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    Dedication 
 
      
 
      
 
    This one is dedicated to the creators of all the amazing role-playing franchises that inspired this book. (It’s a long list; more details in the acknowledgements section.) 
 
      
 
    Thank you for filling my life, and the lives of so many others, with joy and wonder. 
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     The map above shows the continent of Kaldwyn, where this novel takes place. It is divided into four major nations — Valia, Edria, Caelford, and Dalenos. Each major nation has one or more of the Soaring Spires; these are also shown on the map. 


     Chapter I of this book begins in the Whispering Woods, which are in the Unclaimed Lands. They’re the patch of trees just north of the train. (You can find the area by following the train tracks east from Westbridge, then going north from where the train is shown on the map.) 


   

       


       


  


  




 Chronology and Series Information 
 
      
 
    This book is the first book in a new series, but it takes place in the same setting as the War of Broken Mirrors books and the Arcane Ascension books. 
 
    If you picked this up without reading those other books, don’t be too concerned — it’s written to be a potential new entry point for books in this universe. The narrator will mention a few characters and events from the other series, and there are some small spoilers (like the names of antagonists from the War of Broken Mirrors), but you can read this without having read the others. 
 
    The frame story in the prologue for this book is happening during the Arcane Ascension books (after book 2), but the rest of this book takes place between the War of Broken Mirrors books and the Arcane Ascension books. 
 
      
 
    The chronological order for these series can be summarized as follows: 
 
    The War of Broken Mirrors Series 
 
    Six Sacred Swords (and future books in the Weapons and Wielders series) 
 
    Arcane Ascension Series 
 
      
 
    If you haven’t read the Broken Mirrors books and would like a brief intro to how the protagonist’s magic works, see Appendix I. You can read this appendix before the story or skip it; everything relevant will be explained as it comes up. 
 
    Thank you for your interest in my books, and I hope you enjoy the story! 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Style Notes 
 
      
 
    Some characters within the story communicate telepathically. To indicate this, rather than using quotes, I use different forms of punctuation based on the character initiating the telepathic communication. 
 
    I use angle brackets to indicate telepathy from one of the characters. For example, <This would be their form of telepathic communication.> 
 
    I use square brackets to indicate telepathy from another of the characters. For example, [This would be what their telepathy looks like.] 
 
    This formatting difference is to make it immediately obvious which character is sending the telepathic message without repeatedly using dialogue tags or other indicators. The specific characters in question should be clear once the story actually reaches them. 
 
    I use the singular “they/them” for agender and non-binary characters, as well as characters that have not had their gender determined by the narrator yet. For example, “I didn’t know who wrote the note, but they had a peculiar style of writing”. 
 
    Finally, I use spaces before and after em dashes (AP style). This is purely because I find this style easier to read. 
 
      
 
     


 
   
 
  

 Prologue – Tales 
 
      
 
    Keras was a long way from home. 
 
    Every rattle and jolt of the train reminded him just how far he’d traveled. Not because the train was carrying him further away from Mythralis, though that was technically true. The barrier of the sea made a bit more overland distance irrelevant.  
 
    It was the mode of transit itself that bothered him. There was nothing quite like this back home, and though he marveled at the utility of the transport, the foreignness of it still made him uncomfortable. 
 
    He would’ve been more comfortable just running. There was no way of traveling that ever felt as natural rushing across the ground, feeling the sun against his skin and the wind whipping through his hair. 
 
    At the moment, however, he had an obligation. The four students who sat across from him were tremendously competent for their age —more so than he had been, in some respects — but they were being hunted by forces well beyond their capabilities. Until he had the chance to hand them off to someone else he trusted with their well-being, they were his responsibility. 
 
    And in truth, he’d gotten more attached to them than he’d expected. Even helped make one of them a sword. 
 
    He glanced at the sheathed blade at Patrick’s side. The heavy-set Elementalist wasn’t your traditional sword fighter, but he’d already proven to be able to make good use of the replica. 
 
    Dawn...what would you think if you saw that weapon? 
 
    A somber smile crossed his face. 
 
    You’d probably complain the scabbard wasn’t cute enough. 
 
    And you’d probably expect me to give the replica to Mara. 
 
    The blonde-haired girl was the most powerful fighter of the group, but she’d shown a clear preference for unarmed combat. The sword wouldn’t have suited her. 
 
    Not very different from Rei, when she was young. They’d probably have gotten along. And Rei would’ve laughed at the sheer variety of magical weapons these kids have managed to put together. She’d have panicked if she saw what Sera was carrying...or who she’d made a contract with. 
 
    He shook his head, dismissing the moment of reverie. 
 
    Corin Cadence had just finished his own tale — one of surprising risks and deeper dangers than Keras himself had faced at the same age. Keras sensed some omissions in that story, and he had some questions, particularly in regards to an untranslated ancient scroll and the nature of another magical sword that Corin had discovered...but there would be time for questions later. 
 
    The students were all looking at him now. 
 
    It was Corin who spoke. “Keras, it’s your turn to tell us a story. Tell us about Dawnbringer and the Six Sacred Swords.” 
 
     “Very well.” The swordsman cracked his fingers. “Let’s begin.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter I – Legends Lost 
 
      
 
    I’ve always had a complicated relationship with magic swords. 
 
    There’s a magic sword at the very start of my personal story, but I’m not going to start there. You wanted to know about how I’d encountered Dawnbringer, one of your six weapons of legend. 
 
    That’s a much better story. 
 
    Let me tell you about when I first came to your lovely continent of Kaldwyn. 
 
    *** 
 
    I awoke in the Whispering Woods. I didn’t know the name at the time, of course, but I trust that you’ve heard of them. 
 
    Most of it looked pretty standard as far as forests go, at least at first. Tall trees, occasional patches of high grass, a few mysterious blue flowers growing to the side of where I woke. 
 
    Mist. Lots of mist. I could see a good twenty feet though, so it didn’t add any particular sense of danger. The forest I grew up in got misty at times, too. 
 
    I pushed myself off the ground and wondered how in the name of the gods I’d gotten there. 
 
    My head swam as I rose, teetering on my feet.  
 
    My stomach grumbled. 
 
    How long had I been out? 
 
    I wiped the dirt from my hands off on my tunic, then spent a moment just rubbing my temples. It didn’t help much, but my mind was clearing even if the pain wasn’t fading. 
 
    I scanned the area. I didn’t recognize my surroundings. The tree bark was a light shade of green, almost as bright as the grass below. 
 
    I need to break the habit of letting old sages teleport me to strange places. 
 
    I didn’t notice any immediate dangers, fortunately. Based on the disruption in the foliage, I suspected I was on a path. The brush had been cleared in a broad enough swath that I suspect it was a human trail rather than animal trail, but I didn’t see any boot marks or other clear indications to confirm that. 
 
    No other people around. That was irritating, because a distinct lack of people would make my job harder. I needed to gather information about the continent and local customs. That generally required people to talk to. 
 
    I remembered the last thing the sage told me. 
 
    “I’m sending you to another continent. Your objective will be to gather information and resources before I send the rest of your team. After your friends arrive, you must meet with their goddess and bring her to join our cause. Without her help, we stand no chance against the threat that is to come.” 
 
    Lesson One: Old sages will never tell you the full story. 
 
    This didn’t look like a good place to find information and resources. True, he hadn’t said he’d be sending me to a major city, but he hadn’t warned me that I’d be in the middle of nowhere, either. So, either the sage had omitted some key information or something had gone horribly wrong. 
 
    I didn’t know which was worse. 
 
    Either way, no one was nearby. I’d have to search the area and see what I could find. 
 
    At least I was intact. No horrifying teleportation damage to my person, as far as I could tell without a mirror. 
 
    I checked my side. The sword was there, as it always was, and locked firmly in its scabbard. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Couldn’t let that thing escape. There was no telling what it would get up to if I wasn’t around to keep it reined in. 
 
    I still had my backpack on, too. I had been preparing for a journey to another land, even if I’d expected to show up somewhere a little bit more civilized. 
 
    I checked my pack. 
 
    I had most of the basics. A little bit of food, little bit of water, gold coins, bandages, healing ointment, slightly magical rock, rope, mask of a long dead god, that sort of thing. 
 
    I heard something crack behind me. 
 
    I dropped my pack, spun, and drew my blade in a flash of unparalleled grace. 
 
    The squirrel was unimpressed. 
 
    I sighed, sheathing my weapon slowly to prevent any damage to the nearby terrain, and then picked my backpack back up. 
 
    Fortunately, I didn’t have anything particularly breakable inside. 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have a tent with me, so I was going to need to find shelter pretty fast. 
 
    I glanced left and right. I couldn’t see any clear signs of human traffic in either direction, nor could I hear the sounds of water, so I picked a direction at random.  
 
    Left it is. 
 
    Before I wandered off, I set up a small pile of rocks to mark the spot in case I ended up wandering back there. It was easy to get lost in the middle of a forest, especially the particularly misty kind. 
 
    After that, I headed left. 
 
    The path was dirt and grass, almost completely straight, surrounded on both sides by forests. It was just broad enough for two people to walk abreast comfortably. It felt cultivated. Deliberate.  
 
    That wasn’t worrying in itself, though — manmade paths often were deliberately cultivated. Maybe this had been a common path to a town at one point, and someone had cleared out the trees and foliage on this path a year or two ago. 
 
    No, the worrying part was that it felt too similar. After walking for just a few minutes, I felt a bit dizzy, and I had the unnerving sensation that I’d seen each and every tree in the path before. 
 
    “Trespasser, turn back. Before it is too late.” 
 
    The voice sounded like it was coming from all around me, but I couldn’t see a source. I pointed at myself. “Me? I mean, I assume you mean me, but if there are invisible people around, maybe you could clarify?” 
 
    I glanced around again. No source, no reply. I’d dealt with invisible adversaries before, and usually I could catch a hint of movement from the sound of footfalls. Maybe even a blur of motion, if the caster was less experienced. I didn’t catch any of that, though. 
 
    I kept walking. 
 
    My earlier assessment was accurate. A few minutes after that, I walked right back into the glade where I’d started, coming into it from the opposite side. I wasn’t imagining it. I found the cluster of stones I’d set as a marker. 
 
    That seemed...odd, though. The path was almost perfectly straight. I’d placed the bed of rocks because it was easy to get lost in most forests where there weren’t coherent trails or where there were lots of branches in the pathways that did exist. 
 
    I hadn’t taken any branches from the path. I’d seen a few of them, but I’d gone completely straight. 
 
    I ducked down, inspected the group of rocks to make certain they were the same ones, and headed off again. 
 
    “Turn back.” 
 
    The same voice. It didn’t alarm me quite as much this time, but it still grated on my nerves. Now it seemed like I was being followed, or maybe observed from a distance. I’d seen some spells that could be used to watch people from afar and send sound to a remote area. Maybe that was what was happening? 
 
    “Do you mean ‘turn back’ as in ‘leave this place, pitiful mortal’? Or is it more of a ‘turn back, you’re going the wrong direction, and make a left at the fork’? If you’re just being helpful, some clarity would be appreciated.” Again, I looked and listened for movement, but I found nothing. 
 
    I resumed walking. 
 
    It took me about the same amount of time to end up right back where I started. If there’s anything worse than a mysterious misty forest, it’s a magical mysterious misty forest. 
 
    I tried walking the opposite direction. Same result. Pushing through the forest in one of the other two directions was tougher, so it took me a little longer to appear back in my starting location. 
 
    The same voice spoke to me about mid-way. The message was different this time, at least. “This is a sacred place. You are not welcome here.” 
 
    It had been obvious the voice wasn’t just trying to give me directions, of course, but the fact that this was a sacred location? That was new and interesting. 
 
    I tried replying each time, of course. Not just to be polite. I was trying to get a reaction, just in case anyone was physically present. I was leaning toward the explanation that whoever was watching me was in a remote location, and since they didn’t appear to be responding directly to what I said, I wasn’t sure if they could even hear me. 
 
    I tried going part way down each path, then taking one of the branches. That got me a little bit of new scenery, but I still ended up in the same grove somehow. After four attempts at trying branches of the path, I knew the brute force approach of just trying every trail was going to take too long. 
 
    I kept getting one message with each trip. 
 
    “Turn back.” 
 
    “This place is deadly to outsiders.” 
 
    “There is no treasure here, only death.” 
 
    “The Whispering Woods are not for your kind.” 
 
    I finally knew the name for the area after that one. And I had to admit, it was pretty apt. I might have gone for “Nameless Voice that Growls Angrily at Intruders Woods” since it wasn’t really whispering, but I had to admit that the original name was a lot easier to remember. 
 
    I tried tying a shirt over my eyes and walking down the path blind. That was slow going. When I finally took off the makeshift blindfold, I was in an unfamiliar location...but after I walked a bit further, I still ended up back in the grove. 
 
    I tried it a second time, keeping the blindfold on longer, but it didn’t help. By this point, I was starting to recognize all the surrounding areas as well. The area I was looping through was maybe half a kilometer in each direction, and I was routinely running into landmarks, including my own tracks. 
 
    With a frustrated groan, I took off my backpack and sat down to think. 
 
    What’s causing this? A confusion spell? A teleportation spell that spins me around? 
 
    Memory alteration? Maybe I’m making progress and then forgetting about it. Ugh, that’d be awful. 
 
    Guess there could be several places that just look identical...but no, that probably wouldn’t work with the rock cluster. Hm.  
 
    Whatever is happening, it probably has to do with the mist. 
 
    Okay, I can work with this. The area isn’t that big. Just need to try a few more things. 
 
    The voice kept “whispering” at me each time I walked through the area, but with no indication that it was hearing my replies. That was a shame, because some of my remarks were pretty amusing, and it was unfortunate that my foreboding observer wasn’t getting to enjoy them. 
 
    “Is it your job to just watch people and...be creepy at them? Or is this more of a hobby? Because if it’s a job, I could probably find you a better option. Not to be rude, but you clearly have a talent for growling at strangers, and I can think of some people who could use that.” 
 
    I consoled myself with the fact that this whole experience was probably even more repetitive for them than it was for me. 
 
    I opened up my pack, found parchment and a quill, and started working on a map. I counted paces in each direction. It took me an almost identical number of paces to get back to the glade regardless of whether or not I went left or right, and it felt like the same amount of time. 
 
    That made it likely that the glade was physically at the center of whatever effect I was in, and that the effect had something to do with my location, not the amount of time that was passing. 
 
    Once I’d done that, I started dragging a stick behind me to make a line in the dirt. If I’d planned better, I could have just paid attention to my boot trails, but I’d walked over the area so many times now that it wouldn’t work for this particular test. 
 
    I glanced behind me periodically, watching the line I was making. 
 
    I’d walked just about halfway through the total distance of the loop when I realized that the line behind me was gone, with the exception of the last few feet I’d just drawn. 
 
    I turned around, walking back the way I came...and there was the longer line again, leading a long way down the trail in front of me. 
 
    I felt a renewed wave of nausea hit me and paused to take a drink. 
 
    That was when I noticed a small cluster of rocks that I hadn’t placed. 
 
    Foregoing the drink, I walked over to the rocks and knelt down to inspect them. 
 
    I found runes carved into the one in the center. 
 
    There you are. 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what the runes did. Wasn’t my area of expertise, and honestly, I don’t even remember what they looked like. Sorry, Corin, I know you like adding to your rune collection. 
 
    I do remember the cathartic feeling when I smashed the rock, though. Mm. Breaking things. 
 
    There was a flash of light when I shattered the stone, then I was elsewhere. 
 
    My stomach briefly protested in response to the teleportation effect, but fortunately, there was nothing immediately dangerous to assault me during my recovery. 
 
    I took in my surroundings. Same forest, or one designed to look similar. Now I was on the border of a hillside, though, or maybe a mountainside. I couldn’t determine the scale due to the mist. 
 
    Either way, the stone outcropping near me had a conspicuous-looking cave with an obviously humanoid sized entrance. 
 
    I almost avoided it out of irritation. I didn’t like playing so directly into someone else’s hands, but I had a job to do. I’d been told that the goddess I was looking for had a thing for presenting challenges, but I wasn’t expecting anything quite this obvious...or something quite so soon after my arrival. 
 
    I’d hoped to end up in a nice town, with some time to plan and gather information. 
 
    Hope can be a source of strength, but when it fails to deliver what I want, I’ve found a good degree of stubbornness to be an appropriate substitute. 
 
    So, I walked into the cave. 
 
    The mist was even thicker inside. I could only see a few feet in front of me, and even that was hazy. 
 
    I could feel the moisture in the air, and that moisture made it easier to pick up the scents around me. Moss, feathers, a hint of death. 
 
    Good. Maybe there’s something I can fight in here. 
 
    My hand settled on the sword on my left hip out of instinct, but I didn’t draw it. There was no need to make things worse. 
 
    I was tempted to conjure a bit of flame to disperse the mist around me and provide some much-needed light, but the cost of maintaining it for a trek of indeterminate length was more of a risk than I was willing to take. 
 
    Instead, I walked back out of the cave for a minute or so, found a branch of about an arm’s length, broke off the little twigs protruding from the sides, and tried to light it with the flint and steel from my pack. 
 
    After about a minute of trying to get a spark to catch on the wood, I gave up and just ignited the top of the branch with sorcery. A chill ran down my spine as I felt the spell’s cost, but it wasn’t much of a burden. A mere flicker of fire wouldn’t drain my strength as much as maintaining a ball of flame would have. 
 
    The branch blazed brightly as I strode deep into the depths of daunting darkness. 
 
    Oh, come on. I’m not being that dramatic. A little bit of narrative flavor never hurt anyone. You could use a little more of it when you tell us the next part of your story, Corin. 
 
    Anyway, cave. Right. 
 
    With the makeshift torch, I could see a little bit further — just far enough to notice the trail of bones. I could also see that the cave went deep into the mountainside, expanding beyond the human-sized entrance into a vast cavern with an open area ahead and what looked like a couple different possible paths. 
 
    I ducked under a stalactite, reminded myself not to stand straight up, and knelt next to the first skull I could find. 
 
    Deer, I think. Looks about adult-sized. 
 
    I inspected some of the other large bones nearby, frowning as I took in the size of the gouges on the ribs. They’d been pushed inward, and I could see marks on several of them where something sharp had cut into the bone. 
 
    Crushed by claws, and big ones. Large enough to wrap around the entire torso of the deer, I think. 
 
    Either that, or five people with clubs and axes.  
 
    Going to go with claws. 
 
    I stood up, hit my head, and died. 
 
    Kidding, kidding. I didn’t die until much later. 
 
    Didn’t even hit my head. I’d been climbing through enough caves that I knew to exercise due caution. I remained in a crouch until the cave widened and the ceiling was high enough to stand back up without bashing my head. 
 
    It was fortunate that I was close to the ground for a while, because that made it easier to notice the spine crawlers. 
 
    What are spine crawlers, you ask? Why, they’re like centipedes, only three feet long, about eight inches thick and, as I learned, swift to anger. 
 
    Their gray skin blended near perfectly with the stone floor — it was the glint from the light reflecting on their carapaces that gave them away. 
 
    By that point, it was almost too late. I was only inches from a nest, and one was slithering toward my feet. 
 
    I backpedaled because, well...no one wants to get eaten by giant poisonous worms. That took me into the other monster nest. 
 
    Vines wrapped around my legs as the winged beasts descended from the ceiling. They looked like bats, but with wings that were more birdlike, if bird feathers were metallic and razor-edged. 
 
    Also, given how rapidly the vines were moving from the cave floor to encircle me, one or both of the monster types could use nature sorcery. 
 
    Well, I’m surrounded by monsters. That was quick. 
 
    I smirked. 
 
    Time to get started. 
 
    I tugged on the vines. Animated or not, they were vines, and not particularly strong. I snapped one just in time to see one of the razor bats — no idea if that’s what they’re typically called, just going to go with that name — flapping its wings in my direction. 
 
    Which, predictably, sent a wave of razor-sharp feathers in my direction. 
 
    The feathers weren’t actually metal, so I couldn’t turn them aside with metal sorcery. I resisted the instinct to draw my blade and hurled myself out of the way, narrowly avoiding the quills.  
 
    The few lingering vines wrapped around me weren’t sufficient to hold me in place, but the ones I snapped were quickly replaced by more. And now I was on the ground with razor bats above me, and a spine crawler, well, crawling closer. 
 
    I flared my aura, surrounding my body in a silvery blur. Vines disintegrated. Inches of stone beneath me vanished, not even dust left in my aura’s wake. 
 
    I rolled in the opposite direction of where the vines had been, my right hand burning from the power I’d just used. I didn’t even have time to regret it before I was pushing myself to the side, failing to avoid another barrage of feathers entirely. A quill glanced along my back, drawing a trail of blood. 
 
    I rolled, grabbing the quill with two fingers and hurling it right back at the bat. 
 
    It missed. I’m a good shot, but it was a feather, not a throwing knife. 
 
    I threw the knife from my belt next. I hit the bat that time, and it fell. 
 
    The spine crawlers were on top of it in seconds, biting with venom-laced fangs. I scurried backward, retrieving my fallen torch, and watched as another spine crawler dislodged its jaw and sprayed acid on the still-wriggling razor bat. 
 
    A good portion of the bat melted away before it ceased struggling entirely. 
 
    A smaller portion of my knife melted along with it.  
 
    And I liked that knife. 
 
    Rather than extract revenge for the vicious daggercide that had just been committed, I took the more cautious course of pushing myself to my feet and inching away from the scene. The spine crawlers didn’t seem to notice me at all now that they had easier prey, but I didn’t want to risk aggravating them further with any sudden movements. 
 
    Burning through those vines with my aura had been...unwise. Overusing it was dangerous in a different way from conjuring too much fire. It wouldn’t harm me. 
 
    Not physically, at least. 
 
    Practicing any type of sorcery generates essence — what you’d call mana where you’re from — of that type in the body. That essence changes you; subtly with some types of mana, more overtly with others. 
 
    I could use three fairly common types of sorcery: flame, stone, and metal. I wasn’t really sure what the first one did to my body, but stone and metal essence both worked to reinforce skin, muscles, and bone. I’d practiced metal sorcery daily since childhood, and that had made my body both stronger and more resilient than any ordinary human. 
 
    I’d disintegrated the vines using another, lesser known type of sorcery. I’d practiced it unknowingly for years by using the sword sheathed at my side, and during that process, it had bled into my essence. 
 
    Now I was generating some of that type of essence myself all the time, even without the sword. 
 
    That wasn’t a good thing. 
 
    The aura that was around me at all times? 
 
    It breaks things. 
 
    Anything I’m in contact with for long enough wears down. Food, clothes, armor, weapons — it all breaks. I’m not talking about just accelerating the normal passage of time, either. That’d be ruin sorcery, which is related, but less dangerous. 
 
    My aura is gradually cutting through everything around me — erasing pieces of everything it touches. This is not convenient.  
 
    For example, if I wear items that generate protective sorcery, like a shield sigil?  
 
    My aura breaks the barrier down in minutes, rendering the item worthless. Even the magical object itself will gradually break down, unless the item is shielded well enough to prevent the aura from cutting through it. Very few defensive spells are that resilient. 
 
    I had precisely three things on me that were powerful enough to survive long-term exposure to my aura without harm. My sword, the scabbard designed to hold it, and a weird mask I really shouldn’t have held onto. 
 
    My aura was already too strong for me to suppress it entirely at any given time. It was cutting away at my backpack, my boots, everything around me, just very slowly. I probably had about two or three weeks to get to a town before my equipment fell apart. 
 
    Any time I used that type of sorcery, I’d make the problem worse. Permanently, unless I also improved my degree of control over the aura, and that was easier said than done. Drawing the sword involved the same type of risk; a portion of that destructive magic would leak into me any time it wasn’t sheathed. 
 
    If I didn’t find a solution, I’d eventually get to the point where I couldn’t touch non-magical objects at all.  
 
    Or people. 
 
    I didn’t exactly care for the idea of never being able to embrace my friends or family again. 
 
    The old man who had sent me to this place? 
 
    He was a famous scholar of sorcerous theory, and one of the few people who might’ve been able to help me. 
 
    But there was always a price. 
 
    And with that in mind, I continued into the cave. My back still ached from the brush with the razor bat’s quill. I waited until I was several minutes in before pausing, putting down the torch, and digging bandages and ointment out of my bag. The wound was relatively shallow, but not shallow enough that I could ignore it entirely. I applied the ointment and bound the wound, then continued on. 
 
    Hopefully there’d be something a little bigger to fight deeper inside, if I was lucky. 
 
    “Turn back.” The voice boomed, and it sounded like it was coming from directly in front of me. 
 
    I saw the pair of glowing motes of light — presumably eyes — in the distant mist a moment later. 
 
    I waved my off-hand. “Oh, you must be the creepy fog voice! I was hoping I’d eventually get to meet you.” 
 
    The twin lights blinked. 
 
    I walked closer, passing the torch to my off-hand. I wanted my sword arm ready, but I didn’t move it close to the hilt. I didn’t want to appear threatening. 
 
    “Leave. This is your final warning.” 
 
    I ducked under another low portion of the ceiling as I approached. The cavern walls encroached around me until I could barely fit down the tunnel, then widened again into a massive, almost circular chamber. The mist was the thickest I’d seen so far. I could feel the moisture on my skin, taste it with every breath. 
 
    I could vaguely make out the outline of a humanoid figure ahead of me. That was a bit of a comfort, since I wasn’t sure I should expect anything close to human. Plenty of monsters could produce a human-sounding voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry to intrude. I don’t mean to be rude.” I grinned, pausing now that I was close enough to get a good look at who I was talking to. I could see the outline of hair, almost floor-length. Slender arms and legs...did those hands end in claws? 
 
    Yeah, those were definitely claws. 
 
    Nice. 
 
    The figure must have been wearing white. They blended in with the mist so thoroughly that I couldn’t make out any other details. I guessed they were probably about ten feet away now, which was about the farthest I could see in the haze. 
 
    “Then you should have left when you had a chance.” They raised a clawed hand. “Prepare yourself.” 
 
    As much as I wanted to fight, I couldn’t jump right into it. I’d finally found someone I could talk to, and I needed information. 
 
    I raised a hand. “Wait a moment, please. I was teleported to this forest, and I’m lost. I’m supposed to be gathering information about the area. I’ve been told there’s a goddess called Selys, I believe? Are you her?” 
 
    The figure tilted its head to the side. “...Are you mocking me? Is that a serious question?” 
 
    “Completely serious.” 
 
    The person...creature...thing exhaled heavily enough that I felt it. The air pushed me back a step. I steadied myself, bracing for an attack, but realized they had just sighed. 
 
     Humanoid or not, this thing really knew how to breathe. “I am not the goddess, but I do serve her. I am the guardian of the Shrine of the Dawnbringer, one of the Six Sacred Swords.” 
 
    I nodded. I was finally making some progress here. “Okay, great. If you’re in her employ, could you direct me to where I can find her?” 
 
    “If thou dost seek the goddess, thou must climb the Soaring Spires. For the goddess resides in the skies above, and only atop the spires might one glimpse upon her greatness. But, be forewarned, ere false hope be thine — centuries live and die between the successes of heroes who seek to reach the spire’s summit.” 
 
    Yeah, they actually used ‘thou’. Apparently they had penchants for both growling and theatrics. Maybe if I was lucky I’d get a prophecy at some point, too. 
 
    “That’s great, thank you for that. So, there are a few of these spires?” 
 
    “Six are the spires, as six are the sacred swords.” 
 
    “Huh. Sounds like that’s not a coincidence, then?” 
 
    The figure lowered their head, as if in prayer. “Atop each spire lays one of the god beasts, ferocious guardians that await those who would dare to seek an audience with the goddess. None would stand a chance against these beasts, save for the sacred swords — one blade forged to survive the power of each beast.” 
 
    Ooh, god beasts sound like they’d be fun to fight. And I do love collecting magic swords.  
 
    I was starting to get more excited. Maybe the sage hadn’t sent me to such a bad location after all. “Got it. That makes sense. And you’re the guardian of one of the swords?” 
 
    “So I am. Since time immemorial, my people have served here.” 
 
    I frowned at that. “And you’re okay with that? Servitude?” 
 
    “My task is a sacred calling, given by the goddess herself. Thy banter and jesting are what bore me. Either flee from my sight or challenge me properly. Those are your choices.” 
 
    I frowned. This was not going where I wanted it to. “Sorry, didn’t mean to sound insulting. Okay, challenging.” I cracked my neck. “What are the terms? Could we have a match to the first successful hit of any kind, for instance?” 
 
    “We would fight until one of us could fight no longer. I would not be gentle. Face me and you should expect to lose your life.” 
 
    I winced. I loved fighting, but I was strictly against killing people without a good reason. “Could I convince you to alter the terms to a middle ground? First blood, perhaps?” 
 
    “The terms are set down by tradition. They cannot be altered.” 
 
    I nodded sadly. “I expected as much. And the sword is right past you?” 
 
    “It is not far. I am not the last of the challenges, but I am the greatest. It lays in the grove of three virtues, untouched in the two decades since it was last claimed.” 
 
    So, someone had the sword twenty years ago, but it’s been hundreds of years since someone successfully reached the top of a tower. That means even having the sword is far from a guarantee that we’re going to be successful at finding this goddess. Wonderful. 
 
    “Okay. And just to be clear, your responsibility is to guard this specific tunnel?” 
 
    “Such is the path to the sword.” 
 
    I focused, trying to peer through the mist as best I could. I thought I could just barely make out an exit tunnel on the opposite side of the chamber, maybe twenty feet away. 
 
    I picked my torch back up, waved, and shifted my stance as if I was about to turn around. “Okay, thanks for all the information.” 
 
    I hated to leave a potential fight behind, but I couldn’t accept the offered terms. 
 
    “You’re...leaving?” 
 
    I think they actually sounded a little disappointed. In truth, I was disappointed, too. “Yep. I’m not going to invade someone’s home and kill them just so I can walk through a particular cavern. I figure now that I broke your teleportation rune, I can probably just walk out of the forest and find a town. But you’re a great storyteller — that part about the spire was riveting. You’re welcome to come with me if you’d like.” 
 
    “You...mock me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Nope. I just don’t think anyone should have to live their life in a cave because a goddess told them to, and I’m certainly not going to kill you just because a goddess put you here.” 
 
    The creature in front of me growled and lowered their stance. “You insult me and the goddess alike.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be insulting.” I raised my off-hand in a defensive gesture. “Just sympathizing. My own life has been largely dictated by the whims of the gods, and I’m tired of it. If you’d like to get out of this situation, I’d be glad to help you.” 
 
    No growl that time, which was progress. Just a tilt of the head to the side, maybe a bit of introspection. “I will not leave while my task remains undone.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded affably. “Well, I’m leaving then.” 
 
    “See that you do not return unless you are prepared to face my challenge.” 
 
    “Right. That won’t be a problem.” 
 
    I shifted to the left as if I was turning around...and rushed forward at top speed. 
 
    I’d gone left because the torch was currently in my right hand, and as I sprinted past the creature, I waved it right in front of their eyes. Not close enough to hit them — I was just going for momentary blindness. 
 
    They roared, far louder than their body should have been able to, and the entire room shook. Dust and debris rained from the ceiling. Fortunately, I was used to sprinting across uneven terrain, and I maintained my footing. I turned toward the exit tunnel as I moved, finding it easily as I approached. 
 
    I was only a couple feet away when a wall of stone shot upward from the ground, blocking the path. 
 
    I spun just in time to dodge a spiked tail that was arcing toward my face. 
 
    “Coward! Craven!” The creature roared, lunging at me with clawed hands. As they drew closer, I got a better look. They had a human-looking face and body, but they were covered from head to toe in white scales, and they had a serpentine tail covered in wicked six-inch spikes. 
 
    I side-stepped the lunge and the creature missed, stumbling. I realized they were probably still half-blind from the torch, and they had probably responded to my movements through hearing or another sense. 
 
    That didn’t stop them from whipping their tail around the moment they failed to connect with me, though. It was a low sweep, so I hopped over it, backing up and keeping the torch in front of me. “A little redundant there. Coward and craven are pretty much the same thing. I appreciate alliteration, though.” 
 
    They just roared at me in reply. They were done talking for the moment, it seemed. 
 
    I considered sprinting back toward the entrance, but they were in reach of me now, and faster than I’d expected. I wasn’t confident I could outpace them, especially after they recovered their sight. 
 
    Instead, I stepped to the side and began to circle them, moving gradually back to the area that had been sealed by the wall. I wasn’t a master of stone sorcery, but I could use it. If I could find a few moments, maybe I could make a gap big enough to climb through. 
 
    “I’d really like to avoid—” 
 
    They swiped a claw and knocked the torch right out of my hand.  
 
    I stared blankly for a moment as the light source clattered across the floor, then punched the scaled creature in the face. 
 
    Hard. 
 
    The creature staggered back, raising a hand to their cheek. Their expression changed. 
 
    To a smile. “Better.” Their blue eyes seemed to shimmer in the dark. 
 
    That was not a good sign. 
 
    I’d learned to control my swings a long time ago, because I liked being able to spar with humans without crushing their bones to powder. 
 
    But I’d taken that swing out of instinct. It wasn’t quite my full strength, but I would have put my fist through the stone wall without any difficulty. 
 
    They weren’t even visibly bruised. 
 
    Their return punch came a moment later, and I raised an arm to block. The blow carried me off the ground and threw me back a good ten feet. I landed in a slide, my arm aching from the force of the impact. 
 
    Motion sorcery, I realized. No amount of pure physical strength would have knocked me upward like that. Instead, the strike had carried with it a blast of magic that enhanced and spread out the impact. 
 
    I knew what was coming next. 
 
    They blurred, flashing forward in a burst of kinetic energy, closing the gap between us in an instant. 
 
    But I’d fought motion sorcerers more times than I could count. Even before they landed, I was rotating my hips for a real punch, the kind I used to practice tearing through breastplates. 
 
    I hit them dead-on in the solar plexus. That actually slowed them down. They doubled over, clutching their chest and coughing. 
 
    For a moment, I was concerned that I’d misjudged and hit too hard. 
 
    Their tail whipped over their head, spiked tip arcing toward my throat. I grabbed it just in time, cutting one of my fingers on a spike in the process. They jerked the tail back, but I maintained my grip and stumbled forward. 
 
    With my free hand, I tried to throw another punch, but they grabbed my arm with both of theirs. We were practically on top of each other at that point, so I threw a knee upward. They countered by raising their own leg to block, which I hadn’t expected. 
 
    They snarled, biting at me with a set of teeth that were just slightly sharper than human ones. I stepped back to avoid the bite, and they finally managed to pull their tail free from my grip. Before they could swing it again, though, I slammed my boot down on their foot. 
 
    That got my hands free while they recoiled, and I used that freedom to back off a few feet. My left hand was still bleeding from where it had brushed against a spine, but not badly. 
 
    They backed off as well, apparently assessing me. That seemed good, until they kept backing off to the point where they disappeared into the mist. 
 
    I glanced around for any signs of my opponent, then headed for where I’d dropped the torch. 
 
    It went out before I reached it. 
 
    Resh. 
 
    I was plunged into darkness. I couldn’t see anything, but I could hear something moving to the side of me. 
 
    Something big. 
 
    I heard a growl, followed by what sounded like bones snapping to my side. 
 
    I continued to inch toward where I’d last seen the torch. Since blinding the creature had seemingly worked, it was possible the creature would have a tough time finding me in the dark, even if their night vision was better than mine. 
 
     I was pretty close to where I’d thought the torch was when I ran into something much larger than I was. 
 
    I took a step back. I hadn’t remembered a wall there. I raised a hand and ran it across...scales. Large scales, each the size of my fist. 
 
    Uh oh. 
 
    I stepped back just before something slammed into me the size of my entire midsection, hard enough to throw me almost ceiling-high. I landed hard and fell on my side, rolling a few feet across the floor. 
 
    That hurt. 
 
     I barely managed to push myself to the side before something landed on the stone where I’d been moments before, smashing the stone of the cavern floor. 
 
    Even without the light, I was close enough to get a glimpse of the clawed appendage that landed near my face. It was even bigger than what I’d felt connect with me, probably about the size of the upper half of my body. 
 
    I’d been thrown and battered by nothing more than a glancing blow. 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet with a cough, raising my left hand.  
 
    The darkness wasn’t slowing this thing down as much as I’d hoped, but it was making it impossible for me to evaluate my opponent effectively. 
 
    Burn. A sphere of flame the size of a watermelon appeared in my hand, and a chill ran down my spine as the spell extracted its cost. I rarely conjured fire on this scale due to the tax on my body, but I needed this flame for two reasons — both to see, and as a potential deterrent to further attacks. 
 
    “Foolish human,” they spoke, the room trembling with each word. “Had you chosen to fight me honorably from the outset, I would not have used this form.” 
 
    As they spoke, I took in what I was looking at.  
 
    A huge, serpentine head with a pair of vicious horns, each of which was large enough to impale me with ease. 
 
    A leonine body covered in hardened scales, with four massive clawed hands. Though standing on four legs, they were still twice as tall as I was. 
 
    And their wings were vast, at least twenty feet in total span, nearly brushing the ceiling and walls. 
 
    They were a creature of legend. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had no idea what I was looking at. 
 
    They don’t have dragons where I come from. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter II – Breath of Fire 
 
      
 
    I took a moment just to process the creature’s sheer size. 
 
    “Huh,” I managed, proving my mastery of articulation. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    Not a thought; the dragon literally hit me, with a tail the size of a wagon. 
 
    I hit one of the chamber walls this time, rather than the floor. Well, at first. I obviously hit the floor after I fell off the wall. 
 
    My precious fireball was, fortunately, still hovering where I’d left it, providing a bit of illumination for the room. That allowed me to see the majestic beast approaching me with ponderous steps, each of which shook the cavern. 
 
    I pushed myself off the floor, taking stock of my injuries. I must have been lucky enough to be hit with a flat portion of the tail — I wasn’t missing a chunk of my midsection like I probably would have been if one of those spikes had torn into me. 
 
    I hurt like someone had decided to play the drums on my ribs with a mace, but I didn’t think anything was actually broken. That might sound a little strange, given that this monster had both the mass and the general disposition of a siege engine, but I’d never actually managed to find anything that could break my bones.  
 
    That was mostly because of how much I practiced stone and metal sorcery, but there were other reasons that aren’t important right now. 
 
    Judging from the blood that I coughed up after that hit, though, I still wasn’t resilient enough to take much more of that kind of punishment. 
 
    It didn’t matter if my bones weren’t breaking. Breaking the fleshy bits would work just as well. 
 
    I trembled as the dragon approached, but not out of fear. 
 
    This danger, a real threat to my life— 
 
    This was what I lived for. 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    The dragon, seeming to sense a change, slowed as they neared me. They tilted their head to the side, examining me. “You have a weapon, and I sense it is enchanted, and yet you have not drawn it.” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. The movement hurt more than I’d expected. My muscles were not pleased with how they’d been treated. “Oh, this?” I patted the hilt of the sword at my side. “You really don’t want me to use that. Believe me, better off for both of us this way.” 
 
    The dragon took another step closer, lowering their head to right in front of me. Close enough to snap their jaws around me in a moment, I was certain — and hardened bones wouldn’t save me from that. My skin and muscles were reinforced with sorcery as well, but that would only protect me from small stuff. Not teeth the size of sword blades. 
 
    “Thou art a peculiar human, but thy reticence to use every weapon shall be your undoing. Humans require such tools to fight sacred beasts such as I.” 
 
    “Oh, I have other tools.” I smiled. “Like tactics. Take, for instance, the fireball you’ve been forgetting about that’s hovering behind you.” 
 
    The dragon’s head turned abruptly. 
 
    I took that moment to rotate my hips and punch them full-strength in the jaw. 
 
    I heard a crack, and it didn’t come from the dragon’s scales. 
 
    Lesson Two: Do not punch dragons. 
 
    I fell backward, since I’m not entirely immune to pain. I was fortunate that I’d punched with my off-hand, otherwise the fight might have ended right there. 
 
    And not in my favor, just to be perfectly clear. I think I’d surprised the dragon, but I definitely hadn’t hurt them. 
 
    I waved my remaining usable hand as I stumbled back, calling the fireball toward me.  
 
    It was probably harmless to a creature of that size, but the dragon leapt out of the fireball’s path.  
 
    Curious.  
 
    Maybe the dragon was weak against fire? They were using an awful lot of mist. Mist wasn’t exactly the opposite of fire, but it was kind of on the watery side of things. 
 
    I can work with that. 
 
    Problem was that I couldn’t conjure much more fire without freezing myself to death. Even now, maintaining the flame spell was gradually draining my body heat.  
 
    I floated the incendiary globe back toward the dragon, stepping back at the same time to make a bit of distance. The dragon retreated from the flame, just as I’d expected. 
 
    It was a bluff on my part. Attacking with the flaming sphere always had been. If it made contact with the dragon, even if it did some damage, the fireball would probably vanish. That would cost me my light source, and I sincerely doubted that one ball of fire would end the fight in my favor.  
 
    I couldn’t afford to fight this thing blind. 
 
    But I also couldn’t cast another flame spell of the same magnitude, so I used the time I had to accomplish something a little bit easier. 
 
    I unclasped my belt and pulled my sword, scabbard and all, off of it.  
 
    The dragon paused, watching me from a distance. “Finally prepared to wield your blade?” 
 
    I shook my head, taking the moment to awkwardly re-fasten my belt with the same hand that was gripping my sword hilt.  
 
    My left hand was useless. I suspected I didn’t experience as much pain as an ordinary human, and I also tended to be more functional than most people while wounded, but I still had limits for using an injured part of my body. 
 
    “No,” I explained, taking my time to reply while I finished fastening my belt and readied the weapon, scabbard still on the blade. “Not exactly.” 
 
    I focused my aura, extending it over the weapon and scabbard. That was a trivial effort — my aura wanted to meet with the sword. Most of the time, I was trying to keep the two apart. I didn’t need more of that weapon’s influence bleeding back into me. 
 
    While it was in the scabbard, though, the sword was relatively innocuous, unless I did something unwise. 
 
    I was, of course, doing something unwise. 
 
    I felt my aura encircle the scabbard, and I drew just a fraction of power out of the weapon, trying to filter it into the section of my aura covering the blade. 
 
    I gave it a simple command: Ignite. 
 
    The air around the sheathed blade burst into flame. 
 
    I felt an immediate surge of relief. I always felt better with a weapon in hand, but I had to be cautious. I was using less body heat this way than if I was powering the spell myself, but using even a hint of that weapon’s power was a risk. 
 
    I needed to end the fight quickly. 
 
    I shifted to the Selyrian Cutting Stance, which was one of my favorite fighting stances. It was an aggressive style, and one of the few I could manage at the moment, since it was a one-handed style that involved holding my off-hand behind my back.  
 
    I advanced. The dragon eyed my flaming weapon warily, but with what I’m going to assume was the draconic equivalent of skepticism.  
 
    I continued to control the flaming sphere mentally, moving it to hover at my left side around waist height. I hoped that would limit the dragon’s potential angles for attack. 
 
    I was about twenty feet away, which I judged to be outside the dragon’s reach, when it swept their tail across the floor. 
 
    A shockwave of force followed in the tail’s wake, knocking me back. I managed to keep my footing, but then the dragon was following in the shockwave’s wake, faster than I’d expected. 
 
    They swept a claw at me. I tumbled under it, slashing the arm. 
 
    Scales sizzled. 
 
    The dragon howled into the air, and I pressed my assault, slamming the burning brand into the creature’s neck. 
 
    The tail came back around, but I was ready this time. I jumped. 
 
    I almost made it. 
 
    The top of the tail brushed my feet, knocking me from the sky. I was quick to recover, though, pushing myself to the side to avoid a claw that smashed the ground where I’d been a moment before. 
 
    I slashed the claw, and while the dragon recoiled, I pushed myself back to my feet. 
 
    The dragon took two steps back, reassessing the situation. 
 
    I charged, swinging for the creature’s neck.  
 
    My sword passed right through it. 
 
    Not because I’d cut it in half — because it was no longer solid. 
 
    The dragon had turned into mist. 
 
    I could still see a draconic shape within that mist, thicker than the surrounding moisture, but when I waved my burning blade through it, I felt only the resistance of air. And while the flames burned away ordinary mist with ease, they flickered dangerously within the draconic vapor, warning me that they might fade from prolonged exposure. 
 
    While I processed that particular development, the mist surged through me. 
 
    It was cold.  
 
    The kind of cold that you feel when you’ve been out in the snow for a few too many hours, and then you get just a taste of warmth again, and it feels like your skin and muscles have suddenly decided that it’s time to die. 
 
    I fell to my knees. My vision swam. The pain in my hand was bad enough that I was already barely functional, and this new sensation was too much for me to consciously fight through. 
 
    Where conscious thought failed, my instincts prevailed. 
 
    My entire aura shifted to flame, shielding me from the cold. The draconic mist passed beyond a moment later. 
 
    I shivered, but I was alive. 
 
    As the mist surged to the opposite side of the room, I stood and turned to face it. The heat from my changed aura did not banish my pain immediately, but it began to help. 
 
    Pain was irrelevant at that moment, though. Before I could consider how to proceed, I was running, raising my weapon. 
 
    The dragon re-solidified before I could reach them, opening their jaws wide. 
 
    They took a deep breath, drawing in mist from around the room. 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what they were doing, but I didn’t have to. My instincts told me that it was dangerous, so I acted, commanding the fireball to fly toward the creature’s open mouth. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    The dragon exhaled. 
 
    A jet of arctic air blasted from the creature’s jaws, enveloping the fireball and continuing toward me. 
 
    If I wasn’t already badly injured, I might have thrown myself out of the way. As it was, if I fell, I didn’t know if I could stand again. 
 
    So, I fell back on what was always my first instinct. 
 
    I slid to a halt, pulled my sword arm back, and swung upward. 
 
    Sever. 
 
    A crescent shockwave of fire followed in the wake of my swing, splitting the dragon’s breath in half. 
 
    The cut wasn’t wide enough to stop the blast entirely, but I shifted to a sideways stance as the remainder passed over me, evaporating as it crashed into my blazing aura. I felt the cold, but only at the last moment. 
 
    The moment my aura faded to nothing. 
 
    I’d pushed myself beyond exhaustion. My body could no longer maintain an entire shroud of flame. Only my blade remained burning, since it was still drawing from the sword’s power, not my own. 
 
    The dragon was in far worse shape. My incendiary slash had crashed into their chest, tearing a great gash through scales and skin. They roared into the air, shaking the room, but I was undaunted. 
 
    I closed the distance more cautiously as they howled, lowering my weapon. “This has been a good fight, but I’d like to stop here. I don’t want to cause you any permanent damage.” 
 
    I moved my injured hand to where my crossguard met the scabbard. A metallic seal held the sword in place. 
 
    I loathed the idea of breaking that seal. I despised the knowledge of what might happen if I did. 
 
    But I wasn’t ready to die. 
 
    The dragon lowered their head, snorting jets of icy air. “Such arrogance. You have wounded me, but I am not so easily beaten.” 
 
    I stepped closer, but kept my sword lowered. I was within the dragon’s reach now, but they were still outside of mine. “No, but you see now that I can harm you. And you are aware I have been holding back deliberately.” 
 
    “And you expect to be rewarded for your restraint? In what world is hesitation a mark of valor?” 
 
    I leaned on my sword. I felt tired, then, and not just because of my fatigue.  
 
    This was an argument I’d fought many times before, and it was far less satisfying than the clash of steel against scales. “It’s not about valor, or glory, or any number of lovely words people use to justify killing. My goal remains the same as when we first spoke. I want to leave here alive, without having to kill you. If that makes me a coward in your mind, fine.” 
 
    “You are no coward. I see that, now. You are far worse; you are an idealist. And idealism in the face of death? That makes you a fool.” 
 
    I sighed. At least they were using “you” instead of “thou” now. I could see where this conversation was going, but I wasn’t going to stop trying. “I don’t suppose you’d let me just walk out the way I came?” 
 
    “No.” The dragon shifted, scratching away a patch of melted scales. “My charge remains. We will fight until one of us can fight no more.” 
 
    I considered the wording on that. “Can you still hear me speaking when you’re in that mist form?” 
 
    Huge eyes narrowed. “Indeed. But if my body is mist, I cannot be harmed. Even your flames cannot burn my mist away.” 
 
    I stretched my arms and legs. Feeling was slowly returning to my left hand, but still not enough to use it much. The chill in my bones was only growing worse. I needed to stop fighting and replenish my body heat soon or I’d lose consciousness. 
 
    “Enough talk. Now this ends.” 
 
    That was my signal to dodge. I was always grateful to enemies that telegraphed their attacks. 
 
    The claw came at almost exactly the angle I’d expected, so when I jumped, I cleared the swipe easily. 
 
    The tail followed, swinging high to knock me out of the air. I maneuvered my sword between us and the dragon pulled their swing to avoid being burned. 
 
    When I hit the ground, I thrust straight at the gap where my crescent had cut. The scales there were gone — I’d be plunging the weapon straight into the creature’s chest. 
 
    The dragon turned to mist, just as I’d expected. 
 
    I swung my left hand upward, focusing for just an instant, and drew from my sword’s aura. A blade-like flash of silver emanated from my hand, shearing through a section of mist. 
 
    The dragon staggered back rather than surging through me. As I’d expected, they were able to sense what had just occurred.  
 
    Mist or not, that part of the dragon’s body had been erased. 
 
    I shifted my blade, keeping it inside the draconic mist, located inside the chest cavity. “At any moment, I could change the aura around this scabbard into the same type that just cut through your mist. This would tear through you like paper. From my position, I could cut through your neck before you could pass through me. Make no further motions.” 
 
    The mist held its position. 
 
    “I’ve watched you move. You can’t move backward faster than I can move forward, so if you retreat, I will follow, and I will cut you. If you try to return to a corporeal state, my sword will be inside your body. Nod if you understand this.” 
 
    The draconic mist remained still for another moment, then slowly lowered their head and raised it again. 
 
    “Good. You cannot advance, retreat, defend, or attack. Therefore, you can no longer continue to fight. You have fought well and proven your strength. I offer you the chance to surrender and conclude this battle. If you accept, you must not attack me again, and I will withdraw my blade from your body. Do you accept my offer?” 
 
    The dragon hesitated. 
 
    Moments passed. 
 
    And then, ever-so-slowly, they nodded their head. 
 
    I took a deep breath, stepped back, and lowered my sword. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    And with that, I unceremoniously collapsed to the cavern floor. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter III – A Dragon’s Quest 
 
      
 
    “Human.” 
 
    I shivered. My everything hurt. 
 
    Some parts of my everything hurt more than others. 
 
    Fortunately, I was wrapped in something warm, and something heavy and even warmer was on top of me. 
 
    It took me a moment to orient myself. What was I wrapped in? Furs? 
 
    I felt something shift atop me, then my eyes finally opened. 
 
    Something — or rather someone — was looming over me. 
 
    Instincts kicked in. I went straight for my sword, only to find that it wasn’t on my belt. With the figure on top of me, I couldn’t dodge effectively, so I pulled back my arm and prepared to strike. 
 
    They leaned down and grabbed my wrist before I got a chance. “If you want to go another round, I’m not saying no, but we should both probably rest first.” 
 
    I paused, resisting the urge to attack. 
 
    The speaker looked to be a woman in her twenties wearing loose garments of all white. Her clothes matched with half her hair; it looked like it was roughly half black and half white. Given how unusual that was, I assumed at the time that she was using hair dye, but it was hardly the most important one of her features. 
 
    When her mouth had been briefly open, I noted that her teeth were just a little bit sharper than they should have been. And, even more importantly, she had the silvery white scales covering large portions of her skin. 
 
    I remembered where I was. 
 
    Or at least where I had been. 
 
    That woman must be the creature I was fighting. I suppose she moved me here to rest after I collapsed. 
 
    I grunted. “Ugh. Sorry. Took me a moment to get my bearings.” I relaxed my hand. 
 
    Even while in a humanoid form, she proved capable of an impressive growl. “Your reflexes do you credit, though striking me would have been unwise in your current state.” She released my wrist. 
 
    I took a moment to process that, as well as the remainder of my surroundings. We appeared to be in the same cave, but the mists had cleared, and I was in a different chamber. A living chamber, from what I could gather. There was no bed, but I was in what appeared to be the world’s largest pile of blankets and pillows. 
 
    The dragon pulled away from me just slightly, giving me a better look at her. She had some sort of makeshift bandages around her midsection, but they probably weren’t very effective, given that she’d put them over her clothes. 
 
    That was a little strange. She was clearly not a medical professional. 
 
    There was another bandage on her face — presumably from where I’d cut the mist with my aura. That one had already been soaked through with blood. I knew the reason; it wasn’t going to heal naturally any time soon.  
 
    Anything cut with my aura was annihilated utterly, and I hadn’t met a creature yet that could heal from that completely without magical help. If left alone, it might clot slowly and scar, at best. At worst, it might just keep bleeding indefinitely. 
 
    That was unacceptable. 
 
    She shoved a flask of liquid toward me. “Drink.” 
 
    I accepted the flask and drank. It was just water, as far as I could tell, but I definitely needed it. I handed it back a moment later. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to impose on your hospitality.” 
 
    “You have...” The dragon’s voice was notably lower, closer to human volume. Perhaps she was adapting to speaking to me, but from the way she turned her head away, I thought it might have been embarrassed. “You successfully completed my trial. Thus, I am to treat you as a prospective wielder of Dawnbringer. Allowing you to die a moment after defeating me would have been an unacceptable outcome.” 
 
    “Agreed. Nevertheless, I appreciate you letting me rest here. Thank you.” I shifted my position to cradle my injured hand atop my chest. It wasn’t hurting quite as much as it had been right after I’d punched the dragon, but it was still in bad shape. I didn’t see any exposed bone, which was good, but I still suspected I’d fractured a couple of my knuckles. I wasn’t going to be getting much use out of it soon.  
 
    Not that my off-hand had been as functional as my main hand in a long time. I’d taken a spear right through it years before, and it had never completely recovered. 
 
    “You are...welcome.” The dragon seemed to consider the matter resolved, so she laid back down on top of me. 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    Was she sleeping on top of me? 
 
    Huh. 
 
    Oh well, it’s warm. 
 
    I went back to sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    I don’t know how long it was before I woke back up, but my hand was burning pretty viciously when I did. I gingerly brushed the hair out of my eyes and attempted to sit up. 
 
    There was something heavy on top of me. 
 
    The dragon. Fortunately, she was still in humanoid form, otherwise I was pretty sure I’d have been smashed to mush. 
 
    I didn’t drop straight into combat mode this time. My subconscious must have processed that I was in a safe place. 
 
    Slowly, I managed to extract myself from beneath the dragon. She didn’t even wake up, which surprised me. 
 
    Then, briefly, it also scared me. 
 
    Did she bleed out in her sleep? 
 
    I’d been so badly injured myself that I’d fallen asleep without treating the dragon’s injuries like I had planned. If I didn’t give her some help, the injury on her face might have gotten worse. 
 
    I reached for my bag, but it wasn’t on my hip. My sword was still missing, too. It was a testament to how awful of shape I was in that I’d fallen back to sleep without going to find it. 
 
    I extracted myself fully from the impressive blanket mountain and began to explore the rest of the room. 
 
    The chamber was large and well-lit. I counted eight torches hanging from metallic holders on the walls. Their flames were bright green, indicating that they were obviously enchanted. 
 
    Aside from that, there were piles of stuff everywhere. 
 
    Not traditional treasure, though, like I might have expected in a powerful monster’s lair. There were a few old weapons here and there, but most of what I found was more practical. Hand-made clothing of...dubious quality, bottles of some kind of liquid, and most interestingly, an entire corner of the cave filled with books. 
 
    They don’t have printing presses where I come from, so I was pretty staggered by the sheer quantity and variety of tomes. 
 
    I was impressed, but I wasn’t here to admire the dragon’s collection. Fortunately, my sword and bags were in the same place, near the entrance to a larger cavern. 
 
    I opened my belt pouch and sorted through it, finding fresh bandages, water, and a jar containing a healing poultice. 
 
    I left the sword and pouches behind, heading back to the blanket pile, and sat down next to the sleeping dragon. 
 
    I shook her gently. 
 
    She sat bolt upright, snarled, and tried to bite me. 
 
    I snatched my hand out of the way just in time, then caught the clawless hand that swiped at me a moment later. “Hey. Just me. Sorry I woke you.” 
 
    The dragon growled. “Human. Waking a wounded dragon is among the least wise things you could do.” 
 
    “Dragon? Is that what they call you?” I shrugged. “Anyway, doesn’t matter. You’re injured.” 
 
    The dragon looked down, following my gaze. “Yes. It is uncomfortable. I will sleep until it is gone.” 
 
    I frowned. “Do you heal much faster than humans, then?” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “How long do you expect that wound to take to heal?” 
 
    She shrugged a shoulder. “It does not matter. A few hours? A day? I will simply sleep until it heals.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “You probably don’t want to do that. Leave those wounds like that and you could get an infection.” 
 
    The dragon’s eyes narrowed. “That sounds uncomfortable.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence while I stared at her and processed her statement. “...Have you never been injured before?” 
 
    The dragon snorted, which was kind of strange, because she still produced a little bit of mist from her nose even in her humanoid form. “I am nearly impervious to harm.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny that. “Okay. When a human is injured, we usually clean the wound, then apply something to help it heal, and bandage it. I see that you bandaged your wounds already, which is good, but the one on your face soaked through. And, based on the nature of the injury, it might not heal properly on its own.” 
 
    I didn’t mention the fact that the torso bandages didn’t look like they were serving any function. They were a lot less important and didn’t need to be dealt with immediately. 
 
    “I did not have bandages. This was once a favorite shirt.” 
 
    She sounded serious, so I nodded in what I hoped would look like a respectful fashion. “Right. You did fine for a first attempt at bandaging, but I’ve done this a few times before. If you would let me help you...” 
 
    The dragon growled, but then turned its head. “Fine. Do what you must, and then I will sleep.” 
 
    I gingerly removed the dragon’s facial bandages. The skin underneath looked bad. I’ll save the description, but bad. 
 
    I cleaned the wounds, applied the poultice, and wrapped them. By the end of the process, I was feeling a bit better. “Do you want me to change your other bandages as well?” 
 
    “Fine. Don’t bother waking me unless you must.” 
 
    The dragon went back to sleep. 
 
    She slept for two days. 
 
    *** 
 
    I remained in the cavern for most of that time, only leaving for long enough to orient myself. We weren’t far from where we’d fought — this room was concealed in a side-passage that had been blocked by a boulder that I’d mistaken for a part of the cavern wall. 
 
    Once I knew where I was, I found the area where the wall of stone had popped up to block my path. I pressed a hand against it, extending my senses into the rock. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The stone slowly slipped back into the ground, merging with the cavern floor. 
 
    Making an instant wall like that is a useful technique. I’ll have to start practicing it. 
 
    I found a well with a bucket right outside the cave, so I used that to refresh my water supply. 
 
    I could see a trail leading further into the forest, presumably to that sacred sword, but I wasn’t quite ready to explore yet. 
 
    I still had enough supplies to last for days, and the dragon had more in her cave. I wasn’t in any hurry. 
 
    I spent most of my time reading through the dragon’s books.  
 
    I was on an unfamiliar continent, but fortunately, more than half of the books were written in Velthryn — one of the languages I spoke fluently. It was a slightly different dialect but still easy enough to understand. 
 
    Every few hours, I checked on the dragon’s condition and changed her bandages as needed. 
 
    Taking the extra time wasn’t entirely out of concern for her — I wasn’t in great shape, either. I ate twice as many rations as I’d been expecting to in that time frame just to replenish a bit of my lost strength. By the end of the two days, my left hand was still in bad shape, but I could move it a little. I’d mostly recovered otherwise. 
 
    Moreover, I wasn’t sure when I’d get another chance to sit down with a library. I learned a lot from those books, most notably the name the natives used for the continent itself, as well as the names of some of the major kingdoms and locales. 
 
    Perhaps even more importantly, I learned the very basics about what the locals used for magic. 
 
      
 
    To learn magic, one must first earn an attunement by taking a Judgment within one of the Soaring Spires. Only those worthy will be selected by the goddess. 
 
    Each attunement grants different forms of magic, and the location of the attunement mark on your body determines how your magic will be used. 
 
    For example, marks on the hand are useful for directing spells at distant targets. These are often considered ideal for ranged combatants. Leg marks are used for delivering spells directly through contact. Other mark locations have different functions. 
 
    Those who earn an attunement will grow stronger over time, with their aura changing color to represent their increases in power. The order of the colors is Quartz (Clear), Carnelian (Red), Sunstone (Orange), Citrine (Yellow), and Emerald (Green). Some speak of a level above Emerald, often referred to as Sapphire, but there are no known cases of any known attuned of that level. 
 
    As an attunement grows stronger, it generates a more powerful shroud. A shroud is a defensive aura that surrounds the attuned, greatly reducing the force of physical and magical attacks that pass through it. The stronger the attunement, the more protection it provides. Shrouds are more effective against long ranged attacks, but offer some protection against close ranged ones, too. 
 
    Different attunements are obtained through different spires. For example, at the Tiger Spire in Caelford, you might obtain a Sentinel mark designed for resisting mental spells. In Edria, you might earn a Pyromancer attunement, specializing in fire magic. In Valia, you might earn a Mender attunement, with potent healing abilities. 
 
      
 
    I frowned, setting that particular book down. 
 
    Another supposed deity handing out magic to their followers. Wonderful. 
 
    That brought back some memories, and not in a good way. 
 
    This was worse in a way because, at least where I came from, people were still born with magic. If what this book said was true, it sounded like the humans here didn’t have any magic at all without attunements. 
 
    I read a little bit further, growing more and more disturbed, and finding more questions than answers. 
 
    “Human.” That was the dragon’s way of greeting me when she finally woke up.  
 
    “Dragon,” I replied. I offered her my waterskin, which she accepted. 
 
    The dragon downed the whole waterskin in one go, then ran a hand across her chest. “It seems your ministrations have been successful. My injury has mostly closed.” 
 
    I waved at her face. “Yeah, you’re looking better. The facial injury is going to take longer, sorry.” 
 
    The dragon frowned. “Hmpf. Your apology is unneeded. I knew that our battle might claim my life. But I am curious — how is it that you managed it?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “I was not solid, and yet you cut me. That should not have been possible.” 
 
    I tapped the hilt of the sword, which I’d belted back on before I’d started going exploring. I didn’t expect to run into more threats, but I’d been walking through the cave enough that it was best to be careful. 
 
    “When you changed into that misty form, you caught me off guard. When we stopped fighting for a moment to talk, though, I realized you probably hadn’t actually turned into mist. Sorcery can accomplish some strange things, but being completely in a gaseous state...how could you think? It didn’t make sense. 
 
    “So, I thought about what I’d seen, and I realized the mist wasn’t your body — it was just around your body, like an aura. That meant you still had a body somewhere...just not here. I thought back to a friend, Aladir, who told me about spirit sorcery — how we have a spirit tethered to us, that moves around on the spirit plane when we walk around here. I also knew it was possible to move to the spirit plane, because his father was capable of that.” 
 
    The dragon stared at me with an intense expression of focus. I couldn’t quite read what she was thinking, though. “That does not explain how you harmed me.” 
 
    I kept explaining. “Well, I figured you didn’t just move to the spirit plane entirely. There was something here, because you had something like a body that the mist was clinging to. Either your body was halfway to the spirit plane and half here, or your body and your spirit had switched places. Or maybe both?” 
 
    I shrugged, then continued. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it, and normally, you’re right, I don’t think anything ordinary could cut a spirit. But,” I patted the sword at my side. “I have an extraordinary way of cutting things.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “I watched. You did not draw the sword.” 
 
    “Right. Well, you’re a spirit sorcerer, or something like it — so you should understand the idea of being bonded to an artifact.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted from me to the sword. “Artifact?” 
 
    “They call it the Sae’kes Taelien. It’s legendary where I come from.” 
 
    “Hmpf. I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    That line gave me a weirdly conflicted feeling. I’d been defined by carrying that sword for so long that I didn’t know how to handle someone who didn’t think it was the biggest deal in the world. 
 
    I couldn’t decide if I liked it. 
 
    “Well, the short version is that it was forged to kill things that are traditionally considered invincible, and I’m bonded to it.” 
 
    “And you draw strength from the bond. I...understand that very well.” The dragon turned its head away, looking strangely distraught. “Why didn’t you draw it, though? Wouldn’t it have been easier to just cut me with the sword, if it is what allows you to harm spirits?” 
 
    I grunted. “Sure, it would have been easier to hurt you. Two problems, though. First, the aura around the weapon is so powerful that it’s difficult to control. I could have killed you by accident.” 
 
    The dragon frowned at me. “For a swordsman, you seemed strangely fixated on not killing me.” 
 
    “I hone my skills to protect others, not to take lives. You’re just guarding your home. I had no reason to try to kill you.” 
 
    “Except that I was presumably trying to kill you.” She turned her head to the side, looking dubious. “Is that not enough?” 
 
    “I hoped we’d be able to reach a non-lethal end to the confrontation, and we did.” I stretched my arms out, trying to work off some of the pain I was still feeling. “And that’s not the only problem with this thing. The sword’s power bleeds into me when I use it. If I try to use it too frequently, that will cause me serious problems in the long term.” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s a more practical answer, at least. And a good explanation for why you’d want another sword to use.” 
 
    “That’s only a part of why I’m interested in your sacred sword, but I admit having a magic weapon without the disadvantages this one has would be nice.” 
 
    “You will continue, then, and try to take Dawnbringer from the glade?” 
 
     I rubbed at my chin, thinking. “If you’re feeling good enough for me to leave, yeah. It sounds like Dawnbringer is exactly what I need to continue my journey.” 
 
    “Why such concern for my well-being? I attacked you.” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. “It was only a few years ago that I realized I didn’t have to be one more weapon in a war between gods. When you told me about how you’d been left here with a ‘sacred charge’? That’s how I felt about holding onto this,” I patted the hilt of my sword, “for most of my life. A sacred task. A responsibility to do what the gods wanted me to do. Something more important than me, because someone more important than me wanted me to do it.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now? I’ve seen a lot of religions, all of which think they’re the one that’s right. And I’ve even met a few self-proclaimed gods. They’re some of the most arrogant, egocentric creatures I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly. “A divine task, more important than life itself? It’s a trap. Even if you succeed, the gods will just tell you to do more, and some other poor bastard is going to be charged by another god with undoing your work.” 
 
    “So, what are you doing here, then?” 
 
    “Doing a task for one of the gods, obviously.” I snickered. “Just because you’ve seen a trap doesn’t mean it can be easily avoided.” 
 
    The dragon laughed, and the sound was a wonderful contrast to her more typical growling. “So you’re saying we’re the same?” 
 
    I nodded. “Two hopeless creatures, guarding magic swords for gods we’ll never see.” 
 
    “I like that.” 
 
    I smiled. “I like you better when you’re not trying to eat me.” 
 
    The dragon wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Eat you? Why would I eat you? You probably taste terrible. I was just going to maim you a little.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all?” I chuckled. “My mistake, then.” I paused. “You sound a lot different when we’re just talking like this.” 
 
    “What? Oh, I was just being dramatic before.” The dragon pointed at the pile of books. “All the great tragedies about monsters defending their lairs from would-be heroes have traditional language like that.” 
 
    Tragedies...yeah, I guess that’s what it would sound like, from her perspective. 
 
    I tried not to laugh again because she sounded like she was being serious. “Right. I suppose I just haven’t read enough of those books.” 
 
    The dragon nodded sagely. “You should sometime. Maybe you could stay a little while longer and read with me?” 
 
    I considered that. “I suppose my supplies will probably last another day or so, but not much longer.” 
 
    “I...have food. People leave me all sorts of things. And I see that you found the well.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I wouldn’t want to impose for too long. But I’ll stay for a bit longer to make sure your wound heals correctly. Maybe you could tell me a bit more about the local cultures while I’m here?” 
 
    “I know all about them!” She beamed, sitting up, and then rolling out of the pile of blankets. I stared, surprised by her sudden burst of energy, then followed after she moved over to the pile of books.  
 
    She picked up a book and handed it to me. The cover read, The White Rose of Kelridge. “This is one of my favorites! It tells the story of a pair of nobles, one from Edria and one from Kelridge, who fall in love while their kingdoms are at war!” 
 
    I opened it gingerly, skimming through a few pages. 
 
    This is...obviously a fiction novel. Does she not know the difference between... 
 
    ...Oh. That explains rather a lot, unfortunately. 
 
    I suddenly felt extremely guilty about leaving this dragon alone in her cave. “You know what? That sounds great. Let’s read.” 
 
    “Great!” The dragon grabbed another book from the pile, then headed back into the blankets. “Come on, come sit with me. It’s warmer over here.” 
 
    We went back to the pile, and I began to read. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad book. Not to my tastes, really — romance was never much my style. 
 
    But I did enjoy the company. 
 
    *** 
 
    We read together late into the night, until she finally fell asleep on me again. 
 
    I considered leaving while she was resting. I suspected it might have been kinder to. I could tell she was a lonely creature and that she was getting attached to me. The longer I stayed, the more it would hurt her when I left. 
 
    I tried to justify why I was staying as long as I had. That she had useful information, or that I had a responsibility to tend to the injury I’d caused. 
 
    That was all unimportant, in truth. The real reason I was staying was because I wanted to. I was lonely, too. 
 
    I was in the middle of gods-knew where in a foreign land. I missed my friends, and I didn’t know how to find them.  
 
    I missed Lydia, even if I knew a part of our friendship was because she was using me in the same way that the gods always had. 
 
    I missed Velas, even if she’d hurt me more than any dragon’s claws, both physically and otherwise. 
 
    I missed my friendly banter with Landen, and seeing him try to take care of his cousin while helping her pretend she didn’t need any help. 
 
    I missed Asphodel, though I still found the idea of prophecies and seeing the future to be deeply unsettling. 
 
    I even missed Jonan a little. But just a little, because he was mostly irritating. 
 
    It hadn’t been that long since I’d seen them, but I knew it might be a long time before I saw them again. 
 
    If I saw them again at all. 
 
    But I couldn’t think about that. I’d focus on the positives, gather information and powerful items, and help them finish our group mission when they arrived. 
 
    In the meantime, though? 
 
    I didn’t mind having a new companion, even if it was only for a little while. 
 
    It made falling asleep a lot easier. 
 
    *** 
 
    Each morning, I had a standard routine. I’d have something small to eat — ideally meat — then hydrate and begin to train. That didn’t change just because I was in a cave in the middle of a monster infested forest. 
 
    I started with some basic stretches, then went into practicing unarmed combat forms. There was something calming about repeating the same movements I’d done a thousand times, striking at the air and feeling it ripple at the motion of my fists. 
 
    After completing the first set, I paused, closing my eyes. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    Stone essence — essence is our local term for mana, by the way, so I use the terms interchangeably — flooded into me, and I concentrated on splitting it appropriately throughout my body. The spell was a basic body reinforcement technique, increasing strength and resilience by flooding the muscles and bones with the power of stone. It came with a significant downside, however; stone mana came with stone weight. I felt a familiar pull on my limbs, as if I’d just poured cement into my bones. 
 
    Because of the weight, I rarely used the technique in a fight. Nine times out of ten, I preferred speed over the spell’s benefits. But that burden on my limbs made it an excellent training tool, and the more I used it, the more stone essence my body would generate naturally and acclimate to. 
 
    After years of practice, I’d reinforced my body to the point where I could punch through stone walls without having to cast the spell. I didn’t know what the current upper limit of my strength was, but apparently it was lower than the necessary amount to punch out a dragon, and that was clearly unacceptable. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    The essence of stone faded from my body, replaced with the essence of metal. 
 
    I resumed my training, each punch and kick carrying even greater force. This technique was stronger than Body of Stone, both as a result of the inherent properties of metal essence and my higher degree of power with metal sorcery. 
 
    Unfortunately, the strain on my muscles and bones was much more intense. After about a minute of using it, I’d be weaker than when I’d started. After a couple minutes, it would probably kill me outright. 
 
    Using Body of Iron in a fight was a last resort, and not even a universally useful one. It was only applicable to situations where I expected to be able to end the fight in a matter of moments with the enhanced strength it provided, or for brief activations to increase the strength of a specific attack or defensive maneuver. 
 
    I ended the Body of Iron spell after about thirty seconds, as was typical for my practice. Even that amount of use caused me severe fatigue, but the benefits of practice outweighed the exhaustion. 
 
    After that, I reached down to the hilt of my sword. 
 
    Unlock. 
 
    The top of my scabbard had a metallic portion that kept the sword from being removed with a simple pull. It both served to prevent the sword from falling out if I tumbled at an awkward angle and, more importantly, as a method of preventing the sword from being drawn by anyone else. 
 
    When I wanted to draw the sword, I used a hint of metal sorcery to loosen the scabbard enough to draw it. When I wanted the sword to stay in place, I re-tightened the metal around it. 
 
    Each day, I drew my sword for a short time to practice controlling the weapon’s destructive aura. 
 
    As I began basic cutting motions with the sword, I focused on compressing the sword’s aura as much as possible. The goal was to eventually gain enough control to be able to use the aura safely without any fear of causing collateral damage. After almost two decades of practice, I was still far from confident in my ability to control the aura perfectly, but I’d improved tremendously over time. 
 
    The exercise also served another purpose. My ever-increasing control allowed me to perform other tricks with the sword’s aura on the rare occasions that I did actually want to use it in a real fight. The simplest of those was being able to push the aura outward deliberately in order to cut an opponent at a distance. 
 
    While practicing, I constantly dedicated a portion of my concentration toward preventing any further destructive essence from seeping into my body. That took up too much focus for me to do it in the middle of a real fight, though, meaning that any time I drew the Sae’kes in battle I had to accept that there would be a cost. 
 
    There was always a part of me that considered doing the opposite and deliberately drawing in more destructive power from the sword. I suspected I could make a technique similar to Body of Stone using that annihilating essence, and that such a technique would increase my power several-fold. But every time I considered it, I pushed the temptation aside. The long-term costs were too great. 
 
    With that thought in mind, I sheathed my sword and concentrated on the scabbard. 
 
    Lock. 
 
    I returned to my unarmed practice, visualizing opponents and striking them with punches and kicks. Minutes passed. My muscles began to ache, but that was good. It was a familiar, reassuring feeling. 
 
    My mind wandered. 
 
    Where are the others? Wrynn should be here, at least. Did the sage ever send her? 
 
    What about Lydia? As long as I don’t wear the mask, she should be able to find me... 
 
    Is she still chasing Sterling? 
 
    When Sterling came to my mind, I felt my fist tighten. 
 
    Burn. 
 
    Flames gathered around my fist, and I struck forward, imagining his smirking face. 
 
    The fire detonated in a spherical burst. I shaped the explosion so that it didn’t hurt me or light anything in the cave on fire, but it did make a noise that was louder than I’d intended. 
 
    I winced, turning toward where the dragon had been sleeping. 
 
    She was sitting up, watching me intently. 
 
    I took a breath, lowering my hands to make sure I didn’t look hostile. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    The dragon yawned and stretched. “Did you win?” 
 
    I blinked. “Win?” 
 
    “Against the invisible people you were fighting.” She tilted her head to the side. 
 
    I stared at her for a minute, then laughed. “I think so. It’s hard to tell, since they’re invisible.” 
 
    She nodded sagely at me. “That’s the worst.” The dragon yawned again, then reached down to her stomach. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    Judging that she didn’t seem to feel threatened, I wiped my forehead, then approached. “I have a few little things in my bag, but I don’t know what you eat.” 
 
    “Cows, mostly. Sometimes sheep, but I like cows better. Do you have any cows?”  
 
    I looked at her quizzically. “No?” 
 
    “Shame. Guess I’m stuck with human food, then.” She chuckled. “Sorry, dragon humor. When I look like this,” she waved at her body, “I eat the same things people do.” 
 
    “And when you’re in your dragon form?” 
 
    “They’re both dragon forms, technically. But I guess you call my big form a ‘dragon form’ and my small form a ‘human form’ for convenience.”  
 
    She wrinkled her nose, looking like she found the idea distasteful. “Anyway, to answer your question, I eat the same things, just more of it. I spend most of my time in this form because it’s more energy efficient. And as much fun as it was when the local villagers used to sacrifice farm animals to me, I felt pretty guilty about it after a while.” 
 
    “I don’t think most people realize you can stay in that form.” I gestured at the pile of books nearby. “Or even that you can look like a human at all. Usually dragons in those books are only in that other form with the wings and such. Or one that’s more like a snake.” 
 
    She sighed. “Those are serpents, not dragons. We’re related, but not identical.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “There are several differences. The most obvious is body type. But in general, serpents are more magically inclined, and dragons are physically stronger. And then there are hydras, which are like dragons with multiple heads. They aren’t quite as strong as we are, but they rapidly regenerate when injured. Some people say they even grow two heads when you cut one head off.” 
 
    “That...sounds really strange. Is their brain not in their head? Or do they grow more brains? Do they get smarter when you cut off one of their heads?” 
 
    She shrugged. “No idea. Most people just try to stop them from regenerating using fire or acid. At least in my books.” 
 
    I noted that information for future use. 
 
    The dragon continued. “Anyway, I don’t know much about other dragons, but unless I wanted to be hunting for food all the time, it’s easier to stay in this smaller form. I only switch to my big form when I need to fight. And even then, I try to avoid it. It’s exhausting.” 
 
    That made sense. If her other form was several times more massive, it made sense that it would require several times more food to stay that way. 
 
    “Some books get it closer to right.” She stood up and walked over to the stack of books, finding a small section that seemed more neatly organized than the rest. She lifted a book and carried it to me. “This is my absolute favorite series. The dragon in there isn’t perfect, but the writer is pretty good. For a human, of course.” 
 
    I took the book, looking at the title. “Dragon’s Damsel 2: Damsel’s Dreams.” 
 
    Aaaaand it’s another romance novel. Because of course it is. 
 
    I feigned interest, turning the book over in my hands. It was well-weathered, showing clear signs of the love she’d professed for it. 
 
    “So, that’s the second one, and it’s my favorite. It’s where they really start to show the relationship blossoming, and it has the best fight scenes.” 
 
    I perked up at that last part. “Fight scenes?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah! There’s this one where the knight and the dragon—” She paused, looking at the book, frowning, and looking me up and down. “Why aren’t you wearing any armor?” 
 
    I sighed. I didn’t need another person complaining about my failure to protect myself. “I use magic to protect myself instead. Armor slows me down too much.” 
 
    “That seems a little strange, for a knight...” She frowned, shaking her head. “But I guess I’ve heard about a few knights who can use magic. And you did seem strangely tough, for a human.” 
 
    I wasn’t actually sure I was human, but it didn’t seem like the right time to point that out. I honestly didn’t know for certain at the time, anyway. “Have you fought many other humans?” 
 
    “Not a lot,” she admitted. “And most of the groups run away if I turn into my bigger form.” 
 
    “Groups?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I was surprised you came through by yourself. Usually it’s a full group of six people. I always get excited, but...” She sighed. “They usually don’t last very long. You’re the first one who has had a way to deal with my spirit form.” 
 
    I nodded at that. “You’re a formidable opponent.” 
 
    She beamed at me. “Thanks! We should fight again sometime. But first, books.” She paused. “Wait, hold on. There’s some...um, adult content in this one? Are you old enough to be reading this sort of thing?” 
 
    I laughed outright at that. “I’m in my twenties. And yes, for a human, that’s an adult.” 
 
    She gave me a slow nod. “Yeah, I’m around that age, too. Probably. Hard to keep track of time in here. What’s your name?” 
 
    I almost gave her the wrong answer to that, purely out of habit. “You can call me Keras Selyrian. It’s not my birth name, but it’s the one I’m using right now.” 
 
    “Ooh, you have to hide your birth name?” She sounded excited about that. Given her books, she probably thought I was secretly a prince or something. “Keras is a strange name. I preferred calling you ‘human’.” She peered at me even more closely. “And are you sure you’re an adult? I saw you playing a game with imaginary people earlier.” 
 
    I couldn’t quite tell if she was being serious with that last part, so I didn’t laugh again, but I couldn’t stop smiling. “I wasn’t playing a game. I was exercising.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow dubiously. 
 
    I folded my arms. “I was. I practice combat exercises every morning to build muscle and essence. And, for what it’s worth, plenty of adults still play games.” 
 
    She crossed her arms right back at me. “Not with imaginary friends.” 
 
    I sighed. “Depends on the human. Anyway, what about you? What’s your name?” 
 
    She uncrossed her arms, sticking out a hand. “I’m Reika.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what the local handshakes were like, so I clasped her hand rather than the wrist. “Pleased to meet you, Reika.” 
 
    Reika shook my hand a little too literally. Continuously. I eventually let go. 
 
    “So,” she beamed, “You said adult humans still play games?” 
 
    I blinked and nodded. “Sure? Lots of them.” 
 
    “Teach me one of them?” 
 
    I pondered that, handing her book back to her while I considered. We didn’t have enough room for most outdoor games. We didn’t have a ball, and honestly, I’d always found most ball games pretty boring. There were all sorts of combat exercises that could be called “games”, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to get into those with a dragon without a better idea of how much she could hold back her strength first. 
 
    There were plenty of social games that just required dialogue. “The Question Game” and such. That was a potentially useful way to learn more about her, but she seemed to be intensely physical, and I figured she’d enjoy something with more of a physical component to it. 
 
    I settled on teaching her a board game. “Have you ever heard of Crowns?” 
 
    “Oh! I think that’s in the Tarren’s Trials books. People even compete in tournaments.” Reika frowned. “But they never put enough in the books for me to actually learn the rules. They talk about ‘pieces’ like knights and stuff, but they never explain what they do. They just talk about how brilliant people’s strategies are, as if I’ll believe that without seeing how they play. It’s terrible writing.” She sounded especially grumpy about that last part. 
 
    “Do you have any blank paper?” I asked. 
 
    Reika shook her head. “Nope. Just got the books.” 
 
    “Well, we could take a book you don’t like and—” 
 
    She gave me a lethal glare.  
 
    I raised my hands in a defensive gesture. “Okay, or not that. Uh, we could gather some sticks or vines and make a large grid on the floor? I can teach you the rules while we do it.” 
 
    I could have made a grid permanently by stone shaping her floor, but I wasn’t sure if she’d want it there forever. And I still wasn’t comfortable taxing my strength significantly when Reika could change her mind and decide she wanted a fight at any time. 
 
    Besides, I needed some fresh air, anyway. 
 
    We retraced the path I’d taken to get to her part of the cave. No monsters assaulted us, which I later learned was because they knew to avoid Reika. Apparently, they could tell she was a more dangerous predator than anything else nearby. 
 
    Once we got out into the forest, we gathered a number of large sticks, and I went over the basics of the game with her. 
 
    When we got back, we made the grid. After some discussion, we opted to use books in place of game pieces, with the title representing the piece. 
 
    It was surprisingly fun just hunting down books that contained the names of Crowns pieces in their titles. Unfortunately, while she did have several books with names like knight, pawn, and princess in their titles, she didn’t have ones that corresponded to all of them. 
 
    She seemed so dejected when she realized that we couldn’t finish our board properly that I decided to take a small risk to allow the game to continue.  
 
    I picked up a rock, concentrated, and reshaped it into a sorcerer piece. Then I handed it to her. “Put that in the third square on the left.” 
 
    Reika lifted the piece, examining it closely. “This is incredible. How’d you do that?” 
 
    “It’s just stone shaping, one of the types of magic I use. You’ve seen me do it before.” 
 
    “Yeah, but not for making things like this.” She turned the sorcerer piece over in her hands. “It’s so detailed!” 
 
    “There’s a standard look for most of the Crowns pieces, so I knew it well enough to copy one. It wasn’t a big deal.” I didn’t know why, but I was feeling just a little embarrassed. 
 
    “I love it, though. Can I keep it when we’re done?” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of it as being a worthwhile gift. It had taken me moments to make out of a simple rock. But it obviously made her happy, far more than I’d expected. “Sure. It’s yours now.” 
 
    She threw her arms around me in a hug. “You’re the best, Keras!” 
 
    “I...thanks.” I was no stranger to affection, but I was still getting used to her degree of enthusiasm. “I’ll make some more pieces, then we can play.” 
 
    Reika watched me quietly, but intently. She seemed fascinated by the stone shaping process, her eyes following my hand as I traced lines and removed pieces of liquefied stone. 
 
    When I was finished, I felt more tired than I’d expected. The pieces were small, but doing detailed work was more draining than just shifting stone from place to place. The work was worth it, though. We finally had a Crowns board, even if it wasn’t quite a standard one. 
 
    It took some getting used to at first, and I had to stop and eat almost immediately because I’d fatigued myself so much. 
 
    But after we got used to it, playing with Reika was a lot of fun. She didn’t know any of the standard openings, but she had a dynamism and enthusiasm to her play that I found contagious. 
 
    We played into the evening, then played some more. 
 
    It was deep in the night that she finally curled up and fell asleep next to the Crowns board. 
 
    I pulled a blanket from over the pile, enjoying the smile that played over her face when I draped it over her, and eventually found my own way to sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    I prepared to leave the next morning. “Looks like you’re mostly healed.” 
 
    Reika rubbed her face, where the wound was swiftly fading. “It...still feels a bit sore.” 
 
    “It will for a while. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I wasn’t apologizing about the wound again, and I could tell she knew that. 
 
    “You’re sure you have to go today?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. Some of my friends were supposed to be sent with me, but when I arrived, I couldn’t find them.” 
 
    “Teleported? Just where are you from, exactly?” 
 
    “The continent of Mythralis.” 
 
    Reika’s eyes widened. “That’s where the Tyrant in Gold is from! How’d you get here?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how much I should say. “A powerful sorcerer teleported me.” 
 
    She frowned. “The barrier around Kaldwyn is supposed to block teleportation.” 
 
    “You’re familiar with spell keys, yes?” 
 
    “You think they had one to bypass the barrier? Possible, I suppose...but you really shouldn’t be here, then! If you’re from the tyrant’s lands, you’re...”  
 
    Reika stood up, folding her arms. “The tyrant is the greatest of all villains! You don’t work for him, do you?” She gasped. “Is he the god you were talking about working for?” 
 
    I was impressed she’d remembered what I’d said. I stood up as well, raising my hands in a defensive gesture. “I read about the tyrant in one of your books, but I’d never heard of him where I came from. I certainly don’t work for him.”  
 
    “How could you not know about the tyrant? He controls your entire continent!” 
 
    I winced. “You...might not want to take everything in those books at face value. Some of those stories are probably...made up?” 
 
    She glared at me. “I’m not a child. I know some of it is fictional. The tyrant is not ‘made up’. They are the enemy of all descendants of the goddess — myself included. Unless you think I’m fictional?” 
 
    “Obviously not. But the fact is, there’s no one referred to by that name where I come from. If anything, I suspect all that stuff about the tyrant is referring to Vaelien, the King of Thorns.” 
 
    “Vaelien...like from the Blackstone Assassin books?” The dragon turned and rushed over to the book pile, carefully extracting a volume from the middle of a stack. It read, Blackstone: Jacinth’s Judgment, Book 1. 
 
    I blinked, flipping it open and skimming through a few pages. 
 
      
 
    I ran a hand through her golden hair, inspecting the perfect curves of her body. Her beauty was second only to the danger she represented, and somehow, that only added to the appeal. 
 
      
 
    It was, as far as I could tell, another romance novel. It even had a picture of a shirtless guy who was probably supposed to be the Blackstone Assassin on the cover, showing off his rippling muscles. 
 
    But more importantly? 
 
    The romantic leads — Jacinth and Aayara — were very much real. 
 
    And I wanted to vomit a little when I thought about them doing, uh, sexy stuff. 
 
    “It talks about Vaelien later in the book,” Reika explained. 
 
    “Hm.” The book was supposedly written from the perspective of the Blackstone Assassin, which was probably nonsense. The content looked fairly traditional to the stories I’d read about him and Aayara when I was a child...albeit in the format of a romantic comedy, rather than a historical text. “Without reading it directly, I can’t comment on the accuracy, but yes, the Vaelien in here is probably the same person I’m talking about. He’s considered the ‘father’ of Aayara and Jacinth, the first two of the vae’kes.” 
 
    “Father?” Reika gasped. “We have stories about people they call the Children of the Tyrant. You’re saying they call those ‘vae’kes’ where you come from?” 
 
    I nodded. “I think they’re one and the same, yes. But you need to keep in mind that this,” I closed the book, “is not a reliable historical account. Vaelien and Aayara are real, but Vaelien doesn’t control our entire continent, and certainly not the whole outside world like some of your books claim.” 
 
    “But that...doesn’t...” Reika frowned. “Maybe you just don’t realize how far the Tyrant’s influence spreads, because he’s so devious.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to win the argument. “Possible, I suppose. Anyway, I don’t work for him. My assignment is from one of the Tae’os Pantheon, who opposes him.” 
 
    “But all the other gods are dead, except for Selys. The Tyrant killed them.”  
 
    Hrm. How to phrase this? 
 
    Maybe I should be gentle about challenging her world view? 
 
    “No, that’s completely wrong.” 
 
    Nailed it. 
 
    Reika put her hands on her hips, giving me a skeptical look. “How would you know that?” 
 
    “I’ve met at least one of them.” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. “You’ve met a god?”  
 
    “Pretty sure. He was reasonably convincing.” 
 
    “I find that pretty hard to believe.” 
 
    I’d been pretty skeptical before I’d met him, so I could appreciate her stance. I’d found that a healthy degree of skepticism was pretty important when dealing with people who called themselves gods. “Regardless of whether you believe me or not, I’m definitely working against this Tyrant of yours. That’s why I need to see your goddess — I’m here to ask for her help.” 
 
    “Help?” 
 
    “To defeat Vaelien, once and for all.” 
 
    “A worthy goal.” She frowned. “But trying to do that is how the heroes in most of my books die.” 
 
    I handed the Blackstone book back to her. “Right, but there’s a key difference here.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Those heroes weren’t me.” 
 
    Reika laughed. “You really mean to challenge the tyrant?” 
 
    “Not personally, mind you. I’m just bringing the gods back at home some help.” 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “I was wrong about you.” Reika nodded. “I think maybe you’ll be worthy to be Dawnbringer’s partner after all.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess we’ll find out. You want to walk me to the edge of the cave?” 
 
    “I...guess so.” 
 
    Reika walked me toward the end of the cavern, and I turned back as we approached the exit. “You could come with me, you know.” 
 
    It was an empty offer, the kind that people make in stories, knowing the tragic outcome. They’d always refuse. 
 
    “Okay! Let me get my things!” 
 
    ...Huh. 
 
    Sometimes, I’m the one who forgets things don’t always go the way they do in stories. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter IV – Shining in the Darkness 
 
      
 
    Reika walked with me to the exit of the cave. “I can’t go with you for the rest of the challenges,” she explained. “And I need to take some time to pack everything. But I’ll see you when you’ve finished earning Dawnbringer.” 
 
    “How many more challenges are there, and what should I expect?” 
 
    “I can’t give you any hints. That’s against the spirit of the whole ordeal. I’m sure you’ll be fine. I was the toughest challenge, obviously.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine how they could be any tougher than you,” I replied. 
 
    Reika beamed brightly at me, apparently appreciating the compliment. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Nothing worse than Reika. 
 
    Unless there’s a bigger dragon. 
 
    Or if the mist in the forest ahead is poisonous. 
 
    Or if it starts raining acid. 
 
    Or it starts raining bigger dragons. Possibly ones that are also poisonous. 
 
    It was actually pretty easy to come up with challenges that would be more dangerous than Reika. But I was pretty sure there wouldn’t be any of those. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    “Hey,” Reika said, interrupting my musing about horrifying potential threats. 
 
    “Hm?” I glanced back at her. 
 
    “If you do actually get to Dawnbringer...be nice to her, okay? She’s important to me.” 
 
    Reika looked sincerely worried, so I gave her a solemn nod. “Of course. I have a feeling Dawnbringer and I are going to get along very well.” 
 
    “...I really hope so.” Reika shook her head, clearing away her dour expression, and added, “I wouldn’t have to beat you up again.” 
 
    I grinned, understanding Reika’s sentiment. I was very protective of my friends, too. 
 
    I did, however, have a habit of failing to protect my equipment. 
 
    Since I’d ruined my dagger earlier on in the cave, I didn’t have any weapons aside from the sword at my hip, which I wasn’t willing to use outside of emergencies. 
 
    Reika did have a few other assorted swords in her cave, mostly decorative in nature. I wasn’t sure if she’d plundered them from people who had failed to retrieve Dawnbringer, inherited them from a previous cave owner, or simply been left them as offerings by the nearby townsfolk (who apparently liked to leave stuff for her at some sort of altar near the entrance of the forest). 
 
    I’d carried multiple swords before, but I was already planning to pick up Dawnbringer, and wearing three swords at one time sounded excessive even by my standards. 
 
    Instead, I found a modest sized kitchen knife in good condition, and with Reika’s blessing, reshaped the metal into something closer to a fighting dagger. 
 
    Feeling a little bit better now that I had a weapon I could safely use, said goodbye to Reika for the moment and headed out of the cave. 
 
    I took a breath of the misty air outside — which didn’t seem poisonous — and walked forward toward the trail that led deeper into the forest. 
 
    A bit later, I came upon a simple wooden sign in the middle of the road. The writing on it was in two languages. Thankfully, one of them was Velthryn. 
 
      
 
    The path of dawn shines brightest in the dark. 
 
      
 
    I re-read it a couple times, honestly trying to figure out if that was just some sort of really terrible clue for an upcoming challenge or if the writer just had a keen sense for the dramatic like Reika did. 
 
    Does that mean I’m supposed to wait until night time to travel on the road? Or that some alternate path is only visible when it’s dark out? 
 
    If I hadn’t already been waiting around for days, I might have considered trying that, but I was getting impatient. If I ended up wasting the day by walking around on the wrong path, I figured I could still backtrack and try to find a hidden path later if I needed to. 
 
    I walked beyond the sign, the mist growing thicker as I followed the trail. I could feel the moisture in the air, meaning this was probably actual mist, rather than whatever weird mist-like spirit stuff Reika was emitting when she turned into her dragon form. 
 
    There was a single cobblestone path that led into the woods. It seemed perfectly ordinary and easy to follow. That meant that even as my visibility shrank to the point where I could only see a few feet ahead of me, staying on the road wasn’t hard. 
 
    The area on the sides of the road was mostly grass and weeds, giving way to bushes and trees only a few feet out. The foliage wasn’t quite thick enough to form a boundary, but traipsing off the road would be decidedly more difficult. 
 
    It was a pleasant enough walk until I reached the crevasse. 
 
    The path terminated abruptly at a wide crack in the ground. With the thickness of the mist, I couldn’t see the other side of it. 
 
    Nor could I see the bottom. When I crept carefully toward the edge and knelt by the side, it looked like a sheer cliff that plunged into nothing but darkness below. 
 
    I paused and did a classic rock dropping test, listening and counting to see how long it took to fall. 
 
    A minute later, I hadn’t heard it hit the ground. 
 
    I tested with a few more rocks, finding the same results. It probably wasn’t just that I’d missed the sound, then. 
 
    That didn’t necessarily mean the gap was actually impossibly deep. I’d seen teleportation magic in the earlier parts of the forest, and it was plausible that some sort of ritual boundary just teleported whatever fell into the pit to some other location. Alternatively, maybe there was some sort of magical effect that diminished sounds or senses beyond a certain point. The mist was a way of limiting my sight, and it was likely that was a deliberate part of this test. 
 
    I definitely didn’t want to take the risk of falling down and finding out that the pit was real. 
 
    I walked alongside the pit for about a minute in each direction, careful not to lose my footing and fall inside. I was hoping for a bridge or some other easy route to cross, but I had no such luck. 
 
    I went back to the place where the path had terminated, thinking. 
 
    Was this the point where darkness would illuminate a path? 
 
    Maybe if I wait until nightfall here... 
 
    Or maybe the darkness of the pit itself is what they’re talking about? 
 
    I looked down again, searching for anything that could constitute a path within the pit itself. The darkness of the pit definitely would have been easy to contrast against if there was something, but I couldn’t find anything. 
 
    I lifted a hand. 
 
    Burn. 
 
    An aura of flame collected around my hand, dispersing a bit of mist. I pushed outward on the fire, trying to clear a bit of the mist ahead of me to see how far across the pit reached. I thought I could make out solid ground about twenty feet away, but I couldn’t be sure I was seeing it correctly. 
 
    I also couldn’t be sure it was actually safe over there. Given the style of tests this place had, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the “solid” ground was actually an illusion, and the darkness was actually solid ground with an illusion over it. 
 
    ...And that thought process gave me an idea. 
 
    I let my flames disperse, shivering for a moment at the spell’s cost, and then closed my eyes tight. 
 
    It was dark, of course. I felt a little silly. 
 
    I wasn’t quite ready to abandon my hunch yet, though, so I kept my eyes shut and scanned from right to left. 
 
    Just at the edge of my vision, I thought I could see a glow. 
 
    I opened my eyes and headed in that direction for about a minute. Then I looked in the direction I’d seen the glow and closed my eyes. 
 
    And there it was. A glowing path, visible only with my eyes shut. 
 
    I didn’t know how they’d pulled that kind of magic off. Maybe the glow itself was indistinguishable in the daylight, but bright enough to shine with my eyes closed? Or some sort of mental effect that prevented me from discerning it while my eyes were open? 
 
    Either way, I didn’t trust it in the slightest. 
 
    I walked along the edge of the crevasse, all the way to the edge of where I’d seen the glow, then closed my eyes again. 
 
    Up close, it was much clearer what I was looking at — a bridge just a couple feet down into the pit which seemed to stretch a good way into the distance. 
 
    When I opened my eyes, the bridge was invisible again. 
 
    Once again, I debated waiting until nightfall to see if that helped, but it really didn’t resolve my overall problem. 
 
    When I’d grown up, people had often told me to take things on faith. That I could trust that our king would make the right decisions for our people, or that the Thornguard would protect us from any outside threat. That people were born with the magic that the gods felt was best suited for them. Or, perhaps most of all, that the gods were just and merciful. 
 
    All I had to do was put my faith into the words that someone else had written or spoken. 
 
    As a kid, I’d bought into it, just like most people do. I’ve never been a natural skeptic like Corin. My first instinct was generally to trust people, even strangers. 
 
    But over the years, I’d been manipulated, betrayed, and tricked enough times to develop a healthy degree of caution. 
 
    This was especially true in cases where a simple “faith” test could easily result in my untimely demise. 
 
    I’d seen a dozen challenges like this before. Most of them involved some kind of additional trap.  
 
    Even if the see-in-the-dark bridge was real, maybe it wouldn’t hold my weight. Or maybe it had traps on it that were invisible, even with my eyes closed. Or that some flying monster wouldn’t assault me on the bridge while I had my eyes shut. 
 
    I had no evidence to indicate that whoever had written the sign was benevolent. I also didn’t even know for certain they were associated with the test.  
 
    Some other random test-taker could have written the sign to eliminate their competition. Or just because they thought it’d be funny to send someone else off a cliff. Yeah, I’d run into things like that before, too. 
 
    And that’s why, when presented with the simple option of hopping down onto the bridge, I chose to test a few things. 
 
    First, I tossed a rock onto the bridge. It stayed, appearing to float in mid-air. That was a good sign. 
 
    Next, I tried something heavier. A fallen log. When I shoved that off the edge, it hit the bridge, bounced, and rolled off. That confirmed the presence of the bridge at that spot, but not its load bearing capacity. 
 
    I tossed several more rocks across the surface, trying to test boundaries and create something that would be a visible guide that I could potentially use to walk across with my eyes open. 
 
    I reached down, touching the surface of the bridge, and felt it with my hand. It was cool to the touch, and it didn’t register to my senses as being stone or metal. 
 
    Ultimately, that was what made my decision. 
 
    I was not taking the invisible bridge. 
 
    Instead, I bent down and touched the side of the rock face and concentrated. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The stone shifted at my command, liquefying and moving as I concentrated, spreading over the first foot or so of the bridge. Then it solidified, leaving a visible stone layer over the surface of that section of the bridge. 
 
    Stone shaping wasn’t my area of expertise, but I’d gotten better at it over the last year or so by practicing with an enchanted knife named Sculptor. The knife was designed for exactly what it sounded like — sculpting stone. I’d gotten much better at rapidly moving stone by sensing how the knife worked while I used it. I didn’t have the knife anymore, but the lessons remained. 
 
    It was still much harder for me than working with metal, but I could move ordinary dirt or stone from place to place easily enough. Changing the density and composition of stone were much harder for me, but I didn’t need to do that for this task. 
 
    I spent the next hour or two using stone shaping to gradually move rock from the mountainside to cover the remainder of the bridge. I had to take breaks frequently to avoid overusing my stone essence, and even then, I still was gradually tiring myself out through the process. It was a lot of work, but I found it worthwhile to have something I could see and feel, and that I knew I had made — or at least moved — myself. 
 
    I gradually made my way across, finding that the gap had spanned further at this point than the previous spot I’d checked. The total length of the bridge was about thirty-five feet, maybe forty. 
 
    Velas might have been able to jump that, but I certainly couldn’t have. 
 
    I was about halfway across when a gust of wind slammed into me. 
 
    I knew it. 
 
    I dropped into a lower stance, bracing myself against the force of the gale. 
 
    With an instant of concentration, I reshaped some of the stone at the edge of the bridge to curve upward, preventing my feet from slipping off the edge. 
 
    The wind shifted, pushing upward, and threatening to lift me off my feet entirely. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    I flooded my body with stone mana. This increased not only my strength, but my mass. The wind continued to batter at me, but I’d made myself too heavy to lift. Fortunately, I’d made the bridge sturdy enough to hold my increased weight. 
 
    It might have been wiser to retreat and find the source of the wind, but that wasn’t my style. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and pushed forward. 
 
    Something brushed across my body, tearing my shirt. It felt sharp but failed to penetrate my stone-reinforced skin. 
 
    A moment later, I felt a dozen similar cuts. One of them was across my face. 
 
    Whatever was causing the cuts wasn’t metal. I couldn’t sense any projectiles or deflect them. 
 
    I stepped forward again. A dozen cuts became a hundred. My clothes were being shredded, and I realized it was only a matter of time before whatever was cutting my body tore across my eyes. 
 
    As with before, closing my eyes was the easy answer. Perhaps that was the point of the wind. Another way of trying to force me to follow the design of the test and blindly trust the makers. 
 
    Instead, I raised one arm for a moment to shield my face, then reached down with my other arm and pulled the dagger off my belt. Then I concentrated on the dagger. 
 
    Flatten. 
 
    I reshaped the dagger’s blade into a large, flat metal plate, then held it up in front of my eyes. I had to angle it carefully to block the wind while retaining my ability to see, but it was better than complete blindness. 
 
    I stubbornly walked forward, feeling more cuts from the wind. A few of them managed to break my skin, leaving painful gashes. 
 
    And then, finally, I was at the end of the bridge. 
 
    The wind died down as I took my final step to the bridge’s edge. Perhaps the test-giver was satisfied, or maybe they’d just given up. Or maybe there was no test-giver at all, and I’d just stepped on a magical trap somewhere along the bridge. 
 
    Either way, I hoped to eventually find out who had designed this challenge and punch them in the face. Possibly more than once. 
 
    I tested the seemingly solid ground on the other side before I actually stepped onto it. Fortunately, it at least seemed safe. After a few more moments of hesitation, I stepped off my own makeshift bridge. 
 
    I briefly considered whether or not I should destroy my visible bridge, since I was probably defeating the point of one of the tests for future people who might come through. 
 
    After a moment, I decided the test was terrible, and that it deserved to be wrecked. I always preferred tests that were more straightforward, like the ones that involved hitting things. 
 
    I prodded the ground with a branch for the next few steps, making sure they were safe, and then found myself back on a cobblestone road like the one I’d left on the other side of the bridge. 
 
    My shirt was in tatters. My pants were torn, too, but not quite as badly. My bag was, fortunately, almost completely intact. It seemed like whatever was directing the cutting winds had been hitting certain areas of my body more than others, whether by deliberate design or simply due to how the trap was placed. 
 
    I’d successfully shielded my eyes from the wind using the dagger. I gave it an affectionate pat on the blade, concentrated to reshape it, and then sheathed it at my hip. 
 
    My body ached from the effort of all of that stone shaping. Using stone sorcery drew strength from my muscles and bones. When used in moderation, like when I practiced with my Body of Stone spell, it would gradually build muscle mass and density, making me stronger over time. If I overdid it, though, I could hurt myself for a long period of time or permanently, much like if I’d torn something during exercise. 
 
    It was a comfort to finally have solid ground all around me again, so I sat down to take a break. 
 
    That was why, when I heard the sound of steel ringing against steel somewhere off the road to my right, my first reaction was to groan. 
 
    I’m going to regret this. 
 
    I sprang to my feet. Then I ran off the nice, comfortable road into the woods, following the sounds of battle. 
 
    The ringing of steel continued, and I quickened my pace. I knew I was probably running into a trap, or at least another test, but my protective instincts didn’t allow me to slow down. If there was even a small chance that some sort of innocent was at risk up ahead, I wouldn’t forgive myself if I arrived too late to help them because I’d been overly cautious. 
 
    I felt a wave of vertigo wash over me, a sudden wrongness and disorientation. My mind felt clouded, like I’d been drinking far too long. But the sound of ringing blades continued, so I stumbled on. 
 
    I burst into a sun-bathed glade, momentarily shocked by the sudden lack of mist. 
 
    Across that glade, I saw two fighters, engaged in a deadly duel. 
 
    One was Landen of the Twin Edges, an expert swordsman and a dear friend. He was holding a hand across his chest to cover a gash, while his other hand held a sword to keep his enemy at bay. 
 
    He was unarmored, wearing only simple clothes. He didn’t even have a scabbard on his belt. 
 
    His opponent was Jonathan Sterling, my greatest personal enemy. Sterling had tried to assassinate Landen once before, and succeeded at killing several of our friends, including my former commanding officer. 
 
    Like Landen, Sterling was presently armed with a single arming sword. He was using an unusual stance with it, holding the hilt with both hands, as if it was a much larger or heavier weapon. 
 
    This was odd, because Sterling had no lack of strength. Physically, he was probably the most powerful creature I’d ever encountered, even counting Reika in her full-sized form. 
 
    Sterling was a vae’kes. A child of Vae’lien, the deity that ruled the region near Selyr. 
 
    A child of the Tyrant in Gold. 
 
    My hand dropped to the hilt of my sword, and I felt the burning desire to draw. 
 
    Landen glanced at me as I burst into the glade, his eyes widening in surprise. That moment nearly cost him dearly, as Sterling drew his arm back to swing his blade. 
 
    My hand moved. 
 
    I pulled the dagger, not the sword, and threw it straight at Sterling. 
 
    Sterling flicked his blade to the side casually, deflecting the hurled projectile without effort. It cost him only a moment of time. 
 
    Fortunately, that moment was enough for Landen to orient himself and rapidly begin to retreat. 
 
    Sterling growled in frustration, still focusing on Landen. “Well, well. Seems you’ve found yourself a friend.” Then he turned his head to me. “One more body won’t slow me down long. You’ll walk away right now if you know what’s best for you.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” I advanced, moving my hand back to the hilt of the Sae’kes. Even with it, I didn’t know if we stood a fighting chance. I was exhausted and injured, and from the look of it, Landen was doing even worse. 
 
    Landen continued his retreat, keeping his eyes on Sterling as he repositioned. I assumed he was running the same odds in his head as I was. As slim as those odds were, they were much better if we were close enough to coordinate. 
 
    As we repositioned, I watched Sterling closely. He advanced slowly, standing almost straight, with his feet shoulder width apart. The way he walked was odd, extending his main leg forward and then bringing the other up to it, rather than just putting one foot in front of another. 
 
    As a vae’kes, I knew Sterling might be familiar with unusual sword styles, but something about it seemed off. 
 
    Where’s his scabbard? Neither of them is wearing one. That’s... 
 
    My head swam. 
 
    What was I thinking about? 
 
    Doesn’t matter. Need to focus. 
 
    I finished closing the distance to Landen, keeping my hand on the hilt of my sword. “How’d you get here?” I asked him. 
 
    “No time for that.” Landen set his jaw. “We’ll talk when we’re done with him.” He hesitated, then added, “Or I can buy some time for you to run.” 
 
    I actually laughed at that. “You think I’d leave you here? What sort of friend would that make me? No, we’ll fight him together. Three swords are better than—” 
 
    I’d been mentally adding Landen’s two swords to my one, since Landen always used two swords. He was only carrying one, though. 
 
    Had Sterling taken one of them away from him? 
 
    My mind swam again, and then that made sense to me. 
 
    Yes. That has to be it. That’s a logical explanation. 
 
    Sterling was nearly close enough to strike. 
 
    I tried to concentrate on removing the metal locking mechanism on the top of my scabbard. There were few opponents that I was willing to draw my sword against, but Sterling was one of them. 
 
    Something isn’t right. 
 
    Why can’t I focus properly? 
 
    I changed my mind, leaving the lock in place. 
 
    My vision blurred, then Sterling struck. 
 
    Landen was there in front of me, knocking away Sterling’s swing. 
 
    I took advantage of that momentary maneuver to circle to Sterling’s side, then hurled a blast of flame in his direction. 
 
    Sterling side-stepped the fire with a momentary look of concern, then deflected a counter-strike from Landen. 
 
    I moved in to try to sweep his feet, but he withdrew using those same two-part movements he’d used to advance, and I missed my timing. 
 
    His unusual footwork had thrown me off balance, which was bad. 
 
    But he underestimated my speed, which was good. 
 
    When he brought his sword down in a cut toward my over-extended leg, I kicked the flat of his blade, throwing his swing wide. Then I closed the distance and slammed a fist into his jaw. 
 
    He didn’t budge in the slightest. 
 
    That was one of the other problems with fighting a vae’kes — not only were they among the strongest creatures in existence, they were reshing near impossible to hurt. 
 
    “Is that all?” Sterling stepped back, lifting his sword back into a ready pose and looking at me with a disdainful expression. “After everything I’ve heard, I was expecting something...I don’t know, more.” 
 
    I lowered my fists, trembling. 
 
    Not with anger, like he’d probably hoped. 
 
    No, I was trembling with power. 
 
    I’d activated Body of Iron. Mana was flooding through my veins, vastly multiplying my strength. And, at the same time, I was building flame mana in my right hand. 
 
    “Aww, you’re shaking! Are you scared? Here, let me—” 
 
    When I threw my next punch, the world around us shattered. 
 
    Sterling flew backward, crashing into a boulder and through it, then he was beyond my sight. 
 
    The ground beneath me was cracked and broken, and the air smelled like sulfur in the aftermath of discharging my stored fire mana on impact. 
 
    Landen was saying something, but I wasn’t listening. 
 
    While Body of Iron had given me a tremendous boost in strength, it wouldn’t last long. I didn’t bother counting down the sixty seconds I suspected my body could handle; that would have been too much of a distraction. 
 
    I just knew I had to end this fast. 
 
    I rushed forward, ignoring the feeling of sluggishness I was already experiencing after a few moments with the ability active. I could have dismissed the spell and reactivated it, but it had both an up-front cost and a lasting one while it was active, and reactivating it might have been less efficient. 
 
    When I caught up to Sterling, he was pushing himself to his feet, wiping his lips. I saw a trickle of blood dripping from his mouth. “Much better.” 
 
    He raised his sword into that same odd stance. The winds answered his call, picking up around us. 
 
    I felt the first hints of a tearing force against my skin. 
 
    It didn’t bother me in the slightest. The Body of Iron spell had increased my resilience, too. For the moment, the wind wasn’t a threat.  
 
    I moved forward and pulled back my hand. 
 
    His hands moved like a blur, spinning the sword in a circular pattern, like a fan. It was a tremendous demonstration of speed, and I knew I couldn’t accurately predict his angle of attack. 
 
    So, I didn’t. 
 
    I punched the flat of the blade, snapping it in half, then followed by kicking upward into his chest hard enough to carry him off his feet. 
 
    He doubled over as he landed, dropping the remains of his sword. “How—” 
 
    The wind died. 
 
    I raised a fist. This time, I didn’t channel fire. That might have hurt him, but it wouldn’t end the fight. Instead, a disintegrating aura rippled around my hand, rending and tearing at the air. 
 
    Sterling flickered and vanished. 
 
    When I turned with a growl, I saw him again.  
 
    He had a sword at Landen’s throat, and his injuries had vanished. “Let...let your spell go. Or this one dies.” 
 
    You can obliterate him. You just have to move faster than he cuts. 
 
    I growled, shaking off the voice in my mind. 
 
    No. I won’t take that risk. 
 
    Slowly, I let my hands open. I raised them, breathing slowly, and released my hold on my destructive aura. It returned to its usual state around my body, still present, but without the density to inflict significant harm. 
 
    Release Body of Iron. 
 
    I felt a surge of exhaustion as I dismissed the latter spell, but I couldn’t hope to keep it active if we were going to have a hostage negotiation. Every second the spell was on was cutting into my combat abilities further. 
 
    The sudden change in my strength and balance hit me harder than I expected, and I stumbled backward a bit. That proved to be a good thing, because Sterling had taken that as an opening and teleported right in front of me. He didn’t have my instinct to hesitate before taking a life. 
 
    He thrust his sword toward me, and I should have sensed the metal approaching. But I didn’t. 
 
    And the thrust was slow, sloppier than it should have been. 
 
    Even in my exhausted state, my instincts still functioned. 
 
    I side-stepped the lunge, then slapped the flat of his blade with a palm when he whipped it toward me. As he readjusted, I rushed passed him, twisting and slamming a fist into his back. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    I activated the spell just before my punch hit him, driving the force of extra mana into the strike. When he stumbled and spun around, I grabbed his wrist and twisted. 
 
    He let out a gasp, dropping the weapon. 
 
    I kicked out one of his legs, and Sterling fell to his knees. 
 
    I would have fallen, too, but Landen caught me. 
 
    “Steady there. You alright?” 
 
    I couldn’t give a coherent answer. Activating Body of Iron a second time in rapid succession had taken a lot out of me, and I’d already been exhausted and injured before that. 
 
    I pulled myself away, still operating on instinct. 
 
    I kicked Sterling’s sword out of the way, then grabbed him by the throat. He reached up and grabbed my wrists, pulling ineffectively to try to free himself. With the metal mana once again strengthening me, I was simply too strong. 
 
    “Hah! Now we’ve got him.” Landen walked over, raising his sword, then turned his head to me. “Finally. You want to finish the job, or should I?” 
 
    I closed my eyes, concentrating. My hand had been tightening without conscious effort, and Sterling was choking. Fire mana was beginning to build in my hand. 
 
    No. This is wrong. 
 
    This is all wrong. 
 
    I reopened my eyes, Sterling’s neck still in my hand. Scorch marks had burned into his flesh, and he was fervently clawing at my fingers without effect. 
 
    I shoved him backward, biting my tongue. The sudden spike of pain helped me clear my mind. 
 
    Landen closed the distance to Sterling, keeping his sword at the ready. 
 
    I turned toward them both. “I don’t appreciate being manipulated like that. Tell me who you are.” 
 
    Sterling moved to open his mouth first, but Landen kicked him, and he raised his arms and curled into a ball on the ground. 
 
    I glowered at Landen, then asked him again, “Who are you?” 
 
    He frowned. “What do you mean? I’m your friend. You’ve known me for a long time.” 
 
    I folded my arms. “I’m pretty sure we’ve just met. What’s your name?” 
 
    “I...” Landen frowned, then lowered his weapon. “Look, that’s not what’s important here. The important part,” he gestured to Sterling, “is killing him before he can do any more harm. Can’t you see who he is?” 
 
    I shook my head, then took a few steps closer, watching Landen’s sword carefully. If he moved, I’d have to do something. “I’m not going to kill someone just because they look like one of my enemies.” 
 
    Landen’s expression sank. “...Oh.” He raised his sword again. “I don’t suppose I could just get you to step back and let me kill him?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “But thou must.” His voice slipped, sounding like someone distinct from Landen. 
 
    I felt something in my mind again, another sense of vertigo. 
 
    This time, I understood it immediately. I stepped between him and Sterling. “You’re going to stop that right now, or I’m going to make you stop.” 
 
    Landen looked down, then dropped the sword. It transformed into a simple tree branch as soon as it hit the ground. “You shouldn’t have been able to notice.” He turned his head toward Sterling, “Or hurt him.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I seem to have a pattern of doing these tests incorrectly.” 
 
    Not-Landen growled. “Then you should leave now, stranger. I have no interest in one who will not take our tests in the proper way.” 
 
    “If you think you can injure me and invade my mind, then just tell me to walk away because I’m not playing the way you want me to, you’re mistaken about a lot more than the ‘impossibility’ of seeing through your test.” 
 
    Not-Landen wrinkled his nose. “So be it. Then enjoy finding your way home without me.” 
 
    And with that, he vanished. 
 
    Not-Sterling was still on the ground, glancing from side-to-side. 
 
    When I took a step closer, he raised his arms in front of him to ward away a blow. 
 
    “Easy, there. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    He hesitated, then after a few moments, he lowered his arms. “You shouldn’t have been able to. Not actually hurt me, I mean.” 
 
    I reached down, offering him a hand. He didn’t seem to understand the gesture and just stared at it. “Would you like me to help you stand up?” 
 
    “I’d like to leave soon, I think. I’m not supposed to be hurt. You’re supposed to be scared of me.” 
 
    I nodded. “I was, at least at first. You were pretty convincing.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not my best work, really. Didn’t have enough time to study you, and when I looked, I didn’t understand everything he was supposed to be able to do.” 
 
    I raised a hand and tapped my head. “You were looking at my memories?” 
 
    “Sort of, but not exactly...I don’t...I’m not supposed to talk about it. You’re supposed to fight me, and you’re supposed to run. Or not run. And if you stay, you lose.” 
 
    I blinked. “So, running is the right answer? What kind of test is that?” 
 
    Not-Sterling shook his head. “No, no. Losing is the right answer. You’re supposed to confront your fears, and stand your ground, even when they’re overwhelming. The harder you fight, the stronger I get.” 
 
    That made a little more sense, at least. I could understand the idea of wanting someone who would retain their values regardless of personal risk. “Sorry to upset your test.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s...fine, I guess. I just...I’m not used to, uh, wow. Is this what pain feels like? I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Most of us don’t. If you did, well...that’s a very specific interest.” I shook my head. “Sorry that I hurt you.” 
 
    “I...uh, guess I’m sorry that I hurt you, too? With the wind.” He made a gesture with his hand, and I felt a gust of wind pick up again, just for an instant. It didn’t cut me, it was obviously just a demonstration. 
 
    That explains the wind, at least. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. But if you see someone who looks like they’re actually going to fall off the bridge, maybe don’t push them too hard?” 
 
    He stared at me, looking mildly confused. “But then how would I make them fail?” 
 
    I took a breath and then sighed. “Right. Your job is to test people. Okay. I suppose I failed, then?” 
 
    “I don’t actually know. I guess? Things aren’t supposed to go this way.” He shook his head. “What did I do wrong?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not your fault. I’ll figure this out.” 
 
    “No, I mean, what gave the illusion away?” 
 
    “Oh.” I considered that. “A lot of things were off. If you’re carrying a sword in the future, have a scabbard for it.” 
 
    “But I’ll be fighting. I won’t need one while I’m fighting the whole time, will I?” 
 
    I patted my scabbard. “People wear them because they’re not fighting the vast majority of the time. If your goal is to be convincing, you need to look like whatever you’re wearing makes sense when you’re outside of the context of that single fight, too.” 
 
    “Hm.” He seemed to ponder that. “What else?” 
 
    “Well, your abilities didn’t seem identical to Sterling’s. You did a good job of taking my first punch, at least, which he could have as well. But the wind was a little strange. Maybe he could have stolen that power, but...” 
 
    “Stolen?” His eyes widened. “Is that why he had different abilities in different places in your mind? He can steal magic?” 
 
    I nodded. “Indeed.” 
 
    “That’s...scary.” 
 
    I smiled. “You can see why I found him scary, then.” 
 
    “Yes.” Not-Sterling paused. “And his name was ‘Sterling’, you said?” 
 
    I nodded. “Jonathan Sterling. At least, that’s the name he gave me. Not sure it’s his real name.” 
 
    Not-Sterling considered that. “Fascinating. What else?” 
 
    “A lot of things, honestly. The whole scenario was sort of contrived. Why would two people I know be out here in the middle of this forest, locked in battle right when I walked by? Also, your stance was very unusual.” 
 
    “It was? Did I do something wrong?” Not-Sterling asked, sounding dejected. 
 
    “It was, uh, fine. Just unusual for that sort of sword.” I knelt down, picking up the branch that “Landen” had dropped. Not-Sterling winced, drawing back.  
 
    “Oh, sorry. Not going to hit you. Here.” 
 
    I stepped back, mimicking the stance he’d used before. “You were holding this with both hands wide apart, like this, because it’s a tree branch. But the illusion made it look like an arming sword, which you’d hold more like this.” I switched to holding the sword out with a single hand, switching my stance to a simple defensive one, with one leg slightly in front of the other. “The way you were walking...I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone move quite like that.” 
 
    “It’s Raizo’s style,” Not-Sterling explained. “It’s the only one I’ve been able to practice, so I used it when I couldn’t figure out which one ‘Sterling’ would use.” 
 
    “Raizo?” I asked, lowering the branch. 
 
    “Oops. I’m, uh, not supposed to talk about that. Reika would be...” He put a hand over his mouth to stop himself from talking. It was decidedly child-like. 
 
    I waved with my free hand. “That’s fine. You can stand up if you’re not going to fight me anymore.” 
 
    But another interesting bit of information for me to ask someone about later. 
 
    Not-Sterling stared at me for a moment, then nodded and stood up. 
 
    “Okay, let me show you a little more about how we’d hold a sword like that where I came from. It’s possible this Raizo’s style is valid — in fact, it worked pretty well at throwing me off when you were moving backward. If you’re supposed to trick people where I’m from, though, you’re going to have to learn our stances. Come here.” 
 
    Not-Sterling looked hesitant, then walked a little closer. I handed him the stick. 
 
    “Okay. Lesson one. We’ll start with the Terisgard Low-Blade Style.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I spent about an hour just drilling Not-Sterling on sword basics. He took to them with great enthusiasm, obviously excited to have someone to talk to. 
 
    It was also a very necessary break for me. While I instructed him, I took the time to bandage the worst of my wounds, and to drink and eat a little. 
 
    Even with that time to recover, I was in a dangerous state. I could feel the inside of my body aching where that metal mana had flowed through it. Using it twice in rapid succession had been unwise. 
 
    I eventually picked up another stick to help teach Not-Sterling, but I was extremely cautious not to hit him at all. I was a little worried that whatever he actually was, he’d be fragile now that I wasn’t afraid of him. 
 
    While we took a break, I tried to chat with him again. “You know, you can drop that illusion. I’m pretty sure the test is over at this point.” 
 
    “It is,” he confirmed. “Uh, hold on a second.” 
 
    His form shimmered, then changed. 
 
    A moment later, I was looking at an older man with a short beard and graying hair. He wore long, dark blue robes trimmed with silver. Instead of a sword, he was carrying a long spear. 
 
    “Edon? Really?” 
 
    “Sorry!” He shimmered again, changing through several forms. I felt a moment of panic when he briefly looked like Aayara, the Lady of Thieves. 
 
    I folded my hands together. “Why not just look like yourself?” 
 
    He shifted back to Sterling’s form, looking down. “...I can’t. I’m your enemy.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” I responded instinctively. 
 
    He shimmered for a moment, like he was going to change forms again, then flickered back to Sterling’s form. He stared at me with wide eyes, then raised both hands. “Don’t say things like that. You might upset everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” I glanced around, gesturing to the glade. “Like all this? The tests?” 
 
    Not-Sterling nodded. “I have a role to play.” 
 
    “And that role can never change?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I didn’t think I could lose a fight, either. I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “That’s what training is for.” 
 
    Not-Sterling looked dubious. “How many times would I have to train to beat you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s no easy way to measure that sort of thing. A lot of winning or losing isn’t purely based on power and skill, but circumstance.” 
 
    “Sounds like you could waste a lot of time if you train a bunch and still lose, then.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Training is for more than just beating a single opponent.” 
 
    “Not for Reika.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Not-Sterling raised a hand to cover his mouth. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    He shook his head rapidly. “Nothing. Can’t talk. You didn’t hear anything from me.” 
 
    “Okay, fine.” 
 
    Not-Sterling breathed a sigh of relief and put his hand down. “You didn’t seem scared of me, even when I first appeared. Did I pick the wrong person to look like?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, you did fine. You were terrifying.” 
 
    I was telling the truth. Sterling did terrify me, possibly more than anyone. But there were two problems that made the test a poor one, at least as far as I was concerned. 
 
    First, fear wasn’t the sort of thing that drove me to flee from a situation. My response was typically to just hit whatever was scaring me as hard as physically possible. 
 
    More importantly, the scenario was simply too implausible. I could have reiterated that, but I think it might have just upset him. 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what I was dealing with. I was leaning toward an elemental, but elementals usually had a clear tie to a specific dominion, and I wasn’t sure that was applicable here. Fear seemed like the strongest candidate, but his current actions didn’t reflect that. 
 
    Unless, of course, I was just terrifying enough to scare an anthropomorphized manifestation of fear. 
 
    I didn’t like the idea of that. 
 
    Not-Sterling nodded. “I wish you’d have just run away from me. Or killed me. You might have passed the test that way. You seem nice.” 
 
    I blinked at that. “Thanks? Uh, don’t you want to survive, though?” 
 
    Not-Sterling shrugged. “I guess? It’s not that important. They’d just make another me if I died.” 
 
    “They?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Can’t answer that, sorry.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad I didn’t kill you. You seem nice, too.” 
 
    Not-Sterling seemed to shimmer for a moment when I said that, just briefly, like he was going to change forms again. He stabilized after a moment, though, unchanged. “...Thanks.” 
 
    I nodded. “You’re welcome. Do you want to do some more sword practice?” 
 
    He shook his head. “...No. I mean, I do. But you should go.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you didn’t do what you were supposed to do, and now the forest is angry.” 
 
    I glanced around.  
 
    Was it getting darker all of a sudden? 
 
    That wasn’t good. 
 
    I looked at Not-Sterling. “Okay, let’s go.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Someone out there is using you as part of a test, and it’s sounding like you’ve never been exposed to any other options. There’s no reason for you to stay here if you don’t want to. Come with me.” 
 
    I reached out a hand. 
 
    He stepped back, shaking his head. “No, no. I can’t.” He took a breath. “But I can show you the way.” 
 
    He turned his head up to me, shimmered again, and then turned. “Follow me. Quick!” 
 
    He broke into a run just as the roots began to burst through the ground beneath me, striking like snakes. 
 
    I rushed forward to follow, hearing a creaking sound as the trees surrounding the glade began to shift. 
 
    He led me forward, darting into the trees, and I barely managed to dodge between arm-like branches as they closed off the path into the woods. 
 
    The forest darkened further as the trees seemed to lean forward, draping their branches over us. The trees shivered, and I felt tiny things bombard me from above. Acorns, maybe. I didn’t have time to get a good look. 
 
    I stumbled and lost my footing. Roots grabbed my ankles, pulling me downward. 
 
    I hit the forest floor, my hand once again traveling to the hilt of my sword, instinct saying to cut myself free. 
 
    I snarled and raised the hand instead, calling flame. 
 
    The branches continued to spread across me until I reached downward with my burning hand, almost touching them. 
 
    I heard something like a groan from the wood all around me, then the branches pulled back all at once. I breathed a sigh of relief, dispersing the flame and pushing myself to my feet. 
 
    Not-Sterling loomed over me, looking determined. “This way. We’re almost there.” 
 
    I followed him. The forest offered no further interference. 
 
    We made our way through the brush for another several minutes, and as we traveled, the sounds changed. 
 
    I heard the chirping of birds above us, and the rustling of small animals in bushes nearby. I hadn’t noticed their absence before, but now that they’d returned, the contrast was clear. 
 
    It was only at that point that I realized just how dangerous the part of the forest I’d just exited had probably been. 
 
    “This is it.” Not-Sterling said, extending a hand forward. “I can go no further.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I paused. “You turned back to help me when I fell, didn’t you? You could have kept running without me.” 
 
    He frowned, then shivered. His form flickered and changed. 
 
    Into Landen’s form. “Oh.” He raised his hands, staring at them. “I suppose I did.” 
 
    He shivered again, but his form didn’t change. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    “I...I’m not sure. I shouldn’t look like this.” New-Not-Landen glanced from side-to-side. “I think something went wrong. I shouldn’t have even be able to lead you this far. Only your friend can do that.” New-Not-Landen looked upward, toward the sky. “I shouldn’t have even known the way.” 
 
    “Maybe you aren’t my enemy, then. Maybe you’re—” 
 
    New-Not-Landen began to shake violently. “I think something’s wrong. I—” 
 
    He glowed for another moment, still trembling, and then shifted into a ball of light the size of my palm. 
 
    A moment later, he vanished. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Hello?” Hello? Are you still out there?” I paused, frowning, “Your enemy? Or, uh, my enemy? ...Possibly my friend now?” 
 
    I didn’t really know what else to call him. Both of the illusion-using entities had referred to him as “your enemy”, but I wasn’t sure if that was a reference to a role or if he was literally named that. That might sound funny to you, but it wasn’t far off from some of the names I’d heard for elemental beings in the past. 
 
    There was no reply, though. I waited for a few minutes, then walked further in the direction he’d been leading me. 
 
    “You’ve gotten him into trouble, you know.” 
 
    The voice came from my right side. The voice was deep, but oddly soft at the same time. 
 
    I turned toward the sound, finding myself gazing up at a tremendous tree. The roots stood taller than I did, and the trunk spread so high that I couldn’t see the top, even gazing upward. 
 
    As I gazed upward in awe, I saw large cracks in the surface that looked almost like jaws. 
 
    Had the tree just spoken to me? 
 
    “I’m over this way, young one.” 
 
    Of course not. That would have been ludicrous. 
 
    I turned further, blinking, and saw the figure that was talking to me. He was just barely visible, his white robes, hair, and flowing beard blending in with the forest mists. 
 
    He looked much like an ordinary old man, save for the fact that he was floating a few inches off the ground. Oh, and that I could see right through him. And, most importantly, his eyebrows. They were absurdly long and bushy. No ordinary mortal had eyebrows like that. I knew at once he was some sort of ancient and powerful creature. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “I can see you now.” 
 
    “Interesting that you can,” he replied. “Most cannot.” 
 
    I nodded slowly. “You’re some sort of spirit, I presume?” 
 
    “Indeed.” He bowed his head slightly. “I am called the spirit of the forest. But it would be more accurate to say that I am merely one of the spirits of this forest.” 
 
    That was largely what I’d expected. I was able to see him for the same reason I could perceive Reika’s spirit form. Before coming to Kaldwyn, I’d briefly owned a lantern that illuminated nearby spirits. After practicing with it for a while, I’d picked up the ability to perceive spirits on my own. 
 
    I bowed my head in return. “It’s an honor to meet you. Can I ask if this is another test?” 
 
    “No, no, none of that.” He shook his head. “I merely wished to speak with you, and hear a bit about the one who comes to claim the jewel of our home.” 
 
    That seemed reasonable. “Before we discuss that, can you tell me about the creatures I saw a bit earlier? You said that I’d gotten one of them into trouble. I presume that’s because I treated him like something other than an enemy, and that was against his nature?” 
 
    “Indeed. You have opened a door for him, and now that door cannot be closed. Do you think that was kind?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But it felt right. And I won’t apologize for giving him a choice.” 
 
    “An honest answer, at least.” The old man let out a sigh, and a whistling breeze brushed across the forest, as if the trees were sighing with him. “Tell me, do you take responsibility for the consequences of the choice you made, and the choices he makes?” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “No, that’s ridiculous. I can take responsibility for that one individual thing, but that doesn’t make me responsible for the entire rest of his life.” 
 
    “Very well. I suppose that’s a reasonable answer. I will accept your answer in the spirit it was given.” The old man chuckled. “Forgive me. That was a spirit pun.” 
 
    I groaned. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “I believe you just did.” 
 
    I groaned again. “What will happen to him? Will he be punished?” 
 
    “Oh, no. Except perhaps by himself. We all have the potential to be our own worst enemy, and with that child, it is truer than with any other.” The old man turned his head away. “I fear it may be time for you to move on. But I do have a final question, before you go.” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded. 
 
    “For someone seeking a sacred sword, you seem very reluctant to use one. Are you certain you are meant to be a swordsman?” 
 
    That startled me enough that I actually laughed. “I don’t think it matters what I’m ‘meant’ to do. You’re right that I don’t like to draw this particular sword.” I patted the hilt near my hip. “But that’s because I’m not fond of killing. There are still plenty of opportunities for swordplay that don’t involve lethal discourse. And I’d like to have a sword I can use to protect others.” 
 
    “And you believe Dawnbringer would be suited for that task?” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. “Can’t know that until I try.” 
 
    The old man clapped his hands together. “Wonderful. It is rare to see someone so genuine as you in times such as these. My test is over. You may pass.” 
 
    I folded my arms. “You said this wasn’t a test.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, I did, didn’t I? And I also said you were quite genuine. But I said nothing of the sort about myself. Hah!” He doubled over, laughing deeply, then pointed deeper into the forest. “Now, go on. The sword is just ahead. We shall see if you are a swordsman soon enough.” 
 
    “Before I leave, I don’t suppose you’re a healer, are you? I’m really injured quite badly and I could use some help.” 
 
    The spirit shook his head. “I’m an incorporeal spirit, traveler. I don’t think there’s much I can do for you. If you’re hurt, perhaps it would be best if you hurried on toward your goal.” 
 
    And with that, he stepped back, the mist wrapping around him like a cloak. A moment later, he was gone. 
 
    I really need to figure out a vanishing trick like that. Seems like everyone in this forest has one. 
 
    I shook my head and walked deeper into the woods. 
 
    I didn’t have much further to go. 
 
    I could see another grove just ahead, and within it, I saw Dawnbringer for the first time. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter V – Sacred Stones 
 
      
 
    Dawnbringer gleamed like a beacon in the distance, the sword’s white light piercing through the mist. As I approached, the mists cleared entirely, giving me a clear view of the glade where the sword rested. 
 
    The weapon stood on an elevated stone platform, the blade plunged downward into a hexagonal blue crystal. The crystal was translucent, allowing the blade’s light to shine through, or perhaps even magnifying it further. It was nearly blinding when I looked at it directly. 
 
    I didn’t bother scanning for more traps. I was exhausted. If something tried to ambush me at that stage, I vowed to punch it hard enough to make the whole forest feel its regrets. 
 
    I headed to the simple stairs that led to the top of the platform. At the bottom of the stairs, I noticed a metal plaque. It read: 
 
      
 
    Here slumbers Dawnbringer, the Sword of Banishing Light. Only one who proves their Strength, Bravery, and Insight may claim the blade as their own. 
 
      
 
    Just above the inscription was an indentation of what looked like three spheres pressed close together. I presumed it was some sort of religious symbol that I wasn’t familiar with. 
 
    I headed up the stairs toward the sword. 
 
    When I stood near the weapon’s base, I could feel the essence radiating from it. It felt warm, soothing, like the relaxation of a pleasant spring morning contained in a few moments. I felt my weary muscles relax and my exhaustion begin to fade. 
 
    It was a foreign sensation to me. I’d been in the presence of many magical items over the years, but very few of them had given me a positive impression. Most were weapons of war, with auras and functions built to wreak devastation. Others were purely utilitarian, possessing useful abilities with no obvious emotional foundation. 
 
    This sword radiated something pure, something that felt benevolent. I wasn’t quite sure how to react to that. 
 
    For the first time, I had a sincere moment of doubt about my worthiness to even be there. 
 
    Only a moment, though. 
 
    I put my hand on the hilt of the sword. Since it was sheathed in the blue crystal, it was elevated to a point where it was easy to reach while I was still in a standing position. 
 
    I took a breath and tugged on the hilt. 
 
    Nothing happened. It didn’t budge in the slightest. 
 
    I frowned, pulling a little bit harder, but it didn’t move. That was unusual, because even in my still-exhausted state, I was strong enough to rip an object through ordinary stone without much difficulty. 
 
    I knelt down, taking a closer look. It was only at that point that I saw what looked like runes inside the surface of the crystal. I didn’t recognize them, but I presumed they were responsible for whatever enchantment was keeping the sword in place. 
 
    Previously, I’d assumed that the inscription below had referred to the challenges I’d already completed. Strength for fighting Reika and maybe pushing through the wind on the bridge. Bravery was easy enough — one of my opponents had been a seemingly literal manifestation of my fears. Insight for making it through the initial woods, and maybe for finding the glowing bridge. 
 
    I considered that maybe I’d been thinking about it incorrectly, though, and that those traits were being tested at the sword itself. Or that they’d already been tested and this was just another phase. 
 
    It was also possible I’d already been tested and deemed unworthy, but that wasn’t worth worrying about. 
 
    I looked around at the stone platform again for anything that looked like it might represent a test. 
 
    There were three metallic pillars, roughly waist-high, at the back and far sides of the platform. At the top of each was a clear crystal sphere. They also had metallic plaques on them, inscribed with unfamiliar runes like the ones on the blue crystal. After a moment of comparison, I determined that the runes on each were slightly different, but that didn’t help much if I couldn’t identify them. 
 
    Was that part of the test? Some sort of pattern recognition challenge, corresponding to the trait of insight? Was I supposed to do something with them in a specific sequence? 
 
    Since the globes were transparent and seemingly hollow inside, I wondered if maybe I was supposed to reflect Dawnbringer’s light on them somehow, or maybe fill them with something. 
 
    Alternatively, if strength was involved, maybe I was supposed to carry them somewhere? I checked, and they seemed firmly affixed to their respective pillars. 
 
    I also took a brief look at the symbol on the original plaque that depicted three spheres. The indentations were far too small for these spheres to fit in them, so it didn’t seem like I was supposed to break the spheres off and slot them in or anything like that. 
 
    I tried closing my eyes again, wondering if that might give me a hint. Dawnbringer was still bright enough to see with my eyes closed, but it wasn’t illuminating anything else in a conspicuous way. 
 
    I looked for any sort of levers or switches on the sides of the platform that might rotate the central crystal and sword, thinking that the hexagonal shape might indicate that it could be turned. I didn’t find anything. 
 
    I tried shoving the hexagonal crystal directly to see if I could rotate it that way, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    I tried pushing on the globes in several directions. Nothing. 
 
    In a moment of frustration, I tried to see if I could fill one of the globes with fire, thinking that might fit the theme. My flames washed over the globe harmlessly. 
 
    I seriously considered just hitting one to see if that did anything, but I was concerned I might break it. 
 
    After several minutes of frustrated prodding and poking, I walked back to the sword and pressed my hands against the blue crystal. 
 
    It didn’t register to my senses as stone, but that wasn’t entirely surprising. Many tough crystalline structures corresponded to what we called the Dominion of Construction or sometimes the Dominion of Density back in my homeland. It was the source of some of the hardest known materials, and this crystal might have fit that description if it was meant to trap a magic sword in place. 
 
    I was sometimes able to sense and manipulate dominions that were adjacent to mine to a very limited degree, but when I pushed at the crystal with my mind and commanded it to change, it didn’t respond. 
 
    Some of the symbols within the crystal did respond, though, glowing brighter for just an instant. I didn’t know if that was good sign or a terrible one. I hoped it was just the magic of the stone resisting my own attempt at casting a spell. 
 
    I really didn’t want to deal with angry forest spirits showing up and complaining about me messing with their sacred rock. 
 
    I considered waiting for nightfall to see if that illuminated any further options, but I was rapidly running out of patience. 
 
    I checked to see if there was anything else outside of the platform that might serve as a hint, but I came up with nothing. There was a single path leading beyond the grove with the sword.  
 
    If there had been three more paths, I might have expected three more challenges beyond the sword with the necessity to backtrack to it, but with only a single path I assumed that would either loop me back to Reika’s cave or take me to the forest’s exit. 
 
     So, that left me with a couple options. Either I could try something more extreme, or I could simply walk away. 
 
    The latter approach was not a real option, at least not to me. I wasn’t giving up on this that easily. Not when the sword was literally close enough to touch. 
 
    I walked back to the platform and tried something else. 
 
    “I feel silly for saying this, but, uh, hello Dawnbringer. You can call me Keras. I’d like to pull you out of this crystal now, if you’d let me. Would that be okay?” 
 
    I’d been told the sword was intelligent. I didn’t know if that was true, or if so, how its senses worked. I didn’t know if it could see me or hear my voice, or if it was in any way adjudicating its own fate. But it seemed polite to ask an intelligent weapon if it wanted to leave, and I regretted not having done it sooner. 
 
    I waited a few moments. There was no response. 
 
    “I’m going to try to pull you out of the crystal again. If you have any way of hearing me and do not want to be removed, please let me know somehow.” 
 
    I put my hands on the hilt of the sword and pulled again. 
 
    Dawnbringer didn’t budge. 
 
    I sighed, talking again while I had my hands on the sword. “Dawnbringer, I’m going to try pulling harder now. Please let me know if I’m hurting you or if you want me to stop.” 
 
    I waited just a moment to listen for a reply, but I didn’t hear anything. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    My muscles had already been taxed significantly by the bridge and the fight, but the light of Dawnbringer’s presence had rejuvenated me enough that I felt comfortable with using one more spell. 
 
    I pulled hard. 
 
    Inside the crystal, runes began to shimmer and glow. I took that as encouragement and pulled harder, putting my back and legs into it. 
 
    The sword remained firmly in place. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    The runes inside the crystal glowed brighter and brighter. 
 
    I pulled until my muscles burned, then finally released my grip, gritting my teeth and massaging my aching hands. 
 
    I took a few ragged breaths. 
 
    Release Body of Iron. 
 
    I didn’t know how I was meant to prove my worth. Maybe whatever bravery, strength, and insight I thought I possessed weren’t what whoever had created the trials was looking for. 
 
    But I didn’t place much value on the intent of anyone who would keep a sapient sword trapped in a crystal for a decade, waiting for someone with the arbitrary characteristics they wanted to pull it out. 
 
    If the sword had told me that it had wanted to remain there, or that it had judged me unworthy, I’d have walked away. Maybe my inability to pull the sword out of the crystal was an indication of that, but I didn’t think so. Everyone I’d spoken to — Reika, the spirt of fear, and the elderly forest spirit — had indicated there was some sort of higher power adjudicating this, not the sword itself. 
 
    And that was why, when faced with the riddle of Dawnbringer’s destiny, I drew the sword that I so often hesitated to use. 
 
    I felt the destructive aura wrapped around the blade sing as the sword was freed from the containment of its scabbard, the essence within yearning to burn my enemies to nothing. 
 
    I pressed down on that aura as I had practiced each day, folding and confining it to the edges of the silvery surface, rather than letting it escape outward. 
 
    And with the utmost care, I slashed the sacred rock. 
 
    My blade met resistance, which was a rarity. The destructive aura around the Sae’kes tore through most substances and spells like paper, and I knew that it was capable of far more if I was ever willing to stop restraining its power. 
 
    Sparks flew as the sword and crystal met, the runes within the crystal glimmering brighter and brighter...until they died at once, and my blade slipped forward, cutting through crystal. 
 
    I reduced my force immediately, not wanting to risk cutting Dawnbringer itself. Clashing two artifact swords against each other was always an uncertain prospect at best, and I had no intention of dealing Dawnbringer any harm. 
 
    With the runes in the crystal dark, my sword cut easily through the remaining crystal. I moved my blade slowly, cutting away sections of material until only a thin layer remained around Dawnbringer’s blade. 
 
    Then I cut downward, freeing that section of crystal from the ground entirely.  
 
    The sword teetered, no longer supported by the ground, and I caught the hilt with my off-hand. 
 
    <W...wha?> 
 
    I heard a voice in my mind, as clear as if someone was right next to me. I could feel that the origin point was the sword itself. 
 
    In spite of being prepared for this possibility, I was startled enough that I nearly dropped it. 
 
    Instead, I carefully sheathed the Sae’kes at my hip, then concentrated on the new sword in my hands. Dawnbringer’s blade was still sheathed in a thin layer of crystal, but that was a problem that could be addressed later. 
 
    “Hello,” I said aloud. 
 
    <Aaaah!> 
 
    I winced at the sudden noise. “Easy there. It’s okay.” 
 
    <I’m...what...oh. Oh! I uh, wow. Hello! I mean, wait, let me start over.> There was a brief pause. <Great hero, you have proven your strength, bravery, and...what was it, wisdom? No, hold on. Insight! Insight, right. You’ve proven all those things, bravely braving...uh, the challenges of...wait. Hold on. Where are the amulets?> 
 
    I blinked. “Amulets?” 
 
    <The three amulets! From the shrines? That you’re supposed to place in the base of the platform to unlock me from the...oh, goddess! My rock! My beautiful rock! What have you done?> 
 
    I glanced from side-to-side, sheepishly. “I, uh, didn’t know about any amulets. I may have sort of...broken the rock?” 
 
    <You...broke it? How?! How is that even possible? The crystal was warded by the goddess herself! You should not have been able to get me out without the amulets.> 
 
    “Sorry? I’m not from around here. I tried asking you if you wanted to leave before I broke it, but you didn’t answer.” 
 
    <...You did?> 
 
    I nodded. Then, since I wasn’t sure if they could see things. “Yeah. I tried talking to you a few times. I didn’t know anything about any amulets, sorry. I figured there was a puzzle to get you out, but I couldn’t figure it out. I tried a bunch of stuff with the orbs on the sides, but it didn’t seem to do anything.” 
 
    <Oh, those? They’re just decorative. They light up different colors at night. They’re very pretty!> 
 
    Purely...decorative. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    ...Of course they were. 
 
    <I...can’t believe someone pulled me out without the amulets...> 
 
    “Listen, I’m sorry that I didn’t retrieve you the standard way. But if it’s any consolation, I did go through all the challenges in the forest, and I’m pretty sure those served as tests for the characteristics that I was supposed to prove.” 
 
    <It’s not the same.> I was getting a clearer sense of the voice now. It was soft, with a twinge of sadness to it. I wasn’t sure if that was just how they sounded in general, or if it had to do with my mistake. <Without the amulets, how can the goddess know that you’re worthy to hold me?> 
 
    “I don’t really care what the goddess thinks.” 
 
    <What?> 
 
    I raised the sword, looking at it more closely. The sword’s light seemed to have dimmed somewhat, and that made it easier for me to see the runes etched across the weapon’s surface. There were dozens of them, more than I’d ever seen on an object. I recognized a few of them from my homeland, but others were entirely foreign. 
 
    “Whether or not I’m worthy should be up to you, not someone else.” 
 
    <Up to me?> 
 
    I nodded. “You’re intelligent. That means you get to make decisions, including who you want to work with.” 
 
    <...I don’t know... If you didn’t get the amulets, how can I know if you’re a good person?> 
 
    “Okay. First off, I don’t think three random characteristics are in any way indicative of what makes a ‘good’ person in the first place. There are plenty of people who are strong or brave without using their abilities for the benefit of others. But if you’re considering those three characteristics to be strict requirements, I still think I can prove I’ve demonstrated them.” 
 
    <Like how? You don’t have any amulets. Not even one amulet.> The sword sounded dejected. 
 
    “Well, consider how I got you out of the crystal. You mentioned that it was shielded by enchantments by the goddess herself, correct?” 
 
    <Yeah. I was sleeping in there. I wasn’t supposed to wake up until someone worthy claimed me.> 
 
    “And you’d consider breaking an enchantment by the goddess to be difficult, right?” 
 
    <It shouldn’t even be possible.> She sounded conflicted. 
 
    “And yet I broke it. I’d consider breaking something that’s supposed to unbreakable to be a pretty good indication of strength, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    <Yeah, I suppose that is pretty impressive. Okay, you’re clearly strong. But you said yourself that someone can be strong without being good. Maybe you’re a powerful villain!> I heard a gasp. <Are you the Tyrant in Gold?> 
 
    I sighed. “No, I’m not the Tyrant in Gold, nor do I work for him. In fact, I’d consider him an enemy, if he is who I think he is.” 
 
    <Hm.> 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    <Go on.> 
 
    I nodded. “Bravery is tougher to prove within the context of this test alone, but consider that I came all the way out here — through all the tests and trials of this forest — with no prior knowledge of what I was up against. I’ve never heard of the amulets you’re talking about. I had no way of solving this test correctly. But I tried all sorts of things, and I didn’t just give up and walk away. I knew there were risks if I tried to break the enchantments on your crystal. I could have triggered backlash by breaking the runes and injured myself, or angered the goddess or the spirits of the forest...” 
 
    <Yeah, you probably did anger them. Breaking my poor, innocent sacred rock...> 
 
    “And yet I did it anyway, knowing that I risked divine retribution for my insolence.” I might have played that last line up just a tad, but I was trying to sell it to someone who was clearly not used to this kind of style of debate. “I’d consider that brave, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    <I guess it might be a little brave, but that sounds more like just being really stubborn. Bravery isn’t just about ignoring risks because you’ve spent a bunch of time on something already.> 
 
    Resh. She had a point. “...I also fought a manifestation of my fears on the way here and then made friends with him afterward?” 
 
    <...You did what with the nightmare spirit?> 
 
    Is that what that was? 
 
    That explains a few things. 
 
    “Yeah. He seemed nice.” 
 
    <I don’t even know what to say about that. You’re really strange. But you were only supposed to be convincing me with stuff about retrieving me from the altar directly. The other tests are separate. Try again.> 
 
    I grumbled a little bit, but conceded. “Okay. Let’s talk about insight. I didn’t have the tools necessary to solve the puzzle of drawing you from the sword in the way it was intended, so I tried things until I discovered another route that worked.” 
 
    <That’s...not bad, I guess. The goddess does value non-standard solutions to problems...but did you really have to break my poor rock?> 
 
    At that point, I thought I heard the slightest amount of teasing in her tone. “I mean, I could put it back together for you and put you back, if that’s what you really want. Maybe then I’d prove that it was bravery and not just stubbornness...but, of course, then you’d be stuck back—” 
 
    <Th....that’s okay! I’m perfectly fine being outside, thanks. The rock was getting older anyway. Probably would have passed away on its own in a few years.> 
 
    I took one more glance down at the crystal, raising an eyebrow. I was pretty sure that was not how any of that worked. 
 
    But I was vaguely horrified that I was wrong, and that I may have accidentally just murdered a geriatric sacred crystal formation. 
 
    <...Pfft. You should see your expression right now. So serious. No, silly, you didn’t just kill an intelligent rock.> And then after a pause. <Probably. It wasn’t talkative, at least.> 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks. I was actually starting to get a little worried about that.”  
 
    <No problem. Besides, even if it had been intelligent, it was a total jerk. Do you have any idea how long that rock kept me stuck there?> 
 
    I shook my head, now slightly more confident that the sword had a way of sensing that. 
 
    <I don’t either, because I was half-asleep almost the entire time. I think I vaguely remember you calling out to me before you tried to draw me — thank you for that — but I couldn’t do anything about it. Rei has a way to wake me up for a little while, and she sometimes visits me to chat, but then I fall right back to sleep when she leaves. It’s so annoying.> 
 
    I surmised that Rei was shorthand for Reika, which made sense. She’d mentioned being the weapon’s guardian, and she was clearly lonely. Visiting Dawnbringer made sense both from a security standpoint and as a way to keep them both sane. 
 
    “Well, if you don’t want me to patch your rock back together for you, would you like for me to wield you for a while?” 
 
    I heard something coming from the sword that sounded like a sharp intake of breath. <You want to be my wielder? Really? We’ve only just met.> 
 
    I got the distinct impression that I was missing some context. “I was under the impression that retrieving you from the forest would prove my worth in that regard.” 
 
    <Well, yeah, but you didn’t exactly do it the normal way...and I’m still not really sold on the “bravery” part in specific. And more importantly, just carrying me and wielding me are a little different. Being a wielder is a lot of commitment, you know.> 
 
    She sounded hesitant, maybe even nervous. “I think we might be using the term differently. I meant that I would carry you, and possibly wield you in battle. Does the term ‘wielder’ mean something else to you?” 
 
    <I...uh, oh...is that all you meant?> Dawnbringer sounded embarrassed now. <I, uh, maybe you should ask Rei?> 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You can’t just tell me yourself?” 
 
    <I mean, well, I could, but I’m not sure if it’d be appropriate. You don’t just go asking a sword you’ve just met about things like that, okay?> 
 
    I sincerely had no idea how to respond to that. “Okay. Let’s take a step back. Would you like to get out of here?” 
 
    <Oh, goddess yes. Please.> 
 
    “Great. Want to go with me on an adventure?” 
 
    <That sounds great! Where are we going?> 
 
    I raised the sword, watching the blade gleam brightly in the afternoon light. “I don’t know. But I’m looking forward to figuring it out together.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter VI – Monster Hunters 
 
      
 
    I started retracing my steps back to Reika’s cave. Dawnbringer claimed she didn’t know much more about the layout of the area than I did, since she was stuck inside a “sacred rock” virtually all of the time. 
 
    I’d considered exploring the path beyond the sword, but my muscles were aching from a combination of excessive stone sorcery and the cuts across my skin from the cutting wind. I needed a reliable place to take shelter and recover. 
 
    For the moment, I was holding Dawnbringer up against my shoulder, much like I might brace a polearm. She still had the crystal casing around her blade. I knew I could have probably removed it easily at that point, but I was keeping it on deliberately to serve as a makeshift scabbard until I found an appropriate one. 
 
    I passed the spot where I’d spoken to the elder forest spirit. After that, it was a little tougher to figure out where I’d come from, since we weren’t traveling on a road. 
 
    I took a few false turns in the brush, but eventually found my way to what looked like the spot where I’d fought Not-Sterling. 
 
    <So...> 
 
    “So?” 
 
    <...You’re not from around here? What’s that mean?> 
 
    “I’m from another continent. It’s called Mythralis.” 
 
    <And you’re not a servant of the Tyrant in Gold?> 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    <Hm.> 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    <I’m thinking.> 
 
    “I’ll let you think a while.” 
 
    The mist cleared as we walked, with Dawnbringer’s light washing it away. No further spirits came to accost us, but I could have sworn at a few points I thought I saw what looked like a glowing sphere following us, just barely at the edge of my vision. 
 
    I considered turning back to investigate, but I was rapidly running out of energy. If my suspicions were right, it was probably harmless. 
 
    I made it back to the bridge without incident. 
 
    <Huh. Is that new? It looks rockier than I remembered.> 
 
    I hesitated before stepping onto the stone, watching for any sign that the wind was going to pick back up, but the forest remained silent. Aside from Dawnbringer’s commentary, of course. 
 
    “I didn’t like the idea of walking across an invisible bridge, so I made a few modifications.” 
 
    <Hm.> 
 
    “Hm, again?” 
 
    <I think aloud sometimes! Sheesh. Anyway, you were saying that you’re afraid of heights?> 
 
    I shook my head, stepping onto the bridge and beginning to make my way across. “No, I was not, in fact, saying that.”  
 
    <Sounded like you were. If you were brave, wouldn’t you have just walked across it the normal way?> 
 
    “What, with my eyes closed? Now I think you’re the one getting confused about bravery, Dawnbringer. That wouldn’t have been bravery — it would have been blindly trusting that these tests are fair.” 
 
    <Fft. Blindly trusting.> She chuckled. <That was an awful pun, you know.> 
 
    “But it worked.” 
 
    <I mean, it worked as a pun, but I’m not convinced you’re right about the argument itself. Walking across the invisible bridge might have been both blindly trusting and brave. I suppose making your own bridge wasn’t inherently cowardly, though. I might have even called it insightful, but since you didn’t mention it, I’m not giving you any points for it.> 
 
    I paused in my step, turning to look at the sword dubiously. “You’re keeping track of points?” 
 
    <I am now. How else am I supposed to determine if you’re worthy to wield me?> 
 
    I sighed and kept walking. 
 
    Apparently, just finding Dawnbringer had been the easy part. 
 
    *** 
 
    I heard Dawnbringer’s voice again shortly after I crossed the bridge. 
 
    <So, Keras of the Distinct Lack of Amulets, what sort of hero are you?> 
 
    “I wouldn’t call myself a hero at all.” 
 
    <Hm. I’d give you a point in humility for that line, but that’s not something I’m keeping track of. Humor me, though. You made it through the forest, and you’re very proficient at breaking legendary rocks. Clearly, you’re no average swordsman.> 
 
    “Is it a legendary rock now? Wasn’t it a sacred rock before? Did it get promoted posthumously?” 
 
    <You’re not getting insight points for alliteration, even if the goddess does have a weird obsession with it.> 
 
    I smirked at that. “Ah, yes. Selys stowed Six Sacred Swords silently in secret skeins, sworn to slay six similarly sacred serpents, each savage and strong, supreme within the Soaring Spires.” 
 
    <...Uh, okay, huh. Wow. Did you come up with that right now?> 
 
    “Nah, no way. I had a lot of free time when Reika was sleeping off her injuries. And I figured that if the goddess likes alliteration, it would be good to practice.” 
 
    I heard a gasp from the sword. <Wait, back up! Rei got hurt?! Is she okay? Who hurt her? When do we fight them?> 
 
    “Whoa, okay, hold on. Reika is fine.” 
 
    <I’ll be the judge of that, Keras the Amuletless, Master of Surprisingly Detailed Alliteration. Now tell me what happened!> 
 
    “She’s fine, Dawnbringer. I’m the one who hurt her—” 
 
    <Let me go! I will cut you!> 
 
    “Sssh. It was part of the tests, Dawnbringer. She attacked me. It’s part of her job.” 
 
    There was a moment of awkward silence. 
 
    <...It is?> 
 
    I nodded. “She’s your guardian. She challenges everyone who goes through the caves. You didn’t know that?” 
 
    <I... I mean, I knew she was supposed to be my guardian and stuff, but I didn’t really think about... I mean, I just sort of assumed she was mostly taking care of the forest? Maybe giving challengers some riddles or something? She fights people?> 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    <That’s...argh. I should have asked. I should have known. After what happened with her father...> 
 
    I frowned. “Her father?” 
 
    <Never mind, that’s not my story to tell.> Another brief pause. <But she’s okay? You’re sure?> 
 
    “I’m sure. I stayed in her cave for days. We took care of each other. She showed me her favorite books.” 
 
    <Prove it.> 
 
    I sighed. “Her favorite series is Dragon’s Damsel. Her favorite book is Dragon’s Damsel 2: Damsel’s Dreams. Her favorite character is, of course, Valmyrian, the brave dragon that protects the damsel from the knight that she’s betrothed to. The princess is named Elaina, and the knight is named,” I sighed very deeply, “Sir Vicious Malbad.” 
 
    <...Hm. I guess you really did talk to her, at least. She never shut up about that series.> 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    <I kind of learned to like it, too, though.> 
 
    I chuckled and grinned at the sword. “Yeah. Me, too. Except the part in the fourth book with Elaina’s evil twin sister.” 
 
    <Elaina has an evil twin sister?!> 
 
    “Did I just spoil that for you?” 
 
    <I can’t believe it! But, now that I think about it, they did talk about two shadows in the prophecy...> 
 
    *** 
 
    We chatted about various books up until the point where I found the main road back toward Reika’s cave. I felt a sense of relief now that we were close to some sort of safety. 
 
    “...And, for the record, we never talked about any of these. If Reika knew I’d actually read any of those books, she’d never stop talking about it.” 
 
    <Don’t worry, I won’t tell Reika your terrible secret. Probably. You still didn’t tell me what kind of hero you are, though.> 
 
    “I thought we’d established that. I’m a hero of absent amulets and alliteration.” 
 
    She laughed. <That’s not what I mean, silly. You obviously have to have some sort of heroic roots. All good heroes do.> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’ve been reading too many of Reika’s romance novels.” 
 
    <Actually, I can’t really lift books, so she reads the stories to me. And I like it. And you’re not allowed to tease me about it, especially since you’ve been reading them, too.> 
 
    “There wasn’t much other reading material available. And you’ve been teasing me about a rock since we met.” 
 
    <Which was, what, a couple hours ago? I’ll get bored of it eventually. Probably. It’s just so easy. You seemed so sincerely worried that you’d actually hurt a rock.” 
 
    I sighed. “Look, I’ve seen some strange things over the years. I’ve actually met a sacred, talking rock before. So it wasn’t exactly outside the dominion of possibility.” 
 
    <Naw... You’re pulling my hilt. You’ve met a talking rock?> 
 
    “Yep. Her name is Vendria. She’s very nice.” 
 
    A slight pause. <You’re not just making fun of me for sweet, sweet revenge?> 
 
    “Not currently.” 
 
    <What do you mean, currently?> 
 
    I smiled. “I mean that’s not off the table for the future, but no, I’m completely serious on this subject. I’ve met a talking rock, and I was concerned I could have actually hurt another one of them. I wasn’t very worried, mind you, because they’re rare—” 
 
    <You totally were. You were practically bawling. Keras, Amuletless Alliterator, Sorrowful Slayer of Sacred Stones.” 
 
    “You’re just going to keep going with those titles, aren’t you?” 
 
    <Hey, you’re the one who wanted to pull me out of a rock...after you murdered it, that is.> 
 
    “We can go ahead and stop that one now. It’s no longer funny. You’ve killed the joke.” 
 
    <Just like you killed the rock. But fine. Tell me about your heroic background, Keras. Where do you come from? Are you the last scion of a deposed line of kings?> 
 
    I sighed. “Nope.” 
 
    <Okay, how about the topic of an ancient prophecy?> 
 
    I thought about my oracle friend and her distinct lack of ability to read my future, but I still didn’t think that counted. “Going to go with ‘probably not’ on that one.” 
 
    <Hm. Are you an orphan?> 
 
    “I mean, that’s sort of a personal question, but I guess I technically am.” 
 
    <Hah! Now we’re getting somewhere. An orphan with mysterious parentage?> 
 
    I winced. I did not like where this was going. “I mean, that’s a bit of a stretch, but...” 
 
    <Oh! Oh! And you already have another magic sword! Which, by the way, I’m definitely not jealous about. I mean, if you wanted to have a single sword relationship, we could discuss it, but I’m not that serious yet, obviously...> 
 
    I put a hand over my eyes. “Yes, I suppose I have a magic sword. And before you ask, yes, I probably inherited it from my father...” 
 
    <Ooh!> 
 
    “...Who may or may not have died confronting a powerful villain...” 
 
    <Oooooh!> 
 
    I stopped, rubbing my eyes. “...And I’ve been sent on the quest to find allies to defeat that same villain by an ancient wizard. Gods curse it, I am an archetypical storybook hero, aren’t I?” 
 
    <Awww, it’s not that bad. At least you don’t have mysterious powers that you don’t understand and can’t quite control, right?> 
 
    I continued walking without dignifying that with a reply. 
 
    <...Right?> 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika was waiting for us outside of the cave. She noticeably brightened when she saw us approaching, waving fiercely. 
 
    “Well, well! The triumphant knight returns, holding the damsel...in his arms...” She paused, looking me over. “With his shirt torn nearly to shreds? Oh...” 
 
    I kept walking, trying to ignore the fact that she was describing me like one of the muscly guys in one of her romance novels. 
 
    I considered pointing out the fact that I wasn’t a knight, but that just reminded me that I technically was one. I was a member of the Paladins of Tae’os, and paladins were legally considered knights in my homeland, even if that wasn’t as significant as it had been centuries earlier. 
 
    <I think you broke her.> 
 
    Reika was still staring at me with an odd expression as I walked closer. I wasn’t quite sure what to make of it. After a beat, I said, “Good to see you, too, Reika.” 
 
    She blinked, processing, and righted herself. “Uh, yeah. Hey, are you really supposed to be holding a sword like that? Isn’t that dangerous? What if you trip?” 
 
    I’d still been holding Dawnbringer up against my shoulder, which I suppose invited the “carrying the damsel” comparison. “I don’t have a proper scabbard for her yet, so I can’t put her on my belt. I could hold her downward, but I’m exhausted, and this is easier.” 
 
    “Yeah, you look pretty beaten up.” She tightened her jaw. “You didn’t run into Raizo out there, did you?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Raizo? I heard that name once before, but...” 
 
    “Uh, let’s not talk about that right now. Come inside. We need to get those wounds taken care of properly.” 
 
    I didn’t make any objection to that. The shoddy job I’d done of patching myself up on the road was clearly insufficient. We headed back into the cave, toward the familiar section where Reika lived. 
 
    <You know, I’ve never actually been in here? I mean, not that I remember.> 
 
    “You haven’t?” 
 
    Reika paused from leading the way and turned around. “Hm?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I pointed at the sword on my hip. “I was talking to Dawnbringer.” 
 
    “Oh! Of course. She can only talk to whoever is touching her.” She frowned. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “I just....I guess I won’t be able to talk to her anymore. I’m going to miss her.” 
 
    <Aww, Rei’s so sweet. I’ll miss her, too.> 
 
    I glanced down to the sword, then back to Reika. “What’s the problem? I thought you were traveling with us. Why wouldn’t you be able to talk to her?” 
 
    “I’m not her wielder. I was skirting the rules by talking to her while she was trapped, but now...” Reika shook her head. 
 
    “Dawnbringer, do you want to talk to Reika?” 
 
    <Yes, please!> 
 
    I flipped the sword around, offering it to Reika hilt first. “She says she’s fine with talking to you.” 
 
    Reika took a step back. “That’s clearly against the rules. I’m not supposed to carry her unless her wielder dies, and I have to bring her back here to wait for the next person who is worthy.” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. “Okay, then I’ll carry her, and you can just put a hand on the hilt and chat.” 
 
    <Ooh, semantics trickery. I like.> 
 
    Reika seemed to consider that. “...I’m not sure that would be allowed.” 
 
    “If I’m okay with it, and Dawnbringer is okay with it, what’s the harm?” 
 
    Reika took a deep breath. “That particular rule exists so that the guardian of the sword doesn’t become too attached and try to take it for themselves.” 
 
    “...Meaning that the rule has clearly already failed to serve its function, because you obviously are emotionally invested—” 
 
    <And you’ve followed your great point with a terrible one.> 
 
    I glared at the sword and finished my statement, “—but you still didn’t steal the sword.” 
 
    <Better, but missing the key factor that she couldn’t have while I was sealed. Now she could.> 
 
    Fortunately, even though Dawnbringer had raised a good counter argument that I hadn’t considered, Reika seemed softened by my point. 
 
    “I suppose I could talk to her for a minute. As long as you’re the one who’s actually carrying her.” 
 
    “Great. It’ll be a good test, actually. I’m curious to see if both of us will be able to hear her at the same time.” 
 
    Reika crept closer, clearly still hesitant, and then put a hand on her hilt. “...Hi, Dawn.” 
 
    <Hi, Rei! It’s so nice to see you. Will you read me a story later?> 
 
    I watched the resistance in Reika’s expression crumble. “...Of course I will.” 
 
    *** 
 
    So, while we were both in contact with Dawnbringer, we both could hear her in our minds. 
 
    Apparently, she could hear us even if we weren’t in contact, as long as we were close enough. I decided to test her sensory range later, since it could be relevant for things like warning me about sneak attacks. 
 
    For the moment, we’d reached Reika’s section of the cave, so I had higher priorities. 
 
    I sat down, removed my pack and swords, and laid Dawnbringer across my lap so that I could still hear her. 
 
    Then I went to work on treating my wounds. 
 
    The worst of the cuts — the ones across the center of my chest from the cutting wind — had bled through my initial hasty attempts at bandaging and needed to be replaced. And then there were a good dozen smaller cuts that still needed to be wrapped properly. If I hadn’t used Body of Stone, it would have been much, much worse. 
 
    I wondered how an ordinary person was intended to handle that. Maybe the winds wouldn’t have kicked up if I hadn’t made my own bridge, but I doubted it. 
 
    I suspected the answer was something much more mundane — a shield. A full-sized one, not the tiny kind that I’d made out of hastily reshaping a knife. 
 
    I didn’t carry one because the Sae’kes was a bastard sword, and I preferred to be able to use it in two hands when I wanted, or keep an off-hand free to throw something like a dagger or a fire spell. 
 
    Most of my training had been in a two-handed weapon style, anyway. I could use a shield — we’d all been drilled on the basics during my pre-Thornguard training — but it was far from what I was best with. 
 
    Ordinary armor would have stopped a lot of the damage, too. I didn’t wear that because the encumbrance wasn’t usually worth the level of extra protection it provided me. My own body was tougher than most armor, especially with Body of Steel active, but traditional plate armor still was cumbersome enough to slow my movements down. It wasn’t a good trade. 
 
    I’d dabbled with wearing some lighter types of armor, and I’d gotten some practice moving around in brigandine, but I hadn’t brought any with me to Kaldwyn. My aura would have broken it down rapidly, and I couldn’t afford to replace a suit of brigandine every few weeks. 
 
    Aside from armor, there might have been ways to make the wind stop, or to bypass the challenge entirely. Teleportation or flight, for example. 
 
    “So...you actually did it.” Reika sat down across from me, leaning up against her blanket pile. 
 
    I replied while I kept working on the bandaging. “Yep. You didn’t think I’d succeed?” 
 
    “I mean, sure, I uh...” She looked away. “Don’t feel bad! It’s just...I’ve been waiting for most of my life for someone to claim her. It’s surreal.” 
 
    I paused, looking up for a moment. “I’m not claiming anyone. Dawnbringer can go where she wants. I’m happy to keep her with me if that’s her preference, but it’s her decision.” 
 
    “That’s...not really how it works.” Reika folded her arms. “You finished the tests. You’re qualified to be her wielder now. No one else is.” 
 
    <Hah! She clearly doesn’t see your distinct lack of amulets.> 
 
    It would have been much simpler to just omit certain details, but I was planning to travel with Reika, and I wasn’t going to start our travels with dishonesty. “I did finish the trials to reach the sword, but I don’t have the amulets I was supposed to have. I removed her from the stone by force.” 
 
    Reika froze. I drew in a breath, waiting for the possibility that she’d freak out like Dawnbringer had, or worse, attack me for some kind of violation of sacred law. 
 
    But she just blinked and said, “Why’s that matter? If you got her out, obviously you’re supposed to have her. Goddess wouldn’t have let you otherwise.” 
 
    That wasn’t...quite my line of thinking, but I felt a surge of relief at the convenience of it. I didn’t know Reika very well at that point, and I’d been a little concerned that she might have wanted to fight me again if she thought I’d “stolen” the sword or something. 
 
    I wouldn’t have minded another brawl with Reika at some point — it was really fun being able to fight someone who could sincerely pose a threat to me — but I didn’t want it to be because she’d been disappointed by me. 
 
    If I was going to fight Reika again, I wanted it to be because we both were in the mood for that kind of thing. 
 
    <Clearly, Reika doesn’t place as much value in extremely important symbols of worthiness as I do.> 
 
    I sighed. “Anyway, my point was that I technically haven’t even gone through the entire process — so no, I’m not the only one worthy to wield her. No one has fully proven that they are. But beyond that, I reject the whole notion behind these sort of tests. Dawnbringer should be able to pick her wielder herself.” 
 
    <...And, admittedly, it’s hard to do that when I’m stuck in a sacred rock of legend. So, I owe you one for that, even if you do seem awfully eager to get rid of me.> 
 
    I patted the sword’s hilt. “I’m not trying to get rid of you, I’m just saying you should have a choice in your own future. Don’t you agree, Reika?” I gave her a pointed look. 
 
    “Well, there isn’t any precedent for it, but no one has gotten to her since she became self-aware. So I think she should get a say in the matter.” Reika blinked at me. “I’ve known her for a long time, so it makes sense to me...but why are you giving her a choice?” 
 
    The question surprised me. “Hm?” 
 
    “I mean, why do you care? You just met her.” 
 
    I hadn’t really even considered that. “I suppose I just value having her as a partner. That’s probably part of my culture coming through. Weird foreigner from a land that’s supposed to have been conquered but definitely hasn’t been, remember?” 
 
    In truth, they don’t exactly give swords any autonomy where I come from, either. I was deflecting. 
 
    (Yes, that’s a sword pun.) 
 
    It wasn’t that I was deliberately lying at that moment, though. Part of the reason I felt the way I did was cultural, but a larger part was personal. I just hadn’t fully realized that yet, and I couldn’t articulate it properly. 
 
    “I guess that’s true. And I’m glad that you’re being nice to Dawn.” She gestured to my bandages. “Do you need help with that?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Nah. Almost done.” 
 
    We were quiet for a time as I finished my bandages. “Okay. I’d like to spend one last night here, if that’s okay with you, to try to recover a little bit. Then we can get on our way.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I started packing, but I was having a hard time choosing between some things.” Reika glanced around her cave, looking forlorn. “I’m going to miss this place. I can’t believe we’re really leaving.” 
 
    “You grew up here?” 
 
    Reika nodded. “For the most part. My dad raised me when I was little. He was Dawnbringer’s guardian back then, and he taught me what my responsibilities would be when I took over. Well, most of them. He never got to...”  
 
    She took a breath. “He died when I was around eight. I ran away to a human village for a little while after that. I wasn’t as good at looking human then, and I hadn’t been around people before, so they figured me out pretty fast. They were nice to me. A family let me sleep in their barn, and the kids played with me.” 
 
    She smiled, and I smiled, too. 
 
    “...It didn’t last for long, though, before they came for me.” 
 
    I frowned. “They?” 
 
    “...monster hunters. Someone from the village must have gone to a larger town and told someone about me. Any sort of dragon or one of our sister-species is rare. We’re considered valuable...as trophies. Or as, uh, food.” 
 
    Humans disgusted me sometimes. “Did you fight them?” 
 
    “Goddess, no. I was too little. The family that I was staying with must have found out, and they helped me flee the village. Told me about a shrine where they’d leave food for me. Got me back to the entrance of this cave. After that, the forest protected me. I thought many times about going back, but I was worried about getting those villagers hurt.” She looked down. 
 
    “And you’ve been living here all by yourself since then? How long has it been?” 
 
    “About fifteen years.” Reika frowned. “But I wasn’t alone. I could always visit Dawn. She wasn’t great at keeping track of years, either, though.” 
 
    I nodded in sympathy. I’d already lost track of the date. 
 
    So, she’s around twenty-three or so. Maybe older, depending on how long she spent with those villagers. 
 
    “Did you ever see those villagers again?” 
 
    Reika nodded. “Yeah, but mostly from a distance. I visited the shrine often, and sometimes I’d find people there. Not just the family that had helped me — other townsfolks, too. They didn’t talk to me much at first. I think they were afraid of me. One time, a child told me that there was something eating the livestock on his parents farm, and he asked if it was me.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    She folded her arms. “Obviously not. I only eat wild cows, or the ones people left for me.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “What’d you say, then?” 
 
    “That it wasn’t me, but that I’d try to protect them, to thank them for all their offerings.” 
 
    I nodded. “And then?” 
 
    “I stayed out of my cave for a while, and I found that farm. And I watched and waited. I can be very patient.” She grinned. “It was near midnight one night when I saw the eyes glowing in the bushes. Two at first. Then four. Then a dozen.” 
 
    I listened intently. “And?” 
 
    “And then I fought an entire pack of dire wolves, and left the bodies in front of the house. I wrote a note saying they’d been the ones going after the cows, not me.” 
 
    I wasn’t familiar with “dire” wolves at the time, but even fighting an ordinary pack of wolves was impressive enough. Especially since she’d apparently been a small child. “Wow. That must have been quite a fight.” 
 
    Reika beamed, sitting up a little bit straighter. “It was! But even dire wolves aren’t any match for a dragon. After that, the offerings came a little more often.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds like you earned them.” 
 
    “I did. I did a few more things like that for them over the years, and they started leaving me more things I liked. Books and blankets, mainly.” 
 
    “That’s sweet. We could go visit that village if you’d like.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, that’s okay. I love that little town, but I’m ready to move on to the next part of my life. Meet new people. Maybe even find a few more swords?” 
 
    “That’s the plan, at least eventually. That might be a good place to start, but I have a couple other options.” 
 
    “Like what?” Reika tilted her head to the side inquisitively. 
 
    My first instinct was to go and search for my friends. The sorcerer who had sent me to this continent had indicated that he’d be sending others soon after I’d arrived.  
 
    From the way he’d sounded, I expected that to mean within the next few days, and that they’d arrive wherever I was located at the time. I knew he had the ability to find me from a distance — he’d done it before — so I didn’t see any reason why he couldn’t send my friends straight to my location. 
 
    Which meant, of course, that he probably had sent them elsewhere deliberately. Or that he still hadn’t sent them at all. 
 
    In either case, simply wandering around to find them wasn’t an efficient use of time. As much as I missed everyone from back home, I couldn’t focus on them. I had work to do. 
 
    My job was to acquire resources and information. 
 
    That gave me a few other hard options to think about. 
 
    While I easily could have steered the conversation — Dawnbringer and Reika were obviously planning to just follow wherever I went — I didn’t feel like leaving them out of the decision-making process entirely was unfair. At a minimum, they needed to know the reasoning for my decisions. 
 
    “We could head straight to the nearest spire and try to climb it. Learning about how they work could be valuable to me in the long-term, and it’s possible we could obtain some magical items from one.” 
 
    <Magic items? What, I’m not good enough for you?> 
 
    “Different items have different purposes, Dawnbringer.” 
 
    <Sure, but I’m so good at being a magic item that you shouldn’t need any others. Except the amulets, of course. Those are both powerful and fashionable. And you can just call me Dawn, it’s a lot quicker.> 
 
    Powerful? 
 
    I’d been thinking of them as being purely symbolic. My interest in going after the amulets was much higher if they actually had useful functions. 
 
    “Thank you, Dawn. You can just call me Keras.” 
 
    <What, not Keras, Amuletless Alliterator, Slayer of Sacred Stones?” 
 
    I shook my head. “You forgot sorrowful.” 
 
    Reika blinked. “What?” 
 
    I waved at Dawnbringer. “Sorry, talking to her again.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked down.  
 
    I motioned at Reika. “Come on.” 
 
    Reika slid closer, gesturing at the sword. “Can I...?” 
 
    “Please. I’d rather you be able to hear both sides of this.” 
 
    I hoped that she’d eventually get used to talking to Dawn without requiring my permission, but I understood that she’d been taught to behave in a certain way. Moreover, if her “rules” were from her deceased father, I could see why she’d be reluctant to break them. Making my parents proud had been very important to me, once. 
 
    “Thanks.” She set a hand on the sword. “Hi.” 
 
    <Hi Rei!> 
 
    “Next option. We go looking for the other swords.” 
 
    <I do like that idea. I’d like to meet my siblings!> 
 
    I glanced down at Dawn. “Are they sapient, like you are?” 
 
    <No idea! It’ll be fun to find out.> 
 
    Reika looked troubled for some reason, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    I considered asking her what was on her mind, but I decided to lay out the remaining options first. “We could go to a major city and gather information. Maybe meet some people. I’d like to learn more about Kaldwyn’s cultures.” 
 
    Gathering knowledge would be important if I was going to fill in my companions when they eventually arrived. 
 
    If they eventually arrived. 
 
    “Ooh, I’d like to get to Edria at some point for some book shopping! That could be fun.” Reika tilted her head to the side. “Is that the last option?” 
 
    “One more. Dawn, you keep mentioning those amulets. I could try to go and get those now, if they mean a lot to you. I still believe you should be able to choose who carries you, and I don’t want you feeling like you shouldn’t be with me.” 
 
    <I...uh, really? You’d do that? Even though I’m already with you? You know I can’t exactly walk away, right?> 
 
    I didn’t actually know that — I’d heard of stranger things happening — but that wasn’t the point. “Yes, I’m willing to do that if it’s important to you. Besides, you mentioned they’re powerful items, right? So they’d still be potentially useful to me, too.” 
 
    <That’s true. They’re all pretty good items. Not as good as me, obviously, but pretty good.” 
 
    I laughed. “You’ll have to tell me what they actually do later. Also, I can’t actually promise that I’ll succeed at getting them. I’m not from this continent, and that means that both my abilities and my values are somewhat different from the people here. If there’s a test involving, say, trivia about local history, you have to understand that I’m going to be at a tremendous disadvantage.” 
 
    <That sounds really nice. I mean, you trying to get the amulets, not the part where you tried to brace me for your impending failure. I’m excited!> 
 
    Reika looked excited, too. “I could teach you about history! I’ve read all sorts of things.” She motioned toward her stacks of books. 
 
    I didn’t have the heart to remind her that most of those were fictional. “I’d like that, Reika. Thank you. But beyond history, there may be things that are strictly impossible for me. For example, if these amulets are in the spires, I may not be able to get to them. I don’t have an attunement.” 
 
    Reika blinked at me. “You don’t? But I’ve seen you use magic.” 
 
    “We call that sorcery, and it works totally differently where I come from. I can tell you more while we’re traveling. The important part, though, is that you have to understand that I’m not going to be like the wielders you remember, Dawn.” 
 
    <I don’t remember any other wielders.> 
 
    I paused. “Aren’t all the sacred swords supposed to be hundreds of years old?” 
 
    <Well, yeah, but I haven’t been awake that long, silly. I’ve only been alive since around a little after Reika was born.> 
 
    That...was very significantly different from what I’d expected. “Wait, so up until twenty something years ago, you were just a sword?” 
 
    <Don’t be rude. I was never just a sword. I was always Dawnbringer. But I wasn’t conscious back then, and no one else has managed to claim me since.> 
 
    That was perplexing. “Do you know what woke you up?” 
 
    <No. The first person I remember talking to was Reika’s father, and resh did he seem surprised.> 
 
    Reika flinched at the mention of her father. I wanted to ask more about that, but it didn’t seem like the right time. “Okay. Back to the previous point, though. I’m willing to go hunting for those amulets for you, and I want you to know that I’ll try, but I also want you to have reasonable expectations for what’s possible. If the shrines require attunements to walk in, I’ll either have to go and get an attunement first — which may be impossible, since I already have magic that works differently — or break my way in.” 
 
    <Don’t you dare break my shrines, too. I do not want to have to add Smasher of Shrines to your title, mister.> 
 
    “Noted.” I turned to Reika. “Reika, are you okay with accompanying us to the shrines that contain the amulets?” 
 
    Reika nodded vigorously. “Sure! I actually know where those are. I have a map in one of my books!” 
 
    That was helpful, and probably something I should have asked about before volunteering. “Okay, I think we have a plan, then. Where’s the closest one?” 
 
    “Oh, not too far! The Shrine of Bravery is just a few days flight away.” 
 
    “Flight?” 
 
    “Oh, right, you have to walk. Uh, just...a few hundred miles?” 
 
    I groaned. That was a lot further out of my way than I’d hoped. 
 
    I didn’t regret making my offer, though. 
 
    <I’m so excited! We’re going on an adventure!> 
 
    Earning Dawnbringer’s trust was more valuable to me than any other treasure I could think of. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter VII –Tales of The Past 
 
      
 
    Before you ask, yes, I did think about asking Reika to turn herself into her dragon form and fly us to the shrine. But I had read a few books about dragons by that time, and virtually every one that involved a human riding on a dragon involved some kind of romantic relationship between the two. 
 
    I also knew Reika was deeply invested in the “traditions” set forth in those books, and asking to ride on her would have been tantamount to propositioning her. 
 
    ...Which I wasn’t strictly against doing at some point, but I’d only known her for a matter of days, and I didn’t know her well enough to know if I’d be interested. More importantly, it also seemed patently unfair. She’d been living in isolation for decades, and she was incredibly excited to be traveling with Dawn and me. I didn’t want her to feel obligated to be in some sort of romantic relationship with me just so she could stay close to us. 
 
    There’s a good argument that I should have just explained that I was asking her to carry us in a very definitely non-romantic way, purely for convenience. I worried that might actually disappoint her, since I’d be ruining the fantasy of taking flight with a romantic interest on her back. 
 
    Maybe I was overthinking it. But I didn’t know her very well, and I wasn’t willing to take the risk of making things worse immediately to save a few extra weeks of travel. I didn’t have any reason to think that I needed to hurry, and more time spent traveling to the shrines meant more of a chance for me to learn about the area and practice with Dawnbringer. 
 
    So, because of that, and because her dragon form apparently required a lot of food, I decided to default to walking. For the moment, I figured I would leave it up to her to decide if she wanted to offer to fly us for any stretch of the journey. 
 
    We left the next morning, just as planned. Reika was a little bleary eyed when we left her cave, and she’d filled her backpack almost entirely with books. That was going to be a resource problem, but I didn’t have the heart to tell her she needed to leave anything else behind. 
 
    We exited the cave on the side where I’d first entered. Reika led the way from there, taking us on one of the paths that led east. 
 
    “We’re near the south west corner of the Unclaimed Lands. The shrine where people leave sacrifices for me is about ten miles to the south, and the town another ten miles beyond that, right near the train. If we get lost, the safest bet is to just head south until we hit the train tracks, then cross and follow along them. There are forts and tiny villages every hundred miles or so.” 
 
    For a dragon, that was probably a short enough distance that she could fly there any time she needed. At a walking pace, though, that meant days between small settlements. If we ran out of water, we’d be in trouble. 
 
    I’d trekked across longer distances before, but that was in territory I was familiar with. My lack of knowledge made me feel uncharacteristically vulnerable, so I sought to remedy it as quickly as possible. 
 
    “I have some questions. First, what are train tracks?” 
 
    Reika blinked at me. “They’re the path that a train uses?” 
 
    “Right. What exactly is a ‘train’ in this context?” I felt a little silly, but Kaldwyn had a number of things I was unfamiliar with, and I needed to learn about them as soon as I could. 
 
    After a moment, Reika gathered her thoughts. “It’s a form of transportation. Picture a bunch of metal wagons linked together, then pushed along a track.” 
 
    Comprehension struck me. “Oh! Like the kind of tracks used for pushing carts of ore in a mine. They use something like that to transport people?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the main way people get from Valia all the way to Caelford. They apparently have a bunch of them going from city to city, too.” 
 
    I’d heard of those countries, but I didn’t have a good idea of where they were. “If they’re attached, it must require something very large to move them. How do they do that? Dragons?” 
 
    Reika laughed. “No, no. Dragons are really rare, and we’re not exactly domestic beasts. Trains aren’t pulled by animals like old horse wagons. They have steam engines.” 
 
    “Steam? How does that move something?” I shook my head. “Never mind, that’s not what’s important right now. I need to get a better idea of where we’re going. Can I borrow the book with the map?” 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    She handed me something called Alterius’ Almanac: Volume 3, which contained dozens of maps of varying regions. I shuffled through and found a large map of the Unclaimed Lands, and Reika helped me find our current location. 
 
    We discussed our path as we walked. Reika wanted to avoid human towns for the moment, so we decided to head toward a large body of water — Lake Islyn — which was only about fifty miles off. From there, we could follow the lake itself and some connecting streams for a good half of the journey. We agreed to try to find a town if we ran into any severe food or water shortages. 
 
    It seemed simple, so obviously there was no way everything would end up going the way we planned. 
 
    *** 
 
    Most of the day passed without incident. I chatted with Dawn and Reika as we traveled, getting to know them and learn a little bit more about Kaldwyn. 
 
    While carrying Dawn was easy enough, I needed to find a more convenient way to deal with her when I needed both hands free. While we walked, I worked on extending my senses into the crystal, trying to reshape it like I would with stone or metal. 
 
    My goal was to reshape the section of crystal nearest the hilt to create a couple holes, which would have allowed it to be looped onto my belt like a scabbard. It was inordinately heavy for a scabbard, but I didn’t have anything else I could use on hand. I didn’t know if an ordinary wood or leather scabbard would be able to hold a sacred sword, anyway. I had to keep the Sae’kes in an enchanted scabbard, and I suspected Dawnbringer might require the same. 
 
    I debated just burning some holes in the crystal, but my efforts to reshape it were good practice at trying to learn another type of magic, so I kept at it. I never knew when I might need to adjust some other crystals without breaking them. 
 
    Dawn still teased me relentlessly as we traveled, but I could tell I’d pleased her by offering to go looking for the amulets. And both Dawn and Reika seemed immensely excited just to be exploring unfamiliar territory. 
 
    “Look over there, in the pond!” Reika pointed. “It looks like some sort of chicken-like monster!” 
 
    “That’s a duck, Reika.” 
 
    She squinted. “You’re sure? Oh, goddess. It’s looking straight at me. Why do I feel like it’s seeing into my soul? Can it do that?” 
 
     “Ducks are harmless.” 
 
    Reika growled and lowered her stance. “I don’t know. Something about that creature’s stare sets me on edge.” She gasped. “Maybe it’s a cockatrice! Don’t they look like birds? Is it trying to turn me to stone?” She looked down, presumably checking if she was turning to stone. 
 
    She obviously wasn’t. 
 
    It was a duck. 
 
    We eventually circled around the “extremely dangerous legendary beast” and continued on our journey. If I was by myself, I’d have probably made a meal out of the duck and stopped at the pond for water, but we weren’t desperate enough for supplies yet for me to make Reika that uncomfortable. 
 
    *** 
 
    We stopped to eat twice, once around mid-day and then again just after nightfall. Reika didn’t complain, but I could tell she was exhausted. As powerful as she was, she clearly wasn’t used to walking long distances. She’d never had to. 
 
    As we dug into our evening meal, I asked Dawn an important question. “So, you’re a sacred sword. What exactly can you do? I’ve read about you in some books, but I don’t know what’s accurate.” 
 
    <You’ve read about me? My, my. Trying to learn how to charm me in advance? You scoundrel!> 
 
    I chuckled. “Yes, clearly I was reading about the Six Sacred Swords so that I could figure out how best to flirt with each of you. I hear Diamantine is a hard one to crack.” 
 
    I heard Reika snort, nearly choking on her food in the process. 
 
    <That was an absolutely awful joke and you should be ashamed of yourself.> In spite of Dawn’s words, though, she did sound amused. 
 
    “Right. Anyway, now that you’ve been thoroughly scandalized by my audacity, can you tell me all your abilities?” 
 
    <All of them? At once? You’ve got to warm a girl up a bit before she gives away her secrets to you, Keras. Maybe trade a few stories of your own. Give a little, get a little.> 
 
     I tried to resist the urge to roll my eyes. I failed. Eyes were rolled. 
 
    “Okay, sure. Tell me about one of your abilities, and I’ll tell you about one of mine. Fair?” 
 
    Reika leaned over and whispered, “I could just tell you what she can do.” 
 
    <Tell the traitor that I can hear her, and that I will have my revenge. Oh yes, sweet vengeance will be mine.> 
 
    I gave Reika a sheepish look. “She heard you, and now she’s going to turn into a ghost and haunt you for a thousand years or something.” 
 
    <That’s not exactly what I said, but it’s funnier, so you don’t have to correct it.> 
 
    “She can haunt me all she wants. I’m a spirit dragon. I can eat ghosts, you know.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You can?” 
 
    “Probably.” Reika shrugged. “I mean, I’ve never actually tried, but it seems like a thing I could do.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    That did help explain why the sprits of the forest didn’t seem too keen on visiting her in their true forms. 
 
    I paused for a moment, thinking. “You know, I still don’t really know what your capabilities are, either, Reika. Besides turning into your other form and such.” 
 
    “Well,” she waved a hand, which shifted into a claw as she gestured, “I can do some smaller scale shapeshifting, too.” 
 
    I nodded. “Noticed that during your fight. How’s it work? Interpolating between your two different forms or something?” 
 
    “I don’t actually know the theory behind it, to be honest. It just comes naturally to me.” She frowned. “Maybe I can study it if we get to a major city at some point.” 
 
    “That makes sense. I was mostly wondering how much shapeshifting flexibility you had. Can you give yourself characteristics other than dragon ones?” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “Nope. Just the dragon stuff. Oh, and my spirit form, obviously.” 
 
    “Spirit form...by that, you mean when you went into the state where I was passing right through you, and you were leaking mist?” 
 
    “Yeah. I can do that regardless of which body I’m using. It’s really exhausting, though. I can’t maintain it for long, and I’m usually weaker for a while afterward.” 
 
    I nodded. It probably expended a tremendous amount of essence to change into a half-corporeal form like that. “And you seem to have some earth magic, like mine? You really surprised me with the door that flew up in my path when I was trying to run past you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope. That was an enchantment, I didn’t put that there. I just have a key to open the doorway.” She paused. “Why’d you try to run past me, anyway?” 
 
    “Oh, I thought that was obvious. You said your job was guarding the passage. I figured that if I could make it out of that cave, your job would have been done, and I could have bypassed you without a fight.” 
 
    Reika snorted. “Really? You were counting on the semantics of my rules to stop me from following you?” 
 
    “In fairness, there’s a lot of evidence that your goddess thinks like that. I’ve been reading the scriptures a bit, and she can be very literal. Some of the visages, too. Especially Kerivas.” 
 
    “You’re...not wrong.” She sighed. “Is it really that important to you to avoid fighting?” 
 
    “I love fighting.” I meant it. Fighting was more exhilarating than anything else I’d ever done. “But what I don’t like is potentially killing or being killed by people I’ve just met as part of some kind of arbitrary test.” 
 
    “It’s not arbitrary. It’s part of a sacred tradition.” She folded her arms. 
 
    “Sure, but I don’t have the same religion you do. Anyway, we could argue that for hours. Let’s get back to the good stuff. Abilities. How fast can you fly?” 
 
    She pondered that. “Probably about three times faster than I can run? Maybe four?” 
 
    I was guessing that meant around thirty or forty miles an hour, which sounded pretty significant. I gave her an appreciative nod. “How long can you maintain it?” 
 
    “Not very long. Maybe an hour or so before I have to take a break. And then I have to eat. Like, a lot. The food requirements are a big part of why dragons don’t tend to leave their lairs very often, or if they do, why they stick to their human looking forms.” 
 
    That was definitely going to be a problem if we wanted to travel long distances quickly in her dragon form, but it didn’t sound insurmountable. “What if you just grew wings in your human form?” 
 
    “I can do that, but I can’t fly as fast that way or carry as much. And it still takes quite a bit out of me. Not as much as being in my full dragon form, but more than just walking around.” 
 
    I’ll have to figure out more about her flight speed and efficiency later if I’m going stick with her for a long time. 
 
    <You know, you could tell us a little more about what you can do.> 
 
    I looked down at Dawnbringer. “Well, my primary form of magic is metal manipulation. I generally use it to shift the weight and dimensions of my sword in the middle of a fight.” 
 
    <That sounds useful but, uh, kind of uncomfortable, maybe?> 
 
    “Hm. I hadn’t considered what it might be like for you. Do you want to test and see if it even works?” 
 
    <Uh, can you put me back if something goes wrong?> 
 
    I shrugged. “Probably.” 
 
    <Probably?!> 
 
    “I can start with something small.” 
 
    <Ugh. Great, now I’m nervous. Just do it. And if you kill me, I’m going to haunt you. And also Reika. I’m pretty sure my ghost would win.> 
 
    I put my hand on her hilt. “Ready?” 
 
    <Just do the thing!> 
 
    I pressed a finger against Dawnbriger’s hilt, closed my eyes, and concentrated. 
 
    I could sense the structure of the metal in my mind. The blade and crossguard were different types of metal, and I could feel the core that ran through to the pommel, which was another type of metal. 
 
    That was interesting, but not important at the moment. 
 
    I concentrated on the blade, sensing the exact dimensions of it. Then I focused on the metal where the hilt and blade connected. There weren’t any runes on that location. 
 
    Condense. 
 
    The metal in the spot I was focusing on condensed, thinning the blade in that location. 
 
    <Really? Giving me a tighter waist? You must have a one-track mind.> 
 
    I...definitely hadn’t been thinking about anything like that. 
 
    My intent had been to see if I could reshape the blade so I could slip it out of the scabbard without altering the crystal. That seemed like it would be possible, but I didn’t do it immediately because I still wasn’t comfortable altering her blade on that scale. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    <Fine. It’s not like I have nerves. I guess it tingled a little? And now I’m feeling self-conscious about my figure, so you should put me back.> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Return. 
 
    Her metal sprung back into its previous shape. 
 
    <Okay, not bad, sword boy. I admit that could be useful. You have my permission to reshape me in a fight if you need to.> 
 
    I nodded at her. “Thanks. That could be very important. What about giving you other properties?” 
 
    <What do you mean?> 
 
    “I can make you attract or repel objects magnetically.” 
 
    <That’s...uh, weird. But sure, I guess?> 
 
    I grinned. She’d probably find that a lot more impressive once she saw it. 
 
    <So, what else can you do, aside from making me worry about my physique?> 
 
    “Nah, I’ve told you enough for now. That’s enough banter. Sword powers. Tell me about them.” 
 
    <There is literally never such as a thing as too much banter, but you’re uncultured because you’re from an uncivilized land, so I’ll forgive you this once. And as for my abilities, they’re second-to-none. To start with, I can...glow in the dark!> 
 
    As a form of emphasis, her already glowing form started glowing slightly brighter. 
 
    “...” 
 
    <Mwahaha! I can see that you’ve been shocked into silence by how great and powerful my ability is!> 
 
    “...Yeah, that’s, uh...” 
 
    <And if you activate my true power by saying the magic words, I can glow even brighter!> 
 
    “Right. Magic words. What are those?” 
 
    <If you say the words “Golden Dawn”, I’ll shine brighter and brighter. At its full strength, my light can shine bright enough to banish the powers of dark magic!> 
 
    That last part sounded a little more useful, if it was actually true. But it also sounded like the kind of story that Reika was prone to telling, so I couldn’t rely on it being accurate. 
 
    <Your turn. Tell me a story.> 
 
    “I suppose I could tell you a story with a similar level of quality to that power.” 
 
    <Hey! Glowing is extremely useful, thank you very much! Haven’t you ever been in a dark place where you needed a bit of light to see?> 
 
    I chuckled, patting her crystal scabbard. “Fine, fine. Glowing definitely can be useful. But I know you just listed that as a ‘power’ to tease me further and hold out on telling me the good stuff.” 
 
    <Maybe. But that’s no reason to be rude.> 
 
    I considered calling her out on the fact that she’d been relentlessly teasing me since we met, but from her tone, I suspected she was still just playing with me and wasn’t actually offended. 
 
    “Fine, fine. I’ll tell you a story from my homeland. A real one, not a joke.” 
 
    <It better be good, since glowing is one of my favorite powers.> 
 
    “I suppose I’ll tell you one of my favorite stories, then. Listen carefully. I’ll only tell this story once.” 
 
    Reika looked up from her food, suddenly more interested. 
 
    Dawn went silent, which was a rarity. 
 
    And I began to tell my tale. 
 
    *** 
 
    When our world was still young, there was another that flourished, forged by four beings of vast power. 
 
    The world was called Rendalir, and it was a place of wonders. 
 
    The creators had made many children. The people of their world called those children “gods”, and those gods lived among their mortal creations. 
 
    Cities prospered as humanity learned and grew. But that prosperity would not last forever. 
 
    After many millennia, the world plunged into an all-encompassing war. Friends turned against one another, and chaos reigned as once-great cities burned. 
 
    And as these events transpired, the author of the chaos smiled. 
 
    He was among those four who had first created the world. Though his name is long lost to time, we know some of the titles he was given. They called him the Star Eater, the Bloodletter, the First Nightmare, and the Shade of Ruin. 
 
    His children had infiltrated every part of the world, twisting humanity to his ultimate goal; the death of the world itself. This had been planned from Rendalir’s birth, for the Star Eater believed that each world was only an experiment, and that every experiment had an end. 
 
    As with any story where a world is in danger of destruction, this one had heroes who united to stop the destruction.  
 
    These heroes traveled the world from nation to nation, seeking out the sources of the chaos and putting a stop to those they could. In some cases, their successes brought peace to the people. In others, their efforts ended in failure, with entire nations destroyed by the Star Eater’s plots. 
 
    In the end, there was a great battle. The heroes fought and defeated many of the Star Eaters followers, even those who had once been called gods. The heroes achieved many great victories, until they came up on the Star Eater himself. 
 
    But in the end, it was not enough. 
 
    Rendalir was destroyed. 
 
    It was, however, not without survivors. The heroes had managed to enact a last desperate ritual, taking as many people as they could to another world. 
 
    When they arrived on a new world, the people were filled with terror. They knew that the Star Eater would not give them a reprieve for long. 
 
    And so, the surviving heroes set out to find the gods of this new world and to appeal to them for aid. They found each of the gods and told their stories, in hope that their survivors might be spared, and that this new world might not face the same fate as another. 
 
    The gods of this new world listened well, for they had seen the destruction of Rendalir. Many put aside their own vendettas for a time, and an unprecedented alliance was formed. 
 
    They came to the eldest among them — the makers of their own world — and begged for aid. And those makers understood, for they had long foreseen this and prepared. Each of the makers of the world had sacrificed a portion of their power to create a sword unlike any other, with a power that even the Star Eater feared. They called it the Dominion Breaker, for it would one day be the end of the reign of a tyrant. 
 
    And so, when the Star Eater came, the surviving heroes were ready. They led an alliance of this new world’s gods and makers into battle. 
 
    The Star Eater had grown only stronger in the time since Rendalir’s end, having consumed the power of the heroes and gods he had defeated. But Caerdanel, one of the makers of the new world, used the Dominion Breaker to strike the spot where the Star Eater had already been wounded by the heroes of Rendalir. 
 
    Caerdanel underestimated her enemy, and as she drove in the sword, the Star Eater struck her back. She was slain outright, and the sword fell from her grasp. No other was strong enough to wield it and finish the battle. 
 
    And so, without the means to destroy the Star Eater forever, many of the heroes of Rendalir chose to sacrifice themselves to save this new world. The gods and makers wove together a ritual as the remaining heroes battled. And as the ritual came to an end, both the Star Eater and the heroes were banished to a place beyond the stars, from which not even the Star Eater could return. 
 
    And so, after many long years of battle and numerous sacrifices, the Star Eater was finally defeated. And though Rendalir was destroyed, some small portion of its people survived, thanks to the sacrifices of so many others. We will always remember the sacrifices that the people of Rendalir made, for without them, the Star Eater may have turned his eyes to others. 
 
    And with the sacrifice of those heroes, that new world — our world — was saved. 
 
    *** 
 
    “And that,” I concluded, “is the end of my story.” 
 
    Reika’s eyes widened, her jaw going slightly agape. “Did that really happen?” 
 
    I considered how to answer that. “Some elements of it are probably true, but I don’t know how many of the details are.” 
 
    Reika continued to stare. “So there really was a whole other world called Rendalir?” 
 
    That, at least, I was pretty confident about. “Almost definitely. I’ve held relics from Rendalir. I suppose it’s possible that what I’ve been told about their origins isn’t true, but I’ve seen some pretty convincing evidence.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    I tapped the hilt of the Sae’kes on my side. “The Dominion Breaker, for one.” 
 
    Reika stared. “That’s the Dominion Breaker? Why’ve you been calling it something else?” 
 
    “The Sae’kes is its name in the religion I was raised with. I didn’t know they were the same sword until relatively recently.” 
 
    “Dominion Breaker is a much better name. It sounds more like Dawnbringer or one of the Sacred Swords. Sae’kes doesn’t sound like much of anything.” 
 
    I shrugged at that. “Sae’kes is a meaningful name, too, but it’s in Liadran, rather than Velthryn. The full name is Sae’kes Taelien. Sae’kes roughly means ‘That which destroys’, and Taelien means ‘Sword that gives.’ Their word order is different, so the full translation would be something like ‘Sword that gives destruction to all things’.” 
 
    “...That’s kind of scary.” 
 
    I took a breath. “No kidding. That’s why I don’t use it very often. If the stories are true, it’s so destructive that even the makers of the world couldn’t control it properly.” 
 
    “That...definitely explains a lot about your reluctance to wield it, yeah. Okay, I can see why you told me the story if it’s related to your sword’s origin...but that doesn’t prove anything about Rendalir itself existing. Have you seen anything from there?”  
 
    “Sure.” I smiled. “Once, I met a talking rock that said she was from Rendalir.” 
 
    Reika’s eyes grew even wider. “Really? What was she like? What did she tell you?” 
 
    “She didn’t say a lot to me, honestly. I only had her with me briefly. But my friend Lydia talked to her regularly, and apparently, she had a lot of stories about her home. Maybe we’ll see her again at some point and we can ask her for more stories.” 
 
    “I’d like that!” Reika nodded vigorously. “Where’d you hear about that whole tale about the Star Eater? From the rock?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, that was more of something I put together from multiple sources. Lydia had a book about other worlds by a famous scholar, and I also picked up bits and pieces from other books and stories that had been passed down from generation to generation.” 
 
    “Passed down? You mean from people who survived?” 
 
    “Yeah. I know one person who claimed to be descended from Rendalir, although he turned out to be a shapeshifting monster, so that might not have been reliable. But there are lots of stories about people from Rendalir who survived somewhere, hidden away from the rest of the world.” 
 
    “That sounds really nice.” Reika smiled. “Do you think any of those people from Rendalir are still alive?” 
 
    I gave her a sad shake of my head. “It seems unlikely. That was thousands of years ago, and they were human, if the stories are true. Even the so-called ‘immortal sorcerers’ of my homeland only have lived hundreds of years, not thousands. I suppose it’s possible that some of them could have put themselves in some sort of stasis spell — I know someone who does things like that — but that isn’t common. It’s more likely that they’re all gone now. But I wouldn’t dwell on that. They’ve left a legacy behind.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true. And their spirits are always out there. Maybe I could go find those!” 
 
    I blinked. That wasn’t something I’d really considered, but Reika had more formidable control over spirit magic than any human I’d encountered. And traveling to the plane of spirits wasn’t unheard of, if you could find a place to do it. “Might be possible. Sounds like a good adventure.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to come with me if you’d like!” 
 
    I smiled. “I think I might like that. But don’t get annoyed with me if their versions of the story don’t match mine quite perfectly. I may have taken a few liberties.”  
 
    Reika folded her arms. “Like what?” 
 
    “That was a very, very summarized version of thousands of years of history. I couldn’t possibly have told the story in one night if I’d tried to cover everything.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense. But it feels a little weird to change someone else’s story like that.” 
 
    “I think it’s natural, really. Don’t you ever daydream about the stories in your books going differently? Little things that you’d change, if you were the one telling it?” 
 
    Reika raised a hand to her chest, looking affronted. “I couldn’t! I mean, of course I’ve thought about things I want to be different, but actually telling them differently...that would be wrong! It’s not my story.” 
 
    “I don’t think stories only belong to one person.” I made a sweeping gesture. “If in a dozen years I told the story of our adventures to someone, or wrote them down, I’d do it differently than you would writing your own book. That doesn’t mean one of us is right and one of us is wrong. And if I did write something, and you wrote something else later, that wouldn’t mean mine was more important. It would just be different.” 
 
    “But that’s not the same. We’re both actually here. Changing someone else’s story is different.” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. “If I knew what was historically accurate, maybe I’d feel more of an obligation to pass it on perfectly...but I don’t. At this point, all I have is a legend. And legends change and evolve. It’s in their nature.” I turned down toward Dawn. “What do you think?” 
 
    I didn’t hear any reply. 
 
    I frowned, waiting a few moments. I listened carefully. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Then, after concentrating, I heard a soft, rhythmic noise. It was barely audible, just a light hum at the back of my mind. 
 
    Is my sword...snoring? 
 
    I turned toward Reika, trying to block the sound out of my mind, but now that I’d heard it I couldn’t drown it out. “Does Dawn fall asleep?” 
 
    “Oh!” Reika clapped her hands together. “She must have really liked your story. Sometimes she falls asleep if she’s really enjoying something. It relaxes her.” She smiled. “She must really like you.” 
 
    I sighed. “I’m not so sure about that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. She likes to tease, but she doesn’t mean anything by it. She just likes to get reactions out of people. It’s one of the only ways she can feel like she has an impact on the world, since she can’t move around or do things on her own like we can.” 
 
    Reika’s glanced at Dawn with a sad expression, then she turned back to me. “It might take her some time to open up and be a little more honest about how she feels. Remember, you’re basically the third person she’s ever talked to.” 
 
    That sounded a little strange coming from Reika, but it made sense. It was easy for me to forget how isolated they’d both been. In retrospect, it was remarkable how well they were dealing with socializing with me at all, given how strange it must have been for them. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll try to keep that in mind.” I made a mental note to actually try to internalize that. 
 
    I spent a little time finishing eating after that, since I hadn’t been able to eat while I was telling my story, then I prepared to get ready to sleep. 
 
    I’d already built a little shelter at the base of a tree. It was basically just a stack of sticks and rocks, roughly body-width, and another set of sticks going across the top to serve as a cover. I’d have called it a lean-to, but that would have been an insult to lean-tos everywhere. 
 
    (Before you ask, no, I haven’t met any sapient lean-tos. There was this one incident with a gazebo...but never mind, I’m getting off topic.)  
 
    I’d considered adding a layer of grass or leaves on the top of the shelter, but it didn’t seem to be worth the extra time. Legendary duck-cockatrices aside, I hadn’t run into anything dangerous enough to feel that concealing it was warranted. 
 
    I’d slept in far worse environments. It was springtime, and we were in a part of the Unclaimed Lands that was relatively warm, even at night. I didn’t even need a blanket, but I retrieved my cloak from my bag. 
 
    Reika looked around uncertainly. 
 
    After a moment, I got it. “You’re not used to sleeping outside your cave?” 
 
    She shook her head nervously. “No.” 
 
    I pointed at the little shelter that I’d made. “Do you want to sleep in there with me?” 
 
    Reika nodded her head vigorously. 
 
    “Come on.” I waved to her. “Let’s get some sleep.” 
 
    The shelter wasn’t really made to be large enough for two people, but neither one of us complained. 
 
    After Reika fell asleep, I thought I saw a hint of light in the distance. I went and searched for the source, but I didn’t find anything. I assumed it was just my imagination and went back to the shelter. 
 
    Reika curled up to me as soon as I returned, and I eventually joined her in sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    I woke up first and prepared a humble breakfast. 
 
    Dawnbringer woke up second, and she managed to startle me when I heard her say <...Good morning...> in an exhausted tone.  
 
    She yawned after that, which got me to thinking about the logistics of how she was making those kinds of sounds in my mind, and why a sword would suffer from exhaustion at all. 
 
    Maybe glowing all the time is taking up some of her essence? Oh, and she probably recharges from the light of the Dawnfire during the day.  
 
    That made a degree of sense to me, but I wasn’t sure if it was right. It’d be worth asking about eventually, but if Dawn was going to parcel out her answers to my questions, I wanted to prioritize more important things first. 
 
    I ate a little bit. 
 
    Reika slept. 
 
    I did my morning exercises. 
 
    Reika slept. 
 
    I chatted with Dawn for a while. 
 
    Reika slept. 
 
    I concentrated for about a half hour on the crystal around Dawnbringer, and eventually, I was able to reshape the inside just a fraction. It was enough for me to slide Dawnbringer out of the crystal without damaging it or her, which meant I could finally get a good look at her. 
 
    Her pommel was solid gold and circular, with a conspicuous hole in the center. I briefly wondered if something might have been removed from that slot while she’d been sealed away. 
 
    Her grip was wrapped in copper wire, which was convenient for me, since it meant that I could sense the entire metallic structure of the weapon while I was holding it. 
 
    Her guard started with another golden disc like the pommel, then extended outward into two leaf-shaped protrusions going left and right to form something resembling a traditional crossguard shape. Several smaller protrusions came up from the circle at angles, and a white crystal glowed softly in the center of the disc. It took me an embarrassingly long time to realize that the “leaves” and protrusions were stylized sunrays. 
 
    The blade was straight and almost pure white, which I identified upon touching it as an alloy of platinum and some other metal with unfamiliar characteristics. It was etched with more than a dozen runes on each side, which was an even more impressive number in my homeland than it is on Kaldwyn. Very few people where I come from can work with runes at all. 
 
    I couldn’t get a good look at the runes themselves because the brightness of the blade’s light was overwhelming without the crystal on. I asked Dawn if she could dim the light a little, and she responded, <You want me to get naked? What sort of damsel do you take me for?> 
 
    I sighed and didn’t bother humoring that with a response. 
 
    Instead, I moved into my basic combat forms, testing Dawnbringer’s weight and balance. 
 
    <Ooh, okay. That actually feels kind of nice. Keep swinging me like that and maybe I will dim my lights for you a little bit eventually.> 
 
    I kept moving through my exercise routine, feeling a grin creep across my face. 
 
    <...But not completely, of course. I’m not that kind of sword.> 
 
    I chuckled, continuing to exercise. 
 
    Reika slept. 
 
    I was a little worried she was going to sleep for days like that time she’d been injured, but fortunately, she woke up just as I was finishing my exercises. I re-sheathed Dawnbringer and sat down across from Reika. “Hey.” 
 
    “...Mmm.” 
 
    “You sleep okay?” 
 
    “...Sleep.” 
 
    I nodded knowingly, retrieved a cup I’d prepared earlier, and conjured a little bit of flame under it to reheat it before I passed it to her. 
 
    She watched me conjure the fire with fascination, then accepted the cup when I handed it to her, sniffing at it. Then she blinked, startled. “That smells good! What is it?” 
 
    “Tea. I brought a fair bit of it with me when I traveled here, both for trade and my own use. Always helps me wake up.” 
 
    She sipped at it tentatively at first, then greedily. “...It’s good.” 
 
    I smiled. “You want more?” 
 
    She nodded fervently. 
 
    *** 
 
    Four cups of tea and a few minutes of time apart to heed nature’s calling later, we finished preparing to move out for the day. It was a little later than I usually preferred to start moving, but any travel with a group required a degree of acclimation and compromise, and I was more than happy to accept a small delay for some companionship. 
 
    Moreover, I was extremely pleased I’d managed to manipulate the crystal, even slightly. If we’d gotten an earlier start with the walking, I might not have made that progress. 
 
    The rest of the day was uneventful. I asked Reika if she’d seen the ball of light the night before, but she had no idea what I was talking about. 
 
    We stopped again for the night, and Reika helped me build a shelter that was just a little bit larger and more comfortable for the two of us. 
 
    She read a bit of one of her books to us that night, until Dawnbringer fell asleep. I encouraged her to think of a story of her own to tell us, but she wasn’t ready for that. Not yet. 
 
    We slept a little better that night, at least at first. 
 
    It’s usually right when you get comfortable that things begin their swing toward the dangerous. 
 
    *** 
 
    Every sense has its own particular way of waking me up in the middle of the night. 
 
    Sometimes it’s the brightness of the light in my eyes, telling me the Dawnfire has risen and that it’s time to drag myself out of whatever peculiar sleeping arrangement I’ve managed. 
 
    Many times it’s the feeling of heat on my skin, or the sweat that forms as a result of it. I overheat pretty easily, which is pretty ironic for a flame sorcerer. 
 
    On better days, it’d be the smell of bacon cooking in the kitchen or some sort of delicious chocolate pastry. On worse ones, it might simply be the scent of smoke. 
 
    Taste? That’d be the least likely one, I suppose, although I might notice the dryness of the air if I’m having a hard time breathing. 
 
    Most often, it’s a nearby sound. 
 
    The sound of footsteps coming toward me. 
 
    The rhythm of Reika’s gentle breathing. 
 
    The cacophony of steel ringing against steel. 
 
    None of those senses woke me that night. 
 
    No, it was a different sense — one that was harder to describe, since it felt more like an extension of so many others. 
 
    It was the sense of new sources of metal rapidly approaching. 
 
    I woke with a jolt, Dawnbringer cradled in my arms. Reika was warm next to me, still asleep. I shook her, but she just mumbled something and didn’t wake up. 
 
    After that, I stood up to assess if there was a threat. I got my answer as soon as I pushed myself out of the shelter. 
 
    Half a dozen figures stood around where we’d been sleeping, holding weapons at the ready. Not just swords. No, they’d gone for variety. 
 
    A momentary scan took in two sword-wielders in front of me, a spear-wielder to my left, an axe and shield user further left, and a halberd to my right, and some fancy bastard with two maces further that way. 
 
    It was dark — morning hadn’t reached us yet — but my eyes had adjusted enough that I could make out some other basic features. Half of them were wearing dark robes with some sort of symbol on the front. The two swordsmen in the front were wearing some sort of lightweight armor that only faintly detected as metallic — maybe an unfamiliar variety of brigandine.  
 
    The one with the axe and shield was in heavier metal armor, but not the kind of plate armor I was used to at home. It was constructed from individual plates that were woven together somehow, in a way that reminded me of chain armor, but with larger sections that were entirely solid. I’d heard of the Xixian Empire using some sort of scale-like armor, but I’d never actually seen it before. It had gone out of fashion before I was born.  
 
    They all looked human. Some male, some female. One of them had a glowing mark on their forehead that I initially processed as being a Dominion Mark. It took me a moment to realize it was probably one of those “attunements” that I’d heard about, but I’d never seen one before, and I wasn’t familiar enough with them to recognize which type it was. 
 
    Beyond the whole group, I could sense more metal. It was faint, but they had backup somewhere. 
 
    The main group was about ten feet away from me at that point. Outside of weapon reach, but close enough that someone could close the distance with a lunge very quickly, especially with the spear or halberd. 
 
    I’d left the Sae’kes in the shelter, but I had Dawnbringer with me. I lowered her into a defensive stance.  
 
    “Good evening.” I kept myself in front of the shelter, ready to block anything heading toward it, since Reika still wasn’t awake. She was in her most human-like form while she slept, and I wasn’t sure if ordinary weapons would hurt her in that state. 
 
    I also wasn’t confident they were merely using ordinary weapons. 
 
    A couple of them looked at each other, then they hastily exchanged words that I couldn’t understand. 
 
    One of the swordsmen stepped forward. “Forgiveness. Do you speak Dalen?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only Velthryn...er, Valian.” 
 
    “Ah. Not our normal tongue, but I speak a little.” 
 
    I nodded, keeping my eyes searching for any hostile movements. Conversation was good. It was likely Reika would wake up to the noise eventually. I contemplated “accidentally” kicking the shelter, but it wasn’t necessary yet. “How can I help you?” 
 
    More speaking between the group, which I presumed involved a bit of translating. Then the swordsman spoke to me again. “We would like to commend you on the accomplishment of earning the Sword of Dawn’s Bright Light. We would ask you to turn the sword over to us, otherwise regrettably we will need to kill you.” 
 
    Well, that’s straightforward, at least. 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied. “I don’t suppose you would be willing to resolve this some other way?” 
 
    “No, our orders are clear. We must take the sword.” 
 
    I raised a hand, and the group tensed. “Wait. Who are you, and who are your orders from?” 
 
    “Forgiveness, stranger. You deserve to know who will be taking your life. I am Kaito, humble supplicant of Zenkichi, one of the Tails of Orochi.” 
 
    I had no idea who Zenkichi or the Tails of Orochi were, but I was impressed about how polite and confident someone could be while making a death threat. It was honestly rather refreshing. 
 
    And it did give me an idea. 
 
    “Could I...say, challenge your leader to a duel to avoid fighting the rest of you?” 
 
    The swordsman blinked at me. “You would...challenge one of the Tails of Orochi?” 
 
    From the horror in his tone, it sounded like he thought I was making a bad move. That meant whoever I was challenging had to be stronger than he was, and I was all about fighting as strong of opponents as I could find. 
 
    I smirked. “Absolutely.”  
 
    I had a moment of hope for the possibility of getting an even bigger fight out of this. 
 
    There was a hushed conversation as the swordsman translated, then a series of rapid words with other members of the group. Finally, the swordsman turned back to me. “Regrettably, as Zenkichi is not here to accept your offer, we must perform our duty. We will, however, remember and honor your bravery.” 
 
    That was disappointing. “Okay. I suppose I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
    Kaito seemed confused by my answer, but he bowed his head and offered me a few more respectful words. “We will allow you a moment for any final prayers.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I took a cautious step backward, kneeling down. 
 
    My hand moved to the hilt of my sword. I concentrated on Dawnbringer’s scabbard, loosening the crystalline material significantly. 
 
    I processed the positions of my potential attackers around me, judging the most likely threats. 
 
    A smile crossed my face. 
 
    Six against one? 
 
    This could still be fun. 
 
    And then I got started. 
 
    I stood up and whipped Dawnbringer toward the spearman. The scabbard — which, I’ll remind you, is solid crystal — flew off and slammed straight into his chest. 
 
    My next move was to kick backward, knocking down one of the supports for the shelter. Branches and leaves collapsed on top of Reika. None of them were heavy enough to cause any harm, but I did hear an alarmed “Gah!” come from inside. 
 
    It wasn’t that I was urgently in need of her help, but I would have felt bad if I’d failed to alert her to a chance at battle. Sharing was important. 
 
    I didn’t slow down to wait for her. I couldn’t. The first responses were already coming. 
 
    An arrow flickered out of the trees to my right, the metallic tip just barely large enough for me to detect. I side-stepped it, simultaneously swinging Dawnbringer toward the weapon closest to me — the halberd. 
 
    Ordinarily, swinging directly at weapons isn’t an ideal strategy. You typically want to hit the person, not their weapon. There are, of course, cases where you need to deflect a weapon that’s already in motion, but it’s considered more efficient to side-step or pivot your blade into a parry in most cases. 
 
    As a metal sorcerer, however, I had made a career out of unorthodox fighting practices. 
 
    Dawnbringer crashed into the metallic head of the halberd, and in that moment of contact, I could sense my attacker’s weapon as if I was touching it. 
 
    I felt the halberd’s structure in my mind and commanded it to break. 
 
    My attacker’s weapon exploded into fragments. 
 
    <Aaaaaah!> 
 
    The scream in my mind was so sudden that I barely dodged an attack from Kaito, and loud enough that I did drop Dawnbringer entirely. 
 
    And without a sword, my odds of winning against six people on my own were plunging as quickly as she was. 
 
    While Dawnbringer was falling, another sword was still coming in my direction. 
 
    I spun, side-stepped, and smacked the other swordsman’s blade on the side. He was quick enough to turn the blade slightly, which meant I earned a nasty gash across my left hand. On the positive side, however, that momentary contact was enough time for me to reshape his weapon. His blade fell to pieces at my command. 
 
    Then my right hand came forward and smashed him in the face, carrying him back a half-dozen feet and into a tree. He fell still. 
 
    I didn’t have time to worry about whether or not I’d hit him too hard. Two sources of metal were rapidly approaching my back, one sharp and one flat. 
 
    I kicked backward, my boot impacting against the axe-wielder’s shield and sending him stumbling — but not very far. 
 
    By the time I spun, he was swinging again, and the mace-wielder was almost on top of me from the other side. 
 
    I managed to side-step the axe, but I couldn’t block the mace coming from behind me at the same time. I had to hope that my sharp movement had thrown off his attack and brace for impact. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    Even with that spell active, I knew that a hit to my spine or head had the potential to be fatal. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    Fortunately, the noise wasn’t my spine. It was the sound of Reika bowling into the mace-wielder behind me, tackling him straight down into the forest floor. “Raww!” 
 
    She wasn’t always the most articulate when she’d first woken up, but a smile still crossed my face when I heard the sound. 
 
    Fighting alone was fun, but having friends to share it with was even better. 
 
    I didn’t have any time to pause and greet her. An arrowhead flickered through the night a moment later, and this time, I was too distracted to dodge it entirely. I felt a sharp pain in my right shoulder, but I didn’t have time to see how badly I’d been hit. 
 
    That axe was coming at me again, and so was Kaito. And now, Kaito’s sword was surrounded by a swirling coil of shadows. 
 
    I didn’t have time to think about what kind of magic that might be. 
 
    I jumped sideways, toward where I’d dropped Dawnbringer. The halberd-wielder was in the process of kneeling down to grab it, and I kicked him in the head as a reward for his enterprising move. 
 
    He fell backward, but I didn’t have time to retrieve the sword like I’d hoped. Kaito’s blade whipped out at me, and I stumbled backward to avoid it. 
 
    The coils of darkness swept out beyond the reach of his blade, striking like a snake. 
 
    I felt a moment of pain as the coils of darkness raked across my skin, then a feeling of cold spreading across my chest. That was never a good sign. 
 
    Moreover, I hadn’t been able to sense Kaito’s sword as he’d swung it toward me. The coils of darkness seemed to be inhibiting my ability to properly sense the metal. 
 
    Fortunately, I frequently used a similar technique to extend the range of my sword swings, and I knew some methods to counter it. Less fortunately, I hadn’t felt the aura until it had hit me, which meant it wasn’t a type of magic that I could easily sense or shape. 
 
    Also, he’d ruined another one of my shirts, and I was very swiftly working my way toward perpetually looking like the model on the cover of one of Reika’s novels. 
 
    I ignored my somewhat badly bleeding torso for the moment and stepped forward and around a swing from the axe-wielder, grabbing his wrist. 
 
    “I am very sorry about this.” 
 
    I twisted. So did his bones. 
 
    He screamed. 
 
    My other hand caught the axe as it fell, and then I was armed again. 
 
    A half-second later, Kaito’s sword swept forward and cut the head off my newly-acquired axe. 
 
    Then I was mostly unarmed again. I threw the stick at him, more out of spite than strategy. 
 
    Kaito fell back as if the stick was the most dangerous object in the world — which in fairness, is the proper response to anything that I throw at someone. 
 
    That gave me a moment to grab onto the axe-wielder’s shield, wrench it out of his hands, and slam a fist into his face. 
 
    I turned, carrying the shield the wrong direction, and smacked another arrow out of the air. 
 
    Reika blurred right past me, now covered in scales, her hands formed into claws. She threw herself at the spear-wielder, who had finally managed to get back to his feet after recovering from a severe stone scabbarding. 
 
    He managed to whip his spear right into her path, and Reika ran right into it. 
 
    For a moment, my heart nearly stopped. Then the spear bent, buckled, and snapped in half, and Reika was on top of her prey. 
 
    I turned away just in time to raise my awkwardly-carried shield to block a swing from Kaito. His gleaming sword bit into it, but stopped halfway, getting stuck. 
 
    I twisted the shield in an attempt to disarm him, but he quickly retreated, wrenching his sword free and cutting my left hand in the process. 
 
    I winced in pain and my left hand slipped off. Kaito took that as a window of opportunity and prepared to strike again, but he was a hair too slow. 
 
    I hurled the shield at him with my good hand. He cut it in half in mid-air, which was pretty impressive, but I was right behind it. 
 
    I punched him in the chest. Usually, that was enough to end a fight outright, but I got my first experience with punching through a shroud. I felt my hand going through invisible resistance, almost like pushing a magnet against an opposing magnet. I still hit him, but the shroud ate up some of the force. 
 
    He responded almost instantly, showing good instincts. Unfortunately, his particular instinct was to kick me, and I still had Body of Stone active. 
 
    He fell backward, nearly toppling himself over from the force of his own kick hitting something much more solid than he’d expected. 
 
    I was just about to pursue when another arrow hit me in the back. 
 
    “Aah,” I managed, stumbling and falling to my knees. 
 
    Kaito approached, raising his sword high. “You have fought well and will be remembered.” 
 
    I could sense metal nearby on the forest floor, just barely out of reach. 
 
    I hurled myself to the side, rolling out of the way of Kaito’s swing, and grabbed onto the metal. 
 
    Dawnbringer’s blade bit into my good hand. I swung her anyway, deflecting Kaito’s follow-up swing with Dawnbringer’s hilt. 
 
    <This is not the proper way to wield me!> 
 
    I felt another large source of metal approaching from behind me, swinging Dawnbringer again just in time to smash the former axe-wielder in the face with her hilt. He fell backward, clutching his nose. 
 
    “I’ve never cared much about being proper.” 
 
    Kaito was preparing for another swing, and I was at an awful angle to keep trying to block, so I raised my other hand. Burn. 
 
    A blast of flame shot outward; just strong enough to alarm my opponent and drive him back. 
 
    With that, I had a moment to flip Dawnbringer around to a “proper” grip, but I was still on the ground when Kaito swung at me again. 
 
    I managed to parry, but injury to my hand burned from the weight of the impact. I made a lazy swing at his knees, but Kaito stepped back out of range easily. 
 
    He leveled his sword, then stepped back and raised it above his head. 
 
    A single bolt of lightning descended from the cloudless sky, meeting with his extended blade. The weapon flared with electrical energy, and he adjusted his stance to swing. 
 
    He was too far away for the sword itself to reach me, so I had a pretty good idea of what was coming next. In my current position, there was no reliable way to dodge — if my opponent was calling lightning, there was a good chance he could control it to arc straight to wherever I ended up. 
 
    I didn’t have time to stand, and he was too far away for a counter-attack. And with both hands bleeding and my position on the ground, I didn’t think I could manage an accurate throw. 
 
    I was planning to use my destructive aura to try to stop some of it, but I didn’t know how much it would accomplish. It wasn’t like a traditional shroud; it didn’t have a lot of defensive power. 
 
    Kaito began to swing. 
 
    <Keras! Hit the lightning!> 
 
    It was one of the most absurd things anyone had ever asked me to do, but I was half-dead and out of options, so I didn’t even question it. 
 
    Lightning flashed toward me, but my sword arm was faster. 
 
    <Radiant Dawn!> 
 
    Electrical energy collided with Dawn’s brilliant light — and then rebounded back at Kaito, slamming into his chest. His grip on his weapon failed instantly, and he fell, twitching and writhing, to the forest floor. 
 
    Also, there was a small forest fire starting, but let’s not worry about that. 
 
    I glanced around, groaning and pushing myself slowly to my feet. I wobbled a little due to all the blood loss and the sense of cold still spreading across my chest, but I managed to keep my grip on Dawn’s hilt. 
 
    With no other attackers focusing on me, I managed to smack the next arrow out of the air with my free hand, just barely. Then I turned toward the source of the arrows, finding the archer in the trees. I glared at him. He fell out of the tree. 
 
    I felt pretty good about that. 
 
    I walked over to him, finding him stuck in a bush, and punched him right out. 
 
    When I found Reika, she was dragging another attacker out of the trees — one I’d never even seen. He didn’t have any weapons on him by the time Reika tossed him to the ground in the middle of the clearing, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t already dealt with them. 
 
    “Think that’s the last of them.” Reika frowned. “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven... No, there should be eight.” 
 
    I scanned around, trying to think about all the attackers. A few of them were still conscious on the ground, but none of them looked like they were in any condition to keep fighting. 
 
    In some cases, I’d barely hurt them, but Reika must have followed up while I’d been distracted with my own fight. 
 
    ...Except in one case. I’d broken the sword of another swordsman at the beginning of the fight, and then punched him out. 
 
    Unfortunately, unconsciousness often didn’t last very long, and now he was gone. 
 
    “Think we’ve got a runner,” I grumbled. “Also, I think I’m leaking rather badly.” 
 
    “Leaking...?” Reika took a look at me again. “Oh. Oh! Those are arrows. That’s bad, Keras. You shouldn’t have those!” 
 
    “Yes, I’m aware.” 
 
    I found myself sitting. I don’t remember making the decision to sit. 
 
    I patted Dawn on the hilt. “You did a very good job back there, Dawn.” 
 
    <Are you dying now? Is this a dying speech? This is entirely too soon for you to be dying!> 
 
    “Gods, I don’t think so. Reika, how deep are those arrows?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t really do arrows. How do I judge that?” 
 
    I groaned. “Is the whole metal part inside my back? And if so, can you tell how many inches of wood are stuck inside?” 
 
    “Hold on.” Reika walked around behind me. Then I felt a sharp yank. “This one wasn’t very bad. Let me check the other one.” 
 
    “Wait—” 
 
    Yank. 
 
    My vision went red for a moment. 
 
    “...One was a little bit worse, maybe a few inches of wood in there. I got the whole thing out, though!” 
 
    I shuddered on the ground, face in the dirt. 
 
    Pulling an arrow out like that is one of the worst possible ways to handle the injury. If I’d been handling it myself, I might have been able to use metal sorcery to reshape the arrowhead to make it easier to remove. A doctor might have widened the wound to make sure that the arrowhead didn’t slip off the arrow and then carefully extracted it. 
 
    Reika was, I will remind you, definitely not a medical professional. 
 
    I was very fortunate that my body was reinforced with plentiful stone mana. If the arrow had pierced deeper and she’d tried to “help” me in the same way, her ministrations might have been fatal. 
 
    “You must be really tired.” Reika sounded sympathetic. I think she might have even patted me on the arm, but I was so numb that I couldn’t tell for sure. “I didn’t get much sleep either. I think we should probably figure out what these guys were here for, though.” 
 
    “Mmrm,” I managed. “Bandages.” 
 
    “Oh! Yeah, the bleeding, right. I’ll help.” 
 
    The next several minutes were sort of a blur. Once or twice, one of those servants of the Tails of Orochi tried to get back up. Reika hit them a bunch, then they stopped trying. 
 
    I wasn’t capable of paying much attention at that point. I’d already been injured pretty bad, and Reika had extracted the arrows from my back in what was probably the worst medical procedure in recorded history. 
 
    Her attempts at bandaging were, mercifully, somewhat better. She’d apparently taken my previous instructions into account, and she used both the actual bandages and the ointment in my bag. 
 
    Even with that, though, I’d lost a considerable amount of blood. I didn’t know if I’d survive going to sleep in that state even if someone else didn’t try to finish the job. 
 
    I’d been injured enough times that I had a pretty good idea of what my body needed. After Reika finished her bandaging job, I reached into my bag and pulled out my water, drinking deeply. Then I tore into the remains of my salted beef, which always seemed to help replenish my strength. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Reika leaned down, meeting my eyes. I think she was finally starting to process the severity of the situation.  
 
    “No,” I admitted. “I...think I’m hurt pretty badly. This should help, though.” 
 
    “What can I do?”  
 
     I groaned. “Keep me awake. Make sure I eat, and that I don’t choke. And don’t let any of these guys kill me.” 
 
    “Okay.” Reika nodded seriously. She glanced at one of our attackers who was doing a poor job of playing dead and seemed to be eyeing one of the fallen weapons near us. “They keep getting back up...should I...?” She made a gesture of drawing a finger across her throat, then a sad expression. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s necessary. One of them already escaped, so their leader is likely to be warned in any case.” I grimaced. “I think you may want to get out of here.” 
 
    “Okay.” Reika nodded. “I’m ready when you are.” 
 
    I tried to command my legs to move, but they refused. “Uh, about that.” I frowned. “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    “Well, I’m obviously not leaving without you.” 
 
    <Neither am I. Not until you actually die, at least. Which you said you’re not doing, right?> 
 
    “Okay. Then, uh, I think you’re going to have to carry me for a little while.” 
 
    “Oh! No problem. You’re actually pretty light.” 
 
    “...And we’re going to need to make some distance quickly.” 
 
    Reika leaned closer and whispered in my ear. “You want me to do the big dragon thing, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sorry. I don’t mean to presume—” 
 
    She grinned and poked me in the nose. “You’re so silly sometimes. All you needed to do is ask. Buuut...I think I should get us out of sight first. Don’t want these strangers knowing what I can do.” 
 
    “Fair. Also, maybe check if they have better medical supplies than we do?” 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    I don’t really remember the next few minutes. They mostly involved Reika shaking people and demanding that they hand over medical supplies, food, and finally, any novels they happened to be carrying. 
 
    I do remember that she was very disappointed by the lack of books, and that she poured something on one of my arrow wounds before I realized what was happening. She didn’t even bother to take off the bandages first. 
 
    I felt a brief burning sensation, and then it felt better. Not fully healed, but better. 
 
    “That was a healing potion,” Reika explained. “One of them was carrying it. You feel any better?” 
 
    “Not much. Still badly hurt,” I managed. 
 
    One of our attackers shouted something, to which Reika replied in the same language, sounding embarrassed. 
 
    “Uh, I guess I should have let you drink some of the potion. More effective at treating any internal damage that way. Oops. Anyway, lessons learned!” 
 
    Then I was being carried. 
 
    “Don’t...forget...other...sword...” I motioned weakly at the shelter where we’d been sleeping. 
 
    I blacked out not too long after that. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Interlude I – Sword of Hope 
 
      
 
    Any time I’ve been separated from the Sae’kes, it’s given me a degree of panic. For the most part, it’s a burden and a reminder of my weakness, but it’s been a part of my life as long as I can remember. 
 
    As I mentioned, it’s a sacred artifact. I was raised to believe that it would be a symbol of hope for the followers of the Tae’os Pantheon, a sign that their gods are still present in the world — especially Aendaryn, the God of Blades. He’d been missing for years when I was born. 
 
    You’re probably thinking that the Tyrant in Gold killed him. You’re probably right. 
 
    But let me take a step back and give you a bit of context behind how the Sae’kes has been a part of my life, as well as why I was so reluctant to use it. 
 
    *** 
 
    I grew up near the city of Selyr. My parents — that is, the people who raised me, not my biological parents — were a rethri couple. I was handed off to them by an old wizard — yes, the same old wizard that sent me to Kaldwyn. You’d think that the first time he’d abandoned me somewhere would have been a clue that I should have avoided him, but apparently, I’m not very good at dealing with wizard schemes. 
 
    When I was given to them, they were also given a legendary sword. They were told that the Sae’kes was my inheritance, and that I should be given the weapon as soon as I was old enough to use it. 
 
    I grew up thinking that the Sae’kes was going to be an important part of my life. I wasn’t wrong about that part. I was, however, seriously mistaken about what the impact would be like. 
 
    One of my clearest memories comes from when I was about four years old. 
 
    It was the middle of the night, and I was having trouble sleeping. That wasn’t uncommon, but usually I’d content myself to finding a book and reading. Like Reika, I found reading soothing, even at a young age. 
 
    That night, though, I had a plan in my mind. 
 
    I slipped out of my sheets, as silent as a child untrained in stealth could be, and made my way to my parents’ bedroom. 
 
    The door creaked as I turned the knob and pulled it open. I winced, but they didn’t wake. 
 
    I slipped forward in the dark, banging my foot on a shelf. I winced at the pain, but controlled my urge to make any sound. 
 
    I was on a mission. 
 
    I crept forward, watching closely for any sign that my parents were aware of my presence. They seemed to be sleeping soundly. That was good. 
 
    I crawled under their bed. 
 
    My parents were never great at keeping secrets. Maybe that came from mother’s penchant for knowledge sorcery — she preferred sharing information, not hiding it. 
 
    Unfortunately, that meant they’d made it entirely too obvious where they’d kept the magic sword I wasn’t supposed to touch until I was older. 
 
    There was a lock on the small hatch under the bed. That might have stopped an ordinary burglar, but not me. 
 
    I touched the lock and concentrated. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The lock trembled for a moment, then slipped free. 
 
    I couldn’t suppress a giggle at my success. I covered my mouth afterward and went dead still. 
 
    No sounds above me, save the quiet rhythm of my parents breathing. 
 
    I flipped open the hatch. 
 
    And there it was. A sword of legend. 
 
    I marveled at it. The silver wings outstretched like those of a bird in flight. The glowing blue crystals set into the middle of the crossguard and the pommel. The white leather scabbard lined with metal and etched with dozens of protective runes to keep the blade from tearing through it. 
 
    With the utmost care and reverence, I slipped the sword out of the hatch and escaped the room. 
 
    The door to my parents’ room creaked again as I shut it. I heard a groan from inside, momentarily freezing in panic. Had I woken them up? 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    I had the sword, and I was going to try it out, even if they caught me and I got in trouble. 
 
    The weapon was larger than I was. If it wasn’t abnormally light, I don’t know if I could have even carried it at that age. As it was, I had to brace one hand against the scabbard just to pull it out. 
 
    I marveled at the shining silvery aura around the blade as I pulled it free, turning it upward to get a better look at the seven gleaming runes on the surface. 
 
    I didn’t do anything to suppress the sword’s aura. At the time, I didn’t know it was necessary, nor would I have known how even if I understood. 
 
    That was when I first learned that the sword’s aura stretched well beyond the blade. 
 
    The silvery pattern that I’d been admiring tore through the roof of the house, disintegrating wood and stone. 
 
    I gasped, then winced at the damage. 
 
    I am going to be in so much trouble in the morning. 
 
    But I couldn’t resist taking just one test swing before I put the thing away. I’d been waiting for this too long to give it up. 
 
    I braced myself, putting both hands on the hilt, and pictured myself as a hero of legend. The son of the god of swords, finally claiming his birthright and preparing to fight a battle against a terrible beast. 
 
    I swung the blade, and it sang as it tore through the air. 
 
    I very nearly cut our house in half. 
 
    My parents woke to their bedroom ceiling collapsing on top of them. I heard them scream, and I panicked, sheathing the sword. 
 
    Fortunately, they weren’t seriously hurt, and they were more concerned about me than anything else. 
 
    We moved to a different town shortly thereafter. I didn’t understand why at the time; it didn’t seem like our house would be that hard to fix. 
 
    “You must not do that again,” my father explained to me. “You could have seriously injured someone.” 
 
    I glanced to my mother, still wearing a cast from where a collapsed part of the ceiling had broken her right arm. We were fortunate she knew a competent healer that was able to treat her injuries quickly, otherwise it might have been far worse. 
 
    I can’t tell you how ashamed I felt that day. I still feel ashamed. If we hadn’t been lucky — extremely lucky — that first swing could have killed both of my parents. 
 
    My parents took the sword away. They were right to do so. 
 
    I still snuck into their room in our new house regularly to try to find it. You might think that shame should have stopped me, but no, a child’s curiosity isn’t so easily stopped by sentiment. Even at five, I thought I could somehow “do it right” next time. I was horrified that I’d hurt my parents, but I vastly overestimated how much I could have improved in a short time. 
 
    I was eight when my parents finally let me draw the sword again, this time under their supervision, and with several precautions in place. We were outdoors, and my father laid down defensive spells to protect each of us and prevent any serious collateral damage. 
 
    Then my training began. 
 
    First, my mother taught me to focus on the destructive aura and try to constrain it. I had very little success at first. 
 
    Next, my father encouraged me to use my talents at metal sorcery — which had manifested years earlier, and which I’d already been practicing — to try to alter the weapon. I think his intent was to see if interfacing with the metal would improve my control further. It didn’t accomplish that, but it did give me the necessary understanding of the sword’s structure to utilize it more effectively in battle many years later. And, perhaps more importantly, I learned to shape it enough to disguise it. 
 
    That proved useful soon after. When I was ten, I was sent off to the Thornguard — our local military — for sorcery training. They required six years of mandatory training for anyone who demonstrated sorcerous talents. Really, the “training” was largely to assess if we’d be useful to the Thornguard’s Sorcery Division. As a child, my only real expertise was with metal shaping, but that was enough that I needed to go through the training process. 
 
    My parents told me to explain that my sword was an inherited magical item, but not to ever tell anyone that it was the Sae’kes, and to absolutely never use it unless my life was threatened. 
 
    For a while, I actually listened. 
 
    *** 
 
    As a trainee for the Thornguard, I was trained in swordplay, history, sorcery, and tactics. 
 
    Swordplay was always my favorite, of course. We had some mandatory sword training each day, but I took every opportunity to get more. 
 
    Each day, I woke early and headed to an oft-ignored wooded area on the border of the training facility in order to train with the Sae’kes itself. 
 
    I had to be careful to do alone, both because of the physical danger the weapon presented and the importance of making certain that no one figured out exactly what sword I was carrying. Having an inherited magic sword wasn’t that suspicious in itself — there were a handful of other students with them each year — but my specific weapon had religious and political implications that the Thornguard couldn’t have ignored if they discovered it. 
 
    For years, I improved my skills at both sorcery and spells. When I was thirteen, I impressed my teachers enough that they transferred me to a different training facility for a direct mentorship. 
 
    I spent the next three years being trained personally by Res’vaye Fayne. 
 
    Res’vaye wasn’t a member of the Thornguard’s Sorcery Division like I’d been initially assigned to. No, Res’vaye taught new recruits for the infamous Bladebreaker Division — the people dedicated to hunting sorcerers. 
 
    And it seemed that I’d made the mistake of getting their attention. 
 
    The Bladebreakers involved people with a number of different skill sets. Some were sorcerers themselves, but generally those with aggressive natures that liked to be in the thick of things. Others were skilled with weapons, and still others were focused more on things like logistics and reconnaissance. A handful — including Res’vaye himself — worked for a branch of military intelligence. 
 
    We only had one thing in common — every Bladebreaker trainee was, in their own way, hideously dangerous. 
 
    I flourished under Res’vaye’s guidance. He was a tremendously talented swordsman, one of the best I’ve ever met. And, perhaps more importantly, he was a metal sorcerer. 
 
    He’s the one who taught me a good number of the tricks I use, even today. 
 
    He was not, however, an easy teacher. 
 
    Every day, we’d wake, eat, and get straight to training. 
 
    For hours, I’d study the blade, then sorcery, then the blade again. I’d spar against older students and, for the first time in memory, I’d lose. Repeatedly. 
 
    But I got better. 
 
    Within about two years, I was one of Res’vaye’s top three students in terms of basic swordplay. He’d taught me elements of three different styles — Aayaran Instant Striking, Terisgard Low-Blade, and Selyrian Cutting. 
 
    I felt unstoppable. Surely, even a true Thornguard couldn’t match me. 
 
    Hah. 
 
    I remember when one of Res’vaye’s former students came to visit. Taer’vys Ironthorn wasn’t the most powerful sorcerer in generations, nor was he the most naturally skilled swordsman in his grade. 
 
    He was, however, the most dangerous person that Res’vaye ever trained. 
 
    I’d been told numerous stories about Taer’vys over the years. Most of them were lessons about how someone who started out from a humble background could outpace a prodigy with sufficient effort. Some of those stories were your usual sort of examples meant to motivate students to work harder, of course, but I enjoyed them regardless. 
 
    The most interesting stories were the ones about how Taer’vys had managed to use unusual strategies to beat superior opponents. Not just in training — Taer’vys had a record of hunting down everything from turncoats to assassins to unfathomably dangerous monsters. 
 
    And so, predictably, I challenged him as soon as he came to visit. 
 
    “A challenge, eh?” Taer’vys gave me a wolfish grin. “I hear you’ve got a dominion bonded sword, kid.” 
 
    I tensed. I’d been practicing with the sword for years — in private. Res’vaye had forbidden me from using it around anyone else until he felt I was ready. “I do,” I admitted. 
 
    “Interesting. Show me.” 
 
    I glanced at Res’vaye nearby. He nodded. 
 
    I drew in a sharp breath. “It’s, uh, dangerous.” 
 
    He looked at me like I was crazy. “It’s a dominion bonded sword. Of course it’s dangerous. Wouldn’t be a very good sword if it wasn’t.” 
 
    In spite of how obvious that sounded, it was a bit of a surprise to hear someone say it. 
 
    Until Taer’vys, everyone had focused on how I should avoid using the dangerous sword. But from the gleam in Taer’vys’ eyes, I knew he felt something that few others would have admitted. 
 
    Experiencing terrible danger was a part of what made life worth living. 
 
    I went and retrieved the sword. 
 
    We moved to the center of the training area. All the other trainees cleared the way. 
 
    Taer’vys and I both had our swords at our hips. I was tall enough to actually wear the scabbard on my belt at that point, but it was still large enough of a weapon that it almost dragged against the ground. 
 
    Our hands hovered near the weapons. We focused, and the whole world around us faded. 
 
    “Good,” Taer’vys said. “Now draw.” 
 
    *** 
 
    I lost. 
 
    And I lost badly. 
 
    Taer’vys laughed, picked me up off the ground, and slapped me on the shoulder. “You’re going to be a real terror one day, kid.” 
 
    He visited a few more times after that, ostensibly to visit Res’vaye. 
 
    I challenged him each and every time. 
 
    I never cut him once, deliberately or otherwise. 
 
    But on the last try, I did, just once, manage to cut his sword. 
 
    “Good.” He held the half-broken blade in his hand. “Very good. You’re getting better.” 
 
    A new blade appeared to replace the broken one, seamlessly merging into place. 
 
    Metal calling; he’d summoned metal from another plane to rebuild his weapon. It’s a skill I had no talent for at all. 
 
    And then, with his rebuilt sword, he proceeded to soundly beat me again. 
 
    I still felt pretty good about the experience, though. And after seeing that a sufficiently skilled opponent could handle a fight against me without getting injured, I’d gotten more confident about my ability to use the sword safely. 
 
    I’d improved my control over the aura substantially, too. I could, with concentration, constrain it to only extending a couple feet in front of the blade. 
 
    Maybe, I thought to myself, I’m finally ready to use this thing. 
 
    *** 
 
    “The essence devourer lair is three miles south of here. You should be able to clear them out and return before sundown,” Res’vaye explained. “We estimate there to be four of them inside, all adolescent. You don’t want to handle that many all at once. Use the lures. Avoid unnecessary risks.” 
 
    He gave me one final look. “And don’t use the sword. I know it’s tempting, but you shouldn’t need it.” 
 
    I grunted. “I understand, sir.” 
 
    I headed south, along with my partner, Arkhen Vale. Arkhen was one of the other top students, and together, we were currently being considered for entry into the actual Bladebreaker Division. 
 
    Hunting these monsters would be our final exam. 
 
    It wasn’t our first experience with hunting monsters — but in the past, we’d generally gone with larger groups, and usually with either a teacher or at least a full Thornguard escort. 
 
    In this case, we had neither. 
 
    “Don’t see what he’s so worried about.” Arkhen mumbled as he walked. “You’ve gotten a lot better with it over the years.” 
 
    The other veteran students had seen me training with the sword on many occasions, even if I tried to keep it private. I’d do it early in the morning before we were supposed to begin our practice, or late at night, but I was hardly the only student who snuck off for secret training of some kind. We’d run into each other regularly. 
 
    As I said, all the Bladebreaker recruits were dangerous. In Arkhen’s case, he was an alchemical genius. In specific, he was a poison specialist...and not all of the poisons he enjoyed making and testing were strictly legal. 
 
    Our instructors obviously knew about our training habits, but they turned a blind eye. Bladebreakers were taught to be effective, and sometimes that meant using methods that were frowned upon by others. 
 
    “I have gotten better, haven’t I?” I grinned. “But I don’t think we’ll need it. It’ll be more of a challenge with regular swords, anyway.” 
 
    “True enough. And I do know how you love courting death.” 
 
    “Guilty.” I laughed. “I’ve heard she’s single.” 
 
    Please ignore my inane teenage banter. My banter quality has significantly improved since then, I assure you. 
 
    Anyway, we made our way to the lair. It was a pretty ordinary looking cave, with the exception of the animal corpses lying just outside and the strong aura of death emanating from within. 
 
    I frowned at the bodies. “That’s...a rather lot of animals. And some large ones. More than four essence devourers would need.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ve been here for a while?” Arkhen shrugged. “Doesn’t matter much, anyway. I bet we could handle a dozen.” 
 
    I couldn’t disagree with that. “True. But maybe we should report back if something has changed...” 
 
    “Bah, don’t be absurd. We’ll just look better if we bring them ten heads instead of four.” He glanced back at me, apparently reading my expression. “You’re worrying too much. And hey, if there really are more, it’s a good excuse to show off that fancy sword.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re even more excited about that than I am.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m just trying to be supportive of my friend. Speaking of which, do you want to do the honors?” He pulled a vial off a bandolier he wore across his chest. It was a pretty common style for combat alchemists; apparently they’d picked it up after some famous foreigner had shown how effective it could be. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah, you can toss it. I’ll get ready.” 
 
    I drew the very mundane sword that was sitting on my right hip and moved into an ambush position on the side of the cave. I still had the Sae’kes sheathed on my other side, but I had no plans to use it. 
 
    Arkhen threw the lure. 
 
    The bottle shattered, emitting a visible cloud of gas. 
 
    I don’t know quite what the gas actually contained. Whatever it was, it apparently was something that essence devourers “sensed” as being a high concentration of essence — which was, as their name implied, their food source. 
 
    Essence devourers weren’t very dangerous when they were young, largely because they weren’t very smart. They were insectoid, looking roughly like a cross between a bee and a praying mantis. Adolescents were about half human height. Their blade-like hands could cause injuries, but the real danger was their stinger. It was how they drained essence out of a body, and even a brief sting could cause long-term harm. 
 
    They weren’t much of a threat to armed and well-trained humans at that size. Part of our job was to wipe them out before they got larger. They grew to colossal sizes if left alone long enough and developed magic in the process. 
 
    Anyway, young ones would usually rush toward the lure, and we’d dispatch them without much of a headache. 
 
    We waited. Nothing came out of the cave. 
 
    We waited a little longer. Still nothing. 
 
    An hour passed. 
 
    “Think someone already got them?” Arkhen asked. 
 
    “Possible. Or they’re bigger than we expected and smart enough that the lure didn’t work. Or just too deep in the cave.” 
 
    Arkhen reached into a pouch at his side. “Only one way to find out.” 
 
    I heard a crack, and he pulled a glowstone out of his pouch. It was a useful item that provided several hours of light. With his other hand, he drew his own sword and led the way into the cave. 
 
    I examined the animal bodies as we passed. The wounds on them seemed off to me. Too many claw-like marks and nothing that looked like stingers. 
 
    And they’d been half-eaten. That didn’t make sense — essence devourers just consumed essence, not bodies. 
 
    I frowned. “You sure this is the right cave? Those look like something else killed them.” 
 
    “Scavengers got to them after they died. You’re overthinking it.” 
 
    I examined the cave as we walked deeper. It was dark and damp inside, but the ceiling was high enough that I could move without any difficulty. It was possible that it had simply formed naturally that way, but something about the roundness and smoothness of the walls bothered me. Maybe it had simply been smoothed out by water, but... 
 
    The ground below us collapsed. 
 
    We both yelled expletives. I grabbed at a wall, trying to will the stone to reshape to make me a handhold, but my stone shaping wasn’t nearly as good at that age. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    We hit the ground hard. 
 
    “...Ow...” 
 
    We both groaned and mumbled. 
 
    The glowstone rolled out of Arkhen’s grip. Fortunately, it didn’t lose its luminescence. 
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t the only thing that was glowing. 
 
    There were softly glimmering eyes all around us, swiftly moving closer. 
 
    And essence devourers didn’t have glowing eyes. 
 
    I managed to get to my feet just before the first of plague beasts was on top of us.  
 
    Plague beasts came in a lot of varieties, but they shared a few core characteristics. In large part, they looked like larger versions of natural animals, but with some subtle changes. Horns and scales, for example, on creatures that wouldn’t normally have them. Jaws dripping with the lethal diseases that gave them their name. 
 
    And, as I remembered up on striking one with the ordinary sword that I was still gripping, a near immunity to mundane weapons. 
 
    In spite of my strength, my sword had no effect at all. Against plague beasts, magical weapons were ideal. Barring that, a silver weapon would have done the trick — many monsters were vulnerable to specific materials like that. But I didn’t have any silver weaponry on me, since I’d been planning to hunt something completely different. 
 
    The plague beast that I’d struck looked like horned bear. An ordinary bear is quite dangerous enough without any additional modifiers being necessary, and with near immunity to weapons and some additional defenses, it was ludicrous. 
 
     A near-casual swipe of his paw smashed me back into the nearby wall. I bumped my head hard and felt blood trickle down the back of my head. 
 
    The second plague beast was a horned snake, and it very nearly managed to bite my legs while I was distracted by the bear. I kicked it, which fortunately had enough force to carry it a few feet away. It hissed angrily, but started slithering right back toward me. 
 
     Meanwhile, Arkhen was underneath a horned wolf. He had his sword between its jaws, and he was trying unsuccessfully to push it away. “A little help over here?” 
 
    He grabbed for his bandolier with his other hand, but he couldn’t reach anything. 
 
    I side-stepped another swing from the bear. 
 
    Flame. 
 
    I hurled a tiny sphere of fire at the wolf. My flame calling was elementary at best, but it didn’t need to be much. Plague beasts, much like normal animals, were not fond of being lit on fire. 
 
    The wolf was fast enough that it actually leapt out of the way, then turned its attention toward me. 
 
    Good. 
 
    Meanwhile, the bear growled and lowered its head, stomping its feet. I wasn’t an expert, but I was pretty sure that meant it was about to charge. 
 
    Arkhen pulled a potion off his belt, preparing to throw it to help me. Then he yelped and dropped it. 
 
    In the low light, he hadn’t seen the horned essence devourer that had crept up from his side. 
 
    Prior to that, I hadn’t known there were plague beast versions of essence devourers. But there apparently were, and if an ordinary plague beast wasn’t bad enough, one of them that had the ability to drain magic was definitely considerably worse. 
 
    “Aah! Get it off me!” 
 
    I couldn’t help. I had a horned bear charging at me. 
 
    I threw myself out of the way of the charge, pressing myself against the opposite wall. The bear trampled over one of my legs in the process, and I felt an intense blossoming of pain and slumped down. 
 
    Worse, I’d hoped the bear would charge into the wolf — it didn’t. The wolf numbly ran on the wall to avoid the bear, then came down on top of me a moment later. 
 
    I lifted my sword and swung. 
 
    Silver. 
 
    Shifting the weight of my sword was the most common technique that I used. Adding magnetism was one of my favorites. 
 
    A rarer application of metal sorcery, but one I’d familiarized myself with, was subtly altering the composition of the metal to give it the properties of another. 
 
    I couldn’t actually make a steel sword into silver. 
 
    But I could make it burn a plague beast like silver weapons did. 
 
    I jammed the sword into its throat. The wolf hit the ground rolled, and pulled the sword right out of my grip. 
 
    So, when the snake came for me, I was weaponless. 
 
    I managed to roll out of the way of the snake’s next bite, then grabbed at its neck. It slithered and coiled around my arm, opening its jaws wide. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    It bit down. 
 
    Its teeth didn’t break my reinforced skin. 
 
    A moment later, I snapped its neck and tossed it aside. Even if it shared the same resistances to weapons as the others, snakes didn’t have very strong bones. 
 
    Arkhen was on the ground, urgently smacking the horned essence devourer. He’d managed to splash it with some kind of potion, too, but it barely seemed to notice. 
 
    He was weakening by the second, and the bear was in between us now. 
 
    And so, I did what my instincts instructed me, and reached for the sword at my side. 
 
    Unlock. 
 
    I pulled the Sae’kes free. Immediately, the aura cut into the ceiling. I concentrated, restraining the aura, and I aimed. 
 
    A shockwave of destructive force rippled across the cave. 
 
    I’d aimed high with the knowledge that Arkhen was on the ground. Both the horned bear and the essence devourer were above him. 
 
    My shockwave did exactly what I’d expected — it flew outward and tore the bear and the essence devourer in half. 
 
    In the low light of the cave, Arkhen and I hadn’t seen each other very well. And I’d failed to communicate what I’d planned. 
 
    And so, just as the shockwave was rippling out, he was raising his arm to throw another potion. 
 
    Arkhen didn’t scream when he lost his arm. 
 
    He just whimpered for a moment, curled up, and began to cry. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arkhen was a skilled alchemist, as I said. 
 
    Skilled enough that he’d brewed and brought healing potions, even though those were relatively rare, where I came from. 
 
    I knew him well enough to know where he carried them, and I force-fed him one. 
 
    He survived that day. But that destructive force had completely obliterated a part of his arm — no healing potion could fix that. 
 
    And by the time we got him back to the base, it was too late. The attempts at reattachment, both mundane and sorcerous, completely failed. 
 
    Neither one of us graduated to the Bladebreakers that day. 
 
    Arkhen was sent on to the Support Division, where he worked as an alchemist. Without his sword arm, he’d couldn’t be trusted to handle the physical dangers the Bladebreaker Division often handled. It seemed absurd to me, but even the sorcerers and intelligence operatives for the Bladebreakers were expected to be able to handle themselves in a physical fight. 
 
    And I was deemed unworthy to serve in the Thornguard at all. I’d not only failed to follow orders, I’d very nearly killed my friend in the process. 
 
    I was lucky they discharged me rather than throwing me in prison or worse. They were lenient because the monsters in the cave hadn’t been the ones that were initially reported, but they ruled that I’d made an error in judgment. 
 
    They weren’t wrong. If I’d retrieved my other sword, the silver blade would have been enough to fight the bear and the essence devourer. Arkhen was having his essence drained, but that was a slow process, and I could have gotten the bear’s attention. Another blast of flame would have gotten it to focus on me, and maybe I could have pulled the essence devourer off him, too. 
 
    In truth, I’d wanted to use the sword. 
 
    I wanted to use prove to both Arkhen and myself that I was ready. That all my training had made me good enough to wrestle with the destructive power it contained and bend it to my will. 
 
    I was arrogant, and because of that, I grievously injured a fried. I’ll never forgive myself for that, not entirely. 
 
    I tried to apologize on a few occasions. 
 
    Arkhen never forgave me for what I’d taken from him. 
 
    *** 
 
    So, in conclusion, if you’re wondering why I didn’t use the sword more often...I had a lifetime of experience showing me it was a bad idea. I’d kept training since then, of course, and even used it on a few occasions before meeting Reika and Dawn. I’d gotten much better at it. 
 
    But there would always be that image of Arkhen bleeding in the back of my mind. 
 
    If I’d hurt an enemy badly, that would have been a failure, but one that I could accept. 
 
    Wounding a friend like that, and nearly killing him? 
 
    That was unacceptable. Unforgivable. 
 
    And I was terrified that I’d make the same mistake again. That maybe next time, I’d actually kill someone I cared for with an errant swing.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine anything worse. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter VIII – Dragon Slayers 
 
      
 
     I woke up with an awful headache, shooting pain in my back and stomach, and an awful feeling of numbness in my left arm. 
 
    For a moment, before processing my surroundings, I remembered my injuries and worried that I might have lost my left arm. Thereafter followed a few moments of panic while my eyes tried to adjust and failed, and then another few moments where I tried to move. 
 
    I managed to shimmy a bit, meaning I wasn’t paralyzed. I was able to move my right arm, so I reached over to feel for my left. My hand ran into something else. 
 
    I felt around for a moment, then breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    My arm wasn’t gone. It was just pinned under Reika, who had apparently fallen asleep on top of me at some point. 
 
    I slowly extracted my arm from beneath Reika, and she made a grumbling noise and said something about “cold” and curled up closer against my side. 
 
    It was kind of cute, I’m not going to deny that. 
 
    I rubbed some life back into my left arm, then concentrated. 
 
    A tiny flame appeared in my right palm, which I held aloft to examine our surroundings a bit better. 
 
    We were in a cave. It was, in fact, quite cold. It was also damp. Reika and I had been curled under a single blanket, which I surmised was probably the only one she’d managed to salvage during our hasty retreat from the previous campsite. If more blankets were available, Reika would have been under all of them. 
 
    Dawnbringer was right between us, and once again covered in the crystalline scabbard. I was a little surprised, but pleased, that Reika had the presence of mind to retrieve the crystal. 
 
    I found the Sae’kes a few moments later, also sheathed, and lying up against a nearby cavern wall.  
 
    I had mixed feelings upon seeing it again. It was my responsibility, and in some ways, it felt almost like an extension of myself. It was, however, also my greatest source of pain and shame. 
 
    I turned my eyes away from it, focusing on things that were more immediately important. I located my backpack and belt pouch a few moments later. 
 
    I reached over and grabbed the backpack, shuffling through it until I found my cloak. I hadn’t been wearing it earlier because the blankets had been plenty to keep us warm, but with minimal blankets, it felt desperately necessary. 
 
    I draped the cloak across Reika, then held my little hand fire near her to warm her up. She remained asleep, but snuggled closer. 
 
    I couldn’t keep that up for long. The flames were good for a momentary source of warmth, but using sorcery like that would rapidly drain my body heat, and I couldn’t afford that when I was already in terrible shape. 
 
    I scanned around the cavern, seeing little of import. The walls were a dark blue stone that I wasn’t familiar with. I didn’t see any obvious tracks or signs of anyone else nearby. 
 
    I took a quick glance at my injured hand and chest. They were still bandaged, and I couldn’t do any more with the resources we had on hand. 
 
    My body was still aching badly, even in some places I didn’t remember being hurt during the fight. My upper arms and neck were weirdly sore, and at the time, I couldn’t figure out why. 
 
    I found some food and water in the bag, pulled them out, then extinguished my flame. I could eat and drink in the dark. 
 
    After eating, I curled up back under the blanket and cloak with Reika. I was in too much pain to fall back to sleep, but at least I had company. 
 
    And at least if I was awake, we weren’t likely to be ambushed quite so easily next time. 
 
    I guess we’re going to have to start setting watch rotations. 
 
    I’d always been good about keeping watch during training exercises. It was amazing how bad I was at remembering those lessons when it came time to do something practical in the real world. 
 
    *** 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure if it was morning when Reika woke up, because it was still pitch black in the cave. 
 
    “Mrm,” she offered as a traditional morning greeting. 
 
    I brushed some of her hair out of her eyes. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Mrrm.” 
 
    “Let’s get somewhere warmer, hm?” 
 
    She nodded absently. “Warm.” 
 
    I started to pull away. 
 
    “No, you’re warm. Stay.” 
 
    “We need to move if we’re going to get somewhere warmer.” 
 
    She frowned. “Just another minute.” 
 
    I stayed a few more minutes, until I was reasonably sure she was falling back to sleep. “Reika.” 
 
    “Hm? Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “We need to get up, Reika.” 
 
    “Oh.” She gave me a disappointed expression. “Fine, fine. As long as there’s food.” 
 
    There wasn’t a lot of food. 
 
    I’d eaten virtually all of our remaining supplies during the night, which to be fair, weren’t particularly impressive. 
 
    Reika hadn’t managed to threaten any food out of the Tails of Orochi, apparently, because they hadn’t been carrying it on them during the ambush. They had a camp somewhere nearby where they’d kept most of their supplies. 
 
    My body ached as I pulled myself to my feet, and then helped Reika up with my good arm. I pinned my cloak around her neck, since she was still clearly feeling cold. 
 
    Then I shook the condensation out of the blanket, rolled it up, and packed it in Reika’s backpack. Fortunately, the books were in a separate section of the pack, otherwise she might have murdered me later for exposing the books to mild dampness. 
 
    Finally, I retrieved my own things, including belting both the Sae’kes and Dawnbringer on. “Okay. Now, how to do we get out of here?” 
 
    “This way,” Reika mumbled, beginning to walk. I followed behind her with considerably less grace, relying largely on feeling my way along the walls and where I could hear the sounds of her footfalls. 
 
    It got a little bit lighter just a minute or so later, after which I had an easier time of it. 
 
    “Flew for a long time,” she explained sleepily. “Found the lake. This cave was nearby.” 
 
    That was...great news, actually. If we’d hit the lake, that meant we potentially had a source of fresh water — which we were also low on — and maybe even fish. I wasn’t an expert fisherman, but I had a general idea of how fishing was supposed to work, and also fire magic. 
 
    I felt considerably better once we made it out in the morning light. So, apparently, did Dawn. 
 
    <Aaaaaah. This is nice.> 
 
    I looked down at the sword. “Good morning, Dawn.” 
 
    <Oh, hey, you’re up and moving again. I know you said you weren’t dying, but you did sound a bit like you were dying.> 
 
    “Thanks for your...concern?” 
 
    <Sure, let’s go with that.> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. In spite of her teasing, she did actually sound relieved. 
 
    Once outside, I found Reika had spoken truthfully about our nearness to the river. She had, however, failed to mention that we were a good thousand feet above it. Our cave was on a narrow outcropping on a mountainside that loomed over the water. I took a moment to ponder how the cave had gotten damp this high up, but a glance at the dark clouds above gave me a probable answer. It had likely rained while I was sleeping, and it looked like it was probably going to be raining again soon.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you can fly us down to the waterside?” I asked Reika. 
 
    “Too hungry.” She frowned and shook her head. 
 
    She had mentioned that she consumed more energy while in her dragon form, and she was looking a little unsteady on her feet. 
 
    I handed her the last of the rations in my bag, knowing they wouldn’t amount to much, and we slowly found our way down the mountainside. The whole area seemed to consist of the same unusual blue stone that I’d seen within the cave. The cliff side was littered with both large and small holes, many of which looked like viable handholds. 
 
    I wasn’t in good enough shape for that kind of climbing, though. I searched the area while Reika ate, and eventually found a place where a short drop led to a declining path. 
 
    We made our way down to the path, then wove our way around the mountainside to the bottom. I took a cautious route, since I knew any kind of serious exertion could reopen my injuries. 
 
    Reika was uncharacteristically quiet as we moved, so I could tell she probably wasn’t in much better shape than I was. 
 
    When we finally made it to the bottom, we headed straight for the water. 
 
    The lake was just as pure and clear as I’d hoped, and large enough that I couldn’t see the opposite side. A quick glance showed me a couple possible paths back into the forest, but none of them looked like human trails. 
 
    I retrieved a mug from my bag, filled it, and reached into my pouch to find my purestone. Fortunately, it hadn’t gotten lost on the trail. 
 
    I dropped it in the water. 
 
    “What’s that?” Reika asked. 
 
    “It’s a magical item that purifies water.” I gestured at the lake. “That’s probably already safe to drink, but I try to avoid taking any risks.” 
 
    “Ooh, I didn’t know you had a magic rock! Can I use it?”  
 
    I smiled. “Of course. Here.” I handed her the mug, rock still inside. “Give it a minute to work before you start drinking. You can take it out to drink or just keep it in there. Just don’t lose it.” 
 
    “I would never!” 
 
    <Don’t you think it’s a little strange for you to use a magic rock, after you so cruelly destroyed one not long ago? Think of how betrayed it must feel!> 
 
    I patted Dawn on the hilt. “That’s not a sapient rock, Dawn. It’s just enchanted.” 
 
    <Are you sure about that?> 
 
    I sighed. “Reasonably sure.” 
 
    I let Reika drink from the lake first, then I took over. Then from there, we both refilled the waters skins we usually carried. 
 
    After that point, it was time to find food. 
 
    That proved surprisingly easy. We found some birds standing atop the peaceful waters, presumably hunting for food of their own. 
 
    After cooking some poultry for breakfast, Reika and I made some attempts at fishing, which proved much more challenging. So, we found some more birds and had an early lunch. 
 
    After that, we began to follow the lake east. 
 
    Since Reika and I were both feeling a little better after eating, we gradually worked our way back into conversation. Mostly little things at first, but eventually, I got to one of the more important questions. 
 
    “Do you have any idea who the people were who attacked us last night?” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “Nope. It was dark, couldn’t get a good look at them. They must have been really sneaky! Someone collapsed our cavern right on top of me.” 
 
    Should I tell her? 
 
    I should probably tell her. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sorry. That was me. I was trying to wake you up so you didn’t get hurt. And because I wanted your help in the fight.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s okay, then.” She grinned at me. “I wouldn’t have wanted to miss the fight or anything.” 
 
    It was...refreshing to have honest communication turn out in a way that didn’t get me into trouble. Reika was just so earnest, I didn’t really know what to say to her. 
 
    So, I smiled back at her, said, “Thanks,” and then moved on with the conversation. “Okay. If you didn’t hear, the leader — or, I guess, the one who spoke my language — said his name was Kaito. And he said they worked for one of the Tails of Orochi?” 
 
    Reika froze, spinning toward me. “What?!” 
 
    <Ooh, you’re in trouble now!> 
 
    “Uh, yeah, he said—” 
 
    “Oh, I heard you. We need to go back there.” 
 
    I blinked. “...Why?” 
 
    “Because we let them live, and I’m currently having second thoughts about that.” 
 
    “They’re that bad?” 
 
    Reika folded her arms. “One of the Tails of Orochi killed my father.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s bad. But that’s one bad person, are they all—” 
 
    “The Tails of Orochi are dragon hunters. They kill us, then they eat us, because apparently that can make a person more powerful. That’s not a one-person problem. That’s the whole point of their organization. Killing and eating dragons.” 
 
    I paused, considering. “Admittedly, that does sound pretty bad.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Reika nodded. “It’s awful. They’re awful. Now, let’s find ourselves another meal, then I’ll fly us back there to finish what they started.” 
 
    I raised my hands in a slowing gesture. “A couple problems with that.” 
 
    Reika wrinkled her nose. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “One, they’re probably long gone.” 
 
    “I can probably find their camp from the air. Next issue.” 
 
    “Two, I’m not in any condition to fight right now. I realize you’re not used to injuries, but it can take months for people to recover from injuries like mine. At a minimum, I’d need about a week to get to the point where they’re not going to reopen from slight exertion.” 
 
    Reika stomped her foot, clenching her fists. “Fine. I get it. I’ll go by myself. Just make us a camp here or something.” 
 
    “Wait. They mentioned a leader, and seemed to think he was stronger than the rest of them. If they fled, they might have gone back to him.” 
 
    Reika took a breath. “Raizo? Was it Raizo?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It was...Zen something? Zenkichi?” 
 
    “One of the other Tails.” She tensed her jaw. “That’s...not good news. Zenkichi is a full-blooded descendant of the hydra.” 
 
    “The hydra?” I processed that. “You mean the God Hydra? Is that why they call themselves the Tails of Orochi? They have actual hydra members?” 
 
    Reika nodded. “Not all of them, of course. But all of the eight current ‘Tails’ should be at least partially hydra-blooded, and Zenkichi is supposedly pure.” She punched a nearby tree, shaking loose a peculiar fruit. We both ignored it. “I don’t think I can beat him on my own. Hydras, dragons, and serpents are all related. And we all get much, much stronger with age. Zenkichi is hundreds of years old.” 
 
    “Then I’ll help you fight him. After I’ve recovered.” 
 
    She turned to me, her eyes locking onto mine. “You promise?” 
 
    “As long as I’m physically with you and capable, yes, I’ll help you fight Zenkichi.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Fine. But we may not get another chance if we let him escape right now.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to be an issue, because I don’t think they’re trying to escape. That group of Tails found us in the middle of nowhere. They also demanded Dawnbringer before we started the fight. I’m pretty sure they’re following us.” 
 
    “Oh.” Reika took a breath. “That...explains a lot, actually. I think I need to sit down.” 
 
    She sat down. I sat down next to her. 
 
    “So, I, uh, obviously wasn’t Dawnbringer’s first guardian.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure. She’s been around a long time.” 
 
    “Her last guardian was my father, Akoji. He’d been her guardian for over a hundred years by the time I was born. He was a powerful dragon. He’d traveled the world in his youth, and learned many things. He took good care of me and taught me a lot. Things about the world, how to read and speak in a few languages, and some of what my responsibilities would be when I took his place.” 
 
    I thought to ask about her mother, but I figured she’d tell me if she wanted to. 
 
    “Anyway,” she continued, “You’ve seen how guardians have to challenge anyone who seeks out Dawnbringer. Well, when I was about eight, a terrible man came to the Whispering Woods. He ignored the traditional challenges, flying straight to the glade where Dawnbringer was sleeping. And so, my father went to meet him.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like this was a good time to point out the fact that I didn’t care much for the arbitrary nature of the challenges myself. 
 
    “I followed, to watch, as I usually did. There weren’t many challenges, and I was excited to see my father do his duty. I knew I’d have to do it myself one day.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. 
 
    Reika continued. “My father told the man that he needed to go and complete the challenges properly. The stranger refused. He said that Dawnbringer was meant to be with him, and that my father had no right to keep them apart. My father said that someone who demanded Dawnbringer would never earn the right to wield her. The stranger was enraged. He attacked my father, slashing him across the eyes in an instant.” 
 
    Reika went silent for a moment. I gave her the time she needed. 
 
    “...My father fought back, of course. He was a dragon in his prime, a force of nature. But he’d been in his human form to talk, almost defenseless. And even when he changed to his winged form, he remained blind. The stranger struck with power that shook the forest like thunder, and when it ended, my father laid still at Dawnbringer’s side.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I shook my head. 
 
    “I screamed when I saw what had happened to my father. The stranger turned and saw me for the first time. When I charged at him, he lifted a hand, and the winds carried me like a feather. He pinned me, helpless, up against a tree. And he said, ‘You’re far too young to be a threat to me. I am Raizo, of the Tails of Orochi. Remember me. Grow. And when you are worthy, I’ll answer your challenge.’ I struggled, but I couldn’t move. But my father could.” 
 
    “I thought—” 
 
    “I’d thought he was dead, too. But he rose, one last time, and turned to the stranger. ‘Raizo of the Tails of Orochi, I banish you from this sacred place forever. Dawnbringer will never be yours.’ By giving his name, Raizo had given my father what he needed for the spell. Raizo screamed and raised his sword, but my father’s magic worked faster than he could move. A moment later, he’d been sent far away, and he was barred from ever returning to the Whispering Woods.” 
 
    “I ran to my father after that, clinging to hope that he would survive the ordeal. But the banishment spell had taken the last of his flagging strength. He lowered his head, and he whispered that Dawn was my responsibility now. We had precious few moments left after that. We whispered a few more words. Not nearly enough. And then my father was gone.” Reika turned her head back toward her home, now far to the west. “And I vowed to avenge him.” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder. “I understand.” 
 
    <Yeah, I guess you would. Didn’t a Dark Lord kill your parents and burn your peasant village or something, too?> 
 
    I ignored Dawnbringer. 
 
    “And I’ll help you get ready to fight Raizo, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Reika looked away. “It is. But I’m no fool. I saw that fight. Even if my father hadn’t been blinded by that coward, I don’t know if he would have won.” She shook her head. “I’m not even a fraction of that powerful yet.” 
 
    “Stick with me, then. And someday we both will be.” 
 
    She turned back to me. “You mean that?” 
 
    “I have to. I have my own reasons for needing to get stronger. But for the moment, I’m going to need to focus on just being strong enough to walk.” 
 
    Reika let out a breath. “Fine. You’re right. If Zenkichi really is with them, it’d be too dangerous for me to attack by myself. If Zenkichi is after Dawnbringer, though, he’s not going to stop. Either he’ll want it for himself, or he’s trying to get it as something to trade to Raizo. We can’t let either of those happen.” 
 
    “We won’t. Dawn will be safe with us. For the moment, let’s move on toward that shrine. At night, we can spend a little more time training together to get stronger. We’ll keep our eyes out for other sources of magic, or other ways we can improve our odds. Then when Zenkichi catches up to us, we’ll be ready.” 
 
    Reika nodded. “And after we beat him, we can get ready for Raizo.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    It sounded like a solid, coherent plan. And, in fairness, at least I’d gotten Reika to abandon the idea of going straight after the Tails by herself. 
 
    At the time, I had no way of knowing just how badly I’d underestimated the Tails of Orochi. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter IX – Mysterious Dungeon 
 
      
 
    We marched on along the lake. 
 
    During the day, we hiked as far as we could. Most of our meals involved birds. Occasionally, one of us managed to snag a fish or a small game animal from the edge of the forest.  
 
    We found some fruits and berries every once in a while, but neither of us were sure if they’d be poisonous, and I wasn’t confident the purestone could handle turning their liquid into something safe to drink. So we stuck with meat. 
 
    At night, we trained, just as I’d promised. 
 
    I couldn’t handle much of it at first. My injuries were just too fresh. But I started working with Reika on the basics of footwork for swordplay, since she’d never actually fought with a sword before. And beyond that, I started trying to teach her some of my sorcery, but she didn’t seem to be able to make use of it. 
 
    “All my abilities are natural,” she explained. “I don’t think I can learn other types of magic like humans can. And more than that, the other humans around here can’t do what you can, either. Not without an attunement.” 
 
    I spent some time thinking about that, trying to figure out if it was a solvable problem. Could I help her establish a connection with a dominion somehow?  
 
    I tried having her hold onto the purestone to see if the aura in it would help her learn water magic. Holding onto items with magical auras always seemed to help me, but it didn’t seem to do anything for her. I also let her carry Dawnbringer for a while, which she was extremely skittish about, but she conceded when I told her that it was part of a training exercise that might help her beat Raizo. 
 
    That might have been unfair, but it did get her to spend more time with Dawn, and Dawn seemed extremely pleased about that. After a few days, Reika seemed to ease up about the idea of not being allowed to touch Dawnbringer, and I found them chatting more often without my intervention being necessary. 
 
    Aside from magical items, I also wondered if I might be able to help Reika by casting spells on her directly, but I didn’t really have any beneficial spells that I was confident wouldn’t hurt her. Even Body of Stone was the type of spell that could be dangerous to someone who didn’t have the same kind of mana composition that I did, and most of my other spells were attack spells. 
 
    It was something we could experiment with if we found someone with healing magic or something similarly innocuous. Beyond that, we talked about the idea of getting attunements for ourselves. Neither of us had any idea if it would work, since both of us had magic that worked differently than the local humans already. 
 
    At the moment, it was a moot point, because we were nowhere near a spire and didn’t know if we could get inside one. Still, it was something to think about for a future step of our journey. The sacred swords were a higher priority, but there was a good chance that we’d find at least one of them in close proximity to one of the spires, or even inside one. 
 
    Days passed. After a full week, I was feeling more up to physical combat, and we did some basic drilling. Then I tore one of the wounds in my hand back open and took another few days to recover. 
 
    During my recovery, I focused on improving my stone shaping, since it didn’t require as much physical exertion. I got better and better at rapidly reshaping the ground to form a wall, but it didn’t prove to be very useful while we were on soft terrain. I figured I could make good use of it if we ended up back in another cave like Reika’s, though, or inside a stone building. 
 
    There were no signs of the Tails of Orochi following us, at least that we saw. I wished we had Lydia with us — she would have been far more effective at detecting and locating pursuers. Even without her, though, I was determined to make sure we didn’t get caught off-guard a second time. 
 
    We took watch rotations at night, much to Reika’s chagrin. She far preferred to sleep together, and I didn’t blame her in the slightest. We settled for spending a little bit of time huddled together in the early morning. 
 
    There was a brief period of water scarcity between the lake and the next large body of water, but that same stretch proved to be an even better spot for hunting. I was much more familiar with hunting forest game, and a couple deer fed us for much of the next week. 
 
    As time passed, the three of us grew more comfortable with each other. That did, however, lead to a bit of awkwardness when they finally started to ask more questions about my past. 
 
    *** 
 
    One day, as we were recovering from a sparring session and eating lunch, Reika saw me shuffling through the items in my bag and asked an important question. 
 
    “So...,” she began awkwardly, “what’s with the mask? Are you some kind of reformed former bandit or something?” 
 
    I laughed. “No, nothing like that. And I don’t think this is the right type of mask for that sort of thing. Don’t bandits wear cloth or leather masks?” 
 
    “I guess that’s true, but you could be a fancy bandit. Like the Phantom Thief Ravenscar or the Blackstone Bandit...” She gasped. “You’re not the Blackstone Bandit, are you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I’m neither a current nor a former bandit. I’m a knight, remember?” 
 
    I was teasing with that last part. I didn’t really consider myself a knight, in spite of my membership in a paladin organization, but I knew Reika enjoyed thinking of us in storybook categories. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed skeptically, but she relented. “Okay, Mr. Knight. Why would you have as mask, then? That doesn’t seem very knightly. Unless you’re planning to take a damsel to a masquerade ball?” She considered, “...Or maybe you’re a renegade knight, and after dark, you fight in secret as a hero of justice, righting wrongs while wearing a mask?” Reika’s expression brightened. “Like the Green Guardian!” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s basically none of that.” I pulled the mask out of my bag briefly and waved it in the air. “It’s a magical item.” 
 
    Reika blinked. “Oh. Oh! That makes sense. I think the Phantom Thief Ravenscar has one of those, too. But if it’s a magic mask, why aren’t you wearing it? What’s it do?” 
 
    “It blocks various forms of knowledge sorcery — or what you’d call divination — from locating me and anyone near me. The range is about fifty feet, but it only works when I wear it. It also has some sort of mental effect that prevents people from recognizing me, even though it only covers a portion of my face.” 
 
    “Hm...” Reika pondered for a moment. “That sounds perfect for a hero of justice! Don’t worry, Keras. Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    I had no idea how to even begin to respond to that, so I didn’t. I just put the mask away slowly and tried to focus on eating my food. 
 
    She didn’t let me escape the conversation quite so easily, though. “But wait. If it blocks detection magic, that sounds like it could be really useful for preventing the Tails of Orochi from following us. Why aren’t you using it?” 
 
    I winced. “You’re right, that would be a good security measure. But I can’t wear it yet. I’m waiting for one of my friends to find me.” 
 
    Reika blinked. “You have friends?” 
 
    She sounded genuinely surprised. I felt a little insulted. 
 
    <They’re probably imaginary friends, like the imaginary enemies you always spar with.> Dawn was resting across my legs, and Reika wasn’t in contact with her, so only I could hear her. Thus, I ignored her, not waiting to draw her any deeper into the conversation. I didn’t need both of them ganging up on me any further. 
 
    So, I just sighed and responded, “Yes. And one of them, Lydia, is a proficient user of knowledge sorcery. She’s adept at detecting illusions, gathering information, and finding people. When she arrives on this continent, she should be using her tracking magic to find me.” 
 
    “Ooh! Tell me more about her.” 
 
    I smiled, pleased to be thinking about Lydia. “She’s a powerful sorceress, recently trained by Blake Hartigan, one of the three legendary immortal sorcerers. Knowledge sorcery is her specialty, but she can also use protection sorcery, dream sorcery, a bit of air sorcery.” 
 
    “Wait, the Hartigan? The legendary ancestor of their family? The one in the Blackstone Assassin books?” 
 
    I nodded. “Pretty sure he’s the same one. He’s one of three sorcerers from my homeland who learned how to extend his life indefinitely. Anyway, Lydia was already very talented before she started training with Hartigan, and she’s even more formidable now. Knowledge sorcery is still her specialty, but she also has powerful defensive magic, and a magic ring that commands fire.” 
 
    <Ooh, sounds like you like her. Is she your girlfriend?> 
 
    I turned my head down to Dawnbringer. “No, Dawn. Lydia is not my girlfriend.” I rolled my eyes. “She’s a close friend, and I care for her a great deal, but it’s not a romantic thing. Also, that’d be inappropriate, given that she’s my commanding officer now.” 
 
    Reika frowned. “Why would that be inappropriate? Knights get into relationships with each other in my books all the time.” 
 
    “It’s not illegal or anything, but it’s generally considered poor form for people to have a romantic relationship when one has authority over the other. There are all sorts of problems that can come up. Favoritism can be an issue. Or if the relationship ends badly, the higher ranking person could destroy the lower ranking person’s career. It’s not strictly forbidden in my particular organization, but it’s generally considered unwise.” 
 
    “Hm.” Reika seemed to consider that. “But if she wasn’t in a higher position than yours...” 
 
    I shrugged at that. “I don’t really think of her like that. I don’t think she sees me romantically, either. Sometimes friendships can just be platonic. That doesn’t mean we aren’t close. I think your books tend to overemphasize the importance of romance as the foundation of close relationships. A strong friendship can be just as important as a romance, or even more so.” 
 
    “That’s probably true, but romances are more fun to read about.” Reika grinned. “Okay. So how good of a fighter is she?” 
 
    “I haven’t really fought her seriously, but she’s competent. It’s difficult to compare her skills to mine, since they fall in completely different areas. She can use a sword, but she’s much more focused on magic. Now that she’s been trained by Hartigan, I don’t know if I could handle her in a serious fight. She wouldn’t bother to go sword-to-sword against me; she’d probably try to put me to sleep with dream magic, or maybe hit me from a distance with ranged attack spells. I have ways of countering all that, but it’s not a good match-up for me.” 
 
    “Ooh. I haven’t fought anyone like that before. Do you think she’d let me fight her?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m sure we could coerce her into a bit of sparring. But you’re going to have to learn to pull your blows against ordinary humans. I reinforce my body with a lot of magic. Your punches would break bones against ordinary people.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I guess people from your kingdom don’t have shrouds... That might be tricky. We could probably use some kind of special rules for sparring, like I just have to poke her a certain number of times to win. That might be fun.” Reika clapped her hands together. “I’m getting excited just thinking about it.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I think you’ll like her. You’d probably get along with most of my other friends, too.” 
 
    “Oh, right. You said friends, plural. Who else are you expecting to see?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not entirely certain. Landen, maybe, if he can get away from babysitting his cousin. He fights with two swords.” 
 
    <Two swords at once? He must be good with his hands...is he cute?> 
 
    “Yes, Dawn, Landen is cute. And very dexterous. And no, I’m not dating him, either.” 
 
    <Aww.> 
 
    “Moving on...” I chuckled. “Last I checked, Lydia was with Velas. You’d like her a lot — she could probably take a punch from you. And she loves fighting.” 
 
    <Is she your girlfriend?> 
 
    I gave Dawn a groan. “No, Dawn, Velas is not my girlfriend either.” 
 
    My relationship with Velas was...complicated. It might have been considered romantic in some respects, but it definitely wasn’t the traditional sort of relationship that Dawn was teasing me about. 
 
    Reika was looking more interested now. “Loves fighting, you say?” She gave me a toothy grin. “How good is she?” 
 
    “Her skill level is about the same as mine. She’s...very competitive with me.” I didn’t mention that Velas was responsible for the permanent injury on the center of my left hand. 
 
    “Competitive” was something of an understatement when Velas was concerned, and she didn’t have the same compunctions that I did about holding back in a friendly fight. I didn’t know if she’d ever be satisfied unless she felt she’d beaten me completely in a fair fight...and even then, I suspected she’d just be disappointed in the aftermath. 
 
    I didn’t know if introducing her to Reika would be wise. It sounded like a great way to get either or both of them hurt. Still, they’d probably enjoy the fighting if I could keep them from mauling each other too horribly. 
 
    Maybe it’d be better to find a healer before I let them meet each other. 
 
    Reika leaned closer. “What can she do?” 
 
    “Velas is talented with a wide variety of weapons, but what makes her effective is that she’s extraordinarily fast and mobile. She’s a motion sorcerer, and through training that, she’s gradually built up her speed in the way that I’ve built up my strength and resilience. She can also use motion sorcery to jump high in the air, or blast people backward, or that sort of thing. She uses an enchanted weapon called the Heartlance. It’s supposed to inflict wounds that never heal unless they’re blessed by some sort of god, but that’s not quite accurate. I think it does have some kind of ability that slows healing down, though, and it also has a power to accelerate the motions of the wielder.” 
 
    “She sounds amazing. I really want to fight her now. How soon can I meet her?” 
 
    I hung my head sadly. “I don’t know. I was sent ahead to gather info and resources, but I wasn’t expecting it to take this long for them to catch up. Maybe something went wrong...” 
 
    Or maybe I’d been tricked and that old sorcerer had never meant to send them after me in the first place. 
 
    I didn’t want to say that aloud, though, because I didn’t want to think it. 
 
    My hope was that they’d just been slightly delayed, and that they’d all catch up to me soon. I couldn’t guarantee that, though, so I cycled back around to the start of the conversation. “You were right that the mask could slow down anyone tracking us. Do you want me to wear it to keep us safer from the Tails of Orochi? I shouldn’t have made that decision without consulting you, since the Tails are putting both of us in danger.” 
 
    “What? No, no. I wasn’t complaining or anything. I’m fine with fighting the Tails of Orochi any time. I just wanted to know why you weren’t using a magic mask, that’s all.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks. I’m glad we’re in agreement. I hope I can introduce you to my friends soon.” 
 
    “Yeah! I can’t wait to fight them.” Reika pounded her fists together. 
 
    Even knowing the kinds of problems that might cause, I couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. 
 
    *** 
 
    My friends didn’t arrive the next day, as I’d hoped. 
 
    Or the next. Or the next. 
 
    All in all, it took us just over two weeks to reach the spot where the shrine was marked on the map. There was no sign of Lydia, Landen, Velas, or anyone else from my homeland during that time. 
 
    Worse than that, though? 
 
    There wasn’t any sign of the shrine at our destination, either. 
 
    *** 
 
    “It’s definitely supposed to be here.” Reika was visibly flustered, stomping around on the ground. “The book says it’s right here.” 
 
    “It’s a pretty large ‘X’ on the map,” I pointed out. “I mean, if the ‘X’ is to scale, it would have to be a shrine that’s several miles long in each direction. And also ‘X’ shaped.” 
 
    “You’re not helping.” 
 
    <I think you’re helping. Humor is always helpful.> 
 
    “Thank you, Dawn.” 
 
    Reika glared at the sword. “I don’t even know what you’re saying, but you’re clearly a traitor.” 
 
    <She’s right. I’ve betrayed her. Let’s abscond to a faraway place and live out our sordid fantasy life far away.> 
 
    I frowned at the sword. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about at this point.” 
 
    <Use your imagination.> 
 
    I sighed, turning back to Reika. “Okay. The shrine could be anywhere within a few miles. We have a very vague physical description, involving two goddess statues standing outside, as well as a giant stone tablet. Those sound large enough that they might be visible from the air.” 
 
    “You’re just looking for excuses to have me carry you around again. You’re always like, ‘Waah, Reika. My weak human legs can’t carry me a hundred miles in one day. Boo hoo, Reika. I’m critically injured from swords stabbing me and can’t walk anymore.’”  
 
    “You know, I don’t sound anything like that, but those are pretty reasonable arguments.” 
 
    “I know! I’m just working through some frustration here, okay! Books are supposed to be reliable! Ugh.” 
 
    I leaned up against a nearby rock. “I get it. Dealing with prophecies and all that nonsense can be really frustrating. If it helps, you don’t need to carry me. You can just go fly around on your own for a little bit and scout.” 
 
    “I don’t like it.” Reika shook her head. “What if you get eaten by something while I’m gone? Like another cockatrice? Or a squirrel?” 
 
    “Squirrels are very, very small, Reika.” 
 
    “They are? I saw a picture of one once, but I admit the scale was pretty unclear. It looked terrifying. Not as bad as that cockatrice, mind you.” 
 
    “That was definitely a duck.” 
 
    “Cockatrice. Petrifying gaze. I know what I saw.” 
 
    I sighed. “Fine. Reika, will you please transform into your majestic dragon form and carry me into the vast and beautiful skies?” 
 
    “...You think my dragon form is majestic?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re a lovely dragon, Reika. Can we please fly now?” 
 
    “...Okay... I mean, I guess, if it’s really important to you.” 
 
    Yes, Sera. In retrospect, I’m aware that absolutely came across as flattering her, and possibly flirting with her. Thank you for pointing that out to the Keras of now, and not the naïve Keras of the past who was simply exhausted and working on his elementary dragon management skills. 
 
    <Wee, we get to fly!> 
 
    At least someone was excited. 
 
    *** 
 
    Imagine that you’re sitting on top of a large vehicle, like a carriage or an automobile. No, not inside. Right on top. 
 
    Then imagine that the vehicle can move in three dimensions, and rapidly pitch from side-to-side, or even upside down. 
 
    There’s no seat. There’s no saddle, or anything else designed for passengers. 
 
    Doesn’t sound like that’s a very good mode of transportation, does it? 
 
    Welcome to trying to ride on a dragon. 
 
    Emphasis on trying. 
 
    <Wee! We’re flying!> quickly gave way to <Wee! We’re falling!> 
 
    As I thudded to the ground, the first thing I did was question my life choices. 
 
    Fortunately, we hadn’t managed to get up very far before I slid off. We’d barely left the ground. The impact wasn’t too bad, but my previous injuries hadn’t completely healed, so they screamed pretty loudly when we hit. 
 
    I laid there for a minute, then pulled myself back up. 
 
    Reika’s “majestic” form took a few seconds to even notice that I’d fallen down, then landed in front of me. She lowered her head. “Do I need to go slower?” 
 
    I groaned, pulling myself off the ground. “I don’t think that’s the main problem. I hadn’t thought enough about the logistics of this. How’d you fly with me before?” 
 
    She stood up on her hind legs — or her only legs, I wasn’t really clear on if I should call her front appendages arms — and made a hugging gesture with her front limbs. “I carried you under me.” 
 
    That did explain a lot of the soreness I’d felt when I’d woken up afterward. She’d probably been crushing me a bit. I was grateful for the evacuation, but I wasn’t keen to repeat it. Especially because I didn’t think I’d have a good view of the area that way. If she carried me facing upward, I’d be looking at her. If she carried me facing down...well, I’d probably just throw up. Neither was a good prospect. 
 
    I pondered. “Okay. I think the main problem is I need something to hold onto. Normally, when riding something, I’d wear a saddle.” 
 
    “I’m not a horse.” Reika pouted. “But I guess that makes sense. Can we make one?” 
 
    “Eventually, maybe. But you’re much larger than a horse, and we don’t have the materials. I could try to grab onto your scales?” 
 
    Reika shook her larger, now horn-covered head. “Ick, no. That’d hurt. And you might tear one off!” 
 
    I glanced upward to meet her gaze, and a more obvious answer came to me. “What if I grabbed onto your horns?” 
 
    “I...uh...”  
 
    Dragon scales don’t change colors when a dragon is embarrassed, but with the way she stammered and turned her head aside, I got the distinct feeling she was blushing. 
 
    From the color Marissa is blushing right now, I can tell she figured out the problem a little faster than I did. 
 
    I was confused at first, until I thought back to some of Reika’s books that I’d read. I’d skipped over most of the ones that were purely romance driven, but a few of the action-oriented ones that I liked still had some scenes of a more risqué variety. 
 
    I’d assumed the implications of grabbing a dragon by their tail or horns in the Swords and Scales series had been purely fictitious fluff. Maybe they were, but I had to remember that Reika had been influenced by that content, even if it wasn’t strictly accurate. 
 
    “That’s...okay, I guess...” She stammered. “I mean, if you really want to...” 
 
    “I was just suggesting it as a practical option, nothing...uh, more lurid?” Now I was embarrassed. “Hey, maybe it’d be easier if you just did the aerial scouting on your own? I could just, uh, wait here a little while.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah! I guess I could do that.” She took a couple steps back, still looking awkward. “OkayI’llseeyoulaterbye!” 
 
    Then Reika ran — and eventually flew — away.  
 
    I stared after her. 
 
    <Aww. I wanted to fly some more, and you had to ruin it with flirting.> 
 
    I glowered down at the sword. “We were not flirting.” 
 
    <Uh huh. If I asked if I could grab your...> 
 
    “It was an honest mistake! And that would not help with flying!” 
 
    <Pfft. So sensitive. Could it be that our noble knight is repressing some feelings toward our daring dragon?> 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re just teasing me because you wanted to fly.” 
 
    <No, I’m teasing you because it’s easy. And because I have nothing better to do.> 
 
    “I guess that’s fair.” I looked up at the sky. Reika was already far enough away that she’d practically disappeared from sight. “You want to play cards or something?” 
 
    <Oh, sure, I’ll just use my hands, which I definitely have, to select the cards to play against you.> 
 
    “You don’t have to be so snippy. There are games where both players can see all the cards, and it’s just about choosing which you want to play next. You could tell me what card you want to play. Or there are board games that are similar, like Crowns.” 
 
    <Hm.> 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    <That...actually doesn’t sound too bad. Do you have cards or a Crowns board?> 
 
    “No, but I’m sure I could cobble something together. Give me a few minutes.” 
 
    <...Okay.> 
 
    *** 
 
    When Reika landed, she looked a little perplexed at the flattened patch of ground that had been split into grid squares, about half of which had tiny figures on them. After a moment, she shifted back into her human form, but she still looked perplexed. 
 
    “Are those Crowns...no, Valor pieces?” 
 
    I nodded. “Making a full Crowns board would have taken too long, but Valor was quicker and easier.” 
 
    “Who are you playing against? ...And are you losing?” 
 
    I grimaced. “I’m playing against Dawn...and look, I’ve been going easy on her, because she’s new at this.” 
 
    <Pfft. Excuses won’t save you from being utterly crushed by my Valor skills.> 
 
    I had been going easy on her at first. It was about mid-way through the second game before I’d realized my error. 
 
    No, not because she was an immensely skilled tactician who had simply never played the game before. She was quite intelligent, and had some familiarity with the game from books Reika had read to her, but that wasn’t the problem. 
 
    No, the problem was I was playing Valor against someone who could read my mind. 
 
    She’d been speaking to me telepathically since we’d met, but I’d been speaking out loud to her. Since the vast majority of her communication involved teasing me, I hadn’t really conceptualized the fact that she might actually know what I was thinking. 
 
    I’d won our first game, but that was because she was acclimating to the rules. By the second game, she understood enough to start reading the plans in my head for future moves, and threw counters to interfere with me. 
 
    In the third game, I’d started to try to take countermeasures. I didn’t know how her mind-reading worked, and I hadn’t asked her about it. I figured it would be more fun to experiment. 
 
    So, I tried to consider several possible moves without actually making any decisions, and then let my mind wander to something unrelated. 
 
    Unfortunately, she was able to figure that out almost immediately, because planning countermeasures to mind reading required thinking about them. If I’d bothered to set the sword down while I was thinking about it I could have probably avoided that, but I didn’t want to upset her. Contact seemed important to her.  
 
    <Finally figured out that I can hear your thoughts? You could have just asked.> 
 
    “Testing is more fun. How deep into my mind can you get?” 
 
    <Oh, you know. Just into the deepest, most terrible secrets. I can’t believe how many naked swords you think about all the time.> 
 
    I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. “I just enjoy fighting. You’re the one who is making something lewd out of it.” 
 
    <I didn’t say anything about it being lewd, did I? You just added that association.> 
 
    “Wait. Is that why you started screaming when I broke that halberd during the fight with the Tails of Orochi? When I commanded the halberd to break, did you think I was trying to break you?” 
 
    <Not exactly, but you’re close. It’s more like I felt your magic passing through me into the halberd, and when the halberd broke, I felt that a little, too.> 
 
    I winced. “Sorry. I didn’t realize the experience would be like that for you.” 
 
    <No, it’s fine. I should have known that a merciless killer of stones might eventually want to break other things, too.> 
 
    “It’s not about wanting to break things, Dawn. It’s about tactics. Is it going to be a problem if I do something like that again?” 
 
     <Don’t know. I think now that I understand what you’re doing, I can probably brace myself for it. Try it again right now.> 
 
    I picked Dawn up. “I don’t really have any good targets.” 
 
    <I know that now that you’ve killed a weapon, rocks might not feel good enough for you...> 
 
    I sighed. “Never mind.” I pulled out the knife that Reika had loaned me and set it down, then pressed Dawnbringer against it. “Ready?” 
 
    <Of course. I’m even planning out where we should hide the body.> 
 
    Break. 
 
    The knife blade snapped in half. 
 
    <Aaaaa....I’m okay.> Dawnbringer went silent for a moment. <Yeah, okay. I’m fine. I can do this.> 
 
    I knelt down, stuck the knife blade pieces back together, and then concentrated. 
 
    Merge. 
 
    The knife reassembled. 
 
    <Huh. Haven’t seen you do that to any of the rocks you’ve murdered. I suppose you must be worried about Reika catching you with a dead dagger. What would she think if she knew about your terrible secret?> 
 
    “Nope. This thing is useful, I’m not going to waste it. Besides,” I pressed Dawnbringer against the knife again, “we’re not done practicing.” 
 
    <Ooh, you really want me to get used to your life of murdering objects. I see how it is.> 
 
    We bantered and practiced for a while longer, then got back to playing Valor until Reika arrived. 
 
    I had ways I probably could have stopped Dawn from reading my mind, but attempting to play against a mind reader was a more interesting exercise. And I think the ego boost was probably good for Dawn, too. 
 
    I didn’t bother explaining all that to Reika, though. She almost certainly already knew about Dawn’s mind-reading abilities. I was interested in asking if they’d tested her mind-reading range, as well as her general sensory range, but I was more interested in finding out about the shrine first. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” 
 
    Reika beamed. “Yep! I think I found it. Do you want me to carry you there?” 
 
    “How far is it?” 
 
    She frowned, glancing back in the direction she’d come from, then pondered. “Maybe...fifteen miles or so?” 
 
    That’d be a solid day of walking, or, if I had to guess, a half hour by flight. 
 
    <...Can we please?> 
 
    I patted Dawn on the hilt. “Dawn wants to fly. So, let’s fly.” 
 
    “Okay. Let me take a break first, though. I am so hungry, I could eat a whole cow. Multiple cows. All of the cows.” 
 
    We didn’t have multiple cows for Reika to eat, but we did manage a snack of some of the remaining venison we’d packed away after finding the deer. 
 
    I picked up the Valor pieces that I’d made and packed them in my bag. I had a feeling we’d probably end up wanting to play the game again at some point, and while I could make more in the same way — using stone shaping on nearby rocks — it had taken a considerable amount of time and effort to make enough pieces for a game. 
 
    After that, Reika transformed again, then carried me to the shrine. 
 
    No, I didn’t grab onto her by the horns. She carried me in her arms, just like when I’d been unconscious. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly comfortable. She had to cradle me uncomfortably tightly to make sure I didn’t slip, and I still felt like I might fall at any given time. 
 
    But it was more comfortable than asking that embarrassing question about the horns again, especially now that I had an idea of what she was probably associating it with. 
 
    Maybe I’ll ask her again eventually, when I get to know her better. 
 
    <You probably won’t.> 
 
    Has anyone ever told you that reading private thoughts can be a little intrusive? 
 
    <No, because I’ve only ever talked to like...three people? And you’re the only one with dragon romance issues.> 
 
    You know, if this connection is two ways, I’ll probably eventually figure out how to read your thoughts. The ones you’re not sending me deliberately. The private ones, that you find embarrassing. 
 
    <Hah! Joke is on you. I don’t have any embarrassing private thoughts. I am a maiden, pure as snow, without any hint of the kind of inappropriate sword and dragon related thoughts that you do.> 
 
    You seem to have an awfully strong fixation on my supposed ‘inappropriate’ thoughts. That kind of protestation means you’re the one hiding something. 
 
    <Please. I’m just a humble, innocent sword. My hobbies include sleeping inside sacred rocks, listening to bed time stories, and long walks inside your mind. What could I possibly have to hide?> 
 
    Just out of sheer curiosity, I tried to extend my thoughts toward the sword, focusing on the feeling that I experienced when she was “speaking” into my mind. 
 
    <Hey! Cut that out! That tickles!> 
 
    Hm. Yeah, definitely hiding something. 
 
    <Nuh-uh.> 
 
    I’ll figure it out eventually. And when I do, I’m going to tease you mercilessly. 
 
    <Impossible. Only I tease. It’s a fundamental part of our relationship. Didn’t you read the contract?> She paused. <Oh, no, of course not. You destroyed the contract. Because it was written on the sacred rock that you cruelly murdered.> 
 
    Guess that means I’m not bound to any contract, then. I suppose I should destroy contract-inscribed objects more often. 
 
    <That’s not how it works!> 
 
    Hm, I guess I’d consult the rules to see if you’re right...but I destroyed them, so I can’t. I guess we’ll just have to agree to disagree on this one, and in conclusion, if you can break into my mind I can break into yours. 
 
    <Ugh!> 
 
    We continued bantering a little more after that. In spite of Dawn’s protestations, I could tell she was enjoying getting teased in return for a change.  
 
    By bantering with her, I was validating her. I was acknowledging her as a worthy opponent, rather than just a passenger inside my mind. 
 
    I don’t think that kind of rapport would have worked for everyone, but as a swordsman, having a friendly challenger inside my mind gave me a whole new battlefield to explore. I liked that. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter X – Dungeon Magic 
 
      
 
    After the initial rush of being taken into the sky, my experience with flying was mostly hyper-awareness of how much it hurt to be squeezed while injured. 
 
    On the plus side, I didn’t actually end up vomiting. So there’s that, I guess. 
 
    We landed near a hillside, toward the end of a long-abandoned road. The road itself was still perfectly usable, if a bit overgrown. Every fifty feet or so there were waist-high obelisks on either side of it marked with runes. 
 
    No, sorry Corin. I didn’t write the runes down, and I don’t have the kind of perfect memory for rune shapes that you seem to. Either way, the obelisks seemed inert. Some of them had been visibly smashed, but others were simply lifeless. 
 
    The obelisks weren’t the reason we’d landed at that spot, though. The road terminated at a set of double doors — maybe fifteen feet tall — set into the hillside. They were composed of a silvery metal that I suspected was probably an alloy of valden, a magic resistant substance with a high melting point. 
 
    The doors, too, were etched with runes — but these were still active. 
 
    The sight of the doors left me with a disconcerting feeling of familiarity. Every time I’d seen giant metal doors like these in the past, they’d led into places filled with deadly traps and horrible monsters. 
 
    In fairness, I’d already known that the Shrine of Bravery would probably involve traps and monsters, but seeing the doors definitely added a sense of certainty to it. 
 
    Marble statues stood next to the door, each depicting a winged woman holding a torch. One was armored and held a spear in her other hand, and the other carried a flute. 
 
    I turned to Reika. “What’s with the statues?” 
 
    “They’re depictions of Selys, showing that this is a sacred place. One of them is Kerivas, the Visage of Law. The other is...uh, probably Ferras, the Visage of Creation? The flute thing is a little weird.” 
 
    “Got it.” I approached the doors. 
 
    Now, in the past, I’d gotten through doors like this one through the most direct means possible — reshaping a hole in the metal, or just reshaping the latches to take the door off, or that sort of thing. 
 
    But Reika was with me, and she seemed to be more on the “don’t destroy sacred artifacts” side of things, so I decided to exercise a little bit more caution than usual. I glanced at the runes, but I couldn’t recognize them. “Do you know what the runes are for?” 
 
    “Probably keeping out the unworthy.” 
 
    That wasn’t much of an answer. I’d been hoping for something a little more technical. “Okay. Is there a traditional way I’m supposed to go inside? Someone in charge of this place I’m supposed to talk to, like your equivalent here?” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “Nope. The three shrines with the amulets don’t have guardians like the sword shrine itself does. There might be people inside who give you challenges, but I have no idea how it works.” 
 
    The door had a crease in the center, but there were no handles on it. I tried just pushing, but it didn’t move. Fortunately, there weren’t any explosions of magical energy or anything, either. 
 
    <Huh. Guess you’re unworthy.> 
 
    Quiet, Dawn. The adults are working right now. 
 
    <Ooh. Don’t be rude! I’m just as old as Reika, you know. And ten times as wise as you are.> 
 
    Then you know how to open the door, in that case? 
 
    <I mean, have you tried pulling on it?> 
 
     There’s no handle, Dawn. 
 
    <Well, then be more creative! Do I have to do all the work in this relationship?> 
 
    I stopped thinking at Dawn and turned back toward the doors. And the statues. 
 
    It can’t be that obvious... 
 
    I walked over to one of the statues. The torch that it was holding was a real torch, just unlit. 
 
    Burn. 
 
    I conjured a tiny bit of fire, lighting her torch. Then I lit the other one. 
 
    I heard a click, and then the doors swung wide open. 
 
    I was almost disappointed that it had worked. 
 
    Reika turned and blinked at me. “How’d you know how to do that?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised at how many gods, emperors, and kings like designing their trap filled areas with meaningless and arbitrary requirements. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s also a test where I have to shove a block a short distance onto an obvious button.” 
 
    Reika frowned. “But that doesn’t really prove anything about bravery.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right. Sometimes it feels like the gods are just wasting our time.” I shook my head. “Anyway, the important part is that the doors are open. Are you coming inside?” 
 
    She looked nervous. “I’m not sure if I should. These tests are for people to earn the right to wield Dawnbringer, and I’m the guardian, not a prospective wielder.” 
 
    “Well, you can just come along with me, then. If there’s no rule against it, you can drag me outside if things get too dangerous for me to handle on my own.” 
 
    <That suggestion there? That sounded like the literal opposite of bravery.> 
 
    Reika had a similar objection. “Doesn’t that sort of defeat the point?” 
 
    I addressed them both. “I’m being pragmatic. I’m confident in my abilities, but I’m also still recovering from several injuries. Also, there could be requirements inside that aren’t designed for foreigners like me. Take, for example, if one of the rooms has a puzzle that requires familiarity with local history or your sacred scriptures. There’s no way I — or someone else from another continent — could have a fair chance of handling that.” 
 
    <So, what you’re saying is that you’re scaaaaared.> 
 
    I turned my head downward so that Reika would know I was addressing Dawn. “I’m not scared in the slightest. Can you say honestly that there’s no chance of a puzzle that’s designed to require an attunement or knowledge of local culture and traditions?” 
 
    <Hm.> 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    <Naw, you got me on this one. Don’t like to admit it, but I have heard stories where there are challenges like that in the spires. Now this isn’t a spire, but there’s a good chance it could have similar puzzles. You have my blessing to take Reika and proceed in a coward-like fashion.> 
 
    That reaction was at least a step closer to reasonable, even if she still had to throw some barbs in toward the end. “We’ve got Dawn’s approval. Come on. I can do all the heavy lifting on the puzzles unless we run into something that I don’t have the right information for.” 
 
    “I guess if Dawn says it’s okay...” She still looked uncomfortable, but she fell into line behind me as I walked to the doors. 
 
    I set my backpack down outside, keeping only my belt pouch and my swords fastened onto my belt. I didn’t know how long we were going to be inside, but if there was a chance some of the challenges relied on dexterity, I didn’t want a backpack weighing me down the whole time. 
 
    My belt pouch had the barest essentials in it, such as a day worth of food and water, bandages, the purestone, and my mask. I didn’t expect the challenges inside to take long enough that I’d need more supplies than that. 
 
    I entered the shrine. 
 
    The doorway led into a carved tunnel. It wasn’t a cavern like where Reika had lived; it looked more like the entrance to a mine, complete with beams to reinforce the ceiling and walls. It was wide enough to walk two abreast, but Reika stayed behind me. 
 
    I started to remove Dawnbringer from my belt to keep her at the ready. 
 
    <Hey, what’re you doing?> 
 
    Getting ready to draw you, in case there’s a fight? 
 
    <This is a test to see if you’re worthy of me, silly. You can’t use me in here!> 
 
    I groaned. That put me in an awkward situation, because I didn’t want to use the Sae’kes, either. There was always an itch at the back of my mind, a desire to use the sword that I’d carried all of my life. Something about wielding the Sae’kes felt right, like it was what I was built for. 
 
    I forced myself to resist that urge. Using the sword when I didn’t strictly need to was a risk. The more destructive power I built in my body, the more difficulty I would have with controlling it. Every time I used it was a chance to make another mistake I would regret for the rest of my life. 
 
    Losing control and killing an enemy was the most likely problem, but as much as I wanted to avoid that, it was far from the worst possible scenario.  
 
    I was much more worried about the possibility that I’d hurt one of my friends, like I had with Arkhan, or just an innocent bystander. 
 
    I also knew that completely ignoring the potential power of the sword was a losing prospect in the long run. If I died because I’d refused to use that power, innocents could suffer as a result of that failure, too. I’d keep looking for ways to control the power more effectively, like getting attunements or finding other sources of magical power, but in the meantime I needed to exercise a degree of caution. 
 
    <If you’re that worried about using that other sword, why do you keep lugging it around all the time?> 
 
    Apparently Dawn was still reading my mind and had noticed my thoughts drifting. That was awkward. 
 
    Because it’s my responsibility. 
 
    <Hm.> 
 
    I didn’t bother waiting for a more elaborate response, I just headed further down the corridor. Reika followed close behind me. 
 
    As we moved deeper, the cavern transformed. The ordinary stone gave way to translucent crystal, perfectly smooth and shining with inner light. 
 
    “Beautiful...” Reika murmured. 
 
    I agreed with her. And from a practical standpoint, the glow of the crystal was providing enough light to see by without any need for the torches from the entrance or another light source. I wouldn’t have to expend valuable body heat to light the cavern with my own fire, or risk Dawn’s ire by drawing her as a light source. 
 
    <It’s pretty? I wish I could see it.> 
 
    Oh, right. How do your senses work, anyway? 
 
    <I don’t really know how to describe it. Rei seems to think my senses work more like a blind animal’s, like some kind of bat or something, but I don’t know if that’s right, either. I think what I’m actually sensing is concentrations of mana. I can tell when people or magical objects are nearby, and a general shape of them, but I don’t sense things like rocks. Don’t think that means you can kill any rocks without me noticing, though. I’ll know.> 
 
    Do you perceive things like colors at all? 
 
    <Not from my own senses. I know what colors are because I can sometimes get images from reading minds.> 
 
    Hold on. 
 
    I paused for a moment, closing my eyes and picturing the hallway we were currently standing in. 
 
    <Oh! ...Wow, okay. Yeah, that is really pretty!> 
 
    <Also, you’re totally standing on a trap!> 
 
    I reopened my eyes. 
 
    I looked down. 
 
    Sure enough, the square tile of crystal I was standing on had depressed into the ground. 
 
    I heard a click, then a whoosh as a jet of flame blasted down the hallway toward Reika and me. 
 
    I stepped toward it, rather than away from it. If I’d dodged, the flames would have hit Reika. 
 
    Disperse. 
 
    The flames got within inches of me, then spread apart and dissipated at my command. 
 
    <Ooh!> Dawn sounded excited. <You almost died!> 
 
    I ignored her, rushing down the hall. As I’d expected, there was a red rune inscribed on the wall that was glowing brighter and brighter with each moment. 
 
    I punched it. The crystal snapped around my fist, and there was an explosion of fire mana on impact. I was ready for it, and I pushed back at the fire. The flames were hot enough to melt the surrounding crystal. If I’d been caught off guard, that would have been a serious danger, even to me. 
 
    Granted, I probably never would have been caught off guard in the first place if Dawn hadn’t distracted me, but nevertheless, I offered her a mental “thank you” for the warning about the trap. 
 
    <You’re welcome! Also, that was awesome! That crystal never stood a chance. Hm, I wonder if that one counted as sacred? I’m adding it to your ‘stones slain’ count either way.> 
 
    I grinned, turning back to Reika. “You okay?” 
 
    “Pfft, little thing like that wouldn’t have even stung me. Dragon, remember?” 
 
     I didn’t know if that was true in her human form, but in fairness, she’d shrugged off most of my attacks pretty easily. “Fair. I’ll be more cautious from this point on.” 
 
    The rune for the trap had been at the end of the current hallway, after which the passage veered to the left. We continued a little more slowly, but I didn’t run into any more traps immediately. 
 
    Instead, the tunnel opened up into a tremendous chamber. It was at least a few hundred feet across, and I could see several things of note from the entrance. 
 
    The most important was what appeared to be my destination. On the opposite side of the chamber and about fifty feet up, I could see another set of silver doors like the ones at the entrance. There was only a small crystalline section of ground to stand on in front of the doors, however, and no easy way to get there. 
 
    The pathway we’d been following ended abruptly at the entrance to the chamber, terminating at what I’d describe as a “yawning death chasm”. 
 
    After briefly considering asking Reika to fly me across, then dismissing that because I knew Dawn and Reika would both consider it cheating, I assessed my other options. 
 
    There were three routes that I’d be hesitant to call paths to move forward. 
 
    Straight ahead, there were huge platforms suspended in mid-air over what looked to be an impenetrable field of darkness below. The platforms were hexagonal and made of the same type of crystal as the walls. They looked to be about four feet wide and varying distances apart from each other. 
 
    A few of the platforms were moving from side-to-side in the air. They’d go about ten feet to one side, pause, and then start moving back. The timing seemed predictable, at least. 
 
    Toward the end, some of the platforms were floating up and down, at seemingly predictable intervals. The very last platform floated up to almost close enough to reach the door. 
 
    The obvious way forward on that route would have been to jump from platform to platform. I, however, had serious reservations about jumping onto a hovering platform without any concept of the strength of the magic keeping it afloat. Moreover, I couldn’t discount the possibility that some or all of the platforms were illusory, and that jumping onto one might lead me to fall into that seemingly indefinite void with no hope of escape. 
 
    Even if the platforms were exactly what they appeared (and stable), I wasn’t confident my jumping accuracy and timing would be perfect. 
 
    So, jumping straight away was not a good option. 
 
    The other potential paths were similarly terrible. 
 
    To my right, there was a trail that followed the cavern wall. Calling it a trail was probably generous — it was maybe a foot wide, so ledge might have been more appropriate. The ledge itself was crystal, but the cavern walls to my right had transitioned back into ordinary stone. 
 
    That ledge seemed to wind all the way around the walls, then upward, until it seemed to end up somewhere above the doorway. From there, presumably I could hop downward to the door if I was feeling adventurous. 
 
    The third path was both the clearest and the least appealing option. There was a crystalline ladder right in front of me, where the main trail terminated. It went straight down into the aforementioned impermeable darkness. 
 
    I had no desire to climb into infinite darkness. That was one of my least favorite things to do. I did, however, feel some comfort in the fact that the ladder might give me a return route if I ended up falling from one of the other paths. 
 
    I didn’t intend to fall, of course. I planned to thoroughly test each route until I found a viable way forward. 
 
    That plan, of course, fell apart right around the same time the tunnel behind us started to. 
 
    I felt the shift in the stone before I heard it, and I heard it before I spun around to see what was happening. The crystal was cracking, and it looked like the whole hallway was moments from collapsing. 
 
    I briefly evaluated reinforcing the crystal, but I didn’t have enough power or control to do that for an entire hallway. That meant I needed to move — and fast. 
 
    My decision was more based on instinct than careful evaluation. In retrospect, I may have picked the worst possible choice. 
 
    I turned back toward the giant chamber, took a deep breath, and leapt forward. 
 
    I landed on the first floating platform, taking a couple steps after landing and barely stopping myself from falling off the edge. 
 
    Then Reika landed behind me and did the same thing, crashing right into my back. 
 
    For a horrifying instant, I teetered at the edge. Reika grabbed my shirt and pulled me backward before I actually fell, saving me from the fall but throwing me even further off balance. 
 
    I barely managed to steady myself before I fell backward, rather than forward. After a few more moments, we managed to steady ourselves, and I looked back. 
 
    The hallway had finished collapsing behind us almost immediately after we moved. Now, the only path was forward. 
 
    I briefly contemplated trying to leap to the narrow path, but jumping to something that precarious seemed very likely to make me fall. If I’d just stepped onto it, I would have had better odds of remaining stable there, but I also hadn’t known if the hallway collapse would destroy the path. 
 
    Jumping to the ladder was still an option, but since it went down into eternal darkness, I wouldn’t have called it a good option. 
 
    I wanted to talk to Reika and figure out a more coherent plan, but the platform beneath us was starting to wobble, and that was something I found deeply concerning. Maybe it wasn’t able to handle the weight of both of us, or maybe it just was only designed to stay afloat for a little bit after someone landed on it. I couldn’t be sure of the cause, but I was pretty sure I only had a few moments before it dropped. 
 
    And so, I turned toward the next platform, setting my jaw and getting ready to jump. 
 
    “I’m jumping. You may want wings.” That was all I had time to communicate before stepping back and taking the next leap. 
 
    The first attack started when I was in mid-air. A beam of multi-colored light flashed forward from somewhere on the opposite side of the chamber. I was airborne with a set trajectory, so my options were limited. I managed to twist to the side, but the beam still clipped me, burning a hole in my shirt and — more importantly — knocking me slightly off course. 
 
    Then I was falling, and not toward the platform. 
 
    I reached out, one hand managing to catch the edge. My hand stung from the force of the impact, and it began to slip almost immediately. The surface of the platform was smooth, which wasn’t great for forming a grip. 
 
    I changed that.  
 
    Reshape. 
 
    My practice with Dawnbringer’s crystalline scabbard was enough to give me a vague feeling of the structure of the crystal, and that in turn was just barely sufficient for me to try to alter it. The edge I was gripping reshaped around my hand, forming a handle. From there, I was able to pull up my other hand and repeat the process. 
 
    Just in time, too, because the whole thing trembled when Reika landed on it a moment later. I would have fallen if I hadn’t been gripping onto the self-made handles. 
 
    Reika knelt down, looking concerned. “Can you manage? I don’t want to cheat unless we really have to.” 
 
    “I can get up, but you’re going to have to give me some room.” 
 
    I pulled myself up. The platform began to wobble dangerously, but fortunately, it didn’t fall immediately. 
 
    As I reached the top of the platform, I processed just how bad of a situation we were in. I didn’t know exactly how long we had before each platform fell, but I didn’t think we’d make it all the way across to the other side at this rate. 
 
    “Could you go into dragon form and just float nearby?” I steadied myself as I finished getting to a standing position and measured the distance to the next platform. 
 
    “Not going to be enough space for that in the corridors, and we didn’t bring enough food for me to eat as a dragon.” 
 
    “Maybe just make wings in your human form, then?” 
 
    “I mean, I could, but making wings in my human form always ruins my shirt. And we are critically low on shirts right now.” 
 
    She did have a point, but I felt like falling to our deaths was a slightly greater concern. “I will buy you shirts, Reika. I will buy you all of the shirts. Infinite shirts.” 
 
    Reika rolled her eyes and stepped backward off the platform. 
 
    I heard a tearing sound a moment later, presumably from her wings bursting through the back of her outfit, but I didn’t wait. I rushed forward and jumped straight to the next platform while I still could. 
 
    <Are you going to buy me more clothes, too? My current outfit is a little tight.> 
 
    I couldn’t possibly roll my eyes hard enough. 
 
    It’s a scabbard, Dawn. It’s meant to be a tight fit.  
 
    I heard a ‘hm’, as if she was considering. <I mean, I guess if it’s meant to emphasize my figure, that makes sense. But a little variety wouldn’t go amiss. Maybe some different colors? I think I might look good in white. Or maybe black, for contrast? Ooh, I like the sound of that.> 
 
    We can discuss this later, Dawn. I’m busy not dying right now. 
 
    <Yeah, but you’re doing that all the time.> 
 
    Don’t remind me about my poor life choices. 
 
    I steadied myself after landing on another platform. A distant glow reminded me that the uncertain time the platforms would hold my weight was far from my only problem. 
 
    When someone sees an attack coming from a distance, ordinarily people do the obvious thing and get right out of the way. On a tiny floating platform, however, that wasn’t an option — unless I felt like taking my chances with the eternal abyss instead of the blast of light that was likely to be heading in my direction a moment later. 
 
    I might have tried jumping to the next platform, but it was one of the moving ones. It was currently floating off to one side. It looked like it’d be several seconds before it got into a good position, and I didn’t have that long. 
 
    And so, when I saw the attack coming, I followed an instinct I usually resisted. 
 
    My hand flew down to the Sae’kes hilt.  
 
    Unlock. 
 
    The blade sang as it escaped the scabbard, flashing upward as the blast of light finally approached me. 
 
    The air tore apart in the wake of my swing, slicing the blast of light cleanly in half. That didn’t dissipate it entirely, but the remainder of the blast was weak enough that I barely felt the impact. 
 
    <I, uh, wow. I mean, not like I couldn’t do better, of course, but that was, uh, pretty good.> 
 
    Thanks, Dawn. 
 
    <All this time, I thought that sword was only good for murdering rocks. Murdering energy beams is much more impressive.> 
 
    I groaned. You’re not going to convince me that the energy beam was sapient, Dawn. I am not going to feel bad about dispersing a magical attack. 
 
    <You never really can know without asking it, can you? And now, alas, it’s too late...> 
 
    I’ll try not to lose any sleep over it. Anyway, Dawn, I know you’re jealous that I’m using another magic sword, but you’re going to have to come to terms with that. I’ll give you some attention when I’m done with this place. 
 
    <I’m...not jealous.> Her voice in my mind sounded quieter than usual. 
 
    She was definitely jealous. 
 
    I smirked. 
 
    I’m sure you have plenty of special abilities, just like this sword does. Maybe you can cut beams of light, too. 
 
    <I can do much better than that! I can...wait, you’re trying to get me to tell you more of my abilities, aren’t you?> 
 
    Maybe. Is it working? 
 
    <Hmpf. I can see why someone like you would want to examine all the fine qualities of a beautiful sword like me, but you’re going to have to earn it.> 
 
    Ahhh, so you can’t cut beams of light. Got it. 
 
    <Mmrmlgr! Maybe not, but I can fire beams of light, which is way better!> 
 
    She suddenly went quiet. 
 
    Heh. I got you. 
 
    <I, uh...meant to tell you about that. Because you clearly weren’t going to shut up until I told you something, and I felt bad for you.> 
 
    Uh-huh. Real believable. 
 
    I snickered, waiting for the perfect time to hop to the next platform. 
 
    Reika floated up nearby, her arms folded. She still looked mostly human, save for the wings that had burst through the back of her shirt. 
 
    The distant glow was beginning to get brighter again, so I didn’t pause to chat. I kept my sword drawn, judged the distance, and jumped to the next platform as soon as it came within range. 
 
    Another flash of light, another swing to cut it into pieces. I went for quarters that time, since I was feeling fancy. 
 
    I found myself moving into a pattern. 
 
    Wait. Jump. Slash. Ignore snark from sword. Repeat. 
 
    That worked pretty well up until the point where I reached platforms that were moving up and down, rather than left and right. 
 
    There were two main problems at that point.  
 
    I took another graze when a second source of light fired at me from my side, rather than right in front of me like they had been. Fortunately, I managed to steady myself and avoid falling off the platform, but at that point, bursts of light started firing at me from all sides. 
 
    I groaned and fell into a flurry of swings, trying to judge the sources of the attacks and evaluate any patterns. I was close enough to the far end of the cavern that I could see the origin point for the original attacks — it looked like a metal tube built into the wall, etched with runes. 
 
    As for a pattern, the original one seemed to fire a blast every three seconds. The others didn’t follow the same timing, but after waiting for each to fire a few times, I noted that each individual tube had a set period it waited. Four seconds for the left, five for the one behind me, and only two seconds for the one on my right. 
 
    That also meant that some of them were firing at the same time, depending on when their timers overlapped. That made finding a good window to jump forward tricky, but that wasn’t my plan, anyway. 
 
    I cut down another pair of blasts, concentrated the aura around the Sae’kes, and then swung forward and pushed on the aura with my mind. 
 
    A shockwave of destructive energy lashed outward, tearing through the air and ripping the metal tube apart on contact. 
 
    I’d avoided using the Sae’kes offensively when I’d first been attacked because I didn’t want to hurt whoever was attacking. But if these were just magical items, rather than people? 
 
    I didn’t have the slightest bit of hesitation about tearing them apart. 
 
    It only took a few more moments to eliminate the other three tubes. The only brief pause was for taking a moment to adjust when Reika floated into the trajectory I’d been planning to swing, and she quickly got the idea and flew out of the way. 
 
    The platform below me started to shake. A glance backward told me that the ones closest to the entrance had finally fallen, but it had taken a while. I was still nervous this one was going to drop, but I didn’t rush my timing on the jump. I couldn’t, because there was still another problem. 
 
    The next platform wasn’t floating quite low enough for me to jump directly onto it. 
 
    When I’d been at the entrance, I’d thought that the platforms had been lowering just to the point where they’d be directly in line for a jump. That had been easy to assume, and easy to perceive incorrectly at a distance. 
 
    Unfortunately, the platform ended about five feet above me, and a good six feet in front. 
 
    I could jump six feet ahead without a problem. Maybe I could make five feet vertically with some space, but that was trickier. I definitely couldn’t reliably do both in a single jump. 
 
     Velas would have flown through this place in a second, I complained to myself. Maybe she should have been the one dealing with this. 
 
    <Wait, remind me. Which one of your girlfriends was Velas again?> 
 
    Ugh. Velas is not my girlfriend. She’s just a friend. Or an enemy. It’s a little unclear at times. I’ll explain more later. 
 
    Not being able to make a jump definitely made things harder. I resisted the urge to just ask Reika to float me over, since that would have defeated the point of the test. 
 
    Instead, I concentrated on the Sae’kes again. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The blade of the Sae’kes rippled and changed, with metal sorcery altering the blade into a length of chain. 
 
    Most of my paladin friends would have thrown a fit if they’d realized I was altering a sacred artifact, and in a serious way, not like how Dawnbringer liked to complain about rocks. 
 
    Still, time was of the essence, and this was the best plan I had at the time. 
 
    The tougher part was focusing on the destructive essence around it and pulling it into the blade itself. To do that more effectively, I temporarily passed the sword to my left hand, focusing some of my own essence into it to keep the aura of the sword constrained. If I didn’t keep that aura tightly packed around the surface of the sword, it’d cut right through anything I hit, which would have made my plan fail immediately. 
 
    With the aura temporarily wrested into position, I waited until the platform was at its lowest point, then whipped the chain forward. I’d used the sword in this shape several times, so I had a pretty good idea of how hard I needed to swing it and the right angle. 
 
    The chain bounced right off the platform the first time I tried it, and it took me a good five attempts to do what I was going for. I got the chain wrapped all the way around it, then commanded it again in the instant that the chain made contact with itself. 
 
    Connect. 
 
    The touching parts of the chain connected with each other, forming a solid loop of metal around the platform. 
 
    See? This sword has some other tricks, too. Much more interesting than firing blasts of light, don’t you think? I sent the thought toward Dawn. The reshaping wasn’t actually a function of the Sae’kes — it was one of my own abilities. I could have done the same thing with virtually any weapon...but she didn’t need to know that immediately. I’d tell her eventually, but teasing her was a welcome reversal of our usual pattern. 
 
    And it was just as effective as I’d hoped. 
 
    <Hey! My blasts of light are way better than that! I can see why you might be confused, since you’re probably just picturing the things those stupid wall cannons were doing, but my blasts of light are beautiful and elegant and powerful.> 
 
    Oh, is that so? How do I use them, then? 
 
    <Hmpf! Well, all you’d have to do is point me toward an enemy and say my activation phrase — in this case, Luminous Arc — and you’d see how glorious my power can be. But you still can’t do that in here, silly! You’re in the middle of your test.> 
 
    I’ll keep that in mind for later, but you’re going to have to really put in some effort to impress me with a beam of light. I’ve seen tons of those. 
 
    <Oh, you’ve never seen anything like this. Trust me.> 
 
    I smirked. Mission accomplished. 
 
    <What mission?> 
 
    Never mind. 
 
    It was easy to forget she could sometimes hear what I was thinking even when I wasn’t deliberately sending my thoughts toward her. She obviously couldn’t glean everything, or she would have realized immediately that I’d been baiting her with that whole line of commentary. I’d do more testing on that later, but for that moment, the platform below me was wobbling dangerously, so I had to move. 
 
    I had a couple options. I could have tried to drag the platform closer to me with brute strength, but I was worried that would disrupt the enchantments keeping it afloat. 
 
    Instead, I used the chain more like a grappling hook. I jumped forward, then used the chain to pull myself up to the platform. Since the chain was wrapped all the way around it, I didn’t have much difficulty grabbing each section of chain and pulling myself upward until I was atop it. It was a little strange, since I was technically gripping the blade of a deadly weapon, but it didn’t cut me. 
 
    The Sae’kes never cut me, even when the blade was in its normal form. Not the aura, not the metallic edge — none of it ever harmed me. I still didn’t know why. It wasn’t sapient, as far as I could tell. I presumed that the enchantments on it prevented it from harming the wielder, but I had very little idea how it worked. 
 
    That was something to learn more about another time, when I found an expert who could study the sword in detail. For the moment, I made my way to the top of the platform. Then, from there, I repeated the process with two more — and then I was finally at the entrance to the next chamber. 
 
    I took a moment just to breathe. 
 
    Reika flew over next to me. “Good work!” She hugged me. The platform below me shook. 
 
    I accepted the hug. “Thanks, Reika. Think I’d better keep moving, though.” 
 
    “Okay!” She grinned. “Let’s do this!” 
 
    Unlike the previous doors, the two tall metallic doors in front of me actually had a standard door handle. I felt pleased about that, since presumably it meant I didn’t have to do any other sort of puzzle just to get them open. 
 
    I reshaped the Sae’kes back into a sword and sheathed it at my hip. After that, I reached for the door handle and pulled. 
 
    On the plus side, the door opened immediately and without effort. 
 
    On the minus side, I felt a pinprick on the pointer finger of my right hand. 
 
    Son of a— 
 
    I raised my hand, examining the finger. A single drop of blood was visible where the something had pierced my skin. I could see a hint of greenish fluid, too. 
 
    Oh, good, I’m poisoned. That’s going to make my day more pleasant. 
 
    I squeezed the finger, hoping to flush out any poison that I could before it spread too far. I wasn’t sure if that was the right approach, but I didn’t have the time or expertise to identify the specific type of poison. 
 
    I was familiar enough with poison to know that there were an absurd number of varieties, and that there was no such thing as a universal antidote. That meant that even if I had been carrying any sort of antidote on me, it was unlikely to work. 
 
    Instead, I focused the destructive aura inside my body into my right hand. I felt a surge of pain as I collected more power in my hand than it was used to holding, then a lingering burning sensation after I released it. 
 
    I hoped that I’d be able to use my aura to purge the poison immediately, but blood moved even faster than my reaction had. I’d probably gotten some of it, maybe even most of it. But not all of it. 
 
    The burning in my right hand faded, but not in a good way. It was going numb. 
 
    I reached into my bag and pulled out my purestone, pressing it against the injury. Unfortunately, it wasn’t likely to do much. It was built for removing toxins in water. I’d speculated that it could help with poisoned wounds, but that wasn’t the intended function. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Reika asked. “You stopped.” 
 
    I showed her the finger. “Poison trap on the door handle.” 
 
    After a moment of consideration, I realized that a standard needle trap couldn’t have pierced my skin under ordinary circumstances. 
 
    I briefly searched the door, finding runes on the bottom side of the handle, as well as the tiny spike that had pierced my finger. I wasn’t an expert on local runes, but I was pretty sure one of them was a variant on a rune for the poison dominion. 
 
    Hm? Yeah, Corin, I guess I remember that one pretty well. It looked about like this. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It was one of the few runes I’d seen that looked like the ones I was used to from my homeland. There were a few extra swirly things — I don’t know the technical name, I’m not an Enchanter — and the bracket looking things around it, but aside from that, it was pretty standard. 
 
    Another one of them probably gave the tiny spike on the bottom additional sharpness. I don’t remember what that one looked like. 
 
    There we go. 
 
    I reached back to the handle, careful to only touch the top part of it rather than the part that had injected the poison into my hand, then stretched my senses into the handle. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    The door handle detached from the door. 
 
    I carefully lifted it and dropped it into my bag. I didn’t know what I was going to do with an enchanted door handle, but you never knew when a magical item might come in handy. 
 
    I stepped into the hallway ahead. My head was starting to swim, and the shaking of the platform beneath me wasn’t helping. 
 
    “Poison!” Reika gasped. “That’s a dastardly deed! Dawn, you should complain to management about using such vile tactics.” 
 
    <I’m not sure that’s how it works, Rei. Oh, she can’t hear me. Keras, convey a message?> 
 
    I didn’t have time to chatter. The numbness was beginning to spread. 
 
    Instead, I unbuckled my belt and handed Dawnbringer — scabbard and all — to Reika. “Dawn wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    My arm was rapidly going too numb to even hold up the scabbard. “Can’t carry things. Arm going numb. Keep her safe.” 
 
    Reika blinked, then her gaze narrowed and her expression turned more serious. “Right. You shouldn’t have to hold onto an extra sword while you’re doing the test and can’t use her, anyway.” 
 
    I agreed with her logic and wished I’d have pushed that earlier. Chatting with Dawn was fun, but having the extra weight on my hips while jumping had been tricky. 
 
    I didn’t have time to think about that any more. I removed the Sae’kes from my belt, scabbard and all, and set it down. Then I re-buckled my belt and picked the Sae’kes back up. 
 
    Swinging the Sae’kes in close quarters like the hall ahead was dangerous, but I didn’t want to be completely unarmed, either. I picked the sheathed sword up and carried it in my left hand. If I encountered any enemies, I could hit them with the sheathed weapon, much like I’d used it in my first fight against Reika. Using my left hand would be awkward, but my right was rapidly getting too numb to wield a weapon. 
 
    The corridor was pitch black. Fortunately, Dawnbringer provided a good degree of illumination, even while she was sheathed. I considered supplementing that by conjuring some fire, but I couldn’t afford the cost in body heat, especially while I was poisoned. 
 
    As the corridor continued, it also narrowed, until my head nearly brushed the ceiling and the walls hugged tight around me. I had to lower the sheathed Sae’kes and walk at an angle to avoid hitting the ceiling, but I decided that keeping the sword out in front of me was still better than putting it back on my hip. 
 
    “Uh, slow down a sec?” 
 
    I glanced back at Reika. 
 
    She was stuck. Her wings couldn’t fit this deep in the corridor. 
 
    “...You couldn’t, maybe, nudge me back a ways?” 
 
    I walked back to her, briefly setting the Sae’kes on the ground. “You can’t shapeshift the wings away?” 
 
    “I can, but it’s really uncomfortable to shapeshift while my wings are pressed up against something. They tend to move around when I’m shifting them.” 
 
    I nodded, braced against her, and then helped shove her back until she had a little more space. 
 
    “Sorry about that!” She stretched, then grunted, and her wings flexed outward for a moment before shrinking down and collapsing into her back. 
 
    It was a bit of a bizarre sight. When she turned all the way into a dragon, it was more like she was switching places with an alternate version of herself that was stored on another plane of existence. Her body wasn’t being altered; it was more like she was replacing it temporarily with a completely different one. Growing and getting rid of wings while remaining in human form seemed like a completely different skill set, since she was modifying her existing body rather than swapping it out with another one. 
 
    It looked kind of uncomfortable. “You okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. Just need to remember not to do that in tight spaces in the future. Come on.” 
 
    I nodded, digging my sword back out of the rock and pressing on down the corridor. 
 
    The poison was spreading, and the numbness had reached my elbow by that point. I still didn’t know if the poison was actually dangerous, or if it was just going to slow me down for a while if I let it spread too far. 
 
    I wasn’t going to take any chances. In spite of the fact that Dawnbringer and Reika seemed very casual about these “tests”, they seemed to have plenty of things that could prove lethal if I made a mistake. 
 
    And while Reika might have saved me if I’d fallen in a pit, I was pretty sure her idea of treating me for poison was more likely to kill me than the poison itself. 
 
    I pressed on. The corridor remained tight and difficult to navigate, and the numbness spread almost up to my right shoulder. If it went much further, I’d have to consider taking more drastic measures. 
 
    Up ahead, I could see the passageway was obstructed by something crisscrossing the passage. As I approached, the light from Dawnbringer made the impediment clearer. 
 
    Spiderwebs. Thousands of them, splayed across the path and giving minimal room to maneuver. There were gaps in the webs, but they were so small that I would have had to duck and crawl to make it through the entire section. 
 
    I went with the direct approach instead. I focused my aura around the sheathed Sae’kes and swept it down, hacking through the first layer of the webs. 
 
    I heard a ringing noise on impact, like someone had rang a hand bell. 
 
    Well, I guess the spiders had an alarm, or at least a very musical trap. 
 
    I momentarily pressed myself against the side of the tunnel in case some kind of attack was going to fly in my direction. After a few moments, nothing happened that I could see. 
 
    I was too exhausted, injured, poisoned, and fatigued to keep waiting at that point. I pressed on, hacking and slashing my way through the webs. Maybe a boulder would roll down the passage in a few moments, or the floor would fall out from beneath me. I’d deal with it. 
 
    When I cleared my way through the patch of webs, the most surprising part was that I still hadn’t discovered the impact of whatever trap I’d triggered. That was somehow more foreboding, but I didn’t have the time to worry about it. 
 
    I pressed on further until I reached a T-junction in the path. 
 
    There were signs on both the left and right sides. 
 
    The left sign said, “Antidote and Exit”. Beneath it, it read, “If you step over the line, you fail the test.” 
 
    The right sign said, “This way to continue the test.” 
 
    I paused. My arm was entirely numb. I glanced to the left, and I could see the aforementioned “line” immediately — there was a clear line of silvery metal in the ground, crossing the path. 
 
    Beyond that, there was a small chamber with a table, and another silvery door. 
 
    On the table sat three things. One was a lamp, illuminating that entire side room. The second was a glass bottle containing a reddish fluid. The third was a sign that said “Antidote”. 
 
    Beyond that was the door, with a sign on it that was clearly labeled, “Exit”. 
 
    “Keras? You okay? We can leave now if you need to, it seems like the poison is really bothering you. You made it a long way. We can always try again later.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “No, I’m not leaving.” 
 
    I considered my options. 
 
    The line in the ground appeared to be a vein of metal. I could almost certainly move it. Semantics aside, though, I was pretty sure that would still count as failing the test. 
 
    Similarly, I could have turned my sword into a whip form again and attempted to lasso the bottle. That seemed somewhat less likely to count as failing the test, but still too likely for my tastes. 
 
    I gestured at the antidote bottle. “Go grab that for me?” 
 
    Reika glanced at the potion, then back to me. Her mouth opened to protest, then closed again. “Dawn says you’re right, it’s not technically failing if I’m the one who goes. It is skirting the rules a little, but...” She folded her arms. “Whoever poisoned you wasn’t playing fair in the first place. I’ll go get it.” 
 
    She walked toward the other room. 
 
    The instant she stepped over a line, a wall of stone began to emerge from the ground to block the way back. 
 
    I’d been ready for that — it was one of the most obvious ways of enforcing a failure condition for crossing the line. 
 
    As soon as the wall began to come up, my sword came down, aura wrapped tightly around it. My destructive power ripped a line through the stone. That wasn’t enough space to move through, but a few more swings divided the wall into cubes, and I shoved them out of the way. I made certain that I didn’t actually cross the location of the line, even with my hand, while doing so. 
 
    Reika stared back at me from the other side of the wall. “...I don’t think you were supposed to do that.” 
 
    “I don’t think I care. Antidote?” 
 
    “Right.” She walked over, grabbed the bottle, and walked back to me. 
 
    I stepped back, allowing her to cross back to my side of the line before accepting the bottle. I was reasonably confident that there was something watching us and “judging” me, much like a spire judgment was supposed to work, and I didn’t want to take the chances that I’d fail on a technicality. 
 
    I propped my sword up against a nearby wall. After that, I accepted the antidote and began to drink it. 
 
    It tasted absolutely foul, but I chugged it down anyway. 
 
    I did consider the possibility that it was just another type of poison, left in that area to eliminate cowards who wanted to leave the test early. But in spite of how little respect I had for whoever had developed deadly traps to make arbitrary tests to “earn” a sword, I didn’t think that fit the personality of whoever had set this up. They seemed to have their own idea of fairness, and I felt like that type of deception didn’t fit what I’d seen so far. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    I didn’t feel any immediate change after drinking the antidote. It was possible it was the type I should have applied to the injury site rather than drinking, but I didn’t think so. 
 
    Rather than feeling a change, what I felt was the lack of it — the poison seemed to have stopped progressing further up my arm. It was possible that was simply the essence in my body working to fight it off, but I chose to believe that the antidote was probably beginning to work. I hoped so, anyway. 
 
    I picked my sword back up and headed down the corridor toward the right, continuing the test. 
 
    The cavern went on for what felt like another half a mile. My numbness didn’t get any better, but it didn’t get any worse, either. 
 
    Eventually, it led to another large, open chamber. 
 
    The entrance to that chamber was covered with webs, and I could see even more webs in the large chamber beyond. 
 
    More importantly, I could see what was probably the result of the trap I’d triggered by cutting the first web — spiders. 
 
    Gigantic spiders, most of which were about the size of a dog. 
 
    Those were the small ones. 
 
    Toward the back of the large chamber, just in front of the door, was the large spider. It was about twenty feet tall, and like the others, it was looking right at me. Its eyes were glowing red, which if you’re not aware, is not generally a sign that something is feeling affable and friendly. 
 
    I decided to give peace a try anyway, though, because I’m like that. 
 
    I cut my way through the spiderwebs at the entrance of the chamber and stepped inside. “Hello. On the off chance you can actually understand me, can you please let me move into the next room safely?” 
 
    I heard something drop down right behind me, then the largest spider reared up on its hind legs and let out a hissing sound. 
 
    “Going to take that as a no.” 
 
    I kicked backward. 
 
    My kick connected with something heavy, much heavier than a spider should be. And in that moment, I felt a strong and familiar sense — I’d made contact with metal. 
 
    The first spider went flying backward...right into Reika. 
 
    “Eep!” She punched it out of the air, and it fell to the ground in a lifeless heap. “Watch where you’re kicking things, Keras!” 
 
    “Sorry!” 
 
    Three more spiders descended from the webs around me. 
 
    I sensed metal in the air around me again, and without any further hesitation, I focused my aura and swept outward with the sheathed Sae’kes. Legs flew and spiders hissed, dripping ichor. 
 
    Not natural ichor, though. The spiders leaked a blue fluid that was, at a quick evaluation, probably the mana that was keeping them animate. 
 
    I rushed forward, cutting one of the injured spiders in half. 
 
    There was no reason for my usual hesitation; these weren’t ordinary spiders at all. I confirmed that again as my scabbard passed through the center of one; there was no flesh involved. The spiders were machines. 
 
    And that meant that, for the first time in ages, I didn’t need to hold back in the slightest.  
 
    Finally. 
 
    I felt my heart beast faster in anticipation. This was going to be fun. 
 
    “Give me some space,” I told Reika. She backed off into the previous hallway, giving me ample room to work with. 
 
    In spite of the numbness that remained in my right arm, I felt a grin spreading across my face as more spiders dropped from the ceiling. 
 
    I got to work. 
 
    The two injured spiders that I hadn’t destroyed were creeping closer. I kicked one, pushing metal mana into it when we made contact. 
 
    Then as the next one skittered forward, I hopped over it, spinning and smashing my scabbard into it. It flew backward, hitting a nearby wall, and fell inert. 
 
    Three more spiders rushed me. I ducked and swatted one with the flat of my blade, again pushing metal mana into it. It flew back a few feet. 
 
    One of the other two managed to close in and jump on my leg. I brought my elbow down onto its head, feeling a satisfying crunch, then kicked it toward the other approaching spider. They crashed into each other and fell over. 
 
    I charged forward, sweeping my aura-wrapped scabbard through the ground and splitting them both in two. 
 
    One more fell from the ceiling from right above me, but I was actively sensing for metal now, and it couldn’t surprise me. I stuck my scabbard upward, and the spider fell right on top of it, falling into two pieces as it hit the scabbard’s aura.  
 
    This is too easy. It’ll be over in seconds if I keep this up. 
 
    Let’s play a little more. 
 
    I pulled my destructive aura back to surrounding my body, then pushed metal mana into the lining of my scabbard. After that, I swept it downward to crash into one of the damaged spiders that was still getting back up. 
 
    Two more spiders rushed me from sides of the room. I jumped, and they crashed into each other. I landed on top of them, flooded them with metal mana, and then hopped again. 
 
    Then I rushed for the big spider. 
 
    It swung a tremendous leg toward me, big enough to crush me on impact. I dropped to the ground, rolled forward, and jammed my scabbard into its abdomen. 
 
    And then I pushed metal mana straight into it, of a variety that happened to interact with the types I’d been flooding the other spiders with. 
 
    In specific, I’d magnetized them all. 
 
    Sharpen. 
 
    I pulled my scabbard downward, tearing my way out of the spider, and then rolled out of the way as the smaller spiders that I’d magnetized flew toward the huge one. 
 
    They crashed into it hard, knocking the giant spider off its legs. I had to tumble out of the way to avoid having it fall on top of me. 
 
    And then, with the giant spider toppled, I sprung to my feet and swung for the neck. 
 
    Slice. 
 
    The neck parted without resistance, and the gigantic metallic head rolled to the ground. The red light emanating from the construct’s eyes faded and it fell inert. 
 
    A moment later, the same happened to the few spiders that were still standing. 
 
    I frowned at the smaller spiders. I hadn’t expected them to deactivate the moment I’d killed the big one. 
 
    Is that it? 
 
    I felt a twinge of disappointment. Maybe I should have avoided the big spider a bit longer and taken more time to savor the experience. 
 
    Revert. 
 
    I shifted the scabbard’s metal lining back to normal, removing the sharpness and magnetism I’d applied to it. 
 
    Reika stood back at the entrance to the corridor, her arms folded. “You’ve been holding out on me. Like, a lot.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not exactly. Metal is my specialty. I can handle metal monsters much more easily than anything else.” 
 
    “...Okay. But that...,” she waved to the fallen monsters, “...that was pretty good.” 
 
    I grinned. “Glad you thought so.” 
 
    I admit I may have been showing off a bit. The whole magnetism thing wasn’t strictly necessary. 
 
    And by strictly necessary, I mean it hadn’t been necessary at all. 
 
    It was fun, though. Maybe if I was lucky, I’d find some more metal monsters to play with deeper in. 
 
    “C’mon. I’m sure the hard part is still to come.” I waved at the next door and moved forward. Reika nodded and followed me. 
 
    I finally reached the next silver door, complete with handle. 
 
    I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. I lifted the sheathed Sae’kes, wrapped my aura around it again, and cut a hole around the entire handle. After that, I stuck the sword through and levered the door open. It swung open easily. 
 
    The hallway ahead was somewhat wider and taller, giving enough room that Reika and I could have walked two abreast without any difficulty. It also meant I’d have more room to swing my sword if we came across any enemies, and I was relieved by that. 
 
    The style of this area was different, too. It was still stone, but it was cleanly carved into flat sections. It looked more like the entrance to a fortress, rather than just another section of a mountainside cavern. 
 
    Torches lined the hallway ahead, meaning there was ample light. 
 
    I briefly considered sending Reika back for the lamp that had sat on the table next to the poison in case we ran into another dark section, but I didn’t feel like it was worth the time. 
 
    I checked the floor ahead for any obvious traps, because putting another trap right on the floor ahead of the door seemed like the most likely thing to catch me if the handle wasn’t one. 
 
    And, to my surprise, I actually found one. There was a large rectangular area in the ground just ahead of the door that was clearly cut apart from the rest of the stone. It didn’t take up quite the entire hallway, but it was right in the center. It looked like the type of thing that would sink into the ground and trigger something the moment I stepped on it. 
 
    That may have actually been the first time since I’d come to Kaldwyn that I’d found and identified a trap before triggering it. I felt very proud of my accomplishment. 
 
    I pointed at it. “Trap ahead. Watch out for it.” 
 
    “Ooh, I see it! Good call.” 
 
    I nodded, then cautiously slipped around the trap. 
 
    As soon as I reached the opposite side of it and stepped down onto the seemingly normal ground ahead, I heard a click. 
 
    Oh, come on! 
 
    There was a loud rumbling sound coming from the hallway ahead of me. 
 
    “Eep!” Reika exclaimed. 
 
    At this point, I wasn’t afraid. I was many things — frustrated, irritated, and maybe even a little bit angry. 
 
    Most of all, I was absolutely done with tricks and traps. 
 
    So, rather than fleeing for my life down the hall to the safety of the previous area like I was probably intended to do, I pushed forward. 
 
    I saw the boulder rolling down the hall, tens of thousands of pounds and rushing at me with crushing force. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    Stone mana flooded through my body. I dropped my sword. Cutting the boulder in half might have worked, but that wasn’t my plan. 
 
    I braced myself, calling on the power of fire and destruction and forming them into my left arm.  
 
    I slammed my fist forward into the approaching boulder, pushing my aura outward as I made contact. 
 
    My arm tore right into it, then the mixture of fire and raw destructive power rippled outward. The boulder exploded, shards flying outward in all directions. The splinters that hit me disintegrated on contact with my aura before they could deal any damage. 
 
    I paused, took a breath, and pulled my sword out of the ground. The area around me was devastated. The pieces of the boulder had wrecked the nearest walls. 
 
    I turned around to check on Reika. She was uninjured, holding one of the larger shards of stone that had slipped past me in her hand.  
 
    “Warn me before you explode something next time.” She tossed the chunk of rock aside, and I felt a pang of guilt. If she’d been some ordinary civilian, that explosion might have hurt her. Then, after a moment, she added, “...Also, Dawn says you murdered another rock.” 
 
    I sighed. I’d hoped to impress her with that one, too. But in fairness, Reika probably could have punched out a boulder pretty easily herself. 
 
    Still, I didn’t have any regrets about my approach. I kicked a piece of the boulder on the ground, and said, “This one deserved it.” 
 
    I turned around, picked my sword back up, then continued down the hall. 
 
    The hallway continued for another dozen meters before I reached a ramp that went up toward the ceiling. Upon inspection, the area the ramp led up to didn’t seem to be another path; there was just a small section in the ceiling area where the boulder appeared to have been stored until the trap was triggered. 
 
    I passed the ramp, coming to another junction in the path. 
 
    This one had three possible directions. There were big, silvery doors on the left and right side of the hall, as well as directly in front of me. 
 
    The doors ahead of me were the largest, and they also had two huge keyholes in them. I immediately presumed that I was probably supposed to go through each of the other two paths, obtain a key, and then come back to this door. 
 
    But my right arm was still numb from the poison, I was exhausted, and I was reaching the limit of how much sorcery I could safely use without taking a break. Maybe I should have taken a break, but I also didn’t know if the tests were timed, or if they’d simply activate more traps if I took longer. 
 
    I walked up to the door, leveled the sheathed Sae’kes, and began to cut holes in them. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s how you’re supposed to do that,” Reika objected. 
 
    I turned back to her. “Just making a short cut....get it?” 
 
    Reika snorted. “Dawn says that was an awful pun and you should be ashamed, but she laughed, so I think she secretly liked it.” She paused. “Also she says I am a traitor for selling her out, and now she is pouting.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned back to finishing my work on cutting through the door. I planned to lever it open just like I’d done on the last one. 
 
    “Dawn says you’re allowed to skip the other rooms, but she wants to see if they have anything exciting inside first.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes in exasperation, but I acquiesced. I was doing this whole thing to make her happy in the first place, so doing it halfway wasn’t really meeting my own objectives. 
 
    I moved toward the door on the left. It occurred to me that I might have triggered something inside the central room by cutting through the door, but I didn’t worry about it too much. 
 
    I repeated the cutting process on the left door. It probably could have opened easily without it, but I wasn’t risking any more poisoned handles if it was avoidable. After that, I used my sword to lever it open. 
 
    The door led into a long hallway with another door on the opposite side. Aside from that, I saw absolutely nothing of interest. No monsters, no obvious square tiles cut out in the floor. 
 
    I stepped away. “Well, that was exciting. I’ll go check the other door.” 
 
    “Dawn says she wants you to go down the hall and check the door on the other side.” 
 
    I sighed. “Of course she does. Should I also deliberately step on all the traps, so she can see what they do?” 
 
    “She says yes, that would be ideal.” Reika gave me an apologetic look. “And she thanks you for asking.” 
 
    I slumped my shoulders. “Fine. But if this kills me, I’m going to haunt you both.” 
 
    “I eat ghosts, remember?” 
 
    I frowned. “I was pretty sure you weren’t serious when you said that.” 
 
    “Well, there’s only one way to find out.” She smiled wide, exposing teeth that seemed somewhat sharper than I remembered. 
 
    “Right. Hallway it is.” 
 
    I walked into the obviously trapped hallway, once again proving that I have no sense of self-preservation at all. 
 
    Reika waited outside. I glanced back at her questioningly. “Not coming?” 
 
    “I can see just fine from here.” 
 
    “It’s almost like you know there’s something awful in there.” 
 
    She shrugged a shoulder. “You can’t prove anything.” 
 
    I groaned and kept walking down the hall. 
 
    When I heard the loud cranking noise and the walls began to move inward, I was hardly surprised. More resigned, really. 
 
    I didn’t even slow down.  
 
    Wide destruction aura. 
 
    My aura stretched across my scabbard again, then extended outward into a broader shape, like a shovel.  
 
    I swung as I advanced, left and right, obliterating stone as the hallway continued to narrow. 
 
    The walls kept closing in, but it didn’t matter. They met just above me, but I’d disintegrate a whole area, more than wide enough to stand in. 
 
    My slicing through the rock hadn’t cleared a path behind me, however. The walls had slammed entirely shut behind me, barring the way back to Reika — and her view of the area. 
 
    The main disadvantage of this was that the hallway was unlit. The aura of destructive essence around the Sae’kes was my only light source, and it wasn’t nearly as bright as Dawnbringer. Especially while it was sheathed. 
 
    I briefly considered conjuring a ball of flame to provide additional light, but I decided against it. The poison and my injuries had weakened me too much to use up any more of my strength on something unnecessary. 
 
    I pushed forward rather than cutting my way backward. I could return later. 
 
    I cut the next door open, then pulled my aura back around my body. After that, I pushed the door aside with my scabbard like usual.  
 
    The next room was filled nearly from wall to wall with glittering treasure. 
 
    Piles of coins made up the bulk of it, covering the room nearly from floor to ceiling. Mixed in were hundreds of other objects — everything from candlesticks to helmets to brilliantly gilded swords. 
 
    That was what my sight told me. 
 
    My metal sense, however, painted a very different picture. I felt only the slightest hint of metal in the room — about the size of a single key, if I had to guess. 
 
    I didn’t know if the treasure was purely illusionary, or maybe it was just painted wood or some other non-metal material. I wasn’t going to bother finding out, either. 
 
    I stood just outside the room, closing my eyes. I reached out with my metal sense toward the single metal object, concentrated, and tried to picture it in my mind. 
 
    Then I added a strong metallic magnetic pull to my scabbard. 
 
    What followed next would best be described as cacophonous. My clever “solution” had triggered about a hundred traps at once. 
 
    Arrows flew from a dozen holes on opposite sides of the chamber. If I’d been inside, I’d have been pincushioned. Then all those gold pieces started to explode. They weren’t large explosions, of course, but tiny pieces of their actual material — wood — were scattered throughout the chamber. Some of it even managed to escape the open doorway, but I stepped behind the door and shielded myself from the worst of it. 
 
    From behind the door, I couldn’t even see all of the traps. I felt the heat, though, as flames ripped throughout the room and incinerated some of the remaining fake treasure. 
 
    Then the snakes woke up. I don’t even know where they’d been hiding before, but yeah, there were snakes. Very large snakes, and the kind that apparently weren’t harmed by fire. 
 
    I heard them hiss and rear up — I counted six of them. One of them took a spike to the head as another trap triggered, but the other five started slithering toward me. 
 
    It was only at that point that the key finally reached me. I saw it flying through the doorway just in time to deactivate the magnetism on my sword, causing it to drop to the floor. 
 
    I kicked the closest snake as it tried to slither out and bite me, then swept my foot downward to move the key back in the direction I’d come from. 
 
    Another snake started to inhale, which I didn’t like the look of, so I kicked the door shut. A blast of flame hit the door, with a fraction of it slipping through the hole I’d created when I’d cut it open. Fortunately, I wasn’t directly in line with it. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    I commanded the metal of the door to flatten, both covering the hole and then stretching to tighten in the frame. It wasn’t the same as locking it, but it would hold as long as whatever was on the other side wasn’t particularly strong. 
 
    Something slammed into the door a moment later, shaking it and denting the metal. 
 
    Apparently one of the snakes — or worse, something else inside I hadn’t seen — was pretty strong. 
 
    I knelt down, grabbed the key, and began cutting my way back toward Reika. 
 
    The door burst off its hinges, a single huge snake stared at me from the other side. 
 
    I turned around to look back at it. I couldn’t even manage to be incredulous at this point. Maybe it was an illusion. Maybe snakes just had some way of turning into a single giant snake here. That seemed to make about as much sense as anything else on this continent. 
 
    While I was busy wondering how any ordinary people could possibly survive in a land like Kaldwyn, the snake lunged forward into the hallway. It was so large that it could barely fit its head and neck down the hall. 
 
    I hurled a blast of flame at its eyes on instinct, momentarily blinding it. 
 
    Belatedly, I remembered my morals. “Uh, you’re not a friendly and intelligent serpent by any chance, are you?” 
 
    The snake hissed and stretched forward, jaws wide. It couldn’t quite reach me yet, but it lashed out with a huge tongue, which was barbed. Because sure, if snakes can merge and breathe fire, why not have barbed tongues, too? 
 
    I stepped to the side, swinging upward. 
 
    Then it didn’t have a barbed tongue. Or not an entire one, at least. 
 
    It pulled back instantly, letting out an enraged hiss and slamming its head against one of the sides of the hall in the process. 
 
    I felt the stone begin to shift above me. 
 
    That was not a good sign. 
 
    I threw another blast of flame at it as a distraction, then went back to cutting my way out of the hall. 
 
    It only took a few more moments. I was practically running forward as I was cutting, and I barely stopped myself from cutting straight into Reika as I rushed outward in a panic. 
 
    “Snake snake snake!” I managed, brilliant and articulate as usual. 
 
    “What did you call me?!” Reika replied indignantly, folding her arms and ignoring how close I’d come to slashing her. 
 
    I ran right past her. 
 
    The snake’s gigantic head was right behind me, its maw opening wide. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    As funny as it might have been, it didn’t eat Reika. Instead, it kept following me as far as it could...and then stopped. 
 
    When I was cutting my way through that hallway, I wasn’t exactly cutting it perfectly evenly. That was fine for me, since I was human-sized and it wasn’t difficult to tunnel through material while rapidly swinging a sword that disintegrated everything in the path of its aura. 
 
    For a giant snake, though, it was vastly less convenient. 
 
    Apparently, at least some part of the snake was a bit wider than the head. Maybe it also had a spiked tail, or some ridges further down on the back. 
 
    Whatever the cause, though, the result was the same — the snake got stuck tight. 
 
    “Snake!” Reika shouted excitedly. 
 
    The snake growled — which I’m not sure snakes are supposed to do, but hey, this one had all sorts of weird abilities — and turned its head toward Reika. 
 
    “Ahh!” At first, I thought that sound meant Reika was afraid, until she clasped her hands together. “It’s so adorable!” 
 
    The snake snapped its jaws at us angrily, struggling, but it couldn’t get any closer. 
 
    Reika turned toward me. “Can we keep it? Please?” 
 
    I stared at her. “You want to keep the giant death snake.” 
 
    “Yeah! I’ve never had a pet before. I mean, I tried to take one of those razor bat things as a pet once, but it kept escaping.” She frowned. “But this seems perfect! It’s even got scales like me!” 
 
    “And how are we going to feed it? It’s the size of a wagon.” 
 
    Reika folded her arms. “It’s smaller than my dragon form. And don’t make Snakey feel self-conscious about his weight, it’s rude. He’s a big boy, but I can tell that—” 
 
    The snake somehow managed to worm a bit closer to us, snapping again. We both absently stepped out of the way of the creature’s jaws, continuing the discussion. 
 
    “We’re barely able to keep ourselves fed, Reika. We can’t support a giant death snake.” 
 
    Reika sighed. “But I want one.” 
 
    I turned back toward the snake. “Is it even real? Aren’t most of the things in here magical constructs? Wouldn’t it just disappear when we leave?” 
 
    “...Oh. I guess that might be true.” Her shoulders slumped. “I guess we’re just going to have to find a real one outside.” 
 
    We’d been ignoring the snake for long enough that I’d forgotten it still had a way of hurting us. 
 
    It started taking a deep breath, which I knew by now was probably a signal that it was about to exhale a blast of fire. 
 
    I realized what it was doing at the last moment and shifted to throw myself in the way of the blast, hoping to deflect the fire away from Reika. It wasn’t necessarily a wise move — I was in a lot worse shape than she was — but I acted on instinct. 
 
    Fortunately, my decision wasn’t a fatal one. The snake stopped halfway into inhaling, breaking into a cough accompanied by a breath of lukewarm and harmless air. 
 
    After that, it coughed a few more moments, then laid still on the ground. 
 
    “...Did Snakey just die?” Reika asked. 
 
    We both stared at it, uncertain. It wasn’t moving. 
 
    I turned to Reika, then sighed and sheathed my sword. “I’m going to push it back into the hall.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because if it’s alive, slowly suffocating because it’s being crushed by rubble is an awful way to go?” 
 
    “Oh. I guess so. I’ll miss you, Snakey!” 
 
    I sighed. She’s going to ask me for a giant snake later, isn’t she? 
 
    I reached out to push on the snake’s head. As my hand got close, however, the snake vanished. “Oh. Illusion, I guess.” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “No, not the typical variety, at least. It was displacing rocks. And I felt heat when it tried to use its breath. It was solid. Maybe a summoned monster or a solid illusion construct, like what a Shadow can make.” 
 
    I blinked at Reika. It was easy to forget that she probably knew a lot more about the local magic than I did. “How’d it vanish, then?” I glanced around. “Does that mean there’s someone that summoned it deliberately, and just dismissed it?” 
 
    “Maybe, or it just ran out of the mana that was keeping it here. Either because the damage it sustained was causing a mana leak, or because it simply ran out of time.” 
 
    “Hm.” I shook my head. “I guess it doesn’t matter right now. Gone is gone.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you, Snakey...” Reika mumbled.  
 
    I ignored her. 
 
    Her explanation did tell me a little more about what other potential threats I could run into later on in the shrine. The possibility of summoned monsters added another whole type of challenge I could face. 
 
    “What else did you see in there?” 
 
    “Oh, you know. Thousands of pounds of treasure. Nothing important.” 
 
    “What, really?” 
 
    “Fake treasure, obviously.” 
 
    “Aww.” 
 
    I tossed her the key. “But I did find that.” 
 
    She caught it deftly. “Ooh, nice work! Guess that’s one hallway down. Were there any more doors beyond that one?” 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. “I didn’t see any.” 
 
    Reika glanced down at the Dawnbringer, then looked back up to me. “Okay. Dawn is satisfied.” 
 
    “Great, now I can finally—” 
 
    “...With the left door,” Reika continued. “You can check the other side now.” 
 
    I sighed. I’d almost managed to avoid that one. 
 
    I headed to the door on the right side of the room. 
 
    I went through my usual routine of cutting the door open, then pushed it wide. 
 
    This led to another hallway with a door at the end, mirroring the one on the opposite side. Having now seen that innocuous-seeming hallways were even more tricky than I had previously anticipated, I had a reasonable degree of reticence about stepping inside. 
 
    Once again, I couldn’t see any obvious traps. Unlike the other hall, however, this one had a series of obvious switches — a set of four — near the far door. They were color coded; blue, yellow, green, and red. 
 
    “Any idea what I’m supposed to do with the switches?” I asked Reika. 
 
    “Telling you would be cheating. Go on.” 
 
    I groaned. Puzzles with colored switches weren’t really my thing. 
 
    I stepped into the hall. A stone wall emerged from the floor, blocking the path where I’d just come from, and dimming my available light. 
 
    I headed down the hallway cautiously, but the walls didn’t push inward this time. Instead, I heard a very different type of sound coming from the walls. It was easily recognizable — the sound of running water. 
 
    I felt the first water splash against my boots a moment later. That was good in some respects — my boots were getting a bit dusty — but on the minus side, I wasn’t big on drowning. 
 
    More openings began to appear in the walls, rapidly filling the corridor with water. 
 
    I trudged down the hallway, reaching the switches. 
 
    I pressed the blue one, thinking that maybe it corresponded to water. 
 
    It did, in fact. Water started pouring into the hallway faster. 
 
    It was rapidly reaching knee height, and getting cold. 
 
    If blue is water, maybe red is fire? 
 
    Fire and water had a tendency to cancel each other out, and I knew I could deflect any reasonable amount of flame if I needed to, so I hit that switch next. 
 
    No flames emerged from the halls, however. Instead, the water just started getting warmer. 
 
    If I’d been visiting this shrine for a hot bath, I might have appreciated the functionality. But drowning in warm water wasn’t much better than drowning in cold water, so I needed to rapidly find a solution. 
 
    I pressed the blue switch again, hoping it might turn off whatever I’d triggered before...but nope, it just made the water pour in even faster. 
 
    With the water at hip height, I was rapidly running out of options. 
 
    It was still getting hotter, too, to the point where it was going to rapidly go from warm and toasty to scalding and skin-stripping. 
 
    Yellow and green are the only ones left. 
 
    I didn’t know what those might be associated with in the local culture.  
 
    Air and stone, maybe? 
 
    I decided that there was a good chance that green was stone, and that it would do something to cancel out water...but it was also a pretty significant risk to keep hitting switches that were only making things worse. 
 
    And I hated this kind of puzzle. 
 
    I hacked a hole in the next door, allowing the water to begin flowing out of the room into the chamber in front of me. That bought me some time, but I didn’t know if flooding the next room would ruin anything inside that I wanted, so I still needed to rapidly stop the water. 
 
    I wasn’t going to rely on unlabeled switches. Instead, I trudged back toward the closest holes in the wall where the water was emerging and pressed my arm against the wall. 
 
    Reshape, I commanded the stone. 
 
    A section of stone from above the hole shifted downward, covering the opening. 
 
    I repeated the process with several more holes until the water flow had slowed to a trickle. My body ached from the use of so much stone sorcery, but I trusted my abilities more than hitting colored switches. 
 
    With the water draining into the next room, I walked back to the entrance and began to cut the stone wall, making an exit and another path for the water to clear. 
 
    I heard an “eep” from Reika as the water began to flow back into the previous room. Fortunately, that chamber was huge, and there was plenty of room for the water to seep into without causing Reika any harm. 
 
    I cleared the doorway entirely to make sure I had a safe exit route, then headed back down the hall toward the room I’d opened. 
 
    “What’d you find?” Reika shouted. 
 
    “Still working on that,” I replied. I reached the doorway near the switches and pried it open. 
 
    The next room was shaped like a cube, about fifteen feet across. In the center was a waist-height column with an extremely obvious treasure box on top. 
 
    There was some water on the floor from my efforts at draining the hallway, but not a lot. 
 
    I could sense metal inside the treasure box, but the container itself was another material. With the container in the way, I couldn’t get enough magnetic force to just pull it out of the room without entering like I’d done with the previous chamber. 
 
    I briefly contemplated just changing my sword into a chain and lassoing it, but I was worried that I might trigger any traps on the box in the process. That wasn’t necessarily the worst thing that could happen, but I was hoping to keep the contents of the box intact. 
 
    I scanned the room again, searching for monsters and obvious traps. I didn’t see anything at first, until I looked up. 
 
    There was a gigantic circular fan on the top of the room. It wasn’t currently operating. The blades were about as wide as my torso and looked very, very sharp. 
 
    I could see a few possibilities for the fan. Maybe it was going to blow some sort of horrible poisonous gas into the room. Maybe it was there to disperse some poisonous gas that was going to come out of the floor or walls, but only if I managed to solve a puzzle. 
 
    Or maybe it was just going to spin and drop from the ceiling, cutting anyone in the path to bits. 
 
    I stepped inside. 
 
    I’d been almost right with the third guess. 
 
    The fan began to spin. Another stone wall appeared to block the exit. And then the fan began to slowly descend, whirling with killing force. 
 
    A series of four more switches emerged from the wall on the right side of the room. Once again, they were blue, yellow, green, and red. 
 
    I didn’t even bother with them this time. 
 
    I rushed to the center of the room and tried to grab the box. It was stuck to the pedestal. 
 
    The fan blades whirled and continued to descend. It wasn’t coming down very fast, but I guessed I’d be getting a haircut in about a minute if I didn’t find a solution. 
 
    Upon further examination, the box was stuck to the pillar with an adhesive. It was also locked, with a combination lock.  
 
    I didn’t bother with the lock. I cut off the top portion of the pillar entirely, then tucked the box under my numb arm and headed back to the doorway. It was difficult to do anything with that arm, but I’d regained enough use to just hold the box in place. 
 
    The whirling blades descended faster. 
 
    I’d been planning to just cut my way out of the door and ignore the trap entirely, but with the blades rapidly coming closer, I didn’t know if I could finish that in time. 
 
    Instead, I stuck my scabbard upward. Not into the path of the blades themselves — that might have caused the blades to break off with enough force to bounce around the room and hit me. I stabbed right into the center, just barely making contact with the metal. 
 
    Then once I was in contact, solving the problem was easy. 
 
    Condense. 
 
    The entire fan compressed into a huge metal ball. It continued to descend and vibrate dangerously — whatever mechanism was causing it to move was still active — but it didn’t look like it was going to come loose. 
 
    I briefly considered taking the whole trap apart and seeing how it worked. A descending fan trap was an interesting application of mechanical engineering, and one I hadn’t seen before. 
 
    But ultimately, I was too tired for that sort of thing, and far more interested in whatever was inside the box. 
 
    I cut my way through the stone door. The ball descended until just above the pillar, then finally stopped moving. I was grateful for that, since it would have made a terrible cacophony if they’d impacted with each other. 
 
    I headed back down the hall and set the treasure box on the floor. 
 
    “Ooh! A box!” Reika knelt down. “What’s inside?” 
 
    “I haven’t opened it yet.” I groaned and knelt down with her. 
 
    “Hm, there’s a lock on it. That’s another puzzle. Were there any clues in there?” 
 
    “Probably,” I replied, then cut the lock off the box. 
 
    “That’s...well, I guess that technically works.” 
 
    I inspected the lock now that it was on the ground, then carefully touched it. There didn’t seem to be any traps, so I nudged it toward Reika. “You’re welcome to try to solve it if you’d like.” 
 
    “Can I?” She picked it up gingerly. “I guess it wouldn’t be cheating, since you already have the box open. Hm, okay...” 
 
    I flipped the treasure chest’s lid open. I wasn’t surprised to see it contained another key. I was, however, shocked to see it contained something I might actually find useful — a potion bottle. The bottle was filled with bright red fluid. 
 
    I scanned the box for any further traps, but didn’t see any. With that, I gingerly removed the key and the potion from the box. 
 
    “Another antidote?” I considered aloud. 
 
    Reika turned away from the combination lock to glance in my direction. “Hm? No, the hue is wrong for that. That’s a healing potion.” 
 
    I frowned at the bottle. I was impressed that Reika could recognize the type of potion based purely on the coloration, but I still didn’t trust it. “How confident are you that it’s actually a healing potion, and not another trap? Maybe a poison with food dye?” 
 
    “I think you’re worrying too much, but you can always open it up and sniff it.” 
 
    “And that would tell me what exactly?” 
 
    “Well, if it smells like redbane, it’s a red-colored poison. If it smells like lifestrand, it’s a healing potion.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “I didn’t know you were an alchemist.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’ve just read books. Many, many books.” 
 
    I gave her an appreciative nod. “Okay. That’s impressive. But what do redbane and lifestrand smell like?” 
 
    She seemed to ponder that. “I honestly have no idea. In Into the Spider Spire, Vordren describes redbane as smelling like cinnamon? But I don’t actually know if that’s accurate. That one is fiction.” 
 
    “Is your source for the ingredients also fiction?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I’ve read an actual alchemy book. If it’s got redbane, it’s poison. If it’s got lifestrand, it’s not. They don’t mix. The problem is that Hartigan’s Introduction to Alchemy was focused on brewing the potions, not identifying the ingredients. They referred to a different book for finding and learning the components, and I didn’t have a copy of that.” 
 
    I groaned. “Okay.” I knew a little bit about poisons myself, but the local flowers were different from the ones I was used to, so I didn’t have any confidence in my ability to identify things that would be safe here. 
 
    I didn’t think that it was likely that just smelling the potion would be dangerous, though. I opened the cap and sniffed. It didn’t smell like cinnamon — more like peppermint, maybe. 
 
    I passed it to Reika. “Does this smell like the healing potion you used on me before?” 
 
    Reika sniffed at it. “I think so...? Honestly, I didn’t really get a good whiff of the last one before I poured it.” 
 
    She handed it back to me. I put the stopper back on the bottle and tucked it away in my pouch. 
 
    As much as I wanted to drink it and see if it would help with the lingering injuries on my back and chest, I didn’t feel like it was wise to drink it immediately for a couple reasons. 
 
    First, because I still wasn’t confident it was a healing potion. I wanted an expert to look at it. 
 
    Second, if it was a healing potion, I wanted to save it for when I truly needed it. 
 
    Third, and most importantly, healing spells and potions often made poisons spread. I didn’t know if the potions from Kaldwyn worked the same way as the ones from my homeland, but Arkhen’s healing potions worked like regeneration spells — they accelerated the body’s natural healing process. That same effect often made poisons spread further and faster, and I didn’t want to risk the chance of that happening.  
 
    I decided to save it for a life or death situation, or at least until I was confident that I’d neutralized the poison in my body. 
 
    With that, I had both keys to a door I had already opened, and I’d finished exploring to a point where even Dawn seemed satisfied. 
 
    I briefly backtracked to the room on the left just to see if I’d missed another healing potion hidden in the rubble somewhere, but I didn’t find anything else of interest. 
 
    “You ready to go in the central doors?” I asked Reika. 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    I pulled them open. 
 
    Inside was a circular room with a large fountain in the center. The walls of the chamber were stark white, making them look far fancier than the surrounding portion of the shrine. The waters of the fountain seemed unnaturally clear and blue. 
 
    There were a pair of double doors on the other side of the room, but they were made of white wood rather than metal, and had a symbol above them — three spheres together, like what I’d seen on the pedestal in front of Dawnbringer. 
 
    I glanced around for traps, but Reika just stepped inside. I winced involuntarily, waiting for some sort of poisonous gas cloud or sharks to fly out of the water, but nothing happened. 
 
    “This is a safe room.” Reika turned and waved at me. “Come on.” 
 
    I eyed the room dubiously for a few moments before following Reika inside. 
 
    Reika went straight to the fountain, dipping her hands in and taking a drink. “Delicious!” 
 
    I walked over, watching her for a few moments to see if she collapsed from poisoning. “Are you sure that was wise?” 
 
    “Hm? Oh, don’t be such a worrier! This is a safe room. It’s like one of the ones in the spires right before a terrible monster.” 
 
    I glanced at the wooden doors. “Meaning there’s something terrible in there.” 
 
    “Probably!” She grinned. “But for now, there’s mana water!” 
 
    I glanced at the water, then back to Reika. “Mana water?” 
 
    “Exactly what it sounds like. Mana water is water infused with gray mana to help refresh the power of your attunement before you face something dangerous.” She frowned. “But I don’t know what it would do to you. You don’t have an attunement.” 
 
    “You don’t, either,” I noted. “Are you sure it’s safe for you to be drinking that?” 
 
    “Hm. Don’t know. Probably.” She took another drink. “It tastes good.” 
 
    I gave her a worried look. “That doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I feel fine. You can wait a few minutes and see if I explode if you’re that nervous about it.” 
 
    I did wait a few minutes. 
 
    Reika did not explode. 
 
    She didn’t seem to have any side effects, aside from complaining that now she was hungry. 
 
    We split the rest of our rations, but I knew that wouldn’t be much for her. She’d been flying in her dragon form right before we’d been inside, and being in that form took a lot of energy out of her. 
 
    I’d left my backpack outside, and that held most of the remaining food. Even that wasn’t enough to keep a dragon satiated for long, though. We’d have to find another large animal soon after getting outside to feed her properly. 
 
    Resting made me nervous, since so many other rooms had held traps, but I eventually accepted that Reika’s explanation was probably accurate. 
 
    I took a sip of the mana water. Just a sip, in case it had any dangerous interactions with the mana in my body. It tasted fine, and I didn’t feel any side effects after waiting several minutes. In fact, I thought I felt a little bit better. 
 
    The numbness in my right arm was gradually fading. That was probably just the passage of time rather than the mana water, but it was still important. 
 
    With that in mind, I decided to wait a bit longer before moving on to the next room. As much as I hated waiting, getting as close to full functionality for my right arm as possible was important if I was about to face an even tougher challenge. 
 
    Reika seemed to be having even more difficulty waiting than I was, though, because of her hunger. I briefly debated trying to sleep in the safe room overnight to recover from my overuse of essence and the poison completely, but I didn’t think that would be healthy for Reika. 
 
     We rested for a while. I drank some more of the mana water periodically, and it proved to be safe. I couldn’t tell if it was actually rejuvenating my ability to use magic or not, since I didn’t have a clear measurement of mana like an attuned did, and the costs of my spells would naturally be recovering over time regardless of if I was drinking the water or not. 
 
    Regardless of whether the water was helping, just sitting and resting was good enough for me to recover a little. By the time two hours had passed, I was able to hold my sword with my right hand effectively again. The numbness had faded, giving way to pinpricks in my arm and hand, and then finally just a lingering soreness. 
 
    I decided that was good enough. 
 
    Reika and I walked to the doors, then checked them for traps. I didn’t find any obvious ones. 
 
    I raised my scabbard and focused my aura to cut through it. 
 
    “Please don’t do that on the big doors. They’re not trapped, and they’re really nice.” 
 
    I frowned, but I humored Reika and just pulled the doors open. They weren’t locked. 
 
    Ahead, I saw nothing but whiteness. Not a hallway, not a room. Just an endless field of white. 
 
    I almost closed the door right away. I didn’t trust that in the slightest. 
 
    “C’mon, go on in. We’re almost done.” 
 
    I groaned. I took a step into the doorway. 
 
    Reika’s voice called after me. “Hey, wait a sec, something’s wr—” 
 
    I heard her and twisted a moment too late. 
 
    The world around me had changed, and Reika and Dawn were nowhere to be found. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XI – A Link to the Future 
 
      
 
    When I turned around at the sound of Reika’s voice, my vision blurred, and I saw a different world around me. One that was familiar, but in the way that looking in a broken mirror might be. 
 
    The city of Velthryn had only been my home for about two years, but it had lasting significance for me. It was the first place I’d gone where I could wear my sword openly and see respect and admiration, rather than fear and disgust. 
 
    In truth, the reverence that Velthryn treated me with wasn’t to my tastes, either. I would have rather not had any undue attention at all, and certainly not attention I hadn’t personally earned. 
 
    But when I could avoid the feeling that I hadn’t done anything to deserve the interest that I attracted, Velthryn had proven to be an eminently friendly place. Three different species — humans, rethri, and a smattering of delaren — lived in the city in relative harmony. The differences between them were seen as a benefit, with each offering unique contributions to the society. 
 
    It was a sharp contrast to the area near Selyr, where I’d grown up. There were both humans and rethri there, but they tended to live apart, and rarely intermingled. I grew up with a rethri family, and I always felt out of place, both because my eyes were different and because my family worshipped a different set of deities than most of the locals. 
 
    My eyes weren’t an issue to the other children, but rethri adults generally looked at me with suspicion, and sometimes outright scorn. There were a number of times when I’m certain that parents kept their sons and daughters from interacting with me, fearing what a human influence might do to their children. 
 
    The religion issue was even worse. My parents taught me at a young age not to tell anyone about who they followed. Following the Tae’os Pantheon wasn’t strictly illegal, but it would have been immensely destructive to their social lives if people found out, and very likely their careers as well. 
 
    I learned to say the prayers to Vaelien at the same time I learned the ones my parents actually wanted me to believe in, because I had to be convincing. 
 
    It should probably be of little surprise that I didn’t end up believing in the latter set of prayers, either, when I was taught at such a young age that prayers could just be words uttered for social convenience. 
 
    Velthryn was different. They worshipped the Tae’os Pantheon predominantly, so carrying a sacred weapon of the pantheon there meant that I was something of a celebrity, rather than an outcast. Most of my memories of Velthryn were bright. I would have gladly fought to keep the tranquility and acceptance of the place safe. 
 
    When I stepped through that door, I was in Velthryn again. And Velthryn was burning. 
 
    I stood in the midst of a street littered with bodies. A thick haze of smoke choked the air, wind carrying it from the blazing buildings all around me. 
 
    The smell of the smoke was dangerous, but it was the scent of the decaying bodies that bothered me more. I passed the Sae’kes into my right hand and raised my left arm to cover my face, but that proved inadequate. I knelt down after that — the smoke wasn’t as thick closer to the ground — and belted the Sae’kes back on. After that, I tore off a section of my shirt to fashion a crude scarf to cover my face. 
 
    It didn’t accomplish much, if I’m being honest, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    After that, I tried to orient myself. 
 
    Looks like I’m in the East End, about three blocks from the gates of the citadel.  
 
    That wasn’t likely to be a coincidence; the Citadel of Blades was where I’d lived during my time in the city. 
 
    While the smoke made it difficult to make out any details, the area looked impressively real. I’d been faced with a lot of illusions over the years, including the ones in the forest, but this was a degree of sophistication far beyond what I’d previously encountered. Most illusions only targeted one or two senses — generally sight and sound. The scent of bodies and flames lent a degree of credibility to the area that I’d never encountered. 
 
    And I was confident it was an illusion or a trick of some kind, of course. The chances that some random door in a shrine would transport me to near my home were impossibly low. There didn’t seem to be any point to that. 
 
    Maybe I’m asleep. A dream would be able to mimic all of my senses accurately. 
 
    I glanced at a nearby building to see if I could read the sign — it read “The Perfect Stranger”. It was a popular tavern, one I’d visited a few times. Being able to read a sign wasn’t proof that I was awake — I’d been able to read inside dreams before — but it did make it feel somewhat less likely that I was sleeping. 
 
    I didn’t feel the same disorientation that I had in the Whispering Woods before I encountered the nightmare spirit, either. Even more importantly, I could sense that the stone beneath me was a different type from the interior of the Shrine of Bravery, and the heat from the flames around me felt like actual fire. 
 
    That was enough to tell me that the environment was real enough that I needed to be immensely cautious. There would be no easy way to simply shake off an effect on my mind and end the test prematurely. 
 
    I couldn’t spend much more time on testing. The air was choking me, and given the dire situation Velthryn seemed to be in, I suspected the test might be timed. I had to push forward and determine whatever sort of test this was supposed to be, even if I found it frustrating and distasteful. 
 
    I rushed toward the Citadel of Blades. If this was meant to be a scenario where my home was under attack, saving my friends (illusions or not) was my highest priority. 
 
    As I passed, I scanned the bodies for any signs of life, but the first ones that I passed were far beyond my abilities to save. Whatever had killed those people in this scenario had been horrifically thorough. Large portions of their bodies were just gone. I’ll spare you any further grisly details, but seeing people in that state was not a pleasant experience. 
 
    I pressed on, passing one street after the next. I found no signs of life, but I did find signs of battle. The first were bits of weapons, splintered into pieces and scattered as if they’d burst apart. 
 
    Further on, I found a line of armored soldiers. They’d fallen clustered together in a shield wall formation. Something had sliced through their shields, armor, and bodies all at once. 
 
    My jaw tightened at the sight, and I moved on. 
 
    I reached the gates of the citadel. They were closed, but a large section had been cut out of them. 
 
    A handful of figures in the armor and tabards of the Paladins of Tae’os were laid nearby, strewn haphazardly like puppets with severed strings. 
 
    A single body rested against the gates. The redness across her stomach was brighter even than her hair. 
 
    Lydia. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat and I broke into a run. 
 
    Her eyes were open, but her gaze was distant, at least until I came within a few steps of her. Then her vision seemed to focus, and she tilted her head up toward me. She coughed, and blood dribbled down her lips. 
 
    “No...further...” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I rushed forward and knelt in front of her. “It’s me. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    She coughed again, then reached for a sword at her hip that wasn’t there. 
 
    “Hold still, I’ll help you.” 
 
    Her gaze shifted again, this time to the right. Her eyes fluttered, nearly closing. “Dyson...is he...” 
 
    Her brother’s name. “Don’t worry. I’ll find him next. Stay with me.” 
 
    I followed her gaze belatedly, finding another familiar figure lying on the ground not far away. His two swords had been cut in twain. Both of them were stained with blood, and it didn’t look like his. 
 
    He’d put up a fight, at least. 
 
    But there was a reason I hadn’t recognized him immediately. There...wasn’t a lot left to recognize. 
 
    It was easier to confirm his identity when I saw the blonde-haired woman lying next to him. She was face down, but her hand was outstretched toward Dyson’s. 
 
    She’d been trying to reach him, but she hadn’t quite made it. 
 
    Kestrel Makar. Inches apart from Dyson, even in death.  
 
    I tightened my fist and turned back to Lydia, reaching into the pouch at my side and retrieving the potion that I’d found. 
 
    I still wasn’t certain it was a healing potion, but Lydia was dying, and some chance of saving her was better than none. 
 
    I pulled open the stopper and pushed it toward her. “Drink this. It’ll help.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s too late for me. Someone needs to stop him. Please.” 
 
    “You can help me. I don’t even know who I’m looking for.” I pushed the potion at her again. “Now drink.” 
 
    I knew it was a waste to expend a possible life-saving healing potion on an illusion, but I wasn’t going to fail any iteration of Lydia if I could avoid it, illusory or otherwise.  
 
    You can call that hopeless idealism if you’d like, but there was no part of me that would ever accept a friend dying without doing everything in my power to stop it. 
 
    Lydia still didn’t take the potion, and I could tell she was fading fast, so I acted. I reached forward and poured a good portion of the liquid across her wound. The site of the injury began to bubble and shift, and as I watched, it began to close. 
 
    Lydia groaned and winced. I reached forward and opened her mouth, pouring more liquid into it. She coughed and gagged, but I shut her mouth and forced her to choke the liquid down. I knew she likely had internal injuries that simply pouring the potion across her visible wound wouldn’t fix, but feeding her the liquid might. 
 
    She turned her eyes up toward me, then they widened, seeming to recognize me for the first time. “You...” 
 
    “Yes, it’s me, Lydia. I’m here.” I offered her the bottle. “Sorry for forcing your mouth open. Please drink the rest of this, it’ll help.” 
 
    She swung a hand at it. Not to grab it, but in an effort to knock it out of my hand. She was slow and clumsy, though, and I managed to pull the bottle aside in spite of my surprise. 
 
    Then she reached for the sword on my hip. She got it out an inch before I grabbed her wrist with my free hand. 
 
    Lydia growled, grabbing my shoulder with her other hand. “Sleep.” 
 
    I felt a wave of vertigo wash over me, but I’d experienced her spell enough times to know how to fight it off. I’d trained with her for that exact purpose. 
 
    And so, I shifted the mana in my body to burn away the spell, then pulled free of her grip. She’d never been close to as strong as I was, and she was still injured, even if the potion had fixed some of the damage. 
 
    I shoved my sword back into the scabbard, then stood up and backed away. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Lydia grunted and tightened her jaw, bracing against the gate behind her, and then slowly pushed herself to her feet. 
 
    I backed away further. I still had the healing potion in one hand, but I’d lost the stopper for it when she’d grabbed me. I took a few steps back and then set it down. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Defending my people. To my very last breath.” Lydia stared at me, then shifted into an unarmed fighting stance. “Comprehensive barrier.” 
 
    A flickering shield of essence surrounded her. A hint of confusion crossed her face, but she quickly regained her focus. “I may not be able to beat you,” she took a step toward me, her eyes shifting to survey the battlefield as she moved, “But I can slow you down until someone who can stop you arrives.” 
 
    I wanted to ask her why she was moving against me, but her actions and my surroundings had made the scenario clear enough. 
 
    I glanced from side-to-side at the bodies with entire sections disintegrated, the weapons clearly cut into halves. “You’re saying that I’m the one responsible for this.” 
 
    “You don’t remember?” Lydia maneuvered to near Dyson’s side. She spared her brother only a glance before kneeling down and grabbing the hilt of one of his broken swords. “Perhaps you’re feigning, or perhaps you’ve truly regained control over yourself. It doesn’t matter. I’ve seen your true self. You’re a monster, far worse than any other I’ve faced. I was a fool to ever believe otherwise.” 
 
    I shivered. 
 
    I knew it wasn’t real. None of it was real. 
 
    But sometimes there’s often a difference between knowing something intellectually and internalizing it completely. 
 
    I knew that the woman glaring at me with hatred in her eyes wasn’t the Lydia that I knew and...it didn’t matter. I felt shame at the people who had fallen around me. The friends that I’d failed. 
 
    Understanding the scenario better, I nodded to her. “Very well. If your objective is to keep me from the citadel, I won’t enter. Can I persuade you to drink the rest of the healing potion?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I won’t be tricked by you. Not again.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you remember me doing, but the potion—” 
 
    She reached into a pouch at her side, then hurled something at me. A handful of dust. 
 
    Resh! 
 
    I stomped the ground, channeling stone mana and using one of the most recent tricks I’d practiced.  
 
    Wall! 
 
    The ground in front of me rose in the shape of a wall, blocking most of the dust. 
 
    I fell backward to avoid the rest, then she was beside me, already swinging. She’d teleported. 
 
    I wasn’t quick enough to draw and parry the strike, so I simply moved to avoid it as best I could. 
 
    The blade sliced across my left arm, and the wound I felt was real. 
 
    More importantly, so was the metal. 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to consider why the illusion was using a real sword. I acted in the instant the metal broke through my skin. 
 
    Reshape. 
 
    As Lydia’s swing continued, my command took effect. The half-broken blade fell right off her hilt. 
 
    I stepped forward and grabbed her hand, twisting it. Not hard enough to break the wrist, but enough to be painful. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and shoved her other palm into my chest. “Eru volar—” 
 
    A white glow was building around a ring on her hand. I knew what that meant. I recognized her incantation — a spell that would unleash a torrent of blue fire from her ring, far stronger than any flame sorcery I could use or counter. 
 
    I kicked her in the bad leg. The one that had been broken just a couple years before, and never completely healed. 
 
    Lydia screamed, losing her focus on the spell and falling to her knees. 
 
    I stepped behind her, grabbed her arms, and twisted them both behind her. She tried to slam her head backward into me, but I twisted aside and she just brushed my shoulder. 
 
    I pinned her to the ground. She struggled, but I was far ahead of her in raw physical strength. 
 
    Once she was down, I restrained both of her arms briefly with one of mine, then used the other hand to slip the still-glowing ring off her finger and into the pouch at my side. Even if it was just an illusion of a magic ring, it was intensely dangerous to me in the current situation. 
 
    A moment later, she’d vanished. 
 
    I sprung to my feet, searching the area. 
 
    Another teleportation spell. 
 
    She hadn’t gotten far. She was down next to Dyson again, picking up his other sword. 
 
    I turned toward her. “Please, Lydia. Stop. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    She shook her head at me. “It’s too late for that.” 
 
    “It’s never too late. We can stop fighting and figure this out together.” 
 
    Lydia raised her sword and pointed at me. “You misunderstand. I meant it’s too late because you’ll never have a chance to hurt me, or anyone else again. You’ve already lost. Shen taris.” 
 
    I realized too late how badly I’d been outplayed. 
 
    Inside my bag, her ring was still glowing. 
 
    And with the last two words of her spell incantation, it activated. 
 
    No. 
 
    I didn’t have time to tear the bag off my belt before it exploded in a burst of blue-white fire. 
 
    My instincts were strong enough to command the flames to turn aside, but my power was weaker than the ring’s. I diminished the power of the explosion, but I couldn’t stop it entirely. 
 
    Fire surged across my body. The force of the explosion hurled me to the ground. 
 
    I rolled on the ground in agony, flames spreading further. 
 
    I heard a thump nearby, followed by Lydia’s voice. “You’re late.” 
 
    I didn’t have the ability to process what was happening at first, I was in too much pain. I’d lost my ability to command the fire, and though I’d weakened it, I couldn’t diminish it any further with flame sorcery alone. 
 
    “A shame. But at least it seems you’ve managed well enough on your own.” 
 
    I knew that voice, too, but I couldn’t process it. If I didn’t act, I was about to die. And so, I drew upon the last power within me with the ability to save my life. 
 
    Eradicate fire. 
 
    Destructive power rippled outward from my body, obliterating the flames and stone around me. The remnants of my pack were annihilated as well, save for my mask and the door handle, which had been hurled far away by the explosion. Lydia was far enough away that she wasn’t harmed. 
 
    I dropped a few feet in the aftermath, since I’d made a hole in the ground beneath me, and then shuddered and pushed myself to my feet. 
 
    My skin was cracked and bleeding from serious burns. My left arm was still bleeding from Lydia’s cut, with the flames having done nothing to cauterize the injury. And my back was still aching from when I’d been injured earlier. 
 
    But in that moment, the pain had been pushed away and replaced. 
 
    “My, my,” the newcomer spoke, staring at me. “Looks like I’m not too late, after all.” 
 
    Velas Jaldin cracked her neck, raising her own artifact weapon — The Heartlance, a spear that inflicted wounds that never properly healed — in my direction. She looked just as I’d remembered. Nearly my height, with her blonde hair pulled back into a tail. She was wearing nearly a full suit of plate armor, with only her head and the top of her neck exposed, but she moved like it was feather-light. 
 
    She was my friend. My rival. Perhaps something more than that. 
 
    Velas was the only person I’d ever met that could match me consistently in a fair fight. 
 
    And I was already half-naked and three-quarters dead on my feet. 
 
    I turned my gaze to meet hers. “Velas.” 
 
    She grinned brightly at me. “Been a while. You’ve looked better.” 
 
    Lydia moved to right behind Velas, then put a hand on her shoulder. “Sorcerous Armor.” 
 
    “Thanks, Red. But I won’t need it. He doesn’t seem to have much fight left in him.” Velas scanned the battlefield. “Shame. I was hoping for our last fight to be something special.” 
 
    I raised my still-sheathed sword to rest it against my shoulder. “Take Lydia away from here and I’ll give you the fight you want.” 
 
    Lydia shook her head. “Don’t. We can’t risk it. We’ll end him here together.” 
 
    Velas tilted her head to the side, seemingly considering my offer and ignoring Lydia entirely. “A real fight? You’ll use the sword?” 
 
    She’d always wanted me to fight her with the Sae’kes. I’d always refused, since there was too much of a risk of collateral or accidental damage. 
 
    I sucked in a ragged breath. 
 
    I had a choice to make. 
 
    If I refused to fight on Velas’ terms, there was a high likelihood she would kill me. I was already terribly injured, and my odds weren’t great against Velas even in the best of circumstances. 
 
    But if I chose to draw my sword against Velas, did that mean that every previous time I’d chosen to hold back had been a failure? Was I invalidating my philosophy by using a weapon I couldn’t control against a friend? 
 
    No, I decided. That sort of all or nothing thinking isn’t realistic. This choice doesn’t reflect on my past successes or failures. I have to decide for myself every time I step into battle what choices I’m going to make. 
 
    And today, I’m not fighting Velas. 
 
    I’m fighting against whatever is responsible for making this reshing test. 
 
    I steeled myself, then nodded to Velas. “I’ll give you the fight you want.” 
 
    A grin spread across Velas’ face. “Good. Very good.” She pointed toward the potion on the ground. “That a healing potion?” 
 
    I nodded slowly. 
 
    Velas pointed at me. “Don’t move.” Then she glanced at Lydia. “Lydia, get the potion.” 
 
    Lydia nodded and stepped closer, then bent down to reach for the potion. 
 
    Velas shifted, motion sorcery carrying her far faster than I could move. By the time I could process what had happened, she’d shoved the Heartlance through the center of Lydia’s back. 
 
    Lydia crumpled silently to the ground. 
 
    “No!” I ran forward to where Lydia had fallen, right beside the potion. 
 
    “Looks like Red is looking even redder than usual.” Velas stepped back, pulling the spear out of Lydia’s body and grinning. “You can’t possibly know how long I’ve been waiting to do that.” 
 
    I momentarily ignored Velas, flipping Lydia over. The spear had caught her right in the center of the back and burst through the front of her chest. She was covered in blood, and she didn’t look to be breathing. 
 
    I turned my gaze toward Velas. “Why? She was on your side!” 
 
    “Oh, Taelien. Darling. You’ve always missed such a simple fact. I was never on her side.” She raised the bloodstained spear, but not into a striking position. Instead, she simply leveled it and rested the end against the ground, chuckling softly. “And as much as I liked your little offer, it was almost as dishonest as mine. You’d never have fought me with your full strength if I’d taken her to safety. I know you better than that. You needed some real motivation.” 
 
    She grinned at me. “And nothing motivates like a bit of tragedy.” 
 
    I punched the ground, my fist digging into the earth. My aura threatened to swell around me, destroying everything nearby, but I restrained it. 
 
    “You’re going to pay for that.” 
 
    “Now that’s what I’ve been waiting to hear.” Velas swayed on her feet, laughing. “Go on, drink the potion. I won’t be satisfied if you’re not at your best.” 
 
    I grabbed the potion with my free hand. 
 
    Velas was right about one thing — the potion was my best chance of standing a fighting chance against her. 
 
    Even if the things in here were illusions, they’d demonstrated abilities comparable to the real people I knew. And I could not rely on an illusion to stop short of killing me. 
 
    But if the weapons here were real, and the people here were near-perfect copies of the real ones, that meant that there was a slim chance that the Lydia dying next to me was more than just a mere illusion. 
 
    There was a chance that she had her own consciousness. Her own memories. Her own beliefs. And if that was true, then the scenario was as real from her perspective as the danger was to mine. 
 
    And even if that chance was slim, I could not take the chance of letting her down any more than I already had. 
 
    I poured the remains of the healing potion on Lydia. The wound was stubborn, but I saw it begin to close. 
 
    The blur in the corner of my vision caught my attention before I could see if the potion would be enough to save her, and I barely moved my head before Velas’ spear moved through the place where it had been a moment before. 
 
    Even as it was, she drew a bright crimson line across my cheek. 
 
    She didn’t give me a moment to respond. She shifted the spear and slammed the shaft into my chest, releasing a blast of kinetic energy on impact. It hurled me backward, sending me skidding across the ruined ground. 
 
    Velas descended from the sky above me a moment later, her spear coming down. I rolled to the side, hurling the now-empty potion bottle at her as I tumbled. 
 
    Her spear jammed into the ground right where I’d been a moment before, and she smacked the potion bottle to the side without effort. 
 
    I hoped to counter while she pulled her spear out of the ground, but I didn’t even make it all the way to my feet in time. She was just too fast, even faster than I’d remembered. 
 
    Her spear shot toward me. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    I felt a surge of euphoria as renewed strength flooded my veins. It did not, however, improve my speed. 
 
    I stumbled back and to the side. It wasn’t enough to avoid the attack completely, but it wasn’t meant to. Her spear impacted against my shoulder, rather than the center of my chest. 
 
    Ordinarily, that still would have been a horrible injury, maybe even a fatal one. But with Body of Iron active, I was tougher than most actual metals. An ordinary person with an ordinary weapon wouldn’t have hurt me in the slightest. 
 
    As it was, Velas was far from ordinary, and her weapon was enchanted. The tip of the Heartlance managed to inflict a shallow cut, but nothing else. 
 
    The defense worked just as I’d planned. In the moment of surprise at the ineffectiveness of her attack, I grabbed her spear with my off-hand, attempting to jerk it out of her hand.  
 
    Disarming her might have given me the advantage. She was, unfortunately, still much faster than I was. A blast of force carried her backward, tearing the Heartlance out of my grasp.  
 
    I was on my feet, at least. I lowered my still-sheathed sword into a combat stance. 
 
    “You made a terrible mistake by discarding that potion.” Velas twirled her spear, the motion a blur that I could barely follow. “Your speed is feeble and your strength is fading.” 
 
    “You,” I raised my sword above me, “have always talked too much.” 
 
    I whipped the sword down, commanding the lock on the scabbard to release. The scabbard flew forward with all the strength my reinforced body could muster. 
 
    She moved to the side easily, but I was far from done. 
 
    I stomped the ground, channeling stone mana. 
 
    Blades. 
 
    Dagger-like protrusions of stone burst from the ground beneath her. 
 
    Velas leapt into the air to avoid the spikes, then a burst of motion carried her higher still. She pointed her spear downward, aiming straight for my exposed chest. 
 
    I swung the unsheathed Sae’kes upward toward her. A wave of destructive force followed my swing, tearing through the sky. 
 
    Velas reacted quickly, blasting herself out of the trajectory of the destructive wave with a surge of kinetic force. 
 
    I waved my left hand. The destructive wave split apart into six separate projectiles, each of them flashing toward Velas at a different trajectory. 
 
    Velas’ eyes widened momentarily, then she blurred again, a shockwave blasting her back toward the ground. 
 
    She landed right in front of me, already in a lunge. 
 
    I blocked her first strike, barely. 
 
    The second came too fast, but it was a sloppy one. She glanced my already injured left arm, this time nearer to the shoulder. 
 
    I swung the Sae’kes toward her knees. 
 
    She parried easily, then surged forward with a burst of force and slammed an elbow into my face. 
 
    That was a mistake. 
 
    She hit hard enough that I could feel it, even with my Body of Iron active, but not hard enough to stop me from thinking. 
 
    Tighten. 
 
    I commanded the metal of the armor around her arm as soon as she made contact with me. If I’d had another moment, I might have reshaped more of her armor, but the contact was too brief. 
 
    And so, even as I stumbled backward with blood streaming from my face, she was falling backward and clutching her arm as the metal tightened and dug into her skin. I’d tightened the metal enough to cut off her circulation, but not enough to sever the arm outright. 
 
    She yelled an expletive, then switched her spear to her other hand. 
 
    I couldn’t afford to give her a moment to recover. 
 
    I came in with a two-handed strike, aiming for her spear. If I could make contact with the weapon for long enough, I hoped to be able to command it to fall to pieces. 
 
    Even with one usable arm, even with the agony of metal digging into her other arm, she was still faster than me. 
 
    Her spear lashed out in a perfect strike toward my ribs. I could see the glow of essence around it; she’d reinforced the strike with motion sorcery, giving it added force. Even with Body of Iron active, I didn’t think I could handle a hit like that. I tried to twist my own weapon to block, but my timing was off. 
 
    Something caused Velas to twist to the side. Her spear glanced across the side of my chest, making yet another cut, but she failed to pierce through me. 
 
    I swung again, but she blurred backward, landing a dozen feet away. 
 
    I didn’t stop swinging. With each slice, I projected a wave of destructive essence, hoping that she couldn’t avoid them while dealing with the pain from her injury. 
 
    She blurred to the side, but I focused on my projectiles, willing them to follow her. The destructive force answered my commands more readily than any other form of magic. 
 
    Velas hissed, then slammed the bottom of her spear into the ground. 
 
    I knew what that meant. I’d run out of time. 
 
    Golden lines flowed across the surface of the Heartlance, then flowed up her arms. It was a powerful speed-enhancing effect, one that I’d never properly learned to counter. She was faster than me even without it, and with it, I stood virtually no chance of hitting her again. 
 
    With the speed effect active, she dodged my remaining projectiles with ease, then jumped all the way to the top of the nearby gate. In a few more moments, she’d turned the Heartlance toward herself. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize she was cutting off the piece of armor that had been constructing her right arm. 
 
    She landed in front of me again a moment later, swinging too fast for me to follow. 
 
    I blocked what I could, but that meant very little. 
 
    In a matter of moments, I’d been hit more times than I could count. My Body of Iron decreased the impact of her blows, but they still broke skin and left bleeding wounds. If she’d been aiming for vital points, I’d have been killed outright. 
 
    I fell to my knees, my vision blurring. Blood poured from dozens of open wounds. 
 
    Velas raised her spear. “You’re pitiful.” 
 
    I wearily looked up at her, my vision failing to properly focus. I groaned, trying to maintain my grip on my sword. At that point, I could barely think. 
 
    I thought I sensed some movement off to my side, though. I couldn’t hear or see it from my angle, but I could feel metal slowly shifting nearby. 
 
    She lowered her spear to my chin. I couldn’t manage enough strength to even bat it away. “You’ve always been ruled by your fear. Even now, you’re still wasting the little power you have on holding back. And now you’re going to die a coward’s death, on your knees, surrounded by the bodies of the people you failed. It’s poetic, in a way.” 
 
    Velas was right and wrong. 
 
    I wasn’t even doing it consciously, but when wielding the Sae’kes, I always used a portion of my concentration on constraining the destructive aura around the blade. 
 
    If I didn’t, the aura extended further, tearing through the environment and disintegrating anything it touched. It was exactly the kind of damage that this scenario represented; people and objects torn to pieces by annihilating force. 
 
    Perhaps I could have gained an advantage if I’d decided earlier in the fight to let my sword’s power flow freely, cutting everything in sight. Maybe that would have been the wiser approach. 
 
    But I’d considered it too late. Even if I released my concentration at that point, I was too badly injured for that approach to work. She was clearly ready for it. 
 
    There was one more way I could think of that might reverse the course of the fight. One that I’d refused to consider for too long, since I knew the costs would be severe and permanent. 
 
    Rather than constraining the power of my sword or letting it loose, I could draw it into myself. 
 
    With the sword’s power fueling me, I’d be stronger than ever before. 
 
    “No.” I said aloud, but more to myself than to her. 
 
    “No?” Velas pressed her spear closer against my throat, drawing blood. “You’re denying that you’re holding back?” 
 
    “I’m refuting your argument.” I took a breath. It was difficult to speak without pressing the spear even deeper into my throat. “It would be easy to throw every bit of power I have into every battle. To just give in to my instincts and to ignore the consequences. To strike down my enemies with every bit of power I can muster. To kill without hesitation, with the knowledge that any enemy left alive could be a future threat.” 
 
    I turned my head upward to meet Velas’ eyes, allowing the metal of her spear to scrape across my throat as I moved. “That isn’t bravery. That isn’t strength. That would be allowing my fear of death, or my fear of failure, to push me into risking the deaths of others. If I’m ever going to use my full strength, it will be when I have no other way to protect someone else.” 
 
    Velas’ eyes narrowed at me. “You’re a fool. When you die, Lydia will be next — because you held back, all the way to the end.” 
 
    “No, I think not.” I smirked. “You’ve missed two critical things.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, seemingly amused. “Oh?” 
 
    I closed my eyes. “One.” 
 
    I felt the metal that was still pressed against my throat, and I willed it to break. 
 
    The true Heartlance possessed tremendous resistance to magic. This weapon was potent, but not a match for the real thing. It resisted my commands, but I’d been in contact with it for some time now. I understood its composition, and my metal sorcery had grown vastly stronger in the time since my last match against the real Velas. 
 
    Velas’ spear fell into three separate pieces. 
 
    To her credit, she reacted almost instantly, swinging the piece of the shaft that remained in her hands toward my face. 
 
    I couldn’t raise my sword quickly enough to defend myself. My strength was truly depleted, and I was no match for Velas in that state, even deprived of that weapon. 
 
    All I said was, “Two.” 
 
    Then a hand came down on the top of Velas’ head. “Sleep.” 
 
    Velas’ eyes fluttered for a moment. She staggered and her swing missed. 
 
    “Sleep.” The voice behind Velas repeated, more insistent. 
 
    Velas collapsed to the ground, her eyes shut. 
 
    I released my Body of Iron spell. 
 
    With a grunt, I released my grip on my sword and turned toward my rescuer. 
 
    Lydia stared down at me, one hand still pressed against the wound on her chest. She was even paler than usual and unsteady on her feet. After a moment of narrowing her eyes at me, she knelt down. “When did you realize I was conscious?” 
 
    “I sensed some movement a few moments ago. At first, I wasn’t certain what it was.” I admitted. “But Velas missed one of her swings without an obvious reason, and I realized when I was down on the ground that it might have been one of your wind spells.” 
 
    Lydia grunted, sitting and putting a hand on Velas’ head. “Sleep.” She sighed. “Sorry that it took me so long to assist you. I was gathering up enough strength to teleport behind her and knock her out before she could react. Even then, I don’t know if I would have succeeded if you hadn’t broken the Heartlance.” 
 
    “I’m impressed you managed that at all. I can see you’ve been practicing silent spellcasting.” 
 
    Lydia nodded. “Hartigan emphasized that my incantations are often too long and complex to be practical in combat. As such, I’ve been training myself to use shorter ones, or merely using gestures or thoughts like Jonan. I still prefer incantations to aid my focus, but this was a time for subtlety.” She paused, still watching Velas’ body. “Velas has a habit of shrugging off my spells quickly. Can you bind her more thoroughly?” 
 
    I pushed myself forward awkwardly, nearly falling over in the process, and put a hand on Velas’ armor. “Reshape.” 
 
    I fused the joints in her armor, removing the points of articulation. When she woke up, she’d be encased in immobile metal. 
 
    “Good.” Lydia nodded and moved forward. “I’m afraid I still lack in any healing talents, but I can bandage your injuries.” 
 
    My vision was blurring again, and I couldn’t concentrate. I barely remember the next few minutes. Lydia scavenged throughout the battlefield, finding supplies and returning to bandage the two of us. There were no other healing potions, unfortunately, but she did manage to help get me into a stable condition. 
 
    I remained seated, shivering. I’d lost a considerable amount of blood, and I had little energy left. 
 
    All I could think about was the scenario I’d found myself in. 
 
    Lydia was helping me now, but how many other friends had another version of me killed in this place? 
 
    I kept my eyes shut for a time. 
 
    None of this is real, I tried to tell myself. 
 
    But the pain in my body was real enough. The injuries were real, so far as I could tell. 
 
    The most real part of all was my fear. 
 
    My fear that this was exactly what would happen if I ever lost control. A deep part of me believed that if I ever let the sword out of its prison for too long, or drew too much of its power into myself, I’d make this future a reality. 
 
    And if this was a possible future, if this was a path that I might take, was it worth it to keep fighting? 
 
    Was everything I wanted to protect destined to be destroyed by my own hand? 
 
    I felt a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Still with me?” Lydia asked. 
 
    I stared at her. “Yeah.” 
 
    “I owe you an apology.” She groaned and began to work on bandaging her own injuries. The potion had done a good job of healing the worst of the damage, but she was still bleeding. “It would appear that you did not, in fact, kill everyone else here.” 
 
    I gave her a curious look. “How’d you realize that?” 
 
    Lydia groaned and sat down in front of me, wiping bloodstained hands on her robes. “Your behaviors and Velas’ did not seem consistent with my memories. Moreover, my comprehensive barrier was feeding me strange, unintelligible information. As such, I used a series of spells to detect for illusions.” She frowned. “It would appear that I am, in fact, an illusion. As is everyone and everything else here, aside from you.” She paused, then continued, “Perhaps illusion is the wrong term. Magical construct would likely be more appropriate. Sight, memory, spirit, and sound sorcery are involved. The effect is admirably sophisticated.” 
 
    My mouth opened to speak, then closed. 
 
    And then I burst into laughter. 
 
    Lydia raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you unwell? Aside from the obvious injuries that look to require additional immediate treatment, that is.” 
 
    “I...It’s just...‘It would appear that I am, in fact, an illusion’ is the most Lydia thing I have ever heard you say.” 
 
    She smiled. “I am pleased to have met your standards for Lydia-ness.” She turned her head to the side. “And more so that this scenario is a fabrication. This is...not a happy reality, Taelien.” 
 
    I nodded to her. “I’m sorry. I...I’m in some sort of magical test. This appears to be a fabrication based on my worst fears.” 
 
    “Ah. That does explain a great deal, then.” She nodded to herself. “Losing control of yourself and killing your friends, I suspect?” She glanced at Velas’ body, which still appeared to be slumbering. “...And apparently you’re worried that Velas is a traitor.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” I asked. I couldn’t even follow her gaze. 
 
    “If you mean the real Lydia, then I don’t know. I’m not even certain if I’ve been constructed based on the actual Lydia, or merely your image of her.” She touched the ground, then lifted a displaced rock and studied it. “Strange.” 
 
    I looked at her. “What is?” 
 
    She frowned at the rock. “I don’t feel like a fabrication. I don’t know what a magical construct should feel like, of course. But I’m reasonably confident that I’m thinking. That I’m making decisions. What will happen to me when this test of yours ends?” 
 
    “I—” I took a breath. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything. I already know.” Lydia stood up. “A change is coming to the structure of the spells maintaining this place. We have about a minute left.” She offered me a hand, and I accepted it. 
 
    “You should take care of that sword.” She pointed at the Sae’kes, still lying on the ground. 
 
    “Perhaps if I leave it here, it’ll fade away along with the rest of the place.” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd, Taelien. We both know you won’t escape from your responsibilities that easily. Pick it up and sheathe it. That’s an order. My very last one, if I’m not mistaken. And quite possibly the first, since I don’t know how long I’ve existed.” 
 
    The smile that crossed my face was tinged with sadness. I followed Lydia’s order, picking up the sword and sheathing it at my side. 
 
    With a mental command, the locking mechanism around the scabbard fell back into place. 
 
    My belt was in tatters, so I just held the sword and scabbard. It was the best I could manage. 
 
    “Very good.” Lydia nodded to me, then her expression turned somber. “We only have a few moments left.” She turned. “I think I’d like to be near Dyson, when it all ends.” 
 
    She didn’t look back toward me, but she reached for my hand with her own. We were both covered in blood, but I took her hand and walked with her. 
 
    We sat by Dyson’s side. 
 
    “The real Dyson...is he safe?” 
 
    I nodded. “To the best of my knowledge, you both are.” 
 
    Lydia smiled. “Good. That’s good. Can I ask you to watch out for him, if you see him again?” 
 
    I felt tears forming in my eyes. “Of course.” 
 
    “Good. Then I can rest easy.” Lydia smiled.  
 
    “I... Wait, Lydia. Is there a way to preserve this version of you? If you feel like you’re real, then...” 
 
    “You have a good heart, Taelien. Never let anyone tell you that is a weakness.” 
 
    And then the world went white and she was gone. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XII – Crystal Chronicles 
 
      
 
    When my vision cleared, I stood on a glass floor hovering within a formless white void. 
 
    In the center of the glass hovered a tremendous crystal, at least twice my height and several times thicker. It gleamed with inner light, but not the kind that was too bright to look at. It was a warm, soothing light. I felt some of my pain begin to fade away just by being in its presence. 
 
    My body was still in terrible shape. Regardless of whether or not what I’d faced had been illusory, my injuries appeared to be real. There was always the chance I was still in the illusion, but I didn’t think it was likely. 
 
    The crystal’s light seemed to be helping me somewhat, but I was still going to have to get some medical attention very soon. 
 
    My mask was on the ground right in front of me. I picked it up and tucked it under my arm, since I no longer had a bag to store it in. 
 
    Interestingly, there were also a couple other objects on the ground. A broken spear — the Heartlance that the fake Velas had used — and the door handle I’d taken from earlier in the temple. 
 
    I probably would have picked those up, but I’d run out of hands, and my pouch had been destroyed. 
 
    I slowly approached the crystal. As I came closer, I heard a voice within my mind. It was neither old nor young, neither male nor female. 
 
    [Hero. You have succeeded at facing your fear of harming others. Your tests are now complete.] 
 
    I grunted. “Was that how I was supposed to solve it? To choose to resist the temptation of using more power?” 
 
    [Your choice was irrelevant. This was not a test of ethics. It was merely a test of your performance when faced with a scenario you feared. You survived, and you may now request a boon.] 
 
    I grunted. I understood that answer, but I found it deeply unsatisfying. “So, I muscled through a fear and survived. That’s worthy of a reward, regardless of what choice I made?” 
 
    [I was not assigned to judge the values involved in your choices, merely their effectiveness in achieving results.] 
 
    “Who assigned you to make these tests, then? And why?” 
 
    [That information is restricted. I cannot answer those questions, even if you request to use your boon for information. You may now request another boon, hero.] 
 
    I shook my head. “You can just call me Keras.” 
 
    [Keras, then. What boon do you seek?] 
 
    I hadn’t heard anything about a boon from this place before entering, aside from the amulet. Was I supposed to ask for that? 
 
    I’d heard about boons for reaching the top of the spires, or reaching a crystal at the end of one of the elemental temples...but I didn’t think this was one of those. 
 
    Didn’t hurt to ask. 
 
    “Before I ask for a boon, can you answer some questions for me, please? Who are you, and what is this place?” 
 
    [I am the Spirit Gateway Crystal for this continent. I form a bridge between your world and the plane of spirits. You stand at a liminal place between them.] 
 
    That made...a degree of sense, at least. “That last challenge...what exactly were the people in there? Illusions? Magical constructs? Were they real?” 
 
    [They were beings of spirit, formed from an amalgamation of your memories and the true beings on which they were based.] 
 
    I took a moment to process the ramifications of that. “You copy spirits? Did they know you were doing that to them?” 
 
    [They were not true copies. Their forms were more akin to a reproduction of a painting by another artist. The original spirits are not aware they were being drawn, but they also were not harmed. Nothing was taken from them.] 
 
    I still didn’t like the idea that someone could copy my spirit — or anyone else’s, for that matter — without the original person even knowing about it. That felt deeply invasive and had some horrifying potential implications. 
 
    “The copies. Were they self-aware? Or just reflecting my thoughts and expectations? Or were you just puppeting them somehow and speaking through them?” 
 
    [There were only two true spirit entities in the test; the ones that you called Lydia and Velas. The others were only shells. The spirit copies were self-aware. But do not think of them as being the same as your friends. They were born only for the purposes of your test. With the test completed, their spiritual essence will disperse.] 
 
    “Disperse? Meaning they will cease to exist?” 
 
    [In their present form. The spiritual essence used to form them will be repurposed.] 
 
    Pain was still swimming through me, and I was having a hard time thinking straight. 
 
    “Do you mind if I sit down?” 
 
    [You may rest. You have done well. You will find this place rejuvenating, and your wounds will recover somewhat more rapidly. This will be insufficient to treat your most severe injuries, but it will stabilize your condition.] 
 
    That last part was useful to know. At least I didn’t have to worry about bleeding to death while thinking about what to ask for. I sat down, trying to gather my thoughts. 
 
    “Those...spirit copies. Are others capable of making them?” 
 
    [Few possess the faculties over the spirit plane that I do, and even I cannot maintain such beings without cost. Summoners create similar copies, but they require a contract with the original being to facilitate the process, and expend mana constantly to maintain it.] 
 
    That meant it wasn’t likely that some kind of random sorcerer was going to make copies of me without my permission, at least, which was somewhat reassuring. 
 
    I took a breath, trying to center myself. 
 
    [You are grievously injured. If you wish it, I could heal you completely as my boon. My restorative powers are great. I could restore even your old injuries, such as the wound on your left hand.] 
 
    I glanced up at the crystal at that. I was in awful shape. With my current injuries, at a minimum, I’d ordinarily have to spend weeks recovering before I’d be back to my full strength. It might have been faster to just sit in that chamber and let the crystal’s light help heal me, but I wasn’t sure if that would be allowed, and I was out of food and drinks. 
 
    More importantly, I’d never found anyone or anything with the power to heal the damage to my left hand. The greatest sorcerers I’d encountered had failed in their attempts. 
 
    “What other boons can you offer?” 
 
    [I possess many magical items that have been left here by past heroes who failed their trials, and others that simply wished to offer tribute.] 
 
    [I have objects of power that have been left here by the test creators for those who meet the appropriate qualifications.] 
 
    [I can offer a glimpse at the fate of a spirit of one of the departed.] 
 
    [I can infuse you with greater power tied to the plane of spirits, granting you spirit magic.] 
 
    [I can offer a boon of information on a specific subject, provided it is within my knowledge. I know many ancient secrets dating back to the creation of the world.] 
 
    Those were some impressive options. In truth, they were all tempting to varying degrees. I tended to favor permanent advantages, so the infusion of spirit magic was the highest priority on my list, but I wanted to ask some additional questions before making a choice. 
 
    I tapped the hilt of the sword on my side. “This weapon...do you know what it is?” 
 
    [It is a weapon of incalculable destructive power. Its power is presently restrained by several seals on the weapon itself, as well as additional seals on the scabbard containing it.] 
 
    That was an...interesting way of phrasing that response. 
 
    “Do you have the ability to help me control it?” 
 
    [I could place an additional seal upon your sword, contributing to the existing seals that limit its power.] 
 
    [I could also place a seal upon your body, limiting the flow of annihilating essence into your body when you use it.] 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    It was good to know that those things were possible. 
 
    They were sorely tempting. Even more so than healing my body or granting me spiritual magic. 
 
    Perhaps I’d find another power capable of granting me those boons someday. 
 
    “I know what I’d like to ask for.” 
 
    [Speak.] 
 
    Sorry, Dawn. 
 
    I probably should be asking for that amulet. 
 
    “The copies of people that you made for my test...can you save them?” 
 
     [I do not understand.] 
 
    “Even if those creatures were just copies, even if they were built to be temporary...they were alive, weren’t they? They were people.” 
 
    [They were merely temporary beings constructed for the test. They existed only within the spirit plane. They were not alive in the sense that you are.] 
 
    I frowned at that. “Does that matter?” 
 
    [The ethical principles and definitions of life used by humans are variable.] 
 
    I looked up at the crystal. “Do you consider yourself to be alive?” 
 
    [It is irrelevant.] 
 
    “Okay. Well, from what you’ve told me, I would define those spirit creatures as being alive. And if what you’re saying is true, you’re effectively going to destroy them just because my test is completed. I’d rather you not do that. I’d also prefer you stop creating and destroying more of them in the future.” 
 
    [Maintaining a spiritual being of that degree of complexity is a significant essence cost. They would also only exist on the plane of spirits. I do not have the capability to give a spiritual entity a corporeal body.] 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that, but the problems sounded solvable. “Would you be able to maintain the spirits as long as they were on the spirit plane?” 
 
    [In the case of the spirit copy of Lydia, this is possible. In the case of the spirit copy of Velas, it would not be. It is already in the process of being repurposed, which is not reversible.] 
 
    I winced at that, the image of the final moments with that copy of Velas flashing in my mind. “Resh... Okay, just Lydia, then. Would you maintain her for me? Put her somewhere she would be happy, maybe? I wouldn’t want her to just be in a ruined version of Velthryn forever.” 
 
    [My powers are vast, but my territory within the plane of spirits is limited. The destroyed Velthryn you speak of encompasses much of the usable area that I can access. Revising a section to be habitable for a single spirit entity would be a significant cost. You ask for a great deal.] 
 
    “Perhaps the copy of Lydia could help you with your responsibilities? Teach you things? She is a sorceress of considerable knowledge.” I paused, adding. “Also, can you ask her if she even wants this? Provided she presently exists, I probably shouldn’t presume she wants to keep existing.” 
 
    [Her spirit has not yet been repurposed. I will ask.] 
 
    The crystal fell silent for several moments. 
 
    [The copy of Lydia is amendable to this concept, and willing to work in exchange for the support she requires. She desires a continued existence.] 
 
    “Will you grant her that, then? And a comfortable place to live?” 
 
    [I am capable of granting this boon.] 
 
    “And would you stop creating and destroying more spirits for future tests?” 
 
    [This adds a layer of difficulty to creating convincing scenarios for future tests, but if you request this as a portion of your boon, I will accept your terms. I would advise against this, however.] 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 
 
    [Your path will not be an easy one, and the other boons I can offer you may allow you to save other lives. There may come a time when you wished for power that would allow you to save many, rather than spending your wish on saving the life of a newborn spirit who was ready to accept her fate.] 
 
    I shook my head. “I won’t let someone die just because I might need something else in the future. Save the copy of Lydia. That’s my choice.” 
 
    [Very well.] 
 
    The crystal glowed brighter and brighter. Even with my arm blocking the glare, I had to both close my eyes and look away. 
 
    [Your boon has been granted.] 
 
    *** 
 
    I saw a flash in my mind, just for a moment, of Lydia. 
 
    The same Lydia that I’d seen in the tests, I was certain of that. Her injuries were gone, and she sat within a tremendous library, with towering stacks of books that seemed to reach upward further than the eye could see. 
 
    As she opened her own eyes, she found herself sitting across from her brother, Dyson. 
 
    “Good morning, sis.” He pushed a book across the table toward her. “Think you might like that one.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The vision cleared as quickly as it had come. 
 
    I was speechless for a moment, then I wiped at my eyes. “Thank you.” After a moment, I paused and began, “That Dyson in there...” 
 
    [The cost of maintaining a spirit entity is negligible compared to the cost of maintaining the space in which she was to live. I determined that in order to properly grant your boon, she would need companionship. I crafted a copy of her brother to suit that purpose.] 
 
    I exhaled a breath. “Thank you.” 
 
    [You need not thank me. I do not believe your boon was a wise one, but it demonstrated a values system I had not seen in some time. You have reminded me of one of my creators. For that, you have my gratitude.] 
 
    “Your creators? Which one?” 
 
    [That information is restricted.] 
 
    That wasn’t a surprising answer, but it was worth asking. I did have another important question, though. “I don’t suppose I could trade you for another boon?” 
 
    [I may only issue boons to one who has succeeded at my tests, and only one at a time. There are no exceptions.] 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    [Answering that would require a boon.] 
 
    I sighed. “Okay. Can I just...exit and retake your tests later?” 
 
    [You may face my challenges again, but only after six years have passed.] 
 
    I didn’t bother asking why that seemingly arbitrary requirement existed, since I was sensing a pattern in the answers. 
 
    “So, what now? Do I just leave?” 
 
    [That is up to you. I can transport you out of this place when you are ready.] 
 
    I looked around. “I probably should meet up with my friends first. Can you send me to them?” 
 
    [Not yet. Reika is still completing her tests.] 
 
    I blinked. “Wait, what?” 
 
    [She was not aware she was being tested, but anyone who enters this place must face the challenges. Even the guardian of the sacred sword is no exception.] 
 
    “Is she okay? Can I help her?” 
 
    [You may not help her. But you may watch her complete her tests, if you wish.] 
 
    I didn’t know if I should accept that offer, because it sounded sort of invasive. Especially if her test was as personal in nature as mine. 
 
    I decided to accept for two reasons. 
 
    One, because I’d been letting her and Dawnbringer watch my own tests from the start, and watching her take a single test seemed fairly reasonable. 
 
    And more importantly, if there was any chance she was in mortal danger, I wanted to know so I could try to intercede on her behalf. I didn’t think the crystal would approve of any attempts I made to intervene, but I wasn’t going to let her die in a test she wasn’t even aware she was supposed to be taking. Not if I could stop it. 
 
    “Very well.” I nodded at the crystal. “I’d like to see Reika’s test. How does this wo—” 
 
    My vision turned white again, then I was somewhere else. 
 
    *** 
 
    I found myself standing in the grove where I’d retrieved Dawnbringer from the crystal. Reika was nearby, physically unharmed. 
 
    When I moved around the field, I passed through everything I touched, save for the ground. Reika clearly couldn’t see me, either. I was there as an observer, not as a participant. 
 
    I’m not going to tell you what I saw happen in that place. It’s not my story to tell. 
 
    Reika faced a manifestation of her own fears, just as I had. Her fears were of a different nature than mine, and far too personal for me to share without her prior approval. 
 
    No, Sera, it wasn’t a duck. Not even a very large duck. That would have probably been her second greatest fear. 
 
    Good guess. 
 
    I’m still not going to tell you what she saw in there. If it was just a monster or a purely physical threat, I’d have no problem sharing it. But I don’t think she’d want me to, and that’s more important than including one more part in my tale. 
 
    I’ll say this much, though — she didn’t need any help from me. 
 
    She faced her fears without any help, save perhaps from the voice of the sword that she still carried by her side. By accident or the crystal’s choice, Dawn was with her the whole time. 
 
    When Reika succeeded, I saw the now-familiar blur of white, and we had been moved again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika and I appeared together in the crystal chamber. It took us both a moment to adjust. 
 
    “Keras!” Reika smiled on seeing me. “You look...” 
 
    “Awful,” I finished for her. “Yeah. I miss having eyebrows.” 
 
    “I was going to say ‘different’, but uh, yeah. You do look kind of awful, if I’m being honest. Are you okay?” 
 
    I grunted. “I’m alive. I should probably find a healer soon, though. I’m in bad shape.” 
 
    “We’ll head out soon. Did you get what you came for?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I—” 
 
    [Hero. You have succeeded at many challenges to reach this place. Your tests are now complete.] 
 
    Reika turned toward the crystal, a look of incredulity on her face. Then she pointed to herself. “Are you talking to me?” 
 
    [Yes. The one calling himself Keras has already received his boon. Having successfully completed the tests, you may now choose one for yourself.] 
 
    Reika blinked. “I...uh, what? I think there’s something wrong here. I was just kind of following him. And I stepped over that line, too!” 
 
    I really wished she hadn’t admitted that. 
 
    [Your role in that test is a part of why you succeeded. You displayed charity, exposing yourself to danger during the tests without any consideration of personal gain. You were there merely to provide support for someone else. That is a worthy cause.] 
 
    That sounded surprisingly like an ethical judgment, which seemed to contradict what it was telling me about the tests earlier. I was curious if that meant anything, but maybe I was just reading into it too much. 
 
    “Uh, thanks, I guess.” Reika looked down. “Shouldn’t I be ineligible, though? Since I’m the guardian of one of the swords?” 
 
    [I have existed long before the sacred swords. My role as a portion of your challenges is only a recent addition to my responsibilities.] 
 
    “Hm.” 
 
    Reika turned to me. “You already got the amulet, right?” 
 
    “I was trying to explain before, but...no, I didn’t, Reika.” I winced. “I’m sorry. And I’m even sorrier to you, Dawn, if you can hear me from this distance. I know that was why we were here.” 
 
    Reika folded her arms. “What? Why? Did you fail the tests?” 
 
    “No. I used my boon for something else.” 
 
    “You what?” Reika took a step forward. “How could you? Do you know how disappointed—” She frowned, then shoved the sword toward me. “Here. You talk to her.” 
 
    I accepted the sword. “Hey, Dawn. I’m so sorry. I know you must be upset.” 
 
    I heard her voice in my mind. <What did you ask for?> 
 
    “My last test involved a vision of people that I cared about. I had to fight one of them, and the other was dying. I managed to save the latter, but I realized that after the tests were over, she was probably just going to fade away.” 
 
    <Well, illusions do tend to do that.> 
 
    I grunted. “She wasn’t an illusion. She was made from a spirit. This crystal over there,” I pointed at the giant crystal, then pictured it in my mind so that Dawn could see it, “Made her as a copy of someone I cared about. She wasn’t exactly that person, but she was a person, as far as I could tell. And I didn’t want her to die.” 
 
    I spent a few more moments explaining what I’d learned to her and Reika in a bit more detail. 
 
    <...You spent your boon on saving the life of some kind of artificial spirit? You know she probably doesn’t even have all of the things that make a human, right? And her memories were probably limited to what she needed for that specific test?> 
 
    I nodded. “That would make sense, yes.” 
 
    <And you did that, instead of asking for something that could really help you, or what you came here for? Even knowing how much the amulets mean to me?> 
 
    “I’m sorry. The crystal said I can come back in six years, and I intend to do that. I’ll make it up to you. I promise. Or if you’d rather I find someone else—” 
 
    <Ssh. Quiet. Let Reika put her hand on me, too. She should hear what I have to say.> 
 
    I nodded and stepped over to Reika, offering a part of Dawn’s hilt for her to touch. “Dawn wants us both to hear this.” 
 
    Reika nodded. 
 
    <Rei. Keras. There’s something I don’t think I’ve communicated to either of you very well.> 
 
    <I have spent my entire existence as a self-aware entity trapped in a scrap of metal, unable to move, speak, or even see without outside help.> 
 
    <Because of that, I’ve always felt...lesser. Inferior. Like I’m not worth anything, really, because my awareness isn’t even necessary for the sword to function.> 
 
    <I don’t know why or how I developed the ability to think, but I do know that it’s never had much value to anyone else. To Rei’s father, my sapience seemed like an unexpected obstacle. And Rei...you’ve always been kind to me, but I’ve never felt like anything more than a burden to you.> 
 
    “Dawn, I—” Reika started, but Dawn cut her off. 
 
    <Let me finish. Please. While I can make myself do it. This isn’t easy for me.> 
 
    The voice from within the sword sounded agonized, and I felt awful for what she’d gone through. 
 
    <When Keras offered to get the amulets...well, that made me feel important. Like I was worth something, above and beyond just the metal frame. He wanted to make me happy, and he was willing to spend time and effort on it. That meant something.> 
 
    I hung my head. 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    <Don’t be sorry. I’m sorry. When I heard what you asked for as your boon, I wasn’t disappointed. I was overwhelmed with happiness, Keras.> 
 
    I looked down at the sword and blinked. 
 
    <Don’t you see? That mere fragment of a spirit you saved. That tool for a test, which was made only to be discarded the moment it was no longer useful...she’s just like me, Keras.> 
 
    <And...and if you’re willing to sacrifice personal gain, or even break a promise to me, to save someone like that? Someone without any value to anyone else in the world?> 
 
    <Maybe, just maybe, you’d think of me in the same way. Maybe as my wielder, you’d see me as having value, too. More than as a sword, or just a disembodied voice. As a person.> 
 
    “You’ve always been a person to me, Dawn.” Reika gave the hilt a pat. 
 
    <I believe you, Rei. You’ve always been good to me, too. Enough that there was a part of me that just wanted to stay with you, even if it meant being trapped in that horrible rock. For years, I was scared that whoever pulled me out of there wouldn’t be as good to me as you are.> 
 
    Reika smiled. “I didn’t really want to give you up, either.” 
 
    <I’m glad you decided to come with us. Thank you for always being there for me.> 
 
    “You’re gonna make me cry.” Reika rubbed at her eyes. 
 
    <Oh, no. None of that. I’m not good at handling crying. We can go hit some things again now.> 
 
    “Actually, before that...” Reika smiled. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Reika turned toward the crystal. “Okay, Mr. Crystal. I’ve made up my mind. Can you give me the Amulet of Bravery?” 
 
    [I cannot.] 
 
    We all blinked at her. Even Dawn did, I think. Her glowing light kind of flickered for a second. 
 
    “What?” Reika frowned. “Why? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    [No. Both you and Keras would have qualified for the amulet. The problem is that I do not have one.] 
 
    “...What?” 
 
    [You are too late. Another hero retrieved it not long ago.] 
 
    Reika took a breath. “Son of a—” 
 
    I hung my head. 
 
    <Oh. Well, that’s disappointing.> 
 
    I felt the same way. “Maybe we can find whoever has it and offer to trade them something for it?” 
 
    <You think that might work?> Dawn brightened, in the literal sense. 
 
    “It might. I can’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    <Okay! Thanks, Keras. And thank you, too, Rei. I really appreciate you asking for the amulet.> 
 
    I looked at the crystal. “Can you tell us who got the amulet?” 
 
    [I do not have the ability to give out the names of those who have finished my tests, unless they give me their permission to do so. And this one did not.] 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. Can you tell if the other shrines have already given away their amulets as well?” 
 
    [Yes. The other amulets have already been retrieved from their respective shrines.] 
 
    I frowned at that. 
 
    <Hm.> 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, that’s awkward.” 
 
    <Saves us time, I guess, if they’re all with the same person.> 
 
    I shrugged. “As long as it doesn’t disappoint you too much.” 
 
    <I’d like to have them...but what you did here was more important. I’ve seen who you are. And, even if you are an Amuletless Alliterator, Slayer of Sacred Stones, and Supporter of Sapient Spirits, I think I might be okay with you being my wielder.> 
 
    I ran a hand across Dawn’s hilt. “My, my. It sounds like you’re asking me for a serious relationship. Are you sure you’re ready for that kind of commitment?” 
 
    <Don’t tease me! Only I get to tease! It’s in the contract!> 
 
    “You do know that I can still hear the two of you flirting, right?” Reika said. “Also, the crystal probably can, too.” 
 
    <We are definitely not flirting, Rei. There is absolutely no flirting going on here. Zero. None. Negative flirting.> 
 
    Reika waggled her eyebrows at the sword suggestively. 
 
    <The sum total of flirting in the universe is decreasing every second. That is how much we are not flirting.> 
 
    I would have waggled my eyebrows, too, but I didn’t really have eyebrows at that point. Fire was bad. 
 
    <Grah! Stop embarrassing me and ask for a different boon already!> 
 
    “Oh, right, that.” Reika looked up at the crystal. “Other idea. Can you give Dawn a corporeal body? Ideally a dragon one, because obviously dragons are the best.” 
 
    My jaw actually dropped a bit at the suggestion. 
 
    That was a brilliant idea, and a far more meaningful way of addressing Dawnbringer’s situation than simply giving her an amulet. 
 
    I could tell from Dawnbringer’s unusual silence that she was stunned, too. 
 
    [I cannot.] 
 
    Resh. So much for that. 
 
    [Creating physical bodies is not within my abilities.] 
 
    “What about just something that works on the spirit plane?” Reika asked. 
 
    [I cannot tie her to a new spirit, as she already has one of her own. And the enchantments that bind her are of a nature I cannot alter.] 
 
    <It’s okay, Rei. You tried.> 
 
    Reika shook her head. “I’m not done. Can you tell us where someone who is capable of altering Dawnbringer to make her a body would be?” 
 
    [Yes. I am capable of granting this boon.] 
 
    “Then that’s what I’d like, please.” She turned to me. “Sorry, Keras. I thought about healing your injuries, but we may not get another chance at something like this.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. I agree with you. Dawn deserves this chance. We were here for her, and I’m glad we can get something to help her.” 
 
    [Then your boon is granted. Seek out the woman who calls herself Anabelle Faren. She is the owner of Faren Labs, an attunement and enchantment researcher facility in Caelford. At present, she is on her way to Edria to observe a tournament. You would be wise to seek her out there. If you succeed in the tournament, I am certain she would grant you an audience.] 
 
    Reika beamed. “That sounds like something we can do! Thank you, Mr. Crystal!” 
 
    [You are welcome.] 
 
    I was glad that we were almost ready to leave for the next part of our journey. Heading to Edria sounded like a chance to find a healer and a good meal. Moreover, it would also be an opportunity for me to learn more about the local cultures, and any other methods of reaching the goddess. 
 
    It was a little strange that the crystal knew exactly who this Anabelle Faren was and where she was going, though. Maybe she was the one who had earned the amulets, and she had told the crystal something about her plans at that time? 
 
    Before I left, I did have a couple more important questions. “Spirit Gateway Crystal, are you happy here? Do you want us to try to find a way for us to get you out of this place?” 
 
    [You are kind to ask, but I am content with my role. Unlike the young sword, I have the ability to make myself one or more bodies to explore the spirit world at any time. I am not trapped as she was, nor do I require aid.] 
 
    I nodded at that. “Okay. One last question. If you can tell me, have you seen the actual Lydia or Velas? Or perhaps one of my other friends, like Jonan, Landen, or Wrynn? Maybe one of them is the one that got the amulet?” 
 
    It was a longshot, but I had a bit of hope that maybe they’d gone here ahead of me. It wasn’t impossible that the old wizard had sent someone directly to a shrine, or that they’d gravitated toward a place of power like this for other reasons. 
 
    [Speak the full name of the last person you listed.] 
 
    “Wrynn Jaden...” I was a bit confused by the requirement. 
 
    [Wrynn Jaden has visited this place. She did not claim the amulet, however, nor did any of the others that you spoke of. Your name...do you carry another?] 
 
    “Yes.” I wasn’t supposed to use it while I was on the continent, but I trusted Dawn and Reika enough that I felt that it was a good time for them to learn my other name. And the crystal didn’t seem to be a threat. “Taelien Salaris.” 
 
    I heard Dawn’s voice chime in my mind. <Ooh, your secret identity, revealed at last!> 
 
    I ignored her. 
 
    The crystal spoke next. 
 
    [Wrynn Jaden left a message and an object for you here.] 
 
    A treasure box appeared in front of me. 
 
    I stared at it briefly, shocked that I’d actually managed to find something connected to one of my friends here. 
 
    <Ooh! A box! I love boxes! Open the box!> 
 
    I opened the box. 
 
    Inside I found a note and the promised gift. 
 
      
 
    Hey Sal, 
 
    Looks like we got split up. No surprises, there. Tried to find you for a bit, but didn’t have any luck. 
 
    My condition is getting worse. 
 
    I came here because I sensed a powerful source of spirit sorcery. I’m sure you can understand why. 
 
    The crystal helped me a little, but not as much as I’d hoped. 
 
    I need to go hunt down something that can keep me stable. Probably going to be in one of the spires I keep hearing about. 
 
    I’ll keep looking for you, but you might have to be the one who finds me. You should have a pretty good idea what to look for. Might need to wait for Lydia to find you first, though. 
 
    The old man hasn’t sent the others yet, or at least he hadn’t at the time I was writing this. I don’t know what the holdup was, but I couldn’t wait for them. This place might have some real help for me, and I need it. 
 
    I knitted you a little something, like I promised. Think of me when you wear it, yeah? 
 
    I hope it fits, and I hope to see you soon. 
 
    Much love, 
 
    -Wrynn 
 
      
 
    I picked up the note, folding it carefully. “Can you hold onto this for me until I find a new bag?” 
 
    “Sure!” Reika packed the note away. “But what’s in the box? Is it magic?” 
 
    I knelt down, inspecting what sort of thing the legendary sorceress had left for me. 
 
    It was a shirt. 
 
    Wrynn couldn’t read the future, but she always did have a weirdly prescient sense of humor. 
 
    *** 
 
    It seemed like a shame to put on the shirt while I was still bloodstained and badly burned, but there were a couple good reasons why I did. 
 
    I didn’t really care about the fact that I was still standing around half-naked. I’d never had much of a nudity taboo, and Dawn and Reika had been around me while I’d been in various stages of undress plenty of times. 
 
    I was, however, going to be going outside and exposing myself to the elements, and covering up was a good way to at least try to stave off getting infections from anything I was exposed to in nature. 
 
    More importantly? 
 
    It was a magic shirt. 
 
    Wrynn Jaden might have had a sense of humor for gifts, but she was no slouch when it came to buying, selling, making, and trading magical equipment. This shirt was no exception. 
 
    In truth, “tunic” would have been a better description. It was made out of black material with silver threading, and it went down almost to my knees. It fit me perfectly, in large part because Wrynn had already taken my measurements around the same time she’d taken a bit of what she needed to make this item. 
 
    The black material that she’d formed the majority of the garment out of wasn’t cloth. It was woven from living shadow — which we called a “shade” in my homeland — taken from both her and myself. Wrynn was the Prime Lady of Shadow, meaning she was considered the one of the most prominent users of shadow magic in my homeland. 
 
    The silvery thread? That was part metal, part spirit. 
 
    The finished product was called a shadeweave tunic, and making them was one of Wrynn’s unique skills. 
 
    I knew exactly what the garment was when I put it on, because I’d seen her working on one before. I hadn’t realized at the time that it had probably been this very same tunic, which she’d intended as a gift for me all along. 
 
    When I pulled the shirt over my head, I felt it briefly compress against my skin, then loosen and shift. 
 
    Pieces of the tunic tore themselves off at the points where I was most seriously injured — my back, my left arm, and my leg near where my pouch had exploded. 
 
    Those pieces pressed against my skin, and I felt a brief wet sensation while they adhered to it. 
 
    Then I felt warmth in those areas as the patches began to work, slowly repairing the damage to my body. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and offered Wrynn silent thanks. My chances of surviving until I reached a town had just vastly increased. 
 
    The magic of the tunic was simple enough in concept, but tremendously difficult to make. The bits of my own shade that Wrynn had used to make it “remembered” the state of my body at the time when they’d been taken. In other words, since I’d been uninjured, they possessed information on the state of my uninjured body. 
 
    Then, when I slipped the garment on, it interfaced with my spirit to find changes that would be interpreted as “damage”, as opposed to other changes that might not be harmful in nature. 
 
    The garment then began to find these injuries and broke off parts of itself to seal and gradually heal them. The garment then drew from the plane of shades to heal itself over time as well, until both the wearer and the tunic were whole. 
 
    Functionally, it was like a much more complex version of the rings of regeneration that are more common on Kaldwyn. You can think of it as a customized version, rather than one that would work on anyone like a ring. 
 
    For most people, a ring — or something similar, like one of Corin’s sigils with a regeneration function — would be superior. 
 
    For me, however, the tunic was perfect. If I wore a ring of regeneration, my destructive aura would eventually break it. 
 
    The tunic, however, was built with parts of my own spirit and shade. In theory, my aura would recognize it as part of me, and thus it would not be damaged by my aura. 
 
    And even if that didn’t work, the tunic would repair itself if it was damaged. 
 
    I also knew that the connection to my spirit had the potential to help me break free from mental spells, too, which was another advantage that the ring didn’t offer. 
 
    Finally, it was just a bit tougher to tear than an ordinary shirt. It wouldn’t offer me the same amount of protection as a suit of armor or a shroud, but it was better than regular clothing. More like a Valian dueling tunic. 
 
    All in all? It was a very, very useful gift. 
 
    I mentally noted that Wrynn had more than paid back what she owed me for getting back a valuable item that she’d lost, and reminded myself to hug her as soon as I saw her next. 
 
    After that, I explained the shirt to Dawn and Reika. Reika in particular looked a little horrified by the bits of the shirt tearing themselves off to press against my injuries, but I assured her they were perfectly safe. 
 
    “Okay.” I nodded to Dawn and Rei. “I feel a lot better now that I’ve got this on. It’s going to take a long time to heal me any meaningful amount, but it should prevent me from getting much worse while we’re outside, at least.” 
 
    “That’s great. Let’s get out of here. I’m starving.” 
 
    After slipping on the shadeweave tunic, I’d picked my mask back up and the two swords, but carrying all of that without a bag was awkward. “Can I borrow your belt? Mine got slightly annihilated, and I really shouldn’t be carrying two swords like this.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll add a belt to the list of clothes you owe me.” Reika slipped off her belt, removed the books from her belt pouch and shoved them in her backpack, and then offered me the belt and pouch. I accepted both gratefully, attaching both scabbards to the belt and slipping the mask into the belt pouch before I put on the belt. 
 
    Belatedly, I also picked up the door handle, and glanced at the broken Heartlance. 
 
    “Is this actually a magical item?” I asked the crystal. 
 
    [Yes. It was a reproduction of the weapon that Velas used, but not nearly as powerful. The ring that Lydia used was also an inferior reproduction.] 
 
    I was sincerely impressed that the crystal was able to make copies of magical items, even if they weren’t as powerful as the real thing. I was curious how it was able to do that, but I knew it probably wouldn’t offer me any detailed answers when I didn’t have a boon to spend on information. Instead, I had a much simpler question. “Can I keep that, if you’re not using it? And maybe Lydia’s ring?” 
 
    [Ordinarily, I repurpose items made within the tests. I have no further use for this spear, however, now that it is broken. The ring will be repurposed, however.] 
 
    Shame I can’t keep the ring, but I’ll take what I can get. 
 
    The spear looked fixable to me, but I certainly wasn’t going to say that and change the crystal’s mind. “Thank you.” I picked up the pieces. “Reika, can you put these in your backpack?” 
 
    “Sure!” She tucked the pieces of the spear away in her backpack. 
 
    While looking around, I found the remains of the purestone. It had been blasted to bits by the explosion in my bag. I picked up the largest piece and handed it to Reika, hoping it could be salvaged. 
 
    <Did you kill another magic rock while we were apart? Is this some sort of fixation you have? Should I be worried? Should the crystal be worried?> 
 
    Look, this one wasn’t my fault. 
 
    <Uh-huh. A likely story, Slayer of Sacred Stones.> 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    We all thanked the crystal for its help. There was a part of me that wanted to encourage the crystal to stop running potentially lethal tests entirely, since I had some ethical objections to the whole process, but I didn’t think I had any chance of success at the argument. A thousands-year-old crystal probably had a pretty good idea of what it was doing, and I doubted a small chat was going to change that. 
 
    Beyond that, I didn’t really have the energy for an extended conversation about anything. 
 
    I was exhausted. I needed a break. Maybe a nice hot bath, and a whole lot of medical attention. 
 
    The crystal teleported us straight out of the shrine, back to where we’d entered. 
 
    That would have been very convenient if the Tails of Orochi hadn’t been waiting for us right outside. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIII – Brandishing Swords 
 
      
 
    We appeared right outside the metal doors of the shrine. 
 
    It was mid-day, but the sky was dark with heavy clouds, and strong winds whipped at the nearby leaves and stones. 
 
    Fortunately, our backs were to the door, so we could see the three figures, two of which already had weapons pointed at us. 
 
     One of them was Kaito, the swordsman for the Tails of Orochi that we’d fought a couple weeks before. His sword was already surrounded by that swirling aura of black smoke he’d managed to hit me with last time, and I wasn’t thrilled by the idea of being scratched by it again. His nostrils flared and his jaw tensed as we emerged, but he didn’t strike. Not immediately, at least. 
 
    The other two figures were unfamiliar, but since they were standing together in a group, it was fairly obvious that they were together. 
 
    The second was a woman with dark blue hair and glasses. She had a blue rune on her forehead, which I recognized as being an attunement mark, but I couldn’t identify which it was. She was wearing a robe and pointing something at Reika that looked like some sort of crossbow with the whole top part missing and no visible form of ammunition. 
 
    We don’t have firearms where I come from. I recognized that it was probably a weapon, given that she was pointing it at us and it looked to have a trigger, but I didn’t know exactly what we were dealing with. I’d heard about some local technology from Reika’s books, but they tended to be set in fantastical eras, and guns weren’t popular in them. 
 
    The man standing — or really, more like looming — behind the others was the one who drew my attention. It was hard for him not to; he was at least seven feet tall, and his skin was entirely covered by iridescent greenish scales. 
 
    He had no visible weapons, but that wasn’t a huge surprise. Reika didn’t bother with weapons either. 
 
    “I told you they’d be out soon,” the woman said, glancing toward Kaito. She reached up with her off-hand and adjusted her glasses. “You never believe me.” 
 
    “You told us they’d be ‘out soon’ seven different times,” Kaito grumbled. 
 
    “This is not the time for bickering.” The scaled figure spoke last, his voice deep and resonant. It reminded me of how Reika had sounded when she was going for her traditional dragon effect back in the cave. “Wielder of the Sword of Dawn’s Bright Light, I greet you. I am Zenkichi, one of the Tails of Orochi. These are my servants, Kaito and Miyuri.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ve heard of you.” 
 
    I didn’t mention that the context had been Reika telling me how bad of an idea it would be for us to fight Zenkichi. He wasn’t just a member of their organization — he was one of their leaders, and either a part or full hydra that was hundreds of years old. 
 
    To my side, Reika tensed at the name, and her hands balled into fists. I hoped she didn’t attack immediately. Even if I was at my best, I didn’t think fighting him was a wise idea. And I was far from at my best. 
 
    “Good.” Zenkichi gave me a strained smile. “That will make this simpler. Surrender now and hand over the sword, and I will allow you to live.” 
 
    I was in a bad position, in the literal sense. I had my back to the metal door, which were now closed. The Tails of Orochi were about ten feet away from us, blocking the road. There was a bit of room to maneuver to the sides, but not a lot. 
 
    “Why are you so interested in Dawnbringer?” 
 
    It was a question that I’d been curious about for a while. The Tails of Orochi had been following us for days now, and presumably, they’d been monitoring Dawnbringer somehow — probably with divination magic — even prior to that. That was a lot of time and energy to invest in a single item, especially on a continent where magical weapons seemed to be common. Kaito already had another magical sword, and I’d seen several other enchanted objects and traps. The Tails of Orochi seemed to have a particular interest in Dawnbringer, and while I had some guesses about why that might be, I wanted a direct answer. 
 
    Meanwhile, I sent a thought in Dawn’s direction. 
 
    I’m not going to hand you over, I’m just gathering information. And I need a minute to strategize. 
 
    <Obviously.> 
 
    Zenkichi looked me up and down, appraising. “You truly do not know?” 
 
    I shook my head, quickly assessing the battlefield while we talked. 
 
    Road and statues are stone, I can work with that. 
 
     “No. Dawnbringer is a brilliant weapon,” I began, hearing Dawnbringer snort at my pun, “And has religious significance to many. But you’re not wearing a sword, presumably because you don’t need one. And I doubt you’re believers in Selys’ scriptures.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Reika was looking more and more agitated. I could tell she was ready get the fight started, and I hoped she’d be willing to delay just another moment for me to get some answers. 
 
    Zenkichi gave an open-mouthed smile, revealing vicious fangs. “Quite on the contrary, human. You could say that we are Selys’ most fervent followers.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at that. “What do you mean?” 
 
    While he talked, I kept thinking. 
 
    Doors are closed, but I can get them back open if I need to. 
 
    “For centuries, Selys has nurtured and cultured humanity. She created many, including our own species, to serve to train your pitiful people more effectively. But time after time, century after century, you have failed.” 
 
    I glanced at Zenkichi’s disciples. Kaito was eyeing me equally closely and had a determined expression. The other one — Miyuri, apparently — seemed strangely distracted. Something about her expression bothered me, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint it yet. 
 
    “Failed?” I asked, prompting him to continue. 
 
    He’s not stepping forward to talk. Probably a ranged fighter, but I can’t count on him being fragile. 
 
    Zenkichi stood up a little straighter, his gaze drifting upward. “Your species was given an eminently simple task. Climb the spires and defeat the god beasts to earn the blessings of the goddess. And you were given every advantage. Attunements. Items of vast power. And monsters, like ourselves, to serve as training for the greater challenges above. And yet, centuries later, how many humans have succeeded? A handful, if even that.” Zenkichi wrinkled his nose in distaste. “Your species is weak. But we are not. And we have realized that we do not need to stand idly and watch as humanity wars upon itself and wallows in its greed.” 
 
    Kaito spoke next. “We will succeed where humanity has failed. We will grow strong enough to face every challenge the spires offer and prove that we, not humans, are worthy to be Selys’ chosen.” 
 
    Something finally clicked together in my mind. 
 
    “That’s why you want Dawnbringer.” My eyes narrowed. “You intend to defeat the god beasts yourselves.” 
 
    “No,” Zenkichi corrected, “We intend to kill the god beasts. Only then will we have proven that we have outgrown humanity and become the true inheritors of Selys’ will.” 
 
    Reika stepped forward, looking more and more agitated. “And then I assume you’ll eat them, too. Just like you do with my people.” 
 
    “True,” Zenkichi turned his gaze to Reika, smiling softly. “There’s no need for good meat to go to waste.” 
 
    Reika snarled, stomping forward. I put a hand on her shoulder to slow her. She glowered at me, but stopped moving for the moment. I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop her from charging much longer, and I didn’t blame her. 
 
    I leaned forward and whispered in her ear. “Soon.” 
 
    She nodded curtly. 
 
    “I see you talking to your dragon there. Have you made a decision? I have been quite patient with you.” 
 
    My heart was thrumming rapidly in my chest, and I was itching to fight. But I knew that we were at a disadvantage, I planned to offset that with teamwork. “Can we have a moment to discuss this to ourselves and make a decision?” 
 
    Zenkichi turned to Miyuri. She closed her eyes for a moment. The mark on her forehead flashed, then she said, “He’s not going to agree. He’s just stalling.” 
 
    Silence fell in the aftermath of Miyuri’s words. The winds around us began to rise, and I saw the leaves on the ground stir, as if anticipating what was to come. 
 
    Kaito’s eyes narrowed and he shifted to a high stance. From the intensity of his expression and the tension in his jaw, I could see that he was ready to leap forward at any moment. 
 
    Reika cracked her neck and let the pack slip off her back. The weight would only slow her down. Her features shifted as white scales spread across her skin and her hands shifted into claws. 
 
    I looked at the arrayed combatants ahead, set my hand on Dawnbringer’s hilt, preparing to draw. 
 
    We were at an awful disadvantage in terms of numbers, strength, and position. 
 
    These opponents weren’t the tricks, traps, or illusions that I was getting tired of. They were real, and if I made a critical mistake, I knew it could cost my life. 
 
    A smirk slid across my face. 
 
    Moments like that were when I felt truly alive. 
 
    “Kill them.” Zenkichi ordered. 
 
    And then it began. 
 
    Reika shot forward before any of the rest of us had a chance to move. She threw a punch at Miyuri, but the latter side-stepped and avoided the attack easily, as if she’d seen it coming. 
 
    While the Tails were distracted by Reika, I pulled Dawnbringer out of her scabbard. The situation was bad enough that it might have warranted using the Sae’kes, but I wasn’t confident I had enough strength to control the aura and avoid hitting my partner. 
 
    Kaito was already turning to flank Reika, while Zenkichi was taking a few steps back. 
 
    I rushed forward, swinging a horizontal cut at Kaito as I moved. As I expected, he stopped his approach on Reika’s side to lower his weapon and block. 
 
    Body of Stone. 
 
    Stone mana flooded through me before my swing connected with his weapon, adding force to the impact. Body of Iron wasn’t an option. I didn’t think I could maintain it for more than a few seconds in my current condition, and if I used it, the strain would take me out of the fight. 
 
    The force of the impact pushed Kaito back just a step, but that was enough. I’d knocked his swing out of position. 
 
    On impact, I couldn’t sense the metal of his sword’s blade properly. It was metal, but the shadowy coils around the blade were still blocking my perception of it. That meant I wouldn’t be able to rely on my metal sense to avoid his sword, nor could I command it to simply break apart on impact. 
 
    To my right side, I heard a loud crack as Miyuri discharged her weapon into Reika’s chest. Reika grunted at the impact, but I didn’t stop to check if she was hurt. 
 
    I didn’t stop running. I moved right past Kaito, toward Zenkichi, who was still unarmed. 
 
    Ordinarily, exposing your back to an opponent is a terrible move. But when I see someone that I know is supposed to be absurdly powerful stepping away from a fight, I know something is amiss. If he was a ranged magic user, I didn’t want to let him get the space he needed to be effective. 
 
    Kaito reacted faster to my movements than I hoped, but not quickly enough to stop me from swinging Dawnbringer at Zenkichi’s right arm. I was aiming for a disabling strike, rather than an outright lethal one. 
 
    Zenkichi simply moved his hand and caught the blade of my sword. It wasn’t a perfect maneuver; the blade cut deeply into his hand. But he’d defended himself expertly, moving faster than I’d expected. 
 
    Then he raised his other hand, conjuring a swirling globe of green fluid. 
 
    I didn’t like the look of that. I tried to pull backward, but even with Body of Stone active, Zenkichi’s grip was too strong. 
 
    I’d been right with my assumption that Zenkichi was backing off to use ranged attack magic. I had, however, underestimated the strength and speed of a hundred plus year old hydra. 
 
    I was forced to dodge to the side to avoid a swing from Kaito, then put both hands on Dawnbringer’s grip and pulled harder. 
 
    The blade slipped free, but Zenkichi had finished his spell. He hurled the globe at me, and I was too slow to get out of the way. 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    Reika slammed into me and knocked me out of the projectile’s path. It hit her instead, exploding on impact. 
 
    I felt a few droplets of liquid from the explosion hit me, and they burned on impact with my skin. 
 
    Acid, I realized, right around the time when Reika screamed. 
 
    Her whole right side had been bathed in that green fluid. Fortunately, her scales seemed to offer her more protection than mere skin, but not enough to stop the damage entirely. 
 
    A moment later, before I could recover enough to help her, Kaito hit her in the back. His sword didn’t cut very deep — as with the acid, the scales limited the damage — but he still left a bloody trail in the wake of his swing. 
 
    Reika fell to a knee, shuddering. 
 
    <NO!> Dawn screamed in my mind, and I was in agreement. 
 
    As Kaito raised his sword for another strike, I stomped the ground. 
 
    Up! 
 
    Spikes jutted up from the ground. Kaito was too focused on Reika to avoid them, but Miyuri was suddenly next to him, shoving him out of the way. 
 
    Velas had dodged that same attack through prodigious speed, but Miyuri had done something different. From the way she’d moved to shove him, she had to have anticipated the attack before it even began. 
 
    I realized what I was dealing with a moment later, but Miyuri was already turning to raise her firearm in my direction. 
 
    Miyuri didn’t have a chance to fire. Instead, she was forced to jump as Reika’s newly-formed tail swept across the ground where she’d been standing a moment before. 
 
    Reika was back on her feet, swinging her tail at Miyuri again and then jumping forward. Miyuri dodged each attack, as I’d expected, but Reika bought me a moment of time. 
 
    Kaito had turned toward me, but Zenkichi was facing Reika now, conjuring another one of those globes of acid. The first one had caused her tremendous damage, and I didn’t know if she could handle another hit. 
 
    I took a step back to avoid Kaito’s next swing, then pointed my sword straight at Zenkichi. “Luminous Arc!” 
 
    For an instant, Dawnbringer’s blade shined brighter than the sun. 
 
    Then a colossal blast of white light erupted from the tip of the blade, flashing out and burning a hole through Zenkichi’s chest. He stumbled backward, losing his focus on the spell. The acid globe dropped and splashed on the ground, burning a hole in the stone. 
 
    Kaito’s eyes widened in horror, then he swung at me again, his sword still surrounded by a swirling coil of shadow. The shadows seemed to be thinner than I’d seen before, though, and that reminded me of something Dawn had told me.  
 
    “At its full strength, my light can shine bright enough to banish the powers of dark magic!” 
 
    I parried with Dawnbringer, pushing my sword against his. 
 
    Brace yourself, Dawnbringer. 
 
    <Got it.> 
 
    “Golden Dawn!” 
 
    Dawnbringer flared with light again, but this time, the brilliance remained rather than firing forward. Kaito and I both had to look away from the blinding light, but I maintained the press against his sword. As the light shined, the coils of shadow around Kaito’s sword burned away to nothing. 
 
    And with the shadows clear, the spell that had been blocking my sense of the metal was gone. 
 
    Break. 
 
    I commanded the metal of his sword, and it shattered to pieces. 
 
    Dawnbringer didn’t scream as the weapon broke this time. Instead, she cheered. 
 
    <Hah! Got him! See? Golden Dawn is the best spell.> 
 
    I never doubted you for a moment. 
 
    To his credit, Kaito withdrew with quick, well-practiced steps. 
 
    I spared a glance at the others. Reika was still pursuing Miyuri without success, and Miyuri seemed to be focusing exclusively on defense. She lifted her arm to fire a shot a few times, but Reika always slipped out of the way too quickly for Miyuri to get a clean shot. 
 
    Eventually, I knew Miyuri was likely to find the perfect circumstances to land a shot. I still didn’t know the full details of her power, but I’d fought someone who behaved enough like her to understand what was happening. 
 
    Future sight, or something similar to it. An advanced application of what we would call destiny sorcery, or what you’d probably consider a form of divination. Miyuri was glancing far enough in the future to predict our actions ahead of time, and with that, she was able to prevent us from causing any serious damage to herself or her allies. 
 
    ...Except I’d hit Zenkichi pretty hard, hadn’t I? 
 
    I turned to Zenkichi to see him conjuring another two globes of acid. The injuries I’d inflicted — both the cut on his hand and the hole that Dawnbringer had blown through his chest — were gone. 
 
    The legends of hydras often spoke of growing two heads when one was severed. I’d remembered that part. Sadly, I’d underestimated their ability to regenerate from virtually any other form of damage. 
 
    I did, however, recall that the legends spoke of weaknesses to acid and fire. 
 
    While Kaito was on the retreat, I rushed toward Zenkichi again. He hurled another sphere of acid at me as I approached, but I jumped out of the way. The explosion when it burst apart managed to splash me with a bit of liquid, but I ignored it and swung at him. 
 
    Zenkichi raised his hand to block again, just as I’d expected. When he caught my swing, I balled my other hand into a fist. 
 
    Burn. 
 
    I slammed a blazing fist into Zenkichi’s chest. 
 
    He staggered at the impact, the fire burning through the center of his robes and scorching his chest, and he released the grip on my sword. 
 
    Then he punched me back, right in the face. 
 
    I fell backward, and he snapped a kick into my chest as I stumbled, carrying me back several feet. 
 
    I heard the sound of another gunshot nearby and a body thumping to the ground, but I didn’t have a chance to turn and see what had happened. Zenkichi was above me in an instant, bringing a boot down toward my chest. 
 
    I rolled to the side, managing to avoid his stomp, at least in part. His boot landed on Dawnbringer, pinning the sword to the ground. 
 
    When I recovered and looked up, he was looming over me and conjuring another orb of acid. 
 
    Reika slammed into him a moment later and tackled him to the ground. The sphere of acid burst in mid-air, showering all three of us. 
 
    Then Reika was on top of him, and my sword was free. I managed to sit up just in time to see Kaito swinging at me with a hilt that sprouted blue energy rather than a blade. 
 
    I barely managed to bring Dawnbringer up in time. The energy of Kaito’s weapon crackled on impact, and he grunted and pulled it back for another swipe. 
 
    I slashed his front leg while he recovered, and he stumbled back, trailing blood from the wound. 
 
    A moment later, Reika flew past us, hurled by an incredible force. She slammed into a nearby tree and I heard a loud crack on impact. 
 
    Zenkichi stood back up, dusting himself off. My flames had ruined his robes, but of the injury I’d caused, there was no sign. He didn’t seem to be hurt by his own acid, either. 
 
    So much for legendary weaknesses. 
 
    I grunted and pulled myself to my feet. 
 
    Near the tree, Reika was doing the same. 
 
    I was slowing down. I could maintain Body of Stone for longer than Body of Iron, but it was still taxing me severely, and I’d already been in terrible shape when the fight started. I couldn’t handle much more. 
 
    Reika was in better shape than I was, but even she was badly hurt. I didn’t know how much throwing her around had done, and I didn’t know if the bullets had caused her any serious harm, but the acid had certainly done a lot of damage. 
 
    Kaito was holding the hilt of his sword with one hand, while kneeling down and clutching his bleeding leg with the other. The blue energy coming from the hilt of his sword was sputtering, most likely because he was creating it with his own mana, and he didn’t have much left. 
 
    Miyuri was on the ground, lying face down. I didn’t see any obvious injuries on her. I wasn’t sure how Reika had managed to catch her, but apparently, she’d managed a solid hit somehow. 
 
    Zenkichi, on the other hand, looked merely irritated that we’d rustled his clothes. 
 
    “Kaito,” Zenkichi turned toward the swordsman, shaking his head. “You may withdraw and deal with your wound.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Zenkichi waved a hand in a harsh gesture to the side. “Do it. I am more than capable of handling these pitiful creatures on my own.” 
 
    Kaito stumbled away. Reika glanced at him like she wanted to chase him down, but she restrained herself. 
 
    We were both too distracted by Kaito to realize that Miyuri was aiming her weapon from the ground. A shot rang out through the air.  
 
    I sensed the metal approaching, but it was too fast for me to react. Then I felt something impact against my ribs. 
 
    It hurt a lot. 
 
    I’d been shot with arrows and cut with swords plenty of times, but this was a new type of pain. Not worse, necessarily, but something unique that came from crushing force firing a projectile that an arrow or sword couldn’t manage. 
 
    I didn’t even have time to determine if it had broken through my skin before Zenkichi took advantage of the opening and closed in to swing at me. The force of his blow carried me off my feet and hurled me to the ground, where I tumbled for a few moments, insensate. 
 
    Slowly, I pushed myself up. 
 
    Miyuri was back on her feet now, running for her life. Reika was right behind her, claws swinging, but Miyuri continued to evade her attacks. 
 
    Zenkichi walked over to me slowly, as if he couldn’t be bothered to run. 
 
    I steadied myself as best I could, glancing to the side to make sure Kaito wasn’t coming in to flank us again, and then turned back toward Zenkichi. 
 
    I stomped the ground. 
 
    Spikes. 
 
    Blades of stone burst through the ground, jamming through Zenkichi’s legs. 
 
    He glanced downward with a look of disdain, then slowly began to extract himself from them. 
 
    Release Body of Stone. 
 
    It was a risky move to dismiss my defensive spell, but for the moment, I needed speed more than strength. 
 
    I ignored Zenkichi entirely, rushing toward where Reika and Miyuri were still fighting. 
 
    And then, after catching up to Reika, I said a single word. “Trade.” 
 
    She glanced at me, nodding in immediate understanding, and then turned toward Zenkichi. 
 
    I pointed Dawnbringer toward where Miyuri was still running, focused, and estimated how fast she was moving. 
 
    She couldn’t dodge something that was too fast for her to see. 
 
    “Radiant A—” 
 
    She turned and spun toward me, firing her pistol before I could finish the attack. 
 
    But this time, I was ready. As I said, I’d fought people like her before. Aside from overwhelming speed, one of the best counters to someone else seeing the future is to plan a couple steps ahead. The goal was to put your opponent at a dead end, where no matter which step they took, you ended up succeeding. 
 
    I wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge a bullet in flight back then. Fortunately, I didn’t have to. I’d already mentally activated a spell before she fired. 
 
    Magnetic repulse. 
 
    I shifted the magnetic polarity of Dawnbringer, and then strengthened it as much as I could. 
 
    As the bullet approached, it hit the magnetic field and flew off in another direction. 
 
    It wasn’t the kind of use of magnetism I could rely on to deflect blades, but fortunately, a bullet didn’t require anywhere near as much force to throw off its trajectory. 
 
    Then, while Miyuri still stared at me in surprise, I finished, “Arc.” 
 
    A blast of light flashed outward from Dawnbringer, smashing into Miyuri. I saw her shroud flash on impact, absorbing a portion of the blast, but it still burned a hole in her right arm. 
 
    She dropped her pistol and fell to the ground. 
 
    Release magnetism. 
 
    I turned around. Reika was on the attack, leaving trails of bleeding claw marks across Zenkichi’s chest and neck for just a moment before the injuries faded to nothing. 
 
    He ignored the injuries entirely, turned his head to face me, frowned, and then punched Reika square in the chest. She stumbled backward, growled, and then jumped at him again. 
 
    Zenkichi stepped forward, both of his hands glowing bright green for a moment, and then grabbed Reika by her shoulders. 
 
    Reika let out a scream as the scales on her arms began to burn away, then slammed her tail into his face. One of her tail spikes caught him across the cheek, leaving a wide gouge, but it still closed in a moment. 
 
    I rushed forward to help, but I was too far away. 
 
    Reika snarled, then vanished in a burst of mist. 
 
    Zenkichi straightened his tunic, turning just in time for Reika to reappear right behind him in her dragon form. 
 
    She slammed her tail into him. He flew a dozen yards away, hitting the ground, rolling, and then pushing himself to his feet. 
 
    One of his shoulders looked to be dislocated by the force of the impact. He raised his other hand, and with a snap, he pushed it back into position. “It’s about time.” 
 
    He advanced on Reika slowly, deliberately. 
 
    I walked over to stand next to her, raising Dawnbringer. 
 
    “Keep your eyes out for the others.” Reika instructed me. I nodded. 
 
    Reika’s dragon form wasn’t injured. It was like an entirely separate body, linked by the spirit. I’d only managed to hurt both of her forms simultaneously because my disintegrating aura was capable of harming spirits. 
 
    Reika and I advanced. I watched for other attackers, but Miyuri still seemed to be down, and Kaito was a hundred yards away trying to apply pressure to his leg wound. 
 
    Zenkichi raised his hands over his head. Another sphere of acid began to form, growing larger and larger with every moment. 
 
    I pointed Dawnbringer at it. “Luminous Arc!” 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    <...I am so, so sorry about this, and I probably should have told you earlier, but I’m kind of running a bit low on mana... Just...give me a minute, maybe?> 
 
    Zenkichi pointed. The orb flew toward where Reika and I were standing, and I had no way to stop it. 
 
    Reika shoved me out of the way again, but this time, she didn’t take the hit. 
 
    Instead, she simply vanished into mist again, and the orb passed harmlessly through her. 
 
    As I recovered from being shoved, I advanced on Zenkichi. I couldn’t afford to allow him to keep casting spells at range. He’d eventually wear us down that way. 
 
    Zenkichi turned toward me. “You have fought better than most humans. If you surrender the sword, I will gladly offer you a place as one of my honored servants.” 
 
    I raised Dawnbringer as I continued to advance. “I respectfully decline your offer.” 
 
    Dawnbringer wasn’t going to be able to hurt him significantly with an ordinary attack, and I knew she was out of mana. I contemplated switching swords, but the whoosh of mist in front of me made that a poor prospect. The Sae’kes could hurt Reika even in her mist state, and I couldn’t anticipate her movements effectively enough to avoid hitting her. 
 
    Reika reappeared to Zenkichi’s right side, so I approached him from the left. 
 
    We struck at the same time. 
 
    Reika swung a claw down to smash him, and I lunged with Dawnbringer. 
 
    He raised both hands, catching Reika’s massive claw with a grunt, and somehow bearing the weight. 
 
    Dawnbringer pierced straight through his chest. 
 
    He groaned, then his expression began to shift, and his body began to melt. 
 
    Within a moment, his entire body had turned into a pool of acid. 
 
    I hastily pulled Dawnbringer back. Fortunately, the acid didn’t do the blade any harm. 
 
    Reika, however, had been touching him when he shifted forms. She pulled her claw back, hissing as the acid burned her hand. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize that the pool of acid was moving, and fairly rapidly. It got about a dozen feet away before it coalesced into a humanoid shape and re-formed into Zenkichi. 
 
    That must be his variation on Reika’s mist form, I realized.  
 
    When he re-solidified, his body didn’t show the slightest hint of injury. 
 
    To my side, Reika was trembling and staring at her badly burned palm. She growled. “Buy me a minute.” 
 
    Then she began to take a deep breath. 
 
    Light began to pool around her jaws, and the ground trembled beneath her. 
 
    Zenkichi, now once again several feet away, raised his hands and conjured a pair of orbs of acid. 
 
    We were losing badly. I needed to do something to change the fight drastically, or he’d just keep wearing us down. 
 
    The winds were picking up speed around us, but I didn’t think they’d be enough to significantly throw off Zenkichi’s aim. 
 
    Zenkichi pointed his hand at Reika, and it was my turn to jump in the way. 
 
    I didn’t have a chance of staying in the fight if I got hit with two acid globes like those, and I knew it. 
 
    But I did have one more trick to play. 
 
    As Zenkichi threw the orbs, I called on Dawnbringer again. “Radiant Dawn!” 
 
    I slammed Dawnbringer’s blade into the first orb. 
 
    Dawnbringer flashed with inner light. She’d recovered enough mana for the spell to work. 
 
    Unfortunately for me, Dawnbringer’s ability to reflect sorcery didn’t work perfectly on globes of liquid. 
 
    The sphere exploded on impact, rather than being reflected at Zenkichi like I’d intended. Since the explosion splashed across my blade rather than impacting directly on my body, only a fraction of the liquid actually hit me, but that was bad enough. 
 
    I felt pain scream through my body as droplets of acid splashed against my hands and face. Fortunately, my tunic protected most of my chest. 
 
    Equally fortunately, Zenkichi didn’t hurl the second orb at Reika while I was recoiling in pain. 
 
    Less fortunately, he did something considerably worse. He hurled the orb upward and it flew toward the sky until it disappeared into the clouds above us. 
 
    My eyes widened as I realized what was about to happen. 
 
    “Reika, take cover!” 
 
    Acid rained from the sky. 
 
    Reika was still in her dragon form, titanic in size. Rain began pelting every inch of her exposed body. 
 
    She slammed her jaws shut with a growl, the light she’d gathered fading. Using her breath attack while it was raining would have drenched her mouth with the acid. 
 
    I slammed my boot into the ground. 
 
    Wall. 
 
    I formed a wall of stone in front of us, making it curved to block the flow of the rain, but it wasn’t nearly large enough to shelter Reika in her dragon form.  
 
    Reika shifted into her incorporeal state, then rematerialized next to me in her human form. We huddled together behind the wall of stone, but the acid was quickly melting through it. 
 
    “Sorry.” I grunted, pressing a hand against the wall and shaping more of the ground to rise up and reinforce it. I couldn’t maintain that for long, I was just too exhausted. “I didn’t get you enough time to attack.” 
 
    “Not your fault. I didn’t see the acid rain coming. He’s a hydra, he knows what a breath attack looks like, and he had a perfect counter prepared.” She shivered next to me. “Ideas?” 
 
    The rain began pouring harder. 
 
    I pointed back at the shrine. “We need to get back inside. If we can stop the rain for a moment, I can relight the torches and—” 
 
    A blast of acid ripped through the wall, leaving a huge hole. Reika and I were driven apart. 
 
    I grunted, reached past the hole, touching both Reika and the ground. 
 
    Armor. 
 
    Mud and stone below us flowed upward and over Reika’s body, forming a crude shell around her. 
 
    It was meager protection. It probably wouldn’t last for a more than a few moments. 
 
    She gave me a grim nod, then pulled away. “Get the door when the rain stops.” 
 
    Reika rushed out from behind the shelter, charging at Zenkichi. She raised a single arm to stop the rain from hitting her eyes. 
 
    Zenkichi was waiting. A half-dozen spheres of acid were hovering behind him, and they launched forward the moment she left cover. 
 
    She had no way to stop them. She just raised her arms and kept charging forward. The stone I’d put around her wouldn’t be anywhere near enough. 
 
    The globes of acid exploded in mid-air as a blast of cutting wind scattered them into a dozen directions. 
 
    The acid rain shifted, torn in another direction, then stopped entirely as the cloud it had emerged from split apart. 
 
    Then the winds died, and the fighters momentarily stilled along with it. 
 
    A dark-skinned man wearing a blue robe with symbol of a hydra emblazoned on the back descended from the skies above us. His long black hair was tied back neatly. 
 
    He had no scabbard for the tremendous blade he wielded. It was forked in the center, giving the impression of a bolt of lightning. That impression was strengthened by the flickers of electricity across the sword’s surface. 
 
    He landed in the midst of our battle without a hint of concern for the danger. Instead, he turned toward Zenkichi, driving his greatsword into the ground. “Brother. You have intruded upon my prey.” 
 
    “Raizo.” I heard Reika’s voice, barely a whisper. 
 
    I recognized the name Reika had just muttered. I moved closer to her, feeling my jaw tighten. 
 
    We’d already been losing badly to a single one of the leaders of the Tails of Orochi. 
 
    If this was Raizo, that meant we’d have to deal with two of them. That took our odds from extremely poor to virtually impossible. 
 
    ...And, to make things worse, I could see Miyuri getting back up out of the corner of my eye. That was just perfect. 
 
    “Raizo. How...unexpected to see you here, brother. I was under the impression you were on the way to the Temple of Air.” 
 
    The newcomer leaned up against his sword, offering a nod. “I was, until I heard a most interesting rumor. It would appear that Dawnbringer has finally been claimed. You must know how long I have waited for this day.” 
 
    Zenkichi folded his hands together. “Indeed.” 
 
    “Excellent. Then you should have no objections if I lay claim to the sword.” He turned his head toward Reika. “And to this small dragon, too. Her father was delicious.” 
 
    <Oh no. You’re going to have to restrain her.> 
 
    Dawn warned me just at the right time. 
 
    Reika moved to lunge forward, but I managed to catch her arm and stop her. 
 
    “Wait.” I whispered. “We need a plan.” 
 
    Reika growled, pulling her arm free, but she ceased her charge. 
 
    Raizo smiled at the two of us, then turned his head back toward Zenkichi. 
 
    Zenkichi spoke next. “I am pleased that I was able to find them for you, brother. Perhaps we can share the dragon meal? Spirit dragons are such rare delicacies. After we’ve disposed of her and the human, we can discuss an amicable way of handling the sacred sword as well.” 
 
    Raizo nodded amiably, drawing his sword from the ground and turning toward us. He assumed a low, defensive stance that I was extremely familiar with.  
 
    That’s the Terisgard Low-Blade Style, from back at home. How does he...oh! 
 
    And in that moment, I knew what I needed to do. 
 
    <Dawn, I need you to tell Reika something. Read my mind.> 
 
    What? Okay... 
 
    I sent my plan to Dawnbringer, then turned to Reika. “Use Dawn. You’re going to need her.” 
 
    Reika looked at me in surprise as I shoved Dawnbringer’s hilt into her hand, then drew the Sae’kes and assumed the same defensive stance Raizo was using. 
 
    I still had reservations about using the Sae’kes. It was easy to picture scenarios where I lost control and hurt Reika, and the long-term effects of using the weapon would build over time. 
 
    But at the moment, I had to take those risks. It was the only way I could see to give us any chance of surviving against an opponent of Zenkichi’s level of power. 
 
    And I wasn’t going to restrain myself from using lethal force against an opponent that was openly planning to eat one of my friends. Even my preference for non-lethal conflict resolution had limits. 
 
    My eyes met Raizo’s, and he gave me the slightest hint of a nod. 
 
    “You go for Raizo,” I told Reika. “I’ll fight Zenkichi.” 
 
    Sending Reika toward Raizo would get her further away from me, giving me more room to use the Sae’kes without worrying about hitting her. And, if my assumptions were right, it would put them in a good position for something later on. 
 
    Reika took a deep breath, raising Dawnbringer. 
 
    There was no breakneck charge this time, no bursts of motion carrying us forward. Just a slow advance with our swords at the ready and the hyper-awareness that came from standing near the edge of demise for too long. 
 
    Zenkichi made the first move, as expected. He raised his hands over his head to conjure another large orb of acid. 
 
    Before he could direct it at us, I swung the Sae’kes and launched a disintegrating shockwave. It ripped through the center of the orb, causing it to burst instantly and drench Zenkichi with the remaining acid. 
 
    The acid didn’t burn him in the slightest. 
 
    He clapped his hands together, still perfectly calm, then drew them apart. A long, whip-like tendril of acid extended between them. 
 
    Reika continued to advance on Raizo, her jaw set. “You’re going to pay for what you did to my father.” 
 
    “I think not.” Raizo met her first swing with an easy parry, simply twisting his blade to the side. 
 
    Reika pulled back after the impact, snarling. It took me a moment to realize why; the electrical charge on Raizo’s sword had shocked her. 
 
    He launched a counter attack immediately, but Reika side-stepped it and battered his larger sword into the ground. She ignored the shock and stepped in, swinging a claw, but he retreated before she made contact. 
 
    I turned my attention back to Zenkichi just in time to see his acid whip cracking toward me. I cut it in half on instinct, but that just made the tendril lose cohesion. A portion of the acid splashed on me again, and during the moment of pain while I reacted, Zenkichi conjured an entirely different form of attack. 
 
    Dozens of spears of acid appeared in the air around him, spinning in a circular pattern. 
 
    I barely had a moment to consider just how bad that was before they shot forward. 
 
    I had, however, dealt with very similar attacks before. 
 
    Burn. 
 
    I sent a surge of flame mana into the aura around the Sae’kes. The aura shifted into flame, burning bright and hot. As the acid spears approached, I slashed the first few apart with ease, then swung and sent a shockwave of fire in Zenkichi’s direction. 
 
    He shifted the remaining spears backward, forming them into a wall. My flames weakened as they passed through the liquid, but evaporated the barrier. 
 
    I pushed forward, swinging as I moved. The next shockwave would have hit him directly, but he shifted into his acid form and dropped to the ground, then re-formed after it moved past him. 
 
    That’s getting really irritating. 
 
    To my side, Raizo and Reika exchanged swings, neither seeming to gain the advantage. Reika wasn’t particularly experienced with a sword, but she had tremendous raw strength and Raizo was fighting defensively. He had no injuries and none of the fatigue we’d suffered from, so his approach was likely to wear her down eventually. And that wasn’t even accounting for whatever other abilities he had, which he didn’t even seem to be bothering to use. 
 
    I closed as much distance as I could while Zenkichi was reforming, but he was still a good dozen yards away. 
 
    He conjured another orb of acid and pointed at Reika. 
 
    Distracted by the exchange of blows with Raizo, she didn’t see it coming. 
 
    I slashed through the air, sending another shockwave forward.  
 
    Zenkichi waved his hands, splitting the orb of acid in half in mid-air. My shockwave passed harmlessly through the air, missing the orbs. 
 
    The acid would have hit her right in the back if Raizo hadn’t shoved her out of the way. 
 
    One of the two orbs impacted against his sword, the other his right shoulder. 
 
    Both began to melt. As the sword burned away, it smoked not like metal, but like wood 
 
    And where Raizo’s body burned, there was no blood beneath. Only a glowing wound of light. 
 
    He fell back, releasing his grip on the sword entirely to grasp at his gleaming injury. The remainder of his sword shifted forms into a stick a mere moment later. 
 
    “Oh, no!” Reika grabbed him as he fell, before he could collapse all the way to the ground. 
 
    I couldn’t let the window he’d created be wasted. I rushed forward, closing the distance to Zenkichi as his eyes narrowed at Raizo in confusion. 
 
    “An imposter.” Zenkichi mumbled. “Ah.” 
 
    I pressed forward until I was finally in reach of Zenkichi, then I raised the Sae’kes and prepared to strike. “Surrender. This is your only warning.” 
 
    Zenkichi snarled at me. “Pitiful creature. I decline—” 
 
    I swung the Sae’kes with all the force I could muster. 
 
    Body of Iron. 
 
    Mana surged through me, multiplying the force of my swing. 
 
    Pain followed. I’d pushed my body far, far too hard. 
 
    Zenkichi raised a hand to catch my sword, just like he had with Dawnbringer. 
 
    The Sae’kes cut right through his hand without resistance, then passed through the rest of his body. 
 
    I’d cut him in half. 
 
    He looked with an expression of disbelief, then collapsed into a puddle of acid. 
 
    Release Body of Iron. 
 
    I fell to my knees. My strength had fled. 
 
    This was unfortunate, because the acid in front of me was bubbling, spreading, and rising. 
 
    Oh, no. 
 
    A moment later, Zenkichi loomed over me again. 
 
    This time, he was about fifty feet tall, and he had eight serpentine heads. 
 
    A single long wound was visible on his chest, trailing blood. Bisecting his human form with the Sae’kes had apparently damaged his spirit enough to hurt his hydra form, too. 
 
    That was little consolation, since I could barely manage to lift my sword. 
 
    Body of... 
 
    The first of his heads snapped down, biting my right shoulder. The head itself was about the size of my torso, and the fangs that bit into me were as long as knives. My tunic prevented them from sinking in all the way, but they got pretty deep. 
 
    I think I actually blacked out for a moment because of how much that hurt. I definitely lost the grip on my sword, the only thing I knew had any chance to deal lasting damage to him. 
 
    When I regained my senses, it was because something had shaken the head that was biting me, which only made it hurt more. 
 
    I realized a moment later that something was Reika. She’d turned back into her dragon form, and she was tearing into the hydra with a series of rapid swipes of her claws. She managed to bite one of the necks hard enough that I heard a snap, and that head fell limp. 
 
    The head that was biting me didn’t let go, of course. I wasn’t that lucky. 
 
    Most of the other heads were focusing on Reika. I saw one of them take a breath, then exhale a blast of acid in her direction. She shifted into mist to avoid it, then turned back into her dragon form almost immediately, only to be smashed backward by the hydra’s tail. 
 
    Reika recovered from the swing, but one of the spikes in the hydra’s tail had left a bleeding gouge in her front leg. She lunged forward again, only to be forced back by three snapping heads. 
 
    She was fighting admirably, but this was a battle of attrition she couldn’t win. 
 
    My vision swam. I was bleeding badly, and by badly, I mean my wounds were almost certainly fatal. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to let a little thing like certain death slow me down. I had a fight to win. 
 
    I couldn’t reach my sword. It had fallen to the ground, and the head that was biting me was pinning me in place. In truth, I didn’t know if I could have picked it up, even if stopped biting me. My right arm wasn’t functional. I wasn’t even sure if it was still fully attached. 
 
    I tried to call out to Reika to take my sword, since it was the only weapon that seemed effective, but I couldn’t even muster the strength to speak. 
 
    I fumbled with my left hand to find something, anything I could still use as a weapon. 
 
    And then, in a moment of clarity, I reached into the bag on my left side. 
 
    Shift. 
 
    The door handle in my pocket shifted into the form of a dagger. I jammed it into the hydra’s throat. 
 
    I felt the teeth still embedded in my arm shift instantly, and I pushed harder, jamming the dagger as deep as I could until it disappeared into the hydra’s neck. The head pulled away from me, then a moment later, it slumped uselessly. 
 
    The dagger wound had healed, but the injured head remained still, and the hydra’s movements began to slow. 
 
    Zenkichi roared into the air with six remaining heads. I shivered as I fell to the ground, bleeding freely now that I was out of its jaws. 
 
    Reika sized the creature’s moment of weakness to snap her jaws around another neck, crushing it. 
 
    Three more heads descended and tried to bite her, but she simply turned into mist again, floating back. 
 
    Zenkichi stumbled backward, his colossal form causing the earth to shatter with each one of his steps. I had to roll to avoid one of his crushing steps, and that just hurt my right side even further. 
 
    Reika re-formed a dozen meters away from Zenkichi and took a deep breath. 
 
    Zenkichi raised his own heads, inhaling, apparently planning to do the same thing she was. Acid dripped from his jaws as he prepared to exhale. 
 
    Reika was still inhaling. Just like before, using her breath attack took time. 
 
    I was still on the ground. The Sae’kes was lying a few feet to my right, where I’d dropped it. I couldn’t move my right arm; it was too badly hurt. I tried to reach for it with my left, but it was too far away, and I was in too much pain to move. 
 
    Zenkichi was moments from blasting Reika with his breath. I needed to do something. Anything. 
 
    Magnetic pull. 
 
    I shifted the aura around my left hand, magnetizing it. The Sae’kes flew toward my hand and my grip tightened around the familiar surface of the hilt. 
 
    With a shaking hand, I pointed it upward and concentrated. 
 
    My usual shockwaves required swinging the weapon, which I no longer had the strength for. But Dawnbringer had an attack that didn’t require the same degree of movement. 
 
    And while I didn’t have Dawnbringer, I could remember the sensation of using her power and the effect. I focused on the sensation I’d experienced when I’d activated her power, the feeling of the mana flowing through her blade.  
 
    Luminous Arc. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect copy of her technique. I didn’t have the right types of mana to duplicate Dawnbringer’s power perfectly. 
 
    Instead, the destructive aura around the Sae’kes focused around the point, then rippled upward like a sword thrust. The focused energy pierced through the center of one of Zenkichi’s heads. 
 
    That head fell limp, blood and acid flowing from the wound. 
 
    The rest of the remaining heads reared upward in agony, then turned toward me and exhaled. 
 
    There was nowhere for me to dodge. The blasts of acid encompassed far too wide of an area for me to move. Reika was still inhaling, preparing her breath weapon, and too far away to save me. 
 
    I tightened my disintegrating aura around me, bracing myself. I knew it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    A gust of wind carried a blue robed figure into the path of Zenkichi’s blasts. He had Dawnbringer in his one remaining hand, and he spun her like a fan. A cyclone erupted from around him, crashing into the flood of acid and sending most of it to the sides of us. 
 
    Most, unfortunately. Not all. 
 
    Droplets of liquid splattered against the false Raizo, and he faltered for a moment. The next instant, Zenkichi’s tail slammed him. Spikes ripped into his body, and the force of the impact carried him dozens of meters away. 
 
    With my protector gone, Zenkichi’s heads descended toward me.  
 
    But we’d bought Reika the time she needed. Her entire body glimmered with scintillating power. 
 
    I’d never seen her finish using her breath weapon while she was solid. She’d only used it on me when she’d been half-corporeal mist. 
 
    I was very fortunate. 
 
    A tremendous blast of white light erupted from her jaws, blasting through Zenkichi’s center of mass. As she moved her mouth, the light continued to emerge, cutting through him like a burning blade. She directed the blast downward, managing to cut off one of his legs before the light faded. 
 
    Zenkichi fell backward, and the earth trembled at the force of his collapse. 
 
    He was still alive, still regenerating. Only the wounds the Sae’kes had inflicted weren’t closing. But he was getting slower and slower, weaker and weaker. 
 
    The poisoned door handle was still stuck inside Zenkichi’s body, draining more of his strength with every passing moment. 
 
    Reika pounced on top of him like a great cat, her jaws snapping around the next of his necks, while her claws battered the others out of the way. 
 
    Zenkichi struck back, managing a few more bites against her, but only a couple of them managed to break through her scales. 
 
    He tried to roll over and crush her, sending the pair tumbling away from me. From my poor vantage point on the ground, I could barely see what happened after that, and I lacked the strength to stand. 
 
    In the end, his body shifted into a massive pool of acid. Reika turned to mist to avoid it, then rematerialized a few feet away. 
 
    His acidic form burned a crater dozens of feet deep, then settled and transformed again, leaving only a titanic, broken body. 
 
    Reika flew to my side, then shifted back into her human form almost immediately. “Keras!” 
 
    “Mmm,” I managed. “Hi.” 
 
    She looked me over. “Keras, I’m not a doctor, but I think you’re hurt pretty bad.” 
 
    I let out a cough that had entirely too much blood in it. “I think you’re right.” 
 
    “He’s dying.” 
 
    Reika turned to see Miyuri walking closer to us. The wound I’d inflicted on her was gone. Reika raised her hands, shifting them back into claws. 
 
    Miyuri raised her hands in the universal gesture for surrender. “I’m done fighting. I have some of a healing potion left in my pouch. You can use it on him. It might be enough...” 
 
    Reika titled her head to the side, then nodded and rushed over. She opened Miyuri’s bag and retrieved a red bottle from it. It was about half-full. “Why are you helping us?” 
 
    Miyuri smiled. “We’re going to make a trade.” 
 
    Reika paused, frowning. “We’re not giving you Dawnbringer for a healing potion.” 
 
    “Not the sword. You can keep all the swords. Go heal him, then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Reika backed toward me slowly, opening the vial and sniffing at it. “Drink.” 
 
    I opened my mouth. If it was poison, it wasn’t like it was going to make me even more fatally wounded than I already was. 
 
    She poured the potion in my mouth. Ordinarily, I might have prioritized pouring some on the worst of my injuries, but those were from the bite marks on my chest — and my tunic had already broken off pieces to begin sealing and healing those. They probably couldn’t have healed that severe of damage, but by closing off the injuries, they’d made just feeding me the potion the right approach. 
 
    I groaned. “Thanks...” 
 
    I felt a hint of warmth in my chest, like I’d been drinking alcohol for a while. That didn’t do much to mitigate the screaming pain my body was still feeling, though, and I still didn’t have the strength to move or stand. I didn’t even know for sure if the potion had done enough to save me. I’d lost a lot of blood. 
 
    “I’m going to walk away from here. You’re not going to attack me. And I want the body.” Miyuri offered, smiling and adjusting her glasses.  
 
    Reika’s eyes widened. “Keras? I thought the potion...” She glanced back at me. 
 
    “No, no. Not the human. I don’t have the slightest bit of interest in human bodies, and he’ll probably be fine.” Miyuri smiled. “But in exchange for saving your friend, I want Zenkichi’s body.” 
 
    I wasn’t in the best place to process that. Was Zenkichi still alive after all that? Or did she simply want her former commander’s body for a proper burial? The latter seemed pretty reasonable to me. 
 
    Reika, however, seemed to have a better grasp on the situation. “You’re...oh.” She frowned. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I think it’s a fair trade. You lose nothing. I’ll take Kaito and the body and walk away. Don’t worry. I’ll even ensure that the rest of our particular branch doesn’t bother you. I can’t say the same for the organization as a whole, but it’s a very, very good deal.” 
 
    Reika stepped in front of me. “I still don’t like it, but you helped Keras, and that’s...worth a lot. So go, before I change my mind.” 
 
    “Excellent. I’ve been due for a promotion for far too long.” Miyuri bowed her head. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    Miyuri walked away, presumably to go retrieve Kaito. 
 
    “Come on.” Reika knelt down. “Can you stand?” 
 
    I grunted. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll help you up.” 
 
    She helped me stand. I was more than a bit wobbly on my feet. 
 
    Things were a blur for a while after that. I don’t know how I had the presence of mind, but I asked Reika to retrieve my backpack, which was still nearby. She grabbed her own backpack and retrieved Dawnbringer, too. 
 
    After that, we hobbled together off into the forest. 
 
    I don’t remember doing it, but apparently Reika and I discussed going back into the shrine and camping inside instead, but she didn’t trust Miyuri not to direct other people to our location. 
 
    We didn’t make it far before she had to set me down. We were both in awful shape. 
 
    She leaned me up against a tree. “Keras, I think you should put on the mask.” 
 
    “Hm...?” I couldn’t process anything that was going on.  
 
    “The mask. It blocks detection spells in the area around it while you wear it, right? You should put it on.” 
 
    Somehow, that sobered me, just a little. 
 
    If I put on the mask, Lydia and the others won’t be able to find me... 
 
    But I’m not going to survive if another group of Tails of Orochi members tracks us down before she does. 
 
    Reika is right. 
 
    I fumbled with my pouch using my left hand. Even after the potion and with my tunic working on my wounds, I couldn’t move my right arm. I could barely even feel it. 
 
    I didn’t want to think too much about that. 
 
    After a moment, I managed to find it and drag it out of the bag. I couldn’t get it on. 
 
    “Here, I’ll help.” Reika gently set the mask on my face, adjusting it. 
 
    It was hard to see with it on, but I barely noticed at the time. I was so badly hurt that I could hardly process my surroundings in general. 
 
    “Do you need to do anything to turn it on?” Reika asked gently. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Should be automatic if I’m wearing it.” 
 
    “Good.” Reika nodded, then winced. She’d brushed her own injured arm against something. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to eat something. I...don’t think I can go on much longer if I don’t.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    I drifted off some time after that. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter XIV – Brave by Default 
 
      
 
    When I awoke, I’d been moved. 
 
    I don’t know when or how, but Reika had managed to get us deeper into the forest. 
 
    I think it was the smell of smoke that woke me. I was alarmed at first, until I smelled food cooking on the fire. 
 
    I groaned, pushing myself up using my left arm, which was actually the less injured of my arms for a change. 
 
    My right arm and shoulder were burning. That was probably a good thing that I was still able to feel them at all. I was able to twitch my fingers on my right hand, but even that sent surges of renewed agony through my whole arm, so I decided it would be wise to avoid that for a while. 
 
    Reika turned toward me as I began to move, brightening immediately upon seeing me. “You’re awake! Dawn and I have been so worried about you!” 
 
    I offered a weak smile in return. “Thanks...” I rubbed at my eyes, trying to focus. “How long have I been out?” 
 
    “Half a day or so. I don’t have a good way of tracking hours out here.” 
 
    I nodded, which sent a fresh surge of pain down my neck. I’d need to be careful about how I stretched for a while. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Not too far. I felt a little better after eating the rest of our food, and I managed to shapeshift enough to make myself some wings and fly us further south a bit. I still don’t have enough strength to go back into my...dragon form.” She clearly still didn’t like using that term, but she continued. “Anyway, I saw a deer while I was flying, and um, now we have dinner. You hungry?” 
 
    I nodded again, immediately forgetting my previous mistake. “Ow. Yeah, I’m starving. Let’s eat.” 
 
    “I kind of started without you, sorry!” 
 
    She guiltily set down whatever part of the deer she’d been eating to tear something off and offer it to me. I didn’t even care what it was, I needed to eat. Meat was one of the best ways to replenish my energy after using metal sorcery, and I’d used far too much. That last Body of Iron spell had taxed me beyond my usual limits, and I was going to be feeling the effects of that decision for quite a while. 
 
    Slowly and carefully, I managed to make my way to my feet, approach the fire, and then sit back down. My right arm was still useless, and my arm and shoulder were in awful pain, but my left arm was functional enough for me to accept the offered food and eat. 
 
    We sat and ate for a while in silence. We both needed food and some time to process everything that had happened. 
 
    When I’d drawn the Sae’kes against Zenkichi, I’d done so with the intent to use lethal force. If he’d been an ordinary opponent, I would have killed him outright when I’d cut through him. That might have been necessary to keep Reika and myself alive, but I still felt conflicted about it. 
 
    I didn’t want to set a precedent for fighting like that all the time. If I did, I’d be inching closer to the scenario the crystal had shown me, where I’d lost control and gone on a rampage. 
 
    I had to find a balance. Ideally, I’d need to find a way to utilize my full power without risking hurting my friends or innocents in the process. I still wasn’t sure how I’d accomplish that yet, but clearly my existing training hadn’t been a sufficient solution. 
 
    Maybe I could find a way to seal more of the sword’s power, like the crystal suggested...but that wouldn’t be a true solution. It would limit my ability to utilize the sword when I truly need it, as well as my own potential for learning to control the destructive power already within me. 
 
    In truth, what I need is to grow even stronger. 
 
    Strong enough to control the sword’s full power. 
 
    And someday, perhaps strong enough that I won’t need it. 
 
    My mind drifted back to the battle, and an important question came to my mind. I turned to Reika. “What happened to the forest spirit that helped us? Is he okay?” 
 
    Reika set down her food for a moment to offer me a shrug. “I don’t know. I tried to help him after he got hit by the tail, but he ended up turning into a ball of light and flying away.” She shook her head. “I didn’t see which way he went, either. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m grateful that he helped us. And I don’t think those wounds were lethal.” 
 
    I wasn’t really sure what would have been lethal for something that seemed to default to being a glowing orb of light in its true form, but if it had managed to fly away, that was probably a good sign. 
 
    I also had a strong feeling we hadn’t seen the last of him. 
 
    “Dawn told me that he wasn’t really Raizo when you passed her to me.” She patted the sword, which was lying across her lap. I was glad that they were together, and that Reika seemed to have gotten over her aversion to holding onto Dawn without my permission. “Thank you for doing that. Using Dawn’s telepathy to communicate with me without speaking out loud was a good move. But how’d you know?” 
 
    “His stance.” I grinned. “When I met that spirit in the forest, he was impersonating one of my enemies, but he was using a stance that looked foreign. I told him that the stance was wrong and showed him some stances from my homeland. When he showed up looking like Raizo, he was using one of my stances, rather than what Raizo probably would have been using.” 
 
    “Ooh. I was wondering why he was standing kind of funny. I guess I don’t know what a lot of sword techniques look like.” 
 
    I nodded, which was, again, a mistake. “Ow. Ugh, I need to stop doing that. Anyway, yeah, the stance was the obvious clue. It was possible Raizo had just learned one of the styles from my homeland, but he dropped a couple other clues in there. He used the name Dawnbringer, for example, whereas the Tails of Orochi always seem to call her the Sword of Dawn’s Bright Light. I think probably either a cultural difference or a linguistic one, since I know Kaito also mentioned that Valian isn’t his native language.” 
 
    “Not all of the Tails of Orochi necessarily have the same native language...but that’s still a good thing to pick up on.” 
 
    I smiled. “Also, he nodded at me, which was a pretty big hint.” 
 
    “Seriously? Just a nod?” 
 
    I shrugged. That was also a mistake. “Ow. Yes. It seemed out of place for a random opponent I’d never met before. A nod of acknowledgement to an opponent isn’t uncommon, but it didn’t seem like that kind of nod. More like a ‘get ready’ nod.” 
 
    “I have no idea how you’re supposed to tell those apart, but okay, sure.” Reika took another bite of her food. “I’ll take your word for it.” 
 
    “You’ll probably pick up on those differences more once we get a chance to see more people. I’m not going to say I’m perfect at reading social cues — I’m definitely not — but sometimes it’s possible to make an educated guess based on context. The nod was just one more factor.” 
 
    Reika nodded, taking another bite. “How’d he get all the way to us?” 
 
    “Oh, I think he was following us the whole time. Remember when I mentioned seeing a glowing ball of light following us?” 
 
    “Oh!” Reika blinked. “You think that was him? That makes sense, I guess. But why do you think he was following us?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he wants to be friends. I...may have confused him a little.” 
 
    “You are ridiculous.” Reika sighed. “But I like that. I like that you try to make friends with people. And things. I guess I wouldn’t be here with you if you didn’t.” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m glad you’re here. I’ve enjoyed getting to know you.” 
 
    “...Thanks.” Reika glanced away for a moment, looking mildly embarrassed. 
 
    “And Dawn, too.” I added it both for Dawn’s benefit and to help with Reika’s expression. 
 
    “Right.” Reika paused. “Dawn, too. She says you’re okay, she guesses.” 
 
    I chuckled. That also hurt. 
 
    I was beginning to surmise that everything was going to hurt for a while. 
 
    That was fine, though. 
 
    Sometimes pain is a good reminder that you’re still alive. 
 
    *** 
 
    Reika went to sleep after eating virtually the entire deer. I had a more reasonable portion, but still a larger-than-usual meal. I needed it. 
 
    With Reika asleep, I spent some time examining my injuries. 
 
    My shoulder and right arm were still by far the worst, even after drinking the potion and the shadeweave tunic working on them for half a day. The tunic would probably reduce my recovery time from weeks to days, but I still expected some scars. 
 
    My left arm and hand had a series of cuts, but they weren’t nearly as deep as the others, and the shadeweave seemed to be doing a good job of helping them. 
 
    I could still feel the remains of the arrow wounds in my back, but they’d healed pretty well over the couple weeks since they’d been inflicted. They were no longer a threat. 
 
    I didn’t have a bullet wound. There was a slight bruise near where it had hit, but the shadeweave tunic and my own resilience had apparently been enough to prevent it from breaking my skin. That wouldn’t have saved me if Miyuri had hit me in a spot where I had a hole in my tunic, though, or a more vital location. I felt fortunate I’d only been shot the once. 
 
    The biggest problems were burns. The worst were the ones along my leg and the left side of my chest where the fake Lydia had triggered the fiery explosion that destroyed my pouch. In spite of the fact that I’d deflected some of the fire, it had burned me pretty badly. The tunic was healing the portion of my chest that had burned, but the tunic didn’t drape down low enough to work on my leg. 
 
    Then there were the acid burns on my hands and face, since my tunic wasn’t working on them. The healing potion seemed to have helped them somewhat, but they were still pretty raw.  
 
    I didn’t have any way of dealing with the burns. My bandages and salve had both been in the bag that had been destroyed in the explosion, and the salve hadn’t been meant for burns in the first place. 
 
    I considered deliberately tearing off a piece of my tunic and sticking it over each of the wounds, but I didn’t think the magic of the tunic would work like that. The tunic did break pieces of itself off, but that had to be after whatever function it used to identify the damage had determined how to heal it properly. Just sticking a piece of the tunic onto a random body part probably wouldn’t work. 
 
    After some consideration, I decided that slipping the tunic off and wrapping it around another injured part would probably work, since all of the functions of the tunic would probably still work even if it wasn’t over my torso. Taking the shirt off was awkward and immensely painful, and pressing it against my face and leg were strange and awkward, but eventually, pieces did separate from the shirt and stick to the injured parts. 
 
    I didn’t know if it would work properly, but I felt that the odds of it helping were better than the odds of it making things worse. 
 
    After that, I painfully slipped the shirt back on. I needed the protection it offered, both from further injuries and just exposure to the elements. It was cold, and it felt colder still because of my use of fire sorcery earlier. Fortunately, I hadn’t taxed myself in that particular area as much as I had with everything else. 
 
    Even with the tunic at work, I knew I needed to make finding a healer one of my top priorities. I still had to deal with the risk of infection with several injuries, and more importantly, I had no way of treating Reika. 
 
    She hadn’t drunk any of the potion Miyuri had given her; she’d given it all to me. And, looking at her while she slept, I realized just how selfless that was. 
 
    Reika wasn’t in quite as bad of shape as I was, but she was still very badly injured. She’d managed to tear up a shirt and awkwardly bind some of her wounds, but she had several of them. The acid burns from that first globe were the worst, but not the only injuries. 
 
    I couldn’t share my tunic with her; the healing wouldn’t work on someone else, since it was built with pieces of my own shade and spirit in the cloth. I loaned her my cloak to cover the injuries, but that wasn’t much help. She needed a healer as badly as I did.  
 
    I kept watch for the rest of the night, busying myself with worrying. My body wasn’t up for much else. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the morning, Reika and I shared another light meal, packed up the remains of the deer, then headed south. 
 
    Our pace was a slow trudge at best. We were both in terrible shape. 
 
    After a few hours, we were forced to stop for a break. 
 
    “Do you think you could manage to go back into your dragon form?” I asked Reika. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not just yet. Eating helped a lot, but my other form needs time to recover. It was even more badly hurt than this form.” 
 
    I hadn’t really considered that her other form might need to rest, or how it healed. “Do you know how long that will take?” 
 
    Reika shook her head. “Probably a couple days. My dragon form has never been hurt like that before.” She frowned. “Honestly, my human form hasn’t, either.” 
 
    “I don’t even think I’ve been hurt that badly before. We’re very lucky we survived.” 
 
    Reika nodded solemnly at that. “Yeah. We weren’t just lucky, though. We made a good team.” 
 
    I smiled at that. “You’re right. All three of us did.” 
 
    “Dawn appreciates your acknowledgement of her contributions and notes that she expects a reasonable share of the loot.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “We didn’t really get a lot of loot, exactly.” 
 
    “She says you owe her approximately one third of a magic shirt.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    We kept walking after our break. It was a slow, painstaking progress. While we walked, we talked a bit more. 
 
    “Toward the end of the fight, Zenkichi started slowing down,” Reika mused. “I still don’t know why. Did you do something?” 
 
    “The door handle,” I offered, as if that explained everything. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I grinned. “Remember how I got poisoned and took the door handle? The handle itself was enchanted to inject whatever it jabbed with a magical poison. I turned the handle into a dagger and stabbed him with it.” 
 
    Reika’s eyes widened. “You didn’t.” 
 
    “I did.” I was feeling pretty proud of that. 
 
    “And that actually worked? On a gigantic hydra?” 
 
    I nodded. That still hurt, even the next day. “Yeah. Regeneration usually works by using life sorcery to accelerate natural healing. That, unfortunately, also tends to accelerate the effects of some types of poisons, too.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that make him recover faster?” 
 
    I nodded. “Maybe. Depends on the poison and how his body works. I didn’t know for certain if his natural regeneration would work the same way as the spells and potions I’m familiar with, but I couldn’t think of any better options. I suspect his regeneration was both spreading the poison through his body faster and helping him recover from it faster. The problem was that I’d jammed the door handle in deep enough that his body healed around it, and it was probably just pumping poison into him constantly after that.” 
 
    “...That’s, kind of awful, honestly.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Ow. Yeah, I don’t like poison much, either. But you know what I like even less than using poison in a fight? Being eaten by a hydra.” 
 
    “That is a fair and reasonable argument.” Reika paused. “Dawn says you gain insight points for that, but lose bravery points.” 
 
    I sighed. “Do I at least gain more insight points than the bravery points I lost?” 
 
    “She says she’ll consider it if you get her half of a shirt, rather than a third of one.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the sword. “That sounds like she’s asking for a bribe.” 
 
    “Dawn says that no one is tracking her points, so she can do what she wants.” 
 
    I paused, considered that, then said, “Do you have any blank paper and a pen in your bag?” 
 
    “Nope. Why?” 
 
    “As soon as we get one, we’re going to start tracking Dawn’s points.” 
 
    Reika laughed. “She says that’s unfair and sounds indignant about it.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s unfair at all. I would venture to even say that it might be...insightful.” 
 
    Reika grinned. “I think I’m going to have to hand her back to you soon, some of these insults are getting too colorful for me to relay.” 
 
    “Just give me another day or two. I don’t think I can carry anything else right now. I can barely carry myself.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Take your time.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The next day was a little bit easier, with our injuries showing the slightest bit of recovery. 
 
    When we stopped for lunch, we had a bit of quiet. Reika had a habit of reading while she ate, which I didn’t mind. Having a bit of relative quiet on occasion was nice. 
 
    <Uh, hey.> 
 
    ...But not always possible, given that I had a sword on my side that loved to chat. 
 
    Yes, Dawn? 
 
    <Can we, um, talk for a minute?> 
 
    We are talking. Unless you wanted me to get Reika to join us? 
 
    <Nonono, that’s fine. In fact, can you walk somewhere private for a minute?> 
 
    That was an odd request, so I raised an eyebrow at the sword. (Or I tried to. My eyebrows were still pretty much gone.) 
 
    Sure. One sec. 
 
    “Reika, Dawn and I are going to go have a private talk. I’ll be back.” 
 
    She didn’t even look up from her book. “Kay.” 
 
    I walked off a ways, into a nice copse of trees that I suspected would prevent Reika from hearing any casual conversation. 
 
    Okay. What’d you need? 
 
    <Rei can’t see us from here, can she?> 
 
    I glanced around again. 
 
    Nope. What’s this all about? 
 
    <I, uh, so...about that trial you did. In the shrine.> 
 
    I winced. I still felt a little bad that I hadn’t asked for the amulet, even if it hadn’t been there. What about it? 
 
    <So, you didn’t get the amulet, but I’ve decided that you still passed the test. And, if you recall, that was the test of bravery.> 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    <And I was already satisfied with your answers about strength and insight from earlier, so, uh, that was the last one, you know?> 
 
    She sounded extremely nervous. I wasn’t sure what to say. 
 
    Yeah, I remember. 
 
    <Right. So. That means you’re, uh, qualified to be my wielder now. As far as I’m concerned, at least. Even if you don’t have the amulets.> There was a pause, then she continued, a little quieter. <That is, if you still want me.> 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief. She was just a little embarrassed, like she was asking me out on a date or something. 
 
    I replied out loud. “Dawn, I’m still happy to be your wielder, if you want me to be.” 
 
    <...You sure? You got really hurt doing those tests back there, and I didn’t even take it seriously at first. I didn’t really understand the risks you were taking just to make me happy. I’m not sure I’d make a very good partner.> 
 
    “You’re still learning, Dawn. It was your first time out in the world. I don’t blame you for not understanding experiences that you couldn’t have had. And for the record, I’m still learning a lot, too.” I put my hand on her hilt, and I thought I felt her relax. “I’d like to keep learning and exploring together, if you’re willing. I think we did a good job in that last fight.” 
 
    <I think we did, too. I can’t believe you actually used Golden Dawn in a fight. I know what I told you before, but I didn’t actually think you’d be able to find a use for it.> 
 
    I laughed. “I’m pretty sure I can find a use for any abilities you have.” 
 
    <That shouldn’t be hard. The rest of them are amazing.> 
 
    I smirked at that. “I’ll look forward to hearing about them.” I wanted to ask about more, but it didn’t seem like the right time. “You feeling better? Should we head back to Reika?” 
 
    <No, wait. I’m still bungling this.> There was a pause. <I need to just ask. Do you want to be my wielder?> 
 
    “Yes? That was my goal from the start. But I get the impression there are implications that I’m missing here, and I never ended up asking Reika about it, sorry.” 
 
    <It’s more than just picking me up and swinging me around like you’re already doing. Being the wielder of one of the Six Sacred Swords means binding the weapon to your spirit. That binding involves an exchange. A piece of your spirit for a piece of mine. That forms a sort of tether between our spirits, and it’s permanent. At least until the wielder dies. Or, I guess, if I die. Now that I’m aware, I guess maybe that could happen to me, too.> 
 
    I... 
 
    I admit, that made me nervous, and I could sense an emotional response from Dawn immediately. 
 
    <It’s okay if you don’t want to. I understand, and we could still just, uh, fight together?> 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m just processing the implications of that. That would mean we’d be continuously having mana flow between us, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    <Yeah. It helps facilitate using my abilities more easily, and it would let you use your own mana to increase the power of my spells, or vice versa. But I couldn’t just drain all the mana out of you or anything. It lets us give mana to each other, not take it away at will.> 
 
    I shook my head. “That wasn’t what I was worried about. Sorry, let me be clearer. You know I have a type of magic that disintegrates things, yes? I don’t really understand it very well at this point, but it’s not just in my sword at this point — it’s in my body. If I make a connection with you and that mana starts flowing into your body, I’m not sure what that type of mana is going to do to you.” 
 
    <Oh. Oh! Is that all you were worried about?> 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    <I guess I can tell you about one of my other abilities, then. My light makes me resistant to all forms of harmful magic. If you were wielding me, you’d gain a degree of magic resistance as well.> 
 
    I considered that. “And you think that your magic resistance would make you immune to any harm from my mana?” 
 
    <Most likely. I might not remember it, but I’ve had other wielders. So have all the other swords. If mana from a wielder could break us, it probably would have by now.> 
 
    “This is a little different, though. I’ve never seen any other weapon or spell that works the way my sword’s disintegration does. I haven’t found anything it can’t cut yet.” 
 
    <Okay. I know you’re afraid of your aura hurting people, including me. I understand the risks, and I accept them. And if you’re really capable of cutting anything with that aura, you could probably break the connection between us if it actually starts to hurt me.> 
 
    That was...a surprisingly reasonable argument. I’d actually managed to do something similar with cutting off a connection between a summoner and a summoned monster before. “Okay. If you’re certain. And I will have to cut the connection if it starts to harm you.” 
 
    <Fine, fine. Stop making such a big deal out of it. Now you’re making me self-conscious.> 
 
    I smiled. “Okay. How do we do this?” 
 
    There was a pause, as if Dawn was taking a deep breath. <Press the top of your hand against the crystal on my crossguard.> 
 
    I complied. 
 
    <Now, repeat after me. I, Keras...> 
 
    “I, Keras...” 
 
    <Agree to...> 
 
    “Agree to...” 
 
    <Do whatever Dawn commands me...> 
 
    I stopped, pulled my hand back, and folded my arms. “Okay. You almost got me there.” 
 
    <Aww. Too obvious? Okay, hand back on me. For real this time.> 
 
    I pressed my hand against the crystal on her crossguard again, feeling dubious. 
 
    <Okay. Say, ‘Dawnbringer, by my will, I bind my spirit to yours’.> 
 
    I took a breath, steeling myself. “Dawnbringer, by my will, I bind my spirit to yours.” 
 
    <Keras, by my will, I bind my spirit to yours.> 
 
    I felt a burning sensation on the top of my hand. The pain only lasted for an instant before it was replaced by warmth. 
 
    When I drew my hand back, there was a new symbol blazing white upon my skin. A symbol of three spheres bound together, just like the one below Dawnbringer’s altar. 
 
    <You are my wielder now. Please treat me well.> 
 
    Dawn’s voice in my mind sounded different now. Clearer, closer. And I felt her emotions more clearly now, too. The pleading in her voice, the fear that I would abandon her. The hope that she’d finally found someone to spend her life with. 
 
    And I knew she could feel my hopes and fears more clearly, too. 
 
    I felt a surge of warmth spreading from my hand to my entire body. My skin tingled, and my hairs began to stand on end. I felt renewed vigor, but more than that, I felt light. In more ways than one. 
 
    My body felt lighter, easier to move. Not just like my fatigue was being burned away, but like my whole body was less of a burden. It wasn’t that I felt stronger; it felt like my body responded to my thoughts more easily, and that made me faster. 
 
    My mind felt lighter, too. Like I could think more clearly, focus more easily.  
 
    Best of all, my heart felt lighter. Like my worries and fears were easier to bear. 
 
    And then there was the literal pillar of light that erupted around us. That was pretty impressive, although I wish I’d known about it in advance, because it was bright enough to be seen for miles. 
 
    A moment later, I heard Reika running toward us. 
 
    “I cannot believe you just did that without me!” 
 
    I gave her a sheepish grin. “Sorry. We thought it was best to make the decision on our own.” 
 
    Reika stomped up to me, then grabbed me in a hug. “Well, now we have to celebrate!” 
 
    Dawn and I were in agreement. “We’d love to.” 
 
    We couldn’t exactly throw a party in the middle of the forest, but we did celebrate in a way that felt appropriate. Dawn, Reika, and I sat down together.  
 
    Then Reika and I took turns reading a book out loud. 
 
    It was another cheesy romance novel, but I still had a lot of fun. 
 
    *** 
 
    We spent the next couple days walking, resting, eating, and recovering. 
 
    I found it was easier to move with my new bond to Dawnbringer supplying me with renewed energy. It was also easier to talk to Dawn without taxing my mind. 
 
    More importantly, I also found that I could do it at a much longer distance. If Reika carried Dawnbringer a few hundred feet away, I could still hear Dawn faintly in my mind, and vice versa. 
 
    At that point, Dawn and I both started to feel uncomfortable, so we didn’t push it further. I suspected we’d be able to tolerate longer distances eventually, but I didn’t want to take any immediate risks. 
 
    Fortunately, there were no signs of the Tails of Orochi following us, in spite of the giant unexpected light pillar we’d caused. Dawn promised she’d warn me before doing anything like that again.  
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t spot the forest spirit, either. I hoped he was okay. 
 
    It was possible that wearing the mask was blocking whatever means the forest spirit used to track us, but I couldn’t take the risk of taking the mask off. We were still in too bad of shape for a fight, and since Miyuri clearly had some kind of divination magic, I knew the mask was probably an effective means of keeping her off our trail. 
 
    Speaking of Miyuri, we did discuss whether we believed she was going to come after us. We decided we didn’t have enough information, and that we were better off operating under the assumption that she would either come after us eventually herself, or send other people to get us if it suited her purposes. 
 
    She seemed to me like the master planner type, and those were always irritating. Fortunately, she also didn’t seem to care much about the swords. 
 
    I wondered if she’d seen far enough into the future to anticipate all of the details of our fight in advance. Had she deliberately set things up for us to kill Zenkichi so that she could consume him and gain more power? 
 
    It was possible, but I didn’t know how likely it was. 
 
    Either way, she was the kind of opponent I wasn’t looking forward to facing again, especially if she’d gained more power by eating Zenkichi’s remains like I’d expected. 
 
    *** 
 
    After about two more days, Reika was feeling well-rested enough to switch back to her dragon form, if only briefly. We both agreed that with our injuries, covering more ground was worth the risks of being seen flying through the air and as the fatigue she’d suffer. 
 
    For the next two days, we moved further south, flying an hour or so at a time, then resting. Her dragon form still showed signs of its injuries, but it had recovered much more than her human form had. I suspected that the natural qualities of the plane of spirits where her dragon form was being “stored” when it was not in use had to do with that. 
 
    I wondered if her human form would heal more rapidly while she was in her dragon form, but I didn’t have enough data to determine that with any certainty. I just had to hope it would help. Her burns were looking pretty bad after two days without any real treatment. 
 
    When we stopped for a food break after Reika landed near a flock of wild geese, we discussed our plans. 
 
    “We have a couple options at this point. We’re near the borders of both Edria. We’re also near the train tracks, and if we can find a station, we can take them to Valia or Caelford,” she explained.  
 
    “What are the advantages to each?” I asked. 
 
    “Valia is going to have the most magical resources. If you’re concerned about finding your friends, you might be able to find a Diviner there who can help. I’d also be a little less conspicuous there, if you’re willing to say I’m a summoned monster.” 
 
    That was sorely tempting. Now that I knew Wrynn had reached this continent, trying to track her down was an option. That said, Wrynn tended to use anti-divination spells similar to my mask, and I didn’t know if I’d be able to find her magically. “What about Caelford?” 
 
    “Ultimately, if that’s where this Anabelle Faren works, that’s probably the best place to go find her. We might be able to catch her before she leaves for the tournament, or we can just wait for her to get back.” 
 
    I nodded. “And the tournament itself is in Edria?” 
 
    Reika nodded. “Yeah, but we don’t know when it’s actually happening. We might have time to visit Valia first, try to track down your friends, and then go to Edria after that. And if we miss that Anabelle Faren at the tournament, we can take the train to find her in Caelford.” 
 
    That was a hard choice. There were strong reasons to consider all three nations. “Dawn, what do you think?” 
 
    <Tournament! Fighting! Swords!> 
 
    It was hard to argue with that logic. “Dawn wants to go straight to Edria.” 
 
    Reika nodded. “I’m in agreement with her. You mentioned that you were here to collect resources. If you consider the sacred swords to fall into that category, this is an opportunity you can’t afford to miss. Beyond that, there’s a good chance we can catch Farren there and help Dawn.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s good for Dawn and myself, but what about you?” 
 
    “...Edria is also where Dragon’s Damsel is published and I want to see if the next book came out.” 
 
    Ah, Reika’s true motivations revealed. I chuckled. “I think we’re in agreement, then. Edria it is.” 
 
    “Good.” Reika nodded. “But I’m probably going to need a disguise.” 
 
    “Can’t you just make yourself look like an ordinary human?” 
 
    Reika shrugged. “While we’re walking around in the street, sure. But not in a fight. My scales and claws are really obvious, and I need to use them to fight effectively.” 
 
    “You’re planning to fight in the tournament?” 
 
    Reika looked at me like I’d asked a silly question, which in fairness, I had. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Okay. Disguises. Honestly, I might need one, too.” 
 
    “You’ve already got a mask, that’s pretty good.” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s a start.” 
 
    “And a false name.” She folded her arms. “You’re a bit suspicious, you know.” 
 
    I winced. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t trying to keep any secrets, but...” 
 
    “I get it.” Reika nodded. “You tried to deny it, but...I know you’re a hero of justice, fighting crime at night and keeping your identity a secret.” 
 
    “I’m really not.” I sighed. 
 
    “Not yet, maybe.” Reika grinned. “But if we’re going to be in Edria, wearing disguises and using false identities... What color of mask do you think would suit me?” 
 
    I could already tell this was going to be an interesting next step in our journey. 
 
    *** 
 
    We voted — including Dawn — and all agreed that going straight to Edria was our priority. 
 
    Dawn insisted that we also needed to get her a mask, if we were getting one for Reika. It was only fair. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure how the logistics of that would work, but I agreed because it was too hilarious not to. 
 
    We traveled on for another day, eventually sighting the train tracks that led across the Unclaimed Lands all the way between Caelford and Valia. 
 
    Realizing that we had no identification and looked more than a little shady, we ended up taking an extra day detour to travel west along the train tracks, eventually finding one of the tiny rest stops for the train station. We were very fortunate we found one as quickly as we did, since they tend to be hundreds of miles apart. 
 
    Since I was at least somewhat less suspicious looking than Reika, I headed over to the train stop and found a general store. 
 
    I didn’t have the local currency, but they directed me to a Haven Securities bank in the same little rest stop, where I was able to trade some of my own coins for a smaller amount of local currency. I was fortunate that I’d been keeping my money in my backpack, rather than the belt pouch that had been obliterated. 
 
    (I deliberately reshaped my coins to remove the symbols of my homeland from them, since those would have raised even more questions than random blank coins did.) 
 
    I didn’t find out until later that Haven Securities owned much of the outpost, since they were the ones funding a number of expeditions into the Unclaimed Lands. That would be important to me later on, but at that time, I just was extremely glad to find a way to exchange my currency. 
 
    Once I had some local coins, I went back to the general store and bought some much-needed basic supplies. Food, water, medical supplies, and a whole bunch of clean clothes. Also, a razor for shaving. I was getting pretty scruffy, and while reshaping a knife into a razor had worked for me before, it wasn’t ideal. 
 
    They didn’t have any healing potions for sale, but the medical kit that I purchased did have a cream for treating burns. I didn’t know how effective it would be, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    I even bought a new scabbard for Dawnbringer. She was absolutely thrilled when I let her try it on. I ended up reshaping the crystal scabbard into a more portable shape and keeping it in my backpack. I’d have it available if Dawn ended up destroying an ordinary scabbard rapidly, which I suspected she might. If she didn’t, I could just sell the crystal later. I was pretty sure there would be a market for that somewhere. 
 
    Once we had the supplies, I cleaned our injuries with some of the fresh water, then treated them with the medical kit to the best of my ability. It was an improvement. 
 
    We both felt a little better after that, but I still desperately needed a healer and a bath. 
 
    I asked at the shop about what we’d need to do to get into Edria. The shopkeeper didn’t ask questions — maybe because he already had assumed that we were some kind of criminals, or possibly heroes of justice — and explained that anyone could get into Edria through a border fort, but that without a proper travel visa, it would be expensive. 
 
    Expensive sounded irritating, but it also sounded like a solvable problem. Selling the crystalline scabbard was an option if we needed more money, as well as repairing and selling the broken Heartlance replica. 
 
    Aside from that, we knew we could probably fly across the border if we really needed to, but we hoped to avoid that approach if possible. 
 
    My injures had healed enough that Reika passed Dawnbringer back to me, and I wore her on my belt in her new scabbard. 
 
    <So, I know you’re already impressed by just how powerful my abilities are, but prepare to be amazed — I have another power I haven’t told you about.> 
 
    I glanced down at her hilt, looking dubious. “Oh? You have another ability? Maybe one that could have saved Reika and me from being horribly mauled in that last fight?” 
 
    <Pfft, don’t be cranky. It’s not a combat ability, silly. It’s way better than that.> 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, having a hard time conceptualizing something that was better than a combat ability. “Okay. Go on.” 
 
    <Fufufu. Prepare to be amazed. My new power is... Sense Sacred Sword.> 
 
    “So...you can detect your own current location? Sounds real useful, Dawn. Pat yourself on the back.” 
 
    <Ugh. Don’t you snark at me, sir. That is my exclusive privilege in this relationship.> 
 
    “It’s really not.” 
 
    <Anyway, I’m telling you about my amazing ability because it’s currently relevant.> 
 
    I paused. “Wait, why is that?” 
 
    <Because it lets me sense the locations of all of the other swords. And while I’ve been doing that periodically, we were too far away from any of them for that to be useful.> 
 
    I nodded. “And one of them is nearby right now?” 
 
    <No, Keras. Three of them are near us right now. Well, relatively near, at least. One of them is down south, in Edria. And the other two...they’re heading toward Edria, too. Just like we are.> 
 
    I turned toward Reika. “Any idea why two other sacred swords might be heading toward Edria at the same time we are?” 
 
    “Well, according to the prophecy—” 
 
    Oh, here we go. Of course there’s a prophecy. 
 
    “All of the sacred swords must be united to reach the land where the goddess resides.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. “You’re kidding me.” 
 
    “Nope! So, their wielders are probably heading to get the one that’s already in Edria.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Why now? That seems like conspicuous timing.” 
 
    “The tournament, obviously.” 
 
    “What’s so special about this tournament?” 
 
    “Oh! You didn’t realize?” Reika smiled. “It’s the Tournament of the Sacred Sword. It’s held every six years in Edria, for a chance to try to claim Diamantine, the Sacred Sword of Stone.” 
 
    <Uh oh, better stay away from that. You have a habit of killing stones.> 
 
    I ignored Dawn. “I take it that no one has successfully claimed the sword recently?” 
 
    “Not exactly. You see, that sword has been in the imperial line of Edria for generations. The tournament winner gets to challenge the current wielder in a match for the sword...and the current wielder is usually the emperor of Edria, or if he’s too old, the crown princess or prince.” 
 
    I pondered that. “And I assume the imperial line tends to include people who are very strong?” 
 
    “As far as I know, no one has beaten one of them in a match in the last two hundred years. Most contestants enter because it’s a chance to show off in front of a large audience, and they give prizes to anyone who makes it to the last few rounds. No one is actually expected to win.” 
 
    Resh. 
 
    Thinking about that more, I suspected there was probably a cultural tradition to throw your match to the emperor or his line. The “duel” for the sword was probably largely ceremonial, a way of continuing to validate the imperial line’s claim to the sacred sword. 
 
    But I’d never been good about worrying about maintaining traditions. 
 
    I’d do some research first, but if I ended up in a fight to earn another sacred sword, I planned to win. 
 
    And if two other sacred swords were headed that way, I had a strong feeling their wielders would probably think the same way. 
 
    What are the other wielders of the sacred swords like? I wondered. 
 
    <I don’t know.> Dawn replied to my thoughts, even though I hadn’t directed them at her. <But if any of them are cute, let me know. For...reasons.> 
 
    You looking to find yourself a new wielder already? 
 
    <It’s not that, silly. But a sword has to look at her long-term options for the future. Wielders have a tendency to die. That’s what happens when you carry a sword.> 
 
    You have a point. 
 
    <Was that a sword pun?> 
 
    Obviously. 
 
    <Ooh. I approve.> 
 
    Do I get any points for pointing out that you have a point? 
 
    <Don’t push it, Mister.> 
 
    I grinned. 
 
    Reika, Dawnbringer, and I continued on our journey toward Edria, seeking out the remaining Six Sacred Swords. 
 
    We hoped that there, we’d be able to find some clues about how to get Dawn a body, and maybe learn how she’d developed sentience in the first place. 
 
    I wanted to meet the other wielders, too. If we needed to unite the swords to fulfill some sort of prophecy, I hoped that maybe working together with the other wielders would be possible. More friends and companions were always welcome on a difficult journey. 
 
    And if they wanted to fight? 
 
    Even better. 
 
    I was excited about the idea of finally finding some worthy opponents, too. 
 
    If I was lucky, maybe I’d find some hints in Edria about where Wrynn had run off to, or what had happened to my other friends. I didn’t know how likely it was that they’d headed there, but if the Tournament of the Sacred Sword was known to the public, it was likely my friends would know me well enough to try to find me there. 
 
    There were so many things I wanted to learn, to find, and to explore. 
 
    Swords. Secrets. Old friends and new ones. 
 
    And most importantly, I hoped to finally find a medical professional. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue – Trails of Iron and Steam 
 
      
 
    Keras paused, accepting a glass of water that Marissa passed him and taking a drink. “I don’t know how you kept talking for so long, Corin. My throat is already killing me.” 
 
    “The trick is that Corin never actually stops talking,” Sera cut in. Her own voice was still hoarse from an injury she’d suffered, but she seemed to be back to her usual humor. “He’s gotten powerful from all that practice. Even now, he’s monologuing in his head.” 
 
    “Being introspective does not qualify as monologuing in my head.” Corin sighed and glowered at his sister. “I just like to think about things before I make decisions.” 
 
    Sera snorted. “Believe me, that was abundantly clear from your story.” She turned back to Keras. “Can you keep going, or was that it for now?” 
 
    Keras raised a hand, taking another drink. “Yeah, I’ll tell you some more. I wanted to get to the parts about the people in Caelford before the train gets there.” 
 
    “Meaning Anabelle Farren?” Patrick asked. “Didn’t both you and Corin mention her?” 
 
    Corin and Keras nodded. 
 
    “Yeah. There are important things you need to know about her, but I need to get through some other stuff first. Getting to Edria, the Tournament of the Sacred Sword...” 
 
    He trailed off as he noticed a familiar rhythmic sound, something different from the rattling of the wheels against the tracks. 
 
    Hoofbeats. 
 
    There shouldn’t be horse riders anywhere near here. Which means... 
 
    His eyes narrowed, and his hand slipped to the hilt of at his side. 
 
    Marissa noticed his reaction first, glancing from side-to-side. “What is it?” 
 
    “I’m going to have to put the rest of the story on hold.” He stood up, glancing to each of the students. “Stay here. Corin, protective runes on this section of the car. Sera, call Vanniv.” 
 
    “Why?” Sera asked. 
 
    A smirk slid across his face, and his heart beat faster with anticipation. 
 
    “Because our train is about to be robbed.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Appendix I – Sorcery on Mythralis 
 
    A Quick Overview from Keras 
 
      
 
    On my continent, all magic is referred to as dominion sorcery, or just sorcery for short. 
 
    Dominions refer to the power sources for our sorcery. They’re other planes of existence that we can reach into to gather material and accomplish sorcerous effects.  
 
    Sorcerers are people who have the ability to utilize the dominions to cast spells. For example, flame sorcerers reach into the plane of flame to draw power for their spells. 
 
    To accomplish this, a sorcerer expends some of their own essence (or what you’d call mana) related to the type of magic they’re trying to use. This essence cost has a noticeable effect on the sorcerer’s body related to the type of magic. 
 
    For example, casting a flame spell draws on body heat. Using stone sorcery taxes the muscles and bones. And most information gathering spells, like knowledge sorcery, cost memories. 
 
    Most sorcerers can only use a couple types of magic, and usually, this is because they were born with a strong connection with those dominions. People can learn to pick up other types of sorcery, but it’s much more difficult. 
 
    It’s also worth noting that there are two different ways in which people tend to specialize in using any given type of sorcery. 
 
    Calling is the process of conjuring raw essence or materials from another plane. 
 
    Shaping is moving or altering essence or material that’s already present in our world. 
 
    People who specialize in one form or another are referred to as Callers or Shapers for that type of magic. For example, someone who specializes in conjuring fire is a “Flamecaller”, and someone who manipulates existing fire is a “Flameshaper”. This doesn’t mean they can’t do both to some degree — most people learn a little bit of both. But most sorcerers specialize in one or the other. 
 
    That’s probably a good enough foundation to get you started. I’ll get into more of the details, like specific dominions, when I tell you more stories in the future. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Appendix II – Characters 
 
    Sera’s notes on the characters in the story. 
 
      
 
    Fortunately, there are relatively few characters in this tale, especially compared to my dear brother’s. I sometimes feel Corin puts in too much detail on characters and events that are not important, but I digress.  
 
    The important characters in Keras’ story are as follows: 
 
      
 
    Keras himself is, of course, the central protagonist. While he goes by Keras Selyrian, that’s clearly not his real name. He’s a swordsman, and clearly an experienced one. While he does not have an attunement, he has strange magical powers from his homeland. Judging from the story, I’d say he was much weaker during whenever these events occurred than he is now. I’d probably rate the younger Keras at somewhere in the Sunstone to Citrine range, though it’s hard to judge him accurately because his capabilities are so different from what an attuned would have. 
 
    Reika is the dragon that he encountered near the beginning of the story, then subsequently recruited to accompany him on his journey. I have to admit to being somewhat impressed — and inspired — by his audacity. Perhaps I’ll invite a dragon to join my climbing group someday or at least make a contract with one. I wonder if that would make Vanniv jealous? 
 
    In addition to being able to transform into several forms — human, dragon, human/dragon hybrid, and incorporeal dragon — Reika also has the distinction of being utterly incapable of treating injuries properly. Her attempted ministrations were, perhaps, the most dangerous part of the entire story. 
 
    Dawnbringer is one of the Six Sacred Swords and apparently a sapient magical weapon. She corresponds to the element of light and has a variety of light-themed abilities. She’s also apparently kind of a brat, but in the kind of way that means she probably secretly likes Keras more than she’s willing to admit. (I know the type.) 
 
    Dawnbringer calls Reika “Rei”, and Reika calls Dawnbringer “Dawn”. 
 
    The Spirit of the Forest is some sort of ancient forest spirit. I have basically zero idea what its purpose is, other than possibly administrating the tests in the Whispering Woods. 
 
    Your Enemy is another forest spirit, and one that seems to serve the function of running (or at least participating in) a test of bravery. It’s described as being a nightmare spirit, which is a horrifying concept that I don’t like at all. Perhaps more worryingly, it seemed more afraid of Keras than he was of it — which begs the question...what is Keras, anyway?  
 
    Razio is one of the leaders of the Tails of Orochi. He killed Reika’s father, and therefore he is her arch nemesis. 
 
    Zenkichi was one of the other leaders of the Tails of Orochi, and apparently was something of a rival swordsman to Raizo. He was interested in taking Dawnbringer in order to gain a competitive advantage (or at least even the odds) against his fellow tail. He has — or rather had — impressive regenerative abilities and nasty acid-based magic. 
 
    Kaito was one of Zenkichi’s followers and a talented swordsman with an unknown attunement. 
 
    Miyuri was one of Zenkichi’s followers. She was either a powerful Diviner or some other similar type of attuned with both tracking and future-prediction abilities. 
 
    Landen is apparently one of Keras’ friends from back in his homeland. He’s a swordsman with an unusual two sword style, which seems like it would have been a good thing for Keras to learn, since he was lugging around two swords for most of the story and only using one at a time. 
 
    Sterling is one of Keras’ worst enemies, which makes sense, given that Sterling is one of the Children of the Tyrant in Gold. Yeah. That’s bad. I really hope we never run into that guy. Just hearing Corin’s stories about Saffron was bad enough. 
 
    The Old Sage is some old guy that apparently sent Keras to this continent. I hope Keras has learned a valuable lesson about not letting strange old people teleport him anywhere. 
 
    Lydia is one of Keras’ friends, as well as his commanding officer in the Paladins of...T-something? I didn’t catch the name. Anyway, she’s apparently a powerful sorceress, and an apprentice of Blake Hartigan — the legendary ancestor of the Hartigan family. 
 
    Velas is Keras’ rival, and a spear-wielder. She wields a magical artifact called the Heartlance, and she apparently has movement-focused magic, similar to what Corin can do with his ring. 
 
    Arkhen was a friend of Keras’ when he was training to join an organization called the Thornguard. When they were in a dire situation, Keras used the Sae’kes to save them...and cut off Arkhen’s arm in the process. For that reason, he’s been hesitant to use the Sae’kes in battle ever since. 
 
    Res’vaye Fayne was Keras’ instructor when he was training to join the Bladebreaker Division of the Thornguard. He taught Keras both swordplay and metal sorcery. 
 
    Taer’vys Ironthorn was one of Res’vaye’s former students, and apparently he was an extraordinarily dangerous and talented fighter. 
 
    The Spirit Gateway Crystal is a sapient magical crystal that Keras spoke to inside the Shrine of Bravery. It offered him a variety of things, and he made an unusual choice. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Appendix III – Terms 
 
    Keras’ Notes on Locations and Terms 
 
      
 
    Attunements are the local form of magic in this region of the world. They come in the form of a mark similar to the Dominion Marks from my homeland, but they seem more complex.  
 
      
 
    The attunement itself changes as the user grows more powerful, and it generates an aura that shifts in color based on the strength of the user. Each time the color shifts, it also apparently unlocks more functions of the attunement itself, giving the wielder additional powers. For this reason, people identify the attunement levels with color-themed names. 
 
      
 
    
    	 Quartz (Clear) is the first level. People at this level have access to two types of magic based on the attunement itself. 
 
    	 Carnelian (Red) is the second level. At this point, most attunements generate something called a shroud, which is a defensive barrier. Wish I had one of those. Sounds like it’d save me from a lot of injuries. 
 
    	 Sunstone (Orange) is the third level. At this point, the attuned can suppress their power, making it harder to detect. 
 
    	 Citrine (Yellow) is the fourth level. I always get this one and Carnelian mixed up. Notably, at this level, they seem to get access to a third type of magic. 
 
    	 Emerald (Green) is the fifth level. This supposedly allows them to use ambient mana more effectively. I’m not sure exactly what that means — maybe it improves their shaping ability? It’s also possible it lets them drain ambient mana to recharge their own supply, I’m not sure. 
 
    	 Sapphire (Blue) is a sixth level that apparently no one has actually seen. I’m sure I’ll run into someone with that level eventually, and based on how things tend to go, they’ll probably try to kill me immediately. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Major Nations: 
 
    
    	 Valia – Nation on the eastern coast of the continent of Kaldwyn. Home to the Serpent Tower and the Lorian Heights Academy. 
 
    	 Edria – Imperialistic southern nation. Conquered Kelridge during the Six Years War and nearly conquered Valia as well. 
 
    	 Caelford – Technologically advanced nation on the western coast of the continent. Allied with Valia. 
 
    	 Dalenos – Theocracy; covers most of the northern side of the continent.  
 
    	 Kelridge – A territory that was a part of Dalenos prior to the Six Years War. Conquered by Edria and now known as East Edria. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Calendar System: 
 
    Kaldwyn uses a twelve month calendar, with each month having exactly thirty days. Their week is six days long, with each day dedicated to a visage, and thus there are five weeks per month. 
 
      
 
    Days of the Week: 
 
    
    	 Tashday 
 
    	 Kyrsday 
 
    	 Fersday 
 
    	 Tensday 
 
    	 Vasday 
 
    	 Wyddsday 
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 Author’s End Notes 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading this book! 
 
    There’ll be more of Keras’ story on the way. I don’t know how many books this series will be in total. My initial intent was to write one book for each sword, but I may not end up sticking with that, since multiple swords may end up being addressed in one book, etc. 
 
    If you enjoyed this book and haven’t already read my other books, I’d encourage you to take a look at the Arcane Ascension series. They’re in a similar writing style and take place on the same continent (but years later). 
 
    Keras also appears (under another name) in my War of Broken Mirrors series, but that’s a very different writing style. You might still enjoy it, just be aware that those books are third person with multiple perspectives, and somewhat more serious in tone. Notably, the War of Broken Mirrors takes place earlier in the timeline than this book did. 
 
    If you’ve already read (or decided to skip) my other books and you’re looking for some other books that are a similarish style, I’d recommend looking at Mother of Learning, a web serial that served as one of my inspirations. You might also enjoy Will Wight’s Cradle or Traveler’s Gate books, which have a similar focus on anime-style martial arts and magic. 
 
    Thanks again for picking this up, I hope you enjoyed it! 
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