? I’m so tired now. I think I’ll take a nap.” 

“Sir?”  Vincent  looked  down  questioningly  at  the  knife.  The slim,  delicate  blade  now  bore  a  faint  cobalt  radiance.  Its  formerly plain  wooden  handle  also  sported  an  intricate  thunderbolt  carving, identical to the Tempest Mark the trio had acquired upon the Ascent of Wind. 



 Azure Etch

 Enchanted sculpting knife +1

 Wielder Resonance

 Allows inscription of Tempest runes upon objects Zephyr  dismissed  his  codex  display  after  Vincent  and  Nella had  read  it.  The  jeweler’s  apprentice  put  Azure  Etch  into  his  mage band and turned back to the Blackguard, but Gaesto was no longer breathing.  Vincent  sighed,  patted  Gaesto’s  corpse  on  the  shoulder, and turned to Zephyr, tears shining in the corners of his eyes. 

“Zeph? Would… would you please say a few words of prayer for Master Gaesto here?” he asked. “I know he’s a Blackguard and all, but…” 

“Of  course,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said,  sheathing  his  blade.  He bent down and picked up Gaesto in his arms. The Blackguard’s body was virtually weightless, so frail and decrepit it was. “But let’s put him to rest first.” 

Chapter 27







The  somber  note  on  which  their  last  Dark  Labyrinth expedition  ended  resonated  throughout  much  of  the  following  day, fading only as Master Venn dismissed them from the last class of the week. Their hearts somewhat lightened by the prospect of some rest and  leisure  time,  the  trio  made  their  way  to  the  Tempest  School’s armory,  and  found  Avora  there  as  well,  speaking  softly  with  Master Felgar. 

The Grand Sage waved to the trio as they approached. 

“Hello  there,  my  young  friends,”  Avora  said.  “You’re  here  to drop off the nightsteel you found last night, I presume. And I’ve also told Master Felgar here about your knife, Vincent. She’s very eager to help you put it to use.” 

“His  Excellency  says  you’ve  somehow  managed  to  get  your hands  on  a  glyph  inscriber,  an  extremely  rare  and  valuable enchanted  item,”  the  Storm  Smith  added,  her  eyes  ablaze  with eagerness. “Show it to me, quickly!” 

“A minute, my friend,” Avora said, holding up his hand. “Let’s go  over  our  plans  for  the  nightsteel  first.  They’re  far  less  exciting than a glyph inscriber, so we might as well get them out of the way.” 

“Fine.” Felgar beckoned for the trio to follow her as she made her way to a table at the far end of the forge, nearly upon the ledge beyond  which  the  empty  sky  loomed.  A  long,  but  shallow  wooden crate  lay  on  the  table,  its  sides  adorned  by  glowing  white-blue glyphs. 

“Glyphs  of  warding  and  denial,”  the  Storm  Smith  explained, pointing  to  the  crate.  “Drop  off  your  nightsteel  here.  You  three  held onto  it  all  day,  but  I  don’t  recommend  doing  that  in  the  future. 

Nightsteel is very dangerous. Keeping it in your mage bands helps, 

but  from  now  on,  I  would  definitely  recommend,  no,  insist  that  you drop  off  whatever  you  find  here  upon  your  return  from  a  Dark Labyrinth.” 

Felgar  pulled  an  iron  key  from  her  apron  and  tossed  it  to Zephyr. 

“That’s the key to my forge,” she said. “Use it to get in here late at night.” 

“You won’t be here?” Vincent asked. 

“Of  course  not!”  Felgar  snapped  irritably,  her  demeanor  at odds  with  the  singsong  nature  of  her  voice.  “My  work  day  ends  an hour before dusk. You can’t expect me to stay here and wait for you till midnight or beyond.” 

“We’ll  drop  the  nightsteel  off  as  you  instructed,  ma’am,” 

Zephyr said, putting the key into his mage band. He retrieved the few pieces of shadow-laden metal the trio had picked up from the Dark Labyrinth and placed them into the crate. 

“Alright, Your Excellency.” Felgar turned to Avora. “Why don’t you tell your pets to do what you claim they can do?” 

“Call me a pet again if you want a few bite marks,” Nella said. 

“Or a fist up your—” 

Vincent  clamped  his  hand  over  the  ranger’s  mouth  and smiled nervously at Felgar and Avora. 

“We’re  ready,  Your  Excellency,”  he  said  to  the  Grand  Sage. 

“What do you want us to do with the nightsteel?” 

“Alright,  I’ll  explain.”  Avora  nodded  at  Zephyr.  “My  friend, would you pick up a piece of nightsteel and hold it in your hand?” 

Zephyr  reached  into  the  crate  and  picked  up  a  finger-sized length  of  broken  metal,  before  turning  back  to  the  Grand  Sage  for further instruction. 

“Now, I would like you to channel ether through that piece of nightsteel,”  Avora  said.  “Draw  the  ambient  ether  toward  your  soul, but make sure it passes through the nightsteel along the way.” 

“What?”  Felgar  rounded  on  the  Grand  Sage.  “Are  you insane? I didn’t know this was what you had in mind! Corrupt ether will pour into that young man’s soul and turn him into a Blackguard or worse!” 

“That won’t happen, my friend. Trust me. These three youths are gifted beyond our wildest imaginations.” Avora nodded at Zephyr, smiling. “Go on, then. Carry out my instructions.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Zephyr reached out to the ether swirling about the summit of Mount Baltros. As always, it was rife with the cold, proud strength of the Tempest, and it heeded his call readily. He held up the piece of nightsteel into the stream of Tempest ether that swirled before him. 

The  shadows  dancing  beneath  its  metallic  surface  seemed  to convulse, then dissipate, leaving him holding a silvery piece of steel in his hand. 

“By  the  Infinite  Skies,”  Felgar  whispered  breathily.  “You’ve purged the corruption from the nightsteel. But that’s impossible. How did you do—” 

“All  will  be  revealed  in  good  time,  my  friend,”  Avora  said, beckoning for Zephyr to approach and hand him the piece of purified nightsteel. Zephyr did so, and the Grand Sage passed it to Felgar. 

The  Storm  Smith  turned  around  the  piece  of  metal  in  her hands, then picked at it with her thumbnail. A thin grove marked one of its ends. 

“This  is  too  soft  to  be  worked  into  any  kind  of  weapon, though. Not even as an inlay, which would be pointless in any case because  it  isn’t  cold  iron  and  won’t  give  you  a  skyforged  blade,” 

Felgar  announced,  handing  the  piece  of  metal  back  to  Zephyr. 

“Purging the shadow from nightsteel is nothing short of miraculous, but I don’t see any use for this.” 

Avora turned to address the trio. 

“In  your  grimoires,  you’ll  find  the  Skylight  spell.  It’s  a  Storm level spell, but at your current skill, you should be able to learn how to cast it after a few hours of studying,” the Grand Sage said. “The

Skylight spell is something like a banishing spell. For a brief period of time,  it  creates  a  small  space  in  which  the  Shadowswarm  cannot abide.  It  doesn’t  destroy  them  like,  for  instance,  a  Shadow-bane conjuration.  A  space  created  by  the  Skylight  spell  is  simply impervious  to  any  magical  effects  stemming  from  Shadowswarm entities. To put it simply, none of their spells or magical abilities will work where the Skylight spell has been cast.” 

“Aren’t  our  Spark  Ring  or  Bolt  Ring  spells  enough  defense against Shadowswarm spells?” Zephyr asked. “We’ve gotten used to casting them, and we don’t need any nightsteel to do that either.” 

“That is true, but I’m not asking you to use the Skylight spell in this manner,” Avora said. “In a Dark Labyrinth, you cannot channel any  Tempest  ether  because  you  are  in  an  unnatural  realm  created wholly from corrupt ether and dark magic. You have to rely on your personal reserves, and the Skylight spell costs a prodigious enough amount of ether to cast that it simply isn’t a viable tool within a Dark Labyrinth.” 

“However, everything is different with this.” The Grand Sage pointed to the piece of purified nightsteel in Zephyr’s hand. “Using a small piece of nightsteel as a catalyst, you can amplify the power of your  Skylight  spell  such  that  it  punches  a  small,  fleeting  aperture within the dimensional confines of a Dark Labyrinth and reconnects it to our world.” 

“Isn’t  that  bad?”  Nella  asked.  “Won’t  the  Shadowswarm monsters escape from the Labyrinth?” 

“No.  The  aperture  isn’t  large  enough  for  even  the  pettiest Shadowswarm  entities  to  traverse,”  Avora  said.  “However,  this connection between our world and a Dark Labyrinth allows Tempest ether to flow through.” 

“Allowing  us  to  channel  ether  and  restore  our  personal reserves in the middle of a Dark Labyrinth,” Zephyr concluded. “That will definitely be very helpful.” 

“I  don’t  know  about  that,”  Nella  said.  “We  crushed  that  last Labyrinth easily. The Blackguard didn’t even put up a fight. We had

ether to spare by the end.” 

“From next week onward, Phase Two Dark Labyrinths will be within  your  purview,”  Avora  said.  “That  doesn’t  mean  you  won’t  be attacking Phase One Labyrinths anymore, since there are plenty of them  that  need  to  be  neutralized  before  they  mature  to  the  next stage of their development. It’s just that on some nights, you’ll face a Phase Two Labyrinth while others, a Phase One Labyrinth.” 

“We were thinking that we might even assail more than one Labyrinth each night, if time permits,” Vincent said. “I suppose we’ll need to learn the Wind Walk spell ourselves, but we’ll also need to know where the Dark Labyrinths are.” 

“That’s  an  excellent  suggestion,  Vincent!”  Avora  smiled eagerly. “Your enthusiasm and ardor are truly inspiring. If only more shared  your  zeal  and  passion  in  battling  the  Shadowswarm,  things wouldn’t be so very dire. Very well. I have a map of the realm in my quarters,  with  the  locations  of  every  Dark  Labyrinth  my  informants have discovered marked with colored pins. Feel free to peruse it any time. My door is always unlocked.” 

“You’re  not  afraid  we’ll  walk  in  on  you  snoring  or  changing one white robe for another exactly identical one?” Nella asked. 

“I spend very little time in my quarters at the Tempest School, Nella.  In  fact,  I  use  it  only  to  coordinate  my  efforts  with  those  of Master  Stalwart  and  organize  the  reports  from  my  informants.  My family manor is but a simple Wind Walk spell away, after all. And one other  thing.  Vincent,  you’ll  also  need  to  learn  Minor  Dispel.  I’ve included it in your grimoires. It’s a Spark category spell.” 

“Yes, Your Excellency.” Vincent nodded. “I remember. We will learn those spells before classes start next week. Skylight, for these nightsteel  pieces;  Wind  Walk,  to  get  around;  and  Minor  Dispel,  to make Dark Labyrinths open up.” 

“Alright, let’s see that glyph inscriber now,” Felgar interjected, rounding on Vincent and holding out her hand. “Well? Take it out.” 

The jeweler’s apprentice shrugged, retrieved Azure Etch from his  mage  band,  and  handed  the  small  blade  to  the  Storm  Smith. 

Felgar inhaled sharply as she beheld the sculpting knife. 

“It’s  authentic.  And  powerful.”  Felgar’s  eyes  widened  in disbelief. “And it resonates with its wielder? Marvelous!” 

 Ah,  right.  An  enchanted  item  that  possesses  Wielder Resonance increases in potency alongside its user,  Zephyr recalled. 

 I wonder what kind of things Vincent will be able to make with it? 

The Storm Smith returned Azure Etch to Vincent. 

“Quick.  Channel  your  personal  ether  through  it!”  she instructed. 

Nonplussed,  Vincent  did  so.  The  tiny  blade  flared  with  the white-blue radiance of Tempest magic, and when the radiance faded, it  was  sleeker  and  seemingly  sharper.  Its  handle  had  also  become more ornate, with tiny clouds carved along its upper lip. 



 Azure Etch

 Enchanted sculpting knife +2

 Wielder Resonance

 Allows inscription of Tempest runes upon objects



“Did it just become more powerful?” Vincent asked. “Why?” 

“You  hadn’t  laid  claim  to  it  last  night  yet,”  Avora  explained. 

“And now that you have, the enchanted blade has grown in power, matching yours.” 

Out  of  curiosity,  Zephyr  retrieved  Lethal  Swiftness  from  his mage  band  and  studied  the  sword.  To  his  surprise,  the  blade  had become more potent too. 



 Lethal Swiftness

 Enchanted saber +2

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds I guess I just didn’t pay attention to it last night,  he thought, stepping  away  from  his  friends  and  performing  a  few  experimental cuts  in  the  air.  The  only  outward  physical  changes  in  Lethal Swiftness were the emergence of a truncated crossguard atop its hilt and a subtle but noticeable increase in size in the gem set within its pommel. The blade also felt lighter and surer in his grasp. 

 This is great, but I need to get a hammer or a mace as well, Zephyr reminded himself. 

Felgar  began  striding  to  her  armory,  beckoning  for  the  trio and Avora to follow. It was yet another room that looked a lot larger on the inside than it seemed from the outside. Weapons racks lined its  stone  walls,  while  the  central  space  was  dominated  by  a collection of wooden tables. A massive leather-bound tome sat in a glass  case  in  the  middle  of  the  tables.  Felgar  pulled  out  a  keyring from her belt, fumbled one of the keys into her grasp, and unlocked the glass case. 

“This  is  the  Tome  of  Tempest  Glyphs,”  the  Storm  Smith explained.  “It  fell  out  of  use  before  the  time  of  my  predecessor’s predecessor, since we could not get our hands on a glyph inscriber. 

But now…” 

Felgar  opened  the  tome  reverently  to  where  its  pages  had been marked by an ancient strip of leather. She swept her hand over the words on the page. 

“This  section  is  a  treatise  on  the  principle  concepts  of  glyph inscription. It’s about two dozen pages or so, written in a rather dated but  still  easily  understandable  diction,”  she  explained.  “The  rest  of the  tome  contains  inscription  instructions  for  every  Tempest  glyph the  Storm  Scions  have  uncovered.  Do  you  understand  what  this means?  With  your  blade,  Vincent,  we  can  once  more  fashion enchanted  weapons,  armor,  and  equipment  for  our  brothers  and sisters on the northern battlelines!” 

“That’s  amazing!”  Vincent  cried,  his  eyes  blazing  with excitement. “When can we start?” 

“Right away, if you’re so inclined,” Felgar said, her expression equally euphoric. 

“How long will it take?” Nella asked. “We still haven’t had our evening meal yet, you know?” 

“We’ll  have  to  review  the  inscription  process  first,  then practice with simple glyphs. That will take us a few days at least,” the Storm  Smith  said.  “We  should  be  ready  to  begin  creating  our  first enchanted weapon in a week.” 

“I’m in,” Vincent declared. “No time like the present to begin. 

Zeph, Nella, why don’t you two go on to the main hall and have your evening meal? I’ll see you both in the morning.” 

“We  can  bring  you  some  food  from  there,”  Zephyr  offered. 

“You shouldn’t be skipping meals.” 

“I can take care of that,” Avora said. “I’ll go get meals for the three  of  us  so  that  I  can  observe  a  bit  longer,  because  this  is  truly fascinating.” 

“That’s fine with me.” Nella shrugged. “Do you have anything left for us to do?” 

“No.”  The  Grand  Sage  smiled  at  Zephyr  and  Nella.  “You’ve done  really  well  these  last  few  days,  my  young  friends.  Go  ahead and enjoy the end of the week.” 

“Zeph, you said you could use a mace or a hammer, right?” 

Vincent said. “I’ll rustle up something you can use.” 

“Don’t  get  ahead  of  yourself,  now,”  Felgar  chided,  lighting another lamp within the armory. “We’ve not even begun learning the basics yet.” 

Nella and Zephyr said their goodnights to Vincent and left the forge. The trio had been virtually inseparable since their first day at the  Tempest  School,  so  Zephyr  was  beset  by  a  curious  feeling  of uneasiness  at  having  left  Vincent  behind.  Nella  seemed  similarly

discomforted  too.  The  ranger  was  mostly  silent  on  the  walk  to  the main hall, and she’d begun clutching her right upper arm again. 

They  ate  their  evening  meal,  speaking  sparsely  about  the day’s  classes  and  the  topics  they  needed  to  read  up  on  in preparation  for  another  upcoming  quiz,  but  just  as  Nella  was returning  her  bowl  to  Master  Brund’s  cart,  her  gaze  snapped suddenly to a table several strides away. 

Zephyr followed her regard and saw Suntar, along with a few other  junior  initiates,  hunkered  over  a  table.  Excited  murmurs  rose from their midst, with the occasional jubilant cheer. Before he could say anything, Nella walked over to the table and barged her way into the midst of the initiates. 

“What’re  you  all  doing?”  she  demanded  as  Zephyr  followed her,  ready  to  put  a  quick  end  to  any  fistfight  he  feared  the  ranger would start. 

“Oh, we’re playing war-bout,” Suntar explained. The scrawny youth gestured to the table, where a garishly painted wooden board had  been  laid  out  beneath  surprisingly  well-sculpted  wooden figurines.  “It’s  really  fun.  Do  you  want  to  play?  We’ve  got  several spare sets among us. We just haven’t gotten around to setting them up yet.” 

Nella seemed stunned by the offer. She blinked in disbelief. 

“Can… can I?” she asked, her cheeks coloring. The ranger’s gaze drifted downward to the floor. “I’d like to.” 

“Absolutely,” replied another junior initiate, a fairly portly youth with dark hair. “We’ll set up another three boards, then one of us will go over the rules and play a practice game with you.” 

“Welcome  to  the  Tempest  School’s  war-bout  club!”  Suntar declared,  sticking  his  hand  out  to  Nella.  To  Zephyr’s  surprise,  the ranger reached out and shook it resolutely. 

“What  about  you?”  Suntar  asked  Zephyr  as  Nella  walked away  with  another  member  of  the  war-bout  club.  “Do  you  want  to play as well?” 

“Uh…” Zephyr began uneasily. He knew what war-bout was, and he’d even tried his hand at it in a few village squares too, but the game  simply  never  managed  to  catch  his  interest.  Still,  he  didn’t want to risk coming off as impolite to his fellow initiates. 

“There you are, Zeph!” Luxana’s voice rang through the hall. 

Zephyr turned and saw the senior initiate walking toward him. 

“Ready for your private lesson?” she asked, shooting him one of her typical mischievous winks as she approached. 

“Yes!”  Zephyr  replied,  perhaps  a  bit  too  enthusiastically.  He turned sheepishly back to Suntar. “Ahem. I mean, I’m sorry, Suntar. I already have plans for this evening.” 

The  junior  initiate,  along  with  a  few  other  members  of  the war-bout  club,  were  gawking  at  Luxana,  their  eyes  glazing  over  at her beauty. 

“I’m his plans,” Luxana said, looping her arm around Zephyr’s and  causing  the  junior  initiates’  eyes  to  nearly  pop  out  from  their sockets. 

“Don’t worry about it, Zephyr,” Suntar eventually managed to say. The junior initiate nodded gravely and even gave Zephyr a clasp on  the  shoulder  that  was  disturbingly  congratulatory.  “You  have  a good evening, then.” 

“You  too,”  Zephyr  replied.  He  called  out  to  Nella,  who  was utterly engrossed in the war-bout board arrayed before her and the droning  explanation  of  the  club  member  seated  across  the  table. 

“Nella!  I’m  going  to  work  on  some  Tempest  magic  with  Lux.  I’ll  see you in the morning, alright?” 

“Yeah, sure. Whatever, Zeph.” The ranger waved absently in his direction and returned her complete focus to the game. 

Scratching his head, Zephyr allowed Luxana to lead him from the main hall. 

“Well, looks like I have you all to myself tonight,” she quipped, giggling. “Think of all the Tempest magic we can work on.” 



 



Chapter 28







Contrary to Luxana’s expectations, it didn’t take very long for Zephyr to attain his mage sight. It was a simple matter of suffusing his eyes with his ether, not too dissimilar from sharpening his vision by focusing his internal energy on his ocular channels. 

After  a  few  minutes  of  practice,  he  opened  his  eyes  and looked upon the white-blue radiance cascading from Luxana’s frame. 

“I’ve  attained  mage  sight,”  he  said,  eliciting  an  incredulous gasp from Luxana. 

“Really?”  she  asked,  her  eyes  wide  with  awed  disbelief. 

“But… but I only just told you how to do it! Wait.” 

Luxana’s brow wrinkled briefly in concentration. Her magical aura faded. 

“Can you see my magical aura now?” She looked intently at Zephyr. 

“You  suppressed  it,  like  I’m  suppressing  mine,”  Zephyr replied,  smiling.  Luxana  obviously  didn’t  believe  that  he’d  learned how to activate his mage sight so quickly. 

“How  about  now?”  She  grinned.  Nothing  had  changed.  Her aura was still suppressed. 

Zephyr shook his head. 

“Wow.  Alright,  now  I’m  fully  convinced,”  Luxana  conceded, throwing  up  her  hands.  Her  aura  poured  forth  again,  bathing  the ambient  dimness  of  the  Tempest  School’s  hallways  with  a  faint cobalt  radiance.  “How  did  you  learn  that  skill  so  quickly?  I  spent nearly  fifteen  years  training  as  a  mage  adept,  and  it  still  took  me more than an hour to activate my mage sight when I was first taught how to do so.” 

“What  you  described  isn’t  too  far  off  from  internal  energy manipulation,” Zephyr replied. “And I grew up doing that.” 

“Alright.  That’s  interesting  to  know,”  Luxana  mused.  “I  never actually spent much time cultivating my internal energy, even though uncle  taught  me  the  basics,  but  it  does  make  sense  that  ether  and internal energy are the same in some way.” 

“Both  are  forces  that  suffuse  our  being,  give  us  life,  and perhaps  define  who  we  are,”  Zephyr  said.  “That’s  what  my  Master thought anyway.” 

“Master Sora, right? He’s really famous, you know?” Luxana said, shifting on her seat beside Zephyr. After leaving the main hall, they’d gone to one of the many open-air courtyards in the Tempest School. This one had little more than a patch of grass and a stone bench, but it was quiet and awash in fresh mountain air, which was a nice change from the stifling gloominess that permeated the Tempest School’s corridors and halls. 

“My  uncle  has  mentioned  Master  Sora  more  than  once,” 

Luxana continued. “But I don’t think they’ve actually met.” 

“What did he say about Master Sora?” Zephyr asked. 

“Oh,  you  know.  The  usual  stuff  about  challenging  him  to  a practice  bout  and  proving  the  Resolute  Sutra’s  superiority  over  the Carefree Sutra.” Luxana rolled her eyes. “But he hasn’t done that in a  while,  not  since  he  started  running  around  with  His  Excellency, who has been keeping him busy. Too busy to spend time with me, it seems.” 

“Your uncle is working to protect a lot of people,” Zephyr said. 

“Right now, he’s probably…” 

“Stomping  a  whole  bunch  of  Shadowswarm  creatures  into dust for His Excellency, I know.” Luxana looked up at the moonless night sky. Dusk had fallen a bit over an hour ago, so her guess was probably  right.  The  Dao  monk  and  Avora  were  almost  certainly assailing  yet  another  Dark  Labyrinth.  “I  know  how  dangerous  Dark Labyrinths  can  be.  I  just  didn’t  realize  how  many  there  were,  and  I suppose I’m not quite sure why the three of you are involved as well. 

Perhaps it’s because you and Nella are already formidable warriors compared to the other junior initiates, most of whom have no combat training, but that doesn’t explain Vincent. Nor does it explain why His Excellency  has  recruited  none  of  the  senior  initiates  or  even  full Storm Scions like Masters Gathras or Venn to aid him.” 

“I  suppose  it’s  your  sheer  magical  power,”  she  continued. 

“Which I don’t understand either. How is it that the three of you, with no mage adept training, can have magical auras stronger than even Master Gathras’s on your first day? And they’ve only gotten stronger since, maybe twice as much in the single week you’ve been here.” 

“Didn’t your uncle tell you about us?” Zephyr asked. “Did he reveal who we are?” 

“He  said  you’re  here  under  special  invitation  from  His Excellency  and  the  headmaster,  and  he  also  mentioned  something about  you  three  only  spending  a  year  here  before  moving  onto another  school,  the  Inferno  School  or  the  Frost  School,  I  can’t remember which.” A rueful smile flickered over her face. “And there I was,  sighing  over  what  an  amazing  Storm  Scion  you’d  be,  Zeph, only  to  remember  you’re  not  headed  for  a  lifetime  on  the  northern battlelines. As for who the three of you are, uncle didn’t say anything. 

Maybe  His  Excellency  is  grooming  you  to  be  his  successors?  The fact  that  you’re  going  to  be  studying  at  all  three  major  schools  of magic suggests so, because that’s what sages do.” 

Zephyr shook his head. Luxana didn’t know that the trio were Caruthas reborn. For some reason, Stalwart had kept that fact from her, yet neither he nor Avora had told the trio to keep their identity a secret. Perhaps they hadn’t needed to, figuring that the very notion of Caruthas being reborn into three different souls already stretched the bounds of believability. Also, no one would be able to claim that he or she were the Hero of Light without facing disbelief, scorn, and outright  mockery,  and  rightly  so,  since  taking  Caruthas’s  name  in vain was tantamount to horrific blasphemy. 

“So  who  are  you,  really?”  Luxana  asked,  bumping  Zephyr’s knee playfully with hers. A mischievous grin flashed across her face. 

“By the Infinite Skies, a horrible thought just occurred to me! Could the three of you be His Excellency’s love-children from three different women? Oh my! But wait, isn’t he in his late nineties? Which would mean that he was in his seventies when he… ugh. Now, that’s just wrong.” 

Zephyr  laughed.  “No,  Lux.  We’re  not  His  Excellency’s children,”  he  said,  before  sighing.  If  Avora  or  Xanthus  hadn’t forbidden  the  trio  to  reveal  their  identities,  there  was  no  reason  he needed to keep anything from Luxana. The problem, however, was the fact that he couldn’t think of a convincing way to tell her who he was. 

Sudden inspiration struck him, then. 

“Lux, you were able to share your mage sight with me, right? 

Can you teach me how to do that?” he asked. “I have an idea.” 

“Sure!” Luxana replied. “If you already have your mage sight, learning how to share it won’t take you more than a few minutes. All you need to do is to activate your mage sight, transfer some of the ether focused around your eyes to your fingertips, and…” 

Zephyr  did  just  that  and  tapped  Luxana  lightly  on  the forehead with his fingers. Her eyes flared briefly with cobalt light, a sign  that  he’d  successfully  shared  his  mage  sight  with  her.  She glared jokingly at him. 

“You  know,  if  I  were  the  type  to  complain  about  how  unfair things were, I would be doing just that right now,” Luxana said. “But well  done.  Your  mage  sight  is  linked  to  mine  now,  at  least  for  the next five minutes or so. What now?” 

“Let’s  see  if  this  works.”  Zephyr  manifested  a  codex  display and  unfurled  it  in  front  of  him.  Luxana  jumped  at  the  sight  of  the floating scroll. 

“What’s that?” she asked. “Some kind of magical artifact?” 

Taking a deep breath, Zephyr proceeded to explain what the Codex  of  Ascension  was  to  Luxana,  omitting  nothing.  He  told  her how  it  harvested  essence  orbs  from  slain  Shadowswarm  and  how these  orbs  could  be  used  to  enhance  his  magical  prowess,  all  the

way  down  to  individual  spell  variants.  He  also  revealed  how  it  was proof of his curious link to Nella and Vincent. 

“So if one of you learns a spell, the other two learn it as well?” 

she asked. 

“Yes. We haven’t actually sat down and focused on learning new Tempest magic spells yet, but when we do, this will allow us to cover a lot of ground. I have the highest affinity with Tempest magic, so I suspect I’ll be learning most of the spells, but when we move on to Inferno or Frost magic, Nella and Vincent will take the lead.” 

“And you can learn advanced versions of the Invocation and Ring  spells  by  simply  enhancing  them  with  essence  orbs,”  Luxana said,  shaking  her  head.  She  gave  Zephyr  a  playful  pout.  “Alright. 

That’s it. I’m officially complaining how unfair things are now.” 

Zephyr laughed again as Luxana stomped her feet jokingly. 

“That  part  about  you  three  being  Caruthas  reborn  though…

you really don’t have any evidence other than His Excellency’s say-so,”  Luxana  pointed  out.  “Then  again,  His  Excellency  doesn’t  have any reason to lie, does he?” 

“I can’t think of any reason he might,” Zephyr said. “But even if  he’s  wrong,  even  if  he’s  utterly  mistaken,  the  fact  remains  that Nella,  Vincent,  and  I  are  linked  in  some  curious  way.  Perhaps  we really are the same soul in three bodies. Or perhaps we each come from  a  soul  that  has  been  divided  into  three  parts  by  the machinations of the Great Cycle.” 

“You’ll probably have to consult a Silent Templar or one of the Great  Druidesses  about  that,  and  even  they  might  have  no knowledge of such things,” Luxana said. Her eyes lit up once more with mischief as she leaned closer. “Ooh, it just occurred to me. The three of you share or come from the same soul. So if I kiss you, does it mean I’ll be kissing the other two as well?” 

“Vincent did ask the Grand Sage a similar question, actually!” 

Zephyr  replied,  chuckling.  “His  Excellency  began  by  bringing  up philosophical  notions  of  self  and  personhood,  but  he  eventually concluded that no, we are not—” 

Luxana kissed him. The softness of her lips and the fragrance of her hair filled his senses, driving Avora’s reply from his mind. 

“I’m  going  to  be  honest  here,”  she  whispered  as  she  pulled away. “I wasn’t really interested in that answer.” 

“I  figured  as  much,”  Zephyr  said,  his  heart  pounding.  He caught Luxana by the shoulders as she leaned in again. “Lux, your uncle…” 

She rolled her eyes in exasperation. 

“He gave that talk about treating me honorably right?” Luxana asked.  “He  does  that  to  every  boy  that  even  exchanges  a  single word to me. Ugh. No, he doesn’t have any say in this aspect of my life.” 

“Even  so…”  Zephyr  cleared  his  throat.  “I  want  to  be  clear.  I have no intentions of toying with your affections. As you know, I am only here for a year…” 

“Well, so am I,” Luxana retorted. “If I pass my final tests at the end of this year, I will be deemed a Storm Scion, and I will take my place  in  the  northern  battlelines.  From  that  point  on,  my  every waking  moment  will  be  dedicated  to  the  struggle  against  the Shadowswarm.” 

Her eyes grew sad. 

“And as for you, Zeph, I don’t think you will lead a life of quiet evenings and peaceful days either,” she said. “If you are the Hero of Light reborn, then you are bound to take up his cause and his battles anew. And even if you aren’t, are you the type of person who would stand aside in the face of evil and injustice, especially after you have attained Elemental Mastery? Somehow, I don’t think that’s who you are.” 

“You’re  right.”  Zephyr  nodded  gravely.  “That’s  not  who  I  am, Lux.  Many  struggles  await  Storm  Scions  beyond  the  walls  of  the Tempest School, but I know you will face them with courage, and so will  I.  But  none  of  that  stops  us  from  delighting  in  the  moment  and finding joy in the present.” 

He put a finger beneath Lux’s chin and tilted her gaze up to meet his, so that he might revel in the depths of her dark eyes. 

She met his lips with hers. 




* * *

 

The end of the week went by swiftly, with Zephyr managing to spend a few more hours with Luxana while studying for the quizzes of  the  coming  week,  cutting  more  arrows  for  Nella,  and  preparing more talismans for the next Dark Labyrinth expedition. 

Somewhere along the way, Zephyr sat down in his quarters, opened  up  his  grimoire  of  Tempest  magic  spells,  and  invested  the hours it took for him to learn Skylight and Wind Walk. 



 Wind Walk (initiate)

 Transports  caster  from  one  open-air  location  to  a  previously visited open-air location, 20 ether per 10 miles, travels 50 miles per hour

  

 Skylight (initiate)

 Creates a small area that neutralizes Shadowswarm spell or ability effects, 5 feet by 5 feet, 35 ether per cast, 2 minute duration Shortly after he finished learning the spells, his door slammed open to reveal Nella and Vincent. The ranger was jubilant. 

“Thanks, Zeph!” she cried. “I  really didn’t want to learn those spells myself.” 

“Good  job.”  Vincent  nodded.  “Wind  Walk  seemed  very complicated,  but  you  managed  to  figure  it  out  in  nearly  no  time  at all.” 

“Speaking  of  time,  let’s  make  a  quick  trip  to  that  village  we visited after fishing,” Nella said. “I saw a hunting shop there. We can

pick up some feathers for my arrows.” 

“Are you sure you don’t just want to eat at that tavern again?” 

Vincent asked suspiciously. 

“Of  course  I  do!”  Nella  replied.  “Come  on,  let’s  go  before  it gets dark.” 

“Uhm.”  Zephyr  coughed  uneasily.  “I  don’t  have  any  money, Nella.” 

“And  I  have  very  little,”  Vincent  said,  scratching  the  back  of his head sheepishly. “I can buy Nella’s feathers and dinner for us this once, but after that, I’ll be completely penniless.” 

“Don’t  worry  about  that.”  Nella  produced  a  hefty  coin  pouch from  her  mage  band.  “Druidess  Filna  gave  me  this  and  told  me  to buy anything I wanted with it.” 

“Oh? How much do you have there?” Vincent asked. 

“See  for  yourself.  I  hate  counting  money.”  Nella  tossed  him her coin pouch. 

Vincent  tugged  open  the  draw  string  and  peered  within.  His eyes widened with amazement. 

“This… this is gold! And you have…” the jeweler’s apprentice emptied  the  pouch  onto  Zephyr’s  table  and  began  counting  the coins. 

“A  hundred  gold  coins!”  Vincent  nearly  screamed  as  he concluded  his  count.  “This  is  a  king’s  ransom!  You  could  feed  an army  for  a  month  on  this!  No,  you  could  feed   ten  armies!  What…

how…? Oh… oh, no.” 

“What?”  Nella  demanded  when  Vincent  fixed  her  with  a horrified stare. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 

“How  many  merchants  did  you  rob  on  your  way  to  Mount Baltros?”  Vincent  asked.  “No,  wait.  A  dozen  merchants  wouldn’t have  anything  close  to  such  wealth.  Did…  did  you  rob  a  noble?  A baron? A count? A duke…?” 

Nella jabbed Vincent in the ribs, making him squeal. 

“I’m not a bandit!” she snapped. “Didn’t you hear what I said? 

Druidess  Filna  gave  me  all  this  money  before  I  left  the  Blight Boundary.” 

“Nella…” Zephyr whistled in awe. “That’s a prodigious amount of money. Most peasants can work their entire life and still wouldn’t be able to accrue wealth equivalent to a single gold coin. Here, you have a hundred.” 

“Oh.” The ranger waved dismissively. “The king sends chests full of gold to the Blight-Boundary every year, as if coins can help us fight the Blight-beasts. Druidess Filna usually tosses the gold into a storage hut and leaves it there.” 

“Don’t the rangers and druids need to buy food or supplies?” 

Zephyr asked. 

“We  get  all  we  need  from  the  Adamant  Woods.”  Nella shrugged. “Game, hides, even metal from ferrous pits. Anyway, the gold wasn’t being put to use, so Druidess Filna gave some to me.” 

“I  could  buy  a  chain  of  shops  with  three  of  these!”  Vincent said breathily, running his fingers over the coins. “Trefori Jewels, the finest  gems  cut  to  perfection…  pendants  of  gold…  platinum earrings…” 

“Right  now,  feathers  and  trout!”  Nella  swept  the  coins  back into her pouch and began pulling Vincent along by the scruff of his neck. The jeweler’s apprentice was still too bedazzled by his dreams of  gold  and  gems  to  resist.  “Come  along,  Zeph.  If  we  need  to  buy anything from this point on, you can leave it to me.” 

Chapter 29







The  trio  soon  fell  into  an  informal  routine  as  the  days,  then weeks,  began  to  unfold  at  the  Tempest  School.  Each  day,  Vincent spent  an  hour  before  classes  working  with  Felgar,  and  most  of  the nights that they weren’t assailing Dark Labyrinths, he would finish his evening meal, then disappear into the forge. 

Sometimes,  Zephyr  would  go  over  weapon  drills  and exercises  with  his  friends  in  the  evenings.  Nella  was  already  a formidable hand-to-hand combatant, deadly with staff, short blade, or hand axe. Vincent, on the other hand, had been a complete beginner before coming to the Tempest School. Zephyr focused on distancing maneuvers and disengaging techniques for Nella, while emphasizing the basics of close-quarters fighting for Vincent. 

Luxana  joined  them  for  some  of  these  training  sessions, where  she  proved  to  be  a  very  capable  warrior,  with  some rudimentary  knowledge  of  martial  techniques  and  internal  energy manipulation. Nella and Luxana soon began a friendly rivalry, where the two women would push each other toward perfecting their martial skills, allowing Zephyr to concentrate on training Vincent. 

Luxana  would  often  drag  Zephyr  away  at  the  end  of  such nights, and it wasn’t too long before Nella caught on. 

“You’re covered in her scent,” the ranger commented casually as Zephyr walked by her open door on the way back to his room one evening. Her words brought his stride to a screeching halt. Nella had her grimoire open before her on her table, and she seemed relieved to look up from its pages and grin at Zephyr. “Looks like you did end up giving Lux all those pointers after all.” 

“Nella!” Zephyr chided, casting a nervous glance at Vincent’s door. 

“Eh. He went to the forge after tonight’s training,” the ranger said. “And don’t worry about him. He knows his infatuation with Lux isn’t going to go anywhere.” 

“Perhaps I should talk with him…” Zephyr began. 

“Ugh,  no.”  Nella  grunted  and  returned  her  gaze  to  the grimoire again. “We already share enough. Let him figure it out. Or not. Either way, it’s none of his business.” 

Stalwart figured things out sooner than Zephyr had hoped he would, but the Dao monk was surprisingly close-mouthed and oddly supportive about Zephyr’s entanglement with his niece. At the end of their usual sparring session, Stalwart had simply nodded and given Zephyr a faint smile. 

“Just be nice to her,” the Dao monk said. “And I’ll tell her to be nice to you too.” 

“Yes,  sir,”  Zephyr  replied,  and  Stalwart  never  mentioned Luxana’s honor, nor threatened Zephyr over it, ever again. 

Quizzes gave way to written tests, which meant more nights studying  in  the  library  or  in  their  rooms.  Presentations  on  magical theorems soon reared their head, and with consistent coaching from Zephyr  and  Vincent,  Nella  actually  managed  to  deliver  a  clear, coherent, and well-cited one. 

“Therefore, Bransla’s ethereal theorem holds true to this day, despite critical reviews from Placurus and Fitrus. The latter two, on the  other  hand,  had   their  body  of  work  subject  to  subsequent scrutiny,”  the  ranger  concluded,  putting  her  notes  down  on  the lectern. “Any questions? Yes, Suntar?” 

“Thank you, initiate Heartseeker, for your cogent summary of and  validation  of  Bransla’s  ethereal  theorem.  The  comparison  to Fitrus’s  work  was  most  insightful,”  the  initiate  said.  “But  Placurus’s work  had  little  overlap  with  or  relevance  to  Bransla’s.  Could  you please explain the merit of Placurus’s presence in this discussion?” 

“I’ll  explain  the  merit  of  my  fist  breaking  your  teeth!”  Nella snarled,  prompting  Gathras  to  call  a  swift  end  to  the  ranger’s question-and-answer session. 

Despite this, Nella soon became fast friends with Suntar and the  rest  of  the  war-bout  club.  End-of-week  nights  often  saw  the ranger  engrossed  in  continuous  sessions  of  the  game  in  the  main hall.  Zephyr  had  inquired  more  than  once  about  Nella’s  interest  in war-bout, only to be drowned in torrential rants of the game’s rules and intricacies. After the fourth time he found himself nodding along blankly  to  the  ranger’s  convoluted  explanation  of  why  tetra-four-knight  pieces  couldn’t  circumvent  gamma-nine-bastion  pieces,  he resolved never to bring up war-bout in conversation again. 

To  no  one’s  surprise  and  to  Zephyr’s  considerable  relief, Vincent spent a lot of time outside the forge with Clarissa, the junior initiate  who’d  kneed  him  in  the  face  during  Introductory  Weapons-Training. Soon enough, the jeweler’s apprentice no longer looked at Luxana  with  stars  in  his  eyes,  though  he’d  never  failed  to  be  polite and friendly to her. 

As the trio progressed further in their studies, Zephyr began paying  more  attention  to  the  less  combat-focused  Tempest  magic spells,  Soaring  Breeze  among  them.  As  a  child,  he’d  always fantasized about being able to fly, and now that he had the Codex of Ascension  and  Tempest  magic  at  his  fingertips,  he  finally  had  the chance to do so. 

Soaring Breeze was one of the spells all senior initiates had to learn, so he met up with Luxana one evening upon a quiet balcony to study alongside her. Unsurprisingly enough, the first hour of their time together didn’t involve much studying. 

“So,  ready  to  get  to  work?”  Luxana  asked,  her  limbs  still entangled with his. 

“No,  not  really,”  he  said,  chuckling.  “But  we’d  better  get started, and no, Lux, not that, though I’d really like to. Maybe later.” 

“Aw.” Luxana pouted prettily as she reached for her grimoire. 

She  flipped  the  pages  open  to  the  Soaring  Breeze  spell,  while Zephyr did the same with his grimoire. 

“I’ve already put in a few days’ work on this,” Luxana said, a few  minutes  later.  “And  I  think  I’ve  almost  gotten  it.  Let  me  know  if

you need help getting past the first few concepts. They can be a bit difficult.” 

Zephyr shut the grimoire and grinned. 

 Soaring Breeze (initiate)

 Bestows  flight  upon  the  caster,  maneuverability  and  speed increases with skill level, 1 hour duration, 35 ether per cast, 10 miles per hour speed



“No…!” Luxana protested, her eyes widening. She poked him playfully in the ribs. “No, you didn’t! That’s so unfair!” 

Laughing,  he  put  his  grimoire  back  into  his  mage  band, wrapped  an  arm  around  Luxana’s  waist,  and  flew  off  into  the  sky. 

She  whooped  with  delight  as  they  ascended  then  laughed  as  he brought them into a few awkward loops through the air. 

After  the  initial  excitement  had  worn  off,  he  went  over  the spell  with  Luxana,  helping  her  to  get  over  its  last  few  components. 

Another hour of work later, she was hovering in the skies alongside him. 

“Looks like it’ll take me quite a bit of practice before I get the hang of this,” she said, wobbling unsteadily. “It’s really harsh on the ether, too. I had to channel a fair bit of ether before I could cast it. My personal reserves certainly aren’t up to the task.” 

“How do mages increase their ether reserves?” Zephyr asked as he helped her back to the balcony. “Master Gathras taught us a few meditation exercises, but those don’t seem to be very effective.” 

“Of course they don’t, especially when you compare them to your  essence  orbs,”  Luxana  said.  “But  ethereal  contemplation  is really  the  only  way  a  mage  can  expand  her  ether  reserves.  It’s almost like cultivation, isn’t it? The more you do it, the more internal energy you have at your disposal. It’s the same for ether, too.” 

“I see.” Zephyr nodded. The trio’s progress in Tempest magic had largely depended on the Codex of Ascension and essence orbs, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t resort to conventional methods of

magical  training  either.  Getting  so  much  magical  power  so  quickly could  have  its  downsides  too,  since  the  three  of  us  won’t  have  the time to grow into our rapidly improving abilities and get used to our new spells. 

Luxana interrupted his thoughts then by pinning him against the  balcony’s  guardrail,  wrapping  her  arms  around  his  neck,  and kissing  him.  He  embraced  her,  savoring  the  scent  of  her  perfume and the feel of her lips upon his. 

Eventually,  they  pulled  apart,  breathing  hard.  A  sudden impulse came over Zephyr, and he took her by the hand. 

“I’d like you to meet someone,” he said. 

“Oh? Who?” Luxana leaned her head against his chest. 

“Master  Sora,  the  monk  who  raised  me  and  taught  me everything I know,” Zephyr said. 

“Everything?”  Luxana  raised  an  eyebrow  and  ran  her  hand over his jaw. 

Zephyr chuckled. “Well, not everything,” he admitted. 

“I’d  like  to  meet  him  too,  but  isn’t  the  Wu  monastery  a  long walk away?” she asked. 

“Not with the Wind Walk spell,” Zephyr replied. 

“You know that too? Seriously, this is ridiculous! Why are you even here?” Luxana protested laughingly, before taking his hand and flashing him a mischievous grin. “Oh, nevermind. I think I know why.” 

They  arrived  at  the  Wu  monastery’s  courtyard  in  a  rush  of wind  and  shower  of  sparks.  It  was  roughly  three  hours  before midnight, and Zephyr knew that Master Sora liked to spend the late hours of the night meditating in the open air. 

Sure enough, the Wu monk was there. He hopped out of his lotus stance and onto his feet as Zephyr walked over. 

“Zeph!”  Master  Sora  cried,  clasping  him  into  a  hug.  “You’re here! And that was Tempest magic!” 

“Yes, it was!” Zephyr said. “How have you been, Master?” 

“I’ve  been  fine,  Zeph.  The  brothers  are  doing  well,  too. 

They’ve been asking about you. Brother Wing says he misses your cooking,” Sora replied, chuckling. He looked past Zephyr’s shoulder. 

“This fine young lady is your friend, I presume?” 

Zephyr returned to Luxana, took her by the hand, and led her to Sora. 

“This is Luxana Jade, a senior initiate at the Tempest School,” 

he said. 

“Pleased  to  meet  you,  Master  Sora.”  Luxana  bowed,  then shook Sora’s hand politely. “Zeph has told me so much about you.” 

“I  sense  the  flow  of  internal  energy  within  you,  Miss  Jade,” 

Sora  said.  “You’re  a  martial  cultivator,  and  though  still  early  in  your path, you’ve studied the Resolute Sutra.” 

“You can tell all that just by a touch?” Luxana’s eyes widened. 

Zephyr  chuckled.  “Come  on,  Master,  stop  kidding  her,”  he said, prompting Sora into laughter. 

“My  apologies,  Miss  Jade.”  Sora  bowed.  “Zeph  has mentioned you several times in his letters to me. His descriptions of your loveliness pale in comparison to the real thing.” 

“Zeph  didn’t  tell  me  his  Master  was  such  a  suave  and charming  gentleman  either,”  Luxana  replied,  giving  Zephyr  a  quick sidelong hug. “My uncle’s name is Stalwart. He’s a Dao monk, and he raised me after my parents passed away.” 

“I  know  of  Master  Stalwart.  He’s  a  great  warrior,  revered  for both his skills and his moral convictions.” Sora nodded. “It would be an honor to meet him someday.” 

“I’m sure you’ll get the chance!” Luxana furrowed her brow in concentration, then produced a small clay jar from her mage band a moment later. “Zeph told me that you like rice wine. I made a point of picking this up on my last trip to the market just in case I ever got to meet you.” 

“Oh, my. Zeph, you’re a lucky man indeed!” Sora rubbed his hands with glee. “Give me a moment. I’ll go get some cups from our

kitchen.” 

The hours flew by as they chatted, but eventually, the topic of Caruthas made its way into the conversation. 

“You  mentioned  this  in  your  letters,  Zeph,  and  to  my embarrassment, I don’t believe I ever managed to address it fully in writing.” Sora sighed and put down his cup. “Avora means well, and his family is rightfully renowned for their heroism. But as you pointed out,  we  only  have  his  word  that  you,  along  with  Vincent  and  Nella, are Caruthas reborn. I have no problem taking the Grand Sage at his word, but there will be detractors and rivals among the larger mage community who are inclined to believe otherwise.” 

Zephyr nodded. As he’d surmised from Gathras’s lessons in Theoretical  Foundations,  mages  beyond  the  Tempest  School  were embroiled  in  labyrinthine  webs  of  politics  and  coercion.  The  Storm Scions  distanced  themselves  from  such  dealings,  which  earned them respect, but also resulted in their dwindling numbers and fading influence. 

The  House  of  Avora  had  no  such  qualms.  According  to Gathras, Avora’s numerous relatives spent as much time negotiating with and manipulating Phoenix Knights, the king’s royal mages, and the  various  unaffiliated  magical  guilds  and  orders  as  they  did combating  the  Shadow.  Even  the  relatively  aloof  Frost  Guardians would balk at the political capital the Grand Sage would enjoy from being the mentor of Caruthas reborn. 

“I  haven’t  really  mentioned  this  before,  Zeph,  but  now  is  as good  a  time  as  any.”  Luxana  sipped  from  her  cup.  “I  don’t  like  His Excellency. I mean, I respect him, definitely, but I don’t like him, and I’m not sure if I trust him.” 

“Why, Lux?” Zephyr asked. 

“I’ve known His Excellency for years now. He approached my uncle  about  eight  or  nine  years  ago.  Up  till  then,  Uncle  had  spent most  of  his  life  on  the  northern  battlelines,  fighting  alongside  the Storm  Scions,”  Luxana  explained.  “But  His  Excellency  said  he

needed help rooting out Shadow Cultists and Blackguards within the realm, and the Dao monks would be invaluable assets in doing so.” 

“Eight  years  ago…”  Sora  mused.  “Yes,  that  sounds  about right.  That  was  when  the  followers  of  the  Dao  abandoned  their monasteries and began wandering the realm, interrogating villagers and  townsfolk  about  Shadow  Cultists.  It  was  quite  alarming,  really, but  no  follower  of  the  Dao  has  hurt  anyone  innocent,  as  far  as  I know.” 

“My uncle began making extended journeys inland, and when he  returned  to  the  northern  battlelines,  I  saw  that  his  blade  was bright  with  human  blood,  not  stained  with  Shadowswarm  ichor.” 

Luxana sighed. “His Excellency had my uncle kill people. Yes, they were Shadow Cultists and Blackguards, but still…” 

“Master  Stalwart  was  protecting  the  weak  and  innocent,” 

Zephyr said, putting his arm across Luxana’s shoulders. 

“Uncle changed, then. He used to be a lot more cheerful, you know?”  Luxana  said.  “He  smiled  all  the  time,  and  he  would  tell  me many  silly  jokes.  But  after  he  met  His  Excellency,  he  became  so grim, sad, and angry.” 

“That is heartbreaking to hear,” Sora said. “But I take comfort in  the  fact  that  you  remain  his  joy  and  light,  Miss  Jade,  and  I beseech you to be there for him.” 

“I always try my best, whenever he has the time for me, that is.” Luxana squeezed Zephyr’s hand appreciatively. “But let me get to  the  point.  His  Excellency  lies.  A  lot.  Sometimes  he  leaves  out details.  Other  times,  he  simply  lies  through  his  teeth.  I  caught  him out a few times, and Uncle must have too. But when I point that out to  him,  Uncle  would  simply  shake  his  head  and  excuse  His Excellency, saying that it was for the greater good.” 

“The Grand Sage is a liar?” Zephyr asked, his eyes widening in alarm. 

“Maybe that term is a bit harsh,” Luxana admitted. “Maybe he has  good  reason  to  say  misleading  things  or  withhold  information, because rooting out Shadow Cultists can be a tricky thing. And then

he also has to deal with the likes of the mage guilds and the Phoenix Knights, who can be a very difficult bunch, judging from the few I met during  my  mage  adept  training.  All  I’m  saying  is  that  whenever  His Excellency says something, even if you trust him, you should verify it if you can. I believe he means well, overall, but his interpretation of

‘well’ might differ quite a bit from yours.” 

“Focusing on the big picture can often make one lose sight of the  small  details  that  truly  matter,”  Sora  mused.  “I  agree  that  the Grand  Sage  means  well,  Zeph.  Just  be  careful  that  you  and  your friends don’t get lost in his machinations.” 

“I won’t, Master,” Zephyr said. 

Luxana excused herself to use the outhouse, and while she was gone, Sora filled Zephyr’s cup and sighed once more. 

“She is lovely, Zeph, but…” the Wu monk began. 

“I  know,  Master.”  Zeph  picked  up  the  cup  and  sipped  at  it. 

“She  has  her  own  path  to  follow,  and  I  have  mine.  Still,  we  are together, here and now, and does the Wu not teach us to enjoy the moment and marvel in the beauty of the present?” 

“That it does, Zeph.” Sora grinned. “Quite a bold move there though, quoting Wu scripture right back at me. Puts me in the mood for a three-hour sermon, especially after all this rice wine.” 

“I’m  not  sure  if  drunken  rants  count  as  sermons,  Master,” 

Zephyr pointed out, matching Sora’s grin. 

The moon was past its zenith in the sky by then, and it was time for Zephyr and Luxana to return to the Tempest School. 

“I’ll tell the brothers you visited,” Sora said. “Brother Wing will be  sure  to  complain  that  I  didn’t  keep  you  around  to  prepare breakfast, especially because it’s Brother Sparrow’s turn this coming morning.” 

“Ooh.” Zephyr winced. “He still refuses to wash the potatoes before cooking them, right?” 

“He doesn’t peel them either.” Sora sighed. “But it’s alright. A little  dirt  and  soil  for  breakfast  aids  digestion,  or  so  I  would  like  to

believe.” 

“I’ll  cook  for  you  the  next  time  I’m  here,  Master,”  Zephyr promised. 

“I’ll  be  looking  forward  to  that.”  Sora  bowed  to  Luxana.  “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Miss Jade. May your studies go well.” 

“Thank you, sir,” Luxana replied. “Have a good night.” 

A Wind Walk spell and a few minutes’ walk later, Zephyr was standing outside Luxana’s door. 

“See you in the morning?” he asked. 

“This  is the morning, silly,” she said, grabbing him by the lapel and pulling him inside. 



Chapter 30







Soaring Breeze was a pivotal spell, the trio agreed, and they devoted the next afternoon toward its practice, commandeering one of the Tempest School’s many open-air courtyards to do so. 

“Zeph?” Vincent said, hovering in mid-air. “I think I’ve gotten the  hang  of  Soaring  Breeze.  We  should  really  see  about  using  an essence orb or two to enhance it though. It’s definitely going to come in handy.” 

“I think so too,” Zephyr replied, helping Nella to her feet. The ranger  had  no  problem  casting  the  spell,  but  she  didn’t  seem capable of controlling it. Three times already she’d zipped right into the skies before plummeting downward, needing Zephyr to catch her before she struck the ground. 

“That was fun!” Nella said, clasping Zephyr appreciatively on the  shoulder.  “But  it’s  obvious  this  isn’t  working  for  me.  I’ve  got  to think of something else, or just not fly at all.” 

“Your lightning beasts!” Vincent cried as he descended to the floor.  “Some  of  them  can  fly,  can’t  they?  Can  you  create  one  that’s large enough to carry you?” 

Nella brought up her codex display. 

  

 Radiant Incarnation (Mage)

 Manifests  up  to  4  large  lightning  beast  constructs,  80  feet construct  range,  constructs  persist  for  10  minutes,  5  ether  per construct



“I don’t see why not,” she said. Lightning streamed from her eyes to coalesce into a large cobalt-hued hawk, its wingspan twice

as wide as Zephyr was tall. The lightning beast nuzzled against the ranger’s hand as she stroked its head. 

“This  one  can  carry  me,  but  there’s  a  problem,”  Nella  said, dismissing her spell and allowing the hawk to fall apart in a shower of sparks. “It takes a while for me to summon a lightning beast, and they aren’t very durable, especially those that need to fly. A solid hit or two from a Shadowswarm monster will destroy one of my beasts, and if that happens to one that’s carrying me, I would be splattered against the ground before I manage to summon another.” 

“That’s  true.”  Zephyr  stroked  his  chin.  “What  if  you  had  a variant  of  this  spell,  one  that  allowed  you  to  summon  a  single powerful  lightning  beast  that  could  withstand  more  hits  or  one  that has a much lower casting time?” 

“Or  maybe  we  can  simply  enhance  this  spell  variant  with essence  orbs,”  Vincent  suggested.  “Perhaps  the  beasts  you  can summon at Master level will be tough enough.” 

“Maybe,  but  I  like  Zephyr’s  idea  better.”  Nella  grinned.  “I’ve been  thinking  along  the  same  lines  myself,  these  last  few  days. 

Remember  that  fight  against  that  big  scary  flying  squid  in  the  last Dark Labyrinth?” 

“Ugh.”  Vincent  suddenly  looked  queasy.  “Yes.  I  especially remember you trying to see if you could cut one of its tentacles off and store it in your mage band because you wanted to grill it later.” 

“I like grilled squid,” Nella said dismissively. “Anyway, that got me  wondering.  What  if  I  had  a  similarly  huge  flying  beast  to  swat something like that out of the skies? Wouldn’t that be amazing?” 

“It  would,”  Zephyr  agreed.  “So  when  you  say  you’ve  been thinking about a spell variant that would give you something like that, you also mean you’ve been meditating upon it too?” 

“Yes,  and  I  think  I’ve  almost  got  it,  actually.”  Nella  grinned. 

“Maybe an afternoon of fishing will push me right over that edge.” 

“We’re  supposed  to  be  attacking  a  Dark  Labyrinth  tonight, Nella,” Vincent pointed out. “We don’t have time for that. Go on, start

meditating. I don’t know about Zeph, but I could definitely use a bit more practice with the Soaring Breeze spell.” 

“Fine,” the ranger grumbled as she sat down on the courtyard floor and closed her eyes. “Be that way.” 

Zephyr  and  Vincent  spent  the  next  hour  practicing  the Soaring  Breeze  spell  and  casting  Invocation  and  Ring  spells  while airborne.  Zephyr  also  tried  incorporating  a  few  of  his  advanced martial techniques into aerial combat. It was an entirely new frontier of possibilities for him. 

Nella’s eyes suddenly snapped open. She got to her feet and cast  her  gaze  skyward.  Before  Zephyr  and  Vincent  could  say anything, she hurtled into the heavens, speeding into the skies on a barely controlled Soaring Breeze spell. 

“Nella!” Zephyr cried, flying after her. Vincent followed as well. 

The ranger sped higher and higher, heading to where the air began to  thin  to  the  point  of  discomfort.  Then,  to  Zephyr’s  horror,  she dismissed her Soaring Breeze spell. 

Lightning poured from her eyes, forming a pool of cobalt light beneath her feet. Before she could fall through it, the light coalesced into a long, sinuous form that terminated in a majestic horned head on  one  end  and  a  spiked  tail  on  the  other.  Zephyr  recognized  the creature. He’d seen pictures of it in books of folklore and myths. 

The  sky-wyrm  caught  Nella  on  its  back,  then  it  opened  its mouth and loosed a mighty roar that shook the heavens. The ranger smirked and unfurled a codex display. 

 

 Sky-Wyrm Incarnation (initiate)

 Conjures  a  mighty  sky-wyrm  that  resists  Shadow-swarm attacks,  spells,  and  abilities,  5  feet  summoning  range,  large construct, 1 hour duration, 150 ether per cast



“Well,  what  do  you  two  think?”  she  asked.  “Much  more impressive than Soaring Breeze, right?” 

“Much  more  costly  in  ether  too,”  Vincent  pointed  out.  “You won’t  be  able  to  cast  that  in  a  Dark  Labyrinth.  We’ll  need  complex talismans  for  that,  and  each  instance  of  that  spell  you  prepare  will take at least an hour, since there’s so much ether for you to channel and work into the inscribed glyphs.” 

“Perhaps  we  can  find  a  way  to  work  around  that  by enhancing the spell or by continually increasing our ether reserves,” 

Zephyr suggested. “But in any case, I agree, Nella, your sky-wyrm is really impressive. I can’t wait to see it in action.” 

“Why wait?” Nella grinned. Her sky-wyrm reared up, revealing the  numerous  pairs  of  graceful  taloned  legs  running  down  the underside  of  its  winding  body.  A  taloned  leg  wrapped  around Vincent,  taking  care  not  to  cut  him,  and  another  did  the  same  to Zephyr. 

“Let’s  go  for  a  whirl!”  Nella  whooped,  bumping  her  heels against  the  sky-wyrm’s  sides  and  prompting  it  into  a  wild,  spinning dive through the skies, even as Vincent’s screams rose into the air. 

Chapter 31







Shortly after their third month in the Tempest School, Vincent called  Zephyr  to  the  forge  and  presented  him  with  a  sturdy  spiked mace. The hilt bore a glowing cobalt blue glyph. 



 Harmonious Star

 Enchanted skyforged mace +1



Zephyr  hefted  the  weapon  and  whistled  in  appreciation. 

Maces  were  usually  slow  and  cumbersome  weapons,  and Harmonious Star was hardly an exception, but its marvelous balance meant that it would handle magnificently in battle. 

“This  is  wonderful  work,  Vincent,”  he  congratulated  the jeweler’s apprentice. “Thank you. This will definitely come in handy during our Dark Labyrinth expeditions.” 

“Ah, Master Felgar was the one who forged this weapon and did  the  cold-iron  inlays  and  coatings,”  Vincent  replied,  his  face beaming with pleasure from his achievement and Zephyr’s praise. “I only inscribed this glyph of balance.” 

“Don’t  sell  yourself  short,  initiate,”  Master  Felgar  said.  “It takes skill and precision to inscribe a glyph so cleanly. You did well, but you should also know that this is only the beginning. The glyph of balance is one of the simplest ones listed in the tome. You’ll need to keep up your efforts as we press ever onward.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” Vincent said, returning to his work. 

Xanthus began to take up more and more of their class time. 

By the end of their fourth month in the Tempest School, the trio had begun spending nearly two entire days of the week with him. During

this  time,  the  Archmage  taught  them  an  array  of  meditation  and mental  exercises,  all  meant  to  encourage  the  development  of  new spell variants. 

“Magic is a living, breathing thing,” Xanthus said, during one of his particularly erudite moods. “Tempest, Inferno, Frost, it doesn’t matter what you call it. It stems from existence itself, which is by its very nature mutable and filled with infinite possibilities. What we call spells  are  merely  our  attempts  to  impose  some  coherence  on  this chaos and to make the very mysteries of life themselves somewhat cognizable to our feeble minds.” 

Zephyr  understood  the  Archmage’s  philosophical  stance. 

Every  discipline  and  skill  requires  some  degree  of  experimentation, innovation,  and  improvisation,  lest  it  fall  into  stagnation  and  decay. 

The  Carefree  Sutra  was  no  exception.  Its  martial  cultivation teachings ended at the Fifth Cycle, with the Sixth Cycle and beyond reachable  only  through  individual  exploration.  He  took  to  Xanthus’s meditation exercises readily, and soon the first glimmers of the Sixth Cycle came into view. New variants of his Invocation and Ring spells emerged within his soul as well. 

Bolt  Invocation  birthed  Thunder  Clap,  and  Azure  Aegis bloomed from Bolt Ring. 



 Thunder Clap (initiate)

 Emits  a  Tempest  magic  shockwave  from  point  of  impact, inflicts moderate electrical damage and light physical damage within area  of  effect,  5  feet  radius,  10  ether  per  cast,  2x  efficacy  against Shadowswarm entities

  

 Azure Aegis (initiate)

 Cast alongside any Shadow-bane Conjuration, imbues barrier with  ability  to  reflect  spells  cast  by  Shadowswarm  entities,  8  ether per cast, 5 minute duration



 

As  the  skies  cooled  and  the  trees  lost  their  leaves,  the  trio amassed  a  vast  repertoire  of  Tempest  magic  spells.  One  cold  and clear morning, Zephyr cast Soaring Breeze, then flew into the skies above  the  Tempest  School  and  watched  the  sun  stretch  its  brazen rays  over  a  snow-covered  landscape.  He  wore  thick  winter  robes, which  whipped  wildly  in  the  wind,  but  the  Stratospheric  Veil  spell coated his flesh with a layer of swirling air that warded off the chill. 

Vincent  soon  joined  him,  cradled  in  the  embrace  of  the amorphous,  translucent  air  elemental  he’d  conjured.  The  jeweler’s apprentice held a mug of steaming tea in his hands, and he sipped at  it  quietly  as  he  joined  Zephyr  in  admiring  the  sunrise.  And  then Nella  arrived,  swooping  above  the  two  of  them  upon  her  colossal lightning sky-wyrm. After Nella had enhanced her summoning spell, the lightning beast’s sinuous body had grown to thirty feet long, with many  more  pairs  of  taloned  limbs  interspersed  evenly  down  its length.  The  ranger  hovered  alongside  Zephyr,  the  light  of  the morning’s birth filling her gaze as well. 

Thanks to Gathras and Venn’s lectures, Zephyr was already aware of the scope and limitations of Tempest magic, but it was only at  that  moment  that  its  true  nature  fully  sank  in.  Tempest  magic spells  called  forth  the  lightning  and  wind,  and  it  was  anathema  to Shadowswarm,  but  it  was  also  more  than  that.  It  was  the  primal freedom and sublime beauty of the Infinite Skies made manifest, of infinite, ancient rightness. 

All their new spells required enhancing, and the trio struck out to  Dark  Labyrinths  thrice  a  week,  sometimes  vanquishing  two  in  a single  night.  Their  mastery  of  Tempest  magic  quickly  transcended Mage  level,  but  the  path  beyond  was  far  more  exacting  and demanding. 



 Magic: Tempest (Mage)

 Progress to Master: 0 / 2,000 essence orbs

 +450% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +450% Tempest spell casting speed

 +450% Tempest spell learning rate

 +450% Tempest spell efficacy



Their heightened magical prowess, along with their vast array of  spells,  trivialized  the  dangers  of  Phase  One  Labyrinths  and  also meant  that  Phase  Two  Labyrinths  were  grueling  and  occasionally startling, but hardly truly dangerous. 

The trio fought across the nightmarish landscapes of dozens of Dark Labyrinths, all of them forged from the twisted and tormented minds of Blackguards. Some of these Labyrinths were reflections of their Blackguards’ preoccupations, such as Tushan’s martial school and Gaesto’s workshop. Others were embodiments of their torments, such as Lorexia’s hive. 

A Phase Two Labyrinth called Vilmar’s Coliseum had the trio battling  eyeless  gladiators  clad  in  the  garb  of  Fennean  slaves,  and its Blackguard turned out to be an exiled Slave Lord, driven from the court  of  the  Unliving  Emperor  for  his  failings.  Vilmar  himself confronted  the  trio,  astride  a  chariot  drawn  by  a  dozen-strong contingent of shadow brutes. Vincent’s conjured air elementals held the  brutes  in  place  while  Nella’s  sky-wyrm  strafed  them  with  its claws,  ripping  them  apart.  Zephyr  weathered  the  arrows  from Vilmar’s shadowy bow with continuous casts of Lightning Shield as he  soared  toward  the  Blackguard’s  chariot.  When  he  was  close enough, he dropped down with a Thunder Clap that flung Vilmar off his vehicle and into the dirt of his arena. The Blackguard struggled to rise  and  bring  his  shield  to  bear,  but  Zephyr  crushed  his  defenses with  repeated  hammering  blows  from  Harmonious  Star,  then  put Lethal Swiftness through the Blackguard’s heart. 

Nella  received  a  spontaneous  enchantment  from  this  Dark Labyrinth. Glowing glyphs flashed into being down the length of her bow,  and  whenever  she  brought  an  arrow  into  readiness,  the projectile’s head blazed with cobalt light. 



 Heartseeker’s Wrath

 Enchanted longbow +6

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds



“Looks like it’s similar to Zeph’s weapon,” Vincent observed, pointing  at  the  cloudy  white  gem  just  above  the  bow’s  handgrip.  “I suppose if you channel Inferno or Frost ether into this bow, it’ll take on different properties.” 

Lethal Swiftness and Azure Etch grew in potency as well, as the  trio  accrued  more  essence  orbs  and  continued  their  progress toward mastering Tempest magic and enhancing their spell variants. 



 Lethal Swiftness

 Enchanted saber +6

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds

  

 Azure Etch

 Enchanted sculpting knife +6

 Wielder Resonance

 Allows inscription of Tempest runes upon objects Corus’s  Descent  saw  the  trio  racing  up  the  depths  of  a sinking  ship.  Tentacular  horrors  barred  their  way,  while  inky  water that  whispered  and  sang  maddening  obscenities  lapped  at  their heels. A fair way up the climb, toad-like humanoids swarmed through the ship’s holds, forcing the trio into a frantic melee to cut their way through  before  the  inky  water’s  embrace  reached  them.  The

Blackguard sat atop the crow’s nest. Corus was a child, soaked with unnatural  rain  as  he  clung  to  the  shaft  of  the  mainsail.  He  smiled when  Nella  blasted  the  sail—the  Labyrinth’s  Nexus—apart  with  a Storm Invocation, then stopped breathing. 

Not every Dark Labyrinth required fighting. Mitra’s Solitude, a Phase One Labyrinth, consisted only of a small dark room with the Blackguard seated at a table, the middle of which was dominated by a simple unlit candle, the Nexus wreathed in an impregnable globe of  shadow.  Mitra,  a  young  woman  with  no  hands  or  legs,  stared vacantly  at  the  candle  with  shadow-wreathed  sockets.  Arrows passed  harmlessly  through  her  form,  and  Zephyr  simply  could  not bring himself to use either Lethal Swiftness or Harmonious Star upon the Blackguard. 

Zephyr  chatted  with  Mitra  and  asked  about  the  things  that made her happy. Mitra said that she liked flowers and her little dog, but she hadn’t seen them since the bandits took her and maimed her when she tried to escape. Vincent took out his Spark Hammer and crafted  bouquets  of  cobalt  roses.  Nella  put  a  lightning  puppy  into Mitra’s  arms.  The  shadows  shielding  the  candle  vanished,  allowing Zephyr to light it with a tiny Spark Invocation. Mitra smiled and died, still holding the puppy. 

Yet, with every Dark Labyrinth that fell, three more appeared. 

Avora  decided  to  turn  his  efforts  toward  investigating  this phenomenon,  leaving  the  trio  to  fully  assume  the  responsibility  of vanquishing the Labyrinths. Stalwart joined them occasionally, but in the face of the trio’s increasingly powerful Tempest magic, the Dao monk  spent  more  time  in  admiring  observation  than  actual  battle. 

Soon,  he  withdrew  from  Labyrinth  expeditions  entirely  and  left  the Tempest  School,  saying  that  he  would  rouse  his  Dao  brothers  and direct their resources toward aiding Avora’s investigation. 

The  end  of  the  calendar  year  arrived  then,  marking  the halfway  point  of  the  trio’s  time  in  the  Tempest  School.  Archmage Xanthus used Wind Walk to bring a small host of cooks and a troupe of  bards  to  the  Tempest  School.  The  latter  would  assist  Master

Brund  in  preparing  the  Year’s  End  feast,  and  the  bards  would oversee a dance in the main hall. 

Zephyr  had  no  clothes  other  than  his  initiate  robes  and  the training tunic he’d worn up the Ascent of Wind. Nella was in similar straits, but to everyone’s surprise, she had the trio Wind Walked to Gusarnn, the realm’s capital, and put a gold coin in a tailor’s hands. 

“It’ll make Vincent happy,” she said to Zephyr, nodding at the jeweler’s apprentice as he sighed over a bolt of blue silk. “You know how  he  likes  pretty  things.  He’s  also  got  to  look  nice  for  Clarissa. 

And you, Zeph! You don’t want to look like a beggar beside Luxana. 

She  showed  me  her  dress,  you  know?  You   cannot  wear  initiate robes while dancing with her.” 

“But…” Zephyr tried to protest, only to be hauled into a fitting room by Vincent and Nella. By the time he emerged from the shop, he  owned  a  full  suite  of  silken  shirts  and  breeches,  along  with overcoats of fur, leather, or wool. 

“Thanks, Nella,” he said to the ranger. “You really didn’t have to do this, but I am truly appreciative.” 

“Eh,  don’t  worry  about  it,”  Nella  replied,  smiling.  “I  realized  I like spending money, especially on my friends.” 

“Hey, what’s this?” Vincent frowned, pulling out a lacy silken nightgown  from  his  mage  band.  It  was  entirely  sheer  and  would leave  nothing  to  the  imagination  for  whoever  beheld  its  wearer.  “I don’t remember us buying it. Maybe there’s some kind of mistake—” 

Nella snatched the nightgown out of his hands and stowed it in her mage band, her face reddening. 

“Hey, what’s the big idea?” Vincent retrieved it again from  his mage  band,  since  the  curious  bond  they  shared  meant  that  their individual  mage  bands  all  accessed  the  same  extra-dimensional space. “I was looking at that. Did we buy this? I don’t remember the clerk writing this item down in the receipt when we were paying. And what is this, anyway? Some kind of cloth—” 

“Shut up, Vincent!” Nella pounced on the jeweler’s apprentice and put him in a headlock before he could say another word. 

The trio stopped for an evening meal at the Trefori residence too. Vincent’s parents lived in a small, but warm and cozy house in the capitol. Mr. Trefori was a slender, bespectacled man with a soft voice. Mrs. Trefori was wide and round and very vocally jovial. 

It  also  turned  out  that  Vincent  was  the  oldest  of  twelve siblings,  resulting  in  a  very  packed  dinner  table  that  had  Zephyr elbow-to-elbow  with  two  Trefori  sisters  who  couldn’t  stop  fawning over  him.  Across  him,  Nella  bounced  Vincent’s  youngest  brother,  a gleeful  three-year-old,  on  her  knee  and  laughed  at  Zephyr’s  plight. 

All  manner  of  roasts,  bread,  and  puddings  were  arrayed  over  the table’s wooden surface. 

“How is my little Vincey doing in school?” Mrs. Trefori asked Zephyr. “I hope he’s not imposing too much on the both of you.” 

“Mom!”  Vincent  protested.  “Don’t  call  me  ‘Vincey’  in  front  of guests!” 

“Not  at  all,  ma’am,”  Zephyr  replied.  “Vincent  is  courageous, intelligent,  and  resourceful.  He  has  saved  our  lives  many  times already.” 

“Saved your lives?” Mrs. Trefori asked, her eyes widening in alarm, which meant that she didn’t know about their Dark Labyrinth expeditions. 

 Oh no!  Zephyr thought. “I meant in classes! He’s very smart, so he helps us prepare for tests—” 

“Yeah,”  Nella  agreed,  speaking  around  a  mouthful  of  bread and  ignoring  Zephyr’s  attempts  to  hush  her.  “Vincey  here  has probably killed more Shadowswarm monsters than the two of us put together. He’s got all kinds of amazing spells. Remember that thing with  four  arms  and  five  mouths,  Zeph?  It  nearly  got  us  both,  but Vincey killed it with a Storm Invocation.” 

“Shadowswarm?”  Mrs.  Trefori  gasped  and  turned  to  her oldest son. “Vincey! What have you been doing in school?” 

“Mom, I…” Vincent spluttered helplessly. 

“Settle  down,  woman,”  Mr.  Trefori  said,  his  gentle  voice brimming  with  authority.  “Our  son  is  studying  Tempest  magic,  the domain  of  the  Storm  Scions,  humanity’s  holy  defenders.  Of  course he’d  be  learning  how  to  slay  Shadowswarm  monsters.  Didn’t  that occur to you?” 

“Huh… that’s right.” The smile returned to Mrs. Trefori’s round face.  She  patted  Vincent  on  the  shoulder.  “Well,  Vincey,  you  just keep working hard, alright? And try not to make things too difficult for your friends.” 

“I will, mom,” Vincent promised. 

Zephyr  would  have  visited  Master  Sora  and  the  brothers  at the Wu monastery too, but he’d received a letter from Master Sora a week ago, telling him that the Wu monks had left to help out Phoenix Knight  Zhang.  Apparently,  some  trouble  had  begun  brewing  in  the south-eastern city states, and Zhang had requested aid from the Wu monks. 

 Take  care  of  yourself,  my  boy.  You’ll  get  to  tell  me  all  about the Tempest School when we meet next,  Master Sora had written. 

Though it was late at night by the time the trio left the Trefori residence,  Nella  still  wanted  to  make  a  quick  visit  to  the  Blight-Boundary, where Druidess Filna lived. Her Wind Walk spell brought them  into  the  midst  of  a  village  laid  out  alongside  the  combined canopy of massive, primordial trees. Zephyr glanced off the edge of the wooden platform they’d landed upon and guessed that the forest floor  had  to  be  at  least  a  hundred  feet  down,  if  not  more.  The dimness  of  the  intermittent  moonlight  filtering  in  through  the overhanging leaf canopy made it difficult to be more exact. 

The druidess seemed to be expecting Nella’s visit. She was already waiting for the ranger at the trio’s landing area. Filna was a tall, powerfully built woman in her middle years, though the timeless look  in  her  stern  eyes  and  the  sheer  power  of  her  magical  aura suggested  that  she  was  in  fact  much  older.  Barefoot,  the  druidess was  clad  in  a  sleeveless  garment  of  animal  hides.  Her  long  white hair was gathered into an intricate braid, much like Nella’s. 

Filna  smiled  as  Nella  approached.  The  two  embraced,  and there was just enough moonlight for Zephyr to spot the unshed tears glimmering  in  the  ranger’s  eyes.  Filna  whispered  something  that sounded proud and fierce into Nella’s ear. Nella nodded and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. 

The druidess approached Vincent and Zephyr. 

“Vincent Trefori, Zephyr of the Wu,” she said, her voice strong but gentle. “I am pleased to meet you, soul-kin to Nella.” 

“Good evening, ma’am, and a happy new year,” Zephyr said, bowing politely. Vincent stammered out a similar greeting, obviously more than a little intimidated by the formidable druidess. 

“Greetings of the season to you too,” Filna replied, the ghost of a smile tugging at her lips. She stroked Nella’s head fondly. “Being with you two has been good for her. I sense the joy brimming in her soul, and she’s now open and connected in ways she never was.” 

“Nella  is  an  accomplished  public  speaker  and  an  erudite presenter of magical theory,” Zephyr said. 

“Yeah,  and  speaking  of  connected,  she’s  also  the  queen  of the Tempest School’s entire war-bout club!” Vincent blurted. “Suntar and the other fellows follow her around like they’re lost puppies and she’s  balancing  a  bowl  of  treats  on  her  head!  And  they  prance around her no matter how mean she treats them!” 

“Shut up, Vincey!” Nella hissed. 

“Oh?” Filna turned to Nella. “A host of men are enamored of you?  That  is  good.  What  are  they  like?  Are  any  of  them  worthy  of giving you their seed?” 

“No!” Nella said, her face turning bright red. “They’re a bunch of bookworms! Scrawny and silly, every last one of them.” 

“Yet  you  spend  every  end-of-week  with  Suntar,”  Vincent retorted. “And then there’s that piece of silken clothing you bought…” 

“Oh,  just  you  wait,  Vincey,”  Nella  promised,  cracking  her knuckles. “Just you wait.” 

Druidess Filna laughed. 

Suddenly, horns began to sound in the distance. Nella hissed and retrieved her bow from her mage band. Lightning danced in her eyes. 

“Blight-beasts are attacking,” she said. 

Zephyr  brought  Lethal  Swiftness  into  his  grasp,  and  Vincent did the same with his pike. 

But Filna held up her hand and shook her head. 

“This  isn’t  your  fight  now,  Nella.  You  must  complete  your studies  before  returning  to  the  fold,”  the  druidess  said  and  put  a finger on Nella’s lips when she opened her mouth to protest. “That’s what you promised me, didn’t you? That you would focus on learning magic and leave the Blight behind?” 

“Yes, I did.” Nella nodded reluctantly. 

“Your  brothers  and  sisters  can  handle  this,”  Filna  said, stroking Nella’s cheek. She turned to Zephyr and Vincent. “It is time for you to depart, Nella’s soul-kin. Farewell. We shall meet again.” 

The  year-end  feast  and  dance  at  the  Tempest  School happened the next day in the main hall. Masters Gathras and Venn gave brief addresses, congratulating the initiates on their progress in Tempest  magic  while  also  jokingly  reminding  them  of  tests  and assignments  pending  in  the  new  year.  Archmage  Xanthus  took  the stage  next.  A  long,  winding,  yet  surprisingly  well-paced  tale  rolled from  his  lips,  describing  his  exploits  with  a  troupe  of  exotic  belly dancers.  The  initiates  were  rapt  with  scandalized  amusement  and utterly taken by Xanthus’s skilled storytelling. 

The Archmage then capped off his address with a horrifically off-key  rendition  of  ‘The  Turning  of  Dawn’,  a  folk  song  commonly sung at year-end celebrations, drawing groans from the initiates and exasperated sighs from the Storm Scions. 

Zephyr inhaled sharply in admiration as Luxana walked up to him,  clad  in  a  dress  of  azure-hued  silk.  A  simple  gold  chain  hung across her neck, and small pearl earrings dangled from her ears. 

“You look wonderful,” he said. 

“And so do you,” Luxana replied, a surprised smile spreading across  her  face.  Zephyr  wore  a  shirt  of  dark  silk  with  matching breeches and fine leather shoes. They were the finest set of clothes he’d ever worn. 

Zephyr took her by the hand and led her to the dance floor in the main hall, where the tables and benches had been shoved to the walls.  And  from  that  point  on,  music  and  revelry  filled  the  night, fueled by the bottles of wine the cooks set upon the tables. Zephyr spun Luxana in his arms, marveling anew at her lithe athleticism and her dexterous grace as she kept pace with the dance steps. 

Vincent  was  clad  in  similar  fashion  to  Zephyr,  though  dark green was his predominant color of choice. He danced clumsily with Clarissa, the two of them breaking out into embarrassed giggles as they trod on each other’s feet with every other beat. 

Nella  wore  a  bright  red  dress.  Luxana  had  applied  rouge  to the ranger’s cheeks and darkened the edges of her eyes. Nearly a dozen  male  initiates  hovered  around  her,  hanging  onto  her  every word. Most, if not, all of them were members of the war-bout club. As the night progressed, the trio checked in with each other, and it soon became  very  obvious  that  Suntar  enjoyed  the  bulk  of  Nella’s attentions. 

The  junior  initiates  were  mostly  cheerful  at  the  celebration and relieved at the break from their studies. The senior initiates, on the  other  hand,  threw  themselves  into  the  revelry  with  abandon. 

They  laughed  a  bit  too  loud,  and  they  drank  a  bit  too  hard,  and Zephyr  understood  why.  In  half  a  year,  if  they  attained  the  rank  of Storm Scion, they would take their place on the northern battlelines and join the endless vigil against the Shadowswarm. 

Luxana was no exception. Her eyes were bright with delight as  she  danced  with  Zephyr,  but  fear  and  a  hopeless  euphoria underlined  her  every  gesture  and  word.  When  Xanthus  completed counting down to the new year, she turned to Zephyr and kissed him deeply, but there was more desperation than affection in the gesture, 

and in what they did after she took him by the hand and led him to her room. 

“Are you alright?” he asked her, as she lay beside him on her bed. 

“I’m  scared,  Zeph,”  she  said.  “And  a  bit  sad  too,  I  suppose. 

But I’m also determined. I chose this path myself. Uncle tried to talk me out of it, you know? He wanted me to find a life as a generalist mage  adept  or  a  merchant.  Perhaps  some  kind  of  artisan.  He  also offered to buy me a farm. But I said ‘no’ because I wanted to fight the Shadowswarm alongside him. And now, I’m going to.” 

“You’re very brave. And beautiful,” Zephyr said, adjusting his posture so Luxana could rest her head in the crook of his shoulder. 

She  cast  him  one  of  her  typical  mischievous  smiles  and  winks, though tears trailed down her cheeks. 

“I know,” she said. “That’s why you adore me.” 













Chapter 32





  

“Come on,” Xanthus drawled. “Surely you can do better than that? Get up. Let’s go again.” 

Zephyr groaned as he struggled to his feet. Vincent lay face-down  a  few  feet  away,  his  feet  resting  across  Nella’s  torso.  The ranger had been knocked onto her back, and she blinked blearily as she tried to sit up. 

A  week  ago,  Xanthus’s  meditation  lessons  had  become magical practice bouts, with the Archmage whisking the trio to what appeared to be the middle of a vast, barren desert. The desert must have  been  halfway  across  the  world,  since  there  were  no  signs  of winter  upon  its  lifeless  expanse,  only  the  glaring  beat  of  the  sun.  It was  just  as  well,  Zephyr  thought,  because  he  had  no  desire  to inadvertently hurt any innocent creature with his Tempest magic. 

Zephyr helped his friends up and dusted Vincent’s face off as gently as he could. The jeweler’s apprentice spluttered and spat out a mouthful of sand. Nella clenched her fists. 

“You’re  going  down,  old  man!”  she  cried.  Lightning  blazed within her eyes. 

“That’s  the  spirit!”  Xanthus  cackled  as  he  danced  in  midair, his  robes  flapping  wildly  in  the  desert  wind.  “If  you  beat  me  even once, I’ll share my lemon trout recipe with you, Nella.” 

“You’re  on!”  Nella  charged  forward,  lightning  beasts  pouring into existence by her side. 


“Is anyone curious at all why she likes fish so much?” Vincent asked. “I mean, not that I hate fish. I actually enjoy a good slice of mackerel every now and then. Salmon is nice too. I don’t even mind fried anchovies. But Ostar’s teeth, Nella’s obsessed with it.” 

“I don’t know, Vincent.” Zephyr shrugged. “I don’t eat fish or meat, remember?” 

“You’re really good at frying potatoes though,” Vincent said. “I never  thought  to  cut  them  into  thin  slices  before  frying  them  until  I met you.” 

“It  helps  the  seasoning  get  past  the  starch  and  soak  in better,” Zephyr said. “If you’ve got some dried cilantro…” 

Nella crashed down in front of them, hurled upon her face by Xanthus’s  spells.  The  ranger  groaned  and  twitched  as  tendrils  of electricity washed over her limbs. 

“Alright,  let’s  get  going,”  Zephyr  said,  infusing  his  internal energy with lightning. 

Vincent  brought  his  Storm  Hammer  into  his  fist  once  more. 

“Yeah,” the jeweler’s apprentice agreed glumly. 

The  trio  continued  their  magical  sparring  with  Xanthus  for another  hour,  most  of  which  had  them  lying  in  the  sand,  groaning with pain. Eventually, the Archmage swooped over. 

“You’re going easy on me,” Xanthus declared. “Don’t.” 

“We aren’t, sir,” Vincent said, before turning to look at Zephyr and Nella. “We aren’t, right?” 

“No, we aren’t.” Zephyr winced as he stretched the muscles of his neck. “If anything, sir, you’re going easy on us. That last Storm Invocation could have turned us to ash, but you just redirected it so that it only skimmed us.” 

“No,  it  wouldn’t  have,  because  you’d  all  gotten  your  Ring spells in place to block my Invocation,” Xanthus replied. “I only took some  of  my  Invocation’s  strength  and  looped  it  behind  your defenses.” 

“That’s  what  you’ve  been  getting  us  to  do,  changing  spells midcast  so  that  we  get  new  spell  variants,”  Nella  said,  her  eyes widening in realization. “But this is different. You’re telling us to make new spell variants on the spot.” 

“Nothing like that.” Xanthus shook his head. “I’m just saying what I’ve always been saying. Spells are ways in which we channel the  power  of  the  Infinite  Skies.  Different  situations  call  for  different spells, and when there’s a situation that doesn’t quite fit any of your spells,  you  have  two  options.  You  can  change  the  situation,  or  you can change your spells. In our last exchange, I chose the latter.” 

“That  Storm  Invocation  you  cast  was  in  its  basic  form,” 

Zephyr mused. “It wasn’t a variant of any kind. You just did exactly what  you  said:  take  some  of  its  power  and  move  it  elsewhere.  We were too busy using our Ring spell variants to block the bulk of your Invocation’s  strength  that  we  didn’t  see  your  lightning  come  at  us from behind until it was too late.” 

“There  you  go.”  Xanthus  grinned.  “Alright.  Get  up.  Let’s  go again.” 

The trio groaned. 

Over  the  next  few  weeks,  they  held  practice  bouts  against Xanthus  on  every  day  they  didn’t  need  to  attack  a  Dark  Labyrinth. 

They  poured  essence  orbs  into  their  Tempest  magic,  heightening their  magical  power  and  enhancing  their  spell  variants  to  their greatest capacity. 

Still, Xanthus bested them every time, almost always through wiliness or sheer tactical versatility. 

“Zeph? You studied the Carefree Sutra, right?” Vincent asked as  he  wiped  futilely  at  the  sand  coating  his  tongue.  “Aren’t  you supposed to be all flexible and creative and stuff? Can’t you think of a way to outsmart Archmage Xanthus?” 

“I’m trying.” Zephyr blew his nose, dislodging streams of sand from his nostrils. “He’s better at it.” 

“I’ll  beat  him!  I’ll  beat  him  and  get  that  recipe!”  Nella screamed, bursting from the midst of a dune and beginning another headlong charge at Xanthus, who’d begun a strange airborne dance. 

“No,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said,  shaking  his  head.  “I  really  don’t want to talk about fish right now.” 

But  Xanthus  wasn’t  entirely  unpredictable,  and  he  had  his limitations  too.  The  Archmage  needed  to  be  constantly  airborne, since he had no legs, and although he could cast multiple spells at once, it soon became apparent that that number was no larger than four. Xanthus also favored engaging the trio’s defenses on one front before  attacking  from  another  avenue,  either  through  his  own conjured  lightning  beasts  or  unorthodox  manipulations  of  his Invocation spells. 

“We  need  something  to  sweep  him  from  the  skies  and something that will defend against his spells in all directions,” Zephyr said, on another afternoon. “We can’t cast as many spells as he can in  any  given  instant,  so  we  need  a  single  powerful  spell  that  can overwhelm his defenses.” 

“Can’t  I  just  ambush  him  in  his  office  and  beat  him  with  a chair?” Nella said dejectedly. The ranger’s red hair was standing on end after she’d caught the brunt of Xanthus’s Chain Lightning spell. 

“If  things  turn  out  as  they  usually  do,  the  chair  would  be beating  you  with  him,”  Vincent  said.  “Wait,  that’s  not  right…  I mean…” 

“If  you  three  need  a  moment,  take  it,”  Xanthus  called.  The Archmage had produced a wicker chair from his mage band, a side table  laden  with  a  jug  of  magically  wind-chilled  tea,  and  a  paper pamphlet filled with drawings of unrealistically svelte women. He put on  a  pair  of  tinted  glasses,  lounged  upon  his  chair,  and  began whistling at the pamphlet’s contents. 

“You’re going to hate what I say next,” Zephyr said. 

“I already hate what you’re saying now,” Nella grumbled. 

“Let’s  try  to  get  spell  variants  that  allow  us  to  do  what  I  just said,” Zephyr continued. “By meditating.” 

Nella groaned and covered her face with her hands. 

Vincent  hummed  as  he  took  out  a  huge  umbrella  from  his mage band. He shrugged as Zephyr and Nella cast blank stares at him. 

“What?  Oh,  this  parasol?  I  got  this  from  the  village  market last year. End-of-summer sale, only two copper coins. I forgot about it until last night, and I figured it’d come in handy here,” he explained, setting it up. “Well? Come sit under the shade. We don’t have to get sunburns like Archmage Xanthus.” 

“…Do you have any chilled tea?” Nella asked. 

Vincent  took  out  a  glass  bottle  from  his  mage  band  and handed it to her. 

Zephyr  unfurled  his  codex  display  as  he  settled  into  his meditation.  The  trio  had  already  attained  their  Cosmos  Invocation and  Ring  spells.  It  would  be  there  that  he  would  find  a  variant capable  of  breaking  through  Xanthus’s  magical  defenses  and defending against his spells. 

“Vincent,  my  Stratospheric  Veil  spell  keeps  the  elements away, but it can’t realistically block anything Archmage Xanthus can throw  at  us,”  Zephyr  said.  “Could  you  see  if  you  can  come  up  with something that works the same way, only stronger?” 

“Huh. You want me to try to formulate a spell variant from one of  your spell variants?” Vincent asked. “We haven’t tried that before, have we?” 

“No,  we  haven’t.”  Zephyr  turned  to  Nella.  “Your  lightning beasts stand the best chance of swarming him in the skies or at least occupying enough space to hold his attention.” 

“Yeah, all four of them. Well, six now that I’ve enhanced that spell  to  Master  level,”  the  ranger  said.  “But  I  suppose  I  can  try  to think  about  it  and  see  if  I  can  come  up  with  a  Cosmos  Invocation equivalent.” 

“So far, Archmage Xanthus has fought us from afar. Perhaps fighting  in  close  is  disadvantageous  for  him,”  Zephyr  said.  “I  can move the fastest, so I’ll try to engage him at melee range.” 

“You  tried  that,  didn’t  you?”  Vincent  pointed  out.  “He  just blasted you into the sky with his Cosmos Invocation column variant, after  you  spent  a  full  minute  beating  uselessly  against  his  Cosmos Ring defense.” 

“I  need  something  that  can  break  through  his  defenses  in  a single,  titanic  blow.”  Zephyr  nodded.  “I’ll  work  on  that.  Nella,  get something  that  can  fill  the  skies.  Vincent,  try  for  something  that works  in  an  omni-directional  fashion  like  Stratospheric  Veil,  only stronger.” 

“Wake  me  up  when  you’re  done!”  Xanthus  called,  stretching out on his chair. 

Vincent  rushed  over,  produced  another  parasol,  and  set  its shade over the Archmage. Then he hurried back to the trio. 

“Alright,  now  we  can  get  started,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice said. 

Nella  was  the  first  to  manifest  her  new  spell  variant.  She quickly enhanced it with the trio’s stockpiled essence orbs. 

  

 Condor Barrage (Master)

 Conjures  60  lightning  condors,  10  feet  summon  range,  80

 ether per cast, 1 minute duration



“That’s going to keep him occupied,” she muttered. 

Vincent was next. Like Nella, he enhanced the spell variant to Master level upon its emergence. 

  

 Stratospheric Armor (Master)

 Must be cast with Storm Hammer. Conjures suit of Tempest magic  armor  upon  self  or  ally,  only  1  such  suit  can  exist  at  a  time, suit  provides  extreme  resistance  to  all  elements  and  physical attacks,  10x  efficacy  against  Shadowswarm  attacks,  spells,  or abilities, 120 ether per cast, 2 minute duration

  

Zephyr opened his eyes as he felt a new spell variant emerge within his soul. He enhanced it with essence orbs, groaning inwardly as he read its description upon his codex display. 

 

 Ion Fall (Master)

 Can  only  be  cast  in  stormy  weather  conditions,  calls  forth  a colossal  bolt  of  lightning  from  the  heavens  that  doesn’t  affect  allies but  inflicts  extreme  Tempest  elemental  damage  on  enemies  within area of effect, 5 feet range from caster, 40 feet radius, 475 ether per cast, 10x efficacy against Shadowswarm entities

  

“Well,  that’s  not  going  to  work,”  he  said,  looking  up  at  the clear desert skies. 

“We’ve got the Cloud Call spell, remember?” Vincent pointed out.  “We  learned  that  in  class  from  Master  Venn  last  week.  Maybe that might work?” 

“A  cloud,  or  even  three  clouds,  doesn’t  count  as  stormy weather  conditions,”  Nella  said.  She  enhanced  the  spell  to  Master level, drawing upon their stockpile of essence orbs. 

 

 Cloud Call (Master)

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



“Between  all  three  of  us  casting  it,  we’ll  get  a  grand  total  of nine clouds,” the ranger said. “Not very promising.” 

“Let’s give it a try,” Zephyr said, getting to his feet and walking over  to  Xanthus.  He  shook  the  Archmage  awake  gently.  “Sir,  we’re ready. Are you alright with that?” 

“Of  course.”  Xanthus  floated  off  his  chair  and  put  his belongings  back  into  his  mage  band.  “Thought  of  something,  have you?” 

“We’re  going  to  beat  you  until  you  cry,  old  man,”  Nella taunted. 

“Ha!”  Xanthus  waved  Zephyr  back  to  his  friends.  “Alright, show me what you’ve got.” 

The trio raised their hands to the sky and chanted the casting words to Cloud Call. Lightning streaked from their fingertips into the heavens, and within moments, clouds began to swirl into existence over the clear blue sky. 

Nella’s eyes blazed with lightning. She hurled herself into the air  with  a  swift  burst  of  Soaring  Breeze.  Her  sky-wyrm  writhed  into being  beneath  her.  Moments  later,  a  swarm  of  lightning  condors appeared all around her wyrm. She pointed at Xanthus and loosed a piercing  battle-cry.  The  condors  streaked  toward  Xanthus  in  a shrieking tide. 

“Ooh,  birds,”  the  Archmage  said,  raising  his  hands.  Tiny comets of cobalt light streamed from his fingertips. Every comet tore unerringly  into  a  condor,  blowing  apart  the  lightning  beast  in  a shower of sparks. 

Vincent  summoned  his  Storm  Hammer  and  raised  it.  An ornate  anvil  of  cobalt  light  appeared  at  his  feet.  He  called  out  the casting  words  for  Stratospheric  Armor  and  brought  the  hammer down upon the anvil. 

A  stream  of  lightning  ripped  out  from  the  point  of  impact between hammer and anvil. It engulfed Zephyr, before washing away to  reveal  the  intricate  plates  of  condensed  electricity  that  sheathed his body. 

“Thanks,  Vincent,”  Zephyr  said,  but  Vincent  was  looking worryingly up at the conjured clouds. They were darkening, but still relatively placid, with only a slight drizzle beginning to fall from their midst. 

“That’s not going to be good enough for your spell, Zeph, so I’m going to do something about it. Go on and get close to Archmage Xanthus,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  said,  before  casting  Soaring Breeze and shooting up into the sky, soaring past Nella and her sky-wyrm. 

Xanthus lowered his left hand and pointed its index finger at Zephyr.  All  this  time,  he  was  strafing  Nella’s  condors  with  Tempest comets. Bolts of lightning lashed from the Archmage’s pointing finger toward Zephyr. 

Zephyr  flashed  out  of  the  way,  his  reflexes  swiftened  by  the Lightning  Infusion  running  through  his  Fifth  Cycle  of  the  Carefree Sutra.  More  lightning  bolts  poured  toward  him,  and  he  flipped,  ran, and  slid  under  them,  the  air  booming  from  the  speed  of  his movements.  Yet  he  knew  he  couldn’t  keep  this  up  indefinitely.  The lightning bolts that missed him splintered apart into smaller streams of  electricity,  which  then  turned  around  and  began  pursuing  him across  the  desert  sands.  Sooner  or  later,  he  would  be  cornered  by Xanthus’s spells. 

Yet he was lasting much longer than he had previously. The Archmage  was  partially  preoccupied  with  annihilating  Nella’s swarming  condors  as  the  ranger  brought  wave  after  wave  of  the lightning beasts into existence. Zephyr slid beneath a titanic beam of electricity,  then  hurled  himself  into  a  headlong  charge  toward Xanthus. 

The  first  of  Xanthus’s  lightning  bolts  reached  him,  only  to wash harmlessly over the Stratospheric Armor. Then another dozen more  struck  Zephyr  with  enough  power  to  reach  through  Vincent’s protective  spell.  Zephyr’s  teeth  rattled  in  his  head  and  unpleasant tingles ran down his limbs, nearly sending him into convulsions. 

An  intricate  shoulder  guard  of  cobalt  light  spun  free,  then broke apart beneath the concentrated lashings of countless electrical streams.  Then  an  entire  section  of  the  breastplate  tore  loose. 

Another  eye-blink  would  see  Zephyr  caught  within  Xanthus’s crisscrossing beams of lightning. 

But  Zephyr  was  already  there,  within  five  feet  of  the Archmage.  He  reached  out  one  hand  toward  Xanthus  and  another skyward, his fingers pointing to the conjured clouds. 

Vincent was amidst them. His left hand blazed with electricity. 

On  the  far  side  of  the  clouds,  his  Storm  Hammer  crackled  with

Tempest  magic.  Streams  of  lightning  connected  the  jeweler’s apprentice and his conjured tool. The clouds darkened rapidly. Rain poured from their heart. 

Then thunder rolled through the air. 

 Now!  Zephyr cried out the casting words for Ion Fall, seeking to  direct  its  thunderous  power  against  the  bewildering  array  of magical  wards  around  Xanthus.  The  mighty  spell  would  smash through  them  all,  he  hoped,  and  at  least  singe  the  Archmage’s robes. 

The Ion Fall spell called to the heavens, beseeching them to lend Zephyr their infinite might… and they answered. Tempest magic welled beyond the skies. Zephyr could feel it heeding his call, putting its unthinkable power at his fingertips. He…

Xanthus  dismissed  the  conjured  clouds  with  a  Static Dispersal  spell.  It  was  a  Bolt  level  spell,  not  exactly  simple  but nothing that an average Storm Scion would take more than a day to learn.  Zephyr’s  Ion  Fall  fizzled  into  nothingness,  its  gathered  might dispersing within an instant. 

A lance of lightning streamed from Xanthus’s raised hand and swept  all  of  Nella’s  condors  out  of  existence  before  striking  the ranger  from  the  skies.  It  also  clipped  Vincent  as  well,  sending  the jeweler’s apprentice tumbling earthward. Swirling clouds of crackling lightning  caught  them  in  midair,  turning  their  falls  into  painless  but embarrassing flutters upon the ground. 

Before  Zephyr  could  attempt  another  spell,  dozens  of lightning bolts lanced into him, filling his vision with blue light. He fell. 

Zephyr awoke to the sound of Nella’s disgruntled grumbling. 

Vincent helped him to his feet and sighed. 

“How  aren’t  we  beating  you?”  she  demanded.  “There  are three of us, and each of our magical auras is stronger than yours.” 

“Heh.  Skill,”  Xanthus  said,  smirking.  Nella’s  face  turned  red. 

She  huffed  and  stomped  her  feet  in  frustration,  but  eventually,  she nodded. 

“Yeah, that’s true. You’re a lot more skilled than us, old man,” 

she said. “We’ll catch up to you though.” 

“Of  course  you  will,”  Xanthus  replied.  “I’m  already  an  old man, like you said, and you have all your lives ahead of you.” 

The Archmage turned to Zephyr. 

“That spell you were trying to cast back there. I felt its power,” 

Xanthus said. “But it does have a limitation though, and I beat it by bringing that limitation to bear.” 

“Yes, sir.” Zephyr nodded. “I know. Well done.” 

“There’s a lesson to be learned here though,” the Archmage continued.  “Powerful  spells  often  have  very  exacting  conditions before  they  can  be  cast.  If  you  can  ensure  these  conditions  aren’t met, you also ensure that such spells aren’t cast.” 

“Sometimes  it’s  better  to  rely  on  less  powerful  spells  which aren’t  limited  in  this  way,”  Vincent  reasoned.  “And  we  should  also watch  out  for  times  when  simple  spells  that  focus  more  on  utility come  into  play,  such  as  Static  Dispersal.  I  really  didn’t  see  that coming.” 

“Exactly.”  Xanthus  cackled  and  slapped  Vincent  heartily  on the back. “Clever boy!” 

“Alright, enough of this,” Nella said. “Let’s go again.” 

The  trio  matched  their  magical  prowess  against  the Archmage’s  repeatedly,  but  they  never  scored  a  single  victory.  Yet, over the course of their magical duels, they solidified their grasp over their  spell  variants  and  continued  ascending  to  further  heights  of mastery in Tempest magic. 

Phase  One  and  Two  Dark  Labyrinths  fell  beneath  their blades, arrows, and spells, but one night, the trio encountered their first Phase Three Labyrinth. 

 

Chapter 33

  

  

  

 Dark Labyrinth: Eyes of the Beholder

 Phase Three

 Blackguard: Finestro the Scholar

 Shadowswarm Entities

 Petrifying Gazes: greater-uncommon (6 essence orbs) Prism Fiends: lesser-rare (8 essence orbs)

 Stare Crows: intermediate-rare (15 essence orbs) Ocular Aberration: greater-rare (200 essence orbs) The ocular aberration opened its fang-filled maw and roared. 

The  Shadowswarm  entity’s  body  was  a  single  massive  sphere  of grayish  flesh  wreathed  in  darkness.  Tentacles  swarmed  from  its floating mass, each of them terminating in a grotesque eye twice as large as Zephyr’s fist. 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Ocular Aberration

 Category: greater-rare

 Weaknesses:  Tempest  magic  (moderate);  skyforged armaments (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 200



One  of  its  eyestalks  bent  in  Zephyr’s  direction.  A  beam  of shadow  pulsed  from  the  misshapen  iris  and  sliced  through  the  air toward  him.  His  reflexes  heightened  by  his  Lightning-Infused  Fifth Cycle, Zephyr leaped out of the way, the air parting before him with a

crackling  boom  as  he  soared  over  the  blasted  stone  plains  of  the Dark Labyrinth’s final location. 

He  leveled  Lethal  Swiftness  at  the  monster  and  uttered  the casting words for one of his Storm Invocation variants, Blade Beam. 



 Blade Beam (Master)

 Requires physical bladed weapon at least 2 feet long to cast, projects  lightning  sword  that  breaks  through  elemental  barriers,  40

 feet  range,  35  ether  per  cast,  2x  efficacy  against  Shadowswarm entities



A  crackling  cobalt-hued  likeness  of  Lethal  Swiftness’s  blade flared  into  existence  and  arced  toward  the  ocular  aberration.  The monster  brought  another  of  its  eyestalks  to  bear.  Shadows  poured from  its  twitching  iris,  forming  a  wall  of  swirling  gray  mist.  Zephyr’s Blade  Beam  sliced  through  the  ocular  aberration’s  barrier  and shaved  a  sizable  chunk  of  grayish  flesh  off  its  body,  along  with  a cluster of convulsing eyestalks. 

The  monster  shrieked  in  pain  and  swung  more  of  its  eyes toward  Zephyr.  Two  eyestalks  lanced  beams  of  violet  light  that expanded  into  shimmering  walls  of  dark  magical  energy  on  either side  of  Zephyr,  boxing  him  in.  Four  more  gazed  directly  upon  him. 

Shadows  swirled  into  being  a  few  inches  away  from  their  irises, forming a coruscating sphere of darkness that grew larger with every passing moment. 

“Zeph,  use  this!”  Vincent’s  voice  called  from  somewhere beyond  the  barrier  of  violet  walls.  The  familiar  thundering  sound  of his Storm Hammer striking its anvil of conjured lightning filled the air. 

Zephyr found himself encased in Vincent’s Stratospheric Armor spell, which brought into being an intricate set of full-platemail armor that weighed nothing, yet could withstand falling boulders and resist the touch of Shadowswarm spells. 

“Thanks,  Vincent!”  Zephyr  replied,  breaking  out  into  a headlong  charge  toward  the  ocular  aberration.  The  monster  roared

and  unleashed  the  dark  energies  of  its  gathered  eyestalks, manifesting them as a single colossal beam of shadow. 

Zephyr  reversed  his  grip  on  Lethal  Swiftness,  then  arced  it forward in a Windstrike Flash. At the same time, he cast Disrupting Strike a Storm Ring spell variant. 



 Disrupting Strike (Master)

 Imbues  next  melee  physical  attack  with  Tempest  elemental attributes and quadruples its range, has a moderate dispelling effect on any spells the physical attack encounters in its path, 17 ether per cast, 2x efficacy against Shadowswarm entities The  air  before  the  arc  of  his  Windstrike  Flash  shimmered, and  an  invisible  blade  sliced  into  the  ocular  aberration’s  shadowy beam, parting it momentarily into twinned lesser streams that soared uselessly past on either side of Zephyr, uselessly bleeding a portion of  its  strength.  Zephyr’s  Disrupting  Strike  spent  its  power  before utterly  dispelling  the  Shadowswarm  monster’s  spell  though.  The beam  of  darkness  soon  converged  into  wholeness  again  and washed  over  the  cobalt  surface  of  the  Stratospheric  Armor  Vincent had conjured over Zephyr’s body. 

Zephyr  leaned  into  the  ocular  aberration’s  onslaught  and persisted in his charge, moving faster than sound thanks to his Fifth Cycle Lightning Infusion. The intricate plates of lightning across his body thinned beneath the fury of the monster’s spell, then sloughed away altogether. A fresh set thundered into existence over his body before  the  shadowy  beam  could  touch  his  flesh.  That  began  to disintegrate too, but not before Zephyr got within blade’s range of the ocular aberration. 

He  stabbed  it  in  the  maw  with  Lethal  Swiftness,  pinning  its slimy  tongue  to  its  palate,  then  raised  his  left  hand,  index  finger extended.  Before  the  battle  with  the  monsters  had  begun,  Vincent had cast a Skylight spell, expending a piece of purified nightsteel to do  so,  and  opened  a  tiny  rift  in  the  Dark  Labyrinth,  connecting  its

gloomy depths to the cloudy skies beyond, where a winter storm had begun to broil. 

Zephyr  shouted  the  casting  words  for  Ion  Fall,  a  Cosmos Invocation spell variant. 



 Ion Fall (Master)

 Can  only  be  cast  in  stormy  weather  conditions,  summons  a colossal  bolt  of  lightning  from  the  heavens  that  doesn’t  affect  allies but  inflicts  extreme  Tempest  elemental  damage  on  enemies  within area of effect, 5 feet range from caster, 40 feet radius, 475 ether per cast, 10x efficacy against Shadowswarm entities The Dark Labyrinth’s dim interior was suddenly suffused with white-blue light. Distant roaring filled Zephyr’s ears. Then a massive column  of  lightning  blasted  down  upon  the  ocular  aberration.  The monster  had  time  to  gurgle  in  agony  and  horror  once  before  it disintegrated beneath the might of Zephyr’s Ion Fall spell. 

The  violet  walls  erected  by  the  ocular  aberration’s  spells faded, revealing Vincent standing in the midst of a sea of dissipating prism  fiends,  grotesque  creatures  whose  glasslike  bodies  swarmed with  staring  eyes  from  which  beams  of  eldritch  light  poured.  The jeweler’s  apprentice  looked  winded,  but  unhurt,  his  Storm  Hammer still  crackling  in  his  right  fist.  He’d  only  just  dismissed  his  Arsenal Wind spell, one of his Cosmos Invocation variants, which summoned hundreds  of  blades,  lances,  and  axes  forged  from  sheer  Tempest ether,  before  hurling  them  in  tracking,  unavoidable  flights  that obliterated  his  foes.  The  originating  point  of  his  Arsenal  Wind  spell was  an  ornate  chest  twice  the  size  of  Vincent  and  conjured  out  of crackling lightning, and as Zephyr watched, the chest faded away. 

Dozens  of  stare  crow  corpses  rained  down  from  the  Dark Labyrinth’s  gloomy  skies,  all  of  the  winged,  strangely  humanoid seven-eyed  monsters  dissipating  into  motes  of  shadow  before  they hit the ground. Astride her lightning sky-wyrm, Nella, along with her conjured  swarm  of  lightning  condors,  had  slain  all  of  them  in  a

pitched  airborne  battle.  The  ranger  flew  down  and  dismissed  her steed,  joining  Zephyr  and  Vincent  as  they  walked  toward  the Blackguard kneeling upon the ground. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 475

 Total Essence Orbs: 734



Finestro was an emaciated man in his middle years. Strands of  gray  hair  trailed  from  his  balding  scalp.  He  wore  tattered  gray robes, and he held a huge open tome in his hands. The pages were blank.  He  cast  his  shadow-filled  gaze  upon  the  trio  as  they approached. 

“I just wanted to see again… just wanted to read again…” the Blackguard muttered. “My eyes…” 

Nella scorched Finestro’s tome with a Spark Invocation. 

“The Shadow didn’t give you any,” the ranger said, pointing at the  empty  sockets  beneath  the  Blackguard’s  brow.  Finestro’s  head slumped to his chest, and his entire body crumpled forward in death. 

The Dark Labyrinth dissolved, leaving the trio standing in the burnt-out ruins of a sacked village. 

“Phew.  That  wasn’t  the  most  horrifying  one  we’ve  gone through,”  Vincent  said,  dusting  his  robes  down.  “But  things  could have gone terribly wrong. Good thing we brought in a huge stack of talismans and pretty much all the nightsteel we have.” 

“And  we  used  them  all  up,  too.”  Zephyr  clasped  Vincent  on the shoulder. “Well done, Vincent. If you hadn’t insisted that we bring all those supplies, this Dark Labyrinth could have been the death of us.” 

“It’s a Phase Three Labyrinth,” Vincent said. “Our first one.” 

“Which is odd, since Avora said there were only Phase Two Labyrinths active at worst,” Nella pointed out. “Good thing we caught this  one  in  time.  Can  you  imagine  a  host  of  stare  crows  swooping down on the nearby towns and villages? It would be a massacre.” 

Zephyr  had  just  checked  Avora’s  map  in  his  quarters  the night  before,  and  there  seemed  to  be  even  more  Dark  Labyrinths present than there were in the previous week. At this rate, even with the  trio  sallying  forth  every  night,  they  would  be  facing  more  and more  Phase  Three  Labyrinths,  with  a  strong  likelihood  of  a  fair number of them maturing and unleashing a horde of Shadowswarm monsters onto their surroundings. 

“I  don’t  believe  this  will  be  the  last  Phase  Three  Labyrinth we’ll  need  to  attack,”  Zephyr  said.  “We’d  better  prepare  even  more talismans and purify more nightsteel.” 

“We picked up quite a haul tonight, and Master Gathras just brought in a fresh batch of luminous parchment yesterday,” Vincent said.  “Looks  like  we’ll  be  spending  most  of  tomorrow  preparing  our next  batch  of  supplies  and  repairing  our  armor.  You’ve  got  a  nasty dent in your shoulder guard there, Zeph. Are you alright?” 

“I’m  fine.”  Zephyr  nodded.  With  Nella’s  gold,  the  trio  had purchased a fine suit of half-plate for Zephyr, a sturdy coat of scales for  Vincent,  and  a  finely  tailored  brigandine  for  Nella.  Vincent  had then inscribed the trio’s armor with Tempest glyphs of durability and lightness,  alongside  wards  against  dark  magic  that  complemented and amplified their own defensive Ring spells. 

“More  arrows  to  cut,  too.”  Nella  sighed  and  unstrung Heartseeker’s Wrath. “Good thing I bought a bunch of feathers last week.” 

“We  can’t  keep  this  up,”  Zephyr  said  abruptly,  drawing quizzical looks from Nella and Vincent. “At the rate Dark Labyrinths are appearing, we’ll have to take on two, maybe three Phase Three Labyrinths in a single night. Is that even possible?” 

“We’ve come a long way toward mastering Tempest magic by now,  and  given  how  many  essence  orbs  we’ve  acquired  from  this expedition,  we’ll  be  a  lot  closer  after  tonight,”  Vincent  pointed  out. 

“So I wouldn’t be so quick to say no.” 

He unfurled a codex display. 



 Magic: Tempest (Mage)

 Progress to Master: 837 / 2,000 essence orbs

 +2,961% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +2,961% Tempest spell casting speed

 +2,961% Tempest spell learning rate

 +2,961% Tempest spell efficacy



“And  we’ve  got  many  of  our  spell  variants  at  Master  level, too,”  Nella  said.  “Shadowswarm  creatures  don’t  stand  a  chance against us.” 

“This  Dark  Labyrinth  only  just  became  Phase  Three sometime this evening,” Zephyr said. “So its monsters are as weak as  they  could  be  at  this  Phase.  There  will  be  other  Phase  Three Labyrinths we will not be able to get to until they’ve had several days to  mature.  The  single  ocular  aberration  tonight  put  up  quite  a  fight already.  I  imagine  three  or  four  of  them  would  be  much  trickier  to handle.  We  can  also  expect  to  come  across  far  more  powerful monsters moving forward.” 

“His Excellency did mention that Night Princes can appear in Dark  Labyrinths,”  Vincent  said,  gulping  nervously.  “I  don’t  know about you two, but I’m not really eager to find out what they can do.” 

“They all die once you put some lightning or skyforged metal through  them,”  Nella  said,  cracking  her  knuckles.  “And  besides,  it doesn’t  matter  how  many  or  how  powerful  the  Shadowswarm monsters we face are. We still have to kill them all.” 

“Our 

biggest 

priority 

is 

protecting 

people 

from

Shadowswarm,”  Zephyr  said.  “And  we  do  that  by  destroying  Dark Labyrinths before they fully mature. Right now, we might not be able to achieve that goal.” 

Nella folded her arms and nodded, her features grim. 

“I think we need to ask His Excellency for help,” Vincent said. 

“Why don’t we speak to him—” 

The sound of rushing wind filled the air, and Avora appeared in a shower of sparks. The Grand Sage raised his hand in greeting. 

“Ah,  my  friends,”  he  said.  “It  seems  you’ve  dispatched  this Labyrinth already. I was wondering if you needed help, but I suppose not. Well done.” 

Vincent bowed to the Grand Sage. “Your Excellency, we were just talking about asking you for help. It’s about the number of Dark Labyrinths.” 

“Yes,  I  know,”  Avora  replied.  “I  sought  you  out  tonight  to discuss  this  very  same  conundrum.  My  investigations  have  yielded fruit, you see.” 

“What did you find, sir?” Zephyr asked, but Avora shook his head. 

“Here  is  not  the  place  to  discuss  this.”  The  Grand  Sage raised  his  hands.  Sparks  danced  across  his  fingertips.  “Come  with me. There is a place in the Tempest School I want to show you.” 

One  Wind  Walk  spell  later,  the  trio  found  themselves  on  a rock  platform  upon  the  side  of  Mount  Baltros.  It  was  utterly inaccessible by foot, seemingly carved out from the mountain’s face itself.  There  was  nothing  on  the  platform,  save  for  a  curious  circle drawn across its surface. 

“Hey,  that’s  a  ritual  circle,  like  the  one  Master  Gathras showed us during our Contemporary Thaumaturgy class last week,” 

Vincent said. “Who drew that?” 

“I did,” Avora said, walking to the edge of the ritual circle and beckoning the trio forward. He pointed to the glyphs etched into the stone. “These ones over here are glyphs of containment, and those three  over  on  the  other  side  are  glyphs  of  channeling.  The  one  by your feet, Nella, is a glyph of redirection.” 

“Alright. What’s this supposed to do, then?” Nella asked. “Will it help us cope with the Dark Labyrinths?” 

“That’s  right,  sir,”  Zephyr  said.  “Right  now,  that  seems  to  be our  most  pressing  problem.  Dark  Labyrinths  are  appearing  more

quickly  than  we  can  vanquish  them.  I  believe  we  might  need  to inform  the  king  and  contact  the  various  Wu  monasteries  for  help. 

Master Sora and his brothers are away, but the other abbots would surely hear you out.” 

“Yes, Your Excellency, and I can’t see the king not listening to you either,” Vincent added. 

“Peace,  my  young  friends.”  Avora  smiled.  “Allow  me  to explain. Dark Labyrinths are emerging at an unprecedented rate, but there is a cause.” 

“Which is?” Nella demanded. “Could you get to the point for once?” 

The smile fled from the Grand Sage’s face, prompting Vincent to jab Nella in the ribs and hiss at her to mind her tone. 

“Normally,  people  become  Blackguards  when  they inadvertently come into traces of corrupted ether that slip through the radiant barriers raised across the northern battlelines and allow dark magic to fill their souls,” Avora said. “However, I am now certain that there  is  a  traitor  among  humanity.  A  powerful  mage  is  cutting  tiny fissures in the radiant barriers, siphoning corrupt ether through these breaches,  then  actively  bringing  the  Shadow’s  touch  to  tormented individuals.  This  traitor  isn’t  acting  alone,  which  makes  things  even worse.  This  explains  the  sudden  and  rapid  emergence  of  Dark Labyrinths across the realm.” 

“Do you know who this traitor is? Let’s go kill him right now,” 

Nella snarled. “Or her. And all the lackeys.” 

“Unfortunately,  I  have  not  ascertained  the  identity  of  this traitor.”  Avora  sighed.  “Master  Stalwart  and  I  have  uncovered  and destroyed  entire  networks  of  Shadow  Cultists,  all  of  them  acting  in service of this mage, but none of them have led us to their master so far. Rest assured though, that our efforts persist, and it will only be a matter of time before we find out who this traitor is.” 

“What  would  you  have  us  do,  sir?”  Zephyr  asked.  “Do  you want us to help you find this traitor?” 

“No.”  Avora  smiled  faintly.  “The  three  of  you  have  made astounding progress in your mastery of Tempest magic, achieving in months what most gifted Storm Scions cannot even glimpse after a lifetime  of  study,  training,  and  battle.  To  be  completely  honest,  any single  one  of  you  likely  surpasses  me  already,  at  least  as  far  as Tempest magic is concerned. But you are young yet, unschooled in the ways of espionage and deceit. Such things fall under the purview of my agents.” 

“And yourself,” Nella said, frowning. 

“Indeed,  my  friend,”  Avora  said,  nodding  amusingly  at  the ranger.  “That  is  very  true.  My  family  is  as  renowned  for  its  political prowess as its magical mastery. As Household Patriarch and Grand Sage, surely I cannot be remiss in the skills of my forefathers?” 

“No,  I  suppose  not,”  Nella  agreed.  “But  you’re  right.  I’m definitely  not  good  at  lying,  and  neither  are  these  two.  Zeph  is  too nice, and Vincent is too simple.” 

“Hey!” Vincent protested. 

“If  I  had  to  guess,  sir,  your  plans  for  us  involve  this  ritual circle,” Zephyr said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have bothered bringing us here.” 

“That is correct, my friend.” Avora held out his hand. A piece of  shadow-wreathed  steel  appeared,  clamped  between  his  fingers. 

The  Grand  Sage  tossed  it  into  the  middle  of  the  circle  and  swiftly whispered the words to a spell. A tendril of white-blue light flickered from his hand to the nightsteel, suspending it in midair. 

“Uh. That nightsteel hasn’t been purified yet,” Vincent pointed out.  “Isn’t  that  dangerous?  Wouldn’t  it  start  leaking  corrupt  ether everywhere?  And  uhm.  Your  Excellency?  Did  you  just  touch  it  with your bare hands?” 

“Brief  exposure  to  nightsteel  isn’t  dangerous,  and  these glyphs  of  containment  ensure  that  no  corrupt  ether  will  escape  the confines of this circle,” Avora explained. “What I cast just now was a Cosmos  level  spell,  Heavenly  Vortex.  It’s  in  your  grimoires.  I  would like you to learn that spell as soon as you can.” 

“We will, sir,” Zephyr promised. “But I think it would help if you further explained to us what you’re trying to achieve here.” 

“This  ritual  circle,  enacted  on  a  region  so  saturated  in Tempest  ether,  has  the  effect  of  creating  a  powerful  anathematic vortex that draws corrupt ether into its depths.” Avora pointed at the piece  of  nightsteel.  “The  nightsteel  amplifies  this  contradictory principle,  creating  within  this  circle  a  veritable  drain  on  corruption, the effects of which can grow to be strong enough to encompass the realm. Any corrupt ether bypassing the radiant barriers will be drawn to this circle and trapped within its confines, held inert by nightsteel.” 

“Wow.  I  don’t  think  that’s  something  we  can  learn  with essence orbs.” Vincent scratched the back of his head. 

“That’s  why  you  attend  classes  and  study  for  tests,  my friend.” Avora chuckled. 

“What  you’re  saying  is  that  this  circle,  if  strong  enough,  will prevent new Dark Labyrinths from forming,” Zephyr said. 

“Yes. It will also stunt the maturation of existing ones,” Avora confirmed.  “Empower  its  effects  enough,  and  it  might  even  start tearing the dark magic from Labyrinths, extinguishing them outright.” 

“Great.  So  how  do  we  make  this  circle  stronger?”  Nella asked. 

Zephyr nodded at the nightsteel. “We collect more nightsteel and add it to the circle, and we cast Heavenly Vortex every time we do so. We don’t have any nightsteel left, so that means we will need to  attack  more  Labyrinths  and  get  more.  The  quicker  we  can  build this circle, the slower Dark Labyrinths will appear. They might even stop appearing, but the main point of us doing this is to buy time for His Excellency and Master Stalwart to uncover the traitor.” 

“You  are  absolutely  correct,  my  friend,”  Avora  said,  shaking his  head  admiringly.  “Every  time  I  speak  with  you  three,  I  am consistently humbled by your sheer potential, in magic, wisdom, and intellect.” 

“Sir, you are too kind.” Zephyr bowed to the Grand Sage. 

“No,  Zeph.”  Nella  punched  Zephyr  playfully  on  the  shoulder. 

“You’re really smart. Maybe the smartest of us three.” 

“Vincent’s test scores are the highest,” Zephyr pointed out. 

“True,  but  you’re  the  one  who  connects  the  dots  for  all  the things that matter,” Vincent said. “That’s why we follow your lead.” 

“Thanks,  you  two.”  Zephyr  clasped  his  friends’  shoulders affectionately. He turned to Avora. “Sir, we will obtain more nightsteel and empower this ritual circle. Please let us know how else we can help.” 

“This  will  be  it  for  the  moment,”  Avora  said.  “We  each  have our part to play in this endless war against the Shadow, my friends. 

May the Infinite Skies watch over us.” 

Chapter 33







Spring  arrived,  its  warmth  unfolding  over  the  frozen  winter landscape,  and  the  world  began  to  turn  green  once  more.  Flowers would  come  slightly  later,  or  not  at  all  upon  the  sparse  slopes  of Mount Baltros. 

The  trio  had  redoubled  their  efforts  over  the  previous  few months,  vanquishing  Dark  Labyrinths  in  rapid  succession  and accruing stockpiles of nightsteel. Not every monster left the shadow-wreathed  metal  behind  in  death.  It  seemed  that  only  humanoid Shadowswarm entities that used weapons did so, and perhaps only the  broken  weapons  of  one  in  thirty  of  them  didn’t  disintegrate alongside  their  former  wielders.  As  such,  the  trio  had  to  examine Dark  Labyrinths  with  their  codex  displays  and  try  to  gauge  which ones were the most likely to yield nightsteel. 

Labyrinths  such  as  Lorexia’s  Fell  Hive  or  Corus’s  Descent which were populated by insectile or tentacular monsters were poor prospects. Others, like Tushan’s Lamentation of Gaesto’s Workshop, sported  humanoid  entities  with  blades  or  spears  or  metallic constructs.  The  trio  prioritized  such  Labyrinths  because  they  were the biggest sources of nightsteel. At the same time, they still needed to assail Phase Three Labyrinths at the earliest opportunity, lest the monsters  within  them  amass  or  mature  beyond  what  they  could handle or worse, emerge from the extra-dimensional space to wreak carnage across the realm. 

Managing the Dark Labyrinths became a harrying process in which  the  trio  had  to  juggle  their  priorities.  The  entire  enterprise teetered  on  a  knife’s  edge,  until  Luxana  approached  Zephyr  with  a proposal. 

“Why  don’t  the  three  of  you  split  up  when  handling  weaker Labyrinths?”  she  asked.  “And  I  don’t  mean  just  Phase  One

Labyrinths. Judging from what you’ve been telling me, I can see any single one of you easily managing a Phase Two Labyrinth with some support.” 

Luxana  had  taken  on  a  self-appointed  advisory  and organizing  role  for  the  trio  since  the  advent  of  the  ritual  circle.  She spent  her  free  evenings  charting  the  Dark  Labyrinths  in  Avora’s quarters  and  laying  out  potential  expedition  sequences,  depending on each Labyrinth’s state of maturity and nightsteel yield. 

“With  some  support?”  Zephyr  asked,  not  liking  where  this conversation was going. 

“Yes.  I  could  come  with  you  to  a  Phase  Two  Labyrinth,” 

Luxana  said,  grinning  as  she  let  sparks  dance  across  her  fingers. 

“I’m not Caruthas Reborn like you three, but I’m still a senior initiate and all but a full-fledged Storm Scion.” 

“That’s  right,”  Nella  agreed.  “Lux  is  pretty  good  with  her Invocations and Conjurations. She can watch your back, Zeph.” 

“That’s  quite  a  good  idea,  actually.”  Vincent  mused  as  he fiddled  with  the  lamp  in  Avora’s  room.  “If  we  can  take  up  to  three Phase  Two  Labyrinths  out  of  the  picture  in  a  single  night,  we  can increase our intake of nightsteel and free up more of our time.” 

Zephyr sighed and pulled Luxana down to sit on his lap. She smiled and draped her arm across his neck. 

“Alright,  it  seems  we’ll  have  to  do  this.”  He  met  Luxana’s gaze.  “It’s  going  to  be  dangerous  though.  I  don’t  know  if  I  like  the idea of you risking your life.” 

“I’m  a  Storm  Scion,  silly.”  Luxana  pinched  his  nose  gently. 

“My life is dedicated to the war against the Shadow.” 

“You  want  us  to  give  you  two  some  privacy?”  Nella  asked, quirking  an  eyebrow.  “Lux  complements  Zeph  well,  actually.  He’s  a frontline fighter, and she can support him from afar with her spells. I probably  don’t  need  any  backup,  since  I’ve  got  an  entire  host  of lightning beasts.” 

“Aren’t they quite ether-intensive?” Vincent asked. “You might find yourself running dry in the middle of a Labyrinth with no way out, and  we  can’t  afford  to  spare  any  nightsteel  for  our  Skylight  spells anymore.” 

“Not if I bring in stacks of talismans with me each time.” The ranger  grinned.  “I’ll  get  the  war-bout  club  to  inscribe  them  for  me. 

Make Suntar really earn his pay.” 

“Wait, what?” Vincent frowned. “You  pay Suntar?” 

“Not  with  money.”  Luxana  giggled  and  winked  at  Nella.  The ranger  blushed,  but  she  guffawed  and  sent  an  appreciative  nod  in return. 

“That  leaves  me,  then.”  Vincent  shrugged.  “My  abilities  are more  akin  to  a  traditional  mage,  so  I  would  do  best  with  a  tough melee combatant to hold the line while my spells do the work.” 

“Master  Stalwart  is  due  to  return  to  the  Tempest  School tomorrow,” Zephyr said. “Perhaps we can ask him for help.” 

“Hurray!  Uncle  gets  to  kill  Shadowswarm  again!”  Luxana cheered. When the trio cast quizzical looks upon her, she shrugged. 

“Don’t ask me. It always cheers him up. I keep telling him he needs other hobbies, but he never listens to his sweet, adorable niece.” 

“So  it’s  settled,”  Zephyr  said.  “We  take  on  Phase  One Labyrinths by ourselves and Phase Two Labyrinths with support, and for Phase Three Labyrinths, we attack them together.” 

The new plan of attack worked out well, with Luxana proving to be a capable Storm Scion and fearless combatant. While Zephyr bewildered Shadowswarm entities with his speed, blade, and spells, Luxana  shielded  him  with  Ring  and  Conjuration  spells  and  struck down distant foes with her Invocations. 

During  one  expedition,  Zephyr  dueled  an  abomination  that held  a  curved  sword  of  black  steel  in  each  of  its  four  multi-jointed arms.  The  Shadowswarm  monster’s  body  was  made  up  of  sinuous metallic  scales.  A  forked  tongue  lashed  from  its  fanged  maw  as  it hacked  at  Zephyr.  He  parried  each  blow  steadily,  his  heightened

swiftness  allowing  him  to  match  his  single  blade  against  the monster’s four as he sought an opening for a single, decisive riposte. 

Somewhere to his right, Luxana took on a cluster of shadow brutes,  preventing  them  from  flanking  him.  Out  of  the  corner  of  his eye, Zephyr saw the lightning that flared from her fingertips as she cast  Bolt  Invocation.  Crackling  electricity  rolled  over  the  shadow brutes,  tearing  their  inky  flesh  from  their  bones  as  they  shrieked  in agony.  Even  before  the  effects  of  her  spell  faded,  Luxana  charged into their midst, skyforged sword in hand. She hacked the skull of the closest monster in half, then stabbed another in the chest, her fluid and  graceful  movements  exemplifying  her  training  in  the  Resolute Sutra. 

Zephyr smashed away a trio of his opponent’s blades with a backhand  swipe  from  his  Lightning  Cestus,  then  slammed  his  fist into the ground as he cast Thunder Clap. A shockwave of Tempest magic rolled from him to engulf the four-armed monster, sending its limbs and snake-like body into convulsions. Before it could recover, Zephyr  reversed  his  grip  on  his  blade  and  decapitated  the Shadowswarm entity with a swift Windstrike Flash. 

His  martial  technique  brought  him  to  Luxana’s  side,  just  as she incinerated a shadow brute with a Spark Invocation. She turned to him as he wrapped an arm around her waist and drew him into a passionate kiss. At that moment, all thoughts of the Dark Labyrinth vanished from his mind as he reveled in her touch and gazed in awe at her beauty and courage. 

“Don’t fall too much in love with me,” she whispered in his ear later, when they were in bed. 

“Too late,” he replied. 

The arrangement worked out very well for Nella and Vincent too. Stalwart was a formidable warrior, and he still surpassed Zephyr by  far  in  cultivation  and  martial  techniques.  Beneath  his  watchful blade,  Vincent  never  even  came  close  to  taking  a  scratch  from Shadowswarm  monsters,  though  the  jeweler’s  apprentice  never

stopped  being  intimidated  by  the  Dao  monk’s  stern  and  laconic demeanor. 

Suntar  and  the  war-bout  club  took  to  their  extra  duties  with gusto,  loading  Nella  up  hundreds  of  talismans  for  each  expedition. 

Her  army  of  lightning  beasts  swept  over  Labyrinth  after  Labyrinth, allowing  her  to  vanquish  two,  sometimes  three,  of  them  in  a  single night. 

One  evening,  just  as  the  trio,  Luxana,  and  Stalwart  were about  to  depart  for  their  respective  Labyrinth  expeditions,  Gathras and Venn approached them. The former wore a mask of grim resolve as  he  offered  to  accompany  the  trio  and  fight  Shadowswarm alongside them. 

“Venn and I only found out how dire the situation was with the Dark  Labyrinths  today,”  Gathras  said,  clenching  his  jaw.  “So  let  us help  you,  initiates  Zephyr,  Heartseeker,  and  Trefori.  Senior  Initiate Jade has taken to the fray as well, so how can we, full-fledged Storm Scions, stand by and let you fight in our place?” 

“We  swore  oaths  to  stand  against  the  Shadow,  wherever  it may be,” Venn said, her voice calm and even, but Zephyr noticed the deathly  pallor  of  her  complexion  and  the  trembling  of  her  hands which she tried to hide. “We are veterans of the endless vigil. Surely you can use our expertise and prowess within a Dark Labyrinth?” 

“The  two  of  you  are  here  for  a  reason,”  Stalwart  said.  “To oversee  the  schooling  of  your  newest  comrades-in-arms.  That  is  a grave responsibility, one which you must not shirk by risking your life in battle at this time!” 

“Of course, you speak wisely, Master Stalwart,” Venn agreed, a bit too quickly. The Storm Scion bowed to the Dao monk. 

“By  the  Infinite  Skies,  Master  Stalwart!”  Gathras  gestured angrily at the trio and Luxana. “I cannot–” 

“Stand by and let these brave youths fight in your place?” the Dao monk finished. “I heard you the first time, Master Gathras. You can,  and  you  will.  I  will  say  it  again,  since  you  appear  to  have  a

penchant  for  repetition.  Your  duty  is  here,  stewarding  the  initiates within the walls of the Tempest School.” 

Venn tugged at Gathras’s sleeve and shook her head slightly. 

“It is unbecoming of us to not heed the wisdom of one such as  Master  Stalwart,”  she  said.  “Let’s  go.  We  have  to  prepare  for lessons tomorrow.” 

“But…!” Gathras began to protest. 

“Your  loathing  for  the  Shadowswarm  and  your  zeal  to  battle them are commendable, Master Gathras and Master Venn, but worry not,” Stalwart said. “You are due to return to the battlelines with the newly inducted Storm Scions, are you not? Battle aplenty awaits you both there.” 

The Dao monk’s words seemed to mollify Gathras, but Venn turned  even  paler.  Her  eyes  were  wide  with  horror,  and  her  gaze seemed  to  be  directed  into  a  distant  nothingness.  She  jumped  as Gathras touched her elbow lightly. 

“Very well. Master Venn and I will leave this to you, initiates,” 

Gathras said. “But let us know if you need help, alright?” 

“Yes, sir,” Zephyr said, bowing to the Storm Scion. 

Gathras  sighed  and  turned  to  leave.  Trembling,  panting shallowly, Venn followed. 




* * *

 

As the warmth of spring heightened into the first days of early summer,  the  trio  had  accrued  enough  nightsteel  to  halt  the emergence of Dark Labyrinths entirely. A new concern had emerged, however. 

“I  can’t  be  the  only  one  worried  about  this,”  Vincent  said, looking upon the swirling column of shadow within the ritual circle. It stood thrice as tall as Zephyr. Waves of malevolence emanated from the trapped corrupt ether, causing wordless whispers of madness to susurrate  in  the  back  of  his  mind,  despite  the  numerous  warding

spells he’d cast over his soul and the mental discipline he’d accrued over a lifetime of cultivation training. 

“You’re  not,”  Zephyr  reassured  Vincent.  “There  is  an immense  amount  of  dark  magic  trapped  in  this  circle.  If  it  gets loose…” 

“It  won’t.  The  ritual  circle  is  secure,  and  at  this  point,  it  can only be disrupted by great magical power. It would take one of you, myself,  or  any  of  the  Archmages  to  unravel  the  warding  loops  I’ve interwoven  into  this  circle’s  creation,”  Avora  said.  The  Grand  Sage unfolded his arms. “You three have exceeded expectations. The next step  would  be  to  further  strengthen  this  circle  so  that  it  begins siphoning  corrupt  ether   from  the  existing  Dark  Labyrinths,  thereby extinguishing all of them in one fell swoop. Once that has happened, I  will  enact  another  ritual  that  will  funnel  all  this  gathered  corrupt ether back into the northern wastes, where it belongs.” 

“Is that wise, sir?” Zephyr asked. “Isn’t it enough that no new Labyrinths  can  emerge?  We  can  continue  our  nightly  efforts  and eventually, we’ll get them all.” 

“There  are  at  least  two  hundred  Dark  Labyrinths  still  out there, my friend,” Avora said. “Even at your current rate, you’ll need another few months, if not half a year, to vanquish them all. During this time, you’ll still have to manage and prioritize your expeditions, lest a Phase Two Labyrinth matures into Phase Three.” 

“Still,  I  understand  your  concerns,”  the  Grand  Sage continued. “After all, what we have here in the ritual circle  is a very worrying amount of dark magic concentrated into a single location.” 

He  stroked  his  chin  and  nodded.  “Very  well.  Here,  if  you  build  this ritual  circle  just  a  bit  more,  its  effects  will  halt  the  maturation  of Labyrinths  across  the  realm  entirely.  Once  that  has  occurred, perhaps  we  will  stop  adding  nightsteel  and  continue  vanquishing Labyrinths  in  conventional  fashion.  At  an  opportune  time,  I  will  do what I said: return all this dark magic to its originators, and may they choke on it.” 

“Fine  by  me,  as  long  as  I  get  to  kill  Shadowswarm,”  Nella said. “What about that traitor? You found him yet?” 

“I  have  made  some  progress,”  Avora  replied,  before  tipping his head at the Wind Wall spell surrounding the ritual circle platform. 

The  spell  conjured  a  barrier  of  swirling  wind,  one  of  the  effects  of which  was  keeping  sound  out  or  within  its  confines.  “Which  is  why I’ve brought you here to inform you of my findings.” 

“Get  to  the  point,”  Nella  demanded,  furrowing  her  brow  in obvious  annoyance.  Zephyr  understood  the  ranger’s  demeanor, because he was uneasy as well about the Grand Sage’s purported need to keep out eavesdroppers within the Tempest School. Wasn’t everyone here dedicated to the Tempest, be he or she cook, initiate, Storm Scion, or Archmage? 

“The  evidence  is  incontrovertible.  Creating  fissures  in  the radiant  barriers  requires  knowledge  of  Tempest  magic  and  drawing corrupt  ether  from  beyond  the  radiant  barriers  requires  no  small degree  of  skill  in  dark  magic,  perhaps  even  a  Darkness  Aspect,” 

Avora explained, pausing to let the full implication of his words sink in  for  the  trio.  “Also,  such  a  process  requires  the  use  of  expensive ritual  reagents  and  components.  As  such,  purchases  have  been made,  goods  have  been  smuggled,  and  money  has  exchanged hands, often through extremely circuitous and misleading channels. 

But  my  agents  have  unraveled  the  web  sufficiently  enough  to determine  that  it  originates  here,  if  not  from  Mount  Baltros,  then somewhere in the surrounding villages and towns.” 

Avora sighed and shook his head. “But make no mistake, my friends, the traitor may very well be in our midst. We must be wary—

and vigilant. Even those you trust most may be working against us. 

Those  who  taught  you…  Those  who  fought  valiantly  against  the Shadowswarm… Those who lead the Tempest School…” 

Zephyr’s eyes went wide.  He can’t possibly be accusing…

“No, it can’t be,” Nella said. “Archmage Xanthus wouldn’t do anything like that!” 

“Sir, Archmage Xanthus can’t be the traitor,” Zephyr agreed. 

Over  the  course  of  the  year,  the  trio  had  benefited  greatly  from Xanthus’s  personal  tutelage,  awakening  many  dozens  of  spell variants that had seen to the destruction of countless Shadowswarm entities. “He’s the headmaster of the Tempest School, isn’t he? And he’s given so much in the fight against the Shadowswarm.” 

“But that’s precisely the point, isn’t it?” Vincent said, his face turning pale. “He gave so much he lost his legs. And remember that time we were supposed to train with him but we found him crying in his office instead, so that whole day was a wash?” 

Zephyr  did  remember.  It  had  been  a  deeply  distressing experience, seeing the foremost Storm Scion in the world weep, be unable to remember his own name, yet cry out the names of people who  were  obviously  long  dead  and  gone,  judging  by  his lamentations.  Zephyr  had  helped  Xanthus  change  out  of  his  soiled robes that day, before Nella tucked him into bed and Vincent tidied his desk. 

It hadn’t happened again. Xanthus had thanked them soberly afterward,  before  proceeding  with  their  mental  training,  but  Zephyr wouldn’t  forget  that  incident  any  time  soon,  and  he  was  sure  the same was true for his friends. 

“Peace,  my  friends,”  Avora  said,  holding  up  his  hand  in  a forestalling gesture. “I’m not accusing Archmage Xanthus of anything yet.  His  record  speaks  for  itself.  His  valor  is  legendary,  and  his conduct  upon  the  battlelines  has  been  impeccable.  Few  have sacrificed so much for the cause as he has.” 

“But that’s what I’m trying to say.” Vincent sighed. “He’s lost so much, just like all the Blackguards we’ve met so far. All of them have  been  sad  and  broken  people,  unable  to  cope  with  their  pain and loss.” 

“Old man’s coping just fine,” Nella said. “We’re going fishing again in a few weeks, once it gets warm enough.” 

“Sir,  you  brought  up  the  fact  that  the  traitor  knows  difficult Tempest magic spells and has a Darkness Aspect, and you also say

that this traitor is operating in this region. Then you tell us just how beyond suspicion Archmage Xanthus is,” Zephyr said, a frown rising unbidden upon his brow. “Just what exactly are you trying to say?” 

“Simply  to  be  careful.”  Avora  sighed  and  slumped  his shoulders.  For  a  moment,  the  confident  and  radiantly  indomitable Grand Sage seemed exhausted. “In case you aren’t aware, there are more than a few Storm Scions who have also awakened a Darkness Aspect  within  their  souls,  if  only  through  sheer  constant  proximity and  exposure  to  Shadowswarm.  And  then  there  are  other  mages who  have  done  the  same  too,  but  out  of  ambition  or  a  desire  for power.  Phoenix  Knights  are  notorious  for  this,  since  Shadow  spells and Inferno spells complement each other surprisingly well.” 

“The  Induction  attendees,”  Zephyr  said,  referring  to  the contingent of mages from across the realm due to visit the Tempest School for the formal induction of the senior initiates into the ranks of the Storm Scions. 

There  weren’t  many  visitors  expected,  given  the  decline  of the  Tempest  School,  the  dwindling  numbers  of  the  Storm  Scions, and  their  diminishing  influence,  but  representatives  from  the  Frost School and Inferno School would be there. According to Avora, the visiting  Frost  Guardian  was  also  supposed  to  prepare  the  trio  for their upcoming year in the Frost School. 

None of these visitors had arrived yet, of course, since there still  remained  a  month  before  the  senior  initiates  underwent  their induction. Or had they? 

“If  the  traitor  is  a  mage,  and  he  is  operating  in  this  region, then the Induction offers a cover story if his presence is uncovered. 

This  mage  could  simply  say  he  arrived  early  but  prefers  the  less austere accommodations in the nearby villages and towns,” Zephyr continued.  “The  ritual  circle  has  rendered  all  the  traitor’s  work fruitless, and I can’t imagine diverting and trapping corrupt ether like this has any subtlety at all. Anyone with mage sight or even the most basic divination spell would sense what we’ve been doing here. The traitor needs to attack Mount Baltros and destroy this ritual circle.” 

“Very  astute,  Zephyr,  but  not  entirely  accurate  in  the minutiae,”  Avora  said.  “It  is  impossible  to  completely  hide  the resonant magical energies of the ritual circle, but my warding glyphs have  still  been  able  to  obfuscate  their  exact  location.  Even  the sharpest mage would only be able to ascertain that the ritual circle is here, somewhere on Mount Baltros, and nothing beyond that.” 

“The traitor would probably think it’s hidden somewhere deep inside  the  Tempest  School  and  guarded  by  Storm  Scions,”  Nella reasoned. “Maybe we can set a trap for him at the Induction.” 

“Or earlier, since the visiting mages customarily arrive a few days before senior initiates take their vows,” Avora pointed out. 

“Hey,  excuse  me,  everyone?”  Vincent  said.  “We’re  still assuming  the  traitor  isn’t  here  already.  And  is  a  ‘he’,  which  I  don’t really understand. Can’t women be evil mages too?” 

“Fair enough, my friend.” Avora clasped Vincent on the back and chuckled. “To both your points. Archmage Xanthus fits the profile of our traitor mage, but his record makes that implausible. There will be two other Storm Scions traveling from the northern battlelines to the  Tempest  School  as  well  to  relieve  Masters  Gathras  and  Venn, who  will  be  returning  to  the  fray  alongside  their  newly  inducted comrades-in-arms.  They  will  have  accrued  many  deeds  of  valor  as well, though their records aren’t nearly as established or as long as Archmage Xanthus’.” 

“So  apart  from  everyone  already  mentioned,  we’ve  got  to watch  Gathras  and  Venn  too,”  Nella  said,  shaking  her  head. 

“Ferreting out the traitor isn’t going to be easy.” 

“No, it isn’t, but neither will doing so be your primary task, my friends,”  Avora  said,  nodding  at  the  ritual  circle.  “This  is.  Continue your  efforts  with  the  ritual  circle  to  stem  the  growth  of  the  Dark Labyrinths. Leave the traitor to me and my agents.” 

“But keep an eye out for him or her while we do so,” Vincent added. “I understand, Your Excellency.” 

“I  think  we  should  go  further  than  that.  We  should  use  this ritual circle to extinguish all the Dark Labyrinths in the realm,” Zephyr

said abruptly. “I said we shouldn’t just now, but I changed my mind. 

We  only  have  a  bit  more  than  a  month  left  in  the  Tempest  School, and  though  we  can  still  continue  our  expeditions  when  we  start studying Frost magic, I think it’s better if we finish our work entirely before we move on. And it’ll also allow His Excellency to get rid of all this dark magic here earlier.” 

“New  Dark  Labyrinths  will  begin  reemerging  once  this  ritual circle  falls  inert,  for  the  radiant  barriers  are  imperfect,  even  without the presence of traitors, and human nature is rife with weakness and folly,” Avora said. “But I see your point, Zephyr. Perhaps it actually is safer  to  complete  our  enterprise  here  and  dispose  of  this tremendous concentration of corrupt ether. Without a traitor actively fueling Dark Labyrinths within the realm, subsequent Labyrinths will be stunted enough for Master Stalwart and his brothers to handle.” 

“So  we’re  back  to  harvesting  nightsteel  again?”  Vincent groaned. “And splitting up too? It’s not fair. Nella gets to fly around with  all  her  adorable  lightning  animals.  Zeph  gets  to  go  with  Miss Jade. While I’m with Master Stalwart. Do you know how scary he is?” 

“Oh?  Did  Master  Stalwart  treat  you  amiss,  Vincent?”  Avora asked,  frowning  in  obvious  puzzlement.  “That  would  be  entirely unlike him.” 

“No,  no.  He  just  looks  scary,  you  know?”  Vincent  shrugged and  fidgeted  sheepishly.  “That  square  jaw  and  stern  gaze.  Never smiling. All that. I know, I know. It’s not fair. He’s a hero and a great warrior. I just need to be more focused.” 

“I’m sure you’re doing just fine, Vincent,” Avora said. “In fact, Master Stalwart has commended your courage and magical prowess to  me  many  times  already.  He  is  truly  impressed  by  you,  though  I agree he could adopt a somewhat more amiable demeanor.” 

“Oh,  really?”  Vincent  cheered  up  instantly.  “That’s  amazing! 

Should  I  bring  him  a  present  next  time?  Maybe  I  can  inscribe  an enchanted sword for him! What about a new helm! Or perhaps—” 

“I’m sure your presence is reward enough for him, my friend,” 

Avora said, chuckling. 

Chapter 34







Archmage Xanthus had ceased their training sessions shortly after the trio’s latest meeting with Avora and secluded himself in his office, claiming he needed to prepare for the Induction. 

“We’ll have one last dust-up before you three head out to the Frost  School,”  he  said,  cackling.  “Maybe  you’ll  actually  be  able  to beat me then.” 

Their  last  few  sessions  with  the  Archmage  had  consisted  of yet more magical duels, sometimes with Xanthus facing off against each of them individually, but more often having him take on the trio by himself. 

Every duel had ended with Xanthus holding the upper hand, always because of something the trio had overlooked or a spell they hadn’t  managed  to  cast  quickly  enough.  The  trio  commanded immensely powerful Tempest magic, but Xanthus wielded his spells with a natural grace, finesse, and fluidity, which allowed him to best them on every occasion. 

The trio had attained Mastery in Tempest magic a while ago, and  they’d  agreed  to  hold  onto  any  further  essence  orbs  they’d acquired for when they began studying Frost magic. 



 Magic: Tempest (Master)

 Progress to Archmage: 0/1 Epiphany

 +6,420% personal Tempest ether reserves

 +6,420% Tempest spell casting speed

 +6,420% Tempest spell learning rate

 +6,420% Tempest spell efficacy



Vincent  had  groaned  in  annoyance  upon  seeing  the  codex display. 

“What’s  that?”  he’d  asked,  futilely  trying  to  allocate  essence orbs  to  their  skill  in  Tempest  magic.  “Is  there  something  else  we should have been getting from Shadowswarm? Is that another type of essence orb we need to collect?” 

“No,”  Zephyr  had  replied.  “I  don’t  think  this  is  something  we can attain through essence orbs. Perhaps it is something we will find out more about in time.” 

“Eh, who cares?” Nella had scoffed. “We have everything we need to kill Shadowswarm right now.” 

Perhaps  that  was  the  difference  between  the  trio  and Archmage  Xanthus  and  the  reason  why  even  when  outnumbered and outmatched, Xanthus still managed to come out on top against them. In any case, Zephyr couldn’t afford to spare the epiphany they were supposedly missing much more of his attention. They had Dark Labyrinths to vanquish and a ritual circle to empower. 

The  next  three  weeks  flew  by  in  a  flash  as  the  trio  worked themselves  into  a  frenzy  of  Labyrinth  expeditions.  Luxana  found herself  unable  to  keep  up,  and  Zephyr  had  to  exclude  her  on alternating  days.  She  also  had  final  exams  to  prepare  for,  but  after her  grueling  experience  fighting  alongside  Zephyr,  she  passed  the practical  trials  of  the  Storm  Scion  with  ease,  attaining  some  of  the highest scores in recent history. 

The  junior  initiates  had  final  exams  too,  which  the  trio  were thankfully  exempted  from.  Nevertheless,  Suntar  and  the  war-bout club labored tirelessly to keep Nella supplied with talismans. As for Stalwart, the implacable Dao monk showed not the slightest hint of fatigue as he slew Shadowswarm in droves alongside Vincent. 

The  dark  magic  coruscating  within  the  ritual  circle  soon reached  titanic  proportions,  forming  a  column  of  shadow  five  times as  tall  as  Zephyr,  making  him  wonder  how  it  wasn’t  visible  to  even the casual onlooker, let alone a mage with divination spells. 

As the days passed and the Induction grew closer, Luxana’s affections became wilder and more passionate, as if she were trying to squeeze a lifetime of abandon within the weeks she had left with Zephyr.  Her  fear  and  sadness  seemed  to  vanish,  replaced  by  a steely  resolve  that  was  evident  in  the  cast  of  her  brow  and  her confident smile. 

“I’m not afraid anymore, Zeph,” she said one evening, as they stood amidst the clouds and watched the sun descend beneath the horizon. “I am a child of the Tempest, and it is my destiny to defy the Shadow. Nothing can be more glorious than that.” 

Zephyr  didn’t  know  what  to  say.  He  held  her  close,  his Stratospheric  Veil  keeping  the  chilling  bite  of  the  wind  away  from their flesh. 

She turned to face him and stroked his jaw gently. 

“Except this time I have with you,” Luxana said. “It will always be my light in the darkness.” 

The  two  of  them  didn’t  have  any  further  conversation  about their  futures.  They  didn’t  need  to,  since  both  of  them  knew  their paths  led  in  different  directions,  perhaps  never  to  converge  again. 

But  for  now,  in  these  dwindling  moments,  Zephyr  didn’t  hesitate  to lose  himself  within  her  presence,  and  she  did  likewise,  holding nothing back. 




* * *

 

One  night,  after  leaving  Luxana’s  room  so  she  could  sleep more soundly and be fresh for a morning exam, Zephyr cast Soaring Breeze  and  flew  into  the  skies,  breathing  deeply  of  the  stubbornly chill  summer  air  around  Mount  Baltros’s  summit.  He’d  vanquished five Phase One Dark Labyrinths that night, all of which had yielded a considerable  amount  of  nightsteel.  The  ritual  circle’s  effects  would arrive  at  their  desired  peak  soon,  according  to  Avora.  If  the  Grand Sage’s  estimations  held  true,  Phase  Three  Dark  Labyrinths  would soon begin to regress to a lower phase. The same would occur with

Phase Two Labyrinths, while Phase One Labyrinths would fall apart, resulting in the deaths of their Blackguards. 

Zephyr  figured  that  another  four  or  five  days  of  expeditions would  bring  them  to  that  point,  and  another  few  more  beyond  that would  result  in  the  complete  destruction  of  every  Dark  Labyrinth within  the  realm.  Caught  in  his  contemplations,  it  took  him  several moments  to  register  the  sound  of  soft  weeping  upon  the  night breeze. 

Zephyr suppressed his magical aura and cast Wind Sheath, a spell  that  would  render  him  virtually  invisible  against  the  night  sky. 

He  flew  toward  the  weeping.  It  came  from  a  woman,  he  could  tell, and it was soft enough that he wouldn’t have heard it at all, if not for the inadvertent breeze that carried the sobs to his ears. 

To his surprise, he realized that it was Master Venn, standing all by herself on one of the Tempest School’s many remote open-air balconies.  Zephyr  halted  his  flight  from  fifty  feet  away,  hovering directly  in  front  of  Venn.  Then  he  drew  upon  his  internal  energy, ascending his senses to the Fifth Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. Venn’s tired  and  haggard  visage  snapped  into  clear  focus,  and  her  sobs now rang distinctly in his ears. Zephyr felt guilty spying on the Storm Scion,  but  after  Avora’s  warning  of  a  potential  traitor  in  their  midst, the least he could do was make sure Venn was alright. 

“Ten  days,”  the  Storm  Scion  whispered.  “Ten  days  and  then back to… that.” 

She clutched the stone guardrail of the balcony so tightly that the  whiteness  of  her  knuckles  was  visible  beneath  the  pale  light  of the moon. Venn broke into fresh sobs again, her shoulders heaving with emotion. 

Zephyr  sighed  inwardly.  He’d  seen  such  displays  of  distress before, amongst shell-shocked guardsmen forced back into battle by their  uncaring  barons.  War  was  not  for  everyone,  and  some  dealt with its aftermath worse than others did. Venn, it seemed, was one such  individual.  Who  knew  what  horrors  she  had  beheld  on  the northern  battlelines?  Yet,  according  to  Gathras’s  and  her  own

account, she’d accrued more than twenty years of service, tirelessly standing  vigil  and  doing  battle  against  the  Shadowswarm,  while undoubtedly losing cherished friends and comrades along the way. 

Venn  continued  crying  for  many  more  minutes.  Eventually, the  Storm  Scion  sniffed  and  wiped  her  eyes  with  the  back  of  her hand.  A  resolute  cast  fell  over  her  features  once  more,  despite  the puffiness of her eyes. Venn turned on her heel and walked back into the Tempest School, and Zephyr knew that tomorrow, initiates both senior  and  junior  would  see  only  the  indomitable  Storm  Scion  and their esteemed teacher when they beheld her. 

Zephyr bowed his head in respect and flew back to his room. 

Chapter 35







Two other Storm Scions arrived the day before the Induction, descending  from  their  Wind  Walk  upon  Aethon  Landing,  where  the trio  had  battled  their  first  shadow  brute.  Gathras  and  Venn  had gathered the initiates outside to greet them. 

“Initiates!  Master  Trevas  and  Master  Siravar  have  arrived!” 

Gathras barked. 

“The Infinite Skies’ grace upon you,” the initiates chorused as they bowed in greeting. 

Trevas  was  a  tall,  gaunt  man  with  a  shaved  head  and  dark rings beneath his eyes. He nodded gravely to the gathered initiates, before walking over to Gathras and Venn and clasping their hands. 

Siravar  was  a  petite  woman  with  short,  dark  hair.  Her  pale features  were  fatigued  and  worn  with  worry,  but  her  thin  lips  were curved into a warm and friendly smile. She clasped Gathras’s hand and gave Venn a hug. 

“Where’s  Archmage  Xanthus?”  Siravar  asked.  “Shouldn’t  he be at this greeting?” 

“He should.” Venn shrugged. “But he isn’t.” 

“Paperwork.  Missives,  invoices,  tactical  and  strategic correspondence.” Gathras grunted. “There’s a veritable mountain of it  to  get  through.  Always  is,  at  this  time  of  the  year.  He’s  probably buried in it.” 

“Good  thing  you  won’t  have  to  deal  with  that  for  the  next decade at least.” Trevas grimaced and shared a sidelong glance with Siravar. “That’s our job, now.” 

“Come,  the  both  of  you.”  Venn’s  sweeping  gesture encompassed  the  gathered  initiates.  “These  have  been  our  wards. 

Half of them will become our brothers and sisters-in-arms tomorrow. 

The rest will rely on you to oversee the final legs of their journey.” 

“A  promising  lot,”  Trevas  said,  nodding.  “Junior  initiates, Master Siravar and I will be your new instructors from the day after tomorrow. Senior initiates, you have my congratulations and respect. 

Well done, each and every one of you.” 

“Of  course,  Master  Trevas’s  words  don’t  apply  to  everyone gathered  here,”  Siravar  added.  Her  gaze  landed  on  Vincent,  who was  standing  between  Nella  and  Zephyr.  “We  have  guests  training among  us,  an  unprecedented  occurrence  in  the  history  of  the Tempest School.” 

“You  didn’t  suppress  your  magical  aura!”  Nella  hissed  into Vincent’s ear. 

“I forgot, alright?” the jeweler’s apprentice hissed back. “And I didn’t think I needed to. Nobody else except you two are doing it.” 

Zephyr  sighed.  Unsuppressed,  each  of  the  trio’s  magical auras  outshone  those  of  any  initiate,  junior  or  senior,  by  many magnitudes. The effect was akin to that of lighting a massive bonfire beside  a  flickering  candle,  or  perhaps  a  gentle  breeze  against  the backdrop of a howling thunderstorm. 

“The three of you, front and center,” Trevas commanded, but Gathras placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“Let’s not single them out in front of the others,” Gathras said, keeping his voice low, his words only intelligible thanks to Zephyr’s ability to read lips. “You can talk to them later if you want.” 

“They’re  already  singling  themselves  out,”  Siravar  said, chuckling. “Look at that magical aura. It’s greater than anything the strongest of us can aspire to. It even outshines Archmage Xanthus’s magical aura and that of the white-robed twit’s. Where is he, by the way?” 

“His  Excellency  is  busy  at  the  moment,  but  he  is  here,” 

Gathras replied, frowning at Siravar’s disrespectful words. 

“You have a point, Gathras. My apologies. No need to put the youngsters  on  the  spot  here.”  Trevas  nodded  to  the  initiates.  “You are  dismissed.  Junior  initiates,  I  believe  you  have  exams  this afternoon.  Get  in  whatever  studying  you  still  can.  Senior  initiates, head to the vigil chamber for your final preparations.” 

“The  three  wonders  can  stay  behind,”  Siravar  said  as  the initiates began shuffling back to the Tempest School. 

Gathras frowned and opened his mouth to object, but another voice rang through the air. 

“Yes, they can. I want to meet them,” a feminine voice said. 

Azure light swirled at the end of the Ascent of Wind’s stairwell, and a short, plump woman clad in gray, blue-trimmed robes appeared. She pulled  back  her  hood  to  reveal  a  headful  of  silver  hair  and  soft, gentle features. 

“A Frost Guardian,” Nella whispered. 

“Did  she  walk  all  the  way  up  the  Ascent  of  Wind?”  Vincent asked. 

“No.  Don’t  you  remember  Master  Gathras  talking  about  the Ascent  of  Wind  in  class?”  Zephyr  replied.  “Mages  with  Frost  or Inferno  Aspects  are  transported  instantly  to  the  summit  of  Mount Baltros when they step upon the Ascent of Wind.” 

“Oh, right.” Vincent shrugged. “Guess it slipped my mind.” 

“Master  Viviana  Colea,  welcome  to  the  Tempest  School,” 

Gathras  said,  bowing  to  the  Frost  Guardian.  “We  greet  you  with honor.” 

“Oh, Davos, enough with the stuffiness. It is good to see you,” 

Colea strode over to Gathras and engulfed him in a hug. Trevas and Siravar snickered at the sight. 

“He’s still not going to marry you, Vi,” Siravar said. “Gathras is as hardline as they come.” 

“Who  says  he  has  to  marry  me?”  Colea  replied,  a  grin spreading across her face. “You don’t need any vows to ride–” 

“Enough, enough.” Gathras extricated himself from the Frost Guardian’s  embrace,  though  it  was  clear  that  he  was  fighting  to suppress  a  smile.  He  turned  to  the  trio,  who’d  remained  behind  as the  other  initiates  left.  “Alright,  you  three.  You  might  as  well  come over and say hello at this point.” 

“Good  morning,  Master  Colea,”  Zephyr  said,  bowing  to  the Frost Guardian. “We have been told that you will be overseeing our training in the Frost School.” 

“That’s  right.”  Colea  swept  her  gaze  over  the  trio.  “Oh  my. 

Look at those magical auras. If only there were a hundred of you, so there would be no Shadowswarm left, and I’d be able to drag Davos back home and make him give me a dozen children.” 

“Viviana!”  Gathras  chided,  before  coughing  into  his  fist. 

“You’re  here,  but  what  about  the  representative  from  the  Inferno School?  Isn’t  Phoenix  Knight  Gabriel  Xost  supposed  to  be  here  as well?” 

“We  were  traveling  together,  but  he  got  into  a  brawl  with some  locals  as  we  passed  through  the  capitol.  Burned  a  building down, actually. Apparently he’d uncovered a kidnapping ring of sorts and  was  suddenly  more  interested  in  punching  people  in  the  face than  carrying  on  our  journey,”  Colea  explained.  “Last  I  heard,  he’d been  detained  by  the  local  guardsmen  because  he  beat  a  district magistrate nearly to death.” 

“Xost is still the same, I see,” Siravar said, chuckling. “Looks like he won’t be ascending to the rank of Master anytime soon.” 

“Archmage  Brass  demoted  him,  actually,”  Colea  said. 

“Gabriel’s rank is as low as any mage’s can be and still be included among the ranks of the Phoenix Knights.” 

“By the Infinite Skies, why am I not surprised?” Gathras said, sighing. “I have not missed dealing with his nonsense.” 

“Xost  spent  quite  a  bit  of  time  fighting  alongside  us  on  the battlelines,” Siravar explained to the trio. “He’s quite experienced at slaying Shadowswarm, so if he ever shows up, he might have some pointers to offer to you three.” 

“I  think  it’ll  be  the  other  way  around,”  Nella  quipped,  and Zephyr couldn’t help but wonder if the ranger’s words were accurate. 

The  trio  had  slain  hundreds,  if  not  thousands,  of  Shadowswarm entities  over  the  course  of  the  year.  He  doubted  that  a  Phoenix Knight could match their numbers. 

“The  unaffiliated  mages  are  waiting  for  you  in  the  village,” 

Colea  said.  “Iskar  said  he’d  be  damned  if  he  has  to  climb  these damned steps, so he’s going to head back to his guild house if one of you doesn’t pick him up by this afternoon. His words.” 

“Alright. I’ll go get them.” Gathras nodded. “Iskar of the Coin Mages. Who else is there?” 

“Fairly  sparse  showing  this  year,  I’m  afraid,”  Colea  said. 

“Apart  from  Iskar,  there’s  Weyla  Veiss.  She’s  from  the  Steelsong Guild,  one  of  those  new  mercenary  guilds  that’s  still  trying  to  find traction. And then there’s Oskar Hight. You remember him, a senior journeyman  from  the  Alchemist  Guild.  No  one  from  the  big  names, I’m  afraid,  except  for  me  and  Xost,  assuming  they  haven’t  hanged him in a city square yet.” 

“I doubt Xost is going to make it.” Trevas shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.  Siravar,  we’d  better  get  to  work.  There’s  a  lot  to  be  done before the Induction.” 

“I’ll  lead  the  way,”  Venn  said.  Trevas  and  Siravar  nodded  to the trio, before following Venn into the Tempest School. 

“Alright, I’d better show you to your guest room, Colea, then go  get  the  mages  from  the  village.”  Gathras  turned  his  attention  to the  trio.  “If  I’m  not  mistaken,  His  Excellency  wants  to  speak  to  you after this assembly. I suggest you go find him. He said he’d be at the usual place. I assume you know where it is.” 

“Yes, sir. We do,” Zephyr said. 

“Well, it was nice meeting you three,” Colea said, looping her arm around Gathras’s. “I’m sure we’ll have a lot of time to talk later. 

For  now,  you’d  better  go  see  what  His  Excellency  wants,  while  I execute my schemes to keep Davos in my guest room for the rest of the day.” 

“Alright,  ma’am.  Sir.”  Zephyr  bowed  to  the  Frost  Guardian, then to Gathras. “We’ll be off now.” 

“You  don’t  have  to  be  too  gentle  with  him,”  Nella  said  to Colea. 

“Oh,  I  don’t  intend  to.”  The  Frost  Guardian  winked  at  the ranger. Panic flashed momentarily over Gathras’s stoic features. 

Zephyr cast Soaring Breeze and flew into the skies, with his friends trailing behind. 




* * *

 

“There.  I  wonder  if  that  will  do  it,”  Vincent  said,  tossing  a shard  of  nightsteel  into  the  ritual  circle  and  casting  the  Heavenly Vortex  spell.  He  shielded  his  eyes  and  looked  up  at  the  column  of swirling  dark  magic  at  the  heart  of  the  circle.  It  was  now  truly tremendous,  and  Avora  had  needed  the  trio  to  help  him  cast  an additional set of powerful warding and containment spells. 

“That’s a lot of nightsteel,” Nella commented idly, pointing to the  veritable  sea  of  metal  floating  within  the  spinning  shadows. 

“When this is over, all that nightsteel better be automatically purified, because I can’t be bothered to get through a heap that large.” 

“If it isn’t, we’ll just take and purify some, just in case we have a particularly tough Dark Labyrinth we’ll need to tackle in the future,” 

Zephyr said. 

“Felgar has a fair bit of purified nightsteel stashed away in her forge,  doesn’t  she?”  Nella  said.  “That  should  be  enough.  Let’s  just destroy this lot with Invocations.” 

“I’m fine with that,” Vincent said, grimacing. “I’ve worked with metal all my life, but nightsteel is just… ugh! Makes me feel unclean just touching it.” 

Avora walked over to the trio, dismissing his diagnostic spell as he did so. The Grand Sage had a contented smile on his face. 

“Well done, my friends,” he said. “You’ve brought this vortex past its tipping point. All existing Dark Labyrinths now will have the corrupt ether drawn from their Nexuses. I expect none will remain in a day or two.” 

“Just  in  time,  too,”  Nella  said.  “The  Induction  ceremony  is tomorrow, isn’t it? And we’re heading out to the Frost School the day after that?” 

“That is correct, Nella,” Avora replied. “Frost Guardian Shevar is due to arrive this evening. She would like to meet the three of you and perhaps give you a brief overview of what you might expect at the Frost School.” 

“Great.”  Nella  spun  on  her  heel  and  began  striding  to  the edge  of  the  platform.  “Since  we  don’t  have  to  attack  any  Dark Labyrinths anymore, I’ll go start saying my goodbyes.” 

“Suntar is writing his Thaumaturgical Theory exam right now, Nella,” Vincent pointed out. 

“Who says I’m going straight to him?” the ranger demanded, her face reddening. “I’m going to see the old man. I don’t care how busy he is. He’s taking me fishing one last time. Clarissa has exams until  tonight,  and  Lux  has  to  do  her  final  meditative  vigil  to  prepare for  her  Induction  tomorrow,  so  the  two  of  you  should  come  along too.” 

“Archmage  Xanthus?”  Zephyr  smiled.  Surprisingly  enough, Nella and Xanthus had established a curious rapport over the course of  the  year,  the  two  of  them  becoming  fast  friends.  “I  suppose  we should.  I  haven’t  seen  him  in  a  while,  and  an  afternoon  of  fishing would be pleasant after all those Dark Labyrinths we ran through.” 

“Yeah, I suppose that would be nice,” Vincent agreed, before turning nervously to Avora. “That is, of course, Your Excellency has no further instructions for us?” 

“No,  Vincent,  I  don’t.”  Avora  shook  his  head  and  smiled again.  “Go  ahead,  my  friends.  Enjoy  your  last  days  at  the  Tempest School. You have certainly earned it.” 

Nella stepped off the edge of the platform. Lightning poured from her eyes and coalesced into her sky-wyrm. The lightning beast caught  her  on  its  shoulders,  then  wrapped  its  tail  around  Vincent’s waist,  eliciting  a  squeak  of  protest  from  the  jeweler’s  apprentice. 

Then the sky-wyrm was plummeting through the air, Vincent’s rising scream trailing in its wake. Zephyr cast Soaring Breeze and stepped off  the  platform  as  well.  Just  before  he  flew  after  his  friends,  he glanced over his shoulder. 

Avora was staring at the shadowy column, his silver eyes lost in thought. 

 The  spell  to  redirect  the  dark  magic  must  be  quite complicated,  Zephyr  thought.  I  suppose  he’ll  need  some  time  to prepare for its casting. 

With that, he flew after Nella and Vincent. 









Chapter 36







Xanthus wasn’t in his office. The trio walked past the bulging bookshelves and even checked the side room where the Archmage often napped, but Xanthus wasn’t there. 

“That’s odd.” Vincent reflexively straightened a small painting of a blue flower over the Archmage’s cot. “Wasn’t he supposed to be drowning in paperwork? Where could he be?” 

“There’s  a  lot  of  paperwork,  alright,”  Nella  said,  walking  out from  the  side  room  and  pointing  to  the  desk,  where  piles  of documents,  forms,  and  scrolls  were  stacked.  “But  he  isn’t  doing  it. 

He better not have gone fishing without us.” 

Zephyr  looked  closely  at  a  small  scroll  unfurled  across  the desk’s working area. It was a Certificate of Induction for one of the Senior  Initiates,  and  Xanthus  had  already  stamped  it  with  his  seal. 

But where his signature was supposed to be was an illegible scrawl that trailed off into the corner. A quill lay on the floor. Zephyr picked it up and saw that the ink upon its tip was dry. 

“Well, Archmage Xanthus  was working,” he said. “Perhaps he had business elsewhere to attend to.” 

“I  guess  that’s  that.”  Vincent  shrugged.  “We’re  on  our  own, and we’ve got the afternoon free. If Archmage Xanthus doesn’t want to  go  fishing  with  us,  there’s  no  reason  we  can’t  go  by  ourselves, can’t we?” 

Nella  emerged  from  the  side  room  once  more,  Xanthus’s fishing rods and basket already in her hands. 

“What?”  she  demanded  as  Zephyr  and  Vincent  cast exasperated looks upon her. 

“Not  that  I  think  he’d  mind  us  borrowing  his  fishing  gear, Nella,  but  you  can’t  just  take  other  people’s  things  without  asking,” 

Zephyr said, sighing. “Never mind. If we get everything dried out and cleaned up before we return it, he might not even notice.” 

A quick trip to the village to buy bait and snacks later, the trio found  themselves  beside  the  stream  Xanthus  usually  brought  them to.  Nella  and  Vincent  cast  their  lines  out  into  the  water  as  Zephyr leaned against a tree and stretched out his legs. 

“I’m going to miss this,” Zephyr said. 

“Miss  what?  You  don’t  fish,  and  you  don’t  eat  anything  we catch.” Nella cast him a glance over her shoulder. “You do help clean up though, so that’s nice, at least.” 

“This,”  Zephyr  replied,  making  a  sweeping  gesture  that encompassed the stream and its shining waters. “Sitting down here, looking  over  the  water  while  we  work  on  Archmage  Xanthus’s exercises or listen to his tales.” 

“It’s a shame he couldn’t be here today,” Vincent agreed. “But we’ve  got  the  Wind  Walk  spell.  Nothing’s  stopping  us  from  visiting him when we can get away from our classes. If he’s less busy then, we can all go fishing again.” 

“That’s  right.”  Nella  sniffed,  her  voice  suddenly  hoarse.  “We can visit the old man anytime.” 

“Are…  are  you  crying,  Nella?”  Vincent  asked,  his  eyes widening in astonishment. “It’s alright, you know? Like you said, we can visit him anytime.” 

“That’s  true,”  Zephyr  said,  walking  to  the  stream  and  sitting down beside the ranger. “But things won’t be the same. As initiates, we  belonged  to  the  same  place  as  Archmage  Xanthus.  We  came here,  and  at  the  end  of  the  day,  we  went  home  together.  After tomorrow, we will be fleeting visitors at best, stealing time from our preoccupations  to  spend  it  with  Archmage  Xanthus,  and  the  same will be true for him too. Distance will separate us, the type that Wind Walk  cannot  cover,  and  who’s  to  say  that  this  distance  won’t  grow larger with time, eventually parting us forever?” 

“Yet,  that  isn’t  a  bad  thing,”  Zephyr  continued.  He  clasped Nella’s  shoulder.  “Because  that’s  just  how  life  is.  People  come

together,  then  drift  apart,  carrying  pieces  of  each  other  with  them. 

They  can  choose  to  hold  onto  the  pieces  that  bring  them  wisdom, joy, and peace, and they can then share those things with the new people who come into their lives.” 

Nella  nudged  Zephyr  in  the  ribs  with  her  elbow,  but  not unkindly. 

“Lux won’t forget you,” the ranger said, cutting to the heart of the  matter  in  her  typical  fashion.  “And  you  won’t  forget  her,  like  we won’t forget the old man. I’m pretty sure he won’t forget us too, and that’s all that matters in the end.” 

“Yes.” Zephyr smiled, casting his gaze out over the water. “I suppose it is.” 

The afternoon hours ticked idly by. Neither Vincent nor Nella caught  any  fish,  much  to  the  latter’s  annoyance.  As  the  sun  began its brazen dip beneath the horizon, Vincent put aside his fishing rod. 

“You know, since we’re here, I was wondering if it’d be wise to go over our spells and equipment, just to make sure everything’s in order,”  he  said.  “I  know  we  don’t  have  to  attack  Dark  Labyrinths anymore, but it can’t hurt to be prepared, right?” 

“No, it can’t,” Nella agreed. She drew in her line and put her fishing rod away. “Let’s get things sorted out.” 

“Something’s  bothering  you  both,”  Zephyr  said,  giving  voice to the sense of unease that had been roiling in the pit of his stomach all afternoon. At first, he’d thought it was mere melancholy at having to leave the place he’d called home for a year and saying goodbye to Luxana.  But  it  was  more  than  that.  Something  was  wrong,  and  he didn’t know what. 

“Yes.  Well,  at  least  for  me,”  Vincent  said.  “There  is  a  huge amount  of  dark  magic  trapped  in  that  ritual  circle,  and  it’s  been growing ever since we tossed the first piece of nightsteel into it. Not even a hundred or more Phase Three Labyrinths all rolled into one contain that much dark magic. If it gets loose…” 

“His  Excellency  is  there.  I’m  sure  he  won’t  let  that  happen,” 

Zephyr  said.  “And  if  he  needs  help,  we’re  not  more  than  a  simple

Wind  Walk  spell  away,  and  there  are  four  Storm  Scions  and Archmage Xanthus in the Tempest School.” 

“But the old man isn’t there,” Nella said. “Where could he be? 

Also,  Avora  said  he’ll  cast  a  complicated  Tempest  magic  spell  that sends  all  the  dark  magic  in  that  ritual  circle  back  to  the Shadowswarm  in  the  north.  I’m  sure  he  needs  help  with  that.  Why hasn’t he told us anything about that spell yet? Surely we’re the best help he can get?” 

“We  are,  except  for  Archmage  Xanthus,”  Vincent  agreed. 

“Who  isn’t  there,  which  is  troubling  in  itself.  He  could  be  busy elsewhere,  but  the  more  I  think  about  how  things  were  in  his office…” 

“The more it seems he left suddenly, leaving things undone.” 

Zephyr’s expression turned grim. “Or that he was taken.” 

“Who’s  going  to  be  able  to  take  the  old  man?”  Nella  asked. 

“The white robed twit, to borrow Colea’s words? Avora can’t hold a candle in terms of magical power to the old man.” 

“What  if  His  Excellency   asked  Archmage  Xanthus  to accompany him? Maybe to help with the ritual circle?” Vincent’s face paled, and he started wringing his wrists nervously. “And then while Archmage Xanthus’s back is turned, he…” 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  made  a  sudden  stabbing  motion  in the air. 

“Eh,  it  sounds  like  something  the  twit  would  do,  but  I  don’t think so,” Nella said. “He’s on our side, remember? Blood of Avora and  all  that.  Besides,  he  can’t  be  the  traitor.  You  know  why?  He doesn’t have the guts.” 

“Nella,  you  really  shouldn’t  be  so  disrespectful  to  the  Grand Sage,” Zephyr said. “After all, he gave us the Codex of Ascension, which allowed us to learn Tempest magic so quickly.” 

“That’s  another  reason  I’m  sure  he’s  not  the  traitor.”  The ranger shrugged. “Still, Vincent is right. That ritual circle is worrying. 

Once its work is done, we should get rid of it right away.” 

“We’ll talk to the Grand Sage tomorrow about that. If we can help with his spell at all, we will,” Zephyr said. “For now, let’s do what Vincent suggested and go over our spells and equipment.” 

Nella nodded and unfurled a codex display. 



 Essence Orbs: 313



“That’s what we have stockpiled,” she said. “It should give us quite a nice headstart with Frost magic. Many Frost Guardians come to  the  Blight-Boundary,  you  know?  Frost  magic  is  very  effective against  Blight-beasts,  almost  as  much  as  Life  magic.  That’s  what Druidess Filna told me, anyway.” 

“Maybe  that’s  what  we’ll  end  up  fighting  while  we  attend classes.”  Vincent  sighed.  “I  wouldn’t  be  surprised  if  our  next  year plays out quite similarly to this one.” 

The jeweler’s apprentice unfurled another codex display. 



 Harness of Alacrity

 Enchanted half-plate +5

 Swiftness, Ease, Resilience, 30% dark magic resistance



“Zeph, your armor seems in order. Master Felgar and I added a  glyph  of  ease  yesterday,  so  that  should  make  it  a  lot  more comfortable  to  wear,”  Vincent  said.  “But  I  think  that’s  all  the  glyphs your armor can take though, at least until Azure Etch becomes more powerful.” 

“Thanks, Vincent. I really appreciate your hard work,” Zephyr said. 



 Radiant Coat

 Enchanted scale-mail +5

 Resilience, Greater Resilience, 30% dark magic resistance

 

“That’s mine.” Vincent chuckled. “My ribs still ache from being hit by that shadow minotaur. That’s why I added a greater resilience glyph to my armor.” 

“You need to learn how to dodge,” Nella said. “We can work on that. You stand next to that tree, and I shoot arrows at you. You try to dodge them.” 

“No.”  Vincent  gave  her  a  flat  stare.  “No,  I  don’t  think  so, Nella.” 



 Slipsilver Sheath

 Enchanted brigandine +5

 Ease, Resilience, Displacement, 30% dark magic resistance



“I  added  a  glyph  of  ease  to  your  armor  too,”  Vincent  said, grinning. “So you don’t have to worry about anything silken you wear underneath being torn.” 

“Something’s  being  torn  alright,  if  you  continue  down  that conversational  path,”  Nella  warned.  “It  involves  one  of  your  body parts beneath your belt.” 

Vincent tutted fastidiously. He tilted his head, and the codex display flickered. 



 Lethal Swiftness

 Enchanted saber +9

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds

  

 Heartseeker’s Wrath

 Enchanted longbow + 9

 Wielder Resonance

 Facet Shift

 Current Aspect: Gathering Clouds



“These 

are 

your 

main 

weapons,” 

Vincent 

said. 

“Spontaneously  enchanted  items  can’t  receive  any  more enchantments, or so it says in the Tome of Tempest Glyphs. I’ve tried though,  but  the  book  is  correct.  Your  weapons  are  what  they  are. 

Maybe  when  we  start  learning  Frost  magic  and  using  up  essence orbs again, they’ll become more powerful.” 

“Perhaps,” Zephyr mused. “Or perhaps not, since we will be progressing  in  a  different  type  of  magic  instead  of  becoming  even more powerful in Tempest magic.” 

“Well,  whatever  the  case,  those  two  weapons  are  plenty powerful already,” Vincent said. “But I actually did put something else together for you, Zeph. Harmonious Star got outclassed quite a while ago, and Thunder Hammer is starting to outstay its welcome, so take a look at this.” 



 Ponderous Inevitability

 Enchanted skyforged greatsword +5

 Armor-piercing, Shield-breaking, Mercurial Blast



“Go on, take it out and give it a spin,” the jeweler’s apprentice prompted. 

Zephyr  did  so,  withdrawing  a  two-handed  sword  from  his mage band. Its double-sided blade was about five feet in length and four  inches  across  in  width,  though  it  tapered  to  a  narrower  point toward  its  end.  It  wasn’t  one  of  the  standard-issue  ones  hanging upon  the  racks  in  Master  Felgar’s  armory.  This  blade  had  been freshly forged, with a plain but robust crossguard and a thunderbolt-shaped pommel of burnished steel. Blade, pommel, and crossguard were all adorned with blue glowing glyphs. 

He gave the sword a practice swing, only to feel its balance slide from its hilt toward its tip. The massive blade slammed into the ground, blasting a crater into the mossy mud. 

“Mercurial!”  Zephyr  said.  “It’s  like  a  mercurial  sword,  with mercury  reservoirs  flowing  down  its  length,  where  a  fuller  groove would  be.  The  mercury  rushes  to  the  tip  of  the  sword  when  it’s swung, changing its balance.” 

“Master Felgar says the shifting weight will let you swing and hit  harder,”  Vincent  said.  “Putting  actual  mercury  reservoirs  into  a sword is silly, but glyphs are much less so.” 

“This is amazing, Vincent!” Zephyr raised the blade again and ascended his internal energy to the Fifth Cycle of the Carefree Sutra. 

Strength flowed through his limbs, and the greatsword became much lighter  in  his  grasp,  its  shifting  balance  more  attuned  to  his heightened reflexes. Zephyr brought Ponderous Inevitability through a few more practice swings before he put it back into his mage band. 

“Yeah,  I  thought  you’d  like  it,”  Vincent  said.  “Master  Felgar forged the blade, and I added the glyphs.” 

“Where’s  mine?”  Nella  demanded.  “Zeph  gets  another weapon. What about me?” 

Vincent unfurled another codex display. 



 Blue Claw

 Enchanted skyforged handaxe + 5

 Armor-piercing, Swiftness, Returning



Nella  retrieved  the  weapon  from  her  mage  band.  It  was  a sleek handaxe, also freshly forged. A smile spread across her face. 

“This looks beautiful,” she said. 

“I  put  a  glyph  of  returning  on  it.”  Vincent  pointed  out  across the water. “Toss it there, then hold out your hand.” 

The  ranger  did  so,  a  grunt  of  glee  escaping  her  lips  as  she hurled  the  axe  over  the  stream.  Her  smile  faded  though,  as  the weapon’s flight spent itself, and the axe plopped into the water. 

“What…?”  Nella  turned  to  Vincent,  but  the  jeweler’s apprentice merely grinned. 

“Hold out your hand,” he said. 

Nella  did  so,  only  to  have  cobalt  light  crackle  across  her palm. A moment later, the enchanted axe fell haft-first into her grasp. 

“That allows you to fight up close or from afar,” Vincent said. 

“It should be a nice complement to your bow.” 

“Thanks,  Vincent.”  Nella  gazed  upon  her  axe  with  a  look  of wonder.  “I  like  it  very  much.  Think  of  all  the  Shadowswarm  and Blight-beast skulls I can split with this!” 

“Uh…  sure.  You’re  very  welcome,  Nella.”  Vincent  grimaced as  Nella  swung  her  new  axe  around  with  wild  abandon.  “Anyway, we’ve  got  about  fifty  highest-inscription  talismans  left.  Twenty  of them  are  Storm  Invocations  of  the  plain  variant.  Eleven  are  Bolt Rings,  also  of  the  plain  variant.  Another  ten  are  Greater  Shadow-bane Barriers, all of which are the wall variant. That leaves us with nine unused talismans.” 

“We  should  fill  them  up  with  spells,”  Zephyr  said.  “Perhaps our  most  powerful  ones,  such  as  Nella’s  Condor  Barrage,  my  Ion Fall, or Vincent’s Arsenal Wind.” 

“Your  Ion  Fall  spell  can  only  work  during  storms  though,” 

Nella pointed out. “Do you think it’s worth the time and effort filling up talismans with that spell?” 

“We’ve  got  Cloud  Concert,  don’t  we?”  Vincent  pointed  out. 

“We put together that spell variant after Zephyr’s first attempt to use Ion Fall failed miserably.” 

“Yeah,  failed  miserably  sounds  about  right,”  Nella  grunted. 

“The  old  man  beat  us  like  a  drum  that  day,  and  it’s  all  your  fault, Zeph.” 

“Sure, Nella.” Zephyr chuckled, shaking his head. He unfurled a codex display. 



 Cloud Concert (Master)

 Requires  three  casters,  conjures  a  canopy  of  storm  clouds, 100 feet casting range, 400 ether per cast and per caster, 2 minute duration



“If we infuse a few talismans with Cloud Concert, Zeph’s Ion Fall becomes much more viable,” Vincent reasoned. 

“Are you kidding? Look at that ether cost. It also needs to be cast thrice each time. Infusing a single talisman with Cloud Concert will take four, maybe five, hours,” Nella protested. 

“Six, more like,” Vincent said. “It’s a lot of work.” 

“I can handle that work,” Zephyr said. “I know you two have plans tonight, so leave the talismans and Cloud Concert to me. But you should infuse a few talismans with Condor Barrage and Arsenal Wind before you go.” 

“Yes, that sounds like a good idea,” Vincent agreed. 

“Purified nightsteel,” Nella said suddenly. “How much of it do we have left? I’m not seeing any in my mage band.” 

“We’re out,” Vincent replied. “Master Felgar’s got a chest full of  it  in  her  armory,  but  that’s  about  it.  We’re  not  attacking  Dark Labyrinths  anymore,  so  we  don’t  need  any  purified  nightsteel anyway.” 

“That’s  true.”  The  ranger  shrugged.  “Well,  if  we’re  going  to infuse the talismans, we might as well get started.” 

Dusk  was  imminent  by  the  time  Vincent  and  Nella  had finished  infusing  three  talismans  apiece  with  Arsenal  Wind  and Condor  Barrage.  Zephyr  had  infused  one  with  Ion  Fall,  leaving  the remaining two for Cloud Concert. 

“Exams  should  be  done  any  moment  now,”  Zephyr  said. 

“Clarissa and Suntar should be free by the time you two get back to the Tempest School.” 

“You’re not coming with us, Zeph?” Vincent asked. 

“Yeah,  Lux  is  doing  her  vigil  all  night  tonight,  but  you  can come have the evening meal with us, at least,” Nella said. “Instead of moping around.” 

“But  I  won’t  be  moping  around,”  Zephyr  replied,  holding  up the two unused talismans. “I’ll be working on these, remember?” 

“Ugh.” Nella winced. “Sounds like you’ll be up all night, Zeph.” 

“Perhaps, because I’ll be doing work. Work that neither of you wants to do,” Zephyr said, grinning. 

“Quick,  let’s  get  out  of  here  before  he  guilts  us  into  helping him,” Nella said, spinning on her heel and walking away. She pulled Vincent along with her. 

“When  we  first  met  Zeph,  he  was  a  nice,  sweet,  and  polite Wu monk,” she hissed at the jeweler’s apprentice. “Now look at him. 

You’ve been a bad influence on him, Vincent.” 

“Me?  I  thought  he  got  all  his  snark  from  you,”  Vincent protested. “I’m pretty sure your nastiness rubbed off on him too.” 

“Did you just call me nasty?” Nella demanded. Their bickering trailed away as they departed upon their Wind Walk spells. 

Zephyr  chuckled  as  he  sat  down  by  the  stream  again.  The sun  had  set,  casting  the  realm  in  the  momentary  period  of  utter darkness before the moon’s ascent. Right now, Luxana would be in one  of  the  Tempest  School’s  meditation  halls,  conducting  her  final vigil as an initiate. 

Her  path  as  a  Storm  Scion  would  begin  tomorrow.  It  would take her to the northern battlelines, while Zephyr’s would take him to the Frost School. Perhaps their destinies would intertwine once more in the future, but he doubted it. She would be with him tomorrow, of course,  after  the  Induction  ceremony,  but  for  all  intents  and purposes, and for better or worse, their time together was at its end. 

Zephyr  took  out  the  talismans  as  the  first  glimmers  of moonlight stretched into the night sky, and he got to work. 

Chapter 37







The  Tempest  School  held  the  Induction  ceremony  upon  its largest  open-air  courtyard,  which  had  enough  standing  room  for hundreds of people. The attendees at the ceremony were far fewer, though,  with  the  junior  initiates  numbering  a  few  dozen  and  only around twenty senior initiates ascending to the rank of Storm Scion. 

The trio stood amidst the ranks of the junior initiates, facing a platform  of  raised  stone  beside  which  the  senior  initiates  waited. 

Gathras,  Trevas,  and  Siravar  were  on  the  platform,  their  heads bowed together in hushed discussion. 

“He’s  still  nowhere  to  be  found,”  Gathras’s  lips  said.  Zephyr frowned. Was the Storm Scion referring to Archmage Xanthus? If so, something  was  definitely  amiss.  How  could  the  headmaster  and Archmage of the Tempest School miss the Induction ceremony of its newest Storm Scions? 

“There’s no choice,” Siravar said, before nodding to Gathras. 

“You’re  the  deputy  headmaster.  You’ll  have  to  conduct  the ceremony.” 

“Good  thing  we  got  all  the  certificates  prepared  last  night,” 

Trevas  added.  “Otherwise,  things  would  be  a  whole  lot  more embarrassing than they’re already promising to be.” 

“And where is Lila Venn?” Siravar demanded. “She wandered off sometime yesterday afternoon and never showed herself again.” 

“We can’t worry about Venn now,” Gathras said, clenching his jaw.  “Alright,  I’ll  conduct  the  ceremony.  I’ll  just  say  the  headmaster isn’t feeling well. We’ll track down Venn later.” 

“Is everything alright, Davos?” Master Colea asked from her seat  before  the  platform.  The  Frost  Guardian  was  seated  beside  a balding,  middle-aged  man  clad  in  a  thick  brown  robe.  Gathras  had

introduced him as Oskus Hight, senior journeyman of the Alchemist Guild. 

The younger woman seated behind Hight was Weyla Veiss, a representative  of  the  Steelsong  Guild.  She  wore  her  dark  hair  in  a warrior’s braid not unlike Nella’s. Her athletic frame was encased in a set of utilitarian plate armor. A sheathed sword rested against the side of her chair. 

Master Stalwart was in attendance, of course. He sat beside Iskar  Rem  of  the  Coin  Mages,  a  slim  man  in  his  late  thirties.  The Coin Mage wore simple black robes of an elegant cut. His dark hair was cropped close to his skull, and a bevy of gemmed rings adorned the fingers he’d interlocked over the higher knee of his crossed legs. 

“Everything’s  fine,”  Gathras  told  Colea.  “We’ll  start  the ceremony soon.” 

Zephyr glanced over his shoulder. The Tempest School’s staff was in attendance too. Master Brund and his assistants stood beside a  long  table  laden  with  covered  dishes.  After  the  ceremony,  they would serve an early luncheon to everyone in the courtyard. Master Felgar,  it  seemed,  couldn’t  wait  so  long.  The  Storm  Smith  chatted amiably  to  some  of  the  assistant  cooks,  biting  into  an  apple  with every other phrase. 

His  gaze  went  next  to  the  senior  initiates,  before  stopping upon Luxana. She looked pale and drawn, evidently fatigued by her night-long  vigil,  but  Zephyr  had  never  found  her  more  beautiful  as she stood beneath the morning sun, her features calm and resolute. 

She  caught  his  eye  and  sent  him  one  of  her  radiant  smiles, followed  by  a  wink  filled  with  promises.  Zephyr  returned  the  smile and held her gaze, only for Nella to jab him in the ribs. 

“Something’s wrong. Gathras looks like he’s going to cry. You can  read  lips,  so  tell  us  something,  instead  of  fluttering  your  overly long eyelashes at Lux,” the ranger demanded. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.” 

“Archmage Xanthus isn’t coming. The Storm Scions couldn’t find him,” Zephyr whispered into her ear, attenuating his words with a

subtle  Silent  Stream  spell  that  rendered  his  voice  audible  only  to Nella and Vincent. 

“What’s  wrong  with  the  old  man?”  Nella  asked,  her  voice similarly silenced as Zephyr extended his spell to her, then Vincent. 

“Looks  like  Master  Venn  is  missing  too,  not  to  mention  His Excellency,”  Vincent  said.  “Then  again,  His  Excellency  did  mention he probably wouldn’t be able to make it to the ceremony.” 

“No  one  cares  about  Avora,”  Nella  said.  “Something’s  not right  here.  We  stopped  the  Dark  Labyrinths,  but  what  about  the traitor  mage?  What  if  he  strikes  the  ritual  circle  right  now,  when everyone’s attention is focused on the ceremony?” 

“Well, then he or she would have a really bad day, because Avora, whom you do not care about, is working on the ritual circle,” 

Vincent pointed out. “You keep making fun of His Excellency, Nella, but his magical aura is as strong as ours. Maybe stronger.” 

“We  should  go  check  on  him  anyway,”  Zephyr  said.  “Grand Sage Avora might be an Elemental Master, but even he can be taken unawares, especially if he’s focused on casting that redirecting spell, which can’t be easy.” 

“Alright. So we’re sneaking away?” Nella asked. “How’re we going to do that? Ask to go to the latrines? Cast Thunder Mirage and leave  behind  lightning  clones  that  will  knock  out  anybody  who touches them?” 

“Or  we  can  simply  not  sneak  away  and  wait  until  the ceremony is over,” Vincent said. “Isn’t that much easier?” 

“It is,” the ranger agreed. “But it’s also weak and cowardly.” 

“I  want  to  stay  for  the  ceremony,”  Zephyr  said.  “Master Gathras told us all just now that it wouldn’t take more than an hour. I want to see Lux become a Storm Scion.” 

“Yeah, alright.” Nella sighed and patted Zephyr on the elbow. 

“So do I. We can check on the ritual circle later.” 

The sound of heavy boots thumping against stone floors filled the  air  then,  and  a  disheveled  man  in  a  bedraggled  red  and  black

robe appeared beneath the archway of the courtyard’s entrance. His head  was  shaven  on  the  sides,  with  a  rooster-like  crest  of  crimson hair running across the middle of his skull, and his swarthy features were bruised and swollen. 

“Balls of Flame, I made it!” the newcomer bellowed in relief, before  stumbling  forward  into  the  courtyard.  “Archmage  Brass  said she was going to personally roast my manhood off if I missed this!” 

“Welcome,  Master  Xost,”  Gathras  said,  hurriedly  stepping forward to catch the crimson-haired man before he could fall on his face. “Are you alright?” 

“Not  a  master  anymore,  Davos.  Just  a  Phoenix  Knight  now, one  step  above  an  initiate,”  Xost  replied,  grinning  as  he  fought  to catch  his  breath.  He  stood  and  waved  to  the  senior  initiates.  “Like you fine young folk here will be in a few moments. Congratulations, you all! Fantastic work! I’m so happy for you!” 

The  senior  initiates  exchanged  bemused  glances  and mumbled their thanks to the Phoenix Knight. 

“Sorry  for  barging  in  like  that,”  Xost  said  to  Gathras.  “I  was worried I wouldn’t make it.” 

“But you did, which is frankly quite unexpected,” Colea said, rising  from  her  seat  and  walking  over  to  the  Phoenix  Knight.  “How are you here? Last I heard, you were being held under charges for assault, attempted murder, destruction of private and public property, and public indecency.” 

“Guess  you  can  add  a  few  more  counts  of  all  that  to  my charges,” Xost replied. “I burned my way out of prison and beat up everyone  who  tried  to  stop  me.  Stupid  guardsmen  think  that worthless laws apply to a Phoenix Knight.” 

“Wait.  You’re  a  fugitive  from  the  law?”  Gathras  asked,  his eyes bulging. “That means the royal mages will be coming for you, right?” 

“Don’t  worry.  I  won’t  stay  long  enough  for  them  to  find  me.” 

Xost worked his tongue in the corner of his mouth, then spat out a

bloody broken tooth on the courtyard floor. “Ugh. Well, that won’t be bothering me anymore.” 

“Winter’s  Grace,  Xost!”  Colea  frowned  at  the  blood  dribbling freely down Xost’s chin. “Do you need a healing spell?” 

“Maybe  later.”  Xost  shook  his  head.  “Davos,  please  get  on with your ceremony. Don’t let me keep you from… wait. Where’s the old man? Isn’t he supposed to be here?” 

“Archmage Xanthus is… occupied elsewhere. But yes, take a seat, Xost. We will commence immediately,” Gathras said. 

“The twit is somewhere here, right? I need to speak with him,” 

Xost asked. “Archmage Brass has a message for him.” 

“The  twit?”  Gathras  glared  disapprovingly  at  the  Phoenix Knight. “You’d better not be referring to—” 

“White  robes,  silver  hair,  heavily  perfumed,  face  that’s  just asking to be punched?” Xost sighed. “Avora. He’s here, right?” 

“His Excellency is on the premises, yes.” Gathras pinched the bridge of his nose, as if to stem off the onset of a headache. “I’ll help you find him later. Now, please sit down.” 

While  Colea  ushered  Xost  to  a  seat  amidst  the  guests, Gathras  walked  onto  the  stone  platform,  flanked  by  Trevas  and Siravar. Gathras raised a hand toward the sky. 

“On  this  day,  new  brothers  and  sisters  join  our  ranks. 

Together, we will stand against the Shadow. We will be the howling gale  that  tears  foulness  from  the  land,  and  the  pouring  rain  that washes  away  the  clinging  grasp  of  darkness.  May  the  light  of  the Infinite Skies guide our way, and the power of the Tempest steel our souls,” Gathras intoned. He nodded to Trevas, who produced a small scroll  from  his  mage  band.  Gathras  then  turned  to  the  senior initiates. “Come forth when your name is called, and stand beside us as a brother or sister-in-arms.” 

Trevas unfurled the scroll. “Abdel, Fitz.” 

The named senior initiate stepped away from the ranks of his peers  and  ascended  the  platform.  He  bowed  to  the  Storm  Scions, 

then received the induction certificate from Trevas with both hands, before walking to Siravar, who plucked the red stripe from his collar. 

“Welcome,  brother,”  Siravar  said,  clasping  Fitz  Abdel  on  the shoulder. 

The  newly  inducted  Storm  Scion  bowed  once  more,  before moving  to  stand  behind  Siravar.  Applause  rose  from  all  in attendance.  One  by  one,  the  senior  initiates  received  their certificates and took their places among the Storm Scions. Stalwart applauded  when  Luxana’s  name  was  called.  A  single  tear  rolled down the dour monk’s cheek. 

Soon, there were no senior initiates left, only a contingent of new Storm Scions, standing alongside three veterans upon the stone platform. Gathras raised his hand once more and bowed, this time to the guests. 

“The Tempest School thanks you for your time and the honor you have bestowed upon us by your presence,” he said, his words laden  with  the  weight  of  rote  formality.  “Please  partake  of  the refreshments  we  have  prepared  for  you,  and  enjoy  what  hospitality we have to offer.” 

The  guests  rose  from  their  seats  and  ambled  to  the  table staffed by Master Brund and his assistants. Siravar waved the new Storm  Scions  off  the  platform,  marking  the  end  of  the  ceremony. 

Luxana hugged Stalwart, who was evidently having trouble keeping his composure. The Dao monk patted his niece fondly on the head, then steered her to Zephyr, who swept her up in a warm embrace. 

“Congratulations,” Zephyr told her. 

“Words are fine and all,” Luxana said, grinning. “But you need to congratulate me in other ways too. I know somewhere quiet where you can do that.” 

Zephyr opened his mouth to reply, only for Nella to wander up to them, a dirty plate in her hands. 

“Sorry,  Lux.  We  need  to  check  up  on  something  first,”  she said. “But we’ll get him back to you as quickly as we can.” 

“Oh,  is  it  something  to  do  with  His  Excellency’s…  project?” 

Luxana  whispered,  referring  to  the  ritual  circle.  “Is  everything alright?” 

“We’re going to make sure it is,” Vincent said, walking up to stand  beside  Nella.  “It’s  just  that  Archmage  Xanthus  and  His Excellency  both  not  being  here  is  concerning,  especially  when  the uh… project is going on.” 

“I  see.”  Luxana  turned  to  Stalwart,  who’d  also  approached, the  Dao  monk  evidently  sensing  that  something  was  amiss. 

“Uncle…” 

“What’s wrong?” Stalwart asked. 

Vincent quickly explained the situation, and Stalwart nodded in agreement. 

“Go find His Excellency,” the Dao monk said. “Let me know if you need my help with anything.” 

“Yes,  sir,”  Zephyr  said  as  he  reluctantly  extricated  himself from Luxana’s embrace. He squeezed her hand. “We’ll be back in a bit.” 

“I’ll  save  you  a  snack,”  she  said,  a  mischievous  twinkle flashing across her eyes. “You’re going to need your strength.” 

Stalwart  sighed  and  walked  away,  prompting  Luxana  and Nella to break out into girlish giggles. 

“I don’t get it,” Vincent said, scratching the back of his head. 

“Was there a joke?” 

Zephyr  felt  it  then,  and  judging  by  the  looks  of  shock  that flashed  over  Vincent’s  and  Nella’s  faces,  his  friends  sensed  the same,  too:  a  sudden  heaviness  in  the  air,  a  subtle,  but  unnatural dimming  of  the  light  of  the  morning  sun,  an  eerie  sensation  that scratched at the back of their minds. 

 A  Dark  Labyrinth!  he  thought.  It’s  like  we’re  in  a  Dark Labyrinth, but we didn’t…

The sound of rushing wind rolled through the air, and Avora appeared upon the courtyard in a shower of sparks, raising murmurs

of surprise from the guests, initiates, and Storm Scions at his sudden presence. The murmurs soon turned to cries of alarm, however, as Avora fell to his knees, and a pool of blood began to spread beneath him. 





Chapter 38







“Out of the way!” Colea snapped, shoving Storm Scions and initiates  from  her  path  as  she  rushed  toward  the  Grand  Sage.  The trio  hurried  to  Avora’s  side  too,  reaching  him  just  as  the  Frost Guardian raised her hands and began chanting a spell. 

Avora  was  bleeding  from  his  eyes  and  ears,  as  well  as  a gaping wound in his torso that drenched his robes crimson. He put a bloody hand on Zephyr’s shoulder as Zephyr crouched down beside him. 

“It’s  Xanthus!”  the  Grand  Sage  hissed.  A  spent  talisman  fell from the grasp of his other hand. Zephyr took a quick glance at the talisman with his mage sight and saw that the spell it had contained was Wind Walk. “He’s gone mad! He’s…” 

Avora  broke  out  into  a  coughing  fit.  Zephyr  looked  up  at Colea  just  as  the  Frost  Guardian  completed  her  spell.  White  light pulsed from her palms to engulf the Grand Sage. The wound in his chest began to knit together. 

“I  patched  up  his  physical  wounds,  so  he’s  no  longer  in danger,” Colea announced as Gathras and the veteran Storm Scions arrived.  “But  his  soul  circuitry  has  been  damaged.  He  won’t  be casting any more spells for a few days at least. What…” 

“That’s  Fulminating  Wrack,”  Siravar  said,  running  her  gaze over  Avora’s  body.  The  Storm  Scion  was  using  her  mage  sight  to trace the lingering traces of magic emanating from the Grand Sage. 

“It’s a Cosmos level Tempest magic spell, far beyond anything I can manage.” 

“Xanthus.  He  did  this,”  Avora  said  through  gritted  teeth.  He met Zephyr’s gaze. “He’s at the ritual circle, and he’s enacted a spell of dark magic. He took me by surprise. I couldn’t stop him.” 

“No! That’s impossible!” Gathras spat. He seized the lapels of Avora’s  robes  and  hauled  the  Grand  Sage  to  his  feet.  “You  lie! 

Archmage Xanthus would never do something like this!” 

Before Gathras could say another word, more cries of alarm began to rise from the gathered initiates and new Storm Scions. 

Zephyr  looked  up  to  the  sky,  where  dozens  of  fingers  were pointing. 

Tendrils of shadow crept across the sun, converting its golden radiance  into  an  eerie  violet  light  that  washed  across  the  blue expanse  of  the  open  skies  and  turned  them  an  unnatural  shade  of bruised  purple.  The  constant  susurration  of  the  mountain  breeze ceased, casting a deafening silence upon the courtyard. 

“It’s a Dark Labyrinth!” Avora said weakly. “A Dark Labyrinth of  great  power  has  engulfed  the  Tempest  School  within  its  extra-dimensional space!” 

“How can that happen?” Trevas demanded. “Mount Baltros is filled with Tempest wards that deny dark magic.” 

“No…” Zephyr said, shaking his head. “I don’t think that has been  true  for  a  long  time  already.  On  our  first  day  here,  we  were attacked by a Shadowswarm monster. Shadowswarm monsters are creatures  of  dark  magic,  so  that  means  that  Mount  Baltros  is definitely not warded from dark magic.” 

“That’s right,” Gathras said grimly. “Venn and I did a thorough check after these three arrived, and we found that the ancient wards have been unraveled, for quite a while already by the time we found them. We didn’t have the power to fix them, so Archmage Xanthus said  he’d  see  to  them  personally.  He  never  brought  the  wards  up again, so Venn and I just assumed he’d repaired them.” 

“Evidently,  he  didn’t,”  Siravar  said,  before  turning  to  the gathered initiates and Storm Scions. “Gather everyone in the center of the courtyard. Establish Shadow-bane conjurations in a standard defensive array!” 

“Wait.  Don’t  do  that  yet,”  Vincent  spoke  up,  flinching  as  the veteran Storm Scion glared at him. 

“You  would  counteract  my  commands,  initiate?”  Siravar growled. 

“But that’s just it, isn’t it?” Xost spoke up, shoving his way to the front. “These three are not initiates. They’re Avora’s pet project, his prospective Elemental Masters the Inferno School is expecting to host  the  year  after  next,  right?  The  short  one’s  magical  aura  is amazingly powerful.” 

“You  forgot  to  suppress  your  magical  aura  again!”  Nella hissed and jabbed Vincent in the side, making him jump and squeal. 

“I didn’t think I needed to!” he protested, before returning his regard  to  Siravar.  “Ma’am.  We’re  in  a  Dark  Labyrinth  now,  which means  we’re  cut  off  from  natural  ether,  be  it  Tempest,  Frost,  or Inferno. Any spell we cast in here draws upon our personal reserves, so we should be very careful in how we allocate our resources.” 

“That’s  right,  Master  Siravar,”  Gathras  agreed,  releasing Avora. “You don’t have a lot of experience with Dark Labyrinths, like many  of  our  brothers  and  sisters,  since  they  don’t  usually  manifest on  the  northern  battlelines,  but  Zephyr,  Trefori,  and  Heartseeker have vanquished dozens of them over the course of the year. I would heed their advice.” 

“No, I didn’t sign up for this!” Iskar, the Coin Mage pushed his way  to  the  front.  “The  fight  against  Shadowswarm  isn’t  mine.  I demand you get me out of here immediately!” 

“All Dark Labyrinths have entrances which serve as exits as well,”  Zephyr  said.  “But  since  this  one  seemed  to  have  appeared around  us,  we’re  definitely  not  at  its  exit.  We’ll  need  to  find  it  so everyone else can leave.” 

“Everyone else?” Xost grinned and gave Zephyr an approving nod. “You’re staying to break this whole thing apart, aren’t you?” 

Zephyr exchanged glances with Vincent and Nella. 

“We’re the only ones who can,” he said. 

“Heh. Well said.” Xost thumbed his bruised nose. “I like your spirit, kid.” 

“Well,  where  is  the  exit,  then?”  Iskar  demanded.  “Bring  me there, right now!” 

“We  don’t  know  where  it  is,  sir,”  Vincent  explained.  “We’ll have to navigate our way through the Dark Labyrinth to locate it.” 

“This  Dark  Labyrinth  has  manifested  over  a  physical location,”  Avora  said.  “So  its  layout  can’t  be  too  dissimilar  from  the Tempest School’s. The problem lies in the fact that we can’t be sure its  exit  is  at  Aethon  Landing,  where  someone  would  depart  the Tempest School on foot.” 

“We’ve  got  a  cache  of  purified  nightsteel  in  the  armory,” 

Vincent said, beckoning to Master Felgar, who was standing amidst the growing circle of people around Avora. “If we can retrieve it, we can  use  the  Skylight  spell  to  create  momentary  rifts  in  the  Dark Labyrinth. Then anybody who knows Wind Walk can use it to bring everyone to safety.” 

“My  forge  is  three  floors  down  and  on  the  other  side  of  the Tempest School,” Felgar pointed out. “Purified nightsteel resists the touch  of  the  Shadow,  so  the  cache  should  still  be  right  where  it’s supposed to be, the foulness of Dark Labyrinths notwithstanding. But who knows what stands between us and there?” 

“I don’t think we’ll have to wait much longer to find out.” Nella turned and pushed her way back past the initiates and Storm Scions. 

“Everyone, get back! Go toward the end of the room! Move!” 

Zephyr rushed to Nella’s side, even as the initiates and new Storm Scions complied. He saw the reason for her alarm. The space beyond the archway of the courtyard’s entrance had become a mass of roiling shadows. It was a sure sign that Shadowswarm monsters were congregating upon the massed human magical auras within the courtyard, many of which belonged to the junior initiates who didn’t know how to suppress their auras. 

Zephyr  brought  Lethal  Swiftness  into  his  fist.  With  a  slightly more  concerted  effort  of  will,  he  retrieved  his  armor  from  his  mage band, so that its individual components manifested over where they were supposed to go upon his body, all buckled and ready. Nella did

the same as she took out Heartseeker and strung the bow in a single smooth  motion.  Quivers  appeared  around  her  hip  and  across  her back. Vincent pulled out his pike and took up his customary position behind  the  two,  even  as  his  enchanted  scale-coat  manifested  over his frame. 

“Zeph!”  Luxana  cried,  beginning  to  move  to  stand  with  the trio, but he shook his head. 

“No, Lux. Stay back. The monsters that will be here soon are far more powerful than the ones you’ve been fighting.” 

Luxana  produced  a  skyforged  sword  from  her  mage  band, only for Stalwart to put a hand on her shoulder and hold her back. 

“Wait, little one,” the Dao monk said. “Let us see how best we can assist before we throw ourselves into the fray.” 

Gathras, Siravar, and Trevas were hustling the Storm Scions and  initiates  into  a  defensive  formation.  Felgar,  Colea,  and  Xost stood  in  their  midst,  while  the  other  guests,  Master  Brund,  and  his assistants hung back. 

Zephyr unfurled his codex display. 



 Dark Labyrinth: Requiem of Violation

 Perpetual Phase

 Blackguard: Errol Xanthus

 Shadowswarm Entities

 Death Wights: lesser-rare (8 essence orbs)

 Grave Guard: intermediate-rare (15 essence orbs) Ebon Drake: greater-rare (50 essence orbs)

 Night Prince: lesser-sublime (300 essence orbs)



“No!” Nella cried out in disbelieving despair. “No! It can’t be!” 

“Archmage  Xanthus  is…”  Vincent  gulped  nervously.  “But why?” 

“What’s  going  on?”  Gathras  demanded,  calling  out  from  his position in the defensive formation. 

“We  now  have  evidence  that  Xanthus  has  been  a  Shadow Cultist  and  is  the  Blackguard  of  this  Dark  Labyrinth,”  Avora  said weakly. 

“Silence!”  Gathras  roared  at  the  Grand  Sage,  even  as  he produced  a  skyforged  sword  from  his  mage  band.  “Enough  of  your lies!” 

 Master  Gathras  can’t  see  our  codex  displays,  Zephyr realized. “Sir, please. I’m sure there is some kind of explanation. My friends and I will find Archmage Xanthus and ask him for one.” 

“Look, my friend,” Avora said, pointing a trembling finger past the trio and at the archway. Dozens of Shadowswarm monsters had begun  to  emerge  from  the  roiling  darkness.  The  most  numerous  of all  were  ragged  humanoid  creatures  wreathed  in  filthy  gray-green rags,  each  of  them  wielding  a  rusty  blade  or  spiked  club  in  their hands. There were skeletal beings clad in intricate ebon plate armor standing  amidst  the  tattered  creatures.  Each  of  these  armored monsters held a curved, two-handed sword in their fleshless grasps. 

“Death wights and grave guards,” Trevas said. “The Shadow throws them at the northern battlelines when it really wants to break through.” 

“A  Dark  Labyrinth  reflects  the  truths  and  experiences engrained in its Blackguard’s soul,” Avora said. “Xanthus has spent decades  on  the  northern  battlelines.  How  many  death  wights  and grave  guards  has  he  seen?  How  many  haunt  his  dreams  and  his thoughts?  Their  very  existence  now  proves  that  he  and  no  other  is the Blackguard of this Dark Labyrinth.” 

“No.” Gathras clenched his jaw as he spoke, as if his words caused him physical pain. “It could be Venn. She was taken by death Wights during her last vigil upon the battlelines. They tortured her for days before we could rescue her. When we finally found her, a grave guard  was  holding  her  entrails  in  its  hands.  She  only  survived because we managed to get her to a Frost Guardian in time.” 

“That Frost Guardian being me,” Colea said grimly, hefting a slim, crystal-topped staff in her hands. “But we can speculate about such things later, Davos.” 

“Stand back, everyone!” Zephyr cried. He glanced at Vincent and Nella. “We need to contain them before they can spread out!” 

“We  don’t  know  how  many  there  are  yet,  so  let’s  be  careful with our ether,” Vincent said. 

“Got  it.”  Nella’s  eyes  blazed  with  electricity.  Master  Level Shock Snares crackled into existence around the archway, forming a ring around the massing Shadowswarm. 

The  grave  guards  leveled  their  blades  at  the  trio,  and  the death  wights  marched  forward,  raising  their  crude  weapons.  Shock snares  clamped  shut  on  the  lesser  monsters,  sending  the  ones  in their front ranks into convulsions and even causing a few of them to disintegrate  into  motes  of  shadow.  But  the  majority  of  the  death wights  waded  through  Nella’s  Shock  Snares,  before  fanning  out along the side of the courtyard. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 96

 Total Essence Orbs: 409



 They’re forming a battleline,  Zephyr realized. “I don’t think we can afford to be conservative here, Vincent. These monsters are too powerful for us to handle if we hold ourselves back.” 

“How  did  this  Dark  Labyrinth  skip  all  the  phases  anyway? 

Didn’t  it  just  appear?”  Vincent  asked.  “You’d  think  we’d  be  fighting monsters like transient nightmares or devourers and not these ones.” 

“It’s the ritual circle,” Avora called out again from behind the gathered Storm Scions. “Xanthus took all the dark magic trapped in it and poured it through his soul, bringing forth this Dark Labyrinth.” 

“Ritual  circle?  Dark  magic?”  Gathras  snapped  at  the  Grand Sage. “Explain yourself, Avora!” 

Zephyr met Vincent’s and Nella’s gazes as Avora stammered excuses.  He  knew  the  same  question  burned  through  their  minds. 

Xanthus  was  the  Blackguard,  and  he’d  become  one  by  using  the dark magic in the ritual circle. But  why had he done so? 

The  grave  guards  now  strode  forward.  They  raised  their swords high. Their fleshless jaws clacked, and eerie, inhuman voices rolled  forth  in  a  sonorous  chant.  Shadows  streamed  from  their blades  to  congeal  into  a  writhing  spiral  above  their  heads.  The monsters were casting a spell, and it was a powerful one, judging by the fact that it required the magical efforts of a dozen grave guards. 

“We  can’t  fight  them  and  still  keep  everyone  safe,”  Zephyr concluded. 

“You’re looking at this the wrong way, Zeph.” Nella loosed an arrow at a grave guard. Her bow laced coruscating electricity along the length of the shaft, but a cluster of death wights leaped into the projectile’s  path.  Nella’s  arrow  tore  through  their  bodies  but dissipated into broken fragments of cobalt light before it could reach its intended target. 

“The  people  behind  us  aren’t  some  scared,  defenseless villagers.  They’re  Storm  Scions,”  the  ranger  continued,  nocking another  arrow  and  loosing  it  in  a  single  fluid  motion.  This  time,  her shot  struck  home,  ripping  through  a  grave  guard’s  skull  before slamming  into  the  torso  of  another  grave  guard  behind.  The  two monsters fell, their bodies breaking apart into wisps of darkness as they  did  so.  Nella  grinned  at  Zephyr.  “We  don’t  need  to  protect them.” 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 30

 Total Essence Orbs: 439

  

“But  they  don’t  have  weapons,”  Zephyr  protested.  The Masters  were  armed,  with  Gathras,  Trevas,  and  Siravar  holding skyforged  swords  in  their  hands.  Felgar  was  armed  too,  with  her forge hammer. Xost had produced a wicked spiked mace. His left fist

blazed  with  flames.  Colea  stood  a  bit  further  behind  the  veteran mages, her staff held high, blue-gray light swirling around its crystal tip. The Steelsong mage named Weyla Veiss had drawn her sword, but  it  was  obvious  that  the  blade  was  of  mundane  steel,  utterly useless against Shadowswarm entities. 

In  contrast,  the  initiates  and  newly  inducted  Storm  Scions—

apart from Lux—stood with empty hands. Oskus Hight and Iskar the Coin  Mage  had  withdrawn  to  the  group  consisting  of  Master  Brund and his assistants, evidently wanting no part of the fighting. 

“Uh,  Zeph?”  Vincent  grinned  as  he  summoned  his  Storm Hammer. An anvil of cobalt light crackled into existence at his feet. 

“You haven’t forgotten about me, right? I’ll sort everyone’s weapons out. You’d better stop whatever spell they’re trying to cast.” 

Vincent slammed his Storm hammer down upon his Tempest anvil. Streams of electricity poured from the impact to coalesce into spears  of  cobalt  light  in  the  hands  of  the  initiates  and  new  Storm Scions. 



Chapter 39







“Spear wall, pattern ten!” Gathras bellowed, raising his sword. 

Reflexively, two in three initiates or new inductees stepped forward, leveling their spears to form a bristling front of electrical blades. The others  took  a  step  back,  raising  their  hands  in  readiness  to  cast spells. 

Vincent  struck  his  hammer  again.  A  fabulously  intricate greatsword  of  cobalt  light  appeared  in  Stalwart’s  grasp.  The  Dao monk exchanged an uncharacteristic grin with Vincent. 

Zephyr  ascended  his  internal  energy  to  the  Fifth  Cycle  and brought  his  Lightning  Infusion  to  the  same  level.  The  swirling shadows  above  the  grave  guard  had  become  twice  as  large  as  he was tall in a matter of heartbeats. He hurled himself toward it, the air booming in his wake. 

The death wights hadn’t attacked for a reason. They’d been deployed in defense of the grave guards, and as Zephyr charged, a swarm of them leaped in his path, their movements swift, powerful, and filled with grace. 

Zephyr raised his left hand and loosed a Storm Invocation. A coruscating bolt of lightning tore from his fingertips, annihilating the death wights directly in front of him. Another bolt of lightning flashed past  his  shoulder,  before  splitting  apart  into  dozens  of  electrical arrows that ripped away every death wight on his right. He knew that even  as  the  arrows  sliced,  Nella  would  be  side-flipping  to  Zephyr’s other flank, lining up her next shot. Sure enough, another cluster of electrical  arrows  cleared  away  the  monsters  to  his  left,  leaving  the path open to the ranks of the grave guards. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 240

 Total Essence Orbs: 679



The  closest  grave  guards  began  to  lower  their  swords, seeking to bring them to bear against Zephyr’s charge. He was too fast  for  them.  Lethal  Swiftness  blurred  out  in  electrifying  arcs, cleaving fleshless skulls and biting through ebon plate. His Lightning Cestus,  a  spiked  gauntlet  of  crackling  electricity,  thundered  out, smashing the four monsters he’d cut down aside. 

The  grave  guards  behind  were  ready  for  him.  The  first  one parried Lethal Swiftness with an expertly executed block, but Zephyr had  little  desire  or  patience  to  engage  in  a  fencing  match  with  the monster.  With  a  thought,  he  replaced  Lethal  Swiftness  with Ponderous  Inevitability,  then  used  the  massive,  thunderous greatsword to blast through the grave guard’s defenses, along with the bodies of another three of its kin. 

“Advance, pattern six!” he heard Gathras bellow. A chorus of voices rose in affirmation. Lightning bolts lanced into the ranks of the death  wights  around  him,  preventing  them  from  engulfing  him.  His peripheral  vision  picked  up  a  blur  of  motion  that  he  identified  as Master  Stalwart,  cleaving  into  the  midst  of  the  Shadowswarm  with his lightning blade. 

Zephyr  brought  Ponderous  Inevitability  around  into  a horizontal cut that sent another three grave guards flying apart into ruins of bone and black steel. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 150

 Total Essence Orbs: 829



But now the monsters were fully ready for him. Their blades flashed  in  bewilderingly  swift  arcs,  and  Zephyr  was  forced  on  the back  foot  as  he  parried  frantically.  More  than  one  grave  guard  got through his defenses, their swords slamming breathtakingly against his breastplate or glancing painfully across his helm. 

Flames, crimson and intense, washed over the pair of grave guards who’d managed to flank him from the left. The Shadowswarm entities  reeled,  but  swiftly  recovered,  only  for  Xost  to  appear  by Zephyr’s  side,  smashing  his  mace  into  a  grave  guard’s  skull  while punching another off its feet with his flame-wreathed fist. 

“Right into the thick of it, eh?” the Phoenix Knight said. “Very nice. I like it!” 

“Zeph!” Nella’s voice rang out from behind. Her lightning axe flashed,  slicing  through  a  grave  guard’s  skull  before  embedding  its blade into the torso of another. Lightning arrows washed out, felling another trio of the monsters who’d been about to take Zephyr’s right flank. 

That  left  only  the  ones  in  front  of  him.  Zephyr  lowered  his frame,  then  brought  Ponderous  Inevitability  into  a  rising,  diagonal cut. The greatsword smashed through a monster’s parry and armor alike.  A  Storm  Invocation  washed  over  Zephyr’s  shoulder  and burned a hole through the grave guard exchanging blows with Xost, which  meant  that  Vincent  had  advanced  into  the  fray  alongside Nella, the two of them guarding his flanks in familiar fashion. 

Zephyr  returned  Ponderous  Inevitability  to  his  mage  band, then  cast  Lightning  Step.  The  spell  blazed  him  through  the  grave guards right in front of him before depositing him right in their midst. 

He slammed his fist into the courtyard floor and cast Thunder Clap. 

The  resultant  shockwave  of  Tempest  magic  knocked  the  monsters off  their  feet.  Vincent  lanced  Bolt  Invocations  into  the  skulls  of  the fallen monsters, finishing them off. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 300

 Total Essence Orbs: 1,129



By now, the front of Storm Scions and initiates had engaged the mass of death wights in a pitched melee. Lightning spears sliced into gray, unnatural flesh or held the monsters at bay. Spark and Bolt Invocations raked through their ranks. 

Zephyr rose to his feet and brought Lethal Swiftness back to his grasp. Only two grave guards remained, but it seemed that their spell  was  complete.  The  darkness  above  their  heads  solidified  into an  ornate  door,  made  entirely  of  swirling  shadow.  The  door  swung open, and a massive, winged beast soared forward, its reptilian torso sheathed in ebon scales. A slender humanoid form was astride the flying monster, a crown of midnight black adorning its brow. 

“Go!”  Xost  said,  then  pointed  at  the  two  grave  guards advancing upon Zephyr, their blades held at the ready. “My Inferno magic won’t work on that flying thing, but it’s good enough for these two clowns here.” 

“Alright. Thanks, sir,” Zephyr said. 

“Don’t  mention  it.”  Xost  grinned,  then  charged  headlong  at the grave guards, shrieking an obscenity ridden battle-cry. 

Zephyr  cast  Soaring  Breeze  and  flew  up  into  the  unnatural skies to meet the ebon drake before it could circle around to attack the Storm Scions or the guests. Vincent flew alongside him, pulling Nella into the air by the wrist. He let her go then, and she summoned her sky-wyrm. Together, the trio charged through the air at the ebon drake and its rider, a faceless, featureless humanoid that seemed to be comprised entirely of darkness. 

“That’s  a  Night  Prince,”  Vincent  said  breathlessly.  “The  dark magic rolling off it is making my teeth ache. That could be the most powerful monster we’ve ever fought.” 

“Its flying lizard is mine,” Nella snarled. “I’ll rip the thing’s guts out!” 

The  Night  Prince  turned  its  eyeless  head  to  the  trio  and laughed. It was a horrifying sound, promising madness and death. It gestured  with  its  disturbingly  human  hands,  and  a  dozen  skulls  of violet light appeared in the air around it. The Night Prince pointed at the trio. The skulls streaked toward them. 

Nella  shot  a  skull  with  a  Tempest-wreathed  arrow.  An explosion tore through the darkened skies, causing the skulls nearby to  burst  apart  as  well.  Shockwaves  radiated  from  the  explosions, 

sending  Zephyr  and  Vincent  spiraling  away,  caught  in  swirling currents of discordant air. 

But  through  his  spinning  vision,  Zephyr  saw  Nella  continue her charge, the flight of her sky-wyrm undaunted by the shockwaves. 

Her  lightning  beast  opened  its  maw  and  spewed  a  torrent  of electricity which raked the sides of the ebon drake, drawing a shriek of  agony  from  the  monster.  The  sky-wyrm  then  altered  its  course abruptly, climbing higher into the air and away from the ebon drake even as Nella shot down the Night Prince’s remaining skulls. 

The Night Prince pointed its fingers at Nella. Tendrils of violet light wriggled into existence and swarmed toward the ranger and her sky-wyrm.  The  tentacles  ensnared  Nella’s  lightning  beast  before  it could  fly  clear  of  their  grasp  and  began  to  squeeze.  The  sky-wyrm cried  out  in  pained  defiance.  Nella  clenched  her  jaw  and  readied another arrow. 

Through  sheer  force  of  will,  Zephyr  corrected  his  tumble through  the  air,  then  swooped  toward  Vincent  to  arrest  his  errant flight  as  well.  Then  he  swooped  toward  the  Night  Prince.  When  he was  within  range  of  the  tentacles,  he  reversed  his  grip  on  Lethal Swiftness  and  lashed  out  with  a  Windstrike  Flash,  the  martial technique carrying with it the might of his Disrupting Strike spell. An invisible blade of Tempest-infused air severed the tentacles crushing Nella’s  sky-wyrm,  and  the  Night  Prince  recoiled,  evidently  suffering the painful effects of a spell feedback. 

The  ebon  drake  turned  its  eyeless  head  to  Zephyr  and swiped at him with a massive claw. Zephyr tried to fly out of the way, but  the  monster’s  limb  still  struck  him  a  glancing  blow  across  the ribs. Burning agony blazed through his body as he felt the plates of his armor crumple and his bones break beneath the impact. He spun across the skies, trying to focus his will and regain control over his flight before the ebon drake closed its yawning maw over him. 

A cluster of electrical arrows riddled the monster’s torso then, tearing  fist-sized  chunks  of  dark  flesh  free  and  making  ichor  rain from the skies. Vincent had his Storm Hammer out once more, and

he  brought  the  tool  down  on  his  Tempest  anvil  again  and  again, calling intricately patterned arrows of cobalt light into existence over Nella’s bow. The ranger fired repeatedly, her every shot breaking the ebon drake’s body apart even as she closed in on the monster upon her sky-wyrm. 

The  lightning  beast  roared  and  breathed  another  torrent  of lightning  upon  the  ebon  drake.  This  time,  the  sky-wyrm’s  attack burned  right  through  the  winged  monster’s  body,  tearing  it  into smoking halves that plummeted from the skies. 

The  Night  Prince  alighted  on  the  back  of  Nella’s  lightning beast. The sky-wyrm’s very touch burned away at the monster’s feet, but  the  Night  Prince  didn’t  seem  to  care.  It  raised  its  hand,  and  a web of violet light folded over Nella’s body. The ranger screamed as the dark magic tore into her flesh, drawing blood, but lightning blazed from her eyes, holding the net back and preventing it from slicing her into ribbons. 

Zephyr  cast  an  airborne  Lightning  Step.  The  spell  brought him right behind the Night Prince. He stabbed the monster through the torso with Lethal Swiftness. The Night Prince shuddered, but to Zephyr’s  horror,  it  merely  turned  around,  the  back  of  its  head becoming  its  featureless  face,  and  its  limbs  reversing  entirely  in orientation. 

A  shadowy  fist  smashed  into  Zephyr’s  jaw.  Once  again,  he felt bone break. The taste of blood filled his mouth, but he held onto consciousness  and  adjusted  his  grip  on  Lethal  Swiftness,  twisting the blade so that its tip was angled toward Vincent. 

As  the  Night  Prince  drew  its  fist  back  for  yet  another  blow, Vincent  cast  a  Cosmos  Invocation.  A  searing  beam  of  white-blue light  connected  his  pointing  fingers  with  the  tip  of  Lethal  Swiftness. 

Tempest  magic  roiled  directly  through  the  Night  Prince’s  body, sending its limbs into convulsions. Vincent manipulated the energies of his spell with precise finesse, making sure that none of its might touched Zephyr or washed over Nella as he expanded his Cosmos Invocation throughout the Night Prince’s form. 

The powerful Shadowswarm entity shrieked once, then broke apart  into  fragments  of  scattered  shadows.  To  Zephyr’s  horror,  a body  still  remained  impaled  upon  his  blade.  Venn’s  shadow-wreathed  gaze  met  his.  Venn  was  the  Night  Prince.  The  Storm Scion’s lips curved upward into a trembling smile. 

“I  won’t  have  to  go  back  there  anymore,”  she  whispered, before sliding off Zephyr’s blade and plummeting from the skies. 

“No!” Zephyr cried, reaching for the slain Storm Scion, but a swirling, amorphous mass of clouds swooped beneath Venn’s body, halting  its  descent.  He  turned  to  Vincent  and  gave  the  jeweler’s apprentice  an  appreciative  nod  for  his  timely  cloud  elemental conjuration. 
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The  swirling  melee  within  the  courtyard  was  mostly  settled too, with the death wights soundly defeated by the concerted efforts of the Storm Scions. The trio descended, Venn’s corpse borne gently upon Vincent’s cloud elemental. 

Luxana  swept  Zephyr  up  in  an  embrace  as  soon  as  he landed, making him gasp in pain. 

“Oh, Zeph! You’re hurt!” she cried. Her gaze swept across the courtyard,  before  settling  upon  Master  Colea.  The  Frost  Guardian was crouched over the wounded, healing spells cascading from her hands. She looked up then, spotted Zephyr, and immediately got to her feet. 

“Bind  their  injuries  as  best  as  you  can,”  the  Frost  Guardian said to Siravar, who’d been overseeing the Storm Scions’ efforts to regroup  and  pick  out  the  wounded  from  the  dead.  Master  Siravar nodded and tightened a bandage across an initiate’s upper arm. 

Colea  hurried  over  to  Zephyr,  waving  Nella  to  approach  as well.  The  ranger  was  bleeding  from  deep  cuts  across  her  arms, 

shoulders, and thighs. 

“My ether reserves are limited, but you three get top priority for my healing spells,” the Frost Guardian said in a tone that brooked no  refusal.  “Given  what  I  saw  just  now,  our  survival  hinges  entirely on you. The others will have to make do with whatever I can spare.” 

Before Zephyr could reply, Colea put a hand on his forehead. 

She  did  the  same  thing  to  Nella.  Unintelligible  words  fell  from  her lips,  and  white  light  washed  over  the  two  of  them.  The  pain  in Zephyr’s  face  and  ribs  vanished,  leaving  a  slight  tightness  behind. 

Nella  was  healed  too,  her  cuts  now  little  more  than  rapidly  fading scars. 

“Impressive,  eh?”  Colea  winked  at  them.  “Don’t  worry.  You’ll be learning how to do this soon enough, assuming we all survive, of course.” 

“Thanks,  ma’am,”  Zephyr  said.  He  bowed  to  the  Frost Guardian. 

Nella echoed Zephyr’s gesture, her eyes wide with awe. 

“You’re  very  welcome,  you  two.”  Colea  pointed  to  Vincent, who was standing with Gathras over Venn’s body and beckoning for them  to  approach.  “Looks  like  your  friend  wants  something.  You’d better hurry over there and figure out how to get all of us out of here alive.” 

The  Frost  Guardian  walked  back  to  the  wounded  Storm Scions and initiates. Stalwart strode into their midst and picked up a limp  body.  A  bloody  handkerchief  had  been  draped  over  the  Storm Scion’s  face.  The  Dao  monk  carried  the  slain  mage  over  to  where the rest of the dead had been laid out. 

Zephyr, Nella, and Lux walked over to Gathras and Vincent. 

Gathras sighed and passed his hands over the empty sockets where her eyes were supposed to be. 

“May the Infinite Skies grant you peace, Lila Venn,” he said. 

“And may no further torment ever reach you.” 

“Look  at  her  forehead,”  Vincent  said,  pointing  to  a  spike  of shadow-wreathed metal jutting from Venn’s skull. “That’s nightsteel, isn’t  it?  But  it’s  infused  with  an  incredible  amount  of  corrupt  ether, just like those pieces in the ritual circle.” 

“Was  that  how  they  turned  her  into  a  Shadowswarm monster?” Zephyr asked. 

“Almost  certainly,”  Gathras  said.  “Night  Princes  are immensely powerful entities, but they need to possess the bodies of mages  and  use  them  as  physical  anchors  in  order  to  manifest anywhere  outside  the  darkest  depths  of  the  northern  wastes. 

Nightsteel is how this atrocity is commonly accomplished.” 

“So she didn’t betray us, right?” Vincent asked, a glimmer of hope evident in his voice. “She was forcibly transformed.” 

“Which means the same thing must have happened to the old man,” Nella said. She looked at Vincent and Zephyr. “Let’s go! We’ve got to help him!” 

“Whether  or  not  one  chooses  to  submit  to  the  Shadow  or  is forcibly brought within its fold is immaterial,” Gathras said. “Once a mage is taken by the Shadow, the only way he can find salvation is in death.” 

“I don’t believe that,” Nella declared. “We’ll find the old man, slap  some  sense  into  him  if  we  have  to,  and  pull  the  piece  of nightsteel from his skull. Then this will all be over.” 

“If you’d tried to pull that from Venn’s skull, you’d have been taking  most  of  the  contents  of  her  head  with  it,”  Gathras  said, pointing  to  the  nightsteel  in  the  slain  Storm  Scion’s  forehead.  “It horrifies  and  saddens  me  to  say  it,  but  our  Archmage  is  lost  to  us. 

We must see to our survival.” 

“Our first priority will be departing this Dark Labyrinth,” Trevas said, walking over to the trio. “Here, the Shadowswarm hold all the advantage. If we can leave, we can regroup outside, then organize fully supplied expeditions from its entrance.” 

Zephyr understood Trevas’s reasoning. If the Labyrinth were to be attacked from its entrance, the Storm Scions could backtrack

and  retreat  whenever  they  needed  to  and  replenish  their  ether reserves.  They  could  even  have  rotating  teams  of  attackers  and make gradual progress through the Labyrinth in this fashion. 

“We  will  retrieve  the  purified  nightsteel  from  the  armory  and bring it here,” Zephyr decided. “Then you and the other Storm Scions can  leave  using  the  Skylight  and  Wind  Walk  spells,  bringing  all  the guests and Master Brund’s staff with you.” 

“What about you three?” Gathras asked. 

“We’re  going  to  destroy  this  Dark  Labyrinth,”  Zephyr  said, clenching his fists. 









Chapter 40







“Be  careful,”  Luxana  said,  pulling  away  from  Zephyr.  The scent  of  her  hair  lingered  in  his  nostrils.  He  stroked  her  cheek  and nodded. 

“We’ll be right back,” he said. 

“I’ve  refreshed  everyone’s  lightning  armaments  and  cast  a perpetuity spell on them, so they should last for the next eight hours or so, not that we’ll take that long anyway,” Vincent told Stalwart. 

“Understood.  Dark  Labyrinths  can  only  produce  a  limited number  of  Shadowswarm  creatures  at  once,  and  after  that massacre,  it  will  be  some  time  before  they  can  amass  enough numbers  to  overrun  us.”  The  Dao  monk  hefted  the  greatsword  of cobalt light Vincent had conjured for him. “I don’t believe we will have much difficulty holding the line here, so go.” 

Nella  readied  an  arrow.  Electricity  poured  from  her  eyes  to coalesce into a quartet of lightning wolves, each standing as tall as her  shoulder  upon  all  fours.  Wordlessly,  she  walked  through  the shadows swirling beneath the archway of the courtyard’s entrance. 

Vincent  followed  next,  his  spear  in  one  hand  and  Storm Hammer in the other. Zephyr gave Luxana’s hand one final squeeze, then stepped through the archway. 

The  hallway  beyond  was  cold  stone,  with  walls  interspersed by torch scones. In other words, nothing had changed. It was easy to believe  that  they’d  simply  stepped  into  another  section  of  the Tempest  School,  but  Zephyr  knew  better.  Dark  Labyrinths  were extra-dimensional spaces, entirely separate from the physical world and  unheeding  of  architectural  realities  and  impossibilities.  The courtyard  they’d  come  from  wasn’t  the  actual  courtyard  in  the Tempest  School,  but  a  construct  of  dark  magic,  forced  into

coherence  with  its  physical  counterpart  by  the  collective  will  of several dozen mages. 

And so was the hallway the trio now stood in. After so many expeditions,  they’d  come  to  recognize  the  swirling  shadows  they’d stepped  through  as  transitory  links  between  different  sections  of  a Dark Labyrinth. 

Zephyr swiftly identified the source of his uneasiness: it was the  familiarity  of  their  surroundings.  The  Dark  Labyrinth  was  a perfect  replica  of  the  Tempest  School,  the  domain  of  Archmage Xanthus.  More  so  than  the  information  gleaned  from  their  codex displays,  such  exacting  similarity  was  a  sign  that  Xanthus  had  well and truly fallen to the Shadow. 

The grim cast on Nella’s features indicated that she’d come to a  similar  conclusion.  Of  the  three  of  them,  she’d  shown  the  least mercy to and pity for the Blackguards they’d slain. Only Mitra, the girl tormented  beyond  madness  by  bandits,  had  received  the  slightest glimmer of warmth from the ranger. 

“I’m  going  to  kill  the  old  man,”  she  said,  before  turning  to Vincent and Zephyr. A tear rolled down her cheek. “So that he can be free.” 

Vincent set his spear against the wall and gave the ranger’s shoulder a brief squeeze. 

“Let’s go,” he said. 

As Stalwart had predicted, the Dark Labyrinth had expended a  good  portion  of  its  strength  in  the  army  of  Shadowswarm unleashed upon the courtyard. Monsters attacked the trio in sparse groups, mostly consisting of death wights led by grave guards, which they handled with relative ease. 

Nella’s  lightning  beasts  would  charge  into  the  midst  of  the death wights, bowling over their front ranks and opening an avenue of attack for Vincent, who would send Bolt or Storm Invocations into the  middle  of  the  Shadowswarm.  After  Vincent  had  thinned  out  the death  wights,  Zephyr  would  then  charge  in,  dancing  amidst  the flashing  lightning  to  engage  the  more-formidable  grave  guards  in

close combat. He would hold their attention long enough for Nella’s electric wolves to flank, hamstring, and drag them down. 

The  close  confines  of  the  Tempest  School’s  hallways  meant that their tactics needed little variability, and the fact that they would be  able  to  replenish  their  ether  reserves  later  with  the  purified nightsteel  in  Felgar’s  forge  and  the  Skylight  spell  allowed  them  to bring their most powerful spells to bear. 

When  confronted  by  a  larger  cluster  of  Shadowswarm, Vincent  cleared  them  out  with  his  Arsenal  Wind  spell,  his  conjured blades of crackling Tempest magic slicing through death wights and bursting  through  the  barriers  of  dark  magic  erected  by  the  grave guards.  Nella  filled  the  corridors  with  volleys  of  lightning  arrows. 

Electrical tendrils swarmed from her eyes to seize monsters and pull them apart limb from limb. Lightning beasts charged forward at her command  to  rip  through  the  Shadowswarm  creatures  in  their  way. 

Zephyr’s  spell  variants  were  more  suited  for  dealing  with  individual opponents,  so  he  let  his  friends  handle  the  bulk  of  the  fighting, stepping in only to battle particularly resilient grave guards. 
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A  pair  of  ebon  drakes  awaited  them  in  the  open-air  forge. 

Zephyr used Lightning Step to mount one, then expended one of his Cloud Concert talismans. Storm clouds gathered in the artificial sky beyond  the  ledge  of  the  forge.  The  ebon  drake  writhed  and  roiled, spinning through the air in a bid to dislodge him, but Zephyr rammed Lethal  Swiftness  through  its  shoulder,  jamming  the  blade  into  the joint, and anchored himself firmly to its back. 

He then cast Ion Fall, expending most of his ether reserves. 

A column of cobalt light roared from the storm clouds and descended upon  the  ebon  drake,  annihilating  the  monster  in  a  single  strike. 

Zephyr leaped free of the scattering shadows that had been the slain ebon drake. 

A  short  distance  away  in  the  false  sky,  Nella  and  her  sky-wyrm  wrestled  against  the  second  ebon  drake  while  Vincent  raked the  monster’s  flanks  with  Storm  Invocations.  Zephyr’s  decisive destruction  of  the  first  monster  rattled  its  kin,  and  for  the  briefest moment,  the  Shadowswarm  entity  froze  in  startled  horror  at  the sight. Even Nella and Vincent were awed by Zephyr’s demonstration of power. 

Zephyr  swapped  Lethal  Swiftness  out  for  Ponderous Inevitability  as  he  hurtled  toward  the  ebon  drake.  The  mighty greatsword  flashed  down,  parting  the  monster’s  skull  in  half  and scattering  the  rest  of  its  body  into  motes  of  darkness  as  Zephyr drifted  back  down  to  the  forge  floor,  his  descent  slowed  by  his Soaring Breeze spell. 
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“Let’s get the nightsteel,” he said, striding into the armory. As Master  Felgar  had  predicted,  the  pieces  of  metal  were  right  where they  would  be  in  the  physical  world,  within  a  plain  chest  beneath  a table.  Zephyr  placed  them  into  his  mage  band.  There  wasn’t  a  lot, but  there  was  just  about  enough  to  cast  the  three  or  four  Skylight spells necessary to create a sufficiently rift in the Dark Labyrinth for everyone to get out. 

The  way  back  to  the  courtyard  was  more  arduous,  as  if  the Dark  Labyrinth  sensed  the  trio’s  intentions  and  was  pouring everything it had into stopping them. 

“There’s definitely another attack happening at the courtyard,” 

Vincent  said  as  he  cleared  out  a  corridor  of  death  wights  with  his Arsenal Wind spell. “We’ve got to go faster.” 

The  trio  picked  up  the  pace,  sweeping  Shadowswarm  from their  path.  But  then  a  grave  guard  appeared,  bearing  a  shield  of azure light. More of its kin stepped into view, forming a phalanx that barred the trio’s advance. 

“Get out of my way!” Nella cried. Lightning tentacles poured from her eyes, only to bounce ineffectually off the monsters’ shields. 

Vincent  hurled  a  Storm  Invocation.  The  beam  of  lightning pouring  from  his  fingertips  washed  across  the  grave  guards’

defenses,  and  when  his  spell  was  spent,  the  monsters  were  still standing. 

As  one,  the  grave  guards  drew  short  swords  of  black  steel and advanced. 

“How  are  they  doing  that?”  Vincent  asked.  “I  thought Shadowswarm are vulnerable to Tempest magic?” 

The  jeweler’s  apprentice  was  right,  Zephyr  thought.  They’d fought  Shadowswarm  entities  capable  of  casting  protective  spells before, but even the mightiest barrier of dark magic crumpled readily beneath  Tempest  magic.  The  fact  that  these  grave  guards’  shields didn’t  only  meant  one  thing:  the  shields  weren’t  constructs  of  dark magic. 

 No.   Zephyr  furrowed  his  brow.  Those  shields  are  Tempest magic shields, very similar to my Lightning Shield spell. 

Nella  loosed  an  arrow.  The  shaft  sped  through  a  gap  in  the monsters’  shield  wall  and  sliced  into  a  monster’s  throat,  just  above its  ebon  breastplate.  The  grave  guard  fell  apart  into  shadowy fragments. 

“Ha!” she crowed, then drew another arrow and took aim. But the monsters merely tightened their shield wall as they continued to advance.  Between  their  shields  and  armor,  the  grave  guards presented Nella with no easy targets. 

Zephyr  raised  Ponderous  Inevitability  and  ascended  his internal  energy  to  the  Fifth  Cycle  of  the  Carefree  Sutra.  Lightning raced through his soul. He charged the shield wall and brought his greatsword down upon the first barrier. As he expected, the magical shield  repelled  the  effects  of  the  Tempest  glyphs  Vincent  had inscribed  upon  Ponderous  Inevitability,  but  the  sword  was  still  a massive  piece  of  metal,  driven  by  the  force  of  the  Fifth  Cycle  and swung with the full speed of his Lightning Infusion. 

The  shield  crumpled  beneath  the  blow,  exposing  the  grave guard. Nella put an arrow in the monster’s face, then another into the neck  of  the  grave  guard  behind.  Zephyr  withdrew  his  blade  and smashed  another  shield  aside,  opening  its  bearer  up  to  Nella’s arrows. Vincent lanced Bolt Invocations past the monsters’ defenses whenever  he  could.  Eventually,  the  last  of  the  phalanx  fell,  leaving the  trio  panting  in  the  midst  of  dissipating  shadows.  The  fight  had been  an  arduous  one,  and  Vincent  groaned  as  another  phalanx emerged into view. 

“We’re almost there,” Zephyr said. “Don’t give up!” 

“I’ve  got  ten  arrows  left,”  Nella  announced.  “I’ll  make  every one count.” 

Just  as  Zephyr  raised  Ponderous  Inevitability  again,  flames washed over the monsters from behind. The azure light coating their shields flickered out of existence, even as the grave guards writhed in agony. 

“What are you waiting for?” Zephyr heard Xost’s voice bellow from  the  other  side  of  the  monsters.  “Get  them!  I’m  almost  out  of ether!” 

Vincent  raised  his  hands  and  sent  Bolt  Invocations  blazing into the ranks of the grave guards. Zephyr did likewise, and before long,  the  last  of  the  monsters  were  gone,  crumbling  into  shadowy nothingness. 
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Gabriel  Xost  stood  in  their  way.  The  Phoenix  Knight  was doubled  over  and  panting  with  exhaustion.  He  grinned  as  the  trio approached. 

“Well  done,”  he  said.  “Shadowswarm  with  those  shields attacked us just now. Gathras figured them out quite quickly though, so Colea and I opened them up for the Storm Scions to finish them

off. Once we were done there, I figured you three would need some help, so I came to find you.” 

“Those shields resist Tempest magic but not Inferno or Frost magic,” Zephyr reasoned. “But Shadowswarm are naturally resistant to all forms of magic except Tempest magic.” 

“That’s  right.  Something  similar  has  been  going  on  in  the east,  too,”  Xost  explained  as  they  resumed  their  journey  to  the courtyard. “That’s why I came here to find Avora because maybe he can figure out what’s going on and what we can do. And attend the Induction,  of  course.  Brass  is  very  particular  about  paying  her respects to Xanthus.” 

“Similar?”  Nella  asked.  “What  do  you  mean?  And  who  is

‘we’?” 

“We  are  the  Phoenix  Knights,  of  course,  and  I  mean marauders  and  slave-soldiers  that  have  some  kind  of  strange Shadowswarm  powers,  which  make  them  resistant  to  our  Inferno magic. It’s kind of the opposite of what’s going on here, I suppose.” 

Xost  scratched  his  chin.  “But  who  cares?  Not  worth  fussing  over details.” 

They  arrived  at  the  courtyard  without  encountering  further monsters,  only  to  be  greeted  by  the  sight  of  more  dead  and wounded.  Weyland  Veiss  was  among  them.  The  Steelsong  mage’s courage, it seemed, had not matched her abilities. 

To Zephyr’s relief, Lux was unhurt. She hugged him tightly as he approached. 

“We’ll regroup outside and start attacking the Dark Labyrinth from  its  entrance  as  soon  as  we  can,”  Gathras  said  as  Trevas  and Siravar laid out the purified nightsteel. “That should draw some of its Shadowswarm away from you three while you search for Archmage Xanthus.” 

“I can’t join you,” Colea said to the trio. “The wounded need ongoing healing, and my ether reserves are dry.” 

“But  I  can.”  Xost  grinned,  thumping  Vincent  heartily  on  the back. “I’ll replenish my ether reserves once Skylight has been cast.” 

“Thanks,  sir,”  Zephyr  said.  “We’ll  need  your  help  against those shielded monsters.” 

“Call me Gabriel,” the Phoenix Knight said. “I don’t hold any rank anymore in my magical order.” 

“Technically, you do,” Colea pointed out. “You’re a line mage, the equivalent of a freshly inducted Phoenix Knight. It’s still a rank, just the lowest one.” 

“Bah.  You’re  such  a  nitpicker.”  Gabriel  rolled  his  eyes  and whispered  audibly  to  the  trio.  “That’s  why  she’s  got  no  luck  with men.” 

Zephyr  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  feel  bad  when  Colea punched Gabriel in the back of his head. Vincent and Nella shared his  sentiments  too,  judging  by  the  former’s  deadpan  stare  and  the latter’s vindictive giggles at the sight of the Phoenix Knight clutching the rapidly swelling bump on his skull. 

Luxana  kissed  Zephyr,  then  walked  away  to  join  the assembled Storm Scions and their guests. Trevas and Siravar cast Skylight,  opening  up  patches  of  the  real,  natural  azure  sky  in  the midst of the Labyrinth’s false violet one. 

Fresh  air  streamed  in,  resplendent  with  Tempest  ether.  The trio  opened  their  souls  and  replenished  their  reserves.  Zephyr  kept his gaze on Luxana as the Storm Scions cast Wind Walk. She waved to  him  once,  and  then  they  were  all  gone  in  a  rush  of  wind  and shower of sparks. 

“Alright,  that  hit  the  spot,”  Gabriel  said,  stretching  his  arms. 

“Mount Baltros has a lot of Tempest ether, but there’s enough Inferno ether for me to make do. Let’s go kill some Shadowswarm.” 

“Where  would  Archmage  Xanthus  be?”  Vincent  asked.  “We could try flying to the ritual circle platform, since that was where His Excellency saw him last.” 

“It’s  worth  a  try,  now  that  everyone  else  is  safe,”  Zephyr agreed.  If  Xanthus  were  indeed  there,  the  trio  could  have  flown  to confront him immediately, saving them the trip through the Tempest School to retrieve the nightsteel. But if they’d done that but failed to

defeat  Xanthus,  then  the  Storm  Scions  and  their  guests  would  be trapped,  awaiting  their  inevitable  doom  as  their  ether  reserves  ran out. 

“I  really  don’t  see  where  else  he  could  be,”  Nella  said. 

“Maybe his office? It’s closer. If we take off from here, we’ll have to fly almost entirely around Mount Baltros to get to the ritual circle.” 

“It’ll still be easier to fly to the ritual circle than to walk to his office,” Zephyr reasoned. “Because there aren’t any…” 

His  words  died  in  his  mouth  as  dozens  of  massive,  winged shapes came into view amidst the violet skies above the courtyard. 

“That’s a lot of ebon drakes,” Vincent said, backing away as the monsters began to swoop down upon them. 

“Get back into the hallway!” Zephyr decided. “Shadowswarm monsters can’t move from one part of a Dark Labyrinth into another!” 

“And even if they could, the tight quarters there put these at a disadvantage,”  Gabriel  pointed  out  as  he  ran  after  Vincent.  “Good thinking.” 

The  trio  and  the  Phoenix  Knight  scrambled  for  the  shadows beneath the entrance’s archway. The first ebon drake landed on the courtyard and thundered after them. Zephyr turned partially and sent a  Bolt  Invocation  crackling  across  the  monster’s  face,  causing  it  to shriek and convulse in pain. 

Another  ebon  drake  shoved  its  agonized  kin  aside  and snapped  at  Zephyr’s  heels  with  its  fanged  maw,  but  the  monster caught  nothing  but  air.  Gabriel  had  disappeared  through  the archway,  followed  by  Nella.  Zephyr  seized  Vincent  by  the  scruff  of his coat, threw him into the shadows, then dived after the jeweler’s apprentice. 

Darkness filled Zephyr’s vision briefly before he emerged into the  hallway.  Vincent  had  regained  his  feet,  and  Nella  was  helping Gabriel  up.  The  Phoenix  Knight  had  a  slight  gash  on  his  forehead, likely from a fall as he passed through the archway. 

“The office first,” Zephyr said. “If he’s not there, we make our way to the open-air courtyard closest to the ritual circle, then we fly as quickly as we can to the platform.” 

Few  monsters  stood  in  their  way  as  they  advanced  to Xanthus’s  office.  Perhaps  the  Dark  Labyrinth  had  expended  all  its available  strength  for  the  moment  once  more,  or  perhaps  Gathras had  already  begun  his  attack,  which  was  diverting  the Shadowswarm’s attentions from the trio. 

Still,  they  did  encounter  more  grave  guards  with  azure shields.  Each  time,  Gabriel  burned  the  shields  away,  allowing Vincent to strike the monsters down with Bolt or Storm Invocations. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 230

 Total Essence Orbs: 2,349



“My  ether  reserves  are  the  highest  among  us,”  Vincent reasoned.  “And  I’ve  got  plenty  of  Invocation  talismans  at  hand.  No sense  in  you  two  exerting  yourselves  and  getting  hurt  when  you don’t need to, especially now that we don’t have any access to any healing spells and we don’t know how formidable Archmage Xanthus is going to be as a Blackguard.” 

“I  wonder  if  these  shields  that  resist  Tempest  magic  have something to do with him,” Gabriel mused. “Oh well, I suppose we’ll have to find out.” 

Xanthus’s office within the Labyrinth was an identical replica of  the  actual  one  in  the  Tempest  School,  but  the  Archmage  wasn’t there. 

“We  laid  his  fishing  gear  out  to  dry  in  the  corner  over  there last night,” Nella pointed out. “But it isn’t here.” 

“What we’re seeing here is a reflection of the last time he was in his office,” Vincent said. “This means that he hasn’t been back at all.  He  hasn’t  gone  back  to  his  office  since  yesterday,  when  we dropped in after our last visit to the ritual circle.” 

“Since  our  last  conversation  with  the  Grand  Sage  before today,”  Zephyr  muttered,  stroking  his  chin.  “Where  could  he  have been all this time?” 

“There’s  no  time  to  worry  about  this  now,”  Gabriel  said.  “If Xanthus isn’t here, then let’s go find him elsewhere. Gathras and the others  might  have  started  their  attack  already  and  are  fighting  for their lives right now.” 

“That’s right,” Nella agreed. “Let’s get going.” 





Chapter 41







The  trio  and  Gabriel  encountered  far  fewer  Shadowswarm entities as they made their way through the Labyrinth. They arrived at another open-air courtyard soon enough, one that would put them under a minute’s flight away from the ritual circle platform. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 165

 Total Essence Orbs: 2,514



Nella  summoned  her  sky-wyrm  and  had  the  lightning  beast pick  Gabriel  up  in  one  of  its  claws.  The  Phoenix  Knight  took  the discomforting experience stoically. 

“Eh.  I’ve  experienced  worse.  Don’t  worry  about  it,”  he  said when  Vincent  admonished  Nella  to  be  careful.  The  trio  soared  into the  skies,  and  to  Zephyr’s  relief,  no  ebon  drakes  swooped  down upon  them.  His  heart  sank,  however,  as  they  neared  the  platform. 

The column of dark magic was no longer there, its fell energies used to  manifest  the  Labyrinth  and  bring  Shadowswarm  monsters  into existence. 

But something else was: a massive, humanoid creature that somewhat resembled the shadow brute that had attacked the trio on their  first  day  at  the  Tempest  School.  The  Shadowswarm  monster sported a pair of horns that curved backwards from its face, which it turned toward the trio as they descended upon the platform. 

Like  any  other  Shadowswarm  entity,  this  one  had  no  eyes, and  apart  from  a  fanged  maw,  its  face  was  featureless.  That  maw curved into a twisted parody of a grin, and then the monster  spoke. 

“Ah, welcome. I was beginning to doubt if you’d actually make it  here,”  it  said.  “It’s  good  to  behold  you  once  more,  Sacred  One, 

twisted and tormented though your current form might be.” 

“Sacred One?” Vincent whispered. “What is it talking about?” 

“Don’t know. Don’t care.” Nella growled, still astride her sky-wyrm. “Let’s kill it.” 

“Where’s Archmage Xanthus?” Zephyr demanded. 

The  monster  chuckled.  It  was  a  grotesque,  rumbling  sound that seemed to originate from everywhere, yet nowhere at once. 

“You mean my vessel?” The monster flexed one of its clawed forelimbs  and  raked  it  across  its  own  chest,  peeling  away  strips  of shadow. 

Xanthus’s  visage  greeted  them.  Shadowy  pits  had  replaced his  eyes,  and  the  Archmage’s  features  were  vacant  and  slack. 

Zephyr  immediately  noticed  the  sliver  of  nightsteel  protruding  from his forehead. 

“As you can see, my vessel remains intact,” the monster said. 

“Now, come forward, Sacred One. There is much we have to discuss and much work to be done. You have been gone for too long.” 

“Why are you calling us that?” Zephyr demanded. “Who are you?” 

“I am your loyal servant, of course.” The monster sketched a bow,  as  if  it  were  a  royal  courtier.  “Do  you  not  remember  me, Thraxanilux of the Thirteenth Night? I ravaged the land by your side, Sacred One, and together, we reaped millions of souls.” 

Vincent  unfurled  a  codex  display  and  directed  it  at  the monster. 



 Shadowswarm Entity

 Twilight Fiend Thraxanilux of the Thirteenth Night Category: Sublime

 Weaknesses: Tempest magic (minor)

 Essence Orbs: 500



“That’s…  that’s  a  twilight  fiend,”  the  jeweler’s  apprentice stammered. 

“Ah yes, the term our prey have reserved for my brethren and I,” Thraxanilux said. “We are the Shadow Incarnate, second in glory and prominence only to you, Sacred One.” 

“Stop calling us that!” Nella snarled. “We’re Caruthas Reborn, monster, and you’re going to die!” 

The  ranger’s  sky-wyrm  opened  its  maw  and  spewed  a column  of  lightning.  Thraxanilux’s  grin  widened  as  it  raised  a  claw and conjured a dome of swirling azure light around its body. The sky-wyrm’s  lightning  breath  washed  harmlessly  over  the  twilight  fiend’s magical barrier. 

“Caruthas  Reborn,  you  say?”  Thraxanilux  echoed.  The monster  tilted  its  head,  as  if  a  realization  had  just  dawned  upon  it. 

“Ah, so that’s the game. I see it now. How delightfully insidious.” 

“Game?  What  game?”  Zephyr  asked,  bringing  Lethal Swiftness into his hand. 

“I have said too much already,” Thraxanilux replied. Shadows rippled  across  its  chest  once  more  to  cover  Xanthus’s  face.  “Very well then, Caruthas reborn. Come. Do as your destiny bids you. Let us slaughter one another!” 

The twilight fiend burst into motion then, charging at the trio so  quickly  that  Zephyr,  even  with  the  full  power  of  his  Lightning Infusion,  barely  managed  to  shove  Gabriel  and  Vincent  out  of  the monster’s  path  before  meeting  its  scything  claws  with  Lethal Swiftness. 

The  tremendous  impact  of  shadow  against  azure  blade blasted  the  breath  from  Zephyr’s  lungs.  He  felt  the  platform  floor crater  beneath  his  feet  as  his  entire  body  bowed,  creaked,  and flexed  beneath  the  strength  of  Thraxanilux’s  blow.  Before  Zephyr could  bring  his  tormented  limbs  into  anything  resembling  a  riposte, the twilight fiend spun on its heel and backhanded Nella’s sky-wyrm across  the  jaw.  The  blow  sent  the  massive  lightning  beast  hurtling into the violet skies, bringing the ranger with it. 

A Storm Invocation blazed from Vincent’s outstretched fingers toward  Thraxanilux’s  torso,  only  for  the  beam  of  lightning  to  be intercepted  by  an  azure-hued  shield.  The  twilight  fiend  turned  to Vincent and chuckled. 

It  raised  a  claw.  The  shadows  peeled  away  from  the  limb, revealing  Xanthus’s  withered  hand.  A  Storm  Invocation  roiled  from the Archmage’s extended finger. Vincent frantically cast Storm Ring, summoning  a  swirling  sphere  of  white-blue  glyphs  in  defense.  The twilight fiend’s spell splintered apart into a dozen lesser tendrils that slipped  past  Vincent’s  Storm  Ring  and  lashed  across  his  body, causing  him  to  fall  to  the  floor,  shrieking  in  pain  as  his  limbs convulsed uncontrollably. 

 That’s  how  Archmage  Xanthus  usually  casts  his  Storm Invocation,  Zephyr  realized  as  he  pushed  through  the  agony coursing through his body. The taste of blood filled his mouth, a sign that he’d sustained severe internal injuries. The lancing pain that ran down  his  limbs  also  suggested  the  presence  of  multiple  minor fractures across his forearms and shins. 

Spheres  of  fire  rained  down  across  Thraxanilux’s  body,  with little  effect.  The  twilight  fiend  turned  to  Gabriel  and  gestured contemptuously  in  the  Phoenix  Knight’s  direction.  Another  Storm Invocation lashed toward Gabriel. 

But Zephyr was already there. Thraxanilux’s Storm Invocation washed  harmlessly  across  Zephyr’s  Lightning  Shield  spell.  The twilight  fiend  cackled,  then  cast  the  same  spell  again,  once  more splintering  the  colossal  bolt  of  lightning  into  a  dozen  other  lesser ones.  Zephyr  would  not  be  able  to  block  all  of  them  with  a  single Lightning Shield. 

So  he  conjured  another  one,  manifesting  another  Lightning Shield over the same fist holding Lethal Swiftness. At the same time, he  retrieved  Ponderous  Inevitability  from  his  mage  band,  then charged into the midst of the twilight fiend’s electrical tendrils. 

Zephyr  brought  both  his  blades  into  an  intricate  dance, curved saber and scything greatsword spinning and twirling through

the air. Their metal lengths drew in the lightning coruscating around Zephyr.  Electrical  energy  raced  down  the  blades,  only  to  come  to halt upon contact with his Lightning Shields. 

Flames raced past his shoulder then, to fall upon the twilight fiend.  The  monster  chuckled  as  Gabriel’s  Inferno  magic  washed uselessly over its body. 

“Strike it! Strike it now!” the Phoenix Knight cried. 

Zephyr dropped his blades, dismissed his shields, and hurled a  Storm  Invocation  at  Thraxanilux.  The  twilight  fiend  summoned another  shield  of  azure  light  with  a  lazy  gesture,  but  this  time, Gabriel’s spell burned away the monster’s defenses. Zephyr’s Storm Invocation  struck  home,  lacing  Thraxanilux’s  massive  frame  with tendrils of electricity and drawing a howl of agony from its maw. 

A white-blue radiance washed across the violet skies. Zephyr looked  up.  Dozens  of  lightning  condors  swarmed  through  the heavens.  Beams  of  cobalt  light  streamed  from  their  beaks  and punched  holes  in  the  shadows  wreathing  Thraxanilux’s  body, causing the monster to recoil. 

Something flashed past Zephyr, moving faster than even his reflexes  could  register.  He  heard  a  grunt  from  Gabriel,  and  the flames  pouring  over  the  twilight  fiend  suddenly  vanished.  Zephyr turned.  The  Phoenix  Knight  was  lying  on  his  back,  a  spear  of shadow transfixing his left shoulder. 

“Gabriel!” Zephyr cried, rushing to the Phoenix Knight’s side. 

“I’m  fine!”  Gabriel  replied,  though  blood  poured  down  the corners of his mouth. “It’s just a nicked lung. I’ve had worse. But you see how we can beat that thing now, right?” 

“Yes,  but  can  you  cast  more  Inferno  magic  spells?”  Zephyr asked,  glancing  at  Thraxanilux,  whose  attention  was  now  fixed wholly on Nella. The twilight fiend had conjured a dome of azure light around its body that utterly negated the attacks of Nella’s condors. 

It  lashed  out  at  the  ranger  upon  the  sky-wyrm,  alternating between  Storm  Invocations  and  spears  of  shadow  that  resembled the one through Gabriel’s shoulder. Nella spun and wove through the

skies,  materializing  more  lightning  condors  to  rain  Tempest  magic down upon Thraxanilux. 

“No, I’m probably going to bleed to death in a few minutes. Or drown  in  my  blood.”  Gabriel  rummaged  through  his  robes  and produced a small sheet of paper. He thrust it into Zephyr’s hands. “I was  going  to  give  this  to  you  three  as  a  present.  Well,  more  like  a bribe so that you’d come with me instead of Colea. But you might as well take it now.” 

“What is…” Zephyr’s eyes widened as he scanned the piece of paper. It was a schematic imprint for an Inferno magic spell, Flame Touch. 

“It’s  my  favorite  spell,  because  I  like  to  punch  people  who annoy me while my hands are on fire,” Gabriel muttered. “Use it.” 

“But  none  of  us  have  an  Inferno  Aspect  yet!”  Zephyr protested. “This won’t work for us!” 

“Balls of Flame!” the Phoenix Knight swore. “I forgot. Eh. Give it a try anyway. Or die here.” 

“Gabriel!”  Zephyr  cried,  but  Gabriel  Xost  was  unresponsive, having  slipped  into  unconsciousness  and  imminent  death.  Zephyr struck the Phoenix Knight’s carotid pressure point, sealing his upper quadrant  limbic  channel.  It  would  stem  the  flow  of  blood  to  the gaping  wound  in  his  shoulder,  but  not  for  long.  If  Gabriel  were  to have any hope of survival, the trio would have to defeat Thraxanilux, destroy  the  Labyrinth’s  Nexus,  and  find  Master  Colea,  and  they would have to do all that within the next few minutes. 

Vincent had gotten to his feet as well. He produced a fistful of talismans  and  began  raining  down  Storm  Invocations  upon  the twilight  fiend,  drawing  the  monster’s  attention  just  as  the  last  of Nella’s  lightning  condors  spent  their  wrath  and  vanished.  Vincent brandished  a  talisman  containing  his  Arsenal  Wind  spell  and summoned  countless  blades  of  cobalt  light  that  streaked  toward Thaxanilux. 

The  twilight  fiend  absorbed  Vincent’s  spells  and  retaliated with  bolts  of  lightning  and  shadow  spears.  Vincent  cast  Cosmos

Bastion,  calling  into  existence  a  dome  of  swirling  electricity  around his  body  that  burned  away  the  twilight  fiend’s  shadowy  spears  and diverted its lightning bolts. 

Zephyr  flew  into  the  skies  using  Soaring  Breeze,  then  cast Lightning  Step  to  reach  Nella,  who  was  swaying  with  exhaustion astride her sky-wyrm, which seemed equally spent. He handed her the schematic imprint. 

“Master  Venn  said  your  affinity  with  Inferno  magic  is  the strongest  among  us  three,”  he  told  her.  “Try  using  this.  I  know  we don’t have an Inferno Aspect, but try anyway.” 

Nella nodded and brought her gaze down upon the schematic imprint. Her lips moved soundlessly as she read the words. 

Zephyr felt it, then: a curious warmth, building within the pit of his belly. It filled his soul with a wild exultation that made him want to scream,  whoop,  and  hit  things.  Joy  and  wrath  rolled  through  his mind.  A  crimson  light  flared  upon  his  right  forearm,  and  when  he looked  down  at  it,  he  saw  a  red  triangle  there,  alongside  the  azure thunderbolt that was his Tempest Mark. 

His codex display unfurled. 



 2,500  essence  orbs  expended  to  expedite  Inferno  magic

 actualization

 Inferno magic actualization complete



Zephyr  blinked  as  more  codex  displays  unfurled  within  his vision. 



 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

 Magic: Tempest (master), Inferno (initiate)

 Tempest Aspect: Forge of Wind

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault



Zephyr  clenched  his  fists  as  he  felt  his  ether  reserves  roil within him. A small amount of his Tempest ether had spontaneously changed into Inferno ether. 



 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



Nella  met  his  gaze.  Her  eyes  blazed  with  triumph  as  she raised her bow. Flames danced across the tip of her readied arrow. 



 Flame Touch (initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Meteor Rebuke

 Imbue  ranged  weapon  with  Inferno  magic  or  Imbue  a  body part or melee weapon with Inferno magic



“Let’s kill this thing,” the ranger snarled. 

Zephyr  nodded.  Another  Lightning  Step  brought  him  right  in front of Thraxanilux. The monster leered at him. 

“Ah,  Sacred  One,  I  mean  Caruthas  reborn,  my  sworn nemesis! You mean to battle hand-to-hand?” Thraxanilux said. “Very well,  how  can  I,  your  loyal  servant,  I  mean,  your  honored  foe, refuse?” 

Zephyr  punched  a  flame  wreathed  fist  through  the  dome  of azure  light  encasing  the  monster’s  body.  Vincent  saw  the  opening immediately  and  sped  one  of  his  Arsenal  Wind  blades  through, carving a furrow across the twilight fiend’s torso. Thraxanilux howled in agony. The shadows comprising its grotesque body wavered. 

A fiery arrow from Nella struck the monster’s Tempest barrier, creating another opening for Vincent to lance another Tempest blade Thraxanilux’s  flesh.  The  monster  swiped  at  Zephyr,  clipping  him across the shoulder with bone-breaking force. 

Zephyr  grunted  as  he  fell,  his  left  arm  going  limp  and unresponsive.  He  kicked  upwards  from  the  ground.  Coated  in flames,  his  heel  punched  yet  another  hole  in  the  twilight  fiend’s defensive  spell.  Vincent  spun  all  his  Arsenal  Wind  blades  into  that opening, shredding ribbons of shadow from Thraxanilux’s form. 

Zephyr pulled out his Cloud Concert talisman and expended its stored power. Storm clouds roiled into existence in the unnatural skies.  Struggling  to  his  feet,  he  jammed  his  right  hand  through  the opening in the twilight fiend’s dome and seized a handful of its inky flesh. 

Then he cast Ion Fall. 

A  column  of  cobalt  light  thundered  from  the  heavens  upon Thraxanilux.  The  monster  managed  to  raise  an  azure  shield  in  its path, but most of Zephyr’s spell flooded over the paltry defense and tore  into  the  twilight  fiend’s  form.  Thraxanilux’s  screams  rose  to  a crescendo, but it remained standing even as Zephyr’s Ion Fall spell spent its wrath. 

“Close.  Very  close,”  the  monster  said,  a  hideous  chuckle bubbling  from  its  maw.  “But  the  three  of  you  are  spent.  A  good attempt, Sacred One, but now the time for games is over. I will claim

your  souls  and  reforge  them  into  their  original  glorious  singularity, that you might retake your place among us.” 

“Zeph!” Vincent cried. The jeweler’s apprentice had a simple hammer of crimson light in his hand. A crude anvil of similar hue lay at his feet. 



 Flame Touch (initiate)

 Inferno Aspect: Igneous Vault

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



Vincent  tossed  the  hammer.  Zephyr  caught  it  and  brought  it down onto Thraxanilux’s azure shield, shattering the barrier. 

The  twilight  fiend  seemed  bemused,  at  least  until  Zephyr produced his only Ion Fall talisman. 

“No,  wait,  Sacred  One,  I—”  Thraxanilux  began,  only  for another  column  of  cobalt  light  to  engulf  it  once  again.  The  twilight fiend didn’t even have time to scream. Its body flew apart in a burst of shadowy shards. 



 Acquired Essence Orbs: 500

 Total Essence Orbs: 514



Nella  landed  beside  Zephyr,  dismissing  her  sky-wyrm. 

Vincent  walked  over  as  well,  and  together,  the  trio  crouched  over Xanthus’s prone form. 

“The  fiend  had  the  barest  grasp  of  Tempest  magic,  so  its spells  would  crumble  beneath  the  slightest  touch  of  any  other Elemental magic,” the Archmage whispered. “Well done, you three. I never doubted you could triumph.” 

“Sir, how can we help you?” Zephyr asked. 

“Help me?” Xanthus chuckled wearily. “Zeph, why would you help a Blackguard?” 

“Because you were turned into one!” Nella said. Tears rolled down the ranger’s cheeks. “Please, tell me you were turned into one, and you didn’t betray us all.” 

“I  didn’t,”  Xanthus  said,  lifting  a  feeble  hand  to  her  face.  “I was struck down from behind. My attacker then defiled my soul with nightsteel and fed its worst aspects with shadow. I know that Bessun is safe, since I shared Thraxanilux’s perceptions, and it saw all within this Labyrinth, so that is good.” 

“His Excellency?” Vincent asked. “What about him?” 

“He  was  attacked  alongside  me.  My  eyes  were  upon  him when I was struck down,” Xanthus explained. “And when I saw him next,  through  the  fiend’s  mind,  he  was  wounded.  I  am  glad  he survived. He’s been a good friend, despite the harsh things I’ve said to him in recent years. I wish I could apologize to him.” 

“You  can,  sir,”  Zephyr  said.  “We’ll  destroy  the  Nexus,  then bring  you  to  Master  Colea.  She’s  a  Frost  Guardian.  She  can  help you.” 

“No,  Zeph.  I’m  beyond  healing  magic  now.  And  as  for  the Nexus, well…” Xanthus sighed and tapped the nightsteel in his skull. 

“You’re looking right at it.” 

“No…!” Vincent gasped. “But…” 

“Think,  you  three!  Yes,  if  you  destroy  the  nightsteel,  I’ll  die. 

But  I’m  the  Blackguard.  If  you  destroy  the  Nexus,  I  die  anyway. 

There’s no getting around it. Come on. Get to it, now.” 

“But,  sir,  we  can’t…”  Zephyr  choked  on  his  words.  “But you’ll…” 

“I’ll  do  it,”  Nella  said.  “Move  over,  Zeph.  I’ll  pull  out  the nightsteel and destroy it.” 

“Thanks, Nella.” Xanthus smiled. “You were always the one I could count on the most.” 

“That’s  right,  old  man.”  Nella  forced  a  wavering  smile  upon her face in response. “You’d better not forget it.” 

“I  won’t.”  Xanthus  chuckled.  “I  won’t  forget  you  three,  not even  when  I  walk  amidst  the  Infinite  Skies.  Thank  you.  Nella. 

Vincent.  Zephyr.  I  have  drenched  the  last  years  of  my  life  in  anger and  bitterness,  but  you  three  helped  peel  the  darkness  from  my world.  There  is  no  greater  gift  than  that.  Now,  Nella,  if  you  please, take away the Shadow and set me free.” 

Nella  nodded.  She  tore  the  nightsteel  from  Xanthus’s  head and disintegrated it with a Spark Invocation. 

The sun began to shine again. 

Chapter 42







The  next  day  saw  the  trio  standing  upon  Aethon  landing. 

Everyone else in the Tempest School was there too. 

“Take  care  of  yourself,  Zeph,”  Luxana  said  as  she  stepped away  from  him.  The  taste  of  her  lips  still  lingered  upon  his  senses, and the memory of her body against his still burned in his mind, but Zephyr forced a smile to his face and nodded. 

“I will,” he said. “Take care of yourself, too.” 

Luxana stepped forward and kissed him one more time, then turned  and  strode  toward  where  Gathras  and  the  surviving  Storm Scions stood, as if afraid that her resolve might break. 

Gathras gave the trio a grave nod, then chanted the casting words  for  Wind  Walk.  Luxana  met  Zephyr’s  gaze  one  last  time before wind and lightning took her away to the northern battlelines. 

Nella  was  saying  her  goodbyes  to  Suntar  and  the  war-bout club. The youths were teary eyed, especially Suntar, but the ranger smiled,  ruffled  their  hair,  and  walked  back  to  where  Zephyr,  Avora, Viviana Colea, and Gabriel Xost stood. 

“Eh.  He’ll  get  over  me  soon  enough,  maybe  as  soon  as  he finds  a  pretty  girl  among  the  new  junior  initiates,”  Nella  said, shrugging. 

“I don’t think anyone will ever be able to get over you, Nella,” 

Zephyr said, chuckling and shaking his head. 

“Don’t get any ideas with me just because Lux is gone.” Nella jabbed Zephyr in the side playfully. 

“Wouldn’t  dream  of  it,”  Zephyr  replied,  earning  a  suspicious glare from the ranger. 

“What?” he asked. 

“I’m  not  sure  whether  that  is  an  insult  or  a  reassuring statement,” Nella said. 

“That’s  for  you  to  figure  out,”  Zephyr  retorted,  chuckling again. 

“See? I knew Vincent was a bad influence on you,” the ranger huffed.  “What  kind  of  Wu  monk  is  so  snarky?  And  speaking  of Vincent, he’d better finish soon, or I’ll drag him over here myself.” 

Vincent  was  having  an  especially  tearful  goodbye  with Clarissa,  with  most  of  the  tears  belonging  to  him.  Eventually,  the initiate hugged him, then turned him around and pushed him toward Zephyr and Nella. 

“I’ll  be  fine,  Vincey!”  Clarissa  said.  “Now,  get  going!  I’ve  got things to do today too!” 

“I’m going to miss her,” Vincent said as he walked over. 

“More than she’s going to miss you, I think,” Nella said. 

“Hey!” Vincent protested. 

Zephyr looked over Vincent’s shoulder as he began bickering with  Nella.  The  initiates  were  already  returning  to  the  Tempest School,  led  by  Master  Trevas  and  Master  Siravar.  The  two  Storm Scions  nodded  in  their  direction,  then  went  back  to  herding  their charges. 

“Well, Xost. Looks like you win,” Colea said, a wry grin on her face. “Archmage Brass might even promote you back to your rank as Master.” 

“Now, why would you wish something so horrible on me, Vi?” 

Gabriel  demanded.  “I  love  my  current  rank.  No  responsibilities.  No duties.” 

“But  you  do  have  duties,  my  friend,”  Avora  interjected  and gestured  in  the  trio’s  direction.  “You’re  supposed  to  oversee  their studies in Inferno magic, especially now that we’ve agreed to go with you first instead of to the Frost School.” 

“Well, I’d say sorting out the Shadowswarm situation brewing with  our  Slave-Master  friends  takes  a  bit  more  precedence  than

learning  some  silly  Frost  magic,  doesn’t  it?”  Gabriel  said.  “The Unliving  Emperor’s  lackeys  are  nasty  enough  already,  and  now they’ve got Shadowswarm help?” 

“That  silly  Frost  magic  is  the  only  reason  you’re  still  alive!” 

Colea  snapped,  jabbing  her  fingers  into  the  Phoenix  Knight’s shoulder. Gabriel squealed in agony and shot her a scowl. The Frost Guardian shook her head and turned to Avora. 

“I’ll let Archmage Thorn know about this change in plans. I’m sure he’d be more than happy to receive you and your three young friends  next  year  in  the  Frost  School,”  Colea  said.  “As  for  now,  I’m going  to  head  down  to  the  village,  find  a  tavern,  and  have  a  nice glass of wine.” 

“You’ve  more  than  earned  it,  my  friend.”  Avora  nodded. 

“Farewell.” 

Colea  waved  and  walked  toward  the  Ascent  of  Wind.  She vanished in a swirl of cobalt light. 

“Is  that  true,  Gabriel?”  Zephyr  asked.  “Are  you  going  to  be our Inferno magic teacher?” 

“Balls of Fire, I will!” Gabriel declared. “I’m the best teacher! 

You  might  have  heard  that  there  are  better  teachers  than  me,  but that’s false. There is no better teacher than me. I am a better teacher than anyone!” 

“Did…  did  he  just  say  the  same  thing  four  times?”  Vincent asked. 

“I wasn’t counting,” Nella said. 

“My  friends,  the  damage  to  my  soul  circuitry  hasn’t  healed yet, so I can’t cast Wind Walk,” Avora said. “However, my Codex of Elucidation allows me to impart our destination to you.” 

“Yeah,  you  did  that  a  few  times  already,  remember?”  Nella said,  frowning.  “How  else  did  we  manage  to  get  to  all  those  Dark Labyrinths this year?” 

“Nella…”  Vincent  warned.  “Watch  your  tone  with  His Excellency.” 

The ranger stuck her tongue out at him, and the two of them fell into another bout of bickering. 

“Sir,  please  allow  me,”  Zephyr  said.  Avora  smiled  and nodded. Zephyr felt a sudden twitch in his mind. 

“Blackstone Keep,” he said, turning to Gabriel. “Is that where we’re headed?” 

“That’s  right.  Archmage  Brass  told  me  to  bring  the  Grand Sage  and  you  three  there,”  Gabriel  said.  “It’s  one  of  our  forward bases.” 

“Alright.” Zephyr raised his hands. “Let’s go, then.” 

Wind  and  lightning  sped  the  trio,  Gabriel,  and  Avora  across the  land,  before  setting  them  down  upon  what  appeared  to  be  the battlements of a stone castle. 

Cries  of  battle  rang  through  the  air.  A  cluster  of  fireballs streaked overhead, prompting Avora and the trio to duck. 

“What’s going on?” Vincent cried. 

“Oh,  looks  like  we  just  arrived  in  the  middle  of  an  attack against  Blackstone  Keep.  Nothing  to  worry  about.”  Gabriel  peeked his head over the battlements. “Well, there’s a horde of iron drones climbing up the walls where we are right now, and they’re going to try to  kill  us,  but  eh.  Like  I  said,  nothing  to  worry  about.  Everything’s alright. Trust me.” 

A massive, winged form swooped overhead. Flames spewed from its fanged maw. 

“Is that a dragon?” Nella asked. 
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