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      I woke with a start. It was night in the Diamond Coast, but a full moon shone down on the clearing, bathing everything in ghostly white light. Vesma stood over me and nudged me to wake up with the butt of her spear.

      “What is it?” I asked, knowing she’d been on watch.

      “Something is moving out there.” She gestured at the lush palms surrounding the clearing. I caught sight of a scaled figure among the greenery and immediately leaped to my feet. Instinctively, I snatched up my sword.

      “Is it time to play?” Nydarth whispered from within my weapon.

      Beside me, Kegohr lumbered to his feet with mace in hand. “What, what, what?” He rubbed his eyes with the back of one clawed hand.

      “Can anyone else smell that?” I asked. The air was thick with the salty aroma of the nearby seashore, but it carried something more decrepit. The stench of rotting seaweed and decaying fish almost made me barf.

      “Lampreys!” Vesma pointed at half a dozen creatures advancing out of the forest toward us.

      The lampreys were four feet tall, bipedal, with arms like a man. Scales covered their bodies, and fins protruded from either side of their heads. Mist exuded from their backs, and the vapor clouds trailed behind them as they moved with a swaying gait. They flexed their clawed hands and hissed as they advanced. Mouths almost as large as their faces were filled with pointed teeth that gleamed in the moonlight.

      “Holy fucking shit,” I said as Vesma and Kegohr stood in formation beside me. Vigor boiled from beneath their skin and cast them in a fire-red hue.

      The lampreys were the first water monsters I’d seen since we’d ventured out from the Radiant Dragon Guild. The map Xilarion had given us indicated this glade was a Vigorous Zone, so I’d known we’d encounter monsters sooner or later.

      “Be wary,” Vesma warned. “We should—”

      “Attack!” Kegohr roared as he charged into the pack of scaled monsters.

      “Fuck,” I said. We hadn’t even come up with a plan yet, and he’d decided to rush the enemy.

      I couldn’t let him get all the kills himself, so I charged to join him.

      “It is so pleasing to be in your hands once more,” Nydarth whispered as I swung the Sundered Heart Sword at a lamprey. The monster reared back, dodged my attack, and spouted a cloud of mist that closed around me. My lungs filled with the substance, and my chest constricted a little. My throat swelled as I gasped for air.

      I hastily sheathed my sword, sucked in as much air as my tightening lungs could handle, and opened the magical channels within me. Vigor flowed along them, infused with the power of fire. I forced the magic to run along the pathway I’d shaped for Untamed Torch and brought my hands together.

      Fire formed between my palms before it coalesced into a blazing sphere. I pushed the fireball forward, and it rolled straight into the mist. The vapor crackled as the flames evaporated it, but the lamprey itself was unharmed. I realized then that fire would have no effect on these beasts, so I drew my sword again and ran the scaled monster through the stomach before it could spout another cloud.

      Vesma jumped beside me and crushed a lamprey’s skull with the butt of her spear. Despite how easy it was to kill the monsters, there were dozens of them flowing into the clearing. Their numbers continued to grow until all I could see was scales, claws, and razor-teeth. Mist accompanied them, and soon, the entire area was shrouded behind a thick fog the moonlight couldn’t pierce.

      I could only see a few inches past my face. Unfortunately, my Augmentation training hadn’t involved learning to see with my eyes closed, so I had to scramble to block the strikes from the monster horde. I sent out Plank Pillars in a perimeter around me and heard the thuds as lampreys plowed into them.

      “Fire evaporates the mist!” I yelled to my friends as I cast a one-handed Untamed Torch. It was weaker than a two-handed fireball, but it still struck the mist and produced a hissing sizzle.

      Kegohr roared, and his entire body lit up. He’d activated Spirit of the Wildfire, and his scorching body caused the fog around him to fade. He was like a beacon of light, and I fought toward him as I continued to shoot fireballs at the vapor while dodging the lampreys’ vicious claws.

      Vesma jumped beside me and waved her Flame Shield around to disperse the fog. A lamprey jumped through the quickly fading mist, and I kicked it directly in the chest. The monster skittered backward before pouncing forward again. While the creature was in midair, I lunged and skewered the clawed fiend.

      “Ugh,” Nydarth said. “Such unsavory flesh!”

      “Better get used to it,” I replied as the fog disappeared entirely. “There are a whole lot more of them.”

      Kegohr swung his mace around in a sweeping arc that almost caught a lamprey, but the creature jumped back at the critical moment. The lamprey didn’t see Vesma coming as she thrust her spear at its ribs. Rather than pierce the monster’s scaled abdomen, the spearpoint glanced off.

      “What the devil are these things made of?” Vesma asked as she fought off the lamprey’s counterattack.

      “We’re going to have to get more creative,” I said.

      “Or more brutal.” Kegohr bellowed with laughter as he swung his mace straight into the nearest lamprey. The blow sent the creature flying, its limbs flapping as it hurtled through the air. It curled them in just before it hit the ground and went rolling end over end, then sprang back to its feet with one hand clutching its chest as its viciously toothed mouth opened wide.

      “How’s that thing not dead?” Kegohr growled.

      “I guess they’re tougher than they look,” I replied as I drove another one back with a swipe of my sword.

      I lunged at one of the creatures and caught its shoulder with the tip of my blade. Blood ran down its arm, but it kept moving, and one of its companions leaped forward so that I had to pull back or see my arm torn to shreds. I allowed the lamprey to get a little closer and struck with a backhanded slash. Its head toppled from its shoulders, and blood sprayed from its severed neck.

      Fire didn’t seem to have much of an effect, so I summoned the power of wood. It ran through my body, a fresh flow of life with its own pulse running parallel to the blood in my veins. I leaped over a dead monster before I sent a volley of Stinging Palm thorns into a pack of six lampreys. Black blood sprayed as the projectiles slammed into them. The pack reduced to two, and the final pair washed the Sundered Heart in their entrails as I gutted them.

      I needed some way of disabling multiple lampreys at once, and my mind settled on an idea I’d been cooking up for the past week. Kegohr and Vesma had their backs turned, so they wouldn’t be affected by my technique. The lampreys, hungry for my blood, would receive the full force of it. I drew the power of fire through me, channeled it into my hand, and unleashed a blast of Untamed Torch. This time, I didn’t try to focus the flames into a concentrated, destructive force. Instead, I let them flow wide in a brief flash of light a split second after I’d closed my eyes.

      When I opened them again, I could still see, but the lampreys were blinded. They screeched in confusion as they flailed around. I took a step forward and swept the legs out from under a lamprey. Before it could jump to its feet, I stabbed it through the gills, and blood sprayed up along my blade as the creature died.

      “Surely this is the end?” Nydarth groaned. “My blade is defiled by these cretins.”

      “Drink up,” I said as I carved through the blinded pack.

      I joined Kegohr and Vesma in a tight formation. We continued hewing into the monsters until scaled corpses littered the ground. Every step flooded my boots with monster blood. Every time I thought I’d gained an advantage, more lampreys replaced the ones we’d killed. If one was felled, another three would leap into the clearing.

      I summoned the cold, hard power of ash, the power born of wood and fire intertwined. I held out a hand toward the nearest lamprey, and an Ash Cloud formed around it. The gills on its back strained as it tried to draw breath in the choking cloud. It staggered back as its face twisted in agony. I ended its suffering with a quick slash.

      I summoned an Ash Cloud around another lamprey, and it sank to its knees as the mist around it went thick with black particles. A third cloud slowed the next lamprey as it rushed at me, claws stretched wide.

      Kegohr and Vesma closed in together on one of the choking lampreys. Vesma slashed at it with her spear, but the blade slid off the thick, scaled hide. A blow from Kegohr’s mace knocked the creature flat on its face, and Vesma went in again. This time, she drove her spear point straight into the gills. There was a wet sound as the blade slid through a gap between the scales and into the lamprey’s chest. The creature writhed one last time and went still.

      As my friends moved on to the next choking lamprey, I turned as another of the beasts sprang forward. It leaped into the air like some kind of oversized treefrog, and I quickly summoned a Plank Pillar. It crashed into the wooden wall, and I ended its life with a quick thrust.

      I opened the channels within me again and directed Vigor down through my feet and then up again as I followed the pattern of Plank Pillar technique. A cluster of planks burst from the ground in the middle of the lampreys, dividing the pack in two. As they scrambled to reorganize, I called forth two more pillars until the pack was scattered around the clearing.

      Something collided with my back and almost knocked me to the ground. Slimy arms reached around my neck and started choking me while spindly legs wrapped around my waist. I reached around behind my head and pressed my hand against the creature’s shoulder, then summoned the power of wood once more. I let fly with a spray of thorns from the palm of my hand. The thorns hit the lamprey at point-blank range, and some pierced its hide, though others glanced off the scaly skin. The creature shrieked, released me, and dropped to the ground. I drove my sword into its stomach and made a satisfying twist.

      “They’re trying to escape!” Vesma yelled as the survivors attempted to flee the corpse-riddled clearing.

      “Should we let them go?” Kegohr asked as he finished braining an injured lamprey.

      “No,” I said. “They could come and attack us later.”

      I lowered my hand and pushed the power of wood down through my feet. From there, it arced through the ground and burst up in a series of Plank Pillars that walled the lampreys in on three sides. I approached on the fourth.

      Stinging Palm wouldn’t penetrate their scales at anything less than point-blank range, so I went for the lampreys with my sword. I stabbed at one of them, but it flung itself back as the other slashed at my arm with its claws. I pulled back in time to avoid any damage as Kegohr appeared beside me. He drove his mace into a lamprey and pulverized it against the wooden pillar. I avoided the snapping jaws of another lamprey, and a well-aimed strike delivered death to it. Vesma jumped to my left and plunged her spear through the mouth of another. Kegohr smashed his mace down on a creature’s head, reducing it to a bloody smear of fractured skull and pulped brains.

      An ear-piercing cry came from behind me, and I turned to a lamprey straggler. The monster circled around me and kept its distance so that I couldn’t strike with my sword.

      “Let’s see how Ethan handles this.” Vesma put her spear over her shoulder and folded her arms.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “You got any more new tricks?”

      “I can think of one,” I said as I raised my left palm and produced a thorn the size of a baseball. Making the technique produce such a large projectile took a lot more Vigor, but I still had a little more left in the tank.

      I punched the air with an open palm, and the giant thorn flashed toward the lamprey. The monster’s attempt to jump out of the way failed as the projectile pounded into its stomach with all the force of a crossbow bolt.

      Vesma walked over to the corpse and inspected the thorn protruding from its abdomen. “Impressive,” she said.

      “Not bad at all,” Kegohr said. “I’d like a technique like that. Why can’t I be a bloody elementalist?”

      Vesma flicked lamprey blood from her hands. “Because you weren’t born that way.”

      “Seems kinda unfair,” he commented.

      “It’s life,” she said. “Some people are born special; others aren’t.”

      “Let’s not get into that whole philosophical debate,” I said. “Good job with your technique, Kegohr.”

      “Which one?” he asked.

      “Spirit of the Wildfire,” Vesma answered.

      “I wasn’t even trying to be smart by using it. Those damned beasties just got me all worked up.”

      Vesma laughed. “You idiot!”

      Kegohr squatted over a dead lamprey and tore the skeletal corral out with his bare hands. “So, I guess Effin’s the only one who can use the cores. He’s the only elementalist.”

      “If it means more power on our side,” Vesma said, “then Ethan can have every last core. They’re no use to us.”

      I’d found out that my ability to use more than one element was somewhat rare in the Seven Realms. Kegohr and Vesma were fire Augmenters, so they couldn’t absorb any of the lamprey cores.

      “What if something goes wrong?” Kegohr cautioned. “You had tutors to help you get started on an element before.”

      “He’s the Immortal Swordslinger,” Vesma said.

      I half-expected to see her smirking, but her expression was serious.

      “Not just yet,” I reminded her as I grabbed my knife from my belt. I pulled a skeletal corral from inside a lamprey and pried out the core.

      “Soon,” Nydarth promised. “When you obtain the other Immense Blades. Then, you can have me whenever you like. My true form would bring you to fruition with little more than a glance.”

      “She’s speaking to you again?” Vesma asked.

      “Yeah.” I wasn’t sure how she’d known Nydarth had spoken, but I must have had some kind of tell.

      “What did she say?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “How about we get to work, then we can chat about spirit swords, slingers, colossal blades, and whatever else you fancy.”

      Vesma sighed before we started the process of retrieving cores from the monster corpses.

      One by one, we cut open the bodies of the monsters, removed the skeletal corrals that protected the cores, and extracted the glowing orbs, bright slivers of power that held magical essence.

      “We should move on,” Vesma said after we’d gathered all the cores. “I don’t want to find out what carrion monsters are inside this glade.”

      “They could provide interesting techniques,” I said with a sly smile. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad?”

      “We have a mission, remember?” Kegohr spoke up. “Xilarion wants us to deliver the scroll to the Guild of Resplendent Tears. We’ve already taken a handful of detours. The Qihin Clan and the guild could have destroyed each other by now.”

      “What I don’t get,” Vesma started, “is why Xilarion thinks a simple letter will make them suddenly hold hands and—”

      “Sing kumbaya?” I interjected. When Vesma and Kegohr frowned at me, I burst into laughter. They didn’t understand a single reference I’d used since I met them, but that only made it all the funnier.

      “Let’s move,” Vesma said. “Ethan, you lead.”

      I gave her a playful slap on the ass as I walked past her, and she thumped me in the arm.

      “Ow, “ I said. “You know it’s wrong to hit your boyfriend, right?”

      She hurried to keep up with me. “Boyfriend? Is that what you are now?”

      I shrugged. “If that’s what you’d like.”

      “And Faryn?”

      “I can be her boyfriend, too.” I hadn’t seen the beautiful elven tutor since I’d left Radiant Dragon, and the reminder of her made me realize how much I missed her company. I enjoyed the presence of Vesma equally, but Faryn’s mature guidance added another quality that couldn’t be replicated.

      “Hmm. . . I suppose I can share you. For now.”

      We crossed the palm-filled glade and paused at the shore of a small pool. Moonlight reflected off the crystalline surface, and water trickled over small stones. The sounds of insects and nightbirds assured me that we wouldn’t come upon any monsters. As much as I wanted to farm water cores, my Vigor was running low. For the last week, I’d become more skilled at meditation, and I found I could spend the still hours of the night refining the pathways within me. The more time I spent on internal meditation, the faster I could summon a martial technique during battle. These nocturnal sessions had helped me produce the bright flash version of Untamed Torch.

      After we made camp, I offered to keep watch. “You two get some sleep.”

      Within minutes, they’d followed my instruction, and Kegohr’s steady snoring rolled out across the clearing.

      I sat looking at the pile of cores in my lap. Lampreys were a new one for me. The Seven Realms had one hell of a learning curve, and every time I thought I was getting near the top, it only got steeper. But putting off the inevitable wouldn’t help; it was time to do this.

      I opened my tunic and pressed the first of the cores against my chest. A ripple of power ran through me as I absorbed it, and I felt the new energy combine with what had come before. The other cores followed until I had absorbed all six. It was exhilarating to feel a new force within me, and I wondered what I might achieve this time.

      I sat back, sword across my knees, as I watched the woods for any sign of danger.

      “So, when will you fight the dreaded water spirit?” Nydarth’s voice entered my mind. “I very much despise that element. So wet. And so melancholic. Always dousing the passions of life.”

      “As soon as I’m done with my watch,” I whispered. I didn’t want to wake the others.

      I could hardly wait to fight the water spirit. Victory over the spirit would mean adding another element to my growing repertoire.

      Although my eyes were glued to the thicket, my mind was elsewhere. I could feel the ebb and flow of magic in the Vigorous Zone, and at the heart of it was a great object of power. The Water Heart. It was the center of the glade and the reason why magical creatures appeared here. I felt its awesome energy flow over me and all around me as my vision shifted.

      “Oh, shit,” I said, realizing now that my fight with the water spirit was happening already. “Vesma!” I yelled at her, and she roused from sleep. “I gotta go! Can you stay on watch?”

      “Ugh,” she groaned and rubbed her eyes.

      Before I could hear her reply, the world vanished from view, and I was underwater.
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      I was completely submerged. Water soaked my clothes, filled my ears and my nose, and pressed in so completely that I felt as though I must be drowning. My heart pounded in my ears as I clawed for the surface.

      Despite the pressure of my surroundings, I forced myself to stay calm and started swimming up. There had to be air here somewhere. All I had to do was find it.

      My arms made swift, powerful strokes while my legs kicked hard. I dragged myself toward some imagined surface, and I desperately hoped I would find it. All around me was darkness, illuminated only by glowing points of light scattered like tiny stars through the gloom. I moved toward the lights and realized they were glowing stalactites made of ice. I didn’t feel the cold of the water, but I was definitely starting to worry about running out of air.

      Something else appeared in the water above me—a surface like the ceiling of a cave. I swam toward the surface and found that it was a thick block of ice. I scrambled across the roof in search for a hole or cavity to climb out of, but I quickly realized it was an impossible task. The roof stretched away in every direction before curving down as an impermeable boundary.

      I was stuck in an underwater cave with no way of reaching the air.

      Fucking Kegohr. He’d said trying to gain an element without a teacher could be dangerous, and this futile situation had proven him right.

      I wasn’t willing to give up yet, so I slammed my fists against the frozen ceiling. Despite how hard I struck, the ice didn’t give. I might as well have been punching a mountain, for all the good it did.

      Terror gripped me as my lungs screamed with desperation. Air. I needed air. My mouth opened of its own accord, and I breathed in. Water flowed down my throat and into my lungs. I choked and retched as I tried to force the water back out, to breath in the air that wasn’t there. I closed my eyes, overcome by the sensation, suddenly sure that I was about to die.

      Then, I opened my eyes and took in the gloom around me. I grounded myself in the ocean realm. The water wasn’t my enemy any more than it was my friend. It was the world through which I moved, the power with which I worked, the essence of the struggle.

      With that realization, the sense of drowning passed. I was one with the water, and it was one with me. I breathed as easily as if I was on land, the sea flowing in and out as refreshing as a breath of brisk mountain air.

      Tiny bubbles floated out from my face, and I realized that I could breathe water like a fish. I reached up to my throat and felt little incisions. This spirit world had gifted me with gills. I wasn’t sure why, but I assumed the spirit realm would always grant me the necessary tools to survive in a new elemental domain. Defeating the realm’s champion was still up to me.

      My pulse calmed, and I continued breathing as though I wasn’t treading water in the world’s deepest ocean. In place of the fear that had threatened to overwhelm me, I found myself awash with excitement. Few things in life were more satisfying than mastering a new skill, and now, I had the opportunity to learn the water element.

      After my adventures in the realms of wood, fire, and ash, I knew what to look for. Somewhere in this underwater expanse would be an elemental spirit. I would have to defeat this creature in unarmed combat to access water magic.

      I’d learned that Vigor was impossible to use in these spirit realms, and the only weapons I had available were ones I could gather from the environment. I couldn’t see the surface or the bottom of the ocean, nor were there any lifeforms swimming around me. I would just have to rely on basic martial arts, along with these gills I’d sprouted, but I doubted they would help me much in combat.

      I let myself slowly sink and looked around as I went, trying to spot the spirit that would challenge me.

      Something flickered through the water. I caught a glimmer of scales and a flexing of muscles as it shot past, briefly catching the light before disappearing into the gloom. Then it swam past again, and the water whirled around me. The spirit’s torso could have belonged to a world-class bodybuilder, and every muscle bulged with incredible power as it swayed in the water. A fish-like tail propelled it through the water with a lithe ease.

      I held myself as still as I could, treading water while I waited for the spirit to reappear. I steadied my mind using the meditative techniques I’d been taught at the guild. Without Vigor, I needed to conserve my energy and focus on the task at hand.

      The spirit swam past again, slower this time, and turned its head to assess me. Its face was a composite of water and ice that constantly shifted from one state to another. One second, its facial features were frozen crystals, like the broken shards of a mirror. The next, they were a swirling pool, like the ripples of a disturbed liquid. It was impossible to pinpoint a nose, eyes, or mouth, and I got a little dizzy trying to make them out.

      With a flick of its fish-like tail, the spirit twisted through the water and flashed through a gap between me and the nearby wall of the cave. I turned to follow, but the spirit moved faster than me. I hadn’t been gifted with a tail, so my swimming abilities were limited.

      I could feel the water shifting around me, and I prepared myself to strike. I whirled around, only to find the spirit had already passed. It struck me in the back and knocked me forward. The spirit’s tail whipped around, and I was face-to-face with the lord of this realm.

      I lashed out with my fists, but it twisted away from my blows. Every strike was a complete miss against the bobbing and weaving merman. I pressed my feet against the wall behind me and pushed off it. I tumbled over and kicked the spirit in the torso. It recoiled from the blow and bounced off the wall before shooting away again with a quick flick of its tail.

      My attack had been little more than a lucky strike. Against a creature who’d likely evolved to live and thrive underwater, I was doomed to fail. Except it had seemed that way with every other elemental spirit, too, and I’d found a way to conquer them. The Resplendent Tears Guild was probably filled with water Augmentors, and every one of them would have defeated this same spirit, or one like it.

      I could do it. I just had to use my damned brain.

      I turned in the water and watched for another attack. This time, the spirit came at me from above, its arms stretched out as it hurtled toward me. I saw it coming just in time to avoid being punched in the head, but the blow still struck my shoulder, and pain shot down my arm. The spirit kept moving, and I tried to snatch it, but it was fast and slippery and writhed through my hands before vanishing once more into the dark depths.

      Frustration boiled in my stomach, and I struggled to maintain my equilibrium. This was a test of my strength and of my ability to grapple with the element, not a pure fight for survival. I had to think about it in those terms.

      When I had faced the fire spirit, I had found a way to push on through the fire. I hadn’t resisted the elemental environment but forged through it. If I hadn’t, I would never have been able to fight the fire spirit or to scatter the ashes of the ash spirit. I needed something similar for water, a way of embracing the element so that I could master it.

      I’d already breathed in the ocean’s liquid, but maybe I could do even more to become one with it. I had been treating the duel as if it was the whole test, but there was more to these spirit realms. Besting the elemental spirit was merely one aspect; conquering the environment was just as important.

      And achieving victory over my surroundings didn’t always require force. I closed my eyes and felt the motions of the current, the water pressing against my skin and filling my lungs. My body was made almost entirely of water, I knew that much, and I could now sense every vaporous drop. The water was me, and I was the water.

      As the realization took hold, the elemental spirit rushed at me again from my left. I twisted, my movements now as easy as if I had been on land. Although the water still made my movements slower, much of the hard-earned speed and agility I displayed on the surface came back to me. I dodged the spirit’s grasping hands, looped through the water, and hit it with both fists. The spirit jerked away and settled a few meters in front of me. It held out it arms defensively while glowering at me through hair that flowed like seaweed in the tide.

      With a flick of its tail, the spirit started circling again. Its muscular body produced swift, confident strokes as it swam around me. I lunged at it, but it darted aside, flickering away from between my hands. I put more effort in this time and dived for it with my arms outstretched. My fingers grasped at its slick body, but the spirit was too quick, and I was left grasping at empty water. The third time, I gripped its tail and winced as sharp spines jabbed my skin. I was forced to release the tail, and my opponent swarm clear.

      I had embraced the water, but this was still the spirit’s natural habitat. As long as it had all this space, there was no way I could defeat it. I needed to find an advantage.

      I backed away from where the spirit and I had been fighting, until I was pressed up against the frozen wall. The spirit followed, circling me cautiously at first, then swimming back and forth once that became impossible. Its face was hard to read, a thing of flowing water and flashing moments of ice rather than skin and muscle, but a look of excitement crossed its frozen eyes. My opponent thought it had me on the defensive, trapped against the edge of the cave, when in reality, I was exactly where I wanted to be.

      The hardness of the ice against my back was a reassuring patch of solidity amid the ever-changing waters. I ran my fingers across its surface and found individual stalactites protruding from crevices. I closed my hand around one of them and wiggled it until it was so loose that it was on the verge of falling out.

      The spirit flashed out of the gloom and swam straight toward me with all its speed and strength. I stayed in place, as if pinned against the ice, and let myself appear vulnerable to draw the creature in. I raised a hand to defend myself, and the spirit battered it aside before delivering a punch to the gut that almost doubled me over. Its hands went to my neck, and its icy fingers tightened around my throat. My skin went numb from the cold, and I was unable to draw the water into my lungs.

      The spirit’s hands tightened and squeezed around my windpipe until black spots danced across my vision. Frozen eyes sparkled out of watery flesh stretched across a skull of ice.

      My fingers closed around the loose stalactite again, and I tugged it out of its niche. I raised it high and smashed it against the spirit’s head. The pointed chunk of ice didn’t penetrate my opponent’s skin, but it let go of my neck and drifted back, stunned.

      I pushed off the wall with both feet and grabbed the spirit by the throat with my free hand. Its icy flesh almost burned when I touched it, but I held tight. Still holding my opponent by the throat, I circled around and slammed him against the icy wall. It squirmed, thrashed its tail, and grabbed hold of my wrist as it tried to break my grip.

      I raised the stalactite in my hand again and smashed it into the spirit’s head once, twice, three times, over and over as its grip weakened. Each blow left a small wound on its head as well as the damage dealt by slamming it back against the wall behind it. After the seventh strike, the spirit’s skull cracked and then, shattered. Blood trailed through the water in lines like quicksilver. The creature went limp, and the watery realm faded from view.

      I found myself sitting in the clearing again, wrapped in my cloak and staring at the stream.

      “It’s about time you returned,” Vesma noted.

      I looked up to see her sitting across from me, her spear across her knees and her cloak drawn up around her shoulders. Behind her, the first rays of morning sunlight were creeping over the horizon and through the trees. In the distance, a bird started to sing.

      I rubbed my eyes, stood up, and shook out my legs, trying to dislodge the cramp that had settled in. My sojourn in the spirit realm had felt like only a few minutes, but hours must have passed out here in the mortal world.

      “Have you been on watch all night?” I asked.

      “Kegohr took the last one. Did you defeat the spirit?”

      I winked at her. “What do you think?”

      Vesma’s lips pulled into a wry grin. “If I wasn’t starting to care for you, I’d find you infuriating. Transported to the Seven Realms by a sword spirit, and you’re better at learning magic than almost anyone at the guild.”

      “Almost anyone?”

      “Well, I haven’t met all the guild members yet. There might be someone with more natural talent than you.” Vesma walked over to me and leaned down to kiss me.

      “Ah, the folly of youth,” Nydarth whispered from the sword in my lap. “So young. So dumb. And so full of—”

      “Shh,” I whispered to the sword. “I can’t hear myself think. How do you even know that reference? You spent way too long on Earth.”

      “When will I meet Nydarth?” Vesma asked as she stepped away from me and eyed the sword suspiciously.

      “When she gets strong enough to show herself,” I answered. “Spirits for the spirit god or something.”

      “The spirits of your enemies are a delectable meal,” Nydarth confirmed.

      Vesma placed her hands on her hips. “What did she say?”

      “Never mind. How about you get some rest while you can? Once the day starts properly, we should get moving.”

      She shook her head before she set her spear aside, laid down, and pulled the hood of her cloak up.

      I focused back on our surroundings and kept watch while my friends enjoyed the last hour or so before dawn completely broke. I couldn’t shake the feeling of being constantly wet and needing to swallow water to breathe. Pressure pushed against my ears, as though I was still submerged in the spirit realm’s sea.

      I needed time to get back to normal, so I stood up and paced the clearing. My fingers drummed against the hilt of my sword.

      “Oh, yes,” Nydarth said, her voicing coming from the sword straight into my mind. “Keep that up. I like that.”

      I hesitated for a moment, then set to drumming on the pommel again. Nydarth purred happily, like a cat stretching out across a soft, warm carpet.

      “Well done, dear,” she said after a while.

      “For getting you excited with my fingers?”

      “No, silly,” she replied, her tone gently mocking. “For gaining more power and a fresh ability. That was quite a fight against the water spirit, but from what I feel inside you, it was well worth the struggle.”

      “You saw the fight?”

      “When I am in your hand, you are an open book to me, dear. I could not have helped but sense your struggle. It’s exciting to see you reign victorious.”

      I recalled the lamprey cores I’d absorbed and decided to use them to forge new pathways within me. As soon as I drew into myself, Nydarth spoke.

      “Ugh, Smothering Mist technique. It is an abominable skill from the worst of the elements.”

      “Smothering Mist, eh?” I figured the lampreys had used something similar during my fight with them. I’d learned techniques from wood, fire, and ash, so I knew the drill.

      I closed my eyes and found the blueprints for the water pathways, but they were faded and difficult to grasp. Etching them into my Vigor lines proved more difficult than cupping water in my hand. Unlike my previous elemental channels that were solid and strong, a single pathway couldn’t contain enough Vigor to produce any real magic. Every element drew from the same source—Vigor, a kind of mana pool that allowed me to fill the channels inside my body with magic and perform incredible feats.

      Then, I realized that water pathways didn’t function like the others. Instead of one, single vein, I created a myriad of tiny routes, a thousand little rivulets for Vigor to run down.

      It was an odd sensation, letting the magic diffuse through me rather than concentrating it for something powerful. My body tingled as small trails of Vigor ran through it, the boundary between flesh and spirit blurring. Then, the Vigor flowed out through my skin, and the air around me grew damp.

      I opened my eyes. A thick white cloud billowed around me, like the mists that had followed the lampreys.

      “Smothering Mist can be used to conceal you,” Nydarth said. “It can be used to hide and to make surprise attacks, though those may be difficult until you become more powerful in the ways of water. At lower levels, it is good for helping you to retreat safely.”

      “Like a ninja smoke bomb,” I said.

      “Yes, much like that.” Nydarth groaned. “It has been effectively used against me. I ensured, however, that the Augmenter could not use it a second time.”

      I concentrated and the mist traveled back toward my body. When it entered through the pores of my skin, I felt my Vigor replenish. It was the only technique I’d learned so far that could be “returned” in this way.

      “Don’t you think it’s kind of cliche for you to hate water so much?” I asked Nydarth.

      “Wouldn’t you despise something that is your singular weakness?”

      I shrugged. “I guess. But I intend on mastering all the elements. Then, I won’t ever have a weakness.”

      “Is that so? What, then, do you call the woman who sleeps not a few feet from you?”

      I looked at Vesma, curled up on the ground as her chest slowly rose and fell. “She’s a strength, not a weakness.”

      “Hmm. . . if you say so.”

      I sheathed Nydarth, and her voice immediately quietened. She could still speak while sheathed, but she seemed to get the point.

      Ideally, I would have liked to spend some time practicing my new technique to gain a better understanding of how it worked. But a cloud that hid me from attackers would also stop me seeing monsters approaching the camp, making me useless at keeping watch. I would have to find other ways to pass the time until the others woke up.

      I figured a fire wouldn’t be a bad idea since we’d passed the danger of nightfall.

      I started gathering fallen wood from around the edge of the clearing. I could have used Plank Pillar to harvest burning material, but it would be an unwarranted use of Vigor. A few months ago, I might have used Vigor to make this task easier, but I’d learned how important it was to be ready for a fight at any moment. There was also a certain amount of respect, or perhaps it could even be called honor, for Augmenting. I would be devaluing the ethos of this world by being flippant with its use.

      I took the wood I’d collected and set up a new fire near the stream. I carefully built up from kindling to solid branches, then set it alight using flint and tinder. My stomach twisted and growled as hunger pangs pushed themselves up to my throat like a hand crushing my windpipe.

      While the flames spread out, I retrieved a pan out of my bag and started making a stew. In went water, leftovers from last night’s rabbit, and a few dried herbs. I made sure not to use the healing plants we’d collected on our journey through the mountains. While the pot simmered, I took some vegetables from our supplies and started chopping them with the knife I had used for prying out skeletal corrals from monsters. I added the diced vegetables one by one to the mix. This was the part of cooking I excelled at—the knife work.

      While I cooked, I kept watch over the camp. Vesma’s ‘girl next door’ prettiness was clear now that she wasn’t wearing her almost permanent scowl. Kegohr’s arms and torso were decorated with patches of wiry fur, and a clawed hand rested on his chest. He was snoring like some sort of bear, the sound so loud that I was amazed Vesma could sleep.

      I tossed a piece of carrot at Kegohr, and it bounced off his forehead. He swatted at where it had hit while mumbling something under his breath. Still asleep, he rolled over onto his side, and the snoring stopped. His new position revealed a missing chunk of fur on his chest. I guessed he’d lost it during the fight against the lampreys. The spot where fur was missing showed a strange mark on his gray skin, like a tattooed pattern I didn’t recognize. What could it mean? Was it some kind of magical symbol? Or a tribal tattoo from his ogre parentage?

      While the stew cooked, I got up and did some meditative sword forms. Nydarth whispered to me as I thrust, sliced, and whipped my sword. I ignored her flirting but paid attention to her critiques of my maneuvers. It wasn’t only Vigor that would be necessary in this monster-filled land but swordsmanship also.

      By the time I’d worked up a sweat, the sun was well over the horizon, and the first stirrings of birds had turned into a full-throated dawn chorus as the wildlife of the forest started its day.

      A growl made me spin around in alarm, expecting to see a bear or some sort of monster emerging from between the trees. But it was just Kegohr getting up and stretching. He rubbed his eyes with thick knuckles and peered into the stew pot.

      “Looks good,” he said, leaning closer. “Smells good, too. We gonna eat?”

      I sheathed the Sundered Heart Sword. “Soon. Needs a little longer.”

      “Gotta perfect it, right?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t feed you anything that isn’t perfect, buddy.”

      “Lies,” the ogre said with a chuckle. “That first meal you made us tasted like something my ma used to give me as punishment.”

      “A week isn’t long to learn,” I defended myself. “Besides, you enjoyed it well enough yesterday.”

      “That I did. So, when do we eat?”

      “Let’s wait for Vesma,” I said with a chuckle.

      I hadn’t a meal for myself back on Earth very often, and I’d only ever eaten the food the guild cooks had provided here. This mission had provided me with an opportunity to explore the culinary arts, even if we only ate what we could gather. Vesma and Kegohr seemed to appreciate my cooking, and I liked seeing their faces when I tried something a little different.

      I went over to stir the pot. It did smell good. I was getting better at working with whatever ingredients we could hunt or forage during our travels.

      “What smells so good?” Vesma asked as she yawned.

      “You’re up,” I said as I leaned down to kiss her.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I say it’s time we eat.”

      I fished out bowls from my bag and served up the stew. We were all hungry, so the first few spoonfuls were accompanied by satisfied silence rather than conversation. Once I’d taken the edge off my hunger, I turned to Kegohr.

      “I see you lost some of your fur last night.” I pointed at the bald spot with my spoon.

      “One of those scaled bastards pulled out a chunk. Stings like lemon juice on a cut.”

      “Here,” Vesma said as she handed him a small vial. “It’s a healing tonic I made from the plants Faryn taught us to gather.”

      “Looks like you’ve got a tattoo under there,” I said as Kegohr applied the tonic. “Does it mean anything in particular?”

      He turned his gaze away from me and hunched over his bowl. “It’s nothing,” he muttered under his breath.

      Vesma and I exchanged a look. She clearly knew what the tattoo meant, but she didn’t want to tell me. At least, not right now. It seemed she preferred Kegohr explaining its purpose himself.

      We kept eating while Kegohr just stared at his bowl.

      “Alright, it’s something,” he said. “It’s the mark of a Wild, a half-breed Augmenter like me, whose power ain’t like other Augmenters. We’re touched, you know? Connected to the inner spirit of the element. I never had to defeat a fire spirit to gain control of the element. One day, it was just there.”

      “You don’t have to speak about it if you don’t like, brother,” I said. I recalled how he’d learned the Spirit of the Wildfire technique when a group of tainted guild members assassinated his father. He’d sworn vengeance on the entire tainted guild after that. One day, I’d find a way to help him pay those fuckers back.

      “It doesn’t go well for a lot of Wilds,” Kegohr continued despite my words. “The connection eats them up. It’s too bloody fierce for them to control. The lucky ones burn out, end up dead or powerless or mad. The unlucky bastards become monsters. They become a threat to everything and everyone around them.”

      Vesma had known him for years, but she still looked uncertain about what to say. Wild magic was new territory for me, its meaning and its dangers outside my knowledge. I didn’t know how to feel about it.

      On the other hand, I knew exactly how I felt about Kegohr.

      “So? Maybe it’s because I’m still new around here, but what’s the big deal?”

      Kegohr dropped his bowl. “The big deal is—”

      “It’s just a different way of Augmenting,” I interjected. “Unless it makes you snore louder, I don’t care.”

      Vesma went to sit beside Kegohr and laid a delicate hand on his muscular shoulder. “Ethan’s right,” she said. “You’re our friend, and we don’t care whether you’re a Wild or not.”

      He sniffed, smiled, and looked up at us. “You guys,” he said, a tear in the corner of his eye. “You guys are the best.”

      “Right back at you, buddy,” I replied. “Now, let’s finish eating so that we can get moving again.”

      We polished off the rest of our breakfast, washed the bowls in a stream at the bottom of the clearing, and stamped out the remains of the fire. Within a few minutes, we had our bags packed and Vesma had the map out, leading us onto a new trail through the trees. We talked as we walked, telling jokes and remembering friends back at the guild. Around us, a beautiful spring morning was bursting into bloom.

      “So, tell me again about this tilivision?” Kegohr asked me as we marched along the trail.

      “I want to know more about the internet,” Vesma countered. “All that knowledge at your fingertips. Surely, everyone in your land must be intelligent.”

      “You’d think so, but we mostly use it for memes and porn.”

      “Porn?” Vesma screwed up her face. “Sounds terrible.”

      I laughed. “You’d probably enjoy it. All kinds of new knowledge to learn.”

      “Tell her about the midgets,” Nydarth whispered from my sword. I was the only one who could hear her, and I was glad for that now. “The Russians in the temple had a particular fancy for those.”

      “Tilivision, internet, porn,” Kegohr marveled. “All these great things, and you decided to come here?”

      I shrugged. “You have magic here.”

      Suddenly, a piercing female scream reverberated through the trees.

      “What the bloody spirits was that?” Kegohr asked.

      I glanced at my two friends as I unsheathed my sword. “Let’s find out.”

      Vesma grabbed her spear, and Kegohr hauled his giant stone mace over his shoulder.

      “Time to be the hero?” Nydarth whispered as I moved down the stream toward the location of the sound. “How positively noble.”
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      We raced through the forest, following the sound of the screams.

      The trees increased in number, crowded together amid thick undergrowth. Vines snagged my legs and thorns tore at my clothes as I ran full tilt through the greenery. Vesma, small and nimble, darted around the bushes and slipped through narrow gaps, while Kegohr flattened anything that stood in his way like a stampeding animal. Birds scattered from the treetops as we surged through the woods, and animals scurried among the vegetation.

      We continued toward the intermittent screaming and found ourselves at a river that was picking up speed and swirling as it approached a waterfall.

      “Which way?” Kegohr asked as he held his giant mace aloft.

      The scream sounded again, across the river and down the drop to our right.

      “That way,” I said.

      I moved toward the water’s edge, ready to swim across, but Vesma stopped me and pointed to the left. Only 50 yards away was a log bridge across the roiling waters. Moss clung to its pillars, and creepers wrapped around them.

      We sprinted for the bridge, but Kegohr paused before he could step onto it.

      “I don’t think it’ll take my weight,” he said as he pressed a foot on a log.

      Despite the age of the bridge, it seemed in excellent repair. “It looks maintained,” I said. “Come on; we don’t have a lot of time. That woman could already be dead by now.”

      Kegohr put his entire weight on the log, and it snapped with a loud crack. The broken log surged along the river toward the waterfall as the half-ogre stumbled and almost fell into the water, but he righted himself before stepping back onto the land.

      “Ugh,” he groaned. “You guys better go along without me.”

      “Not an option,” I said.

      I didn’t know what exactly we’d face when we found the woman, but I wanted Kegohr by my side. I stepped back onto the riverbank and stretched my hands over the log bridge. Vigor sprang from within me like the creeping vines that entangled the bridge. I twisted my hands a little and manipulated the direction of my Plank Pillars so that they stretched from one side of the bank to the other. Making the planks thick enough to sustain Kegohr’s wait took quite a lot of Vigor, but I still had more than enough if I needed to fight.

      “Hurry!” Vesma said from the other side of the makeshift bridge.

      “You go first,” I said to Kegohr.

      Admiration touched his eyes as he nodded and proceeded to storm across the bridge. Every footfall made the pillars shudder, but he made it to the other side without incident. I followed after him, and we continued until we reached the waterfall. There was no easy path down, just a steep face of boulders and jutting rock, damp with spray and with moss and flowers growing out of the gaps. If the woman was at the bottom, we would have to climb down.

      “I haven’t heard anything for a while,” Vesma said above the sound of water crashing and spraying a hundred feet beneath us. “She could be gone by now.”

      Another scream drew my attention to a pool directly in front of us, mostly hidden by ferns. I moved so that I could peer through a gap in the foliage and saw two men in tunics. They had grabbed hold of a naked woman with deep brown skin and a mark much like Kegohr’s on her back. Her long braids whipped around as she writhed in her captors’ grips. I noticed that the weapons hanging from their belts weren’t drawn, and my stomach churned as I realized what we’d stumbled upon.

      “Let’s gut these fuckers,” I growled between my teeth.

      Vesma grabbed my shoulder and prevented me from charging toward the men. “Not yet. Look, there’s more than just those two.”

      I followed her gaze to a third man who stood watching, a spear in his hand.

      “There might be more,” Vesma cautioned.

      “Then, we’ll deal with them,” I said as I gently removed her hand and started toward the pool.

      The woman had stopped screaming and was now putting all of her effort into breaking free. She got an arm loose and punched one of her attackers, a blow that sent him staggering back. She tried to dive into the water, only for the other one to grab her around the waist and haul her kicking and squirming off her feet.

      Now that I was closer, I could also see that her hair was decorated with seashells and coral, pale shapes against her black braids. Bronze bands wrapped around her forearms and shapely thighs. Whoever she was, she clearly displayed her wealth, and it had probably been the reason why these bandits had assailed her.

      Her attackers were half-human half-fish, with ridges running back along their heads and gills flapping in their necks. Knee-length trousers revealed scaly legs that ended in bare, webbed feet. As they struggled to subdue the woman, they called out to each other in a speech that seemed almost unintelligible, made near-nonsense by the flapping of their wide mouths. I managed to catch the word “princess,” and they said “Qihin” several times, but that was all I could understand.

      Then I noticed a detail that I’d missed before. At least two of the attackers had “Wild” birthmarks like Kegohr’s, one visible on the side of his neck, the other through a gap that had been deliberately made in the arm of his tunic. Instead of hiding them as Kegohr had done, they were dressed to emphasize these markings. There were even images of the mark impressed on the backs of their tunics.

      Vesma came up beside me, and Kegohr stood behind her. We all dropped our bags. Vesma and Kegohr drew their weapons. They both looked at me, but I kept the Sundered Heart sheathed.

      I turned to face the fishmen and pressed my hands together. The Vigor was already prepared and ready, my anger providing a boost to my fire channels. I summoned an Untamed Torch and sent it rocketing toward the fishman who was spectating. The fireball caught him in the back, and he tumbled into the water. Steam drifted from his body, and he staggered to his feet as I moved for his companions.

      They let go of the woman and turned to face the new threat while Kegohr and Vesma sprinted along beside me. Our enemies had quickly gained their composure, and the element of surprise was lost.

      “Hold back,” I said as I kept my eyes on our enemies. “Don’t get too close. We don’t know what Augmentation abilities they might have.”

      One fishman drew a weapon that looked like a massive curved meat hook. The other reached into the water and pulled out a bronze trident with sharpened prongs.

      “Thank you!” the naked woman yelled as she snatched her robes from the edge of the river. “I really didn’t have time to deal with them.”

      The fishmen turned their heads and snarled, but the woman dived into the water before they could go after her. She continued down the river until her body drifted over the waterfall.

      “Is she crazy?” Kegohr asked.

      “Yaaa!” the fishman I’d scorched with a fireball screamed as he pulled himself from the water. The gills on his neck flared as he grabbed his spear, its jagged barbs like the head of a harpoon.

      He said something again, louder this time and clearly directed at us. Now that I was used to his weird accent, I was starting to make sense of what he was saying. He’d said something about us being intruders from a guild and that he would slaughter us.

      “Try it, fish-face!” I yelled. “Let’s see how far you get.”

      The blood pulsed in my veins as Vigor flowed through me. It was as if the power had a will of its own, a will to fight. There was no need to resist that impulse, not when I could turn powerful magic against common bandits.

      I brought my hands together. With a deep breath, I opened up the channels of fire. The elemental power coalesced between my palms, becoming a ball of flames that burned with a bright, searing heat. Before I could summon the required energy to hurl it, a fishman’s expression became distant, and a wet haze started flowing from his skin. It became a Smothering Mist, but instead of billowing around him, this one focused in front of him. I sent an Untamed Torch toward him, and it hit the cloud. Both fire and water disappeared, vanishing in a cloud of steam.

      The fishman charged at me and swung his hook. I dodged around it as I drew the Sundered Heart Sword. His next blow came whistling past me, and I parried it before twisting my wrist and catching the hook on my sword. We wrestled for dominance, straining as we pressed against each other’s blades, so close that I could feel his cold breath on my skin. Caught in a deadlock, I twisted my sword around, aiming to disarm him and give me a decisive advantage, but he turned along with me, freed his hook, and swung in with a low attack that forced me back along the riverbank.

      The fishman advanced in flowing, circular steps that carried him around me, like the current in a whirlpool. I anticipated his next movement and slashed, but he twisted clear, and I hit empty air. Then, his blade whipped toward my right shoulder, and I flung myself beneath the blow. I rolled across the ground into the shallows of the pool, where I came to my feet, sword raised again.

      The fishman laughed, a gurgling sound like a drain being cleared. Then, he strode into the water after me. While waist-deep in the pool, his blows came harder and faster but remained in the flowing style. The water seemed to cling to his slick flesh, and I figured it was somehow making him stronger. I attempted to move the direction of our duel back toward dry land, but he maintained his rapid succession of mighty swings. I dodged his hook by an inch and whispered a sigh of relief that he hadn’t gutted me with it.

      I raised my empty hand, palm outward, and called on the power of Stinging Palm. Thorns shot through the air to hit the fishman in the face, and blood sprayed from a series of ragged gashes in his cheek. The injury only seemed to impassion him further, though, and he came at me with twice the fervor.

      Despite my attempts to leave the water, our struggle took us deeper into the pool. Our blades crashed and flashed against each other, droplets of water flying with each attack and counterattack. The sun gleamed down on us while, on the bank, my friends struggled against opponents of their own.

      Fencing wasn’t working, so I changed my approach. As the fishman pulled his weapon back to prepare another attack, I slammed into him shoulder first. He staggered before falling, and I went with him, the two of us tumbling into the water.

      I let go of my sword and reached for a knife on my belt with one hand while I grabbed the fishman by the throat with the other hand. Going into the water had thrown him off his rhythm, but it had also given him a home-ground advantage. Using his webbed hands and feet, he turned the two of us around so that I ended up on the bottom. We hit the mud at the base of the pool, with the fishman straddling me, one hand pressed against my face, the other gripping the wrist of my knife-hand.

      Perhaps the memory of the elemental plane had made me overconfident, or perhaps I had just not thought the whole thing through, but now, I hit the real problem with fighting in the water. While the fishman could breathe through his gills, I was running out of breath. He squeezed my wrist and twisted, causing a spasm that shook the knife out of my hand. I was unarmed and pinned to the river bed while a roaring grew in my ears, and my lungs burned from lack of air.

      If I couldn’t beat him with arms and hands, then I would have to do it with my whole body. I slammed my feet against the ground and arched my back, throwing him off me. Free once more, I rose to my feet and found myself standing waist-deep in the pool, with the fishman pulling himself upright in front of me.

      I summoned a Plank Pillar beneath the water, hoping it would propel me back to dry land, but it only bubbled to the surface like a floating raft.

      “You ain’t going anywhere, softskin,” he snarled as he plunged beneath the water.

      I was out of weapons, and I knew fire would be ineffective, but I had other tricks up my sleeve. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, focusing on more recently learned and challenging channels—ash.

      As I opened my eyes, the fishman dived out of the water like a dolphin. I gestured, and the Vigor flowed from me to form a cloud of ash that caught him in mid-air. He dropped to the water like an anvil, and I ducked beneath the surface. The clear water had become muddied by our struggle, but I could just make out my knife and sword laying in the silt. The knife was closer, so I snatched it up and emerged once more.

      The fishman jumped above the pool’s surface and scrambled to wash the ash from his lungs. The ash around his head was starting to fade as particles trailed down his slimy skin and stained the water a dark gray. Before it could break down any further, I lunged forward, grabbed hold of him, and plunged the dagger into his side. He thrashed, and blood flowed out across my hand as I drove the blade deeper. With one final spasm, his life gave out, and his body went limp.

      I dropped the dead weight in the shallows and dived back into the water to grab the Sundered Heart Sword. As my hand closed around its grip, I felt a sense of warm familiarity, as though it was welcoming a long lost friend.

      “You’ve returned for me,” Nydarth said.

      “You’re too beautiful to leave behind,” I answered as I rushed back to the battle.

      “You really know how to woo a lady, don’t you?”

      I strode out of the pool and saw Kegohr and Vesma each engaged with a fishman. Kegohr’s mace swung in brutal arcs while Vesma’s spear darted in and out of the space between her and her opponent. A Flame Shield blazed on her forearm, but it was fading away, quenched by the Smothering Mist billowing from the fishman. Unlike the lampreys, these fishmen had a more powerful form of the technique, so fire wasn’t capable of dispersing it. As Vesma’s shield faded to embers, she called up a one-handed Untamed Torch and flung it at her opponent, but it burst harmlessly against his shoulder, only causing a fresh cloud of steam.

      At least Vesma’s weapon gave her as much reach as her enemy, who was fighting with a trident. Kegohr’s opponent was the leader with his long barbed spear, and the fishman was using that reach to keep Kegohr at arm’s length. Kegohr’s two-handed mace, combined with his long arms, gave him more range than many warriors, but not as much as his opponent’s trident. Kegohr tried to close the gap, but the fishman wheeled away with the same flowing movements my opponent had used.

      I rushed to Kegohr and joined him in combat. Blood oozed from a series of wounds down his side, none of them deep enough to be fatal on its own, but, put together, a painful mess that would eventually slow him down.

      “You killed yours?” he asked me as he blocked our opponent’s trident.

      I slipped my sword into the fishman’s open guard, but he batted it away a second before it would have killed him.

      “I thought you’d be done with yours by now,” I answered Kegohr as the fishman flowed forward and thrust his weapon. I pivoted, and the bronze prongs flashed past my ribs.

      “Is that a challenge, Effin?” Flames flared across the half-ogre’s skin as he fed more Vigor into Spirit of the Wildfire. He flung his head back and roared, a noise that echoed off the cliff and shook the treetops.

      When Kegohr opened his eyes, fire flashed there, too. He rushed past me and stomped toward his opponent like a living embodiment of the inferno, all flames and rage. I followed along behind, looking for a moment when I might possibly help in the presence of such strength.

      The fishman quaked at the sight and backed away with his spear raised. Kegohr spun around with his mace outstretched, and he almost looked like a shot put thrower. His opponent jumped over the weapon, and Kegohr’s mace struck a tree instead of his enemy. The tree exploded in a shower of splinters, but Kegohr didn’t slow down. He continued spinning toward the fishman, and I backpedalled so that I wouldn’t get caught in his warpath.

      Vesma was still locked in battle with her opponent, and Kegohr was inching closer to them by the second. As much as I wanted to leave Kegohr his kill, he could harm my girlfriend.

      I dipped into the power inside me and called on wood. A stream of energy rushed through my body and down my legs, then arced through the ground. As it reached the fishman, it emerged as a Plank Pillar directly beneath his feet. The force of the rising pillar flung him into the air and sent him flying toward Kegohr.

      “Batter up!” I shouted.

      Kegohr was already on the ball. His mace hit the flying fishman with all the force of a massive two-handed swing. There was a crunch and a spray of blood as the half-ogre hit a home run. The fishman flew into a tree and struck it with a loud thunk.

      While Kegohr caught his breath, I rushed to Vesma’s aid.

      “So, you helped Kegohr first?” she said through gritted teeth.

      “He looked like he needed it more,” I answered.

      “I don’t need your help!” she screamed as she thrust her spear at the final fishman.

      I raised a hand and stepped backward as I watched the fight continue. I didn’t want Vesma to be hurt, but I also knew that me fighting her opponent would be a scar against her honor. This was her battle, and she seemed well-poised for victory.

      The two swayed back and forth while darting around like partners in a deadly dance. Her speed and agility were more than a match for the fishman, but his unfamiliar fighting style was throwing her off. She feinted at his left shoulder and then, struck right, only to find that he had swung away and was coming at her from the right, forcing her to jump away. From the lack of visible wounds on them both, I guessed neither had landed a single hit on the other.

      “Guild fuckers!” the fishman howled, and he was now clearly speaking a language I could understand. “You bastards are the scourge of the Wilds.”

      He pivoted around his spear and knocked the legs out from Vesma. She fell to the ground, and the fishman raised his spear. Horror gripped my stomach, and my hand shot toward him. I released a torrent of Stinging Palm like some kind of automatic thorn-shooter. My Vigor faded to nothing as projectile after wooden projectile hammered into his body. He dropped to the ground, looking like a pincushion.

      “I had him,” Vesma grimaced as she took my hand and jumped to her feet.

      “Sorry,” I said with a shrug. “He definitely looked like he was about to kill you.”

      My vision blurred a little as I swayed on my feet. Kegohr appeared at my side as the fire faded from his skin. He put an arm beneath me, and I felt like a toy while he supported me with his massive arm.

      “You really hulked out there,” I said to him.

      “Hulked out?” he asked.

      I laughed a dry wheeze. “Never mind.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “All this water Augmenting; this place is the pits.”

      “I guess we’re all just too used to facing other fire Augmenters,” I said. “Just wait until we find the straw and paper Augmenters; they’ll be no match for us.”

      “There ain’t straw Augmenters, are there?” Kegohr asked.

      “I hope not.” Vesma looked down at the thorn-riddled corpse in front of her. “But then, this is my first time meeting fishmen.”

      Kegohr took me to a soft patch of grass and placed me down. I concentrated for a few minutes as I centered myself and used a technique for restoring Vigor. I listened to the crashing of the waterfall and felt the heat of the sun on my skin. The sensations became like beacons connecting my consciousness to my awareness of the channels within me. Soon, I had replenished enough Vigor to move freely.

      I retrieved my dagger from the floating body of the first fishman. As I walked back to shore, my friends were scouring the bandits’ corpses. Kegohr had wrapped his injuries in bandages, and Vesma seemed to have recovered from her wounded pride.

      “Find anything worth keeping?” I asked.

      “A few coins, but they don’t look like they’re worth much,” Vesma said. “And they’re weapons aren’t great either. I’d say these guys were desperate.”

      “They must have been,” I said.

      “What do you think they wanted with that woman?” Kegohr asked.

      I raised an eyebrow, and realization crossed his face.

      In the silence, I inspected the bronze trident. The prongs were cracked in places, so I tossed it aside. I heard a relieved whisper from Nydarth, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      The fishman were even uglier now that they were dead, and I wondered what other strange humanoid creatures existed in the Seven Realms. If I achieved immortality, then I wanted to meet them all.

      “Where do you think she went?” Kegohr asked as he stared over the waterfall.

      “I heard those fishmen mention ‘Qihin’ and ‘Princess,’” I answered. “Xilarion said we’re meant to meet with King Beqai of the Qihin Clan. I’m thinking that woman we saved might have been his daughter.”

      “What’s a princess doing in a place like this?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. I can’t imagine she’d just decide to bathe here if she knew there’d be bandits around. I think they might have followed her here.”

      “I thought it was only the guilds and clans who have problems.” Kegohr shook his head. “Now, the bloody Wilds are bandits.”

      “Not you, though,” Vesma said with a smile. “You’re just a big half-ogre. You’d never harm anyone. Unless they have magical cores in their chest. Or they try to kill you or your friends. Then, you crush their skulls with your mace.”

      Kegohr laughed, and I chuckled along.

      Still, I couldn’t help feeling uneasy. If the Wilds were also at odds with the guild, then a three-pronged conflict involving Resplendent Tears, the Qihin Clan, and Wilds could be broiling on the Diamond Coast.

      A movement in the trees caught my attention. I thought maybe the princess hadn’t actually swam over the waterfall but had merely made it look like she had. Perhaps she was still here, after all, and had been waiting until the coast was clear. I watched for a glimpse of curved brown flesh. Instead, two familiar figures emerged.

      Both looked refreshed and amused to see us. A slender elf woman with long brown hair and emerald eyes, and an old man in a worn white robe with matching scruffy hair and a tangled beard.

      “Faryn and Tolin.” I stared at them, mouth agape. “What are you two doing here?”
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      “What sort of way is that to greet your friends, hm?” Tolin shook his head. His beard waggled comically and added to his expression of mock outrage. “We come walking all this way—well, maybe riding part of it, in waggons and boats and suchlike—just to see you, and your first response isn’t even a hello or a how-do-you-do or an offer of refreshment? Young people today, I tell you. No respect for their elders.”

      I gestured toward the bodies of the fishmen. “There’s sushi here if you’re really that hungry.”

      “They are fishfolk,” Faryn commented. “Not something you would sit down and eat for a meal.”

      “The elf knows a thing or two about meals,” Nydarth whispered in my mind. “She’s tasted of you once or twice. What I’d give to have you to myself, sweet man.”

      Tolin mercifully cut off Nydarth’s commentary on how delicious I was.

      “You making a habit of killing anyone you come across?” he asked me. He didn’t seem upset; instead, his tone carried a hint of pride.

      “They were attacking a princess, apparently. Thought it best to step in.”

      “The only princess in the province is King Beqai’s daughter. Xilarion said the king spoke very highly of her.” Faryn’s eyes widened. “What was she doing here?”

      I shrugged. “Taking a bath, from the looks of it. She was completely naked when these bandits tried to get her.”

      “You saved her?” The beautiful elf woman beamed at me.

      “We all helped prevent the bandits from taking her,” Vesma said as she squared her shoulders.

      “Where is she now?” Faryn asked. “Better clothed, I hope.”

      “She swam over the waterfall,” I explained. “She seemed like she intended to do it, so I figure she survived.”

      “She’ll be fine,” Tolin said as he followed my gaze to the waterfall. “All these fishfolk are better off in the water than on dry land. Now, who are these other young people with you? Have they no manners?”

      “They’re just shy. Tolin, this is Vesma and Kegohr. They were initiates at the Radiant Dragon Guild with me. We graduated to the rank of outer disciples together. Vesma, Kegohr, this is Tolin lo Pashat. He was the first one to train me when I got here.” I lowered my voice. “He’s a cranky old hermit with a rundown temple.”

      “A cranky old hermit who is the head of your clan,” Tolin reminded me.

      “That too.”

      “We are honored, Lord Pashat,” Vesma said with a bow. Kegohr imitated the gesture with a little less grace and fluidity.

      “I wouldn’t be too impressed,” I said. “Until he adopted me, Tolin was the only member left in the clan.”

      “All the more honorable, I’d say.” Kegohr clapped a hand to his chest. “Keeping a clan alive is a bloody good deed.”

      “I like your friends,” Tolin said. “You could learn a thing or two from them.”

      “Months of obeying your orders and fixing up your house wasn’t enough respect?”

      “Not if it didn’t stick.”

      I smiled. “It’s good to see you, old man.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Tolin replied.

      There was a mewling sound as a black cat poked its head up out of Tolin’s bag.

      “You really are honored,” I said to Vesma and Kegohr. “This is Master Softpaw, the true ruler of the Unwashed Temple.”

      Master Softpaw batted at Tolin’s ear and meowed more loudly.

      “Yes, yes, you can have a walk around,” Tolin said. His joints creaked as he bent over, laid the bag on the ground, and let the cat out. Softpaw turned his back on all of us, prowled over to the nearest body, and sniffed at the blood.

      “He’s been acting unimpressed with all of this,” Tolin said. “But he loves it really, the chance to see new places and bite new people. Now, how about some tea?”

      We walked downriver far enough to get clear of the bodies, and settled beside the water. I made a fire and started to boil a pan of water. Master Softpaw stalked through the long grass, hunted butterflies, and watched birds scatter at his presence. I didn’t know if the local fauna had seen a cat before, but if not, then they were in for a shock.

      “It’s good to see you again, Vesma,” Faryn said.

      “And you, Master Faryn,” Vesma said stiffly.

      “Have you found your studies of plants useful out here in the world?”

      “Yes, Master. You have my undying gratitude.”

      “It was my pleasure.” Faryn smiled, ignoring Vesma’s sarcastic tone.. “The woods here are so different from around the guild, I only hope that I’ve helped equip you to survive.”

      “I think our Augmenting and fighting skills will matter more for that.”

      “I suppose you’re right. And I’m glad that Ethan has someone like you to help watch over him.”

      I watched them uncomfortably out of the corner of my eye as I used tea-making as an excuse to pretend I wasn’t listening. The women in my life had to relate to each other somehow. Faryn had been a tutor to all of us. The elf had taught me my first wood techniques and was responsible for my entrance into the Radiant Dragon Guild, where she taught botanical traditions to its members. It hadn’t occurred to me that there might be tensions between Vesma and Faryn—on one side, at least.

      “Why are you here?” Vesma asked the other woman.

      Faryn smiled warmly. “I was worried about Ethan. Not that I don’t think he can look after himself—he’s proven that to all of us.” She caught me observing the conversation and turned her face to me. “But I’m not sure that you know the true meaning of the mission Xilarion has given you. What is at stake, and what tensions underlie it. I wanted to do what I could to help, even if it meant traveling such a long way.”

      I gave Faryn a reassuring smile. She’d suffered a trauma when she was young and seldom traveled far from the Radiant Dragon Guild. She’d never mentioned ventures beyond the lands the guild protected. To have traveled this far would have been a huge challenge for her. It still seemed odd that she’d come all this way because she was worried.

      If Xilarion was concerned that we were off track, Faryn’s presence on the Diamond Coast was understandable. The rest of Radiant Dragon were likely busy with repairing the guild house and attempting to replenish their numbers. After the battle with Clan Wysaro, it would take months, if not years, to return the guild to its previous state.

      “I came to keep her company,” Tolin said in answer to my unspoken question. “And to make sure that you hadn’t gotten yourselves killed on this little excursion..”

      He’d never struck me as the bodyguard type, but it made sense. Faryn would have been very nervous about traveling all this way. Who better to help her overcome her fear than an old friend and his cat?

      I chuckled. “You left the temple unattended? Did you find some other guy from another world to take care of it while you’re away?”

      “The Unwashed Temple can take care of itself.”

      “Yeah? So all the cleaning was just some Mr. Miyagi shit?” I asked.

      Tolin’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I was teaching you a lesson.”

      “Consider it learned.”

      “Hmph. You’re still wet behind the ears, and you’re off galavanting across the countryside. You never thought to say goodbye before you left?”

      I tried to hold back a smile. “Didn’t get an opportunity.”

      “If you paid as much attention to manners as you did to polishing the temple lamp, then—”

      Faryn cleared her throat. “I think we should discuss the task at hand. There’s more to this excursion than simply delivering a message.”

      “Care to elaborate?” Vesma asked as she fed the fire.

      “Local feuds, such as Radiant Dragon’s conflict with the Wysaro Clan, often run deeper,” Faryn answered. “There are forces at work within the empire, forces that threaten to tear us apart and leave civilization in peril. This task may go beyond mere talking. Intervention may be needed to keep our fragile peace.”

      “You sound a little stiff there, Master,” Vesma said pointedly.

      “My words came from the mouth of Guildmaster Xilarion himself,” the elf told us. “It’s the best I can presently recall.”

      There it was. Faryn’s words had confirmed my prediction that this mission held more than a simple messenger service. That was good. I wasn’t really the mailman type.

      I poured the tea and passed the cups around. Master Softpaw emerged from the grass and rubbed up against me.

      “Hey, buddy,” I said as I scratched his head. “Are you done hunting?”

      Softpaw climbed into my lap and curled up. I stroked his back, and he purred as he settled down to sleep. The rest of us sipped at the boiling tea, a much-needed refreshment after a run through the forest and the fight against the fishmen. I hadn’t realized how much my energy was flagging until the liquid warmed my insides and invigorated me.

      “Where is the sword that I gave you?” Tolin asked suddenly.

      “It was swallowed by a hellhound,” I said. “Long story.”

      “Why didn’t you carve it from its corpse?” Tolin asked. “Did you learn nothing from the guild?”

      “I found something better.”

      I held out the Sundered Heart Sword. I expected the old priest to reach out and take it for a closer look, but he just eyed it and sipped his tea with a strange expression. I wasn’t sure if it was fondness, suspicion, or something else entirely.

      “Nydarth,” he said. “The Sundered Heart. I see you didn’t exaggerate when you spoke of your arrival at my temple gates. How is the old girl doing?”

      “Very well,” Nydarth said inside my head. “In spite of how you left me, you old goat.”

      I decided to relay her message to Tolin a little more politely.

      “She’s doing well,” I said. “For someone trapped in a sword.”

      Tolin snorted. “I imagine that she said it a little differently.”

      I stroked Softpaw’s head while I considered a series of pressing concerns. I had a lot of questions about Nydarth. The dragon spirit was in a habit of keeping me in the dark. I doubted that my old mentor would be willing to answer my questions about the Sundered Heart either. That left me striking a balance between the most useful question and the one most likely to get a response.

      “I’ve been wondering about your relationship with her,” I said. “What was the connection between you two?”

      “I played some part in the Sundered Heart’s movements,” Tolin said. “When the last person who wielded her got himself killed, he left the Sundered Heart laying in a ditch. That was not place for such a powerful artefact, so I retrieved it. I placed the sword in the depths of the Ember Cavern, for safekeeping.”

      “Safekeeping, he says?” Nydarth muttered. “The old man practically imprisoned me!”

      I narrowed my eyes at my mentor. “You made it up the mountain and past all the fire beasts that fill that place?”

      After a moment, I remembered how Tolin had made the piece of boiled chicken disappear when I’d first met him. If he could use some variation of that skill in battle, he would be a fearsome Augmenter unlike any I’d seen so far. But maybe it had just been a trick? A sleight of hand meant to impress me?

      “Oh, so I’m too helpless to do such things?” Tolin asked, his tone indignant. “Just a frail old man who needs to be pandered to and left somewhere safe and warm until he breathes his last?”

      “Yes,” Vesma said bluntly. “Such is the way of our elders, in the end.”

      Faryn laughed at the impertinence, but Tolin’s cackle caught me off guard.

      “You’re right,” he said to Faryn. “It is a good thing Ethan has people like this one to watch his back.”

      “And who watches your back, old man?” I asked him. “Master Southpaw is a formidable warrior, but something tells me he’d rather let you be killed than offer a paw to help.”

      “I was not always as you see me now. Time may not take its toll at the same pace for all of us, but no one starts out white-haired and wrinkled.”

      “So, you’ll be coming with us to the Resplendent Tears Guild?” I asked. I didn’t know what the guild members would make of the slightly scruffy and time-worn priest. But then, I didn’t know what they would make of us outer disciples either. I was entering completely new territory, and I’d be glad for Tolin’s company. Particularly if he had any more tricks he was willing to teach me.

      He shook his head. “Not me. I have a temple to tend. My congregation may just be my cat and my memories, but I have a duty to them nonetheless.”

      “I’ll join you for the journey,” Faryn said. “I’ve never ventured beyond the mountains. It will be wonderful to see what grows here, to see more of their forests and their farms. Perhaps I may even find plants worthy of study.” The elf’s forest-green eyes sparkled as she surveyed the trees around us. “But I’ll leave you to deliver Guildmaster Xilarion’s message. You are the guild's representatives, after all. It's bad form for me to be in your party.”

      “Then we should get going,” I said as I set down my empty cup. “If there’s some “intervening” to be done, we won’t get anywhere here on our asses.”

      “Ah, to be young and eager again.” Tolin held out a hand. “Could someone please help me up?”

      While Kegohr helped Tolin through his venerable elder routine, I put out the fire and emptied the teapot. Master Softpaw dislodged from my lap and watched proceedings with suspicion until Tolin snatched him up. The movement was remarkably swift for a man of his age and supposed fragility. He deposited the hissing cat into his bag and tightened the top until Softpaw could only poke his head out and glare indignantly at his captor.

      “Cease your hissing,” Tolin muttered. “You’ll enjoy the view, and I’m the one who has to do all the walking.”

      Tolin said his goodbyes as he slung his bag over his shoulder and trudged over to me with the help of his walking stick. He laid a hand on my shoulder and looked up into my eyes.

      “Tread carefully, Swordslinger,” he said. “Stay true to your path. You have a chance to make the empire a safer place. It would be a pity to waste it.”

      Tolin turned abruptly and left without another word. Like a ghost, my first mentor vanished around a rocky outcrop, and I turned my attention back to the others. The fire was a smoldering mass of ashes, and our small camp was once again stowed in the haversacks over our backs.

      Vesma’s map was on display again as she discussed the route with Faryn.

      “It seems a shame not to see more of the forest,” Faryn said. “It’s all so beautiful.”

      “The route through the farmlands will be quicker,” Vesma replied curtly. “You can always come back to the woods.”

      “I know. And I know you have a message to deliver. It’s just that there are so many plants to forage. Do you know the properties inside the sap of a salted palm? A little Vigor, and it can be made into quite the tonic for stamina.”

      “There will be other plants on the farms,” Vesma countered. It normally wasn’t like her to speak so brazenly to a higher ranking guild member, but Faryn wasn’t like the other masters. The wood Augmenter was the only master who’d slept with me a few times. That was my best guess for why Vesma was being so difficult.

      “Farmed plants aren’t the same. They don’t have the spirit of the forest, that thrill of the wild.” Faryn looked up at me with a twinkle in her eye. “Sometimes, you want something untamed.”

      “And sometimes, you just want to get walking.” Vesma rolled up the map and stowed it away.

      “Uhh. . .” Kegohr looked from Vesma and Faryn and back again. “I’m thinking that’s not the way to speak to a master.”

      “Oh?” Vesma pouted. “It’s not? My apologies, gracious Master Faryn. Please do forgive my verbal indiscretions.” She marched in the direction she’d indicated without another word.

      Faryn stared at Vesma’s back. “She is rather spirited, isn’t she?”

      “Sure is,” Kegohr said as he set out after her.

      “I thought she was satisfied with our arrangement?” Faryn asked me.

      “It’s not that she’s unsatisfied. She just had no idea you’d be here. Hell, none of us did.” I eyed her appreciatively. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I promise to stay out of the way. I’ll only be here if you need my assistance.”

      I took Faryn’s hands in my own and kissed them. “It won’t be a problem. It’ll just take a bit of time for Vesma’s disappointment to wear off.”

      “As soon as it does, I would like a moment alone with you. We have a lot to catch up on.”

      “I can’t argue with that. Come on; Kegohr and Vesma will be halfway to the guild house by now.”

      Our route snaked along the riverbank and down a well-worn trail toward fields of green farmlands. The track soon widened into a surface packed hard from decades of trading carts and steeds, like those that now accompanied alongside us. Many of the drivers and riders made polite nods when we encountered them, and I guessed guild members were treated like a kind of nobility.

      We left the trees of the forest behind us as we entered bright orchards of fragrant fruit. Faryn pulled a few leaves and budding flowers for later study. The orchards opened up to paddy fields spread across steps carved into the hills. All the while, the river ran along beside us, its waters singing a burbling song to the blue sky.

      The wild forest was entirely behind us by the middle of the afternoon. Several streams from the mountains fed the river and turned it into a powerful watercourse. Mills stood proudly on both banks and creaked as huge water wheels turned tirelessly and powered simple machinery for grinding corn or sawing wood.

      Farms and mill owners watched us warily as we passed. Kegohr’s muscular gray bulk and protruding tusks probably didn’t help. Faryn did good work at reassuring some, but I was sure we were leaving a trail of rumor and speculation in our wake. Little did they know that we’d left our most bloodthirsty companion behind, carried away in Tolin’s sack.

      As we crossed the farmlands, Faryn filled us in on events since we’d left the guild.

      “Hamon is still with the Radiant Dragon,” she said. “Kept alive by Master Xilarion’s magic.”

      Hamon Wysaro, heir to Lord Jiven Wysaro, had been one of the leading figures in his father’s attack on the Radiant Dragon Guild. I’d kicked his ass in a tournament bout and defeated him in combat, only for Jiven to fill him with a raging fire magic and turn him into a being of fantastic destructive force. The technique had almost consumed Hamon, a price Jiven was apparently willing to pay for an advantage over the Radiant Dragon. It was only Guildmaster Xilarion’s intervention that had saved Hamon from a horrible death.

      “And they’re letting him go back to his studies?” I asked. “After everything he did?”

      “If only that were possible.” Faryn shook her head. “The fire is still eating away at Hamon, constantly devouring his body. He’s kept alive by a powerful magic scroll Xilarion received from the Emperor.”

      “Why would he waste something so powerful on Hamon?”

      “Because he is the product of his father. Hamon is not truly dishonorable like Jiven. There is something that can be redeemed in him. And those of Radiant Dragon need Augmenters.”

      “Not Augmenters who betrayed the guild,” Vesma spat.

      Faryn tutted, a little too much like a teacher addressing a student. “Hamon is . . . changed. He is not the person he once was. Besides, he is so very far from ever being a danger to anyone. He can’t leave the room they’re keeping him in without starting to fall apart, can’t pick up a book or pen and scroll without that bursting into flames. He’s trapped by his own body.”

      “Good,” Vesma said savagely.

      I was inclined to agree with her. Hamon had been a stuck-up prick from the moment I’d met him, certain of his own superiority and constantly determined to prove it. The prince of the Wysaro Clan had turned on the guild that had housed and trained him. He’d betrayed his tutors and his fellow students. The resulting battle had been devastating.

      I’d have found something far worse for the bastard than simple imprisonment.

      “What about the rest of the Wysaro clan?” I asked.

      “All the clan’s members and a few of their friends took part in the attack on the guild, so they have all been expelled.”

      “Then, why keep Hamon? Shouldn’t saving him be someone else’s business? His father’s, for instance? ”

      “Lord Wysaro has laid the failure of their attack at Hamon’s feet. Whether he believes it or not, he’s shifting the blame and the shame onto Hamon.” Faryn sighed. “Master Xilarion believes that Lord Wysaro would kill Hamon if he were to return to the clan rather than have that shame become part of his reputation once more. From what we know of Jiven, I’m inclined to agree. The man’s greed and ambition far outshadow any love he has in his heart.”

      Faryn’s voice trembled, and I wondered if she knew more about Jiven Wysaro than she was telling me. Or whether she was simply reacting to what she’d seen in Wysaro’s conflict with the guild.

      “Has the Wysaro Clan made any more moves against us?” I asked.

      “Almost the opposite,” Faryn said. “They’ve retreated completely into the Wysaro Fortress. There are rumors that they’ve started training their own Augmenters now they don’t have access to the Radiant Dragon.” The elf slid her fingers over a sheaf of rice as she spoke.”People have speculated that they might set up their own guild, but right now, we don’t really know anything of what’s going on in there.”

      “Has the Emperor responded to the attack?” Vesma asked.

      Faryn shook her head. “Master Xilarion wrote a letter that informed him of the attack. He also reminded Emperor Talekon of the old bond between them. We had high hopes that the Emperor would send troops to discipline the Wysaro Clan, but, instead, he’s ordered us to stay quiet about what happened.”

      I missed a step and almost tripped. “What?”

      “He’s worried about social unrest and the security of the border. The province has returned to normal on the surface. Everyone is pretending that we didn’t go to war with ourselves.” Faryn smiled sadly. “It’s the nature of a political struggle, Ethan. Gone like dry leaves in a gust of wind.”

      We passed a series of ponds that had been dug in the terraced ground. White and orange fish flitted through calm waters and poked their heads out to catch insects.

      “How did you get here so much quicker than us?” Vesma asked shortly. “You had to travel just as far.”

      Faryn smiled at her. “I am at one with the woods. I found a way.”

      “Tolin doesn’t look like he’s at one with the woods.” Kegohr laughed.

      “As I said, we found a way.”

      “And you followed us just to catch us up on gossip?” Vesma asked.

      “No, but there are parallels between the problems back home and your current task,” Faryn said as we crossed a narrow log bridge in a single file.

      The elf halted and rummaged in her bag until she found a scroll. “Tolin says I’m terrible with details, so he had me write down a small report. Very impertinent of him, but I fear that he might be right.” Faryn unrolled the parchment and cleared her throat before she began to read.

      “Just like back home, there are tensions here between a clan and a guild, two organizations with overlapping authority. The Qihin Clan has dominated the Diamond Coast for centuries. It was brought into the empire six generations ago but retained its own monarch, currently King Beqai. The Qihin are a proud and powerful people who remember that their ancestors once ruled themselves. They’re intensely loyal to their rulers, but they also serve the Emperor well, and Beqai was once one of his generals.

      “The Resplendent Tears Guild was founded two decades after the Emperor ascended to his throne. It’s a water guild that decided the coast was the best place for raising and training Augmenters. The current leader is Guildmaster Horix.” Faryn tucked away the scroll as we moved down a set of stairs cut into the hills.

      “What do we know about Horix?” I asked.

      “He was a general for the Emperor at the same time as Beqai and Xilarion. The three of them were once friends. That’s why Guildmaster Xilarion believes the message you carry may help resolve the tensions between them.”

      “Politics,” Kegohr groaned.

      “I don’t care much for politics, either,” Faryn said. “That’s far more in Master Kyu’s area.”

      “Doesn’t the Emperor have diplomats and politicians for all this?” I asked. “People who smooth over difficult relationships for a living, rather than hit them in the face with a sword?”

      “It takes time for the imperial bureaucracy to act on anything,” Faryn said. “And the Emperor’s response to the Wysaros shows just how cautious he currently is. It’s best that both Guildmaster Horix and King Beqai hear the news sooner rather than later. Perhaps the news of what happened in our province will help them resolve their problems without bloodshed.

      “War is coming with forces from beyond our borders. To stand strong, the Emperor will need the backing of all the clans and guilds. And for that to happen, he needs them to be at peace with each other.” Faryn plucked a dandelion from the grass at her feet. “Master Xilarion sees what many around the Emperor do not—that the many small fractures in the empire leave it fragile, ready to shatter at the first blow.” The dandelion seeds scattered to the winds as Faryn puffed them away to prove her point.

      By now, we had reached an actual road of rounded rocks packed together with dirt. The path twisted past a last mile of fields into a wide expanse of marshes. Beyond that, the sea sparkled an aquamarine blue. Over to our right, the land rose to a headland. Craggy cliffs jutted aggressively out over a lagoon. A patchwork of islands could be seen a few miles from the shore, where boats peppered the waters between them and the mainland.

      “What’s are those islands?” I asked Vesma.

      She drew out her map and studied it for a second. “The Wild Isles,” she answered.

      “It is no secret that the Wilds are disliked in this province,” Faryn said. “Qihin Clan is a noble family, but they are also Wilds themselves. They have protected those like them for centuries. If there is conflict between the clan and the guild, those isles could be at risk.”

      “Then, we should get this letter to Horix right away,” I said.

      “You should,” Faryn said, her eyes glistening as they stared at the islands. “But I’m afraid this is where we part ways.”

      I looked at her in surprise. “You’re not going to join us all the way up to the guild house?”

      Faryn shook her head. “Guilds are safe havens, for the most part. I’ve barely left the Radiant Dragon Guild in nearly two decades, and before then, I was never far from a guild’s influence. Or its safety.” The elf smiled softly. “Then, you came to us and turned everything on its head, Ethan. You adapted and showed courage unlike any person I’d ever seen. I decided I needed to follow your example and adapt more to this world I live in. So, no, I see no need to join you there. Not yet, at least.

      “The best help I can offer isn’t to be with you every step of the way. You’re disciples of the Radiant Dragon Guild; you should be able to represent the guild by yourselves.” Faryn laughed. “You’re probably better with certain details, too. While you talk to the Resplendent Tears, I’ll be scouting out Vigorous Zones and finding healing herbs. After all, you’ll need to continue your training here. It’d be a waste for all of us to arrive at the Guild House as one.”

      I couldn’t fault her logic.

      “Find us when you can,” I said. “We’ll be at the guild. Or in the clan city.”

      “Take care,” she said. “I will see you all soon.”

      Faryn stepped off the road and into the fields. The green ears of rice swallowed up her form in seconds.

      We headed out along the road, once again a merry band of three. Our journey led uphill toward the headland, and our pace slowed as we climbed the steep rise. By the time we neared the top, salt from my sweat had reached my lips.

      Other travelers passed us on the road. They still seemed wary of Kegohr, but not as fearful as those who lived in the orchard communities. Some nodded hello or exchanged words of greeting. Kegohr helped a little old lady get her bags to a tearoom halfway up the hill, but she fled as soon as he handed them to her.

      We stopped at the brow of the hill and stared out in wonder at the view. Unlike the Wild Isles, I saw a single island standing proudly a mile or two out to sea. Most of the landmass was taken up with a single great crag of rock, its edges worn smooth by years of storm winds and sea spray. In the shelter of the rock stood an elaborate structure of towers and fortified walls. The sun combed over the building, and it shone in a way that only ice could. The guild house’s peaks gleamed in the sunlight, and waves crashed at their base.

      We were just a mile or two away from the Guild of Resplendent Tears.
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      Waves crashed against the rocky shoreline as we made our way off the cliff and down a large wooden hut at its base. The building sat on stilts caked with seaweed, barnacles, and salt. A banner flying from its roof bore the teardrop symbol of the Resplendent Tears Guild. Half a dozen boats painted in blue and white laid on the shingle beside the hut.

      A soldier came out of the hut to meet us as we approached the boats. She wore a tabard with the guild’s emblem and carried a bow across her back.

      “Can I help you, disciples?” She smiled up at us before she noticed Kegohr and frowned. “Is he a Wild?” she asked me.

      “He’s my friend,” I said to avoid the question. I thrust the letter from Xilarion into her hand. “We are outer disciples of the Radiant Dragon Guild. We have a letter from our Guildmaster to Guildmaster Horix, to be delivered to Resplendent Tears personally.”

      The soldier took the scroll and was only satisfied after she studied the official seal. I didn’t know if she had any way of verifying it was real, but it was the closest I had to a badge of authority.

      “Hop aboard.” She gestured to the nearest boat. “I’ll take you to the island.”

      The boat shifted as we climbed into it. Kegohr’s weight almost threatened to capsize the craft, but it evened itself out when the guard followed us into it. There were no sails or oars, and no one was coming to push us out into the water.

      The soldier laid her hand on a well-worn carving of a seahorse at the back of the boat. . Sapphire-colored lines of magic shot like electricity down the edges of the boat. There was a crunch as the craft slid down the shingle and into the sea.

      “Well, ain’t that something,” Kegohr breathed.

      “Isn’t it?” the soldier agreed without looking at him.

      We slid through the waves, driven by the same magic that had carried us down the beach. The waves parted before our prow and sent up a fine spray of salt water that cooled my skin. The speed of the craft blew loose strands of hair around my face.

      We crossed the strait separating the guild island from the shore with remarkable swiftness. The rocky outcrop of the island towered over us while points of light reflected from the towers and danced like bright insects across our skin. Our sightseeing tour came to an end as we slid up to a quay at the base of the guild house. The soldier took her hand off the carving. The lines of blue energy faded from the timber of the boat, and we slowed to a stop. I exited the craft alongside Kegohr and Vesma.

      “The main gates are at the far side of the docks,” she said. “Welcome to the Resplendent Tears, disciples.”

      The boat turned at the guard’s direction without a further word and slid back through the waves toward the shore guardhouse.

      Kegohr heaved a sigh from his massive chest. “I’m glad she’s gone.”

      “They can’t all be that bad, Kegohr,” Vesma said. “Don’t worry.”

      We strolled along the quay that had been built out of neatly carved blocks of the same stone that made up the crag above. The walls of the guild house towered hundreds of feet into the air above us. This close, I could see that the base was made of marble, but the upper tiers seemed to be made of ice. Despite the fact that such a building should have melted long ago. I recalled the pillar of undying flame in the Radiant Dragon Guild House and reminded myself that this world brimmed with magic. A tower of ice and marble on a sunny beach didn’t seem so strange after that.

      An argument was taking place outside the massive gates of brass. On one side of the disagreement was a guy in his 20s with dark skin and some of the same fish-like features as the Wild bandits we’d met earlier, but the less-pronounced fish features, a blue tunic, and knee-length trousers of fine material marked him as a different breed than the princess’ attackers. A barbed spear hung from his back and caught the light of the sun as he moved.

      The other figure was a woman with coffee-colored skin and long black hair tied back in seashell-decorated braids. It took me a second to recognize her as the clan princess we’d rescued earlier. The bikini-like top and long skirt of light fabric that split all the way up to her hips had thrown me off. I’d only ever seen her naked. A Wild mark on her back, framed by two butterfly daggers, made it that much easier to identify her.

      I interrupted their mutual glare with a question. “Can I offer my help once again?”

      Her eyes widened in surprise and recognition as she turned to face me.

      “Much gratitude,” she said with a laugh, “But no. I regret that you didn’t wait a moment longer before springing to my rescue. I might’ve shown you mettle equal to your own. But I’m being impolite. I am Princess Kumi, daughter of King Beqai. This is my brother, Prince Labu.”

      “A pleasure, your highness,” I said with a bow.

      “You would do well,” Nydarth murmured in my mind, “to stop picturing the young fish naked.”

      I fought off the desire and rapped my knuckles against the hilt of the Sundered Heart to silence the dragon spirit.

      “No need for the ‘highness,’ part” the princess said. “Friends and rescuers call me Kumi.”

      “And I’m Ethan,” I said. “This is Vesma and Kegohr.”

      “Pleased to meet you two,” Kumi said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      She raised a fist and hammered on one of the guild’s gates. The sound boomed around us, enhanced by the echo chamber of the gateway.

      Kumi whirled on her brother. “You said you’d get me an audience, Labu!”

      Labu folded his arms across his chest. “I told you, you’re wasting everyone’s time.”

      A smaller gate opened from the base of the larger one, and a young man appeared. Carefully parted hair swept across his forehead as he leaned against the frame of the smaller gate. Brushed blue robes tumbled over thigh-high boots and a sheathed katana. One look at the guy’s boyish looks and flawless dress, and I knew that whoever he was, we weren’t destined for friendship. He was too clean, too neat, and everything in his posture screamed arrogance.

      “What do you want?” the fancily dressed guild member demanded.

      “It’s good to see you too, Cadrin,” Kumi said. “Your guild has guests.”

      I stepped forward and offered my hand. Cadrin didn’t take it. His flint-gray eyes examined us dismissively and lingered on Vesma in a way I took issue with.

      “My name is Ethan Murphy lo Pashat,” I said. “These are my companions, Vesma and Kegohr. We are outer disciples of the Radiant Dragon Guild. We’re here to deliver a message to Guildmaster Horix.”

      “No Wilds,” Cadrin drawled with a nod at Kegohr. “Kumi could have told you that.”

      I’d met this guy for all of 30 seconds and the urge to bloody his nose was growing steadily stronger. I inhaled and filled my chest with air before I exhaled through my nose.

      “We’re here at the request of Guildmaster Xilarion,” I said.

      I flashed the letter with its intricate wax seal. Cadrin took it, examined it carefully, and handed it back. He nodded at Vesma and I.

      “You’re clear to go through. The Wild stays with his kind.”

      “I request an audience with Guildmaster Horix,” Kumi stated with the practiced tongue of a diplomat. “I’m sure Labu has already told you, but our crops are mysteriously disappearing whenever the members of the guild venture out to hunt. There is also the matter of the Isles. Someone is causing dissension among the people there.”

      “Unsubstantiated rumors, Kumi,” Cadrin said. “And ones you ought not lay blame on the guild for. You are not in Qihin territory here. And, if I must repeat myself, we do not allow Wilds within these walls. Two Wilds are twice the trouble. And a third could very well cause the guild house to crumble around us.” He chuckled under his breath and gave her an oily smile. “The very sight of you will offend honest guildsmen.”

      I gritted my teeth and resisted the urge to crack Cadrin’s little skull off the brass gates.“We’ll be sure to return to Xilarion and tell him that the Resplendent Tears Guild is being unreasonable and that you have no intention of communicating with the outside world. Your name was Cadrin, wasn’t it, for when I make my report?”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Cadrin said with a sneer. “Threatening to impugn my honor to get your way. Such is the way of those without good breeding, and those who befriend such.”

      “I don’t threaten; I act. So, tell me; do I need to act?”

      Cadrin narrowed his eyes, and his hand closed around the hilt of his sword.

      I gave him a look that dared him to make a move. I just needed an excuse. My friends shifted uncomfortably behind me as Cadrin and I locked eyes. For a moment, I thought that things were about to turn violent, but Cadrin stepped away from the entrance and waved Vesma and Kegohr through.

      “If you must,” he spat as he glared at Kegohr. “But you go straight to the visitors’ quarters on the far side of the yard. No wandering elsewhere unsupervised.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “We got it. You coming, Effin?”

      “I’ll catch up. Go get comfortable, big guy. You deserve it.” I pulled Vesma aside. “You make sure he doesn’t get into any trouble. This place doesn’t seem all that friendly to his kind.”

      “Do you really think I need to take care of him? He’s more than capable of taking care of himself.”

      “I know. But I’d rather not start a fight when we’re meant to be delivering a message.”

      Vesma nodded, and I handed the scroll to her. “What should I do with it?”

      “See if you can get an audience with Guildmaster Horix. I want it delivered to him personally.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I want to know more about the Qihin Clan. And we have two members right here. If you deliver the message, and I speak with these two, then we might be able to leave the Diamond Coast pretty soon.”

      I didn’t exactly want to leave when I’d just gained a new element and could acquire more water techniques, but the conflict between the guild and the clan was something I’d rather stay out of. I’d learned not to get involved with warring factions wherever possible. If we stayed too long, I’d probably end up getting thrown into the mix.

      Vesma raised an eyebrow and glanced over at Kumi. “And you giving me this letter and staying outside the gates has nothing to do with how beautiful the princess is?”

      I shrugged. “It’ll just make the discussion more enjoyable.”

      Vesma gave me a playful punch before she stashed the letter and made for the gates where Kegohr was waiting. Cadrin moved further than necessary to get away from Kegohr as he bent and made his way sideways through the gate. Vesma followed and gave Cadrin a wintry smile as she passed him.

      “I see why you keep her around, at least,” Cadrin said as his gaze swept over Vesma’s rear. “I haven’t seen an ass that pert in weeks.”

      “You said we were going hunting,” Labu said to Cadrin. “Are you still interested?”

      I hadn’t expected the apparent friendliness between a Wild and someone who apparently despised them, but Cadrin smiled at the prince. It wasn’t quite the smile of a friend, more like the bully who’d managed to gather a lackey who worshipped him. It was clear already that their relationship was not one of equals.

      “I already told you to meet me outside,” Cadrin replied. “And we’ll leave as soon as this fool in front of me decides to follow his half-freak friend and that wonderful little snack. Go on; finish your mission.”

      “Why don’t I come along for the hunt?” I said as my hand closed over the Sundered Heart. “It’ll give me a chance to get to know you better.”

      It would also give me the opportunity to show him that I not only possessed fire techniques but wood and water, too.

      “Oh, I’m awash with honor,” Cadrin mocked. “Labu, are you going to insist on bringing your sister? We can bring the messenger boy, if we must. I’ll gladly teach him a thing or two.”

      “I’m sure to learn something amongst such skilled Augmenters,” Kumi said, but her eyes were on me the whole time.

      “Ugh.” Cadrin looked at Labu. “You, at least, understand something of our ways and are willing to learn. If only all Wilds knew their place.” His eyes swept to Kumi. “If I allow you to join us, will you wait a day or two before needlessly bothering the Guildmaster?”

      Kumi inclined her head. “I’d be happy to.”

      Cadrin turned his gaze back to me. “You, I would actually like to see hunt. To find out whether your fighting is up to your posturing.”

      “So gracious of you,” I said. “I’m interested to see how you do things here.”

      I was interested in a lot of things. My mission to Horix could wait. Sometimes, the best way to see the quality of a teacher was to take a measure of his students. But there were unanswered questions. Labu was obviously a Wild, just like his sister. So, why was Cadrin’s manner so accommodating to the prince, but not the princess? Was the guild really stealing from the clan’s farmlands? What was the business with the Isles?

      I needed answers, and I wasn’t about to find them. Not if I waited around in the guest quarters. Going on the hunt with these three would provide insight into the guild and the Qihin Clan. There was also the added bonus of more monster cores, and I had to admit that was a big motivator.

      “I’ll be sure to show you how a real guild disciple fights,” Cadrin said.

      Kumi watched me, fascinated.

      I smiled at her before I nodded to Cadrin. “Lead the way, babyface.”

      Cadrin pulled the gate shut behind him, and we followed him down the path to the shoreline. He moved into a boat, and Kumi shot me a grateful smile as I followed. Labu ignored both of us as we climbed into another magical craft and set off.

      Half an hour later, I stood on a stretch of sandy beach alongside Kumi, Labu, and Cadrin. The now-empty boat had sliced a furrow into the sand where we’d drawn it up out of the ocean.

      If I hadn’t known in advance that this was a Vigorous Zone—a place of strong magic and elemental beasts—I would have soon been able to work it out. The waves crashed unpredictably against the shore and didn’t follow the regular patterns I was used to. Streams gushed from the dunes beyond the beach and shifted directions as they swept away the sand. Sometimes, the water would stop, swirl in a single place, and form a pool out of the sand. Other pools vanished as the water fountained out of them and the sand swelled to take its place.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Kumi asked me.

      “It’s definitely different from a fire cave.” I winked at her.

      The princess’ features flushed as she turned to face the ocean.

      “What are we hunting?” I asked Labu.

      The prince pointed along the beach toward a series of fast-moving shapes. “Starsquids,” he said.

      “They’re frenzied,” Cadrin chuckled. “Far more dangerous than your regular monsters. They’ve claimed more than one fisherman this week. Are you still sure you want to be here, Lo Pashat?”

      “I’m sure it’ll be easier than appreciating your flawless wit,” I said.

      The starsquids’ black bodies swirled under the shallows as icy tentacles ripped ceaselessly at the air. As Cadrin and Labu drew their weapons, the monsters increased their pace and emerged from the water in a dripping mass of inky foam. Starfish-like heads hung open with barbed suckers clicking back and forth. A translucent armor of ice shimmered around their bodies as the monsters pawed their way over the sand. They were monsters from the deep ocean, creatures from a biology textbook’s worst nightmare.

      “Ugly suckers, aren’t they?” I asked Kumi.

      “Certainly not the prettiest the ocean has to offer, no.”

      “You talk too much,” Labu growled at me.

      The Sundered Heart Sword warmed in my hand as I drew it free of its scabbard. It was a comforting contrast with the bitter chill of the ocean breeze. Cadrin drew what I had taken for a katana, but it turned out to be a sword with a serrated blade. The blade almost glowed as it caught the light of the dying sun. Labu took up a fighting stance beside him and blocked my access to the rapidly approaching starsquid.

      Kumi didn’t reach for her daggers from over her shoulders. Instead, she started singing in a low, beautiful voice, a rhythmic chant that reminded me of waves rising and falling. Water rose out of a nearby pool as she sang and swirled her hands. The princess conducted the ribbons of water toward us like the master of an orchestra. The flowing liquid traveled through the air and found each of us. Power coursed through me and strengthened my internal Augmentation channels.

      I stared at her in amazement. “You’ll have to teach me that.”

      Kumi halted her song for a few bars. “Wild Augmentation can’t be taught, Ethan. It can adapt to traditional techniques, but you can’t teach someone.” Her eyes twinkled. “You’re welcome.”

      “I fight first,” Cadrin said.

      I wanted kills and cores, but I also wanted to see what he could do, so I nodded.

      “I’m second,” Labu added.

      “No teamwork?” I asked. “Or is Kumi the only one kind enough to share their techniques for the benefit of all?”

      She chuckled under her breath as the wave of starsquids closed the distance between us.

      Cadrin closed his eyes for a moment, and plates of icy armor twisted into being across his body. It was identical to that of the starsquids, but spikes rose from his shoulder plates. The addition seemed purely ornamental, and I shook my head at his lack of discretion when using Vigor.

      “Frozen Armor,” Kumi explained. “And what he’s about to do next is undoubtedly an Ice Spear.”

      On cue, Cadrin produced a short barbed spear of ice in his left hand and hurled it into the monsters’ midst before he dived into the mass of ice-bladed limbs.

      The monsters thrashed at Cadrin with their tentacles, and he responded with his blade. He sliced into each limb as it attacked him and forced the monsters back toward the foaming ocean. More bolts of ice appeared in his free hand and found their way into the limbs and joints of the starsquids. The improvised weapons shattered the monsters’ armor after dozens of blows, and his serrated blade cut through their soft flesh only when it seemed they’d had enough. It was clear as day that Cadrin was an attrition fighter. He believed in the death of a thousand cuts, rather than the one, killing shot.

      The starsquid nearest to him faltered, and its movements grew sluggish as its inky blood oozed out of a wound. Cadrin darted in and delivered another long, shallow cut to one of its limbs. The babyfaced guild disciple kicked the blood-soaked creature onto it side and let it twitch. Cadrin laughed and leapt across it, ready to take on the next creature.

      Kumi’s voice rose again in song as her brother jumped into the fray.

      Ice crackled around Labu in thick plates, heavier and more square than the spiked version that Cardin wore. Kumi’s brother didn’t fling himself into the heart of the monster pack. He stood back, blocked the way to Kumi, and absorbed her flow of invigorating water into his back.

      Labu summoned his own Ice Spear, a heftier version that lacked the barbed tip of Cadrin’s technique. He flung it at a straggler starsquid that drew closer to us. The projectile crashed through its armor, splintered the icy plates, and buried itself in dark flesh. The creature toppled nervelessly to the ground.

      Another starsquid advanced toward Labu and filled the air with skittering clicks. The prince moved with purpose and constantly kept himself between his sister and the nearest predators. The prince blocked an edged blow with his barbed spear, spun the weapon around, and struck at the creature’s torso. Labu’s first strike glanced off its armor, but his next one went higher, and the tip burst through its neck. Black blood ran free as Labu wrenched at his spear. The creature dropped, its head almost torn off.

      Labu’s glance sometimes shifted to Cadrin as he fought. Any time he saw the other man looking his way, Labu redoubled his efforts and became more aggressive.

      “Time to show these darling children how it’s done,” Nydarth urged me.

      “Is it my turn yet?” I asked Kumi, and she gave me a little nod.

      I dashed past Labu, and a starsquid lashed out at me with a muscled tentacle spiked with icy barbs. I cut off the tentacle with a swing, but another mass of wriggling limbs shot toward me. My blade flashed as I severed limb after limb. I drove the sword into the creature’s head, and it twitched before rolling up like a dead spider.

      The starsquids responded to my arrival by swarming me. I sliced through any tentacles that swept my way and stayed on the move to ensure the beasts didn’t get a chance to surround me.

      A monster slammed into Cadrin’s back and sprawled him out on the sand. Two of the tentacled monsters stormed in for the kill.

      Cadrin was a dick. But I wouldn’t place myself well in Horix’s good graces if I let him die. I made a fist and called forth the power of wood. I used the image of spears to fashion objects in my mind before Vigor flowed effortlessly through my body and out through my feet. A wall of spiked Plank Pillars shot out of the ground and skewered a single starsquid. The other monsters reeled back and avoided my wooden spears.

      I charged to meet them, and one twisted around to face me and thrashed its barbed tentacles. The Sundered Heart sang as I hacked off the flailing limbs and called up an Ash Cloud around the beast. I flung the gray miasma into the faces of the two closest starsquids and ducked under another spiked row of suckers. My targets made wretched rasping noises as they struggled to breathe. I’d broken their focus for just a moment and blinded them. I stepped forward and claimed the head of the nearest one. Cadrin attempted to cut down a monster, but it threw him to the ground. I slashed across its armored torso and delivered a Stinging Palm into the gap in its armor.

      I didn’t know exactly how fire would fare against these monsters when it had been almost completely ineffective against the lampreys, but now was the time to try. I drew Vigor from within myself and produced a one-handed Untamed Torch. The tiny fireball hissed as it shot toward a smaller starsquid and melted a hole in its armor. I drove my sword deep into its rubbery flesh, and it collapsed onto Cardin as he caught his breath.

      I found it really hard to care about that.

      “Such repugnant flesh,” Nydarth laughed within my mind. “And yet it will all fall before our might.”

      Cadrin pushed the starsquid’s body off himself and rose to his feet.

      “An Augmenter of multiple elements,” he said. “I’m almost impressed.”

      “There’s blood all over your tunic, pretty-boy,” I retorted.

      Cadrin went white and looked down at his ruined clothes.

      Then, my makeshift wall of Plank Pillars crashed down, and a pack of fresh starsquids closed in aound us.

      I used swift, light strikes to fend off as many of the tentacles as I could. But they were everywhere, and I started to take hits. Blood welled from gashes along my arms and down my side.

      Something cool and damp brushed against my skin, and my ears filled with the sound of song. Kumi had sent her supply of healing water to me once more, not to strengthen my channels but to heal my wounds. Pain faded and flesh closed as the water washed across it. It left me restored and ready to continue fighting in earnest.

      The numbers of starsquids seemed to increase by 20, and more continued to join them from out of the ocean’s tide. Cadrin had been right about the monsters being frenzied, but he’d never said they’d come in unceasing waves.

      Ah, shit. I’d just made a terrible pun.

      I fought off the cringe as I tossed another Untamed Torch at a monster. The blast of fire hit it in the chest, and its armor melted, but the heat didn’t get through to the flesh. The carapace shifted and stitched itself back together as the starsquids swung their heads to look at the huge flash of heat and light.

      Fire only did the trick on the smaller starsquids, and they were all dead now. But did it work as a lure?

      I aimed another Untamed Torch at a gap between the surrounding starsquids. At least half of them turned toward the flames and heat.

      “It’s about to get warm,” I said to Cadrin.

      I dug into my pool of Vigor and cast it through the fire channels within my body. A ball of flame in my hand became the blazing whirlwind of the Burning Wheel technique. I hurled it forward and watched it careen through the crowd of starsquids. The Burning Wheel crystallized the sand beneath it as it danced over the ground in haphazard patterns. Cadrin and I jumped aside as it came back toward us. The vortex of flames ripped through the space where we had been and on in the direction of the dunes.

      The starsquids skittered over the sand after the light, uninterested in Cadrin or me.

      “That’s right, scum of the ocean,” Nydarth whispered. “Follow the pretty lights. Good thinking, my sweet man. You continue to surprise.”

      One of the creatures broke the spell of the flames and detached itself from the pack. It angled itself toward me, but I didn’t give it the opportunity to land a hit. Vigor surged through my flesh to form a Smothering Mist all around me. I backed through the cloud as the starsquid flailed ineffectively at where I’d been a moment before. I emerged from the mist like a bad dream and cut it down with the Sundered Heart.

      My comrades followed the starquids as they skittered after the bright light sweeping around the beach. Labu and Cadrin hacked the creatures down from behind, and I joined them with deft strikes of my sword. Soon, we had a heap of monsters at our feet. Labu and I had gone for the clean kills, but Cadrin’s victims squirmed and flooded the sand with their black blood before they expired.

      We knelt together and started the long process of slicing into the flesh of the creatures, pulling out the skeletal corrals and removing the magical cores. I was thankful to see their armor melt upon death as it was easier to tear them open.

      “Fire, wood, ash, and water,” Kumi said. “That’s an impressive assortment of powers you have. You’re an elementalist?”

      “What else would he be?” Cadrin snarled. “No refinement. All flash and no true skill. He might as well be a jester in a court. Elementalists are often praised for their diversity, but they merely scratch the surface of true Augmentation.”

      “You jealous?” I asked as I pried open a bone-cage and took the core within.

      “You’re obviously unfamiliar with water techniques,,” Cadrin said. “Your Smothering Mist was clumsy.”

      “Clumsy?” Labu snorted. “Have you seen anyone else ever pull off tricks like that?”

      “Of course. Master Horix, for instance.”

      “You must be impressed if you’re comparing him with Horix.” Kumi laughed. “I’ve seen how you worship him like he’s some kind of immortal.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle along with her infectious laugh. “Bit of a teacher’s pet, are you, Cadrin?”

      His jaw tightened. “Everyone should respect the guildmaster. He is the finest Augmenter in all the Diamond Coast.”

      “Second to Kumi, here,” I said and bumped her shoulder playfully with mine.

      The princess bumped me back, and I hit Cadrin. The pretty-boy collapsed into the pile of squid corpses and stood up with a slew of impressive curses. Labu calmed him down and turned his attention to our spoils for the day. We divided up the cores between us, and I put mine in a belt pouch. Nydarth had helped me absorb fire cores on the fly, but I doubted she’d give me that same assistance with cores of her rival element.

      I nudged the pile of monster viscera with my sandal and looked at Labu. “I take it that you guys don’t eat this stuff?”

      Labu looked at me like I was insane. “Of course not.”

      I cleaned my weapons in a pool as Nydarth murmured in my ear.

      “Driving into such flesh must excite you, my sweet man,” she purred. “Grow in your power, upon your path, and you shall have mine if you so desire it.”

      I’d seen Nydarth’s dream-form before, and if her ‘flesh’ was anything like that, then it was a promise I’d see her keep. The thought made my blood boil as I headed back toward the boat.

      “You boys can sail without me,” Kumi said. “I’m going back to the city.”

      Twilight was falling across the beach as she stepped closer to me and looked up with dark blue eyes. I couldn’t help but appreciate the ample curves of her hips, the swell of her chest, and the way her skin caught the light.

      “It was a pleasure to meet my rescuer again,” she said as she laid a hand on my arm. “And to discover that you’re so… gifted. I look forward to meeting you again soon.”

      She leaned up and kissed me on the cheek. The princess turned and strode up the beach. Kumi had the most alluring way of walking. Her hips seemed to know exactly how to sway to her footsteps.

      I managed to drag my attention away from Kumi and caught Labu’s glare. Cadrin smirked at his companion’s obvious discomfort.

      “Boat,” Labu said. “Now.”

      The fishman with the big spear had a gorgeous sister, so I decided not to hurt his feelings.

      We spent the journey back to the guild island discussing the fight and the techniques we’d used to defeat the starsquids. Cadrin proved just as pompous as I’d expected. His over-exaggerated sense of his own achievements and skill level grated on my nerves. Labu was quieter, except when he thought something he’d done might impress Cadrin. It was pretty obvious that Kumi’s brother wanted the same thing that Kegohr already possessed. Being accepted as a Wild.

      “So, are you going to let me into your guild house now?” I asked as we stepped onto the docks. “Or do I need to kill all the starsquids on the Diamond Coast first?”

      “You’ll do, I suppose,” Cadrin said. “Though you might need to smarten up; those robes look like ragged hand-me-downs.”

      “Not hand-me-downs,” I said. “Venerated antiques. And are you really gonna talk to me when you’ve got ink and guts plastered all over your Paris Hilton boots?”

      Cadrin glared at me. “What are you talking about?”

      I let it go. Some things were just too good to explain.

      We walked along the docks and up to the gates.

      “So, you think I’m worthy to train with your guild?” I asked.

      “You have the skills,” Labu said.

      “You obviously learn fast,” Cadrin admitted. “Though I’m not sure I would allow it.”

      “Good thing you’re too junior for anyone to listen to, then,” I replied.

      Cadrin scowled, but he still let me into the guild house and pointed me toward the guest quarters before he stormed off. Labu nodded a silent goodbye and then, he too was gone.

      I walked across a torchlit courtyard toward the guest quarters, a two-story building of marble and slate. It was less impressive than the magical ice that made up much of the rest of the guild, but at least it was warm. My fingers tapped their usual rhythm on the hilt of the Sundered Heart, and Nydarth’s customary purr didn’t rise to my thoughts.

      “Something about this guild house feels peculiar,” Nydarth whispered in the back of my mind. “Be wary.”

      I pushed open the door of the guest house and found Kegohr and Vesma on large cushions in a well-lit room. Kegohr was clutching his stomach, and Vesma looked up at me with sleepy eyes.

      “We have eaten so well,” she said. “So much seafood.”

      “Almost too much,” Kegohr admitted. “But not quite.” He groaned as he reached for another shrimp from a bowl and tossed it into the back of his mouth.

      I settled down in a corner of the room and opened my pouch. The talk of food had made me realize how hungry I was, but other priorities came first. One by one, I pressed the starsquid cores against my chest and absorbed their Vigor. I closed my eyes, meditated, and opened a channel for the power of the new technique.

      Slowly, carefully, I directed the water through me. My skin cooled, and I heard a sharp crackle. I opened my eyes and saw plates of Frozen Armor encircling my forearms. I pushed the Vigor further, and the ice appeared on my upper arms, then my body, and, finally, down my legs. It wasn’t pretty. Just a slight sheen of thin ice. I didn’t feel my body temperature drop at all, either.

      “Wow, wow, wow,” Kegohr said. “You’ve been busy.”

      I let the armor melt away into mist and shrugged. “Just gaining techniques while the sun shines. What have you two learned, apart from how good the food is?”

      Someone pulled open the door and stopped them from answering. We looked up to see a young woman in a Resplendent Tears tabard push the door open and look imperiously in at us.

      “Which one of you is Ethan Murphy?” she asked.

      “That’s me,” I replied.

      “I’m sent by Guildmaster Horix. You are to attend his office immediately.”
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      I made sure to scoop up Xilarion’s letter before following Horix’s messenger out of the guest quarters. I expected to be led to one of the upper floors in the main complex since lines of sight and an elevated position were usually the hallmark of a tactical thinker. Instead, the messenger escorted me to a narrow passageway and down a spiraling staircase.

      Walls of ice gave way to marble as we descended beneath the guild house. The light of a dying day was quickly replaced with an eerie glow cast by wall-mounted orbs of pale stone.

      The staircase widened into a waiting room with stone benches flanking a thick door of ancient wood. The messenger knocked, swung the door open, and stood back to let me through.

      A wave of claustrophobia hit me as I stepped into Horix’s office. Xilarion’s office had been small, tidy, and simple. This one was an echoing chamber that could have held a small crowd. The only wall of marble sat at my back, and the others were huge sheets of transparent ice.

      More light-orbs illuminated the depths outside the crystalline barriers. An octopus clung to the outside as its tentacles curled and uncurled. Suckers latched onto the icy surface while the sea creature sporadically shot out a limb and caught a passing fish. A shark flashed past with razor teeth bared as it chased a school of nimble prey. These creatures weren’t the cored monsters that I’d spent my afternoon hunting, but they were still intimidating, carnivorous beasts that ruled the deep.

      While more grand and imposing than Xilarion’s office, Horix’s did share some similarities. A katana hung on the wall as a lone decoration amid otherwise minimalist decor. Cushions lay on the floor while books and scrolls filled hefty shelves to either side of the door. A single, low desk sat in the center of the room, dwarfed by the space around it.

      Horix stood on the far side of the desk and faced the ocean with his hands clasped behind his back. The Guildmaster was a tall man, and his pristine white robes with blue trim added to the appearance of height. Snow-white hair fell freely over his shoulders.

      He turned to face me, showing the pointed ears and pale skin of an elf. His gaze found me, and I met his eyes without so much as a flinch. Bone-white irises examined mine with a clinical interest.

      I comforted myself with the thought that I’d had dentists scarier than this guy.

      “Disciple Ethan Murphy lo Pashat,” he said in a cold, clear tone. “Please, take a seat.”

      I inclined my head and took a place at the other side of his desk. My muscles still ached from the fight earlier, and I was happy for any opportunity to rest them.

      I looked again at my surroundings as I relaxed into a cushion. It was clear why Horix had made this room his office. It wasn’t just to provide him with entertainment looking out through the ice. This was a place designed to impress visitors and intimidate students. It was a tool to earn respect, and I could appreciate that.

      I half-expected Horix to remain on his feet and use his height to further intimidate me. Instead, he sat on the floor behind the desk with his back ramrod straight and his hands folded in his lap. The Guildmaster watched me for a moment, and the intent behind those cold, pale eyes was completely hidden to me.

      “Thank you for coming to my guild,” he said finally. “It is always a pleasure to hear from Guildmaster Xilarion.”

      “He sends his greetings,” I said. “Xilarion mentioned that you were old friends.”

      “Indeed.” Horix nodded. “We fought together for Emperor Talekon during his campaign against the Tainted Armies.

      “We fought against an alliance of tainted guilds,” Horix said in answer to my puzzled look. “They believed that, by coming together, their magical atrocities would be given more strength and that their combined arms would prevent the Emperor from stopping them. They had not counted on the determination of the Emperor or the skill of General Xilarion. We destroyed their armies, razed their fortresses, and scattered those who remained.”

      “You were brothers born in battle,” I said. I now had far more confidence that Horix would heed whatever words Xilarion had penned inside the scroll. I pulled the message from my belt and put it on the desk.

      Horix smiled at the seal and met my gaze. “It takes a certain kind of fresh disciple to cross the mountains into our province. I take it from the lack of injury that you passed through unharmed?”

      “I have friends who accompanied me.”

      “I see. They are the young woman, Vesma, and the Wild, Kegohr?”

      I nodded as Horix tore the seal with a long fingernail and unfurled the scroll. The elf snorted as he combed over the letter. After only a few seconds, he placed it down on his desk. His eyes swept back up to me with laser-like precision, and my gut twisted.

      “I take it you were not so impertinent as to read this letter?” he whispered.

      “I wouldn’t give me so much credit, Guildmaster. I’m a glorified messenger pigeon.”

      The less the elf knew about me, the better. I had no intention of playing his little mind games. All I wanted was a bellyful of food and a warm bed. But I’d seen types like Horix before. They were puppet-masters.

      “How fare Xilarion and the Radiant Dragon Guild?” he asked.

      I barely hesitated with my answer. “Master Xilarion didn’t tell you?”

      “I’d like to hear it from you, Disciple.”

      “The guild was recently attacked. Clan Wysaro made a play to increase their power at our expense. There was a battle on the grounds of the guild, and a lot of people were killed or injured.”

      He leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “So. you have come for aid. I would be happy to send Augmenters to the Radiant Dragon Guild. They could put down this rebellious clan with little effort.”

      Was this a power play? One like Jiven Wysaro and his guise of ‘helping’ the Radiant Dragon Guild?

      “Thank you for the offer,” I replied, “but it’s not necessary. We beat the Wysaros, in large part thanks to Master Xilarion, and they’ve retreated to their fortress. We have the situation under control.”

      “I am glad to hear it.” Horix straightened and folded his hands in his lap. “I know what it is to face a troublesome clan.”

      “You’ve been having similar problems?”

      I knew of the conflict between this guild and the Qihin Clan, but it seemed Xilarion’s letter hadn’t mentioned it, or Horix was keeping its contents close to his chest.

      And I’d be damned if I didn’t find out what was going on between them. After all, Xilarion wanted me to help resolve the conflict. I thought it would only require delivering this letter, but it seemed the task wouldn’t prove so easy to accomplish.

      “The Qihin Clan,” Horix answered. “They have not been so bold as to make a concerted attack, but they are not controlling their members. Untamed warriors and Wild Augmenters cause trouble across the province while King Beqai sits idle.”

      “What sort of trouble?” I asked.

      “Assaults. Thefts. Destruction. The sort of unchecked violence one would expect from a tribe of aquatic savages with no sense of discipline.”

      I considered what I’d seen since we emerged from the mountains. The Wild warriors attacking Kumi seemed like evidence of what the Guildmaster was saying. They had both acted like wild savages and tried to kidnap a woman while she bathed. I had seen firsthand the criminal violence that brought an extra layer of steel to Horix’s voice.

      But they hadn’t been Qihin Clan members.

      I considered Kumi herself and her brother Labu. I had seen them in action, talked with them, and fought alongside them. They hadn’t seemed like criminals. In fact, they’d been every bit as disciplined and effective as Cadrin, a guild member in apparently good standing. If I added in Kumi’s claim about the guild members taking her people’s crops, I got a mixed picture.

      “I’ve met some of the Qihin,” I said cautiously. “Admittedly, only a few, but they don’t seem out of control.”

      “I would advise wariness,” Horix said as he narrowed his eyes. “The savage can put on an air of civility if they want to pass without trouble. They can even seduce strangers with their friendliness and other wiles. But when you have been here for a while, when you see their constant, self-destructive cycles as I do, you will understand. And in the meantime, I hope that you will trust to my judgement and my desire to keep my old friend’s messenger safe.”

      “I’ll do my best.”.

      There was always a chance that Horix was right. I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to Kumi. I’d been caught in a mess more times than I could count because of a beautiful woman. But I wasn’t convinced Horix had the whole picture. Still, he was my host, an anchor point on the Diamond Coast, and an old friend of a man I seriously respected. I could play along until I had firm evidence one way or the other.

      “Of course, the problem goes beyond the Diamond Coast.” Horix rose to his feet and paced steadily back and forth. He took on the assertive tone of a professor lecturing a troubled class. A shark swam close to an octopus on the other side of the ice, only to be batted away with a firm slap of muscled tentacles. “The threat of the Wilds arises in every corner of the Seven Realms. Those whose power is unearned, untrained, tainted by the influence of strange spirits and monstrous tendencies. Most lack the discipline to control their own power, so they succumb to primitive instincts and the lure of uncivilized behavior. The power is a danger to its own wielders.

      “But more than this, the power threatens society. Imagine if we handed our armies to individuals at random across the Empire. Think of what they would do with such strength: crime, self-indulgence, petty feuds. Wild Augmenting is a power as great as such armies, and it is outside our control. Without order, it is a threat to all of civilization.”

      “Isn’t it the place of the guilds to help Wilds control their power?” I asked.

      Horix dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. “Wilds are a threat to good order and discipline within a guild, just as they are anywhere else. Recruiting them would be like putting a rotten apple in the same barrel as the good ones. The infection spreads, and soon all your apples are spoiled.”

      I thought of Kegohr and his place within the Radiant Dragon Guild. He was a Wild. The half-ogre had gained his power over fire in a Vigorous Zone when he was young, and he’d fostered it for many years without the direction and support of a guild. Sure, Kegohr had his moments of indiscipline, just like anyone else, but he was a better student than many others. He studied hard, listened to our instructors, and helped others to refine their techniques. I couldn’t think of a better example of how the guild system should work.

      It was possible that Horix just needed to see examples like that in action. If all he had ever seen of Wilds was the troublesome kind, then examples like Kegohr and Kumi might help to bring him around. It was one angle to explain this outright hostility toward the Wilds that permeated every level of the Resplendent Tears Guild. But Horix spoke too damn well for someone who was merely misguided. The elf and Xilarion were old friends, with the emphasis on the ‘old.’ It was likely they hadn’t met since after these Tainted Wars.

      Maybe Horix was just an asshole who hated anyone who wasn’t like him?

      My task here was completed. I’d given the letter to Horix. Now, I needed to see King Beqai to learn more about the situation.

      So, why hadn’t the elf dismissed me yet?

      “Did Xilarion leave you with any other instructions?” he asked.

      “None,” I lied. I didn’t want to tell him I planned on meeting King Beqai. “I thought I’d take the time to train with your guild, but it appears that we’re not welcome.”

      “Your caution is commendable,” Horix said, though with his coldly calculated demeanor, I couldn’t tell how much he meant it. “But brazen assumption is a mistake, disciple. You’d do well to remember that. A handful of posturing Wilds should not discourage you from the pursuit of knowledge.”

      He walked to the ice wall and stared up at the octopus. The creature turned its head and looked down at the guildmaster. Some understanding passed between them, because the creature detached itself from the wall and pulsed through the water until it vanished into the darkness of the deep. I kept my mouth firmly shut. I still had no idea what this elf’s game was, but my gut told me not to trust him.

      “I hear that you are an Augmenter of rare power,” Horix said as his eyes drank in the darkness of the ocean before him. “That you are not only an elementalist, but that you can combine elements to access unusual powers.”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      “And water is part of your repertoire.”

      “I recently acquired it on my travels here.”

      “The Guild of Resplendent Tears offers the finest training in water Augmenting,” he said. “I would be honored if you would take part of your training in the guild while you are here.”

      I kept my tone civil. “It would be a privilege to train here, as long as my fellow members of the Radiant Dragon, Vesma and Kegohr, can train with me.”

      Horix turned, an eyebrow raised. “An unusual request, given that they are not water Augmenters. And that one of them is, in fact, a Wild. Someone with a unique talent such as yours would do well to steer clear of such creatures.”

      I wanted to hit him with the table. Kegohr was my friend, not a fucking monster.

      “If they go, so do I,” I told him bluntly. “Loyalty is something I take very seriously. To friends, guilds, masters.”

      Horix gave me a sideways look and a raised eyebrow. “Then, you will find no lack of such things here. I’ll make sure to see that you—and your companions—are well-housed. However, I’m not in the habit of being spoken to in such a tone. But, for the sake of your training, I accept your terms. ”

      A shoal of fish swam past outside the office, scales shimmering in the light from the orbs. Suddenly, a larger fish appeared among them and snapped around with jaws full of pointed teeth. The shoal scattered, and its unified formation became a spatter of pale points that were soon lost in the darkness.

      “Remember as you study here that you are not just learning magical techniques,” Horix said. “You are learning the ways of water. Our chosen element is pure, clear, and moves with relentless force and fluidity. It does not tolerate impurities, poisons, or obstacles. To know the nature of water is to know the nature of victory.”

      “There’s many philosophies in the art of Augmenting,” I offered. “Not all chastise impurity.”

      “As you train here, avoid distractions and corruptions. Don’t mingle with bastard half-breeds who mock others Augmenters. They will only weaken you and the guild you serve.”

      “Thank you for your guidance, guildmaster,” I said stiffly. “I’ll keep it in mind. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s been a long day, and I should get some rest.”

      “Indeed.” Horix nodded his assent. “I look forward to continuing our conversation in the time you spend here.”

      I walked out of the office and closed the door behind me. The messenger was waiting to guide me back to my friends.

      We found Kegohr and Vesma in the guild’s dining hall around a late supper. I grabbed a plateful of much-needed food and joined them. As I dug into a pile of cured salmon sushi, I asked the others about what they’d learned so far.

      “Not a lot,” Vesma answered. “Nobody seems to want to talk with us. They don’t tell us to go away, but they won’t hold a conversation either. It’s like they’re waiting to be told how to act.”

      “Given a chance, they’ll choose to treat us like crap.” Kegohr glared at a group of initiates down the table. “You should see the looks they give me when they think I ain’t looking. Like I’m the shit someone walked in on their sandal.”

      “Doesn’t look like it’s gonna change in a hurry, big guy,” I said. “Horix is just like the rest of them. In fact, I’m pretty sure that they get it from him. But he still agreed to allow us to stay here and train.”

      “We already learned a trick or two,” Vesma said as she gestured at the initiates. “We watched that lot learning to channel their Vigor through their weapons.”

      “Was it useful?” I asked.

      Vesma held a knife out in front of her. She inhaled deeply a few times as she focused on the blade. It took a moment, but I watched in surprise as fire flickered from the steel edge of the knife.

      “That’s incredible!” I said, unable to contain my excitement. “You guys are seriously on your game.”

      I’d never seen anyone at our level do that trick without a special weapon. The Sundered Heart Sword and Nydarth’s power and knowledge was a different game entirely. My friends had learned this from simply observing someone else?

      Vesma glowed with pride as Kegohr attacked another tower of sushi rolls.

      “I’ll get there soon,” the half-ogre said with a mouthful of food. “I just need to figure out how to channel the Spirit of the Wildfire to cover my mace. Once I’ve got it, I’ll be melting everything in sight.”

      I smacked my fist against his massive paw. “That’s it, buddy. Don’t let these pricks get you down.”

      I annihilated my own pile of sushi and followed the others back to our guest quarters. The conversations drifted into jokes and talk about life back home at the Radiant Dragon Guild. Soon enough, our weariness caught up with us, and we decided to call it a night.

      We all had individual rooms in the guest quarters, and Vesma seemed too tired to share a bed with me. My room was small, just big enough for a bed, a small chest for my belongings, and a wash stand. I set a candlestick down on the chest and started undressing by its warm light.

      It was only once I was under the sheets and had blown the candle out that a thought occurred to me. I reached out to touch the handle of the Sundered Heart Sword as it leaned against the head of the bed.

      “I see why you don’t like this place,” I whispered to the dragon spirit.

      Nydarth chuckled. “Why, it almost sounds as if you’re beginning to trust me, dear.”

      “Any idea what Horix’s game is?”

      “Many desire power, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat, and take different paths to achieve it,” she answered. “Be sure to stay to your own path. Horix has chosen his own, and what lies ahead of it, only time will tell.”

      “You really like riddles, don’t you?”

      Her salacious laughter filled my mind. “Would you have it any other way?”

      I rolled my eyes and dropped my head back against the pillow. “Goodnight, Nydarth.”

      “Goodnight, sweet man.”

      I woke the next morning to a knock on my door. I’d almost been expecting Vesma to pay me a visit during the night, but it seemed she had needed the rest.

      “Who is it?” I called out.

      “Messenger from the gate,” said an unfamiliar voice. “There’s a wood elf here to see you. Says her name is Faryn.”

      “Can you let her in?” I asked.

      “She said she’d rather wait for you outside the guild house.”

      Before I could point out that he hadn’t answered my question, I heard his footsteps heading away.

      I quickly got dressed and gathered my kit. Nydarth hummed pleasantly as I buckled her to my hip and bumped my dormitory room’s door open with my shoulder. Kegohr and Vesma were waiting for me in one of the guest quarters’ communal rooms. Kegohr gave me a loud “Morning!” while Vesma limited herself to a smile and a nod.

      “Faryn’s waiting for me outside,” I said. “How about you two work on that Flame Weapon technique while I go and see her?

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr agreed.

      Vesma frowned. “You’re going without me?”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I won’t be long.” I leaned down to kiss her full lips and stayed there for a few seconds. Her lips parted into a smile and she shoved me away.

      “Get out of here,” she said with a giggle.

      “I want to see you bathe your mace with flames when I get back,” I said to Kegohr before I turned and left the communal room.

      Getting out of the guild house proved far easier than getting in. I made my way out into the expansive courtyard, through the brass gates, and out onto the dock. Faryn waited there as the wind pulled at her mahogany hair and fanned it around her like a mystic curtain of energy. She beamed at me as I approached, and a bolt of heat warmed my insides despite the cold morning.

      “Come with me,” she said without preamble. “I have a boat waiting.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To a Vigorous Zone,” she replied. “I’m going to help you learn some new techniques.”

      “More wood Augmenting?” I asked with a waggle of my eyebrows.

      “Combining wood with water, just like you combined it with fire before.” Faryn’s smile widened. “A new set of skills for a burgeoning Swordslinger.”

      I’d told Vesma that I wouldn’t be long, but she’d have to forgive me once I returned to the guild house with a new combo element.
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      When we reached the docks, there weren’t any guild members or guards in sight.

      “I don’t see anyone who can pilot a boat,” Faryn observed.

      “I’ve seen it done before,” I said.

      “You think you can do it?”

      I shrugged. “How hard can it be? After all, I have water pathways now.”

      “I would very much like to see this.” Faryn settled into a boat, and I took a seat at the back.

      I’d seen members of the guild use these craft effortlessly through channeling their Vigor. I placed my hand on the seahorse carving, drew upon my supply of Vigor, and pressed it through my hand. The boat shuddered as blue ribbons of energy swirled through the boat’s timbers.

      Faryn’s eyes grew wide as they stared at the enchanted seahorse rippling with magic. “I believe the carving is something similar to a scroll or artificial Vigor pathway. Why don’t you channel through the boat in the same way you channel through the Sundered Heart. From there, it shouldn’t—”

      The boat lurched as I sent Vigor into the prow. We hurtled through the waves like we were riding in a motorboat. It took me a few minutes to get a feel for how the boat handled, but all I needed to do was adjust the direction of Vigor flowing inside my water pathways, and the boat followed.

      In minutes, we shot past towering cliffs and isolated fishing villages. Faryn directed me between islands populated by puffins and gulls. Seals basked on rocks, indifferent to our passage, while the tentacles of stranger beasts shot out of the water to snatch unwary, low-flying gulls. I made sure to stay well clear of churning ripples of bubbles after that.

      The breeze against my skin chased away the last remnants of sleep. Faryn leaned over the side of the boat, creating a wake of foam with her fingers. It had been a long time since we’d found any privacy, and my gaze wandered fondly from her face down her body to shapely legs exposed by the cut of her robes. Her katana-like blade rested in its carved sheath over her knees. It wasn’t difficult to remember the sensation of those knees wrapped around me.

      “So, you couldn’t wait to ‘educate’ me some more?” I asked with a grin.

      She smiled back but didn’t take the bait.

      “You didn’t have to go to all these lengths,” I continued. “You could have just left a note in my shoe and arranged to meet in some dark corner of the House of Resplendent Tears. Even those uptight water Augmenters will have hidden places they can go for a little private tutoring.”

      She sighed and shook her head. “It was tempting, but this is not the time. Now, it’s more important than ever that I remain professional.”

      I laughed. “It’s a little late for that, isn’t it?”

      “It’s never too late for anything,” she said, a familiar twinkle returning to her eyes. “But a good teacher saves something as a reward for a good pupil.”

      “I’ll be on my best behavior,” I said. “Cross my heart.”

      Faryn ran a slender hand across the starboard side of the stern. “We’re approaching the zone now. Over there.” She indicated a low-lying, swampy, and waterlogged expanse of saturated earth and muddy water.

      I turned our vessel to the right, toward the coastal area. “How do you know so much about the Diamond Coast?”

      “Xilarion did give you a map. Did you pay it more than a glance?”

      “A little more than a glance, yes. But Vesma is the better pathfinder, so I let her handle directions.”

      I pulled back on the craft’s pace as we approached land. We came to rest on a thick mud bank beside a relatively solid patch of ground. Sludge rose up around our feet as we climbed out of the boat.

      I shifted onto firmer land, where the roots of reeds held the earth together in seemingly solid clumps. Even there, I could feel myself sinking if I stood still for more than a few seconds. Good footing was one of the most important elements in a fight, and this swamp was a deathtrap for an unwary Augmenter. I needed to watch my step while we ventured further.

      The marsh was scattered with bedraggled trees and scraggly bushes bearing unfamiliar fruit. Some I recognized as similar to plants back on earth, but others were completely unfamiliar. Scaled creatures slithered between them and vanished into the reeds as we drew closer.

      “You never struck me as a marshlands type of girl,” I said to Faryn as we squelched over a somewhat stable pathway through the reeds. “There’s nothing here except dying trees and reeds.”

      She laughed. “I’ll admit, it’s not my first choice of scenery. But one discovers much about their courage when they decide to confront dangerous situations. I’ve been taking that lesson in stride.”

      “Guess you’re never too old to learn, right?” I laughed. Despite her youthful beauty, Faryn was more than a hundred years old. The combination of her elvish race and Augmentation abilities meant she could live far longer than a human could.

      “Even us ancient relics learn a thing or two from the children,” the elf replied with a wink. “Particularly strapping types who take on any threat, large or small.” Her expression turned serious. “You’ve made a core from two elements before, haven’t you?”

      “An ash core,” I said. “I forged it from the fire and wood paths with Nydarth’s help.”

      “Most Augmenters train their entire lives to master one Vigor channel. You’ve managed to learn how to work with three. That’s quite the accomplishment. How did you find the process?”

      “It was dangerous and incredibly painful,” I began.

      I told her about that sojourn into the Ember Cavern and, from there, into the spirit world. How I’d battled the embodiments of wood and fire individually before facing their combined form in the ash spirit. It’d been one of my toughest fights to date, but the rewards had been worth the effort. Ash Cloud was now one of my go-to techniques, and it was easily one of the most useful in my arsenal. Fire Immunity and Compress Ash had become less useful now that we were in a province with exclusively water Augmenters and monsters.

      As I finished recounting the experience to Faryn, I scanned the marshlands. Plants swayed to rhythms that seemed oblivious to the wind. Water rippled with the passage of neon eels. Unfamiliar shapes of other animals continued to dart between the scattered bushes. I was suspicious. Nothing had appeared to turn us into lunch, and in an environment like this, that was pretty rare.

      “We are in a Vigorous Zone, right? Where are the monsters?”

      “On their way, I’m sure,” Faryn said as she drew her sword. “From what I’ve learned, the creatures of these marshes favor ambush tactics. We’ll need to overcome them in order for you to open a new pathway.”

      “I couldn’t have done that on the boat?” I asked. “Instead of getting you covered in mud?”

      Faryn’s laugh was short and nervous. “It’s not enough just to meditate your way into the spirit realm. An Augmenter needs to be able to tap into a place that’s drenched with Vigor if they want to be able to combine pathways. To combine water and wood into the sap pathway, you need to be awash with magical power and draw on your surroundings.”

      I stopped short. “Sap is an element?”

      Faryn nodded. “Of course. It’s often overlooked by combat Augmenters for its seeming lack of offensive ability. But it has several healing properties, amongst other things.”

      The mud ahead of us bubbled and shifted as shapes rose from beneath it. The Sundered Heart was in my hand in a moment, and Nydarth hummed in my mind.

      “Sap will be of no use to you if you’re not alive to use it, sweet man. Remember that.”

      A pack of lampreys emerged from the mire around us, like monsters straight out of a summer-camp horror movie. They looked more at home here than they had in the forest clearing. These were much larger than the ones in the glade. Even though they were hunched over like apes, they were almost as tall as me. Slimy scales blended with the mud as it dripped from their hides. Air bubbled from the gills on their backs as they approached.

      “Fire won’t much help you here!” Faryn yelled above a chorus of hissing from the monsters.

      “Then, show me how it’s done, Master Faryn.”

      She clasped her hands around the hilt of her blade, reversed the sword, and raised it.

      The lampreys charged with terrifying speed. The wood elf slammed her sword into the mud between her feet, and I sensed the swirl of Vigor pulse through the muck around my toes. Roots burst from the ground beneath the nearest lampreys and wrapped around their legs. Faryn’s expression of determination tightened as she twisted her blade. The roots snaked higher around her targets, caught hold of their arms, and punctured their gills. The lampreys gurgled as she tore her blade out of the mud and completed her attack. The first wave of monsters struggled in vain as the Strangling Roots pulled them into the marshes and drowned them in their own turf.

      Faryn swayed as she raised her blade and positioned herself behind me. “Was that a sufficient example of ‘how it’s done’?”

      “Not bad,” I stated. “You okay?”

      “You’re not the only one who has flair, Ethan.”

      I brushed my shoulder against hers as the mud around us bubbled again. “You need to teach me that trick later. Or tell me where I can find monsters to learn it from.”

      “You have techniques of your own. What use would I be if you mastered all of mine?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment and channeled the power of water. Vigor flowed out from my pores and across my skin until it began to form Frozen Armor. A slippery coat of thin ice snaked around my limbs as seven fresh lampreys appeared out of the muck and scuttled forward.

      One lunged in from my left, and I blocked a strike with my sword. I’d defeated these monsters before, albeit smaller ones, but I figured this would be a perfect opportunity to test the capabilities of Frozen Armor.

      I channeled more Vigor into my armor and created a thicker gauntlet with an icicled row of spikes. The lamprey came for me again, but I lifted my spiked gauntlet, and the monster’s huge maw snapped around it. I felt the makeshift ice crack but hold its shape. The icicles drove into the creature’s mouth, and it jerked backward. Its claws scrabbled against my armor and ripped away tiny chips from the glossy surface of my breastplate.

      I was just as slippery as these slimy critters now. I could see why the water Augmenters used Frozen Armor so often.

      The lamprey opened its maw wide with a snake-like hiss, and I ran the Sundered Heart straight through its gaping mouth and out the back of its throat. Black blood gushed from its ruined neck as I tore the sword free and kicked the corpse into the reeds.

      More lampreys closed in, more than I could grab and impale at once. I conjured an Ash Cloud to buy some time and whirled it toward the advancing monsters. They slowed as the black particles infected their eyes and swarmed down their throats.

      Leaves rippled past my cheek as Faryn fought off her own enemies at my back. Her Smothering Leaves technique sliced open the scaled hides of the monsters. I jumped forward in the muck, dropped to my knees like a rockstar, and slid into range of the staggering lampreys. Claws scraped against my armor as I cut a hamstring and took out the nearest lamprey’s footing. I stabbed it through the gills and backhanded a blinded monster with my spiked gauntlet of ice. Blood spurted as I decapitated the third monster with a two-handed strike. I twisted out and kicked the detached skull like a soccer ball. The disembodied head rocketed into the face of another lamprey and stunned it.

      “Aren’t you cavorting a little too much, sweet man?” Nydarth asked.

      “No idea what you’re talking about,” I replied.

      I called in a pair of slim, spear-like Plank Pillars beneath the feet of the last two lampreys. The wooden pikes ruptured from the muck and punched straight into the vulnerable gills of the monsters from behind. The lamprey’s incessant hissing rose to a fever pitch, but then their heads lolled forward as the life left their bodies.

      I admired my handiwork for a moment.

      “You made the Pillars slimmer since your fight with the ice-caked seafood,” Nydarth observed. “You continue to surprise, Swordslinger. Very fine work.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Faryn tear her sword free of a twitching lamprey at her feet. The swamp around us slowly claimed the monsters as the mud enveloped their lifeless bodies. Faryn flicked black blood free of her blade and wiped it clean in the crook of her arm. Her eyes flickered past me to the Plank Pillars and their ash-covered victims.

      “You continue to adapt your techniques to your surroundings.” A wonderful smile broke out over her face. “I’m glad to see that you still use wood as a part of a varied repertoire.”

      “You honor me,” I said. It was good to have my skill acknowledged by someone who had spent their entire life Augmenting.

      “I don’t think you understand just how impressive this is.” Faryn laid a hand on my chest and ran her eyes across the ice encasing me. “You’re mastering multiple elements faster than even the most gifted Augmenters of legend. Most elementalists only achieve a surface level control over their different techniques, giving up mastery in one element in favor of a variety of powers. That’s what you’re demonstrating now, but at an early stage. Your potential for evolution? It’s positively fascinating.”

      My Frozen Armor evaporated in a haze of misty vapor and left her hand on my chest. Faryn looked up at me with a huge smile, and a jolt of warmth spread through my blood.

      “I feel like I’m part of something special,” she said. “Let’s see where sap can take you.”

      She led me away from the bodies to a quiet pool sheltered from the wind by twisted trees and reeds. I found a comfortable spot to sit amid the winding roots at the edge of the water. Nydarth hummed pleasantly as I laid the Sundered Heart Sword across my knees and closed my eyes.

      “I’ll keep you safe as you meditate,” Faryn reassured me.

      I grinned at her. “No funny business while my eyes are closed, you hear?”

      The elf laughed. “I wouldn’t want to distract you.”

      I turned my focus inside myself to the pathways of wood and water. Vigor raced through the two internal routes and pulsed with a different flavor for each. I drew them together and tangled them around and through each other. The familiar resistance flared at my efforts, but I persisted and felt the pathway edges finally give. Vigor whirled together until it hardened within me into a unique core that whispered of mysterious techniques. It radiated a balmy energy that warmed my insides.

      I left behind bodily sensations and let go of my thoughts until my consciousness drifted entirely into the spirit realm.

      I found myself standing waist-deep in a clear pool in the heart of a forest. Ancient trees stood on the banks and offered shelter with their wide blanket of leaves. The sky above swirled with shifting clouds that shaded me one moment and warmed me with light the next.

      Pretty. But I wasn’t here to sightsee. Faryn could only watch me for so long.

      I waded from the center of the pool toward the bank. The water rippled around me and broke the perfect stillness of the surface.

      The water lapped around my knees as something emerged from between the trees. It was a humanoid figure with skin of bark. A wood spirit. It stopped at the edge of the bank and turned its eyeless face toward me. I’d fought this thing twice before. It didn’t worry me.

      A movement in the water made me shoot a glance over my shoulder. Another figure appeared in the forest lake, this one an amalgamation of water and ice. The merman surged forward with savage fury, identical to the last slippery fucker I’d fought to gain access to water Augmentation techniques.

      I had a snap decision to make as the spirits closed in from both sides. They had the environmental advantage, but I could use them against each other. My plan was insane, but I’d seen it work for Muhammad Ali. Why wouldn’t it work against elemental spirits in an ethereal forest lake?

      I lunged toward the bank and swung a punch at the wood spirit as it closed in. The creature dodged my clumsy strike, counterattacked with a punch in the ribs that drove me back into the shallows, and stalked after me.

      Icy arms caught me from behind and hauled me backward. Right on cue. A chill ran through my flesh as I planted my feet. The wood spirit pummeled my body as the water spirit did its best to drag me into deeper water. Knotted fists crashed into my gut, ribs, and face. Firebombs of pain flared through my spiritual form, but I endured.

      The wood spirit pulled its arm back, furious at my resistance. Its fist lengthened into a thorned spike and shot toward my throat. I twisted at the last second and titled my head as far as I could to the left. The creature’s spike sailed through the space where my face had been a moment before and punctured the skull of the merman behind me. The water spirit’s face exploded into a fine spray of icy droplets, and its body dissolved into a torrent of water that rippled the surface of the lake.

      One down, one to go. I shoulder-charged straight into the wood spirit before it could strike me with its spiked fist. I took my opponent from its feet and slammed it against the bank.

      The wood spirit twisted, tried to get its spiked hand free, and failed as I slipped an arm around its neck. My free hand grabbed hold of the creature’s chin and forced its head back. My arms burned with strain as I wrenched my hands in opposite directions. There was a crack as its neck came apart.

      I stepped back from the body of the wood spirit as it slid into the pool.

      I dragged myself out of the water and took a breather. These fights never got easier. Still, I would gladly pay the price for greater mastery in the art of Augmentation. The search for mastery was the only way I could keep moving forward, with my friends at my side, and continue to hold my own against the forces of darkness that threatened this alien world.

      A gap in the bark of a mighty oak creaked as it widened. Thick sap ran forth in a golden torrent and coalesced into a body. This new spirit was almost identical to the wooden creature I’d killed moments before, but it shimmered with an amber translucence as the sun touched it.

      “I’ll be honest,” I told the faceless creature, “I think your element is kinda lame.”

      The sap spirit sprinted for me and swung a glowing limb, but I rolled backward to my feet. I tossed a straight punch for my new opponent’s abdomen, and it blocked as I’d expected. But it had created an opening. I drove a solid knee into its hip, and a chunk of sap pulled away from the spirit’s body before bouncing off a nearby tree.

      The creature sprang at me with its arms outstretched, but I dodged behind a tree before it could wrap them around me. We circled the clearing, traded punches, and I found myself matched in striking ability. It seemed that these spirits were always matched to my skill level. It was almost like I was fighting myself. I wished I could call upon my martial techniques, but this realm made it impossible.

      I managed to hit it harder and knocked off sections of sap in sticky sprays. The shy sun would always poke out its face, and the spirit would always recover. More sap flowed free and stitched the spirit’s body back together. My opponent was healing itself faster than I could hurt it.

      We’d reached a stalemate, neither able to seriously harm the other.

      Apparently, my opponent’s frustration mirrored my own. Amber spikes punched through the spirit’s knuckles and turned a regular pair of painful fists into something else entirely.

      “That’s pretty fucking underhanded, isn’t it?” I panted. “You can give yourself weapons, and I have nothing.” I scanned the area around me, but there was nothing I could use for a makeshift weapon. No stones large enough to do damage, not even a stray plank of wood.

      A cloud gathered overhead, and the spirit lost some of its golden glow. Its pace, posture, and energy levels always seemed to flux when it was in the sunlight.

      Then, it hit me. Sap needed sunlight to survive. Photosynthesis. Simple.

      I circled around the spirit until I was off dry ground and knee-deep in the shallows of the lake.

      Sunlight peeked through the clouds again and filled the spirit with new energy and confidence. It leaped in after me, and I kicked a faceful of water into the creature’s eyes to start things off. As the spirit wiped the water from its eyes, I jumped onto it and rode its body deeper into the lake.

      I pinned it underwater with a knee and wrapped my hands around its throat to keep it there. My opponent lashed out, and one of its spikes stabbed me in the gut. I ignored the sudden lance of pain and focused on my position. The spirit writhed, but the more it struggled, the murkier the water became around it. The mud caked its body and prevented the sunlight from touching its flesh. The spirit managed to hit me again, and I gritted my teeth against the pain as my wounds oozed blood and dirtied the water. I tightened my grip around its throat and drove its face into the muddy depths. It twitched and struggled, but I held fast.

      At last, the sap spirit stopped struggling and went limp. Its body dissolved in my hands and colored the lake with golden tendrils.

      The spirit world faded in a flash of green and blue. When my eyes opened, I was back in the marsh with the Sundered Heart Sword laid out across my knees and my guts still intact.

      “How did it go?” Faryn asked, concerned. “From the look on your face, I thought you were in trouble.”

      “It was tough,” I said, “but I’ve survived worse. Fighting the spirits was the easy part.”

      Inside me, the newly energized sap core pulsed with Vigor. I opened myself to that power and let it forge channels through my insides. Every muscle in my body tensed and cramped. Soul-rending pain exploded through every nerve in my body. My vision flashed black and red, and then, it was done.

      I opened my eyes and forced myself to breathe to calm my racing pulse. The channels were forged.

      Faryn’s face swam into focus. “Ethan!”

      “I’m good,” I managed. “All part of the process.”

      “You almost died,” Nydarth said in my mind. “You should not treat this as such a game, sweet man. You’re liable to kill yourself in the process.”

      “I’m still breathing,” I pointed out to the dragon spirit. “That’s good enough, right?”

      She snorted, but I still picked up on the note of pride in her voice.

      I stood and reached for Faryn’s arm to steady myself. The elf winced as my fingers closed over her forearm. I pulled my hand away and saw blood and a deep, shallow cut under her sleeve.

      “You said sap had healing properties, right?”

      “Ethan, it’s nothing a few herbs can’t heal. Now that you’re awake, I can gather some. I saw a particularly interesting species not far from here.”

      I shook my head. “That won’t be necessary.”

      I reached into my pool of Vigor and instinctively channeled through the newly forged pathways of sap. I melded the pathways of Smothering Mist and Stinging Palm together, and instead of directing them in an offensive motion, I pulled them back within me. By changing the direction from outward to inward, I figured they might have the opposite effect.

      Vigor flowed from me and crystallized into a substance the consistency and color of honey. The sap slid into place over Faryn’s arm and caught the rays of the sun above us. It shimmered for a moment.

      The wound on Faryn’s arm closed as the flesh knitted itself back together.

      “Sunlight Ichor,” the elf breathed in astonishment. “I’ve only ever heard of this, never seen it.”

      “Catches the sun and heals injuries, doesn’t it?”

      “Depends on how its implemented. I’ve heard tales of it converting sunlight into Vigor. But, at this level, I find that unlikely. Thank you for your ministrations, Disciple.” Her smile took any sting out of the title.

      “So, about those ‘rewards’ you were talking about earlier?”

      “We should head back to the guild before more lampreys find us,” Faryn reminded me gently. “Although, behind the safety of some thick walls, I’d be more than happy to educate you in other areas.”

      I kissed her as I rose. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      We trudged through the shallow waters and thick mud banks of the marshes. Halfway back to the boat, a familiar figure appeared from the the reeds and waved to us.

      “Vesma?” I called out. “What are you doing here?”

      Her face brightened as she saw me.

      “Came to find you,” she said. “Figured you could use a hand.”

      She’d spent far more time than me studying the map Xilarion had given us, so it made sense that she would come here to find us. But she would have needed a boat to get here. I scanned the shoreline until I spotted a boat. There was only a single person inside the craft, a water guild member.

      “You left Kegohr behind?” I asked.

      “He’s fine,” Vesma reassured me. “He said he wanted some space to practice by himself. That, and someone told the initiates at Resplendent Tears that they can talk to us. They’ve been hounding me nonstop for details on how to use their techniques differently. They’re pawing over us like we’re celebrities.”

      I laughed, but Vesma didn’t seem amused.

      “You might be used to it, Ethan,” she muttered, “but I hate them staring at me all the time.”

      “Let me head back to the guild house,” Faryn said. “I need to get cleaned up anyway. I can talk to the guildmaster and ask him to keep his students at a polite distance, if you’d prefer.”

      A reluctant smile touched Vesma’s lips. “I’d appreciate that, Master Faryn.”

      Faryn nodded. “Ethan, will you return with us?”

      My stomach growled audibly in answer, and Faryn laughed.

      “Alternatively, you could visit Qihin City.” She pointed to the edge of the marshes. “It’s a small trek from here. Their food is excellent, and you’re sure to blend in better.” Her smile turned coy. “And I hear that their bathhouses are top-notch. Perhaps you should visit them.”

      “Watch your step around Horix,” I warned her. “I don’t know what his game is, but I don’t think he’s particularly open to Xilarion’s message.”

      “I’ll ease his mind,” Faryn assured me.

      Vesma jerked her head toward the path Faryn had described. “I’ll go with you. You look like you’ve just been mud-wrestling a fire salamander.”

      “I’ll leave you both to your travels.” Faryn winked at me.

      The elf kissed me, said goodbye to Vesma, and set off toward the boat.

      Vesma watched her leave and then, gave me a playful shove as I strode to her side. “I thought she’d never leave. So, did you find what you wanted?”

      “I sure did. Another element. Sap.”

      “Sounds positively. . . underwhelming.”

      I shrugged as I followed her along the path. “It could be useful.”

      Logs had been laid out in a small boardwalk that provided a relief from the soft mud under my feet. I shook caked mud off my sandals and legs.

      “You’ll end up being like Cadrin if you’re not careful.” Vesma laughed. “All worried about how he looks. I’ve heard legends of how long he takes to get himself ‘presentable’ in the morning.”

      “Yeah, he seems like that kind of guy.”

      The pathway soon took us out of the marshes and toward a city.

      Qihin City lay at the low point where the end of the mountain chain ran down into the sea. It was enclosed on two sides by towering rock formations, with waterfalls cascading down across layers of stone, past brightly painted pagodas that perched on the out-thrust crags like flowers blooming from a mountainside. The other two sides faced out toward the sea, past a delta filled with small islands and sailing junks, their flags fluttering in the wind.

      The city itself was built in the same style as the mountain-side houses, its architecture dominated by tiered pagodas in brightly painted wood. Between the buildings flowed countless streams and smaller waterfalls, as the land dropped toward the ocean and the mass of water running off the mountains raced to join its salt sister. Sculptures carved or grown from coral stood at street corners and over the doorways of buildings, some depicting land animals or humanoid figures, others creatures from the sea. However deadly their subjects, each one was executed with incredible beauty and finesse, bringing out the best in what nature had created, replicated through the artifice of humanoid hands. Even the air had a fine feel to it, fresh and free as the ocean itself.

      It was sectioned off by a wall of massive stones, encrusted with salt and smoothed over by weather. A glistening structure stood at the very top of the tallest point of the mountain, and below it, a huge shelf had been cut into the side of the cliff. Bright flags fluttered on ships pulled into the docks in the distance.

      The gates were open a crack, and I couldn’t see any sign of a guard. Vesma doubled her pace, and despite my snarling stomach, I worked to keep up with her. A dull roar clashed with the sound of waves from the ocean on our right.

      “What kind of guard leaves their gates open to a Vigorous Zone?” Vesma asked as we neared the city gates.

      “They don’t,” I answered before I broke into a run.

      Vesma and I raced closer to the city. Thuds, screams, and the clang of alarm bells filled the air.

      Qihin City was under attack.
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      I beat Vesma to the gate and raced into Qihin City. I sprinted away from the fortified walls and past brightly painted pagodas stretching into the sky. The buildings clustered around each other to create narrow passages that snaked out into wider streets. Lampreys crawled over the rooftops in waves of scales and razor-teeth. Robed fishfolk screamed as they attempted to flee the predators.

      Waterfalls gushed out of the tall buildings and flowed through channels carved into the streets. Fountains fashioned from coral projected water to the skies in a celebration of the elements. But the beauty was marred by lampreys descending from the waters to invade the city.

      Packs of scaled monsters skittered through the streams and rooftops, the faster ones tearing down statues and leaping on the fishfolk. Screams and howls filled the air as the monsters tore the fishfolk asunder with their claws and feasted upon their flesh. Starsquids roamed the streets and lashed out with viciously barbed tentacles.

      “Good spirits!” Vesma cried.

      I ripped the Sundered Heart free of its sheath and tried to discern the best place to start. Everywhere I looked, someone needed my help. I heard a woman scream and turned to the door of a nearby house.

      A Qihin woman was valiantly trying to fend off a starsquid with a broom. Blood glistened on her dark skin as it dripped from a dozen small wounds. I forced myself to move even faster and raised my free hand. I caught the starsquid with a gout of flames that did little more than distract it, but that was the point.

      The monster tore its attention away from the woman and spun toward the light as I slammed into it and put all of my weight behind Nydarth’s blade. The powerful strike broke through the squid’s natural defenses and pierced deep into its rubbery organs. I kicked the dying monster off the end of my blade and wheeled to face the panting civilian.

      “They’re everywhere,” she moaned. “We can’t hope to hold them!”

      A lamprey collapsed to the ground beside me as Vesma pulled her spear free. “Where the hells is the garrison of the clan guards?”

      “Monsters. Everywhere,” the woman moaned again.

      “Get inside and bar your door. Treat your injuries as best you can,” I ordered her. “We’ll cut down their numbers until the garrison gets here and re-takes control. Stay quiet and behind solid doors.”

      The woman slammed the door behind her after she barreled inside.

      “What’s the plan?” Vesma asked me. “We can’t kill every monster in the city.”

      “The garrison has to be on the way,” I said as I scanned the street. “The monsters aren’t going after the people in the houses. As long as the citizens stay inside, they’re safe. We’ll clear everything we can on this street and hold it until the guards get here.”

      “There are only two of us. How the hells are we going to manage that?”

      “Easy. You take that side of the street.” I pointed behind us. “I’ll cover this side. We throw enough fire at them, it’ll work as a lure. They’ll be too busy with us to attack the citizens.”

      A hard light glittered in her eyes, and she pushed Vigor along her weapon. In an instant, the blade of her spear flickered with flames. “Don’t get killed, Swordslinger,” she said.

      I caught hold of her shoulder and kissed her quickly. “Two of us versus an army of monsters? That’s what I call a fair fight.”

      She turned so that our backs were pressed together as a pack of lampreys dived from the nearby rooftops. The locals had barred themselves inside the buildings and left the street mostly clear. I covered my upper body and arms with a layer of Frozen Armor and turned to meet my new foes.

      A lamprey latched onto me and hauled me in close to snap at my face with its toothed maw. I elbowed one of its claws off my shoulder and smashed it against a wall while Vesma stabbed another. A rapid stab through the gills finished the lamprey. I impaled two more of them with my spiked Plank Pillars, stunned one with a spray of Stinging Palm, and dispatched it with the Sundered Heart. Fire flared from Vesma’s spear as she pushed toward the other side of the street.

      I caught a vicious claw on my ice-armored forearm, stabbed my attacker through the mouth, and shoulder-checked the dying monster into three more of its friends. Mist began to cloud around the lampreys as they fanned out to attack me from different angles. I countered their blanketing cloud with my own Ash Cloud and followed the sound of strained hissing until I found the monsters around me.

      “Yes, sweet man, yes,” Nydarth murmured in my ear. “Use me. Take my power and make it yours. Show me just what you can do with this sword that was given to you.”

      “You suddenly like the taste of the lampreys?”

      “I have grown accustomed to it, yes.”

      The claws of the lampreys skidded off my slippery armor as I sliced into their scaled flesh and spilled their blood and viscera over the pavestones. I ripped the Sundered Heart from the last corpse and turned to see Vesma retreat. Her chest heaved as she hauled in breath and composed herself.

      “That’s the lampreys on the street,” she panted. “But look.”

      Starsquids climbed the pagodas around us and hammered on the thin wooden blinds of the windows. I’d thought the citizens were safe inside their homes, but it seemed the tentacled monsters had adapted.

      “There are so many of them,” Vesma said. “This isn’t a Vigorous Zone. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “I can’t explain it,” I said, “but we have to make sure they don’t get inside.”

      “I can’t scale walls; can you?”

      I could have summoned a Plank Pillar beneath my feet, but there too many buildings with starsquids on them. I’d never kill them all in time. Once the monsters were inside the houses, it would be a massacre I couldn’t stop.

      An Untamed Torch wouldn’t lure them all away either. I’d used Burning Wheel as a lure before, and I could always do that again, but it risked igniting the homes with the people inside them.

      My eyes flitted over a squat shrine to our right with an open ceiling. Water streamed from fountains on every side of it. Large bowls used to light fires were barely visible inside the structure.

      “I’ve got an idea,” I said to Vesma.

      Flames flickered around her spear. “It better be good.”

      “Follow me.”

      I sprinted for the shrine and hit the door with a flying kick. The wood shattered under my weight, and I took the stairs up to the roof.

      At the top was an open-air shrine, pillared and roofed but without walls. Statues in poses of veneration stood in the corners. A spring bubbled up from the middle of it and formed the waterfalls as it rushed out every side. A round platform surrounded the source of the rushing water and gave us a centerpoint to hold our ground. But it was the large steel bowls blackened by fire that had caught my attention from the street.

      “Starsquids like fire,” I told Vesma breathlessly as I summoned an Untamed Torch.

      Vesma’s eyes widened in understanding. She doused the flames on her spear by drawing the Vigor back inside her. Then, she raised her hand, and fire flashed between her fingers. We launched swift bursts of fireballs at the dead fuel within each of the steel sconces. Flames roared suddenly as our Augmentation techniques lit the torches anew. In moments, the shrine was suffused with an almost blinding incandescence.

      I looked out, down one of the shrine’s waterfalls, and into the streets below. Sure enough, the flames had caught the attention of the starsquids. Dozens of them squirmed toward us in a mass of suckered tentacles as they left behind the pagodas and raced toward our elevated position at the roof of the shrine.

      “Good thinking,” Vesma said. “Now, we’ve got all of them coming at us. At once.”

      “Ah, it’ll be fine. This is just a warm up for us.”

      “I like my warm-ups with a lot less squirming tentacles.”

      “Don’t we all?”

      The starsquids crawled up over the shrine edges and cut our banter short.

      Vesma lunged at the first one and caught it through the eye with the point of her spear. She planted her feet and swung the monster toward me. I turned one of my gauntlets into a set of blunt knuckle dusters and slammed a punch into the starsquid’s icy carapace. The ice shattered, bounced off my cheek, and I ripped its stomach open with the Sundered Heart. Entrails splattered through the air and splashed into a fountain.

      More starsquids invaded the shrine, and Vesma ran in among them as fire flashed from her blade. The bright light instantly drew their attention. They grasped at her, but their tentacles found empty space as she twisted away and sliced barbed limbs from their owners.

      I charged past a fountain, toward a starsquid, and put all of my force behind a kick. The blow connected with the monster, and it collapsed against one of the torches, scattering steaming coals over the floor. I found its throat with my blade and bathed the Sundered Heart in black blood. The air filled with a fine mist as the fire of the Sundered Heart melted the starsquids’ armor. There was a smell of burnt fish alongside the smoke of the torches as I engaged the monsters grappling their way up the side of the structure toward our bait.

      Vesma cannoned past me as she used Untamed Torch as best she could. Direct fire techniques didn’t do much more than agitate the starsquids. I was about to tell her to focus her efforts on something else when she started using blasts of flame to propel herself from one side of the shrine to the other.

      “New trick?” I yelled as I cut down a tentacled monster.

      “You like it?”

      Vesma used another fire blast to almost catapult herself into a pack of monsters. She hit them with all the force of a jousting knight on horseback. The starsquids scattered in a tangled mess of rubbery limbs, and she went to work on them with her spear.

      If one got too close, then she would hit it with a powerful blow that knocked it back into my path and let me cut it down. If more than one closed in, she leaped out of the middle of them and bathed her spear in flames. The monsters sizzled as her weapon cleaved them apart.

      Vesma continued to lead the creatures in a merry dance around the statues while I dealt with the stragglers clinging stubbornly to the edges of the shrine.

      There was no end to the monsters. We were almost ankle-deep in rotting squid flesh and severed tentacles when Vesma lost her grip on her spear and leaned on the central fountain.

      “I’m open to new ideas,” she said through ragged breaths.

      A roar echoed through the shrine beneath our feet. Four fishfolk in green tabards raced up the stairs with barbed spears in hand. The starsquids rushed toward them, but the cavalry had finally arrived.

      The newcomers used the reach and barbed heads of their spears to avoid monster tentacles. I severed limbs where I could as the armed fishfolk helped turn the odds. I saw a flash of coffee-colored skin and seashell braids before I heard a beautiful and familiar song. I felt water touch my skin and imbue me with renewed strength.

      Kumi stood behind the guardsmen as her song thrummed powerfully from her chest. A fresh band of fishfolk guardsmen marched up the steps and took positions at each side of the shrine.

      “I heard that I was missing out.” Kumi smiled as she helped Vesma to her feet. “Can’t let you outsiders take the claim for single-handedly winning back out city for us.”

      The guards advanced and took on a new horde of the squids that had climbed into the shrine. They were joined by lampreys that filled the air with mist.

      “Took you long enough!” I called to Kumi. “Where did these monsters come from?”

      “We don’t know!” she shouted back as she drew her daggers from over her shoulders.”Our guards are clearing out the streets as we speak.”

      “They missed some,” Vesma shot back.

      “It appears they did,” Kumi agreed.

      Vesma and I charged back into the fray. Kumi’s healing song and ribbons of water filled us with new energy and determination as we took on the newest wave of starsquids. Lampreys appeared behind them with their teeth bared in hungry grins.

      “Your city has all the prettiest monsters!” I yelled to Kumi over the sizzle of cooking flesh and the thud of blows. “Why don’t you make statues of these?”

      “We wouldn’t want to make every other city jealous,” she replied.

      I shot a blast of thorns into the eyes of an onrushing starsquid. Its milky eyes burst, and the monster screeched as it swung a rippling mass of biting limbs. The barbed tentacles sliced through my Frozen Armor and tore it from my chest.

      A half dozen starsquids pushed past the guards and closed a tightening circle around Vesma. She kept them at bay with rapid stabs from her flaming spear as she tried to cut through their armor and clear a path. Before I could jump to assist her, she rocketed herself into the air with another Untamed Torch pointed toward the ground, but a tentacle caught her around the ankle and slammed her into the floor.

      “Vesma!” I yelled as I hacked down the starsquid in front of me with a spray of Stinging Palm thorns and a well-timed swipe across the creature’s face.

      I summoned an Ash Cloud around the lampreys blocking my path and tore through their scaled flesh as they choked and swung blindly at their surroundings.

      A starsquid raised its tentacles high, ready to bring them down on the fallen Vesma. Kumi appeared beside her like a guardian angel and drove a knife between two thrashing limbs. The tentacles went limp after her well-aimed strike. She ripped her weapon free before spinning gracefully around and delivering a deadly stab to another monster.

      Together with the guards, we drove the invaders past the fountains, beyond the flaming braziers, and back toward the drop at the shrine’s edge.

      “This beats all the cloak and dagger with the guild,” Vesma said.

      A single starsquid broke from the pack and dragged itself toward a waterfall, but I sent a blast of fire from my hand that caught it in the back of the head. The lone monster spun as I closed in and punctured its rubbery skull with the Sundered Heart.

      The guards cheered now that the shrine was rid of monsters.

      “We’re not done yet,” Kumi said. “We have to regroup with the others and drive the monsters from the city.” She turned to Vesma and me. “Your efforts will not be forgotten, travelers.”

      “Oh, we’re not done,” Vesma retorted.

      “We’ll continue fighting while your people are endangered,” I said to the princess.

      “Thank you.” Kumi bowed her head ever so slightly. “Then, let’s proceed.”

      I followed Kumi and the guards down the shrine toward the street.

      My gut was snarling at me for food. All the Vigor in the world couldn’t distract me from the fact that I hadn’t eaten since last night, and it’d been a hard, long day.

      “If only I could satiate you, Ethan,” Nydarth whispered to me.

      “You never told me you could cook,” I whispered under my breath. I heard the dragon spirit’s quiet chuckle in my mind as I stepped back out onto the street.

      More guards joined our party, and they provided a brief report to the princess.

      “The city has been cleared,” a soldier said to her. “We’ll continue searching the buildings for any stray monsters.”

      “Thank you,” Kumi said as she cast a look around the street.

      The stone bricks were barely visible beneath mountains of twitching monster limbs, fishfolk corpses, black blood, and monster entrails. Blood tainted the water that coursed in small streams beside the street. It didn’t stop the residents of the city from cheering as they emerged from their homes and saw us standing at the shrine steps.

      A little fish girl ran up to Vesma and wrapped her arms around her leg.

      “Thank you for saving my mummy,” she said. “The gods are good to send you.”

      Vesma looked down at the girl uncomfortably. “We’re not—”

      “The gods are good indeed, little one,” Kumi said as she sent the girl back to her mother.

      “They know we’re not really from the gods, right?” I asked.

      Kumi just smiled mysteriously. “Aren’t you?”

      “I really hope the gods put sushi on their cosmic list of shit they wanted to hit me with,” I said. “If I see another starsquid today, I’m probably going to eat it.”

      Kumi smiled a little but didn’t laugh. “Come. I’ll take you to meet my father. He’ll have you fed, if nothing else.”

      We followed the princess to a set of wooden inner-city gates that led toward a steep path. The monsters hadn’t reached this far, and it was almost possible to believe none had attacked the city. Our destination was clear: an opulent palace in gleaming white carved into the side of a cliff.

      “Someone sent the monsters here,” Kumi said. “I have an idea who.”

      “Guildmaster Horix?” I asked.

      “Indeed.”

      “Have you any proof?”

      “No,” the princess said as I walked alongside her. “But I will find it.”

      As we ascended the mountain, I reached into my diminished pool of Vigor. Energy rippled through my most-recently created internal pathways and formed Sunlight Ichor. Honey-like sap bubbled from my skin and collected over a dozen or so small injuries from the monster fight. The ichor caught the sunlight, and my skin stitched itself back together with a warm itching sensation.

      “That’s a neat trick,” Vesma said with a jealous smile. “Faryn teach you that?”

      “Faryn’s taught me a lot of things,” I teased her, “but no, not this one.”

      The mountain parth gave way to a winding set of stairs that took us up toward the palace.

      “Something isn’t right,” Kumi said when we reached the halfway point. “We haven’t met a single guard on the way up the mountain.”

      The princess suddenly burst into action, leaping over steps four at a time. I followed after her, Vesma close behind me. As we drew closer to the palace, small rivulets of blood slid down the carved steps. Kumi accelerated her pace, and I had trouble keeping up with her.

      “And you thought the battle was over,” Nydarth said, her tone drowning in smugness.

      Kumi slowed before pausing at a group of figures laying on the steps. I reached her in a second and noted that the figures were Qihin fishfolk bearing the same uniforms as the soldiers following closely behind us. Neatly sliced spears laid scattered next to them, and blood soaked their uniforms. A soldier twitched, forced open her eyes, and forced her head up.

      “Your Highness,” the guard croaked as Kumi kneeled beside her. The princess cradled the poor woman’s head. Blood bubbled out of her mouth with each word. “Vampiric anglers. We couldn’t stop them. They’re heading toward… toward…”

      She slumped in Kumi’s arms as the color drained from her face.

      “My father,” Kumi said. “He won’t be able to defend himself. Not against monsters like this.”

      “Then, we’re wasting time standing here,” I said.

      Vesma, Kumi, and I bounded up the staircase and over more dead guards laying in front of a small archway. We emerged into a courtyard full of peaceful pools and coral statues. Three creatures clustered around a pile of corpses on the pavestones.

      “Prepare yourself,” Nydarth whispered to me. “These are not easy prey to vanquish.”

      Beach-ball-sized bodies opened up into maws of razor-sharp teeth. Thin arms and hands tipped with claws as long as kitchen knives clicked together as the monsters turned to face us. But the most peculiar thing about them was the glowing lures hanging from their faces. The luminescent objects danced in hypnotic patterns.

      “Ethan,” Nydarth whispered, and her voice sounded so distant. She called again, but I barely heard her this time.

      All I wanted to do was put down my sword, take a seat, and watch the lures sway.  The esoteric pattern held mysteries, I was certain, and if I continued to stare at them, I would discover their secrets.

      An open palm suddenly cracked me across the cheek, and reality shattered the hypnosis.

      “Snap out of it!” Kumi shouted.

      She punched Vesma’s shoulder, and my girlfriend broke from her trance.

      “Try not to look directly at the lures,” Kumi said as we advanced on the anglers.

      “I hear you. Any tips on fighting these things?” I asked.

      “Carefully! The moment your mind wanders, look away.”

      I called forth the power of water to reinforce my Frozen Armor. If I couldn’t face this opponent head-on, then I would have to fight defensively. I’d lure them in and watch for opportunities to strike.

      “I did warn you,” Nydarth whispered.

      “You said they weren’t easy prey,” I countered. “You mentioned nothing about their lures.”

      Kumi raised her arms, hummed a song, and water flowed from the pools scattered across the courtyard. She wove it with her fingers, created threads of Augmented magic, and directed it to me and Vesma. Aches and weariness built up over the series of fights faded away. My Vigor surged faster than ever through my veins.

      “All right, you creepy bastards,” I said as I advanced toward the anglers with the Sundered Heart held in front of me. “Come and get some.”

      I kept my distance and used my peripheral vision to watch the three anglers while I waited for them to strike. Instead, they remained where they were, almost disinterested. They quit staring at me and dropped their heads to the guard corpses laying at their feet. Fanged maws tore into the dead fishfolk as they feasted.

      Vesma neared them from the flank and stabbed at one with her spear, not fast enough to get past its claws but enough to draw its attention. It lifted its snout from a corpse and snarled at her. Another shallow stab, and it lumbered after her. The other two anglers scrambled away from their meals and joined the first.

      “I can’t look at them,” I said to Nydarth, “but you can. Give me a heads up, will you?”

      “But of course. Anything for you,” she purred. “They’re taking their time and toying with you. Play it safe and back away slowly.”

      I did as the dragon spirit told me and backed away toward Kumi. The princess was still humming a tune, but she drew her daggers as I neared.

      “I didn’t think you could actually fight,” I said. “I thought your daggers were just ornamental.”

      She frowned at me. “Really?”

      “Not the time for jokes?” I asked as I remembered her father was somewhere deeper inside the shrine, probably surrounded by monsters.

      Kumi grunted as she pounced on an angler. It whipped around so that the lure was facing her, and the princess was forced to back away.

      I summoned an Ash Cloud around a monster, and the glow of its lure faded behind the smog. Then, I heard a sucking sound, and my magical cloud vanished into the angler’s gaping mouth. Its lure flickered before my vision like a strobe light, and I tore my eyes away before I dashed backward. I heard the monster’s jaws snap after it’d pounced to my previous location in a flash of speed.

      “Shit,” I said. “I thought an Ash Cloud would have worked.”

      “Not easy prey,” Nydarth whispered.

      And they were much faster than I’d thought. They only had the appearance of sluggishness.

      Vesma backed around one of the statues and baited an angler after her. The creature followed her in the same way a cat followed a mouse. These predators weren’t violent and fast. They were slow, careful, deadly, and had all the time in the world.

      But we didn’t. Kumi’s father was in danger.

      Vesma raised her hand, and an Untamed Torch flared in her palm. She directed a blast of fire to the base of a coral statue beside her, and the explosive force blew away a chunk that tumbled to the ground. The statue teetered on its suddenly unstable feet. The vampiric angler, fixed on Vesma, didn’t notice the sculpture until it toppled over. A resounding crash filled the courtyard as the statue crushed the angler into paste.

      The other two anglers spun at the noise and raced toward the fallen statue, apparently drawn by the noise. They didn’t use eyes, not on bodies like that. They followed sound.

      “Vesma!” I shouted. “Untamed Torch!”

      She didn’t need telling twice as the two anglers bolted toward her. She sprang away from the fallen statue just as the two monsters found it.

      I summoned the power of water to create a cloud of Smothering Mist. I poured as much Vigor as I dared into the huge mass of mist and sent it to blanket the vampiric anglers and what was left of the courtyard decoration.

      “Now!” I roared.

      A torrent of flames rippled free of Vesma’s hands. I reached out, found the heat of her technique with my Vigor, and channeled Flame Empowerment into the attack. Vesma’s gout of flames expanded outward into a firestorm. It collided with my Smothering Mist, and a deafening hiss from steaming vapor filled my ears.  The anglers made their first sound as their delicate senses were fried by our combination attack.

      And it wasn’t pretty. It was like a chorus of boiling tea kettles.

      I caked myself in the ash technique, Fire Immunity, and leaped into the boiling steam.

      “Directly ahead of you, sweet man,” Nydarth said.

      I swung my sword and felt it connect with something before it passed through it. A lure dropped to the ground and came to rest at my feet.

      “A little lower, Swordslinger.”

      The Sundered Heart rippled through the steam, and I felt cartlidge give around the blade. The vampiric angler collapsed at my feet with another tea-kettle squeal. A lure swung through the steam and threatened to steal my focus again.

      “A low and fast sweeping strike,” Nydarth urged me.

      I obeyed instinctively and claimed a hand of knife-like claws for my efforts before it could rip through my thigh.

      “Now, press the advantage,” the dragon spirit instructed from within my sword.

      I sliced downward and found the vampiric angler’s thick body. The Sundered Heart tore effortlessly through the creature’s flesh just as the steam began to dissipate.

      I stalked past Vesma as I flicked blood from my sword.

      “We’ve got a king to save,” I said as I spotted Kumi already hurrying across the outer courtyard toward a giant set of ornate doors.

      I raced after her with Vesma on my heels.

      The doors of Qihin Palace would’ve been impressive, if not for the blood and gore smeared across them.

      “They’re locked,” Kumi said as she pushed against the doors. She pounded on them three times before she yelled and balled her fists.

      “I’ve got this,” I said. “Get behind me.”

      Kumi and Vesma gathered at my back as I sheathed my sword and summoned an Untamed Torch. Flames gathered between my outstretched palms as I continued to feed it Vigor. When the fireball was the size of a watermelon, I launched it toward the doors. The wood exploded in a cloud of smoke and splinters.

      “We’re too late,” Kumi whispered.

      I couldn’t see very far through the smoke, but a mess of fishfolk corpses lay among mounds of severed monster parts.

      The smoke cleared, and the smell of blood and viscera hit me. Huge pillars twisted upward to hold an enormous ceiling of latticed coral that opened into an enormous skylight. Gongs of burnished bronze bore religious symbols and hung from each of the pillars, splattered with streaks of blood. Midday sunlight streamed down and glistened off a shallow pool that spanned much of the room. Corpses lay at the far end of the pool, and above them sat King Beqai of the Qihin in a simple chair.

      “Father!” Kumi cried. “You’re alive!”

      He was a large man, his muscular chest decorated with a patchwork of silver-blue scales. His humanoid torso gave way to dozens of squid-like tentacles that coiled around the legs of his chair and ran down into the water in front of him. His skin was turning gray with age and was spotted with dark blotches. Stringy hair and a kelp-like beard swarmed down his shoulders and over his chest.

      He looked completely oblivious to his dead bodyguards in the pool before him. He also seemed not to see Labu and three other fishfolk fighting for their lives against a pack of vampiric anglers  in the very same room.

      Water splashed against my feet as I darted through the doors with Kumi and Vesma at my side.
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      It was clear that the few remnants of King Beqai’s bodyguards were down to the last of their strength. The monsters not only outnumbered them but had them pinned against a wall on the far left side of the pool. These anglers didn’t move with the same slow, terrifying pace as the others I’d just killed. They vanished into the ankle-deep water as if it was a door and sprang out of it from unexpected directions.

      “We have to get to your father,” I said to Kumi. “The anglers have hypnotized him.”

      “No,” she said. “He’s meditating.”

      “Meditating?” Vesma asked. “At a time like this?”

      “When Father is lost to the world, nothing can reach him.”

      Three anglers charged a fishfolk guard, and one of their claws caught hold of his arm and twisted. I raised my hand and bathed the space around the anglers in an Ash Cloud. There was a sickening snap as the bone broke and blood sprayed from the wound. The guard howled in pain as the angler reeled back and snapped viciously at the clouds of ash that whirled around its head.

      Labu turned aside a strike and hissed as a claw raked him across the open arm and added to the blood that clouded the water. He dived clear of another slashing claw, and it missed him but claimed the life of the guard behind him.

      Vesma lit up the pool with a blast of fire to catch the anglers’ attention. They vanished into the water despite the lack of depth, and I froze in place. I couldn’t kill what I couldn’t see, but, at least, the anglers had taken their focus off Beqai. I advanced slowly through the water and kept my eyes peeled for even the slightest ripple that would indicate the location of an angler.

      “We have to draw some of them off,” Kumi said. “Otherwise, Labu will be overwhelmed.”

      I fixed my eyes on the nearest gong. “I’ve got it.”

      I focused for a moment and aimed a single, large thorn of Stinging Palm at a gong at the other side of the pool. The wooden projectile burst from my palm and struck the gong. A note resonated throughout the palace hall. I didn’t stop there. I sprayed a series of smaller thorns into the other gongs hanging from pillars and sent up a cacophony of ringing.

      “There’s your distraction!” I yelled to Kumi above the echoing gongs.

      The anglers melted out of the water and swiveled their huge, sightless heads from pillar to pillar. Two blindly rushed toward the gongs, but the third bounded toward us and lunged in with claws outstretched.

      I turned aside a handful of claws and and slid around the confused angler. Vesma joined me, and we hit the angler from different sides. The echoing sound of the gongs had it confused. The creature couldn’t fix its attention on either of us, but Vesma was too focused on not looking at its lure to strike with her spear. I couldn’t say I blamed her after our last fight against these things.

      I channeled the power of ash and cast it through the air in front of me. A black cloud appeared around the angler and further confused it. It backed away from us as my ash technique muted the distracting light of its lure. Its claws snapped at the empty air.

      Vesma charged straight at the creature and rammed her spear into its side with all the force of her charge. The blade sank deep into its flesh and found a vital organ. The angler flailed at Vesma, but she ripped her spear free and slid out of range.

      Kumi sensed an opening, jumped in, and plunged both knives into the monster’s side. The princess dragged her blades back along its body, and blood poured as she sliced a long chunk from the angler’s flesh. It screeched again, but this time, it was a fading noise that turned into a mass of bubbles as the creature fell dead in the water.

      The second angler stood at the next gong and slashed at the bronze disk with a serrated claw. For a moment, I found my gaze drawn by its lure, and I had to force myself to look at the ground beneath the angler’s feet.

      “Stay focused, sweet man,” Nydarth warned me. “I will guide you, should you need it.”

      I raised the Sundered Heart Sword as the pathways for Untamed Torch ignited within me. I was about to raise my hand and send a fireball to blind the creature when I spotted Vesma’s flaming spear and had an epiphany. Instead of throwing a fireball, I gripped my sword with both hands. My left hand was still drenched in Vigor, waiting for release into an Untamed Torch technique. Instead of manipulating the energy into a flaming sphere, I let it flow out of my hand and along the Sundered Heart.

      The blade burst into flames, and I heard Nydarth chuckle to herself.

      “Excellent,” she said.

      With my flaming sword held aloft, I closed the distance between myself and the angler in a single bound. Nydarth hummed happily as I brought my sword down in a cleaving blow that bisected the creature’s head. The weapon cauterized the wound instantly, and no blood spilled from the corpse.

      Kumi stood in the center of the pool as she chanted and swayed from side to side. She wound her arms around each other, and the water rose in obedience to her Wild magic. The liquid formed tendrils glowing with the power of Vigor. Her movements changed as she directed the water across the hall to where the fiercest fighting was.

      The enchanted liquid ran down her brother’s body and those of his comrades, washed away their blood, and healed their wounds. The guard’s broken arm shifted back into its normal shape, and the skin healed over as Vigor made the broken strands of life whole again.

      Labu and his companions attacked the anglers with fresh enthusiasm and energy. They worked together like a well-oiled machine and took their turns to attack while the others provided defence.

      Inspired by Kumi’s example, I called upon the power of water. It was stronger here than anywhere else I had been outside of a Vigorous Zone. I realized that the pool and gongs were more than mere decoration. This was a place of respect and worship, one that made the water spirits stronger and so, enriched the magical flow.

      I drew the power from my pool of Vigor, enhanced by the energy filling the hall, and let it flow through my flesh. My Frozen Armor grew thicker as I used my recent experience to better shape it. Small plates appeared over weak points in my defences. The forearms and shoulders bulked out to absorb more hits. Carefully articulated gauntlets appeared around my hands as each joint of the fingers misted into a separate ice plate.

      While I reinforced my armor, Vesma ran around the outside of the hall, hitting each gong she passed with her spear and building up a wall of noise that echoed all around us. The anglers turned their heads at every one of the ringing tones. Confusion filled their postures as the echoing cacophony filled the world around them.

      I took the opportunity to charge the nearest pair of anglers. The first one didn’t see me coming, and I caught it by surprise. My blade flashed into its side, but the blow didn’t cut as deep as my last one. The creature whirled around and gnashed its teeth as it swung its claws at my head. I parried the attack, spun the Sundered Heart around, and sliced off the creature’s hand. I stabbed it through one of its bulbous eyes as the creature stared at the bloody stump. There was a spurt of thick ooze, and the angler collapsed.

      The other one’s attention was fully on me now. It swung its lure, and I had to look away to avoid being hypnotized by the mesmerizing light. While I was distracted, a claw hit me in the leg and took out a chunk of my armor. A second blow carved a gash in the ice across my chest and staggered me. My foot hit a body, and I fell with a splash onto my back.

      The angler vanished into the water only to appear immediately next to my head. A claw darted down, and I rolled aside. The blow caught me in the shoulder, but my reinforced armor absorbed its force. Fragments of ice flew as the angler struck again and hit my forearm.

      I got to my knees and summoned an Ash Cloud around the angler, but this one was smarter than the rest. It vanished into the water beneath the cloud and reappeared beside me. It lunged with its clawed grasp and squeezed my forearm with horrifying force. My Frozen Armor shattered and left my flesh exposed. The claw tightened, and pain shot through me as blood ran down my arm. The Sundered Heart wobbled in my hand as my grip on it weakened.

      I brought my other hand around until it almost touched the angler’s arm and unleashed a fireball that seared the scaly limb and brought a stink of scorched flesh. Fire might have been mostly ineffective against a water creature, but the monster still released its grip on me and backed away.

      I clutched my sword with both hands and swung it at the space above the lure. The blade sliced through the strand of muscle that kept the glowing orb attached to its head. The lure flew away and splashed into the shallow pool.

      I could target the angler now without worrying about being enthralled by it.

      I advanced on the monster, parried a swing of its remaining claw, and stabbed it straight through the center of its face. There was a hiss of metal sliding through fleshy cartlidge and then a splash as the angler collapsed lifelessly.

      Kumi continued singing her healing song while Vesma kept up the bell-ringing to support the rest of us. But Labu was in trouble. One of his companions had fallen, and now the prince was cut off again. He ducked and weaved as he stabbed at the advancing monsters with his barbed spear, but one of them appeared behind him and swept out the prince’s legs. He fell to the ground, and the creature bent over him with a malicious grin of vicious teeth.

      Water sprayed from my footfalls as I sprinted across the pool. I shot a fireball into the angler’s side that drew its attention away from the fallen Labu. I followed the fire with thorns as I got closer and riddled the angler’s face with splinters. Blood seeped from a dozen tiny wounds as the monster let out a low, angry hiss and stepped over Labu.

      I called forth the power of water to reinforce my armor once more. The Sundered Heart blazed with flames as I swung it at the creature’s face. The angler dodged aside and showed itself to be more nimble than the others I’d met. It made a low swing with a claw that might have knocked my feet out from under me, but I jumped over the blow and lashed out as I went. The blade of the Sundered Heart hit the creature’s wrist and dropped a clawed hand into a pile of corpses behind it.

      The angler reared back, but I wasn’t going to give it a chance to recover. I dived straight at it and swung my blade in a flurry of blows. It tried to block one, but that action let me cut off the remaining claw. I ran it through just as it started to vanish into the water.

      I drew my sword out of the angler’s body and went to crouch beside Labu. He bled from a wound on his chest as he labored to breathe with a rasping sound.

      I laid my hand on the wound, touched it as lightly as I could to avoid causing pain, and drew on the power of sap. Sunlight Ichor flowed across Labu’s skin and gave it a golden sheen that glowed as it caught the light that came in through the open roof of the hall. The prince’s wounds started to heal, slowly at first, and then faster as I fed more Vigor into the technique.

      “It’s the last one,” Vesma called out. She had forced an angler out of the water at spearpoint  and now corned it in the shaded space between the pillars. She raised her weapon, but the monster’s lure caught her attention. Her eyes went blank, and the angler poised its claws to strike.

      I left Labu to heal and dashed over to the pillars while I hurled thorns at the final angler. They were just enough to catch the beast’s attention, and it turned to face my charge. The move was too slow to save it. I brought the Sundered Heart around in a swing that split the angler along its jaw. Without fire surrounding the blade, the death-dealing blow didn’t cauterize, and blood streamed out of the monster as it slumped onto the tiles.

      The room was still. All the enemies were dead.

      My comrades caught their breath as I rinsed the Sundered Heart and sheathed it. King Beqai sat on his throne, as unmoving as he’d been while his people fought for him.

      I had to wonder: what sort of leader did that?

      I picked up the body of the last angler, hauled it across the room, and dumped it at Beqai’s feet.

      “Your Majesty,” I said in a clear voice. “My name is Ethan Murphy lo Pashat, and I respectfully request an audience with you.”

      Beqai stirred at last. I was still thrown by a man who looked human, but from the waist-down, was some kind of tentacled monster. Except he didn’t look terrifying. He looked old, sick, and despondent.

      One tentacle tapped idly in the water as he lowered his gaze to stare at the body and then me. His expression was one of bemusement, but he didn’t speak.

      Labu marched over to me, and his knuckles whitened around his spear. “How dare you, outsider?” he hissed. “I could have felled these anglers without your meddling. You have dishonored me in front of my father.”

      I pointed at the golden glow on his chest and the wounds as they healed beneath it. “I saved your life, esteemed Prince.”

      “You dishonor yourself and your clan by stepping into the palace,” Labu spat. “You are just as much an invader as these vampiric anglers.”  

      “Would you rather I hadn’t?”

      Labu seethed at me as his mouth worked for an answer.

      While he was busy overworking his brain and the king still sat silently on his throne, I turned to Vesma. She stood at the edge of the hall so that she could look out across the city from the palace stairs.

      “How is it down there?” I asked.

      “Over,” she replied. “We won.”

      Kumi approached the throne and bowed her head before speaking. “Father,” she said, her voice edged with concern. “The monsters are vanquished. I believe the guild sent them here. I don’t know how they managed to control the creatures, but I’m sure it was them.”

      Labu snorted. “You blame the guild for everything, Sister.”

      Still, the king was silent. I’d only ever visited a nursing home on a school field trip, but I was getting similar vibes from old Beqai.

      I faced him again and bowed as deeply as I could while still encased in ice armor. “Your Majesty, will you hear a message from the Radiant Dragon Guild? I offer my respects and bring the greetings of my master, Xilarion.”

      The mention of Xilarion seemed to break through the haze, and Beqai’s face moved for the first time, nodding slowly. His hand reached up to his face, and his fingers curled through his beard.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat.” His voice was deep but cracked with age. “And to hear from my old friend Xilarion. But someone please tell me, what has happened here?”

      “Father, the city has been attacked by a horde of water beasts,” Kumi said, her father obviously oblivious to the first time she’d mentioned it. “The Resplendent Tears Guild has clearly driven them out of the Vigorous Zones to attack us. First our farms, and now, this. And there is the matter of the Wild Isles. I believe they are also responsible for causing problems there.”

      Beqai’s already wrinkled face crumpled further as he frowned and slowly shook his head. His hair and beard rustled against his skin. “The member of the guild are our friends and neighbors. They would never do such a thing.”

      “The old guild might not have,” Kumi said. “The guild you knew when you came to the throne. But things have changed. Horix would not flinch from any act that might increase his power, or that of the guild.”

      Beqai’s frown deepened. “Horix is an old friend. For all that the currents of life had swept us apart, I struggle to believe that he would do this.” He turned his attention to Labu. “My son, the stream of your life flows through the waters of Resplendent Tears. Do you believe that they did this thing?”

      Labu stood in proud silence before his father and showed no weakness despite his injuries.

      I continued to listen as I knelt beside a fallen soldier and gently pulled his eyes closed.

      “The guild would not commit a crime like this,” the prince said finally. “The Vigorous Zones must have grown stronger after the last reaping. We are killing too many monsters. The sea’s magical heart is becoming stronger at too rapid a rate. It’s unsustainable. We must hold back on farming for cores to prevent this from happening again.”

      Kumi threw her hands in the air. “Even if core farming is the problem, that still comes back to the guild! They’re the ones grasping for more and more power, scouring the Vigorous Zones for every scrap of magic they can take. Either they’re gaining the power to launch attacks on us, or they’re driving the zones into a frenzy and letting us suffer the consequences. Brother, why aren’t you doing your job at the guild and reeling in these power-hungry Augmenters? You are our emissary!”

      Labu didn’t even look at his sister. He remained stiff-backed and formal, his attention focused on his father. “My sister forgets the vital role that trained Augmenters play. Without them, Qihin would be easy pickings for any guild that arrived here, whether true or tainted. And there are the Island Chieftains who would leap at the opportunity to infest our beloved city. Sister believes the guild is responsible for their infighting, but we all know how their rage broils beneath the surface.”

      Beqai nodded, and Kumi balled her fists. “Father!” she began, but Labu cut her off.

      “We need the protection that a guild in our lands offers. A little more work on my part, and I believe they will allow clan members to train with them.”

      “You’re a fool if you believe that,” Kumi said as she turned to look him in the face. “They despise Wilds. Horix, Cadrin, all of them.”

      “They know only of the troublesome Wilds from the Isles. They will see that we are different.”

      “They only see skin-deep. And you would know that if you weren’t so smitten by them.” Kumi sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Tell me, Brother: if having a guild here is so beneficial to Qihin, why have they become a thorn in our side? Why are we overrun with monsters if the guild is here to protect us?”

      I caught a corpse under the arms and pulled him out of the sacred pool. The fishman was ravaged from the vampiric anglers. He’d died quickly from a slashed throat. The Qihin King and the siblings’ conversation continued unabated. They fed me answers to questions that I’d juggled since I’d arrive here.

      “It is the fault of those inside Qihin,” Labu said. “By holding too firmly to traditions, most of our people deprive themselves of power and influence in the region, and in doing so, they weaken our whole clan. We must seize that power when it is offered and learn to fight for ourselves.”

      “At what cost, Labu?” Kumi asked. “What price will the guild make us pay for access to its powers? What will we lose in becoming more like them?”

      King Beqai let out a deep sigh. “You both are always talking of fighting. Do you not realize that some things are better resolved through diplomacy and carefully chosen words?”

      “With all due respect, Father, how would diplomacy have saved us from the monsters that attacked the city today?” Labu asked. “Should we have talked calmly with the anglers and the starsquids? Perhaps sit down to tea with the lampreys? Our problem is not a lack of words. It is a lack of strength and discipline. The guild helps us with both. They may only allow the least monstrous of the fishfolk to join them, but it is better than nothing. Were it not for the training I received from Disciple Cadrin, we would not have held back these magical beasts from destroying the city.”

      Beqai waved dismissively at the body I had dropped by his feet. “These things happen. The flow of magic and of beasts around us is just a change in the tide. If we can learn to flow with the great stream, then we can follow the Path of Peace, as I have long taught you.”

      “The Path of Peace is why we cannot defend ourselves!” Labu snapped as his eyes narrowed into vicious slits. “And now Xilarion, the man who talked you onto this path, has sent his hirelings to cloud your thinking once again. You say you are seeking peace and wisdom for our people, but all your endless meditation does is let us drift rudderless toward disaster.”

      “Your youth and your pride in this city are to be commended, my son,” Beqai said. “But you must let your turmoil go before you can find the current of truth.”

      “Labu is right, Father,” Kumi said. “We can’t just sit idle. We need to act to ensure our safety.”

      “That is not what I meant, Sister.” The prince glowered at her, but she kept her eyes focused on the king.

      “All will be well,” Beqai said, a faraway look returning to his eyes as he sank back in his seat. “You will see.”

      “Ridiculous.” Kumi flung her hands in the air again and turned to her brother. “We may not agree on much, but we both want to act, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, we need to gather information. Whether the guild was behind this or not, we need to learn what the members know about this attack and how they view it. Their understanding of the Vigorous Zones is different from ours and could help. Perhaps something is happening to the monsters. The guild could tell us.”

      “Agreed. I will return to the guild and see what it knows of these events.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Vesma said flatly. Like me, she’d been listening to the conversation. She turned her attention to me as I hauled another twisted body out of the central pool. “There’s something to this I don’t like. We need to bring Faryn and Kegohr into this.”

      I wanted to go with her, but I figured I might be better able to push past the king’s exterior if I could talk with him alone. Xilarion had wanted me to help resolve the conflict between clan and guild, and the tentacled fishman on the throne was my best shot.

      “Travel safe,” I told her. “I’ll stay here and help with clean-up. See you soon.”

      Labu’s icy glare found me as Vesma joined him and his surviving friends. There was barely veiled conflict in that stare. The kind that hinted at trouble coming for me down the line.

      “It’s better I organize the burials and restoration of order, Ethan,” Kumi told me gently. “Thank you for your help today. You have made our small corner of the world a safer place.”

      “Happy to help,” I said.

      She smiled and shook her head. The seashells in her braids clattered against each other and made a sound like distant laughter. “I will see you later,” she said as she headed out of the hall.

      I let out a deep breath. It had been a long day. I was starving. But it was far from over yet.

      “King Beqai,” I said. “Will you now hear me speak?”
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      King Beqai of the Qihin gave no answer. His eyes were open, but to all intents and purposes, he seemed asleep and lost in his own inner world. His chest rose and fell in a slow, steady rhythm beneath his impressive beard.

      “Guildmaster Xilarion sent me here,” I said, hoping the mention of his old friend would tear him back to reality as it’d done before. But he remained still and silent save for the motions and sounds of breathing.

      My first instinct was to try to pull him out of his reverie. Then, I remembered that he’d managed to meditate through a whole battle in front of his face. A prod in the chest wasn’t likely to stir him any more than the lifeblood of his kin or the threat of bloodthirsty monsters inches away from his throne. Besides, I didn’t want to get too close to those strange tentacles that made up his legs.

      I’d been part of diplomatic missions while working for Running Blade Security, so I knew that powerful political figures did things in their own time. These periods of meditation seemed vitally important to the king, apparently more so even than an invasion of his city. He might have been aloof and even a little bit crazy, but if I wanted to make a conversation happen, the best I could do was to respect his attempts to become one with the flow of the universe.

      I pushed aside the body of an angler and sat down on the floor in front of the throne with the Sundered Heart Sword laid across my knees.

      I sat like that for a while as I waited for the king to stir from his reflection. Servants came to dispose of the bodies, refresh the bloodstained water, and set the gongs straight. I thought I caught a glimpse of Labu’s form in the reflection of a waterfall behind the throne at one point. The prince looked livid, but I gave no sign I’d seen him.

      After a while, new guards arrived to stand duty at the top of the stairs. A fishwoman in the livery of the royal court brought me tea and green biscuits with a strange, salty flavor. I took my time in eating them and felt my raging hunger settle down.

      If anyone questioned my presence, they didn’t do it to my face. I figured word must have spread of  how I’d helped clear the monsters from the city and the fishfolk were more than happy to leave me to my own devices. I sipped at the tea, meditated, and took the time to slowly apply Sunlight Ichor to my injuries from the fight against the vampiric anglers.

      Hours seemed to pass by as Beqai remained in his philosophical reverie. I channeled Vigor and centered my being to hold any signs of tiredness at bay. A servant brought a folding table and placed it in front of the king. On it, they put more biscuits like those they had fed me, a jug of tea, and a simple clay cup.

      Beqai finally stirred and turned his head to look down at me. “Thank you for your patience, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat. It warms the heart to share my throne room with someone who understands the importance of stillness.”

      I kept any sign of irritation from my face as I answered. “It’s an honor. Might I ask the nature of your meditation??”

      “I was considering the waves,” Beqai said. “They are both everything and nothing, the constancy of the world and its ever changing nature. They are the flow within and without, are they not?”

      I considered his pronouncement. It sounded close to zen philosophy from my own world. Maybe there was a deep message behind them, or maybe they were utterly meaningless. I didn’t want to get into a philosophical debate, not when there were practical issues at stake. A debate with Beqai promised to be about as helpful as arguing politics on Twitter.

      “I’m afraid my training hasn’t strongly considered the ocean, Your Majesty,” I said. “ Might I ask you about another matter?”

      “Of course, my boy.” Beqai leaned forward to take one of the biscuits. His movements were slow, and his joints creaked. It was only now that I realized he was permanently hunched over. I would have pitied him in his infirmity, but he seemed at peace with it, as he did with all things in the world around him.

      “Why does Guildmaster Horix object to your kind so strongly?” I asked. “You two were friends once, but now, it seems that he’s taken against you and your people.”

      “The unenlightened typically cling to shades of power,” Beqai said with a frown. “It is their way of understanding their place within the multiple layers of existence. The dichotomy of strength from discipline and strength from natural realization plague the young.”

      There was an element of truth in the king’s words. Horix had the air of a man who defined himself by what he could control, and that would explain his attempts to establish himself at the expense of the Qihin Clan. The Guildmaster’s prejudice against Wilds also rang true in Beqai’s words. On the other hand, it didn’t tell me what had actually brought them into conflict, or what had triggered the trouble tearing apart the Diamond Coast.

      “Well, isn’t he marvelous,” Nydarth said inside my head. “Truly the greatest scholar that I’ve ever seen.”

      “He’s not bad,” I thought back. “Kind and welcoming, at least.”

      “He’s a senile old coot. It’s just a shame that so few people can tell the difference between deep observations and the ramblings of a fading mind. I’d hate to endure a conversation between Tolin and this distracted fish.”

      The comparison with Tolin brought things into sharp perspective. Tolin’s pronouncements, though occasionally cryptic, always proved to be on the ball. He had helped me to make sense of this world and to find a way to channel the power within it. The old lo Pashat was sharp as a tack and his thoughts clear and specific. Beqai, on the other hand, rambled around a point of critical importance. His focus struck me as vast as the ocean itself. It was clear that the Qihin King had given his life over to meditation and not the practical business of swords, politics, and power.

      “Why do you think the water monsters attacked the city, Your Majesty?” I asked. “So many at once strikes me as a coordinated attack.”

      Beqai stared into his tea for a full minute. I almost thought that I had lost him to meditation again, but he raised his eyes to mine. A sad smile of resignation crossed his face, as if the old squid was a parent who’d caught their child in mischief and now had to deal with the consequences.

      “Some shirk their responsibilities,” he said. “A guard may simply have forgotten to close a gate.”

      I stared at him in bafflement. How could a king overlook the safety of his people? It was the responsibility of the guard to protect their city from an attack, particularly if their people lived on the edge of a Vigorous Zone. Was the old king so disconnected from reality that he couldn’t see the monsters as a serious threat?

      “Isn’t it unusual though?” I asked. “So many monsters descending on the city at once? Surely a single gate left open couldn’t bring such a multitude?”

      Beqai held out the plate of biscuits for me while he considered the question. I took one to calm my snarling stomach. Their salty taste was growing on me.

      “Unusual, yes,” Beqai said. “Perhaps, just perhaps, an intention lies behind it.”

      “Could someone have led the monsters into the city?” I asked quickly.

      “Perhaps. But why would anyone do that?”

      I’d hoped he would answer that question and not ask me a question in return. I considered the events that had unfolded in this hall, and an answer sprang to mind. The most dangerous of the water monsters—the vampiric anglers—had made a line straight for this place, despite the easier targets in the city below.

      “The best question to ask,” I said, “is the question of who has the most to profit from your death and the fate of Qihin City.”

      “Death comes to all, young disciple. It is simply a matter of time and place. I welcome my time when it comes as a time to dwell within the depths. But, to answer your question with another, who could possibly wish for my early demise?”

      The open innocence of the question was staggering given everything we’d discussed and what Kumi had said before. The Resplendent Tears had the most to gain from chaos and destruction in Qihin City if they truly saw the Wilds as dangerous. But if I’d learned one thing from our conversation so far, it was that directness wasn’t the best way to handle King Beqai.

      “I’ll leave that for you to consider, your Majesty,” I said. “If I may offer a suggestion, ensure that your gates are firmly closed and routinely inspected from this day forth. I believe trouble is brewing.”

      “I’ll be sure to think on it,” Beqai chuckled. “I enjoyed our chat, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat. Be sure to return.”

      I sheathed the Sundered Heart Sword, bowed to the king, and walked out of the hall. I needed to get away from him and clear my head.

      I had found a place in this world, and that place was very different from the one I’d had back on Earth. I’d been a covert operative, snuck in and out of places, and fixed problems through discreet action behind the scenes. Now, I was the man front and center in a series of crises, trying to talk a faltering king into tending to his kingdom and investigating the reason behind a battle against a monstrous army as it invaded a city.

      “I’ve seen your world,” Nydarth said inside my head. “It’s not all that different from this one.”

      “You mean apart from the technology, the lack of magic, and the absence of monsters?” I replied.

      “People are people, whatever is going on around them,” she said. “Fighting for power and ideals, looking for someone to show them the way.”

      “Perhaps you can help me find my way now,” I said. “What can you tell me about this city and the Vigorous Zones here?”

      “Qihin City is very rich in Vigor,” Nydarth said. “Vigor is harvested from the lands all around. The impressive power of the Resplendent Tears Guild is sourced from the same nexus of energy.”

      “So, they should be equal in power.”

      “Only if they are accessing as much of that power as each other and using it in the same way. Different methods require different resources. From what you’ve seen of the factions, do you think that is true?”

      I pictured the proud Guildmaster Horix and the calmly reflective King Beqai. No, they weren’t using the region’s resources in the same way.

      “Humor me for a minute. Supposing the guild is actually behind the attack, how do you turn an army of monsters to carrying out your goals?” ” I asked.

      “Labu was right in one thing,” she said. “If they farm the Vigorous Zones heavily, Augmenters are likely to unbalance the scales.”

      “And that would cause the attack?”

      “It would encourage the aggression of the sea beasts. A gate left open to a city would cause territorial beasts to range out further in order to expand their hunting grounds.”

      An idea struck me. “And lures could help. I didn’t see any around the city, but if they had lures like we used to draw monsters out from the Ember Cavern. . .”

      “Ah, so you aren’t simply a man of good looks. There appears to be a brain inside that skull of yours.”

      I chuckled at Nydarth’s teasing as I stepped off the last of the stairs and emerged into the courtyard of the royal palace.

      The bodies had been removed and the water cleared of blood. The statue Vesma had toppled leaned against a wall while the concrete of its new base dried in the afternoon sun. But that wasn’t what caught my attention.

      Labu stood in the courtyard, flanked by a male and female Qihin warrior. They displayed their Wild marks openly, with holes cut in their tunics to reveal the strange patterns on their backs. The woman wore a serrated sword on her belt, and the man carried a trident. The fins on either side of their necks flared as I approached, and I figured neither of them were happy to see me.

      I was surprised to see the prince because it hadn’t felt like much time had passed while I’d been with the king, but it had probably been almost 12 hours.

      “Prince Labu,” I said as I remembered to bow my head. I wasn’t especially fond of such customs, but given how much of a hair-trigger Labu seemed to be, it was best to follow them. “An honor to see you again. I hope your trip to the guild house was productive.”

      “Enough of your posturing,” Labu said. “You disgraced me in front of my father. Honor must be restored.”

      I shrugged. “What do you have in mind?”

      “You will fight me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I saved you from one beating earlier. Are you really so excited to get another one so soon?

      “We’ll see who takes the beating when I face you in a fair fight.”

      “Is that why you brought these two?” I pointed at his friends. “A fair fight?”

      “I don’t need help to gut you, outsider!” Labu snarled as the fins on his head rose. “They’re just here as witnesses.”

      “Fine.” I unbuckled my sword belt. “How do you want to do this? Practice swords? Magical mayhem? Good old fashioned fisticuffs?”

      “We will duel in the traditional Qihin style. No magic. No enhancements. Just our skill with weapons.”

      “So, what, first to three hits? Or are we going full tilt, beat the other guy into submission?”

      “There is only one outcome that can satisfy honor. We will fight to the death.”

      I opened my mouth, closed it, opened it again. “You’re kidding. Your city was just attacked by monsters, the clan lands are being torn apart by a feud with the guild, and now, you want us to spill each other’s blood? Don’t you think that there’s been enough death already?”

      “Are you too cowardly to face me? Too weak without your magic and your women to protect you?”

      “Maybe I’m just too smart to get drawn into this sort of bullshit.”

      “Maybe you have no honor and feel no need to defend it.”

      That one finally stung.

      “I have as much honor as anyone here,” I said as I drew my sword. “And if this is the only way you’ll believe it, then let’s get to it. But remember; you forced my hand.”

      I knew I couldn’t kill a prince in his own city without serious punishment, but I could, at least, give him a few cuts to take him down a notch.

      Labu sneered and raised his barbed spear. “Still trying to escape. But I won’t let you shirk your debt to me.”

      He strode into the center of the courtyard, and I followed. His friends held back and watched us from the bottom of the stairs, as promised.

      We stood on a patch of dry ground amid the pools littering the courtyard. The sun shone from a cloudless sky and set a gleam over the water and the steel of our weapons. The pink coral of the statues glimmered a blood-red in the brightness of the afternoon.

      We circled each other, weapons raised, and watched for openings. I was tired from the previous fighting and my exhaustive meditation in the throne room. My muscles ached from the action, and the food I’d been given wasn’t nearly enough to make up for the lack of sleep.

      Labu, on the other hand, looked healed and well-rested. He moved swiftly and surely around me as he twirled his spear in his hands. If the events of the last 24 hours had taken a toll, then it didn’t show. Even his eyes, the same dark blue as his sister’s, gleamed with a bright and energetic light.

      Labu thrust his spear at me to test my defences. I parried, counter-attacked, and tested him in return. His movements were similar to those of Kumi’s graceful and flowing style born from the water.

      Labu easily blocked my next attack and stayed on the move. The prince circled around me and constantly spun his spear. Every so often, he feinted. The motion emerged naturally from his other movements and gave little warning of their approach. None of them were a real attack yet, just attempts to draw me out and test my capabilities.

      I stayed on the defensive, determined not to be drawn out. I didn’t have the energy to play the aggressor in this fight, and if I was honest, I wasn’t keen to injure Labu. A little humiliation would have done this guy some good, but this was his show, not mine.

      He darted in and struck assertively. I turned his spear aside, blocked a second strike that followed, and then made a low cut. My aim was to catch him in the leg and stop the fight early. He jumped over my sword and turned that movement into an attack as his spear lanced down toward my chest. I sprung back as one of the barbs of his weapon tore through my tunic. His spear whipped around as he landed, but I knocked it aside and returned to my defensive stance.

      Labu bounced on his feet as he jabbed his spear left and right. He forced me to back off one way and then the other. One of my feet slid out from under me down the shallow bank into one of the pools, and I threw my arms out to regain my balance.

      In that instant, Labu leaped forward and struck hard with his spear. I jumped back and landed in the middle of the pool as water sprayed around me. The water wasn’t deep, but it had been stirred up by my landing, and I couldn’t make out what was underfoot. It was no place to try to fight.

      He jumped to join me in the pool, and while he was still in the air, I leaped out of the way and  landed unsteadily on the bank. He spun and sprang out of the water like some kind of frog, and I was reminded why it was always a bad idea to fight with a fishman in a pool. His spear lashed out, but I parried it and took another step back.

      Labu flowed across the ground around me and didn’t falter for an instant. He pressed harder with high and low spear strikes, probing for any weakness in my defences. I couldn’t afford to give him an opening, but I was starting to tire as hunger and exhaustion wore at me.

      Things didn’t look bright in my immediate future.

      “You’re just fighting defensively now?” Labu said. “You didn’t get this far by playing nice.”

      “I didn’t want to get to this place at all,” I countered as I parried another of his strikes.

      His movements kept their flow, and there was never a moment of stillness or a step that didn’t somehow fit the pattern. It was like a duel with a dancer, though one who worked with something more deadly than a quickstep.

      I needed to break that rhythm to beat Labu. His fighting style depended on keeping up the flow. Without it, he would lose much of the balance and momentum that allowed him to continue attacking. But I couldn’t break that rhythm myself. I barely had enough gas in the tank to keep up my defense. I had to give him a reason to break the rhythm himself.

      I slowed my movements and made it look as if I was wearier than I was. Labu responded with faster strikes as a grin spread across his face. His confidence grew with each tired parry I made.

      I stabbed at his chest with my sword as he spun away. My move was deliberately sloppy—good enough to look convincing but not so good that it stood any chance of getting through. Labu flowed out of the way of the blow instead of parrying. The tip of his spear jammed into my left shoulder, and pain raced through me as the blade cut my flesh in a spray of blood.

      I brought the Sundered Heart Sword down with all my strength as Labu leaned in and tried to slide the barbs of his weapon into me. My sword sliced through the haft of Labu’s spear and left him clutching nothing more than a nicely carved length of stick.

      Labu stared in shock at his weapon. I ignored the pain of the barbed speartip embedded in my shoulder and hit him with a mid-air kick to the head. He fell to the ground with a thud. I landed with my two feet planted on either side of him.

      I pulled the spear blade from my shoulder with my free hand and tossed it at the feet of the prince’s friends.

      I pressed the Sundered Heart’s blade against Labu’s neck. “You wanted a fight to the death. What would you be doing right now if you were in my position?”

      Labu glowered at me, his eyes filled with hatred. “Do it.”

      I looked up at the silent spectators. “What do you think? Should I kill a prince in his own palace? Do you think King Beqai would even bat a tentacle at the death of his son?”

      Maybe that would finally wake him from his meditative slumber.

      Labu’s companions stared at me with faces of stone and folded arms. I hadn’t expected them to applaud my victory, but they weren’t about to leap to their prince’s defence either. It seemed that they took the “to the death” part of this fight seriously.

      They weren’t the only ones who caught my attention. Kegohr, Vesma, Faryn, and Kumi were standing at the gateway to the stairs that led down to the city. I hadn’t even noticed them arrive. Their eyes were fixed on me in a mixture of horror and astonishment.

      Kumi’s eyes begged me to pull away. I wondered how much she’d guessed of what had happened here. Would she realize that her brother had started the fight, or would she blame me and lay responsibility for his death at my door?

      I looked down at Labu. “You still haven’t answered my question. Would you have spared my life?”

      “Finish it,” he hissed. “Free me from my dishonor.”

      He raised his head, and blood trickled out as the Sundered Heart sliced the skin of his neck.

      My hand trembled. To end this now would save me from one more potential enemy. But it would have other far-reaching consequences. Hell, if I was a different man, I might have killed Labu here and now.

      “You’re a good fighter,” I said. “I respect that. But you make some fucking stupid decisions.”

      “End it!” Labu bellowed as his eyes bulged in their sockets.

      “No.” I drew the sword back. “There’s been enough death and destruction in this palace already. I won’t add to it.”

      “Coward. Dishonorable scum.”

      “No. You’re just too blinded by pride to see things clearly.”

      I stood and offered the prince my hand to help him up. He batted it aside and rose to his feet as a petulant scowl crumpled his face.

      “Real honor isn’t found just in besting others or being bested by them,” I said. “It’s about how you live your life, how you treat the people around you, and how you conduct yourself in times of trial, whether that’s a battle, a debate, or the burden of standing for what you believe is right. A simple, childish view of honor is nothing more than a crutch.”

      Labu’s faced twitched as he struggled to keep his emotions in check. He finally nodded and turned on his heel and strode away. The prince’s companions followed him.

      My friends joined me at my side.

      “That ain’t over.” Kegohr jerked a thumb toward the gate Labu had walked through.

      I nodded my agreement. I didn’t like it. Labu was caught between his loyalties between his clan and the Resplendent Tears Guild. It was difficult to tell what part he would play as events unfolded.

      “I’ll have to keep an eye on him,” I said.

      “My brother can be. . . difficult,” Kumi said. “But thank you for sparing his life.”

      “Should have killed him,” Vesma stated plainly as she shot a sideways look at the princess.

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” Faryn said. “Otherwise, I would have thought all your lessons had been for nought.”

      “It would have been dishonorable?” I asked.

      Faryn shook her head. “No. You had every right to take the prince’s life. It was a duel to the death, conducted in a city with such customs.”

      “Then why are you glad I didn’t kill him?”

      “Because it would likely have caused you to fail in your mission. Tensions between the clan and guild are only increasing. Guildmaster Xilarion sent you here with a purpose, and you have yet to complete it.”

      And now I’d just made an enemy of the clan’s prince. My interactions with Labu felt a whole lot like my interactions with Hamon Wysaro. I could handle myself, but if Labu showed any sign of wanting to harm my friends, then I’d be the one to ensure he stopped breathing before he got the chance.

      Mission or not.

      Well, it seemed like the Seven Realms had changed me. On Earth, I would never have failed a mission for any reason. But things were different now.
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      The tension in the palace courtyard abated after Labu and his friends vanished down the stairs to the city. Blood ran down my arm, dribbled from my fingers, and peppered the muddy ground beside the pool.

      I sheathed the Sundered Heart and clutched my hand to the wound in my shoulder. The pressure of my palm against the injury sent a fresh wave of nauseating pain through me, and I wobbled on my feet. My blood ran from the wound in scarlet rivulets, even with my hand clamped against it.

      My head was starting to spin as the exhaustion of the fight and the blood loss took their toll. My knees gave out under me, and I half sat, half slumped onto the ground.

      “Well, this is fun,” I muttered as black spots danced across my vision. “Most people have to blow their money on tequila shots to feel light-headed and sick. If I’d known I could do it this way, I could have made a fortune back home. Hot new life-hack—blood loss instead of beer.”

      “What are you rambling about?” Faryn asked as she appeared at my side.

      “Not sure I could explain. You guys don’t even have memes.”

      “Are those some sort of monster?” Kumi asked, sinking to her knees at my other side.

      “Yeah,” I said with a grin despite the pain. “They’re a sort of time-sucking vampire.”

      “Then, we should fix you up before they get here.” Faryn rummaged in her satchel and pulled herbs from it. “I can clean the wound, stitch it up, and add a salve. But you’re going to need to rest while your body recovers.”

      “No rest.” I shook my head and found my drained Vigor pool. “I just need a second.” I channeled along my fresh sap pathways, and Sunlight Ichor flowed from my fingers. The sticky substance oozed over the wound, but the lack of sunlight would mean it would take some time for the wound to heal completely.

      “I’ll help,” Kumi said.

      She chanted and wove her hands through the air in a complex pattern. Strands of water rose from the pool and shimmered with sunlight and Wild Vigor. Most of her liquid ribbons settled on my shoulder and formed a cool, soothing mass over my flesh. The rest spread out across my body and touched my forehead, chest, belly, and limbs.

      The water took on a deep blue glow as Kumi continued to chant. The water seeped into my body, and my aches and pains receded. New energy surged through me.

      The wound in my shoulder twitched as torn muscle knitted back together and blood vessels rejoined. I took my hand away in time to see the skin close and take the sap magic with it. Our combined efforts left only the faintest line of a scar. The last of the water ran from me onto the pavestones as the magic faded away.

      “How does that feel?” Kumi asked as she rested a gentle hand on my arm.

      “Much better,” I said. “Thank you.”

      “You should thank the heavenly spirits,” she said. “It’s through their blessing that I have the Wild power.”

      I wondered how true that was. Religion played a much larger part of the culture in Qihin than Wysaro City. I was reminded of religious people back on Earth thanking God for the skills and good fortune he had blessed them with. Tolin had once taught me that powerful spirits like Nydarth had their own plane of existence. Did they wander the human plane and turn up from time to time to give people Wild Augmenting power?

      “Where’s the best place to thank them?” I asked. “Where’s the center of worship in Qihin City?”

      “The Temple of the Deep,” Kumi said.

      “Is that the same place where we fought the monsters?” I asked.

      “No. That was only a minor shrine. The Temple of the Deep is far larger and contains many holy relics. It’s where the priests honor the arcane heart of the Vigorous Zone and where the influence of the divine court is most strongly felt.”

      “Then that’s where I’ll go,” I said.

      I had a mission to complete, but I’d earned a little R&R, even if it would only be for a few hours. Besides, I was curious to see how the religion of the city worked. It clearly played a more important part here than it did at the Radiant Dragon Guild, where I’d only entered a shrine at the request of Jiven Wysaro’s message. I figured showing respect for religion might help me to understand the Qihin.

      “As much as I’d like to visit the temple, I’m going back to the lower city,” Faryn said. “The locals still need to heal and recover from this attack, and I’ve plenty of herbs and poultices from my travels through the lands of the Qihin. With your leave, Princess Kumi?”

      “Our people will be honored to benefit from your skills, Master Faryn,” Kumi said with a small bow.

      The elf peered at my shoulder through the torn cloth of my robes, prodded the wound with her fingers, and nodded.

      “That’s good work.” She smiled at Kumi. “You should let it rest, mighty Swordslinger.”

      “No promises,” I said. “Trouble has a way of finding me.”

      “It really does.” Faryn shook her head and turned to leave. “I’ll see you later--hopefully in one piece.”

      Kumi led the rest of us out of the courtyard and through a large gate to the north. At the edge of the rock on which the palace stood, a stream ran out over the edge and formed a waterfall that plunged down to the city below. There was no sign of stairs to the peak of the mountain.

      “Step into the water,” Kumi said. “It will take you down.”

      I peered over the drop at the hard ground 40 feet below. “Won’t that just be gravity?”

      “Trust me.” Kumi laid a hand on my arm again and smiled. “I’ll show you.”

      She stepped into the stream where it frothed and plummeted over the edge. The water rose up to form a disk beneath her feet. It went with the flow of the water, over the edge, and Kumi sank slowly from view.

      I took a deep breath and followed her lead. I expected my feet to get wet as I stepped onto the water, but instead, the water formed a rubbery platform beneath me. There was a brief, dizzying moment of fear as I went over the edge. The fight-or-flight instincts in the animal recesses of my brain constricted around me. Sweat flooded my palms, and I meditated to calm myself.

      The fear faded slowly as I continued to inhale and exhale. My mind cleared, and I could enjoy the view as an invisible elevator carried me to the bottom, with the waterfall crashing around me. The disk fell away as I reached the bottom. Water streamed over my head as gravity took hold and water soaked my clothes from above. I laughed, stepped out of the waterfall, and shook like a dog drying itself.

      “You could have warned me about that last part,” I said.

      “What, you’re afraid of getting a bit wet?” Kumi asked with a smile. “A warrior of your skill and bravery? I hardly believe it.”

      “I prefer to know what’s coming.”

      “Sometimes, there’s pleasure in the unexpected. And novelty. In this case, I’m rather enjoying the view.”

      Her gaze ran up and down as it took in the way my robes clung to my body. I returned the favor and enjoyed the droplets of water still running down the bare skin of her shoulders and across the swell of her breasts. Her skirts plastered themselves to round hips and shapely legs. She bit her lip and gave me a sparkling smile.

      “Any reason why we didn’t take this waterfall elevator to get up to the palace? It would have been a lot faster than climbing the mountain path.” I didn’t add that it might have saved the lives of her father’s bodyguards.

      “I’m not sure what an elevator is,” the princess answered, “but the aqua-disc only travels down. Allowing it to transport people upward would provide a weakness in the defense of the palace.”

      Unfortunately, that hadn’t stopped the monsters from reaching the palace.

      “Wet, wet, wet!” Kegohr said as he emerged from the waterfall. Vesma followed a moment later, and she scowled as she twisted the water from her hair.

      “This way,” Kumi said before she led us off through the streets.

      The princess asked the others about their backgrounds and the powers they had gained through Augmenting as we walked. She listened intently and asked more questions about Radiant Dragon, clearly in awe of what we could do. To a Wild water Augmenter, the power of tamed fire Augmentation was something extraordinary.

      “And to combine that with other powers,” she said, looking at me. “Your sap healing technique on its own would be amazing, and that’s just one facet. I can’t wrap my head around it all.”

      Kegohr laughed. “That’s just part of the parcel with our mate Effin.” He slapped me on the shoulder with so much half-ogre strength that I almost fell over. “He always defies expectations.”

      Our route took us through the upper reaches of Qihin City toward the towering rock formations of the rear wall. Rivers and streams still gushed between the houses, but the rapids distinguished them from the steady streams in the parts of Qihin City I’d seen earlier.

      The Temple of the Deep stood at the base of the rock formations between the churning waters of two rapidly flowing rivers. The outer walls gleamed with a layer of magical ice that spiked up toward the mountain with polished points. A layered pagoda tower with curved roofs rose above the walls. Water sluiced from its layered ceiling and added to the roar of racing water. A grand gateway in the shape of a dragon’s mouth, with glittering gems for eyes, stared down from the gatehouse above.

      “You mentioned relics earlier,” I said to Kumi as I looked at the temple. I couldn’t help but think of the Sundered Heart and the spirit within the weapon. Or of the powerful scroll Xilarion had given me that could summon a fire golem.

      “Objects of power that have been in our line since the clan was first formed,” Kumi explained. “It is watched over by the dragon spirit, Yono, known by some as the Guardian of Crashing Waves.”

      “Friend of yours, Nydarth?” I silently asked the sword.

      She snorted. “You think just because I’m a dragon spirit that Yono is my friend? Not all dragons are fire creatures, Ethan. Some take to other elements. I’ve heard of this Yono, but I’ve never met her properly.”

      Fishfolk guards stood to either side of the gate. Their blue and green uniforms were trimmed with a silver brocade that matched the sheen of their scales. Each carried a trident and a tower shield embossed with the likeness of the dragon statue above their heads.

      “Your highness,” a guard said as we approached the entrance. They both bowed their heads to Kumi and turned to evaluate us with tense, expectant expressions.

      “Were you here when the monsters attacked?” Kumi asked.

      “No, Your Highness,” the nearest guard said. “We only just relieved the others’ watch.”

      “And did they face much trouble?”

      The guard looked uncomfortably at his companion and back to Kumi. “Better for you to see for yourself, Your Highness,” he said as he stepped aside to let us through.

      I watched the guards as we walked past. None would meet my gaze. One looked at the floor, and I followed his eyes. Dark stains were visible in the gaps between the flagstones, blood that they hadn’t had time to wash away.

      Something about them rubbed me the wrong way.

      We emerged from the confines of the gatehouse into the open space of the courtyard. It was every bit as impressive inside as it was outside.

      Ice encrusted the walls and shifted slowly as wisps of fog drifted from them. Patterns of frost formed and reformed over a layer of blue-gray stone. The white of the ice created images of storm-tossed oceans, of people swimming with fish in the deep and a dragon cresting the waves with wings spread wide.

      “What do you see?” Kumi asked me, clearly proud of the magic.

      People emerged from the sea onto land, worked with the water they found there to feed crops and built homes amid the rivers, streams, and lapping tides. It was like watching a hauntingly pale cartoon on the world’s biggest widescreen TV.

      “The story of the Qihin people and this city,” I said.

      “There’s more,” the princess said as she gestured for me to continue.

      For all their wonder, the shifting walls were just the frame for the focus of the courtyard. Statues like those I had seen around the city rose up 20 feet high and towered over us. Each one was clearly a figure of legend, equipped with some marker of who they were and what they stood for. There was a man clutching a net from which an endless tide of fish flowed and became the pedestal on which he stood; a woman in close-fitting armor with a trident raised high with a jeweled circlet on her head; an androgynous figure with the wings of a dragon who carried a set of scales in one hand as coins ran from the other.

      We crossed the courtyard and moved in and out of the shadows of these divine beings until we reached the grandest statue of all: a vast, winged lizard with its tail coiled in long, snake-like loops. Surrounded by burning candles, the dragon’s body reared up as if it was about to spring into flight. It bared rows of ice-frosted teeth as its wings swept back in mid-flight. One claw was stretched toward the sun.

      “Yono,” Kumi said, bowing her head. “Guardian, guide, we thank you.”

      The rest of us bowed our heads respectfully to the impressive figure.

      “Is Yono a living spirit?” I asked. “Or a creature from the past?”

      “That’s a complicated question,” Kumi said. “Yono is said to have lived among the Qihin in the first generations of the clan. They taught us how to tame the waves both around us and within us, to become as one with the flow of the tides. They left after their great battle with Ordath the Burning Brand, when they had been wounded in defence of the Vigorous Zone and those who lived around it. Some say that the wound was fatal, and the divine Qihin passed from this realm. Others say that they survived but moved on, as we could now protect ourselves and others who were in need. Whichever it was, Yono’s spirit still guards us, providing the courage and the wisdom we need to face a turbulent world.”

      The princess took a handful of incense sticks from a pot near the base of the statue, used a burning candle to light them, and placed them in a pot amid Yono’s coiling tail. The smoke was sweet yet earthy and made me feel as if I could take on the world.

      I recalled the shrine to Nydarth on the mountain path outside the Radiant Dragon Guild House. It was nothing like this mighty space dedicated to Yono.

      “Do you have a temple like this somewhere?” I asked Nydarth silently.

      She snorted. “If only.”

      Behind Yono’s statue lay the doors carved from large pieces of salt-encrusted driftwood. The individual planks were mismatched in color, texture, and shape. They made something that worked seamlessly together, framed in highly polished bronze.

      “This is the inner shrine,” Kumi said as she opened the doors.

      I entered a room lined with blue and white tiles. They merged into an artistic mural of waves and gave the impression we were surrounded on all sides by the sea.

      Only the ceiling was different. A huge carving of snow-blown icebergs spiked with real icicles hung down and cast a scattered collection of curved and pointed lights that spun over the walls. Mighty statues of the ancient Qihin guarded the walls and items displayed on pedestals. An ancient and much-mended net, a gleaming blue-green orb, and a series of glowing scrolls shimmered when the flames from burning braziers touched them. The far end of the chamber was illuminated by a single beam of sunlight that focused on an empty plinth.

      Kumi gasped and ran over to the empty pedestal. She searched frantically on the ground behind it and turned to us.

      “The Depthless Dream!” she shouted. “It’s been taken!”

      One of the statues shifted suddenly and jumped down from its pedestal. Sunlight gleamed from a body of frozen plates joined together by sinews of water. The ice golem stood 10 feet tall, clutching a massive icicle in its hand and glaring at us with cold, unfeeling eyes.

      “Is that meant to happen?” Vesma asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Kegohr answered.

      I unsheathed my sword as the golem thundered over the carved floor toward Kumi, its icicle held out like a spear.

      “Kumi!” I yelled as I raced to get between her and the animated statue.

      As the golem jabbed its spear down, the princess moved aside, and the weapon struck the pedestal. Its tip shattered against the stone in a shower of ice.

      Fire flared along the Sundered Heart as I called forth my Vigor while sprinting at top-speed. The golem stabbed at me, but I parried the blow, and there was a hiss of steam as fire and water collided.

      Kumi ran toward the doors. “Guards!” she yelled. “Guards!”

      The guards we’d seen at the front gate appeared. They took hold of the shrine’s doors and slammed them shut. Kumi reached them and hammered on the wood just as the thud of a bar being forced into place sounded from outside.

      “What are you doing?” she shouted through the door. “I am your princess; answer me!”

      She wheeled on me as I dived away from a vicious stab from the golem. “Ethan, can you open the door?”

      “Little busy!” I shouted back.

      The roar of the ice golem filled the whole shrine, echoed off the walls, and battered my ears.

      Vesma and Kegohr moved up to my flank. Flames flickered from our weapons as we stood together to face this new monster.

      The golem turned its icicle around and swung it like a baseball bat. The blunt weight scythed through the air, and we were all forced to jump back. Kegohr was a fraction of a second too slow, and the blow caught him in the chest. He wasn’t light, but the strength of the golem was still enough to toss him across the room like an empty soda can. He crashed into a pedestal and slid to the ground. Kumi blurred away from the doors at the impact.

      Vesma and I went on the offensive. I swung the Sundered Heart in a series of swift attacks as she darted around the golem and probed for weak points with her spear. Shards of ice flew as blows landed, but nothing seemed to do any serious harm.

      The golem turned on her with movement surprisingly fast for a creature of its size and lashed out with its improvised spear. Vesma flung up a Flame Shield just in time to block the hit, and there was an angry hiss as the first six inches of the golem’s frozen spear evaporated. Vesma tumbled across the smooth floor as her shield dissipated and left her sprawled out on the ground.

      I ran in and hacked at the creature’s arm to take its attention off Vesma. My blow landed where water formed an elbow joint between the plates of ice. The Sundered Heart bit through with a sizzle, but the water reformed behind it. The golem barely seemed to feel my strike despite the flames that rippled over my sword.

      Kumi crouched over the unconscious Kegohr and chanted urgently. Water flowed out of ceremonial bowls positioned around the room, ran across the floor, and formed a layer over the half-ogre. He opened his eyes, grinned, and lumbered to his feet.

      “Are you back with us?” I called out as I dodged beneath a swing from the golem.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” he said. “Never felt better.”

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His body started to glow, and flames flared in his eyes.

      “Oh, yeah,” he said. “That’s more like it.”

      Kegohr joined the fight with his mace swinging, and he hit the golem with a massive strike. His half-ogre strength, fire magic, and momentum combined to smash into the animated statue’s chest. The golem staggered back, clutching the gap where Kegohr had taken a chunk out of its side.

      The colossal guardian righted itself against a wall, pulled its arm back, and flung the remains of its icicle at Kegohr. I sent a flash of wood power through the ground and up. A thin Plank Pillar materialized in front of Kegohr, and the icicle sank halfway through the wood before it halted an inch away from his eye.

      I concentrated on the golem’s head and summoned a cloud of ash. Blackness appeared out of the air around it and blinded it for a moment. The golem still needed to see, even if it was a magical construct. The creature flailed its arms in an attempt to disperse the cloud.

      I looked to Kegohr and Vesma and communicated an unspoken plan. They knew exactly what I wanted to do. It probably wouldn’t work, but it was the surest way of dealing with this monstrosity before it dealt with us.

      “Now!” I shouted.

      All three of us blasted the golem with a simultaneous Untamed Torch. Blinded by the ash, it was completely unaware when our streams of fire plowed into its body. Steam fizzed as the scorching flames bombarded its frozen exterior. Then, it barrelled forward and forced us to split up to avoid being crushed.

      “We’re getting there!” I called.

      “Maybe,” Vesma said and pointed. “Look.”

      The golem raised a hand, and water flowed from the ceremonial bowls before streaming across the floor. The liquid surged toward the creature until it coalesced up into its legs. The water settled into gaps we had melted away from its body, froze over, sealed the wounds, and left our foe intact and very pissed off.  It emerged from the fading remnants of the black cloud, its face gray with ash.

      “You teach the golem your tricks?” I asked Kumi.

      “It isn’t part of the temple. Someone must have brought it here.”

      The golem launched toward me. I spun aside a second before it would have pulverized me and shot a barrage of Stinging Palm into its back. The thorns bounced harmlessly off its hardened outer shell, and I cursed as I realized just how much Vigor I’d need to pump into the technique to harm the golem.

      “Someone must have poisoned its mind.” The princess jabbed our icy enemy in the side with her dagger. It whipped around and backhanded her across the room.

      “We can’t just whittle it down,” I said as I pulled Kumi to her feet. “We need something bigger. A killing blow.”

      I glanced up at the ceiling and found the huge ice sculpture above us. I dived away from a bone-crushing punch and gestured for my friends to follow me.

      “This way!”

      We regrouped behind the golem as its eyes shone with an elemental menace.

      “Keep backing up,” I said as Kegohr made ready to attack.

      “We’ve gotta get to it,” he said.

      “And we will. Trust me.”

      The creature lumbered after us as its footfalls shook the room. It roared and swung its arms around, a display that might have intimidated lesser heroes than three Outer Disciples of the Radiant Dragon Guild.

      I flung up a Plank Pillar in front of the golem as it reached the center of the room. It roared again and took a step back, but I’d put another pillar behind it, and more to either side. I summoned three more wooden walls to increase the thickness of the golem’s prison. The monster bellowed as it attempted to break free by smashing its fists against the planks.

      “Untamed Torch, on my mark,” I said to the others and pointed at the ceiling above the golem. “Up there.”

      They looked up to see what I’d seen on the way in. We flung blasts of fire at its base and wore away at the ice fixing it to the ceiling.

      The golem grabbed hold of a pillar and tore off a plank. It battered at the others with a sound like the beating of a drummer who couldn’t find their rhythm. Splinters clouded the air around the creature.

      I poured more Vigor into my Untamed Torch until it burned so bright, it started to flare. Water ran down the icicle as the base melted, but it still clung tenaciously in place.

      The golem continued pounding at the planks and started to break down a pillar, but the gap wasn’t wide enough for it to squeeze through. The animated statue dropped its plank to wrench at those still standing. There was a creak, a splintering crack, and a thud as the golem wrenched another Plank Pillar loose and flung it aside.

      I poured all my Vigor into Flame Empowerment and enhanced the burning techniques of Kegohr and  Vesma while continuing my own Untamed Torch. The flames engulfed the base of the huge sculpture. It shook, swayed, and fell.

      A bombardment of icicles slammed into the top of the golem’s head point-first. Ice shattered and water sprayed as our improvised weapon obliterated the hulking guardian in a single strike. The shrine rumbled with the impact, and I glanced up at the ceiling. It didn’t look like it would cave in, and I breathed a sigh.

      “Got it!” Kegohr bellowed. “Oh, yeah!”

      Vesma nodded. “That was rather difficult.”

      “We need to speak with Father and tell him what happened to his trident,” Kumi said. “And that his guards have been compromised.”

      “How you gonna get through the doors?” Kegohr asked. “The guards locked them, remember?”

      “It’s made of wood. You can all blast it down.”

      “Wait. We don’t know what else could be waiting for us out there. I’m running low on Vigor, and the others could use some of your magic. Whoever took the trident is probably long gone by now.”

      She stared at me blankly for a moment. She nodded and raised her hands.

      She sang a somber tune as what water remained in the bowls drifted into the air and bathed Vesma and Kegohr. I hadn’t been injured in the fight, but my friends had sustained minor bruises. It easily could have gone far worse.

      I hated being this low on Vigor, so I spent a few minutes meditating and studying my internal pathways. Soon, my magical stores started to replenish, but they were still lower than I would have liked.

      “What’s this?” Kegohr asked as he reached behind a statue’s plinth and picked up a glowing object by a chain. Connected to the chain was what looked a tiny bird cage.

      “A monster lure,” I answered, recalling the lures we had used with Master Rutmonlir. “Now, we know why the monsters left the Vigorous Zone. But a lure that could bring them from so far away must be very powerful.”

      “And expensive,” Vesma added.

      “Who’d spend a bloody fortune on luring monsters to Qihin?” Kegohr asked the question with an answer so obvious, I almost palmed my face.

      “Resplendent Tears,” Kumi said with a snarl. “They’re the ones who stole the trident; I’m sure of it. Horix has always envied—” Her eyes suddenly widened. She gasped and shuffled sideways, and I saw a figure standing behind her.

      It was impossible to mistake that white hair, those slender features, or the fancy blue robes.

      Cadrin.

      He held a blue-metal trident glowing with an inner light and pressed its longest prong against Kumi’s back.

      I unsheathed the Sundered Heart, the sound almost deafening in the dead silence.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I tried to calm myself and squash my desire to run him through. I wouldn’t reach him before he skewered the princess with the stolen trident.  

      “Such prowess,” he said in a voice dripping with disdain. “It would be a shame not to test it properly. I see the half-breed has already found one lure. With two, the wyrm won’t be able to resist.”

      He unclasped a cage almost identical to the one Kegohr had found and flung it into the center of the room.

      “Enjoy yourselves.” He laughed as he backed away, Kumi still held captive at the point of the trident.

      Cadrin vanished through the door. I would have bolted after him, but the ground suddenly shook with violent tremors. I staggered and caught hold of a statue, straightened myself, and made ready to pursue Cadrin. He was already out of the hall, pushing Kumi ahead of him down a side passage.

      “We gotta catch that bastard!” I shouted as I made for the doorway.

      Before I’d taken three steps, the floor beneath me ruptured, and I was thrown to my feet in a shower of brick. I continuing rolling and jumped to my feet.

      “Wow, wow, wow!” Kegohr exclaimed.

      In the middle of the inner shrine, blocking the exit, was a gaping hole. A serpent as wide as a sedan rose up from it, opened its mouth, and bared teeth the length of short swords. Water blasted from its gaping maw in a focused jet. Ice gave way under the powerful stream and smashed a statue. The doorway caved in under the falling statue and trapped us inside with another fucking monster.

      “This isn’t good,” Kegohr muttered.

      “No shit, big guy,” I replied.
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      The creature turned its attention to us and filled the shrine with a rasping hiss. The monster’s muscles flexed as its deep-blue body slithered out from the hole in the floor and coiled into the chamber. It slammed into a pillar, knocked it to the ground, and dislodged tiles and chunks of ice from the ceiling above.

      My heart hammered in my chest as my mind struggled to make sense of what we were facing.

      “What the hell is that?” I shouted as the ground shook beneath my feet.

      “Tidal wyrm,” Vesma answered. “They’re legendary monsters that live out in the ocean Vigorous Zones.”

      “How the hells do you always know this stuff?” Kegohr yelled as he darted clear of a chunk of ceiling.

      “I read a lot, okay?” Vesma replied as she engulfed her spear in flames.

      The tidal wyrm reared up and paused to sniff the air. A forked tongue as thick as my forearm flicked out from its massive maw. In a flash of movement, the giant snake slammed face-first into the floor. Tiles tore themselves free as it burrowed into the ground and made another gaping hole. The floor ahead of it rippled and shook as it wormed its way through the earth beneath and left a ridge of dirt and shattered mosaic tiles in its wake.

      Vesma dived clear of yet another statue as it wobbled and crunched into the ruined floor where she had been a moment before. The ground between us ruptured as the wyrm burst to the surface once more. The long, scaly body came tumbling out and slithered toward a lure. The scraping of its scales against the tiles rasped and created a wall of noise that grew as it reverberated through the room. Icicles fell from the ceiling and disintegrated harmlessly against the beast’s hide.

      One of the icicles plummeted toward me, and I dived away before it exploded on the ground from away from my face. Razor blades of ice hurtled past my head and sliced the skin of my arms. Thin rivulets of blood splattered across the white and blue of the tiles.

      “What’s it doing?” Kegohr asked as he scrambled out of the wyrm’s path.

      “Looking for the lures,” I said. “Though I don’t know why it doesn’t just go for them.”

      My Vigor ebbed low within me; I didn’t have enough juice to take this thing on with pure Augmenting power. The minutes I’d had to meditate hadn’t been nearly enough to replenish my stores.

      “A tidal wyrm’s senses become addled on land,” Vesma said. “It takes it time to adjust.”

      “So, it’s just going to keep thrashing around like this?” I asked.

      “Until it spots the lures, yes.”

      “Then, let’s help it.”

      I dodged falling icicles and the wyrm’s erratic path as I ran across the room and snatched up the lure Kegohr had found behind the statue. I danced around the monster’s rippling body, leaped over a statue, and grabbed the other lure, the one Cadrin had left behind. The chains of the magically imbued cages were icy cold in my hand, but I ignored the sting and clung to them tightly. If we allowed the monster to run riot through the temple and beyond, countless people could be injured or killed. My friends among them.

      This ancient building, the religious heart of the Qihin Clan, would be destroyed. And a beast like this, a powerful monster out of the ocean’s Vigorous Zone, had to have a powerful core. This tidal wyrm’s body likely contained an astonishing technique. And that was something I wanted.

      “Hey!” I shouted, waving the lures over my head. My hope was that once the wyrm had spotted the glowing lights within the cages, it would follow them. And if not… well, I’d work something else out.

      “Kraken reject!” I yelled as I continued brandishing the lures. “Over here!”

      The wyrm halted its erratic movements and turned to look at me. Its eyes were huge black bowls on either side of its head, and I felt the weight of their power bearing down on me.

      I waved the lures through the air. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

      The wyrm whipped its tail around. The tip hit a statue and sent it flying from its pedestal. It shattered against the wall, and broken pieces of some ancestral Qihin figure tumbled onto the tiles. Then, the wyrm shot forward, straight toward me.

      I whirled around, thrust the lures through my belt, and ran as they dangled a few inches short of the ground. The wyrm slithered after me and destroyed sacred pedestals and precious artifacts as it went. I pressed my back against a wall and dived out of the way a second before the wyrm would have crushed me. Its head smashed into the wall and produced a small cavity.

      As the wyrm circled back, I darted around it before running through the small gap in the wall and into the yard. I took a hard left, past the towering carvings of the ancient Qihin, and followed the line of the walls toward the temple’s exit.

      I tried to work out a plan as I ran. I didn’t want to lead this monster back into the city, where it would cause carnage among the already-traumatized population. Nor did I want to let it get away, not when I had the chance to harvest the powerful core of such an intimidating beast. That meant trying to deal with it inside the temple.

      A chunk of the wall crunched into the ground behind me, toppled a corner of the guardhouse pagoda, and ripped part of a wing away from the entrance to the temple courtyard.

      I dashed through the courtyard and caught sight of rocks rising in front of me. A broad staircase twisted up into the cliff beside the courtyard and rose to a plateau halfway up the towering formation of the temple structure. From there, a broad waterfall crashed past the temple and into the city below.

      I headed for the stairs. It was the closest thing I had to a choke point. A glance over my shoulder told me that the wyrm was still in earth-shattering pursuit. Vesma and Kegohr chased after it with their weapons ablaze.

      The stairs were wide and deep. I raced up them two at a time with a pumping heart and screaming legs as I tried to get a lead on the wyrm.

      The monster shot up the stairs after me. My chosen pathway was broad for a human, but the stairs were still narrow compared to the vast body of my pursuer. The winding staircase left little space for the wyrm to flex its coils and drive up after me. I increased my lead on the beast while Vesma and Kegohr started to catch up.

      The stairs doubled back at the first turn, so I ran past and above the space I’d just been through. After a dozen yards, I stopped, spun, and raised the Sundered Heart.

      “And how will you escape from this little predicament, sweet man?” Nydarth murmured.

      “Same way I always do,” I wheezed. “Grace, good style, and taking breaks to catch my breath.”

      I forced air into my lungs as the wyrm slithered past below. I brought my sword down on its body as it struggled up the stairs. I’d aimed to slice through its neck, but my blade bounced off its scales with a flash of sparks. I swung again, two-handed this time, but the scales still didn’t part.

      “It’s a rather dense creature,” Nydarth observed.

      I bit back a reply as the the wyrm stopped, reared up, and snapped at me with jaws full of sword-like teeth. I dodged backward and just avoided having a leg bitten off.

      Vesma reached the rear of the wyrm and sliced at its tail. Her spear was unable to penetrate its hide and glanced off. She jumped onto the tail and ran along it, stabbing as she went, probing for weaknesses.

      As the wyrm twitched its tail in protest, Kegohr caught up. He swung his hefty mace and slammed it down, but it bounded off the wyrm without leaving any sign of damage.

      The monster reared up, let out a piercing screech, and flexed its tail. Vesma was flung threw the air but managed to control her landing and came to a stop on the upper set of stairs. Kegohr, hit by the end of the tail, got the worst of the blow and shot back to the bottom of the stairs.

      “Keep going!” I shouted as the wyrm started its ascent again.

      Vesma and I ran up the stairs with the monster hot on our heels. Bowls of clear water and torches of sputtering flame lined our path toward a plateau on the mountain.

      The stairs took a second turn. I stopped to attack the wyrm while I had the high ground. I reached into my dying pool of Vigor and birthed spear-like Plank Pillars underneath the wyrm with as much force as I could muster. The huge snake reduced them to splinters with a single movement of its monstrous body. Vesma focused and hurled an Untamed Torch at the serpent’s face as it drew closer to us at a frightening rate. Water blasted free of the Wyrm’s mouth and dissolved the flames.

      Vesma stared at it in horror. “Just snuffed it out like a candle.”

      The mountainside was clear of loose stones, and I couldn’t drop a huge boulder on the creature’s head. I wasn’t going to get lucky a second time by using the ‘drop something massive from above’ again. Vesma shoved me up the stairs as the wyrm reared back and fired another jet of high-pressure water. The monster hissed in rage and redoubled its efforts to reach us.

      We finally reached the plateau. Water streamed in from a gap in the rocks to one side, became a river that split the open space in two, and fell from a dizzying precipice at the far end of the plateau. A bridge spanned the river and lead to an altar up against the rock wall.

      “What now?” Vesma asked, looking back down the stairs. The wyrm writhed upward with Kegohr in pursuit.

      “The eyes and mouth,” I said. “They’re the only gaps I can see in its defenses.”

      “So, we face it head on?” Vesma looked dubious.

      “I’ve got another idea. Get behind the altar and wait.”

      I ran across the plateau and stood on the precipice of the waterfall. Qihin City opened out behind my back. We’d come far higher than I’d first realized.

      I turned and readied myself to face the wyrm My sword shone in one hand as fire flickered in the other.

      The wyrm shot over the top stair and onto the flat ground of the plateau. It reared its head as it had done when it first entered the temple, and its forked tongue tasted the air in search of its prey.

      “Ethan,” Nydarth began. “What are you—”

      “Come and get some!” I shouted at the monster.

      I launched an Untamed Torch at the wyrm’s face for added effect. It was one of the hottest fires I’d summoned, a blazing ball of yellow light that I’d hoped might blind the beast. But it reared up at the last moment and caught the fireball against the scales of its throat. The wyrm screeched in shock and lowered its head to stare straight at me.

      The beast writhed across the plateau as its huge mouth widened to swallow me whole. The bridge collapsed beneath a flick of its tail, and water flew as its coils hit the river. It was 20 feet from me. . . 10. . . 5. . .

      I jumped toward the creature. The wyrm’s jaws snapped over empty space as I landed on its head and drove the Sundered Heart into its eye.

      The wyrm let out an almighty snarl and reared its head up as it tried to throw me off. I clung tight to my sword and twisted the blade until it was firmly lodged in the creature’s skull.

      The wyrm’s momentum carried us to where the waters dropped over the cliff. The world twisted around us as the wyrm lost its balance and tumbled over the edge.

      The two of us fell into a watery abyss toward the city. I held on for dear life with one hand while I used the other to pour as much Vigor as I dared into the stone wall in front of us. Plank Pillars erupted in front of the tidal wyrm. The huge monster shuddered as it smashed into the wood barricades and filled its mouth with splinters. I used my free hand to twist my sword and drive it deeper into the wyrm’s skull.

      We crashed into a pool at the bottom of the waterfall in a misty explosion that almost tore away my grip on the Sundered Heart. The cold water on my skin and the lack of air were a shock to my already-strained body, but I clung on tight as the wyrm slammed into the bottom of the lake and struggled to swim back up. I emerged through the surface of the water and gasped for air as the tidal wyrm continued to thrash beneath me.

      I called on the power of wood, swung to the other side of the wyrm’s head, and gave the beast’s uninjured eye a handful of Stinging Palm thorns. My arms burned as the monster beneath me screeched, twisted, and almost threw me straight from its back. The huge serpent’s movements slowed as I twisted my sword ever deeper into its skull.

      I needed to finish this. I hauled myself to the snout of the wyrm and used my free hand to pull the lures from my belt. I smashed them against the Sundered Heart, broke open the cage, and thrust the glowing orbs into the wyrm’s splinter-filled mouth. I wasn’t exactly sure what they’d do, but the wyrm bit down on them, and a nova of blue light exploded from between its teeth.

      The wyrm recoiled and swam toward the bank with incredible speed. I clung onto my sword as it reached the edge of the pool and wriggled out. Its huge form gasped and groaned around its mouthful of blood and shattered planks.

      “What the fuck will it take to kill you?” I asked. Pieces of its skull had been blown apart in the explosion, and its scales hung limply from its battered head.

      I jammed my feet against the wyrm’s lower jaw and shoved its huge mouth wide open. Blisters had already formed on the roof of its mouth, and parts of its brain were visible through the shattered bone.

      The stupidest idea I’d ever had formed in my mind, and I was too low on Vigor and time to think of another one. I removed the Sundered Heart from its eye and swung into its gaping mouth. I landed on its tongue and steadied my balance. The interior of the wyrm was even more unpleasant than the exterior. It had the stink of a saltwater marsh combined with the distinct aromas of rotting fish and old blood.

      As the wyrm’s jaws started to close, I thrust the Sundered Heart through the roof of its mouth. The blade slipped through a crack in its bone and skewered its brain.

      The wyrm’s jaws continued to close down on me, but its movement only pushed my sword further into its skull. I grimaced and summoned more Plank Pillars with the last of my Vigor. I built up the wooden walls so that the monster wouldn’t be able to crush me in its jaws. Standing on its tongue felt like surfing a massive wave, but I couldn’t move or stumble; if I did, I’d be impaled on its sword-like teeth.

      The monster clamped down even harder, and my Plank Pillars were crushed to dust. I released the Sundered Heart and dived so that I was stomach-down on the wyrm’s tongue. Its jaws closed completely, and I figured I was one big swallow away from being inside its stomach. Instead, the monster gave a final twitch before it spewed out a torrent of water. I was thrown from the beast’s mouth like a chunky bit of food in projectile vomit. I landed on the dry bank, and the Sundered Heart slammed point-first into the ground beside me.

      I groaned as I lifted myself to my feet. I reached for the Sundered Heart and pulled it out of the ground. When I turned to face the wyrm, it crashed into the pool. A giant wave of water rolled over me, but I stood my ground. When the water cleared, the wyrm was floating in the pool, lifeless.

      “You did it!” Vesma yelled from atop the waterfall.

      “Effin is the man!” Kegohr roared. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Not yet,” I said with a grimace. “There’s something I need to do first.”

      I prepared myself for yet another venture inside the giant snake as I waded through the shallows. The wyrm’s slack jaws were wide open, and I crawled inside. I forced myself down the wide throat and used both my physical senses and my Augmenting channels to detect a sign of my prize.

      Fortunately, the core wasn’t too deep inside the wyrm. After a few minutes of exploration, I found a soft fleshy area not far down its body. I dug into it with the help of my dagger and discovered the solid, familiar presence of the core. I dragged it out in a gushing river of blood and ichor.

      I emerged from the monster’s maw and blinked at the daylight to find that Kegohr and Vesma had made it down to the ground. They laughed as I crawled out of the wyrm, and Kegohr gave me a huge slap on the back as I held up the monster’s core.

      “That was insane,” Vesma said as she shook her head. “How did you survive that?”

      “I had to. Simple as that.” I placed the core in my pouch. “We should find the king and tell him what happened.”

      Vesma frowned. “Maybe learning that his daughter was kidnapped by a guild member will wake him from his stupor.”

      “Doubt it,” Kegohr said. “What’s that?”

      I turned to where Kegohr was pointing and saw a procession coming toward us. A pair of palace guards with long, curved swords led the way. Behind them, eight muscular servants carried a palanquin on which King Beqai sat. A ceremonial scepter laid across the king’s knees. Labu and his companions brought up the rear. A cluster of guards, scribes, and other palace officials lingered behind the prince and stared at me.

      The palanquin came to a halt in front of me, and the bearers set it down. Beqai looked around with his familiar air of distant tranquility. None of the carnage around us seemed to bother him. The ruins of the temple, the dead tidal wyrm at the edge of the pool, the toppled statues, and the gore that soaked my side? The old squid-man didn’t even blink.

      “Your Majesty.” I stood and bowed. Vesma and Kegohr followed suit.

      King Beqai nodded, and his seaweed hair rustled across his chest and shoulders. He peered at the wyrm’s corpse, and his mouth twitched on one side for a moment. A jolt of anticipation raced through me. Had he finally woken from his slumber?

      “Where is my daughter?” he asked.

      I clenched my fist at the thought of Cadrin and how he’d taken Kumi. We needed to go after him. Now.

      “She was taken,” I said. “Kidnapped by Cadrin of the Resplendent Tears Guild. We would have gone after them, but he used a lure to draw the tidal wyrm and cover his escape.”

      Beqai’s tentacles flared out around him. He gripped the arms of his seat as he leaned forward. Thunderous waves of fury rippled through his whole body.

      Then he stopped, leaned back with closed eyes, and took a deep breath. When he opened his eyes again, his serenity had returned.

      “I am sure that all will be well,” he said.

      I stared at him. Beqai lived in willful ignorance and refused to let the chaos and the violence of the world intrude upon the reality of peace and meditation he desired. Some of the courtiers around him shifted uncomfortably or gazed at their own feet, but none showed any sign of speaking up.

      “Your Majesty, your daughter is gone,” I said. Then I remembered another important detail of our trip. “The Depthless Dream has been taken as well. Cadrin and his people stole it and turned the temple into a trap for us.”

      “Blasphemy,” Beqai whispered.

      Anger flooded me. “And a number of the temple guards locked us inside the inner shrine.”

      “It cannot be. My people are loyal to me.”

      I found it hard to believe that a populace would be loyal to a king who so clearly shirked his duties to them.

      “Your Majesty, we can’t allow them to get away with this.”

      But the king’s meditative state washed over his features once again. “I was like you once,” he said with a vacant stare. “A young warrior, bold and eager, constantly looking for opportunities to prove myself. When one’s blood flows with the tide of youth, it brings a deep current of certainty, a conviction that what you believe is absolute truth. But I have seen the truth of battle, and it is a place of chaos. It is easy to confuse the patterns seen in those crashing waves.”

      “I’m not confused,” I snapped. “I saw it with my own two eyes—Cadrin holding a trident and dragging Kumi away. The others saw it, too. And if the Depthless Dream is as important as you say, then that’s probably the one Cadrin had to your daughter’s throat.”

      I’d assumed that this would draw some sort of response from the king. I’d hoped for fury at Cadrin and a change of views. Or, at least, for the old king to wake the fuck up. Instead, he remained still and just smiled at me from the comfort of his throne.

      “We have to rescue Kumi,” I said. “No one kidnaps a princess with good intentions.”

      “Let us not scour the mud flats before the tide has passed.”

      “What?”

      Labu stepped forward to take a place by Beqai’s side. “My father means that we should not act until we can see what is happening. As anyone familiar with this region and its way of life would know.”

      Fury at the impotence of these royals washed away the aches of my fight with the wyrm. Kumi’s own father and brother didn’t seem to care as much about her safety as I did. Labu even preferred point-scoring against me to looking to the safety of his own flesh and blood.

      “We’ve got to do something.” I watched Labu, his face expressionless. He’d seemed smitten by Cadrin, willing to do anything to win the other man’s favor. Could he have had some hand in the disaster that had come to Qihin City? I couldn’t exactly accuse him without proof, but someone had ordered the temple guards to lock us inside the shrine. And an order from a prince would be obeyed.

      I banked the thought for later as the king shifted a little on his throne. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to know that he would, at least, do something about his daughter and the stolen trident.

      “And we will act,” Beqai replied. “I will send Labu to the Resplendent Tears guild house to see whether Kumi is there and ensure that she is safe.”

      “She won’t be in any danger,” Labu said. “Even if she has been taken against her will.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I asked. It seemed odd that Labu would be so confident about how the guild might treat his sister, and it further confirmed my suspicions.

      “Taking Kumi is a bold move for the guild,” he said. “But I believe Cadrin is solely responsible for capturing her.”

      “And the trident?” I asked.

      “Horix might have desired it,” Labu admitted. “He has always had his eyes on the spirit.”

      “What spirit?” I asked.

      “The Depthless Dream is bound to the dragon spirit, Yono, whose existence you have clearly missed despite fighting your way through her temple. Yono is an ancient protector of our clan and a powerful source of water magic. That’s a power that Horix might want to tap into—if he really is behind any of this.” Labu snorted a little, as though such an accusation was baseless.

      I had seen only a fraction of what the Sundered Heart made available, and the thought of such power in the wrong hands was chilling.

      “The guild is a source of strength and guidance,” Labu continued. “They provide us with the power and the skills we need. They are our allies, not our enemies.”

      “Do you hear yourself?” Vesma demanded. “They kidnapped your sister!”

      “You do not speak here,” Labu snarled and turned back to me.

      I slapped the side of the tidal wyrm. The courtiers recoiled at the sharp sound of flesh against scales and stared up into its black and bleeding eye. “Because this looks like a declaration of war to me.”

      “Enough,” Beqai said, holding up his hand. “Your concern does you honor, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat, but squabbling here does not. If you are so intent on action, then you and your companions can go with Labu to the guild house.”

      Labu glared at his father but didn’t object.  “We can travel to the guild house tomorrow morning. Once some order has been asserted here.”

      “No,” I said. “We go now. If Kumi is in danger, we shouldn’t delay. If, by some miracle, she’s not, then quick action does no harm.”

      Labu looked from me to his father and back again as he weighed his options. His face seethed with resentment when he looked my way, and with barely less resentment when he looked at Beqai. I felt sure that he was going to protest. A battle of torn loyalty warred in his eyes.

      “You speak the truth,” he said finally. “Follow me, outsiders.”

      He strode off through the city without a second word. Vesma, Kegohr, and I hurried after him. I wiped my weapons clean on a corner of my clothes and sheathed them as we went. My robes were already bloodstained all down one side, so there was nothing to lose. I’d learned a long time ago that not maintaining your weapons could get you killed.

      We strode through a city devastated by the attack. The bodies of monsters lay on street corners and in the shallows of streams. Blood coursed into the water and toward the sea as the locals dragged them off the streets. Other bodies were laid respectfully out in front of houses with sheets thrown across their faces. If the whole guild had been behind the attack—and I was just about damn convinced that they were—then they were going to pay for it. And Cadrin was at the top of my list.

      We reached the docks, and Labu let out a shrill, warbling whistle. Something stirred on the waters, and a boat drifted in. It was a small junk, painted green and without sails or crew. Labu whistled again, and it stopped at the quay in front of him. He leaped on board and immediately turned to glare impatiently at us.

      “Hurry on, outsiders,” he spat.

      We climbed down into the boat, and it rocked alarmingly beneath the weight of Kegohr. Labu whistled a different tune, placed his hand on the seahorse carving at its rear, and the boat pulled out into the delta.

      It was time to find out what Cadrin’s game was. He’d kidnapped one of my friends and tried to destroy the city. He’d find justice at the end of the Sundered Heart. And if Horix was behind this?

      I’d bring down the whole of the Resplendent Tears Guild.
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      A storm gathered overhead as Labu guided the ship along the coast toward the guild island. Great black clouds rolled in off the sea and towered over the ocean as they cast everything into deep shadow. The wind whipped my hair around my face and tipped our boat to one side while the pitching waves flung us up and down.

      The coast seemed to fly past to our left. In any other situation, I would have been struck by the incredible variety of our surroundings, from the sandy beaches to towering cliffs to swamplands that melted into the sea. To fit such variety into such a short stretch of coast couldn’t be natural, at least not by the laws that governed reality back on Earth. But this wasn’t the time to dwell on my surroundings.

      I drew the tidal wyrm core from my pouch, closed my eyes, and pressed it to my chest. It took a moment for the magic to sink in, but when it did, it sent a rush of energy through my veins. The tidal wyrm was clearly the greatest beast I’d slain so far. I attempted to carve a pathway from the monster’s core, but I was only able to fashion a single line that didn’t connect with my water channel.

      “What technique did you learn?” Vesma asked me, her voice excited.

      “None yet. I’ll need to kill a few more wyrms.”

      A snake-like head burst from the water to our right, and I drew my sword. But instead of the thick, muscular body of a tidal wyrm, the creature tapered to a slender neck, then a flippered body bulging with fat. It opened its mouth and sang a mournful note so clear and perfect that my heart stirred. Then, it sank back beneath the waves.

      “We won’t be returning to the mainland tonight,” Labu said as he gazed up at the brewing storm.

      “We can’t stay on the island. Not if your buddies take issue with rescuing your sister,” Kegohr said. “I just knew something was off.”

      “We could barricade ourselves into a room,” Vesma said. “Wait out the storm and then make a break for it once the weather’s cleared.”

      “If this is Horix’s doing,” I pointed out, “that’ll just give him time to search us out and surround us. I don’t like any of this. We’ll go in, find Kumi, and take our chances with the storm.”

      I turned to Labu. “How come you’re a member of the guild in the first place? Your family have Wild Augmenting powers, but there you are working with people who reject your kind.”

      Labu frowned. “I am not truly a guild member. I am my father’s emissary to the guild. And as part of that, I have been learning their techniques, turning my Wild power into something more civilized and focused. It is the only way we can bring the Qihin to their former power—by becoming stronger, fiercer, more skilled in the ways of civilization.”

      “And do the guild members accept you as one of them?” I asked. “Because from what I’ve seen, they don’t seem to like Wilds.” Understatement of the year, right there.

      “They know that I’m one of them at heart,” Labu said. “Not some barbarian constantly on the verge of pillaging their goods. They know that I will bring an improving influence into the world.”

      “And kidnapping your sister—is that also supposed to be an improving influence?”

      Labu scowled even more deeply. “Not everybody agrees about how the guild should deal with the clan. I doubt Horix would have supported a declaration of war. I will have words with the Guildmaster about Cadrin once this is done.”

      Labu believed the guild had taken his sister just as much as I did. He was only denying it because he wanted a tense peace that let him be a part of both sides. I suspected he’d been the reason behind the temple guards locking us inside the shrine, but I doubted he’d known exactly what Cadrin had planned to do.

      It struck me as odd that Labu, who had seemed to be the most belligerent and unreasonable person we had met so far, was a moderating influence in the region in his own objectionable way. He was the one member of the clan who had been allowed into the guild. He was therefore also the one guildsman I had met with any sympathy for the clan. Unlike at the Radiant Dragon Guild, where half the initiates had been drawn from the local Wysaro clan, here, the Wild magic of the Qihin seemed to have turned the two into entirely separate bodies. Labu the Wild Augmenter straddled the two traditions, standing between clan and guild.

      The more I thought about it, the more I found a similarity in our approach. As an elementalist, I combined different magical traditions in the forms of the disparate elements. I could appreciate being stepped on as an outsider to a group. What differed between us was our execution. Labu wanted his cake and to eat it, too.

      We rounded a headland, and the guild island appeared in a flash of gleaming ice and marble. Labu turned the boat and sent us in a loop around the inner coast of the island, toward the dock.

      All my previous pondering had left me with one important question unanswered. I knew that there was a sharp divide between clan and guild, but I didn’t know why. Sure, there seemed to be a lot of Wilds in and around the Qihin Clan, but that shouldn’t have been an insurmountable obstacle. The Radiant Dragon Guild accepted Wilds and had benefited from their power. Kegohr had been an absolute powerhouse in the fight to save the guild from the Wysaro attack. Basic prejudice alone wasn’t enough to explain why the Resplendent Tears was in conflict with the Qihin, not when the two of them relied so heavily on each other. What more was going on here?

      I had more urgent concerns as we approached land.

      “If the guild has kidnapped Kumi, we can’t just walk in the front door,” I said. “If they’re a part of it, they’ll see us coming and lock us out. Or worse.”

      “I’ll go in first,” Labu said. “Then I’ll open one of the side doors to let you in.” He pointed to a cove away from the docks and underneath the towering walls of the guild house.

      “You planning on betraying us?” I asked.

      “No,” Labu said. “I want my sister returned more than any of you. And I want the Depthless Dream back in its rightful place.”

      I stared at him for a moment and wondered whether I could trust him. I knew I couldn’t, but at the moment, I didn’t have a choice. If he betrayed us, then I’d just have to deal with him.

      “Take the boat close to the entrance,” Labu said. “Wait there for me.”

      He slid into the water and vanished from view.

      I fuelled the boat with my own Vigor and sent it on a curving course until it stopped beneath the walls of the guild. Waves lapped around us with mounting urgency against the jagged rocks. The storm was about to close in.

      I fought to keep the boat off the rocks and prevented our craft from colliding against them. I couldn’t see any sign of a door and began to suspect some sort of trick. Had I been right about Labu? Had this just been his way of shaking us off so that he could go into the guild on his own? Was it turning into a trap?

      The prince’s finned head appeared from the water amid the rocks. “This way,” he said before he disappeared from view again.

      Kegohr and Vesma met my gaze.

      “Can you guys swim?” I asked.

      “Well enough,” Vesma replied.

      “A bit,” said Kegohr, shuddering. “But this ain’t gonna be fun.”

      “We’ll help if you need it,” Vesma said.

      She went over the side first. I followed suit and swore as the cold of the ocean punched into me. Vesma turned to reassure Kegohr as he made his way into the waves, mace strapped to his back. We sank beneath the surface together.

      Labu floated a few yards ahead among the rocks. He beckoned to us, and we followed along a safe channel through the jagged points and into a tunnel in the rock face. It might not have been a long way, but there was no surfacing for air, and the tunnel seemed to stretch on interminably as my lungs burned from lack of oxygen. At last, Labu swam up, and I gratefully followed. The freezing air was a relief after the strain of swimming against the current.

      I climbed out of the passage and into a cave. Kegohr trailed after me. Vesma swept her long hair out of her face and tied it back. We crouched at the edge of a rock pool in a cavern lit by a pair of lanterns. Condensation dripped onto cold rock and echoed through the rough-edged cavern.

      “Follow me,” Labu said as he took one of the lanterns. “And keep quiet.”

      I took the other lantern, and we ghosted him up the stairs.

      We emerged through a low doorway into a cellar. Labu moved a rack of barrels back into place to hide the doorway, and we moved on. Our soaked clothes left a trail of wet footprints as we moved quietly over the flagstones. These traces weren’t ideal, but the constant use of water Augmenting in this guild wouldn’t make the footprints too noticeable. I hoped.

      We crept through the corridors in total silence. The Radiant Dragon had taught us plenty about stealth, and sneaking around for a living even before I’d landed in this world gave me an extra edge over the others. We left the cellars and storage rooms behind us and approached the servants’ rooms and guards’ quarters.

      Labu made a signal, and we all froze and pressed ourselves back into the shadows. I closed the shutter on my lamp half a second faster than the prince. Torches burned in the corridor up ahead and cast a flickering pool of shadow across us.

      Footsteps approached along the corridor, and a conversation came into earshot.

      “. . . doesn’t matter; he’s one of the initiates,” a woman said. “You know they’re not allowed to fraternize with maids.”

      “That’s part of what makes it so exciting,” her companion replied. “Sneaking around at night, trying to steal a moment to ourselves.”

      Two women in servants’ livery and aprons appeared, walking along the corridor ours was about to join. They paused, and one leaned against the wall. Her back was to us, but her friend couldn’t see us. If she paid any attention to the shadows beyond, we’d be spotted in an instant.

      “He only wants you for your body,” said the one with her back to us. She was short and wore a white ribbon in her hair.

      “And you think I want him for his sparkling personality?” asked her friend, who was tall, wide, and not exactly attractive from the back.

      “He barely even treats you like a person!”

      “Still makes a change from serving my own needs. I swear, those two fingers were starting to cramp up!”

      “Betha! You’re awful!”

      “He’s not brilliant either, but he’ll get there with practice.”

      They both laughed.

      “All right, I need to get a little something from the cellar.” The maid with ribbons in her hair jerked a thumb toward where we stood.

      I opened up the ash channel, and readied myself to summon a cloud and choke them unconscious before they could raise an alarm. I didn’t want to hurt the cleaning staff for the sakes’ of their masters, but Kumi’s life was on the line.

      Betha laughed. “If you’re looking to skim the brandy barrel again, forget it. I have plenty stashed away.”

      “Then let’s finish our shift and get started!” exclaimed the girl with ribbons in her hair.

      Their voices disappeared down the corridor. We continued along our path as the sound of their footsteps finished their echo on the stone walls. That had been way too close of a call.

      Two corridors and a set of stairs later, we found ourselves in the main structure of the guild house. Spheres glowed softly against tiles and illuminated abandoned display sections in the walls. Men’s voices and the sound of hurrying footsteps forced us to press ourselves against the walls and hide the sound of our breathing.

      There wasn’t time to get back around the last corner, certainly not without making a lot of noise. Instead, we drew back into the nooks and hoped that the shadows would keep us hidden.

      Half a dozen guild guards marched into sight in full armor. Bright spears shone in the light as they rested against the owners’ shoulders.

      “. . . says he spotted a boat,” the leader said, “so now, we have to bring it in and tie it up at—wait, who’s that?”

      He turned to look directly at the nook where Kegohr was hidden.

      There was no time to hesitate.

      “Keep it quiet and non-lethal,” I muttered urgently to the others.

      I squeezed water Vigor through my flesh and flung a Smothering Mist around the guards. Thick white fog surrounded them and blocked their view.

      “What the hells?” the lead guard exclaimed. “Is this another damn training exercise?”

      Labu and I leaped forward. We could make out the vague outlines of the guards through the mist. I struck with the pommel of my sword while Labu used the shaft of his spear. There were cracks of wood and metal as they hit skulls, a couple of strangled yelps of alarm, and the thud of bodies hitting the floor.

      The last couple of guards only just realized that something was seriously wrong. They raised their spears hesitantly and opened their mouths to scream out. One weapon jabbed at me, and I dodged aside so that it missed me by six inches. Labu grabbed it by the shaft. While the guard struggled to yank his weapon free, I punched him in the jaw and put him to sleep. The last one turned to run, but I swept his feet out from under him, and he fell to the floor. Labu landed on him in a flash, knocked the air from his lungs, and wrapped a hand around his mouth.

      “Got him,” he said.

      I dispersed the mist and looked about. We had six unconscious or incapacitated guards in the hallway that gave away our presence. We needed to do something with them.

      “Can’t have them following us,” Vesma said. “We can lock them in the cellar. Kegohr, can you help me with this?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Kegohr caught the armor of two of the guards in a single hand and dragged them over the tiles, back along our path. ”

      “What if they wake?” Labu asked.

      “We’ll tie them up in the cellar,” Vesma snapped.

      Labu watched me with the same wary respect I was now granting him as my friends dragged the unconscious guards down the stairs. Kegohr did most of the heavy lifting. I had no doubt that my friends could handle themselves, but Labu was the new guy in this equation. We’d worked well together in the fight and, loath as I was to admit it, he could be quick-witted as well as quick-fisted.

      “We’ll press on without you,” I called to Vesma and Kegohr.

      “Sure,” Kegohr said. “Just leave us a trail so that we can find you.”

      “Wet footprints, perhaps.” Vesma winked as she tucked two spears under her arm.

      “I think I can manage that,” I said. “If you don’t catch up with us, we’ll find you here on the way out.”

      I headed up through the guild house and followed Labu’s lead. The prince’s caution apparently overcame his sense of urgency, and we slowed our pace. We still weren’t in the heavily used areas toward the front of the building. This part seemed to be older, the architecture mismatched and primitive, like old buildings had melted together to form something new. Some of the rooms clearly served specialized purposes, including an alchemical lab and a documentary archive. Others were store rooms or small, dusty corners that had fallen out of use. The prince grew more tense in his stride the further we moved through the guild house.

      Labu led me down stairs again, past a row of storerooms.

      “The secured quarters are down this way,” he whispered. “Not many people have a reason to come here, but those who do are either guards or important, so be wary.”

      We crept along the corridor lit once again by flaming brands in sconces along the walls. It was like walking into the dungeon from a Hollywood movie. A dark, cold space with uneven flagstones underfoot and wooden doors bound in iron greeted us as we descended further. Water dripped from the ceiling and left small pale stalactites behind. There were very few signs of life, and none of the light and style of finesse that marked the other parts of the guild. A rat-like creature took off at a run as soon as it saw us, taking its prized meal with it.

      “Why do they need all these cells?” I asked after we passed at least a dozen of them. “Surely, the guild doesn’t have this much of a discipline problem.”

      “There was a castle here before the guild house,” Labu replied. “Home to a clan family, long before the days of the empire. The histories say that they wouldn’t bend the knee to the first emperor, and the first Qihin king won favor by bringing them down.”

      “Sounds like things have always been tense here.”

      “The Diamond Coast is full of Vigor as well as stopping ports on the trade lane from Azachan to High Sparus. It’s worth fighting for. And when we don’t stand united, that’s when outsiders come in to take our wealth and our land.”

      “Is that why you’re so keen for the guild and your clan to work together?”

      “My motives are none of your business,” Labu hissed.

      “No need to be a prick about it.”

      “And there was no need for you to come to our land, stirring up trouble for everyone, but still you came.”

      We reached a T junction with each arm holding the doors to three cells. These cells were different, and all but one of them had a kind of silk rope hanging on a hook beside them.

      “This is where they’d keep a prisoner who can Augment,” he said. “She’ll be in one of them, if she’s here at all. I don’t know what game Cadrin is playing, but. . .”

      I left him to talk to himself as I moved along the row and peered through the barred windows of the cells. The first two were empty, and I approached the third. It was the only cell without silk ropes hanging beside it. Inside, sat a familiar figure.

      Kumi was tied to a chair by silk ropes and with a strip of cloth across her mouth. Her eyes widened when she saw me, and she moaned something, her gag making her words unintelligible.

      I stepped back to look at the door. It was solidly built, with an iron lock and a heavy wooden bar. I slid the bar out of the way and pressed my hand against the lock. It was old, rusted, and moist from the air. I focused and fired off a tiny, powerful blast of Untamed Torch. The intense heat found the water inside the mechanism and boiled it instantly. One sharp hiss and a searing crack later, and the lock exploded inside its wooden housing.

      I reared back and kicked the lock as hard as I could. The charred wood and damaged door around it gave way. It fell to the floor in ashen, smoldering lumps. Whatever was left of the lock hit the flagstones and skittered into a corner.

      “Come on,” I said to Labu.

      I strode into the cell, went over to Kumi, and unfastened the gag from around her mouth.

      “It’s so good to see you both,” she said with a relieved smile. “Much gratitude for coming for me.”

      “We were hardly going to leave you here,” I said. “Right, Labu?”

      The prince stood at the entrance of the cell as his gaze flitted from us to the corridor outside and back to me again.

      “Is someone coming?” I asked.

      “No,” Labu replied. “You’re fine.”

      But something about his stance had me on edge. He was turned toward us, not toward any threat that might come from the outside, and he looked ready to leap into action. He gripped his spear as he had when we fought the guards, ready to strike with the blunt shaft and knock someone out. If he was pleased to see his sister, his face didn’t show it. There was only a sort of grim determination, a reluctant acceptance of what he was doing.

      I lowered my hand to the grip of the Sundered Heart. “You planning on betraying us, Labu?”

      “We should move before they lock us all in one of these,” Labu suggested as he avoided my question.

      I took a step away from Kumi as her eyes widened in concern.

      “Aren’t you going to untie me?” she asked.

      “I want to,” I said. “I’m just a bit worried about what happens when I bend down to do that. When my hands are busy and my attention is elsewhere.”

      I stared at Labu. He looked away.

      “Get it done; we’re running out of time,” he said. “Do really think that I’d bring you all this way just to execute you in front of my sister? Really?”

      “I think you do a lot of things,” I said slowly. “Where were you when the monsters came into Qihin City? Why wasn’t it guarded? If the guild is responsible for the monster attack, they had to have someone on the inside. Someone to lay lures to draw the monsters in. To let Cadrin know about the side entrance to the temple, to enlist the temple guards. And then, there was the route we found to sneak in here. If everybody hated you as much as they make out, how would you know there was a hidden entrance behind a secret door in the cellar?”

      Labu regarded me with a blank expression.

      “Ethan, Labu couldn’t have been behind the attacks. He’s my brother,” Kumi insisted. “He might train with the guild, but that doesn’t mean he’s completely betrayed everything he stands for.”

      “He seems pretty cozy with the guild, though, right?” I asked her quietly. “A secret route into the guild house? That’s the sort of thing only people at the top would know about. The sort of people who would make rescuing you so easy, leaving just enough guards to make it convincing.”

      “Truly, Ethan, my brother would not—”

      “The guild would need someone to lead me here,” I continued despite the princess’ words. “Someone I could almost trust. Someone like you.” I glared at Labu as I prepared to end him with a swift strike of the Sundered Heart.

      Labu raised a hand. He seemed about to protest his innocence. I almost hoped that he would, that I would be proved wrong for once and that Kumi’s brother hadn’t just betrayed her. The princess gazed pleadingly at Labu and silently begged him to disagree. To call me a liar, or wrong. But then he gripped his spear again and smiled tightly.

      “You’re not wrong,” he said. “They don’t hate me as much as they make out.”

      Footsteps rushed down the corridor toward us. A crowd of guild members appeared in the hallway behind Labu, armed and ready for action.

      Fury boiled within me. Labu had shown his true colors.

      “You bastard,” I said. “I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

      “And now, here we are,” Labu snarled. “I will finally restore my honor.”

      “Not without a head you won’t.”
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      I flung myself at Labu as he jabbed his spear at my body. I dodged left and felt air brush my skin as the spear hissed an inch away from my arm. As his weapon came back around, I sidestepped right and grabbed the shaft. Labu and I pushed and shoved as we grappled for the spear. We twisted around the doorway to the cell while his guild companions waited in the corridor. They seemed content to watch Labu for the moment, at least until they could get through and into the fight.

      “Can you use your Augmenting?” I called out to Kumi.

      “Not while I’m bound like this,” she said. “The silk straps are blocking my powers.”

      I couldn’t afford to let go of the spear and step back to draw my sword now that I was up close. If I did that, he would get a free attack, and the guild warriors would have a chance to swarm into the room. I had to create an advantage some other way.

      I yanked at the spear, but Labu had a vice-like grip, and there was no wrenching it from his hands. Instead, I took one of my hands off and released a Stinging Palm thorn into his stomach. It punched through his abdomen and came out the other side. His eyes widened, and I snatched his spear from him.  I caught him in the chest with a high kick, and he flew back into the guards.

      I summoned a Burning Wheel and cast the chaotic technique into the corridor. The flaming tornado quickly grew and consumed the first line of guards, but the others threw a torrent of ice spears into the attack and rendered it little more than an ember.

      I grabbed the cell door and slammed it shut with a boom that echoed around the small room. I jammed the spear blade as hard as I could underneath the bottom of the door, wedged it shut, and bought myself a couple of seconds.

      “I think I just killed your brother,” I said to Kumi. The room filled with the sound of thudding as the guild disciples hammered at the door. I probably only had 10 seconds before they got through to us.

      “He isn’t so easy to put down,” the princess assured me.

      I drew my knife and rushed over to the seat where she was still tied.

      “Does silk always do this?” I asked as I sliced through the first of the bonds. “Stop Augmenting powers, I mean?”

      “It has to be specially prepared,” Kumi said. “But if used carefully, yes, it can restrain almost any power. Betrayed by my own brother. I can’t believe it.”

      The impacts hammered louder against my makeshift barricade. The spear blade scraped back half an inch beneath a particularly heavy blow and jammed up against the edge of a flagstone. Ice started to form around the cracks in the door, and I guessed the Augmenters on the other side were attempting to perform magic to break it down.

      “You’d better start believing,” I said. “Because he’s outside that door right now with a bunch of his mates, trying to get in and kick the crap out of us.” I doubted Labu had been able to recover so swiftly from my attack, but then this was a world where a woman could hum a tune and heal mortal wounds.

      The last of the bonds gave way beneath my knife. Kumi rose to her feet, wobbled, and placed a hand on my shoulder to straighten herself.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve been tied here so long, my legs have started falling asleep.”

      She bent and rubbed at her ankles to revive the weary flesh. The thudding continued, louder, and the wood pressing against the spearhead started to splinter. When Kumi straightened up, she wore a look of grim determination.

      “Let’s do this,” she said.

      “Can you give me a boost to my power?” I asked.

      “Help me out.” She pointed to the ice coating on the door.

      Flames rippled free of my hands and turned the ice into a stream of water.

      Kumi chanted and swayed from side to side. Water slid away from the doorway and into the air between her hands. It flowed across me and granted a renewed burst of energy. It didn’t quite restore my Vigor, but it helped alleviate my weariness.

      I took hold of her hand. “Hold on tight. I don’t want to lose you after coming this far.”

      Raw Vigor brimmed over inside me, so powerfully that I could barely contain it. I let it flow out through the water channels to become a great cloud of mist that filled the room. The fog poured over the door and seeped through the gaps into the corridor beyond.

      I kicked the spear out from under the door a split second before someone slammed into it. The door burst open, and the attacker stumbled into the mist, slipped on the flagstones, and fell to the ground.

      I ran into the corridor, dragging Kumi behind me. The guild warriors were just gray shapes in the mist. Everyone in front of me was an enemy. That gave me an advantage. They couldn’t be sure who was friend and who was foe.

      I jumped over the charred carcass of an enemy who’d suffered death by my Burning Wheel. As I landed, I punched a guard in the face and heard their head crack against the wall. Another guard pushed into me, and I knocked them over with a roundhouse kick before I slammed into a third so that they fell to the ground. I trampled over them as I dashed past, along the corridor and away from the secure cells. My blanket of mist lingered as I sped away with Kumi in tow.

      We ran out of the prison area, up a stairwell, and back along the dungeon-like corridor that Labu had led me across. There were shouts of struggle and alarm behind us as our assailants tried to work out what was happening in the mist. But there were also sounds of combat from up ahead. I let go of Kumi’s hand and drew the Sundered Heart.

      “Will you bathe me in the blood of these traitors?” Nydarth purred to me.

      “Count on it,” I thought back as I turned to Kumi.

      “Here,” I said, handing her my knife. “It’s not as good as the ones you normally carry, but it’s something.”

      “Oh, it’s plenty,” she said, a fierce gleam in her eyes.

      I wouldn’t have wanted to be her enemy.

      We emerged into a wide corridor where guild members fought Kegohr and Vesma in a flurried mass of initiate robes. My two friends had their backs to each other as they battled, a mismatched pair given Kegohr’s looming bulk and Vesma’s short, lean athleticism. While Kegohr sent their attackers flying with powerful sweeps of his mace, Vesma’s spear struck like a viper and drew blood from her enemies.

      Both my friends had raised Flame Shields, and the Ice Spears of the initiates melted in hissing explosions of steam. Vesma used her shield to attack while she sent out blasts of fire that melted Frozen Armor and forced her opponents back, giving her more space to wield her spear.

      I summoned my own icy coating of protection. Frozen plates spread across my body in curved, gleaming surfaces like the shell of a giant, white beetle. I launched a spray of thorns from my hand and caught the nearest initiate in the neck. Scarlet blood sprayed from the wound, and I charged as flames flickered from the Sundered Heart Sword.

      I caught the first of my opponents by surprise. He carried a slender sword and a small shield but didn’t bring either around in time to block me. My sword hit him in the side, and there was a burst of steam as his armor evaporated, dissipated by the fire and strength of the blow. He turned to face me, but my second attack caught his armor at a different angle and sliced through a melted plate of ice. The Sundered Heart tore into his body, and he fell bleeding to the ground.

      “We have to find the Depthless Dream,” Kumi said as she leaped onto an opponent and drove her blade into his side. “Cadrin has it somewhere in the guild.”

      “First, we get you to safety,” I said. “This is a rescue mission—everything else can wait.”

      “But the trident—”

      “Isn’t as important as the king’s daughter. As long as you’re here, the guild has leverage over your father. We can always get the trident later.”

      More warriors flanked us from the corridor that led to the dungeons. Several had bruises on their faces where I’d hit them or where they’d collided with the walls, but that experience hadn’t discouraged them. Quite the opposite; they seemed eager to enter the fray.

      Kegohr let out an almighty roar the moment the new attackers arrived. Flames flashed across his skin and left a bright blaze burning in his eyes as the Spirit of the Wildfire flowed through him.

      “Let’s start the party!” he bellowed as he charged into the oncoming group.

      Kegohr hit the initiates like a bowling ball slamming into a set of pins. Men and women flew into the air as the weight of the half-ogre crashed into them. A couple kept their feet, only to be felled by a sweep of his club. Kegohr pulverized the skull of one before he crushed another against the wall.

      I moved up to cover Vesma’s back. The initiates surrounded us, but their numbers were falling as we wore them down. They were no match for better-trained Augmenters with something to protect.

      I used an Ash Cloud to blind the nearest attacker, then ran him through while he swung blindly to fend me off.

      “More, mighty Swordslinger,” Nydarth moaned. “Give me their blood.”

      “Where’s Labu?” Vesma asked as she parried a spear. “We shouldn’t leave one of our own behind.”

      “He’s not one of our own,” I said as I kicked an Augmenter’s legs out from under her. “He betrayed us to the guild. This whole thing was a trap.”

      “Thought he seemed like an asshole,” Vesma said. “Next time, just kill him.”

      She sprang into the air, kicked an opponent in the head, and landed back to sweep her spear into another attack.

      We pushed along the corridor and cut down a path to make our way toward the exit. A constant supply of guild warriors kept appearing and slowed our progress. However many we dealt with, there was always a fresh fighter behind them.

      “Kill the Wilds!” one of them bellowed as he hurled an Ice Spear at Kegohr. The half-ogre deflected it with his Flame Shield, and the half-melted slush spattered across the wall behind him.

      “Death to the tainted ones!” another initiate shouted as she leaped at Kumi.

      Nunchucks spun in the crazed initiate’s hands as Kumi danced aside, darted inside the woman’s guard, and knocked her hand away. The princess sliced her opponent across the shoulder. The enemy’s weapon fell to the floor just as Kumi drove her blade home again and left the howling opponent against the wall to try to staunch the flow of blood.

      We’d cleared the enemies around us, but more clustered at the end of the corridor and barred our progress. They flung frozen projectiles, so many at once that it seemed like a rain of icicles. I brought up a Flame Shield to protect Kumi at my back before I joined Vesma and Kegohr in blocking the spears. I used Flame Empowerment to increase the size of their shields, and our barriers almost covered the entire corridor except for a narrow gap, and an Ice Spear managed to slip through it. The projectile hit Vesma in the shoulder, and she screamed in pain.

      “Here.” Kumi’s magic scooped up the water of melted ice spears and turned it into a magical balm that settled onto Vesma’s shoulder and started to heal the wound.

      The enemy readied another hailstorm of ice at the end of the corridor

      “This way!” Kegohr thundered down a side passage, and the rest of us ducked out of view of the spear throwers.

      “This isn’t the way we came,” I said.

      “No, no, no,” Kegohr said. “It ain’t looking like we can get out that way, but I found other routes while we were hanging around the guild house. This should take us out near the main gate.”

      “You want us to fight our way out through the main entrance?” Vesma asked. “That’s crazy! There’ll be guards.”

      “There are guards here. You got a better plan?”

      “I’m right beside you, big guy,” I said. “We’ll smash through them together.”

      We ran down corridors and around spiral staircases. Servants stared in confusion as we raced past them.

      “Something wasn’t right about those people we fought,” Kumi said as we paused at a junction, trying to get our bearings. “They were seething with hatred of Wilds. Not simple opposition but hatred. Real and serious hatred.”

      “That ain’t that rare,” Kegohr said. “Remember Hamon and his buddies.”

      “They weren’t this bad,” I said. “And there weren’t that many of them.”

      “Trust me,” Kegohr said. “That shit gets everywhere. Now, come on; this way leads out.”

      I wasn’t going to argue. He knew what it was like to be a Wild, while I had just seen a little of how they were treated. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something darker and more twisted had taken hold in this guild. And that Horix was behind it.

      More Augmenters came at us in another corridor, greeted us with another hailstorm of frozen knives, and enchanted their blades with icy power.

      “Kill the Wilds!” the leader shouted. “Drive out the taint.”

      They readied their Ice Spears, but before they could let fly, I closed the distance between us. Instead of pulling up a Flame Shield, I strengthened my Frozen Armor. Thin, chitinous plates became solid masses, like the armor of a knight. Their attacks shattered against my armor and exploded into bursts of snowy crystals.

      I ran into the center of the group as the Sundered Heart sung like Death’s own scythe. I cut a leg out from under one of the initiates, and she fell to the ground, screaming as her blood turned the tiled floor red. The next one had a thick set of helmeted Frozen Armor, and my blade bounced off it, leaving a narrow dent of half-frozen slurry behind. I brought my other hand up, called forth the power of wood, and sprayed stinging splinters into the eyegaps of the helmet. She yelped in pain and staggered as my companions came to my side. Kegohr’s mace caught her in the side, smashed her armor, and broke her against the wall.

      An Augmenter lunged at me with a wickedly barbed Ice Spear. My armor held strong as the spear hit and the blow glanced off me. I grabbed the Augmenter’s head and slammed him against the wall just next to a sputtering torch. I reached out to the fire with Flame Empowerment technique, and it engulfed his face in a sudden blaze of brighter flame. He screeched and stumbled back as I released my grip on his shoulder.

      Fire seemed like a solid way to deal with all this ice. Sure, ice dampened the flames, but enough heat would render the usefulness of frozen spears and armor useless. I cast blasts of Untamed Torch at my nearest opponents and melted holes in their defences for my companions to exploit.

      “This way!” Kegohr pointed along a corridor.

      The sounds of footsteps and shouting behind us told me that more Augmenters and guards were on their way. I turned around and called forth the chaotic power of the Burning Wheel. Fire flared from my hand, grew swiftly into a ball, and turned into a raging whirlwind of flames. I tossed it away into the passage behind us, into the path of our pursuers. It bounced off the walls, its path erratic, as it traveled toward our enemies. I heard yells of panic, frantic footsteps, and collisions as the blistering heat and sudden slipperiness of their environment tangled the initiates into knots of confused limbs.

      I’d bought us some time, and I used it to sprint after the Kumi, Vesma, and Kegohr. We emerged out of the corridor into a small courtyard complete with a well and a smithy to our left. For a moment, I thought that we were nearly at the exit, but then I realized that the courtyard was walled in by pale buildings of stone and ice.

      The weather had worsened as the storm took hold of the the guild house. It was just as Labu had predicted. Rain poured from a menacing sky as fierce gusts of wind hurtled around the courtyard.

      We dashed through the battering wind and through a double doorway on the far side of the courtyard. I vaulted over a sawhorse as we entered a workshop full of half-made boats laid out left and right. Piles of planks lay against the walls, along with boxes full of nails and buckets of freshly mixed paint. The floor was littered with wood shavings.

      Three servants in leather aprons jolted away from their work as we sprinted past them. Two had been hammering in nails to fix planks into place, while the third had dropped a boat-shaping lathe.

      “Just passing through,” I said.

      We dodged boats and tools as we ran across the workshop, but more Augmenters in guild robes appeared through a side entrance.

      “Get out of the way!” I shouted to the carpenters.

      It was all the warning I had time to give. I called forth my fire power and launched an Untamed Torch at the wood shavings on the ground in front of them. The shavings burst into flames, and I encouraged it with some Flame Empowerment. Fire raced across the floor, ignited more wood shavings, a pile of planks, and a bucket of tar.

      In seconds, the workshop was awash with a fierce, orange light. The Augmenters stopped in their tracks at the sudden wall of heat. I launched another Untamed Torch into the piles of wood behind them and left them surrounded by fire. Our pursuers desperately summoned any form of water they could to dampen the flames and keep themselves unburned.

      A fresh knot of initiates clad in Frozen Armor pushed through the doors. They ran straight through the flames with a hiss of melting ice and appeared through an evaporating gout of steam. It was enough to protect them and carry them through to us as we ducked under a suspended boat and moved toward the exit.

      Kegohr let out a low growl and turned as a wave of Spirit of the Wildfire swept through him. He swung his mace like a batter at the plate as the fastest enemy closed in. The blow caught her in the chest and hurled her across the room. She hit the wall at the far side and slid to the ground.

      Kegohr knocked the next two back into the fire with great swings of his mace. Their armor melted, and chunks of ice started to fall away, leaving them exposed to the flaming workshop. They scrambled back through the flames, heading for safety.

      “Come on!” I said to my friends. “We have to keep moving.”

      Smoke billowed as we pushed to the other side of the workshop. Kegohr charged ahead, consumed by a berserker rage, and the rest of us had to run to keep up. Guards and Augmenters blocked our path, but Kegohr barrelled straight through them. The half-ogre smashed some to pulp and left others standing stunned. Vesma came in close behind, picked off the ones Kegohr had missed, and cleared a path for me and Kumi.

      Kumi called upon her powers as we burst out of the workshop and into the yard. Her voice sounded harsh and garbled as her Song of the Sea filtered from her mouth. I figured all this running had left her out of breath. Even though her song was weaker, ribbons of water spiraled from the rain around us and raced from her hands to the rest of us. My aches slipped away as minor cuts and burns healed over. A deep wound in Vesma’s side stitched together, as did a string of vicious cuts across Kegohr’s back.

      A group of Augmenters stormed the yard to our right and shouted as they saw us.

      I stopped, raised my arms, pulled on the power of fire and wood, and combined them into ash. A black, choking cloud appeared around the Augmenters. They stumbled and gagged for air as they inhaled the gray particles.

      We sprinted across the yard and into a dojo where rows of initiates practiced the moves of a combat routine. They started in surprise and raised their weapons. They carried that look of malevolence we had seen on the faces of so many in the Resplendent Tears Guild. An expression of hatred for Wilds and everything they represented.

      “That way!” Kegohr gestured to an exit at the far side of the dojo.

      It was a single, narrow doorway. Easy enough to block off once we got through this new wave of students.

      The initiates rushed to meet us. Some carried wooden training weapons, but others wielded real blades. Their charge was uncoordinated but enthusiastic, and their determination was clear. They wanted us dead.

      Kegohr led our charge, and his mace whirled like a propeller blade. Vesma and I followed to either side of him and opened up weaknesses in their defences with Untamed Torch. Kumi trailed behind us and sliced at any who drew closer.

      A large initiate rushed at me with a long-bladed spear. I knocked the blow aside and swung at him with the Sundered Heart as fire licked at the blade. The blow struck his armor and failed to pierce the frozen plating. He thrust his spear to stab at my side, but I parried the blow, chopped through the shaft of the spear, and left him holding a blunt stick. I fired a point-blank Untamed Torch at his chest and melted away his armor. Before he could strike with his blunt weapon, I skewered him on the end of my sword.

      I kicked the corpse from the end of my blade as my companions continued to brawl.

      We didn’t have time to fight every student of the Resplendent Tears Guild, so I called on the powers of water and of ash and laced the air of the dojo with Ash Clouds and Smothering Mists.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled.

      My companions and I sprinted through the confused masses as they stumbled around in the gray clouds and tried to catch us but only found each other. An Ice Spear hurtled out of the chaos, missed Kegohr by three feet, and hit an initiate just as he emerged from the cloud.

      Kegohr rushed through the doorway, closely followed by Kumi and Vesma. I raced after them, slammed the door shut, and slapped a bar into place to block the door.

      We stood in a storage room surrounded by gymnastics equipment, wooden weapons, and punch bags. Three doors led out from the room, and they all looked the same.

      “Are we nearly there?” Vesma asked through ragged breaths.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said, jabbing his mace to the third door on the left. “Out there’s the central courtyard, and past it are the main gates. Only question now is, who’s left to stop us?”

      I squared my shoulders and readied myself for yet another fight. “Let’s hope they didn’t save the best for last.”
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      We emerged into the guild’s main courtyard. Walls of ice and pale stone towered over us, stretching up to a sky that was almost black with storm clouds. Blinding lightning flashed across the clouds and added to the orange glow of oil lanterns that hung around the yard. Rain plummeted down to darken the walls, puddle the floor, and pelt the mass of guild members who stood in our way.

      A contingent of guards stood among them, recognizable by their layered leather armor and matching tabards. They held spears or bows, which almost made me laugh. Bows would be far less effective in this wind and rain.

      Initiates wore the simple robes fitting their rank and carried a variety of weapons, just as we had done back at the Radiant Dragon. They used whatever suited their tastes. Some looked cocky, some uncertain, but none backed away as we strode firmly across the yard.

      I faced the assembled mass and held out my hands.

      “There’s no need for violence,” I called out through the rain running down my face. “We’re not here to cause trouble. All we want to do is leave.”

      No one moved. No one stepped forward to answer me.

      “We only came because someone in your guild kidnapped our friend,” I continued. “That’s not something you’re responsible for or that you have to be part of. Show that you’re not our enemy and step out of the way.”

      There was no movement except the tumble of raindrops and the shuffling of feet. Lightning flashed once more.

      “Listen up!” Kegohr bellowed. “Get out of the way, or we’ll smash through you, yeah?”

      A bow creaked and then, thrummed as it was released. A lone arrow hurtled through the air, but it was blown off course by the howling wind and clattered uselessly against the wall.

      “So, it’s like that.” Vesma raised her spear.

      I swallowed. We’d done well so far, but even with Kumi to bolster us, our energy and ability to fight weren’t endless. And there had to be almost 50 enemies between us and the exit.

      There was a white blur as something dropped from one of the high towers onto the battlements beside the gatehouse. Faryn stood as her robes and hair fluttered in the wind. She spread her arms wide as she looked down at the warriors of the Resplendent Tears.

      “It’s time for bed, young ones!” she shouted.

      The ground rippled beneath their feet as the guards and initiates turned to look at her. Roots burst forth and grabbed them by the legs before dragging some to the ground and binding others in place. Guards and initiates alike cried out in alarm and struggled to break free. They heaved their legs up or hacked at the roots with swords and blades of ice. Some managed to free themselves only to be caught by fresh roots. The roots rose higher on others, trapping arms and hands.

      Faryn raised her arms higher. Spirals of leaves blew in from the sides of the courtyard, carried not by the raging storm but by the power of Faryn’s wood technique. They smothered the warriors and initiates and battered them with swirling cyclones of wind and leaves. Blood seeped from their faces as the leaves lacerated their skin.

      I started to run as Faryn unleashed the full power of wood against our foes. The suffocating greenery grew in volume as more leaves flew in from around the courtyard. A cloud of leaves formed around the armed mob, beat them back and forth, and blocked their view of the world around them.

      “We need a way through this mess!” I shouted over the rain and screams. “While they’re distracted.”

      “But which way?” Kumi asked.

      She had a point. The only visible way out was still through the enemy throng. And going through them now meant fighting a mass of whirling and slicing leaves along with the guards and initiates.

      “I’ve got this,” Vesma said.

      She raised her arms and cupped her hands together. Fire formed between them as she summoned the power of the Untamed Torch. She held onto it as long as she could, until it was a large, fiercely glowing ball of flames. Then she projected it straight toward the gates.

      There was a whoosh as the leaves Faryn had summoned ignited from Vesma’s fireball. Fire flashed back through the chaos of fighters. Guardsmen yelled in panic as their clothes ignited, while initiates cast whatever water techniques they knew to quench the flames. Heaps of ash fluttered down, mingling with the rain and forming a black mud.

      “Go!” Vesma gestured down the leafless corridor that she had blown through the middle of the maelstrom. Enemies lingered, but they were scorched, tangled, and too busy trying to survive to fight back.

      “Get Kumi to safety,” Kegohr said. “We’ll follow.”

      Kumi and I ran for the gate. The wind buffeted us, and stray leaves blew into our faces, but we mercifully avoided the deadly chaos engulfing the people around us.

      I opened the wicket gate within the larger gate that we’d entered when we’d first arrived at the guild house. Vesma and Kegohr fought off a few stragglers who’d managed to break clear of the Smothering Leaves and tried to follow us.

      I wanted to go back and help my friends, but the same logic still held that we’d followed from the start. We needed to keep Kumi from the hands of the guild. Otherwise, the guild would use her against her father. I trusted my friends to look after themselves.

      “The trident!” Kumi cried as she pulled me to a stop.

      “We can’t get it now. Later. We need to leave here.”

      “Do you promise to retrieve it?” she asked.

      “As soon as you’re safe.”

      Kumi stared at me for a full second before she nodded.

      We ran toward the docks. The storm had whipped up the sea, and great waves crashed against the quays. Boats were tossed back and forth, and one smashed into planks as it slammed into a dock.

      Two figures stood out on the docks ahead of us. They hauled at the ropes of one of the boats and tried to bring it in close enough to get in.

      The rain made it almost impossible to make them out, but I saw them clearly as I drew closer.

      Labu and Cadrin.

      “Where the fuck do you two think you’re going?” I yelled.

      The wind snatched my words and carried them away, but some fragment must have got through because Labu turned to gaze at us across the dock. He tugged on his companion’s sleeve, and Cadrin also turned.

      “The outsider and the dirty Wild,” Cadrin shouted as he walked slowly toward us, his efforts to retrieve the boat forgotten. “Just like cockroaches, you keep coming back.”

      Cadrin’s hair still had the perfect side-parting of a backup dancer in a boy band despite how the rain had plastered it across his forehead. His sword hung by his side, and two glowing cages were thrust through his belt—beast lures that had not yet been activated.

      “We’re not going to rest until we’ve stopped you,” I said. “Whatever your plan is, we’ll find a way to thwart it. Give me the lures and surrender.”

      “Oh, no.” Cadrin slapped his hands to his cheeks in mock horror. “How will I cope with the might of you two turned against me? All is surely lost.”

      “Why are you wasting words?” Labu said to Cadrin as he came to stand by him. “We should fight or go.”

      I was surprised to see that Labu had recovered from a thorn through his stomach. His tunic had a hole through it, but the skin beneath was barely scared from the wound I’d given him.

      “You’re right, Labu,” Cadrin said. “Destiny awaits, and it’s our job to make sure that it’s the right one. You see, things have turned against you, outsider. With Guildmaster Horix wielding the Depthless Dream, our guild will be more powerful than anything ever seen. We’ll bring the locals into line, end the blight of Wild magic, and turn this into a place where real people can live. Under the supervision of their betters, of course.”

      He placed a hand on his chest and smiled mockingly.

      “Why’d you even come after me if all you wanted was the trident?” Kumi demanded.

      “You were prying. And it was a useful smokescreen,” Cadrin laughed. “You’re nothing to us. You should know when you’re outclassed, lo Pashat. You really should.”

      “If you’re my better, then I really must be slumming it,” I said. “All I’ve seen you do so far is thieve, kidnap, and run away. It even looks like you’re repeating that last trick.”

      “Oh, I’m not running away.” Cadrin patted the lures in his belt. “I’m on a mission. I’m going to go back into your beloved Qihin City, all the way to the palace, and drop these into the lap of King Beqai. He won’t even notice what I’m doing, he’s so lost to the world. The monsters will come rushing in and finish off the senile old bastard, like they were meant to do last time.”

      Labu looked away for a moment but didn’t say anything. Did he truly care so little for his father? It seemed he was conflicted.

      “Though, this time,” Cadrin continued, “Labu won’t need to make a show of defending the king. I can’t risk him succeeding and ruining all my plans.”

      I raised the Sundered Heart Sword. Fire flared along the blade, and raindrops hissed as they evaporated against it.

      “Oh, yes,” Nydarth said, her voice filling my head. “Let’s finish off this prissy little boy, my sweet man. Make the world a safer place for you and yours.”

      I took a step forward and ensured that Kumi was safely behind me.

      “I’m not going to let you do this,” I said to Cadrin.

      “Oh, really?” Cadrin smiled smugly. “If you’re so powerful, why haven’t you struck me down with all of your power, oh, mighty one? You really think you can stop me?”

      “I’m damn sure I can. Only reason you’re not ash in the wind is Labu.” I strengthened my battered Frozen Armor and took another step forward. “He’s a man of torn loyalty. Which is miles above you. So prove your worth, Cadrin. Fight me yourself.”

      “Tempting, but I’ve got a better plan.”

      Cadrin grabbed Labu by the arm and shoved him forward. Labu frowned but didn’t resist. He unstrapped the spear from his back and held it out in a fighting stance.

      “Why do you think I keep this one around?” Cadrin asked. “He’s going to do the gritty work like the filthy Wild he is. I think he might even enjoy it; he really seems to have taken against you.”

      Cadrin turned and leaped into the boat he had been trying to haul in. He planted his hands on the seahorse icon, and the boat raced into the sea.

      The certainty Labu had shown the last time we’d fought was gone. It seemed that he wasn’t so comfortable away from his home turf and without his trusted friends to observe him. I’d already beaten him once, so he knew I outmatched him. Maybe that was something I could use against him.

      “I knew you were an asshole,” I said, “but I thought you were at least an honorable asshole. Now, it turns out that you’ll betray anything if you think it’ll give you a chance to win.”

      “You shut your mouth,” Labu snapped. “You don’t know anything about honor. You’ve just come to our lands to gloat about the might and power of the Radiant Dragon. You wish only to meddle in other people’s affairs for your guildmaster. One more outside force trying to tell us how to live. And yet you still act as if you’re some merciful overlord.”

      “So, you’re a protector, are you?” I asked. “Some shining beacon standing between his people and… what, the empire, the guilds, passing strangers you don’t like the look of?”

      “I stand between the clan and destruction. The destruction that comes when we’re too weak to defend ourselves.”

      “I’m not the one trying to destroy your clan. Cadrin will do anything to get his way. He’ll tear apart your city, your father, and everything you claim to protect, just so that he can make himself and his guild more powerful. And you just bought him more time to do it.”

      “My father has lived his day,” Labu said between gritted teeth. “Weak, passive, willing to let the world trample over us. We will grow stronger without him.”

      “You can’t mean that!” Kumi protested. Her voice wavered with horror. “Not about our own father.”

      Labu stared at her as emotion tore at his face. Kumi was right; he didn’t believe it, but he had convinced himself to act as if he did. Now that he’d set down that road, he was too proud to turn back.

      “We must become strong again,” he said. “If that means letting stagnant water be washed away by fresh springs, then so be it.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder. The others hadn’t emerged from the courtyard yet, but that didn’t mean I had time to fuck around.

      “Enough of this bullshit,” I said. “We’re leaving.”

      I made as if to step around Labu.

      “I don’t think so.” He raised his spear.

      “I don’t want to kill you. Move.”

      “Stand on your honor, then, lo Pashat,” he challenged. “You’ll not find me an easy fight.”

      I rushed at him, and our weapons met with a clang. The fire of the Sundered Heart and the ice coating Labu’s spear hissed as they met. A burst of steam flashed as I pulled back, feinted left, and struck to his right. Labu parried and counter-attacked. I was forced to frantically block a series of rapid blows. More clangs and hisses filled the air.

      “I’ll slice you to pieces and feed you to the fishes,” Labu said.

      He moved in the same smooth, flowing style I’d seen before. It was like Kumi’s healing dance but deadlier and more aggressive. I could see the pattern of his attacks, but every time I moved to break it, he flowed around, changed direction, and came at me from another angle.

      I slammed into him, and the solid shoulder of my Frozen Armor knocked the breath from his lungs. He staggered back, and I went on the offensive.

      I sprayed him with thorns from my palm and cut at him with my sword. He raised his spear one-handed to parry my attack as his other hand summoned an Ice Spear. He lunged with both, and I jumped back, unable to block two attacks at once. Labu threw his shard of ice, and it hit my leg. His projectile managed to penetrate my armor, but it was left with only enough force to graze my skin.

      Before I could attack again, he summoned and flung another Ice Spear, then another. Each one left gouges in my protective ice.

      I shot back another burst of Stinging Palm thorns. He cut most of them down with his barbed spear, but those that struck left bleeding wounds across Labu’s arms and chest. The injuries were small and not serious enough to slow him down.

      Labu yelled and charged. This attack was less flowing than previous ones, but it carried far more fury. His hatred and his pride took over as he hacked and stabbed at me with his barbed spear. The attacks went left and right, high and low, and I never had a moment to recover or catch my breath. Pieces of my ice armor went flying before a barb caught in my side. As Labu pulled the spear back, I felt a terrible ripping sensation, and blood streamed out. I gasped in pain as I backpedalled away.

      Kumi chanted and swayed behind me. She drew the rain together into an orb of water suspended between her hands and sent it to my side. It soothed my pain and stopped the blood loss. My flesh started to heal, and my energy level rose.

      “Traitor!” Labu screamed at her. “You choose an outsider over your own brother!”

      “Please, Labu,” Kumi said. “Think about what you’re saying and doing. You’re helping in our father’s murder.”

      “Father is lost to us already. He doesn’t care about his people, just about meditating on his Path of Peace. Something has to change.”

      “There are other ways to do that.”

      “This is your fault.” He pointed his spear at me. “Putting ideas in her head. Drawing her favor away from her own people.”

      “Just choose a side,” I spat. “In an ideal world, you could have both the clan and the guild. But Cadrin has taken this too far. He has to be stopped. Let me past you!”

      Labu’s scream turned to one of incoherent rage as he charged. I called upon my Frozen Armor power to fix the gaps in my protection as he closed in. Lightning flashed when our weapons collided. The whole world was lit for a moment in dazzling white light, and our weapons locked together. I flung out my hand and blasted him at point-blank range with Untamed Torch.

      Labu was thrown back, and his barbed spear skittered along the dock before dropping into the water. He staggered back with a hand to his chest where my magic had scorched him. He’d managed to weather a blow from a fireball, but his scaled flesh was blistered.

      “See?” he said. “This one brings fire to the land of water. He would burn away our traditions and replace them with his own.”

      “Enough words,” I said.

      This time, I drew upon wood as well as fire and formed a flow of ash down my arm and out into the world. A black cloud ran from my hand, swirled through the air, and wrapped itself around Labu. He choked, gasped, and tried to stagger clear, but I kept the cloud moving with him so that he couldn’t breathe clearly or see where he was going. Step by uncertain step, he went closer to the edge of the docks.

      In better conditions, I would have kept the cloud up until he fainted from lack of air. But the pouring rain carried the black dust down with it and formed dark stains across Labu’s tunic. In a few moments, my Ash Cloud would be gone entirely.

      I ran at him, but Labu heard me and raised a long Ice Spear. He flailed wildly to hold me off as the remnants of my Ash Could fell away in black trickles down his chest. I brought my sword down and melted through his makeshift weapon. Frozen slices of spear tumbled to the ground with a bell-like tinkle.

      Labu retreated further down the docks as he held his arm out. A tiny sliver of ice appeared in his hand before it melted away.

      “Looks like you’re out of juice,” I said.

      He stumbled over a coiled heap of rope, righted himself, and took another step back. I walked toward him as he finally managed to produce a frozen spike the size of a dagger. He raised the pitiful weapon, but I knocked it aside.

      The back of his foot hit the edge of the dock, and he stopped. Waves crashed around him in the howling wind, but he stood steady on the brink, as if the ocean itself held him up.

      I sheathed my blade, brought my hands together, and gathered all my Vigor into a fire pathway. An Untamed Torch coalesced between my hands. It grew in size as I fed it more Vigor. Then, I used Flame Empowerment to grow it into a blazing inferno I could hardly contain.

      Labu blinked the last of the ash water from his eyes just in time to see what I had made.

      I hit him with the biggest damn fireball I could.

      The blast struck him in the chest so hard that it hurled him from his feet. He hurtled out into the darkness, carried on a trail of flame that was extinguished as man and magic splashed down into the sea.

      I stood on the dockside for a moment to watch for any sign of Labu’s return. It was hard to make out what was happening out there. Waves crashed wildly in the storm wind. Night was falling, adding to the darkness the clouds had caused, making it almost impossible to see anything away from the land and the lights that glowed in the windows of the guild house.

      Kumi walked up beside me and clutched my arm.

      “Did you kill him?” she asked in a hushed tone.

      “He healed from a thorn, but a fireball like that is something else. It had to be done.”

      “I know,” Kumi said. “But you didn’t kill him. The sea is our protector. I’m sure she’ll look after him and bring him home.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but I didn’t have time to feel remorse or wonder whether Labu still lived.

      “Are you still wounded under there?” she asked and tapped at my armor.

      “Not seriously. It can wait until we get back to Qihin City.” I scanned the path leading from the guild house to the docks for any sign of my friends. I couldn’t see them, and I was starting to get worried.

      “I must help Father,” she said. “Please, help me find a boat.”

      My friends would have to handle themselves, at least for now. “All right,” I answered.

      We marched along the docks, looking for vessels that hadn’t broken free, become flooded, or been smashed against the stones.

      “There,” Kumi said as she pointed to one of the smaller boats, like the one that had first brought me to the island. “I know how to steer that.”

      We grabbed hold of the ropes and hauled the boat in toward the dock. It was well-secured and covered with a tarpaulin that had kept most of the water out. Once it was close enough, I reached down and pulled the tarp aside to reveal enough seats for six people and the carving at the back that controlled the boat.

      “Hop in,” I said. “I’ll cast off.”

      Kumi shook her head. “I know boats and the sea better than you do. You get in.”

      I wasn’t going to argue. I clambered into the swaying boat as the waves crashed around me, then grabbed hold of a ring embedded in the dockside to hold the boat steady while Kumi untied us. It rose and fell with the swelling sea, and it seemed like the little boat might be swamped at any moment, but I managed to cling on tight.

      “Wait,” I said. “I can’t leave the others. Can you get back to Qihin by yourself?”

      “I can,” Kumi answered.

      Before I could disembark the boat, a shout went up from the gates. Vesma and Kegohr were sprinting from the guild house and running toward us.

      “Quick!” Vesma shouted as she neared. “We have to go.”

      They reached us just as Kumi finished unfastening the line holding the boat in place. Kegohr climbed down into the boat and almost overbalanced it with his weight just as he was followed by Vesma.

      “Where’s Faryn?” I asked, ready to leap from the boat and find her.

      More shouting came from the guild house as Faryn jumped down from the battlements and started to sprint for the docks. A stream of guards and initiates rushed out of the gates and pursued her. They waved their weapons over their heads as lightning flashed in the sky above them.

      Kumi jumped into the boat. As she did, a wave lifted us up before it dropped us dramatically back down. I lost my grip on the boat and fell back against Kegohr. The surging sea carried us away from the dock as Faryn raced toward us.

      I looked back at her across a widening gap. The massed forces of the Resplendent Tears Guild closed in behind her, but her face was one of determination and focus. She spread her arms, and leaves whirled around her in a vortex of motion. The mass of leaves lifted her off her feet, and she soared over the waves, leaving a trail of leaves behind her, and landed in the boat.

      “Oh, yeah!” Kegohr slapped her on the back so hard that she almost fell straight into the water. “Go, Master Faryn!”

      Kumi gripped the carving at the back of the boat. We began to pick up speed and cut through the waves instead of being flung about by them.

      No one needed to ask where we were going. We all knew that Qihin City was the target of the guild’s schemes.

      Horix had hidden his face from us. We hadn’t faced any guild members ranked above initiate either. I almost wondered whether coming to the guild house to rescue Kumi was all part of some master plan. It certainly seemed that way since we hadn’t faced the Guildmaster or any disciples or masters.

      An uneasy feeling stirred in my stomach as I contemplated why Horix might have done this.

      The trident. The Depthless Dream. Maybe it was far more powerful than I’d given it credit for.

      Now, we were leaving the guild house without the trident, following after Cadrin like a bunch of fools.

      But what else could I do? I couldn’t allow the king to die while I waged war on an entire guild with only four friends by my side.

      Whether I liked it or not, the next step was returning to Qihin City.

      The life of the king and the future of the clan depended on me.
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      We raced through the storm-tossed sea. Our little boat leaped from one wave top to the next as Kumi pushed us hard toward her home. My stomach churned as the boat was flung about, and Kegohr leaned over the side as he retched violently. The remains of his last meal vanished into the waves.

      Kumi seemed unfazed by the speed or the lurching of the boat. She sat up straight in the back with a hand on the carving and her eyes on the horizon. Her low chant soothed our nerves and the worst of the raging water around us.

      Water fountained into the air a hundred feet high. A flash of lightning illuminated a writhing pillar of darkness beneath the waves.

      “Tidal wyrm,” Vesma spat as the creature snaked through the water.

      “Cadrin’s lure must have stirred it from the depths,” Kumi said

      Another writhing shape to our right caught my eye. The lightning flashed again, and revealed the shape to be another tidal wyrm. It moved through the maelstrom of storm and waves like a hot knife through butter. Scales glittered for an electrically illuminated moment, and dagger teeth shone against the howling night.

      “They’re heading straight for Qihin City!” Faryn shouted over the roar of thunder.

      Kumi’s song grew faster and louder. She bent low, stared across the waves, and both hands gripped the carving behind her. The water ahead was a chaotic blur of movement. Lightning shattered the sky again, revealing a path carved through the waves ahead of us.

      We accelerated faster than ever as Kumi’s song rose to a crescendo. Her expression was strained, and her face paled in the roaring night, but she didn’t hesitate for a second. Blood trickled from her nostrils as she clenched her eyes shut.

      We left the shadowy shapes of the tidal wyrms behind and soon, they were lost to view.

      Lightning struck, illuminating the towering rocks and tall pagoda roofs of Qihin City.

      Kumi’s voice cracked, and the waves crashed on the pathway ahead, but she didn’t slow us down. We shot up the side of a wave, flew off the peak, and hit the water less than a dozen yards from shore. The boat sliced to a halt in a heap of sand.

      I knelt beside Kumi as rain poured from the heavens and ran in rivulets down her face.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded wearily and pushed herself to her feet. “No time to rest. My father is in danger.”

      The princess leaped over the side of the boat without another word and sprinted up the short beach.

      “She can’t keep that up,” Faryn said as we raced after the princess. “She’ll fall like a leaf in the wind.”

      “One final push, and we can all rest,” I said.

      The brightly painted woodwork of the city’s buildings became silhouettes broken by the light from windows. Few people had drawn their shutters despite the howling wind. Instead, they had placed lamps, candles, and glowing stones on the windowsills. Light streamed out toward the sea to guide home any sailors who were still out in the ocean’s rage. The lights illuminated our path as we raced through the streets. We couldn’t afford to pause, not for a second.

      We would need something special to deal with the wyrms. Something big and unexpected.  Something that would take some preparation. But we had to catch Cadrin and take the lures from him first.

      We dashed across a bridge, through a square, and across a series of stepping stones.

      “Look, up there!” Faryn shouted.

      She pointed to an open-roofed shrine on top of a small rock plateau. It was the very same shrine where Vesma, Kumi, and I had fought a horde of monsters when we first came into the city. A shining point of bright blue could be seen on top of one of the pillars.

      “That’s one of the lures,” Kumi said as we caught up to her.

      “I’ve got it,” Vesma said.

      She sprinted along the road, then flung her hands out and shot fire from them. The bursts of flame combined with her natural athleticism to propel her in a series of great bounds that grew higher as she came closer to the shrine. She leaped like a coiled spring as she neared the base of the plateau and fired off a final intense burst of flame. She soared through the air, landed on the shrine, and snatched up the lure.

      It was time to do some fishing.

      “Gather ‘round,” I said to the others. “I’ve got a plan.”

      We stood in a cobbled square as the rain thundered down and cascaded off the nearby rooftops. Willows whipped in the wind at the corners of the square as I cast my eyes around for materials for something to fight the tidal wyrms with.

      “We’re going to make a giant harpoon,” I said. “Faryn, you’ve spent over a century building a connection to the power of wood. I need you to call on that connection, to summon forth as much wood power as you can—from you, from me, from all around us.”

      “Do you want me to channel it into Plank Pillar?” she asked. “That might be the closest to a harpoon shape.”

      “Exactly like that.”

      “That sounds ambitious,” she said as her expression flickered with excitement and uncertainty. “I’m not sure it’s wise after our little altercation at the guild.”

      Faryn held her arms wide and closed her eyes. The willows turned their branches toward her as she drew upon everything that carried the essence of wood. I let my own power move and turned to face the roof of the shrine.

      “Create it on the roof. We need a way of getting it over the wall and into the ocean.”

      “I’m not sure I have enough Vigor,” Faryn said.

      Kumi stepped forward. “I can’t exactly produce Vigor, but I can bolster your channels and make your own Vigor more effective.”

      “Are you sure you can handle it after the boat ride?”

      “If it means saving my father, I’ll try.”

      Kumi faced us and began to chant. The rain was drawn onto her and trickled down her body as the deep connection between her and the element of water took hold.

      Suddenly, something burst from the shrine’s roof. A pillar of wood, and then, another, and another. Water and wood flowed through the three of us as we melded our powers together.

      “Vesma,” I said, “take lookout. I need to know where the wyrms are.”

      She nodded and sprinted down the street toward the wall of the city.

      Leaves sprouted from the giant harpoon we’d created on top of the shrine only to be snatched away by the wind. The wooden shaft grew until it was taller than Kegohr, taller than the nearby trees.

      The tiles on the shrine’s roof came loose as the structure took the Plank Pillar’s weight. The whole structure shivered, and the top trembled. Cracks appeared down the sides, and I was hit by a moment of panic as I thought that it was all about to fall apart. But splinters of wood broke away around the top and clattered to the ground to leave behind a sharpened tip like the point of a harpoon.

      “That’s perfect,” I said. “Now, one last thing. Can you help me form an airtight hollow in the base, like a cartridge in a bullet?”

      “Like a what?” Faryn asked through gritted teeth.

      “Like…” I tried to think of anything comparable to a bullet in a world that had no guns. “Just a big hollow space, okay?”

      Both women nodded. An opening appeared near the base of the harpoon, and sawdust poured out. The stream of sawdust stopped coming after a minute, and bark grew back over the hole to seal it shut.

      Kegohr followed me as I sprinted up the road and climbed the outside of the shrine. When I reached the rooftop, I took hold of the side of the harpoon with the half-ogre’s help and lowered it until it rested at the perfect angle. The harpoon’s point protruded over the rooftop as I tied the lure to the tip of the improvised weapon. I wanted the core of the tidal wyrm, but my priority was getting it away from the city. If I could turn the wyrms against each other while they fought for the lure, it would save Qihin City.

      We had a weapon ready to fight the tidal wyrms, but we had to make sure that they came to it. And that meant finding the other lure. If Cadrin was as arrogant as I suspected, I had a good idea where that would be.

      “Cut a furrow into the tiles,” I told Kegohr. “As smooth as you can. I’ll be back.”

      I somersaulted off the roof, swung off an errant willow-branch, and sprinted down the street. My feet carried me across bridges and toward the heart of the city. The royal palace towered above me on its pillar of rock as waterfalls crashed down its sides.

      I raced up the stairs behind one of the waterfalls and made sure to keep my balance.

      King Beqai stood at the bottom of the steps that led inside. A lure hung from a strip of leather around his neck, and he stared out at the ocean with a bemused look on his face. The king’s bodyguards stood a tense watch behind him and gripped their weapons tightly.

      “Your Majesty!” I shouted.

      Beqai’s gaze didn’t shift from whatever distant point held his attention.

      “I need the trinket from around your neck.” I moved in closer to the guards. “Do you see this?”

      I prodded the lure on his chest. At last, he looked down, first at my face, then at my finger, then at the lure.

      “It was a gift,” he said. “From one of the guild.”

      “It’s a monster lure,” I said. “And it’s drawing two tidal wyrms this way. If they’re not stopped, they’ll destroy the city. I need that thing around your neck. ”

      “Tidal wyrms are majestic creatures.” Beqai laughed. “You seem intent on invoking their ire at every turn.”

      I couldn’t believe this guy.

      I fought to keep myself from snapping. His people were on the verge of disaster, and he still seemed unable to bring himself back to reality. What had happened to the great ruler who once led the Qihin?

      “The Depthless Dream is taken. Your son has turned against you. The guild intends to destroy this entire city and slaughter your people!” I shouted at him. “Every member of your clan will die, and they will never have the opportunity to find their own Path of Peace!”

      Beqai’s far-off look fled from his eyes, and he shook his head a little. The jowls on his face wobbled, and his seaweed-like hair flopped around his massive head. He took hold of the strip of leather from which the lure hung, lifted it over his head, and handed it to me.

      Something had changed about him; it no more than a straightening of the shoulders and a glimmer in the eye, but I’d gotten through to him.

      The King of Qihin had finally woken up.

      “Here,” he said. “We don’t have much time. I can feel the wyrms getting closer.”

      I thrust the lure through my belt and took off as fast as I could. I was soon back at the square and at the site of an oversized school project designed to kill an enormous monster.

      Kegohr held the harpoon steady as the wind threatened to knock it to the ground. Faryn and Kumi sat with their backs against one of the houses and struggled to stay awake from the exhaustion of the task I’d asked them to do for me.

      I jumped onto the carved wall of the shrine and climbed up its side. The lures glowed brighter now that they were near each other and bathed me in a deep blue light.

      “Tie off the second one!” Kegohr roared over the wind.

      “Not part of the plan!” I yelled back.

      A screeching sound ran across the city. The foundations of the very streets seemed to shake as two huge creatures collided with the walls.

      The tidal wyrms were nearly upon us.

      “They’re here!” Vesma screamed as she climbed up beside me.

      “Noticed that,” I agreed.

      I called on the power of water and started summoning a Smothering Mist. I directed it to form in the hollow chamber at the base of the harpoon. Thick vapor flooded the almost-airtight chamber at the base of the harpoon until it strained under the pressure of holding it in.

      “Vesma, Kegohr!” I shouted. “Get ready to channel some fire.”

      A wyrm appeared over the wall in the distance and tasted the air. Huge, cold eyes stared at me and the lures.

      “Oh, fuck,” Vesma whispered. “They’re so much bigger than the last one.”

      The colossal creature’s hiss threatened to split our eardrums.

      “Now!” I shouted. “Heat the bottom of the harpoon as fast as you can.”

      Kegohr and Vesma placed their hands against the outside of the chamber I’d filled with steam as I mounted the spear like I would a horse. Fire flared from their palms as they superheated the hardened wood of the outside of the cartridge.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Ethan?” Vesma shouted.

      “Going fishing!” I howled back as the adrenaline took hold. “Get me into the air!”

      The chamber exploded. A great gout of steam burst from the bottom of the harpoon and hurled me off the shrine’s roof. The streets stretched away beneath us as I rode a careering deathtrap straight toward a monster that wanted to eat me whole. The wind rushed past my face as I clung on tight, just along for the ride.

      The shock of movement was so sudden that I had only two seconds to summon a suit of Frozen Armor. Instead of smooth plates, I made something spiked and covered in jagged edges like the armor of a cartoon villain.

      The wyrm lunged up at me as I cleared the wall, ready to swallow me whole.

      The harpoon shot straight into the wyrm’s mouth and took me with it. The massive spear rammed into the back of its throat, and I was flung off into the wet, warm space of the creature’s mouth. I slammed into the side of its mouth, and the spikes buried themselves in its flesh.

      The monster shrieked in agony and thrashed around as it tried to shake loose the jagged wooden spear that was now buried in the back of its throat. Or the spiked human who’d just hurtled into its mouth. I steadied myself with one hand while I drew the my sword with the other.

      “Your audacity knows no bounds, Swordslinger.” Nydarth laughed. “Strike true; I have no desire to spend a millenia inside this creature’s gullet at the bottom of the ocean.”

      “Right along with you,” I panted.

      Fire flashed along the blade and illuminated the inside of the creature’s mouth for a brief moment. I’d already been inside a wyrm, and I knew the inside of its mouth was armored, so I thrust upward a few times to break the tough plating. The wyrm continued to screech, and I could hear its stomach brewing a torrent of water to throw at me. I hurried my attacks until I broke through and thrust the Sundered Heart up toward its brain.

      The wyrm screamed and filled every sinew in my body with the hellish sound. The roar from inside its stomach was almost deafening, and I needed some way to plug its gullet so that I wouldn’t get hit with a blast of water. I also needed to place the second lure somewhere, and the first was on the end of the giant harpoon. I removed the lure from my belt and tossed it down the monster’s throat.

      I held myself in place by the handle of my sword, raised my other hand, and launched a broad Plank Pillar to close off its throat. For good measure, I thickened the pillar by infusing a large quantity of Vigor into it.

      The wyrm thrashed around, and salt water streamed into its gaping maw. I looked through its sword-like teeth and saw the ocean. In little more than a few minutes, the wyrm had managed to race back to its home. With the lure inside its mouth, it must have seen no reason to remain in the city. It swayed from side to side as it slithered along the water’s surface, like a drunk trying to walk in a straight line.

      The presence of the harpoon meant that it couldn’t close its mouth, and the massive barrier I’d put in its throat wouldn’t permanently stop its water attack from blasting out. I pulled the Sundered Heart free and kicked my way toward the front of the wyrm’s mouth.

      Water lapped around my waist as I balanced on its tongue, carefully avoiding its teeth. The ocean closed in around my neck as I heard an all too familiar shriek from outside.

      “Its friend approaches,” Nydarth whispered, her tone urgent.

      “That was the idea,” I said.

      I sheathed my sword and swam free of the wyrm’s maw entirely.

      A mass of rippling bubbles surrounded me as the other wyrm slammed into the injured one. It buried its teeth in its companion’s throat and filled the water around me with black blood as it tried to rip out the lures I’d left in there.

      The lack of air burned my lungs as I frantically tried to pull away from the underwater battle of the titanic serpents. My Frozen Armor melted away while I tried to get my bearings. I dragged myself up to the surface. My head burst out into the air, and I took a deep breath, then another. In the darkness and the storm-tossed waves, it was impossible to work out which way was land. Pelting rain stung my face as I fought to stay above the waves.

      Then an unexpected current seemed to spiral through the water. It was strong and seemed to move with a life of its own. I swam toward it, and the current took hold of me, firm and insistent. It yanked me back and away from the surrounding chaos. I let myself be dragged along by it, and a minute later, I saw the docks.

      I reached out a hand to grab hold of a wooden post as the magical current washed me up to it. A huge, gray, clawed hand found mine.

      “You absolute lunatic!” Kegohr exclaimed as the half-ogre hauled me bodily out of the water.

      Water streamed off me as I sat on the dock. Vesma, Faryn, and Kumi stared at me in a mix of anger, amazement, and absolute shock. King Beqai and a cluster of guards gathered behind them. The old ruler lowered his hands, and I spotted the current move back to the whims of the storm.

      “So, I have you to thank for saving me out there?” I asked the king.

      His tentacles twitched as he smiled. “Mmhmm.” The king was still tight-lipped, but, at least, he now showed emotion. He’d given over his lure, so he was partly responsible for saving Qihin City.  

      “That’s one way to kill a dragon,” I said to my friends.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “It’s good to see you in one piece, mate.”

      “You too, buddy.”

      The half-ogre pointed out to the sea. “You might want to watch.”

      The storm had broken at last, and a beam of moonlight shone through a gap in the clouds. The two tidal wyrms fought in a mass of scaled muscle, silhouetted in the white light. The one that I’d hit with the harpoon made desperate efforts to break free or defend itself. The second tidal wyrm ripped at its companion’s throat while its every instinct urged it to find the lure.

      The strong wyrm leaped upon the injured one’s body and tore at it with jagged teeth in an attempt to find the blue orbs within their cages. It shredded the other wyrm’s body and sent chunks of flesh and scaled skin flying. But amid the mess of ruined flesh and lapping waves, it couldn’t find what it was after. The surviving wyrm flung its head back, let out a disappointed screech, and disappeared beneath the waves.

      “Anyone want to help me find its core?” I half-joked.

      King Beqai turned to two of his guards. “Follow his instructions, my brothers. He has earned the spoils of his labor.”

      I almost choked after hearing the king give an order. It seemed so out-of-character, but maybe I truly had woken him up.

      The guards were equally surprised, and they paused for a moment, as though unsure whether they’d heard correctly.

      “Did you hear me?” King Beqai asked them.

      The guards all seemed to swallow at the same time before they stripped off their armor and drew long knives. They jumped into the sea and began to swim toward the fallen tidal wyrm.

      Beqai turned to the rest of our group as they swam away. “Kumi, our people need to see that they are cared for and that order is being restored. Before you rest, go back into the city and find our craftsmen. Charge them to rebuild what has been damaged. Rally the guard to search for Cadrin, but keep it quiet; I do not want a panic on top of all this destruction.”

      Tears streamed down Kumi’s face as she stepped close to embrace her father. Beqai took her into his arms and stroked her hair affectionately.

      “You’ve returned to us, Father,” Kumi murmured.

      “With the help of your young friend, yes.”

      “I can use my Augmentation to assist with clean-up and repairs,” Faryn offered.

      “And we can help hunt Cadrin,” Vesma said, nodding to Kegohr.

      “Thank you, mighty disciples of Radiant Dragon,” Beqai said. “Your kind acts are most valued. But first, rest. The Qihin will look to their own city. I could not ask any more of each of you than you have already given.”

      My companions withdrew gratefully as the king turned back to me. “A mighty deed. Worthy of one who flows with the current of Xilarion.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said. “I must say, you seem a lot more lucid than you did before.”

      King Beqai of the Qihin stroked his seaweed beard as he stared out to sea in the direction of the Resplendent Tears Guild House. “I have indulged myself for too long. Sunk so deeply into the slumber of peace that I could barely be awakened. It took you to pull me back from that. The question now is how to act against the enemies assailing my people.”

      “Horix has to be behind this. Too many of his guild fought against us for it to just be a collection of ambitious individuals. I believe Cadrin is merely a pawn, used by Horix. ”

      “I trust to your intuition, as much as it saddens me to say it.”

      “Horix has the Depthless Dream Trident, and I assume he plans to use it against you and your city.” I shook my head. “But that’s what I can’t figure out. None of this makes any sense. Why not just kill you outright? Why were they so intent on destroying the city with the wyrms?”

      “The Depthless Dream is a fickle item,” Beqai said solemnly. “It requires clear skies and time in meditation to draw upon the true power within it.”

      “So Horix wants the true power of the trident. That’s his game.”

      “Again, I must agree. Horix’s target is not me. Nor is it Qihin Clan. He hates Wilds, yes, but not just those in the Diamond Coast. He would see them purged from all the realms. He will raise a tide of blood to bring him victory and cares not if it drowns my city and my clan. But we are simply one small pond in a vast sea of his dark ambitions.”

      “Do you know that Labu has taken Horix’s side?”

      “It saddens me that my own son would choose guild over clan, but once they come of age, young men must make their own decisions.”

      The rain had passed, and the sea slowly stilled. A hand burst from the water in front of us, then another, and a head. The king’s guards climbed up the side of the dock and knelt in front of him. One laid a core on the ground.

      “Your Majesty,” he said.

      “Here, my boy.” Beqai gestured for me to pick up the core. “It’s all yours.”

      I picked it up, pressed it against my chest, and felt power rush through me as I absorbed the core. The exhaustion abated a little as my flesh tingled with magical energy.

      “With the core you already took, this will grant you the Crashing Wave technique,” Beqai said. “On the surface, you will be able to summon tidal waves across bodies of water. Under the water, it can be used to batter enemies or throw them around with great pushes of water force.”

      The king had the same technique, I realized. He’d just used it to pull me back from the ocean. It was almost impossible to imagine King Beqai killing two tidal wyrms. But you could never judge a person’s power in a world like this purely on appearance.

      I raised my hand and let the Vigor flow down the newly forged channel. I focused on the ocean as I tried to call forth a wave. Nothing moved in response, even though I could feel the strength of the magic inside me.

      Beqai chuckled to himself and waved one of his tentacles. “You’re like an infant who has just ridden his first seahorse and thinks he’s ready to ride a killer whale. The ocean is vast and willful; it cannot be so easily tamed. You must gain practice and experience first.”

      “Then, that’s what I’ll do,” I said. I was eager to work on this new skill, to master it and make its power mine. “Can you point me to a river or lake that’s a good size to start with?”

      Beqai laughed again. “For now, focus on what makes you strong. Adaptability and the combination of elements, characteristics fitting for one who pursues the mantle of the Immortal Swordslinger.”

      “Fair.” I bowed to him. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “I grant nothing. You earned it when you killed two tidal wyrms—a mighty feat by any standard, and one that has saved my city. Now, come; the tide of night wanes. We should return to the palace. You and your friends can rest there. Tomorrow, I will throw a great feast to celebrate your victory and to once again reintroduce myself to those of my court. And then, we have a council of war. The Resplendent Tears Guild has stirred trouble against us for too long. It is time for us to take the battle to them.”
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      I staggered into a room the king had given me, dog tired and soaked to the skin.

      The room was larger than the one I’d been given at the guild house. The walls were white with bright bands of red and yellow at the top and bottom. Flames in the fireplace crackled and dried my soaked clothes on a wooden rack beside it.

      I peeled off my wet clothes and sat cross-legged beside the fireplace to work on the pathways for the Crashing Wave technique. I allowed the flicker of flames to flood my mind as I inhaled and exhaled slowly. The hours passed as I formed and reformed the channels, using the blueprint the tidal wyrm’s core had given me. It was the most complex technique I’d tried to learn so far. It circled around itself like some kind of internal whirlpool, and I was often lost in its winding motions.

      Success came after what felt like hours of meditation. But sleep overtook me before I got the chance to try the technique. As soon as the pathway had completed to my satisfaction, I collapsed into bed.

      I woke, opened my eyes, and my pool of Vigor stirred as I found it replenished.

      The double bed had been my best friend in the night’s recovery. The soft mattress was scented with a fragrant herb that refreshed the air each time I rolled over. Sheets of soft silk laid beneath a warm woollen blanket.

      I stretched my stiff muscles and yawned loudly. This was the sort of life I could get used to. Not that I didn’t enjoy the thrill of adventure or the satisfaction of saving people from monsters, but this was a damn sight more comfortable than camping out in the forest or sheltering in a cave on a snowy mountainside. For now, I’d have to take what was offered. And Qihin Palace did not disappoint.

      I swung my legs around and tentatively pressed a foot to comfortable furs that sprawled out over the tiled floor. The Sundered Heart lay in its sheath beside the bed. I tapped the hilt, but Nydarth didn’t reply. Perhaps even dragon spirits needed a while to rest.

      I walked over to the floor-length window at the side of the room. A thin, clear membrane kept in the heat of the hearth and held the ocean wind at bay.

      The home of the Qihin people bustled with life even as night drew on. People went on to cook their meals and tell stories to their children as if their homes hadn’t almost been trampled by monsters twice in as many days. I wondered whether the city would have been even busier without these troubles. There had been talk about trade routes along the coast, and a conflict between guild and clan couldn’t be great for trade. Yet, large boats drifted in and out of the delta, clearly loaded down with goods.

      My stomach rumbled. I’d been asleep for almost 20 hours, and I hadn’t eaten for a good while before that. The promise of Beqai’s feast last night struck me, and I moved over to the fire. It took me a minute to dress, tie my hair back, and pull my sandals tight around my feet. I left the room and headed down toward the swell of conversation and music below the palace.

      I walked down the stairs of the main palace building and out into the courtyard. It had been transformed since I was there last. Tables stood tall around the pools and groaned under the weight of the food and drink. Whole roasted boars, steamed fish six feet long, cakes built in elaborate tiers and decorated with sculpted sugar stood beside heaps of exotic fruit, bottles of wine, and enough barrels of beer to intoxicate an entire army.

      Glowing stones in every color of the rainbow had been raised up on wooden poles between the tables to provide light as the evening settled in. Hundreds of guests milled about as the light cast them in a dozen different hues as they stepped from one pool of light to another. Some of Beqai’s guests had clearly seen this sort of lighting before and came in outfits that made the most of it. Silver scales shimmered on their clothes and reflected whatever color they strolled under. Others wore finely tailored and magnificently embroidered clan robes.

      I stepped out into the throng. A servant handed me a wooden cup, and I took a sip. It was a sweet and heady wine with a slight hint of salt. A bolt of warmth crept into my muscles, and I relaxed a little.

      Kegohr towered over the other guests at a table to my right. He swung a roasted leg of some giant game bird and quaffed a jug full of something as he laughed with Vesma and a knot of fish people. Many of them had the burly, muscular frames of seasoned warriors.

      “You think you need to trip the leg before you throw someone?” the half-ogre exclaimed. “Why not lift them under the arms and put your hips into it?”

      “Not all of us are your size,” retorted a warrior, and the knot of soldiers laughed.

      “Maybe not, but it’s still better than risking your feet,” the half-ogre insisted.

      Vesma quietly sipped at a cup of wine and rolled her eyes as Kegohr offered his loud opinions on technique. She smiled at me as I approached, and I winked back. She turned to refill her cup and left me to wander.

      King Beqai stood nearby with his tentacles sunk deep into one of the pools. The liveliness he’d shown from his meditative state was an enormous contrast to the zen exterior I’d first seen in him. The king drank heartily from a goblet as he recounted stories about his days as a commander fighting campaigns for the Emperor.

      Faryn sat on the edge of a pool among the group of the listeners. She dipped her bare feet in the water and laughed along with a group of well-dressed fishfolk who wore badges of office.

      It was good to see my old friends enjoying themselves. We needed a breather after the insane day we’d just spent battling monsters and guild members alike. The Depthless Dream and the Resplendent Tears Guild wasn’t far from my mind, but a night off before we made plans to strike back would do us some good.

      I walked over to Faryn and sat beside her.

      “War is coming,” she said to me.

      “The mission for Xilarion seems like it’ll fail,” I said.

      “No, it will succeed. Sometimes, preventing greater calamity requires sacrifices. Defeating Horix and retrieving the Depthless Dream will halt the evil that’s already set it motion.”

      “That doesn’t sound like Guildmaster Xilarion’s Path of Peace.”

      “Yet, that is not your path. Yours is the Path of the Swordslinger.”

      I smiled at Faryn, kissed her on the lips, and turned as stringed instruments started to play.

      A group of performers spun through the courtyard and soaked up applause from the crowd. They were as much acrobats as dancers, leaping and twirling across the pools. Ribbons streamed from their belts and created rippling patterns through the air behind them. One of them jumped up onto the shoulders of another two, like cheerleaders forming a pyramid, then leaped gracefully through the air to land with a splash in one of the pools.

      “I think she wants to speak with you.” Faryn nodded to my right as the music died down.

      I looked at Kumi sitting at another banquet table. The princess met my gaze as the silver scales of her robes caught the light. Her ceremonial dress was far less revealing than her usual attire; long robes opened at the back and bared her shoulders before they swept down, abruptly stopping a few inches from the floor, leaving her feet bare. Coral joined the usual seashells in her braids, and a silver circlet embedded with pearls glittered in the shifting lights above us. She smiled mischievously and nodded toward a corner of the courtyard.

      “Do you mind?” I asked Faryn.

      “Not at all. I am more than happy to share your company.”

      I laughed under my breath and followed after the princess. I scooped up a meaty slice of boar as I passed one of the tables. Spiced marinade gave the pork a sweet edge as I took a bite, and it melted in my mouth.

      Kumi sat on one of the stairs leading up to the palace and beamed at me.

      “What do you think?” the princess asked me with a sweeping gesture.

      “The Qihin definitely know how to celebrate.”

      “Father wanted you to feel welcome after he left his meditations.”

      I finished the pork, sipped at my wine, and joined her on the carved marble step. “Well, he’s definitely managed it. Are you recovered, after last night?”

      The princess laughed. “A little sleep does wonders. You’ve definitely had your share of it today.”

      “Guess I needed it. Not sure I was ready for all this enthusiasm, though.” Again, I thought of the war brewing beneath all the celebrations, but I did my best to push it aside for now.

      “I want to show you something,” Kumi said as she stood up and beckoned me to follow her.

      She opened a small wooden door at the base of the palace walls, and I followed her inside. The sounds of the party faded as the door closed behind us and left us alone in the silence of a tiled corridor.

      “Your father said he was going to to reintroduce himself to his courtiers,” I commented. “Did he manage it?”

      “This way,” Kumi said. “And yes, thanks to your heroic efforts, they convened a war council. Preparations are already underway.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the sway of her hips as she led me deeper into the palace. We entered a circular chamber with shadowy alcoves filled with ferns spilling out of clay pots. A fountain splashed in the center of the room and gave the air a cool, refreshing feel.

      “This is my favorite place in the palace,” Kumi said. “It’s so peaceful, you can imagine that there’s no one else in the world. Perhaps this is more to your liking than the atmosphere of a feast?”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “It’s even more private in here.” The princess took my hand and led me into an alcove with a small stone bench.

      Mosaics spilled across the ceiling as the faint sound of crashing waves joined the trickle of the fountain.

      I sat beside Kumi on the stone bench and took another sip of the wine to try to calm my accelerated pulse. She filled the small space with the aroma of exotic flowers and the breeze of the ocean.

      “I wanted to share this place with someone special.”

      “I’m honored.”

      “Well, I’m curious about something. Your brides—what was it like when they first journeyed with you? How did you find them?”

      “I’m not married,” I said with a laugh.

      “But what about Vesma and Faryn’s devotion? I’ve seen the way they are around you, the way they’ve followed you across the mountains to be here.”

      “They’re not my brides. Just friends.”

      “Just friends?”

      “Well, very close friends.”

      She laughed again and brushed her fingers against my arm. “I bet you’re good at making close friends, Ethan.” Her face took on a conspiratorial grin. “The sort of friends you lie close with in the night, hot and heavy and writhing with passion. Isn’t that right?”

      She removed her hand and held it over her mouth as she giggled.

      “Ah, yeah, I suppose you’re right. I am good at making those kinds of friends.”

      “Then, you’ll marry them?”

      “It’s a bit too soon to think of marriage. Besides, I’d hate to choose between them.”

      Kumi frowned at me. “Choose? You enjoy one more than the other?”

      “I like them equally,” I said.

      “Then, why not marry both?”

      A smile tweaked the corner of my lips. “It’s the custom in the Seven Realms to marry multiple people?”

      “Not everywhere, and only in certain instances. But a mighty Augmenter requires enough brides to satiate him. Surely, you know of the custom.”

      It wasn’t hard to see where this was going. I leaned back and enjoyed the peace of the room. “I’ve never heard of this custom you’re talking about.”

      “You must have.”

      “I’m not from around here. The Swordslinger gig was open, and I just went for it. No one told me there was a marriage contract that came along with it.”

      “The Swordslinger?” Kumi raised an eyebrow. “So, the sword you carry is a spirit weapon, like the Depthless Dream?”

      I nodded. “Apparently, I’m meant to collect them all. All the Immense Blades.”

      “Then, you will have to wield the Depthless Dream. I doubt Father would allow it.”

      I shrugged. “Who knows? I might get it back from Horix, and the king will just hand it over. As a reward.”

      “I doubt that very much.”

      I let the subject slide and moved on to our previous topic. “So, these brides for powerful Augmenters—do they just hang around and wait for their husband to call on them?”

      Kumi winked and took the cup from my hands. “They follow the great Augmenters on their travels, going to places of danger and excitement with them. They are powerful women in their own right, able to stand against dark forces, to aid heroes in fulfilling their destinies.”

      “I’m not even sure what my destiny is,” I admitted. “I just train Augmentation and occasionally fight evil when it’s required of me. You know, nine-to-five stuff.”

      “Nine-to-five? You are a peculiar man, Ethan. The things you speak of seem so foreign to me. Where you come from—is it on the edge of the world?”

      “Something like that.”

      Kumi giggled. “I would very much like to see it one day.”

      “That might be difficult.”

      “No more difficult than the path of the Swordslinger.”

      “So, if I’m to be the Immortal Swordslinger, I need to collect all the Immense Blades and roam the world with a large contingent of beautiful and powerful women?” I laughed. “Are you trying to sign up for that?”

      Kumi’s eyes sparkled as she gave me a serious expression. “Perhaps I am.”

      I reached for my cup of wine, and my fingers lingered on her hand for a moment.

      “But not just yet.” She snatched away the cup from my grasp, lifted it above her head, and finished the contents in one big gulp. “I still don’t know whether you’re worthy of a princess. Perhaps I’ll find out in the coming war.”

      An idea formed in my head. A way to grow stronger. The means to defeating Horix.

      “If we have the time, we should go to a Vigorous Zone. I’m not sure I’ll have time tomorrow. The way things are going, I’m probably going to have to fight a walking island or something.”

      “We could go now, under the cover of night.”

      I tapped my belt. “I didn’t bring my blade with me. And you’re not dressed for mud, Princess Kumi, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

      “You think I’m afraid of getting a little dirty?”

      “So, we’ll run out to the marshes together unarmed, toss monsters around with nothing but Augmentation, and then magically appear back at the feast splattered with mud and starsquid guts?”

      A cheeky smile tugged at Kumi’s full lips. “You’ve killed two tidal wyrms in the same day. Surely, this is nothing in comparison to your mighty power, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat.”

      Kumi’s deal was a hard one to pass up. If Beqai was serious about making a move against the Resplendent Tears Guild and Horix, I’d need all the powers I could get. Sap was useful in a pinch, but I needed something with a bit more punch. If I could enter the spirit realm and defeat the spirit that combined fire and water, then I’d have the edge I’d need. Those Wild-hating bastards who lived in their frozen tower wouldn’t know what hit them.

      “You’re on, Princess,” I said. “Lead the way.”

      Kumi skipped excitedly to her feet. “You won’t regret this!”

      She led me out of the chamber, along a short corridor, and into a stairwell. It spiraled as we followed it down through the rocky foundation of the palace before we emerged onto the cliffside behind a waterfall. A set of steps snaked out below us, through a sheet of falling water and down to the city gates below.

      Kumi kissed my cheek in a blur of dark hair and soft warmth and ran down the stairs two at a time. I grinned as I ran after her, down the moonlit trail to the bottom of the palace. Two guards stood watch at a gate barring the way out.

      “Let us through, please!” Kumi shouted as we got close.

      The guards jolted in surprise as they turned to see Kumi and I bolt down the staircase. They saw Kumi’s face, snapped to attention, and one hurried to unbolt the gate.

      The gate swung open just as Kumi reached it. She ran out into the street, and I pushed to keep up with her. Her bare feet and my sandals slapped against the cobbles and then the dirt streets as we headed away from the heart of the city.

      The princess looked back over her shoulder at me, laughed, and increased her pace. I ran faster, determined to keep up with her and not let her leave me behind. I reached out and tapped her on the bare skin of her back as I drew level with her. Kumi put on a final burst of speed as we took a hard corner and hit the final road out of the city.

      A barricade of farm wagons and spare planks barred our way. Guards stood around it and watched the marshes beyond. They looked perturbed as we approached, their faces cast into strange shadows by the light of a single oil lamp.

      Kumi didn’t even slow as she approached the makeshift wall. Instead, she leaped, landed with one foot on a cart, and propelled herself up to the top. I matched her movements, and for a moment, we both stood on the top of the barricade to look out across the mist-wreathed marshes.

      White clouds of mist closed around us as we left the banquet and Qihin City behind.
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      Kumi and I ran along a trail of logs into the marshland. A huge moon bathed the Vigorous Zone in pale light as I followed my beautiful escort.

      I lost sight of Kumi behind a cluster of reeds, but she appeared ahead of me. Her laughter echoed over the waterlogged ground and through the scraggly willows as they sagged over pools of dark water.

      “You’ve got quite the talent for running,” I said as she finally slowed.

      “Not all of us can conjure fire or ice,” she teased as she leaped across a swampy patch to the next trail over.

      Shapes moved in the night around us. Some were just trees and bushes swaying in a gentle wind off the ocean. Others moved with more purpose. Animals, birds, and monsters pursued their prey through the night as we strolled through the marshes.

      “So, what part of these marshes interest you so much?” Kumi asked.

      “Nearest to the water core. It’s where the zone’s power is strongest, so that’s where I need to meditate.”

      “I know the place. If the spirits smile on us, perhaps we’ll be spared the indignity of a battle without our weapons.”

      “The spirits don’t often smile on me, then.” And I didn’t have the Sundered Heart with me, either. Perhaps it had been a bad idea to leave it behind, but Kumi’s challenge had blown caution to the wind. Besides, I hardly needed a sword when I was able to conjure the powers of wood, fire, water, ash, and sap.

      “Perhaps you could show respect,” she said. “Show them your power without killing their creatures.”

      “So, what, just wave my magic in front of their faces until they die of sheer panic?”

      The princess shook her head with a smile. “Discipline them, if necessary. Unless you’re looking to hunt for a new technique through their cores?”

      “Didn’t bring my knife.”

      She slid her arm around mine and squeezed it gently. “Then you have no need to destroy them.”

      “Weren’t you more than happy to help us kill them on the beach before?”

      “Suffice it to say I was far more interested in a certain hunter there.” Kumi winked.

      My blood warmed as she gave my sleeve a playful tug and withdrew her arm from mine.

      We moved further down the track until the sound of squelching mud and a cloud of mist surrounded us. I summoned Ice Armor around myself and readied myself for an attack from where shapes were moving in the darkness.

      Kumi stayed closed behind to watch and wait. I’d seen fog like this before, so I wasn’t surprised when a pack of lampreys blocked our path to the water heart. A trickle of hisses and the moonlight’s reflection against needle-sharp teeth gave away their position to our left.

      I summoned a handful of Stinging Palm thorns and threw them at the nearest lamprey. The wooden projectiles skewered the creature through the leg, and it lost its balance, fell off the path, and hissed into the marsh below.

      “I’m not used to pulling my punches,” I said as another lamprey appeared behind us.

      “I’m sure you’re not,” Kumi said mischievously as she dodged a swipe of claws.

      I launched another barrage of thorns at her attacker. The thorns caught it in the shoulder and spun it around. The creature screeched and clutched the wound. I sent it back to the marsh with a savage kick to the chest.

      I summoned an Ash Cloud around a pair of lampreys as they tried to take advantage of my exposed back. Kumi danced around the attacking monsters as I dashed toward them. They flailed blindly as I knocked two heads together. I kicked one lamprey into the marsh and peppered the second with a spray of thorns across its back. It yelped in alarm and turned to face me. I summoned a Plank Pillar beneath its feet and flung it into the swampy ferns.

      “You’re quite the Augmenter,” Kumi said. “I’ve never seen anyone mix elements like this before. It’s… well, it’s exciting.”

      “I’ve got tricks, but that song of yours?” I said. “I wish I could do something similar. You’ve bailed me out of trouble more than once with it.”

      A lamprey jumped out of the swamp to our left. I waved my hand and channeled the Crashing Wave technique. Water fountained from the ground to slam into the beast. I laughed in amazement as the lamprey went flying and spun off across the swamp to land with a splash 200 feet away.

      “That works a lot better when you’re not trying to move the ocean,” I said.

      “It took Father the better part of a century to learn the sea’s movements,” Kumi said with a smile. “And here you are, trying to hit the stars with an unfortunate swamp monster.”

      The admiration in her voice was unmistakable, but I changed the subject to learn more about her.

      “I guess you spent a lot of time out here when you were younger. Catching frogs or chasing lampreys or whatever Qihin kids do for entertainment.”

      “It’s true,” Kumi said as we walked on past the injured and cowering lampreys. “Labu and I would often venture out in search of adventure—sometimes into the swamps or the mountains, more often along the coast, and most of all into the glades. We would get into fights with the other Wild Augmenters who lived in places like this, then use our powers to protect ourselves.”

      “So, we need to watch out for being attacked by random strangers?” I asked.

      Kumi looked embarrassed. “We weren’t that bad. It was mostly the Wilds who started proceedings. The ones who live out here and in the Isles don’t have a good relationship with the city. They get angry and frustrated, and it leads to trouble.”

      “You’re defending the people who tried to kidnap you?”

      “Be quiet, bold adventurer.” She elbowed me in the ribs.

      The mist dissipated as the lampreys retreated. Kumi opened her mouth to say something, but shut it when a tentacle brushed her dress. She jumped back just as a pair of starsquids emerged from the marsh.

      I called on the power of wood, sent it down through the ground in front of me, and made a Plank Pillar appear beneath one of the starsquids. It slid off the wooden pole effortlessly, but I summoned more Plank Pillars to cage it in place.

      The remaining starsquid came toward us with flashing tentacles and its mouth wide open. Two more emerged from the water behind it.

      I held my hands close together and summoned fire between them. It grew and spun in place until it became a slender whirlwind of fire. I parted my hands, and the Burning Wheel shot away, past the starsquids. There was a hiss of evaporating water where its fiery wind touched the damp ground.

      The starsquids turned to run after the vortex of fire as it vanished into the distance.

      “Those things really aren’t that smart, are they?” I asked.

      “We’ve been lucky. These marshes are usually much more densely populated. The creatures’ attack on our city must have depleted their numbers. ”

      There was a screeching sound. Kumi started at the noise, stumbled on the uneven ground, and laid a hand on my arm to try to steady herself. I caught her around the waist before she could topple into the mud. Mist clouded around us in the darkness.

      “Thank you,” Kumi said softly as she looked up into my eyes. “You’ve done me a great service.”

      Her mouth fluttered open as she reached up for my face.

      “Fog means lampreys,” I reminded her. “Raincheck?”

      “Why would you want to check for rain? It falls as it wishes,” the princess said as I pulled her to her feet. “Cover your ears. I’d like to show you something I’ve been practicing.”

      She swayed side to side as I jammed my frost-armored hands against my ears. I could faintly hear her Song of the Sea, but this one was almost like a lullaby, and my eyelids started to droop.

      The surrounding waters reached for the lampreys and swarmed over them. At first, I thought Kumi was just giving them a wash, but then their movements turned sluggish. One by one, they fell down in the marsh, soundly asleep, until only one remained.

      Kumi’s hand on my shoulder told me it was safe. I pulled my hands away from my head and kicked a barely conscious lamprey into the ferns.

      “Color me even more impressed,” I said.

      “It’s something I’ve only just managed to learn. It’s rather difficult to direct. You, of all people, must know the difficulty of using a technique you’ve not practiced.”

      “Maybe you should practice it more. It seems quite useful.”

      Kumi’s hands traced the edges of my Frozen Armor. I let it fall off me to the logs beneath our feet.

      Her teeth teased her lip before she shook her head. “I’d rather not have people falling asleep in the middle of a fight, Ethan. Come; the core of the Vigorous Zone awaits us.”

      She led me along a series of winding trails past windblown trees and tall stands of rushes. We strolled around deep pools and deeper patches of mud until we reached the shore of a large lake. I’d been happy to simply enjoy Kumi’s company rather than taint the air with idle chatter.

      The waters of the lake rippled out in concentric circles as if a large stone was constantly being dropped into the middle. A pillared shrine on a small island awaited our presence as we stepped around the shore of fine sand interspersed with reeds and willow trees. Ducks drifted on the glassy water, and fish poked their heads out to snap at passing insects.

      “The water core is out there,” Kumi said.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered. “Shouldn’t there be more monsters guarding it?

      The princess laughed. “We slew them in my father’s halls. The anglers take their time to populate a Vigorous Zone again. Which is good for you.”

      Kumi walked out into the lake. The water rose around her legs and caused her skirt to float on the surface. I swam after her and found it was surprisingly mild and soothing. The remaining aches of the past few days faded away. It was almost magical, and I wondered whether these waters carried some kind of Vigor.

      Kumi shot through the water like a fish as she used her whole body in a waving motion rather than just her arms and legs. She sprung onto the island like some kind of dolphin and wrung water from her braids.

      I pulled myself onto the bank and walked up the island’s grassy shore. An ethereal glow shone from the center of the shrine, and the water of the lake stirred as we approached. The water core rippled with a surface of liquid light that I couldn’t look at for too long. The orb reminded me of a miniature sun that glowed a deep azure.

      “Very few people make it this far into the Vigorous Zone,” Kumi whispered. “You’re quite the honored outsider, Ethan. I’ve only ever been here twice before.”

      “I’m surprised the guild hasn’t come for it. It seems like they’ll grasp at anything if they think it will give them power.”

      “The guild members are extremists, but even they haven’t lost their minds. They must know that if they take the water core, the Vigorous Zone will stop creating the monsters they need for techniques. Without it, their power would wane.”

      “You’ve grown in power without consuming cores,” I said. “Wild magic isn’t to be underestimated.”

      “That’s a different sort of power. One that I’ve been cultivating for years and that only allows me to touch my surroundings, rather than draw it from within.”

      “That just makes you all the more impressive. I’ve seen a lot of magic in my short time here. Yours outmatches some of the most impressive I’ve witnessed.”

      “You honor me.” She smiled up at me. “It means a lot that such a powerful, trained Augmenter thinks such a thing.”

      She kissed me on the cheek and filled my face with warmth. Her lips brushed the corner of mine, and as my hands found her shoulders, Kumi’s lips parted even more, and a quiet moan escaped them.  

      “You said that you wanted to create a new core,” the princess said as she cleared her throat and stepped away from me. “What does that entail, exactly?”

      I walked over to the water core and reached my hand out until I was almost touching it. Power pulsed beneath its surface and beckoned to me. But Kumi and Nydarth’s warnings of tampering with a Zone Core held me back.

      “In the Ember Cavern, I combined wood and fire to gain ash. Now, I’m going to combine fire and water, for whatever that makes.”

      “Acid,” Kumi said, and then, when I looked at her in surprise, “I thought everyone knew that.”

      “I thought you said you didn’t know much about trained Augmentation.”

      “I dabble in the knowledge. Not as seriously as Labu, but I know a few things.” Kumi frowned at me. “I’m surprised you don’t, actually.”

      “Like I said, I’m not from around here. Can you watch my back while I do this?”

      “Don’t worry; I’ll keep you safe. Just as a Swordslinger’s wife would.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re a princess with your own city. Surely, you’re above such things.”

      “I’ll make an exception for my city’s savior.”

      “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      Kumi blushed and turned to examine the lake.

      I closed my eyes, slowed my breathing, and emptied my mind. Using the techniques I’d learned at the Radiant Dragon Guild, I let my mind drift free. I was no longer in my body, in a marsh on the Diamond Coast. I drifted through the space between realms.

      Reality came back into focus in an unfamiliar landscape.

      The ground around me was like a marsh, but instead of stands of reeds, tiny gouts of flame rose out of bubbling water peppered with algae. The sky tumbled with swirling clouds that flashed with brief bursts of rain. The raindrops hissed as they hit the ground and stung my skin when they fell on it.

      A path led to a bridge across a river that bubbled, steamed, and, every so often, flickered with embers. But not everything here would melt my flesh. Regular water streamed away from the bridge’s river of acid.

      I walked along the path and onto the bridge. It was made of solid, black stone pocked with ash-streaked indents. As I halted in the center, my spiritual sparring partners appeared.

      The familiar fire spirit rose out of the bridge behind me in a pillar of flame. It didn’t waste words or time as it sprinted toward me. Out of the corner of my eye, a skeleton of ice formed from the running water into the water spirit.

      I ducked under a punch from the fire spirit and countered with a right hook. My fist snapped the fire creature’s head back, but it recovered quickly and drove in to tackle me to the ground. I ignored the blistering heat that radiated off the monster, smashed a knee into its gut, and caught it under the arms.

      My clothes singed as I gritted my teeth and pivoted my hip into the creature. The fire spirit tried to grab my head, but I tucked my skull into my shoulder and hurled my opponent off the bridge. It crashed into the water spirit in the stream below. A tremendous gout of steam hissed from it as I vaulted over the bridge and into stream of regular water.

      The fire spirit sputtered like a dying candle as it fought to stay alive while half-submerged. Cold arms snaked around my legs and threatened to topple me as the water spirit hit me from behind. I spun and threw a blind elbow into its skull. A crack like a gunshot echoed over the stream as the water spirit lost its grip and collided with the dying fire spirit. Steam washed over the surface and threatened to boil my skin as the two creatures melded and canceled each other out.

      “You don’t get any smarter, do you?” I climbed over the edge of the bridge and watched as the acid spirit began to take form.

      The clear stream began to take on a green tinge, and it soon turned to acid to match so many other bodies of water in this realm. A head rose from beneath the surface, but it had no eyes, mouth, or ears. It was a faceless entity made of glowing, green ooze. Bits of flesh dripped off its body as it rose from the stream and calmly ascended the bank. The ground melted beneath its feet, and smoke drifted from its footprints as it made for the bridge.

      I strode to meet the spirit, picked up speed as I went, and slammed straight into it.

      My skin burned with pain the second I touched its skin. My new opponent staggered back, and I went with it, carried by my own momentum. I managed to right myself and take a step back. The spirit leaned against the side of the bridge as I fought off a blazing bolt of agony.

      The side of the bridge melted at the acid spirit’s touch. A section crumbled and fell into the river.

      The spirit righted itself and charged me in turn. I leaped aside, and it slammed into the other edge of the bridge. Again, stones melted at its touch and crumbled into the fast-flowing streams below. What had been regular water was now a mass of broiling acid. I needed to get the hell off this bridge before it came crashing down.

      I kicked the spirit in the side as hard as I could. My foot stung like hell as I knocked it down. A chunk of acid flesh went flying, and the creature gurgled out its discontent.

      I couldn’t keep delivering blows like that. Each one scorched my skin and left my mind further fevered by pain. But, at least, it had told me something about what I was dealing with. The acid spirit wasn’t solid. It could be battered at, broken apart, maybe even diluted.

      I ran off the end of the bridge to the side the spirit had come from. It lumbered after me, and sections of the bridge gave way as it ran. Some of the debris fell with a hiss into the burning river as others thudded down on the bank in chunks of warped and melted rock.

      The game of cat and mouse continued as I sprinted around the swamp, searching for another clear body of water. I dashed through a cluster of small pools, careful not to fall into one, and came to a pristine pond. It was only a dozen feet wide, but its clear surface suggested the liquid inside wasn’t acid, and the bottom was at least five feet down.

      I stood with my back to the pool and braced myself for the spirit to attack. It charged headlong, just as I had done at the start. At least, the acid spirit didn’t share the multiple fighting techniques of the sap spirit. I went low, caught the spirit around the waist, and drove it back over my head and into the stream of water. My arms screamed as the acid ate the skin and burrowed into my flesh.

      The pond bubbled behind me, and I turned around as the acid spirit started to dissolve. It writhed as its oozing flesh diluted and tinged the water a sickly green. It grew thinner and weaker by the second.

      But it wasn’t enough. The spirit waded through the water and started clambering out. I would have given anything for a martial technique right then, but I still had my feet, so I kicked the spirit, and it fell back into the stream. My foot blistered as the acid bore into it, and more toxic clumps spattered all the way up my leg.

      I grimaced at the pain. I needed to finish this thing off while I still had some unburned skin. The spirit was flailing in the pond as it attempted to reach the bank. I didn’t have much time.

      I rushed to the river, grabbed a chunk of stone from the bridge, and ran back to the pond. The acid spirit climbed awkwardly to its feet just as I smashed the lump of stone into its face. The spirit fell back with half its head gone and landed in the pond for the third time.

      I knew the water was now poisoned with acid, but I couldn’t see another way to defeat the spirit, so I leaped in after it with the stone held above my head. I brought the rock down on what was left of the spirit’s head, then its chest, and on down its body. With each strike, the water became more toxic, and my skin began to broil.

      But I couldn’t let up. Not when I was so close to victory. Agony screamed all over my body as I continued my work.

      My improvised weapon crumbled as I crushed the semi-solid mass of acid a piece at a time. The acidic water sloshed around me, eating down to the bone. If this wasn’t a spirit world, I was sure I would have collapsed already, but biology seemed to work differently here.

      When there was nothing left of the stone except a tiny pebble, I grabbed the acid spirit by both hands and tore. The water and my blows had weakened its body, and I managed to rip its head from its shoulders. I plunged the head beneath the surface as my hands melted. Every part of me felt like it was burning alive, and my body rapidly disintegrated into the pond.

      My awareness vanished for a moment before it returned. I could feel soft grass beneath me, and I opened my eyes.

      I was back on the island in the Vigorous Zone. My flesh was unburned, but I could feel something else inside me.

      I reached out and touched the core and let just a fragment of its power flow through me. Strands of fire and water opened within me, and I bound them together to create a new pathway.

      My vision flashed black and red as I forged the new core within myself. A primal roar exploded from my chest and echoed throughout the marshes .

      I struggled to clear my mind and find an end to the sudden tunnel of screaming pressure. Channels of boiling energy burned as Vigor ran through my flesh.

      A hand touched my shoulder, and I turned to see Kumi standing behind me. Her fingers trembled as they brushed the sweat from my face. I fought through the echoes of horrific sensation and finally smiled at her.

      “I thought you were dying,” Kumi said, horrified. “Does that happen every time you do this?”

      I sat up and rolled a shoulder to loosen up my neck. “Pretty much. But it’s worth it.”

      I got to my feet.

      “You look exhausted. You should rest.”

      “It’s not that bad. I’ll perk up in a minute or two.”

      The princess shook her head. “You’re swimming in sweat, Ethan.”

      “How long was I out for?”

      “Maybe half an hour. Are you sure you’re able to walk?”

      “Kumi, I can do a lot more than walk now; trust me.”

      She shook her head in astonishment. “I don’t like this.”

      I offered her a hand up. She took it and surprised me with a hug. Her arms slipped under mine and curled tightly around my chest. Her fragrant hair brushed my cheek as I held her there for a moment.

      “Don’t scare me like that again,” she said. “At least, tell me if you’re going to start screaming like that.”

      “You got it. Thanks for watching over me.”

      Kumi’s gaze swept past my shoulder. “You’ve probably attracted every monster in the Vigorous Zone. We should leave before they attack us in force.”

      “Right behind you.”

      We swam back across the lake and walked along the trail toward Qihin City.

      “Labu always told me that Augmentation was difficult. He never said it would be anything like that,” Kumi said. “How many times have you done—”

      A smothering fog rose from the pathway around us. The Qihin princess stepped in front of me and held out an arm to stop me.

      “I’ll deal with this,” Kumi said.

      “No.” I took a step forward. “I want to see what I can do with my acid pathway. Better take a step back just in case.”

      The combination element allowed me to merge multiple techniques into something new, and I had a few ideas already.

      “You’re out of your gods-damned mind,” the princess muttered.

      Ten lampreys melted out of the mist with open maws and scything claws.

      I closed my eyes and called forth the acid power I’d forged inside myself. It flowed out through the new channels that ran along my skin in every direction. I allowed it to flow through the Smothering Mist pathway and forced its direction along Untamed Torch. I figured I’d create some kind of steam cloud, but when I opened my eyes, a green-colored fog had formed around my attackers.

      Well, that made sense. Maybe not by chemistry standards, but my new element was acid, not steam.

      The skin of the lampreys started to burn and blister as my technique rolled over them. They screamed and flailed at their own bodies. Some jumped into the water in an attempt to wash the acid off, while others just ran into the marshes as fast as they could go.

      I dispelled the cloud and felt a triumphant bolt of success hit me.

      “That’s incredible,” Kumi whispered. “I see why you were willing to risk the pain for that. It’s truly a weapon worthy of a skilled Augmenter.”

      “Never thought of you as one for flattery, Princess,” I teased.

      “Hush,” she huffed, unable to hide a smile behind her hand.

      “Although it’s kind of a twisted attack,” I said. “I’m not sure I’d use it on anything that’s not a monster.”

      “Fair. But one day, you might have to. Will you be ready, Swordslinger?”

      I shrugged. “If the time comes when I need to broil someone alive with a cloud of acid, then I’ll consider it.”

      Kumi frowned at me, and she clearly didn’t know what to make of me. I smiled at her, took her hand, and we walked on through the moonlight until we reached the edge of the city. The guards let us past the gates with looks of huge relief.

      I had assumed that we would head straight for the palace, but Kumi had other ideas. She led me down two side streets until we came to the back door of a grand, stone building. She retrieved a key from a hiding place in the wall and let us in.

      “It’s a bathhouse,” the princess explained. “It’s not open at the moment, but it’s built on a hot spring, so the water will still be warm. I thought it would be a good way to relax after our journey.” She wrinkled her nose. “And you smell of sweat and burnt clothes.”

      Kumi locked the door behind us, then led me through an antechamber into the main room of the baths. Pools of water steamed and filled the air with heady clouds of herb-scented perfume. The princess stopped at the edge of the nearest pool , dipped her toe into it, and smiled.

      “Perfect,” she said. “Undress, Ethan.”

      I laughed. “You know, you keep saying that I’m full of surprises. But you’re just the same.”

      “You’re not shy, are you?” Kumi asked me with a giggle. “You’ve already seen me naked. If it makes you feel better, I’ll go first.”

      She unfastened her top and revealed the naked fullness of her breasts and the near-black disks of her nipples. Her eyes fixed on mine as she slid off her skirt and cast it aside to stand naked at the edge of the water. She turned her side to me, and her ass rounded out from her substantial thighs.

      “Well?” she said as she slid into the pool. “Aren’t you going to join me?”

      With an offer like that, how could I refuse?

      I kicked off my sandals, unfastened my belt, and shed my robes, tunic, and trousers. I removed a towel from a hanger, dipped it in a wash basin, and scrubbed the mud from my arms and legs.

      “What’s taking you so long?” Kumi asked from within the pool.

      “I don’t want to get the water all muddy,” I said as I threw the towel down and walked over to Kumi.

      Her dark complexion glistened from perspiration, but her body from the collarbone down was mostly hidden beneath the steaming water.

      I sat fully naked on the edge of the pool as the warm water lapped around my legs. I slid in and sighed as my whole body felt immediate relief.

      “Isn’t it exquisite?” Kumi said, standing close to me.

      “Truly wonderful.”

      Kumi wrapped one arm around my neck and pulled me close. I didn’t hold back this time. The kiss was long, deep, and passionate. I lost myself in the taste of her mouth and the sensation of her silky skin as it brushed against me under the water.

      Kumi’s hands roamed over my skin and traced the scars of my old and new life. She moaned softly as I pressed firmly against her and squeezed her hips.

      “Looks like I might have to take you as a Swordslinger’s wife? What would King Beqai have to say about that?” I murmured as I kissed her on the neck and down, across the curve of her breasts.

      “Let’s not talk about Father now,” she said, the words halfway to a gasp.

      I laughed at that and kissed her until she seemed desperate to be taken. Kumi’s strong thighs slid around my hips, and her nails dug into my neck as I leaned into her. Her skin melded with the scent of the bathhouse and made my head spin. Her fingers raked over my back and shoulders and threatened to draw blood. Her tongue found mine and introduced me to another world of sensation. The water spun around us at each gasp and moan from Kumi. I drowned her in passionate kisses and tender caresses.

      “More,” she breathed. “Give me more.”

      “That an order, Princess?”

      “With all the authority of the Qihin.” Her laugh turned into a sudden gasp of pleasure as I caught her under the legs and spun her to the wall.

      I felt myself rise inside her, and Kumi’s moan filled the empty space of the bathhouse. Her fingernails found my lower back and hauled me into her. Her hair tickled me as I pressed her against the wall of the pool. Her teeth found my ear, and she tugged a second before her head rolled back against the pool’s edge.

      Her breasts heaved as I took her in firm, steady strokes. The water around us danced as tiny pillars on the surface raced up to touch the steam. Kumi squirmed harder against me as her heart slammed against her ribs. Her hips bucked, and her voice took on something like a melody.

      The water of the steam bath turned into a whirling symphony of ribbons and threads. A deep, animalistic sound of pure pleasure exploded from her throat and filled the building.

      Kumi slid off the edge of the pool as she wrapped a leg around mine and embraced me. I held her there for a moment as she caught her breath. Her instinctive magic fell out of the air and created a warm rain over us. She laughed into my chest as I tried to stifle a chuckle.

      “That was intense,” I said finally.

      “Oh, we’re not done, Swordslinger,” Kumi said. “Not until you are.”

      I hauled her out of the water as desire overtook whatever restraint I had left. Kumi tackled me, and we tussled on the tiles in a fight of kisses and caresses.

      The water started to dance again as I finally pinned her down and kissed my way up her body. Her coffee-colored skin glittered in the soft light as she turned around and planted herself on all fours. She peered back at me as she offered herself to me with a hungry expression.

      My fingers danced across her soft mound as she ground herself into me. When I was sure she was ready, I slipped inside her and began a new movement. Her song renewed itself, and the water from every pool began to rise up. With each new thrust, the water danced and scattered. When I pulled out a little, the water receded.

      Soon, I could no longer pay attention to the movements of the water. My release continued to build, and my focus was entirely wrapped in the sensation of her wetness clustering around me. She trembled all over, and the water crashed back into the pools. I felt unable to hold back anymore, and I finally came.

      I lay on the cool tiles beside Kumi as she nestled into my chest.

      “Woah,” I said.

      Kumi stared at my member as a smile touched her glistening lips. “I see you’re ready for some more. Come.” She stood and beckoned for me to follow her into a bath.

      How could I refuse a princess?
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      The next morning, after I returned from the bathhouse for a few hours of sleep, the palace bustled with activity. Leading members of the Qihin clan gathered in meeting rooms and at the corners of corridors as I left my room with the Sundered Heart belted to my hip. The officials kept their heads together as they talked in hushed and serious tones while servants raced back and forth to take messages and fetch equipment.

      I found Kumi and her father on the walls of the palace. The courtyard spanned out to one side as the city glittered in the morning on the side. Beqai’s warriors fastened their armor, sharpened their blades, and talked tactics as they practiced their combat maneuvers.

      The bustle of activity spilled out to the streets below. Columns of armored figures marched back and forth as other groups gathered in squares and market places. A row of warships had been assembled at the docks. Pennants in the royal colors of red and yellow flew in the morning breeze of the ocean.

      I listened to Kumi and her father discuss the relative merits of different formations within their forces. She smiled warmly as I approached and smiled. Her eyes carried a barely veiled meaning, and I knew she was thinking of the previous night.

      King Beqai turned to greet me, and I tried to hide any expression that would reveal what we’d done last night.

      “Disciple Ethan,” Beqai said, using my guild title. “It’s good to see you awake.”

      “And you, your Majesty. I think you’ve had a long slumber.”

      Beqai’s expression stiffened at the comment, and I thought that I’d misjudged the man. But then he burst out laughing and sent his seaweed beard shaking against his chest.

      “A fair point. Too long have I lain still as a lake while the storm raged around me. It is time to become the ocean once more and draw out the tide that will wash our enemies away.”

      “I take it you have a strategy to deal with the guild, Your Majesty?” My friends and I had managed to escape from the guild house, but we’d only fought against initiates and guards. Disciples, masters, and the guildmaster himself had been absent. I assumed that was intentional, so retrieving the Depthless Dream from Horix would prove far more difficult than the escape had been.

      “Oh, yes.” King Beqai pointed toward the sea. I followed his gnarled finger to the tip of the Resplendent Tears Guild House in the distance. “The whole guild cannot be blamed for the rot that has set in at its heart, but that rot cannot be allowed to thrive. We must rid the Resplendent Tears of Horix and his devotees. Then, perhaps, peace can be established on the Diamond Coast again, with clan and guild once more working in harmony, as the Treaty of Blades dictates.”

      “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but that doesn’t sound like a plan. You told me why the guild should be dealt with, but now how.”

      “I am considering it,” he said as he chewed his lip. “With the Depthless Dream in hand, Horix will prove a formidable enemy.” His fist slammed down on the battlements. “But he’ll need time in calmer waters before he can truly unlock its power. As it is, he still presents a serious threat. But nothing impossible to overcome. We will gather every warrior we can spare and march on that place to destroy the canker at its core.”

      It still didn’t sound like a plan. And there were hardly more than a hundred men gathered in the courtyard and city square. Some of them might have been Wild Augmenters, but they would be easily defeated by a guild full of warriors trained in the magical arts.

      “We’ve rallied the people,” Kumi said. “But there’s one consideration holding back my father’s plan. This is about keeping our city safe, and we can’t do that if we leave it exposed while we go to war. We need to keep our guards in the city to prevent more sneak attacks like the one Cadrin made.”

      The prospect of a hundred guards assaulting the guild house had just dwindled to barely more than 20. It would never be enough.

      I looked into the courtyard as the guards lined up to march. Their armor gleamed as they sheathed their readied weapons. Their total number stood a slim chance of taking the guild house, but if even 10 stayed behind, we would fail.

      Except I couldn’t argue that they all leave. The safety of the city was at risk, especially after what had happened with the monster attacks. Besides, leaving the city unguarded could be all part of Horix’s plan.  

      “How many of your guards will stay here?”

      “Many,” Beqai said. “Most even. Which means that your presence and that of your companions will be more important than ever. Some stones thrown into the water cast bigger ripples than others, and the people of this city only stirred when you cast yours.”

      “We’ll be honored to help,” I said. “But I’ve seen how many warriors Horix can muster and how well they can fight. And those were only initiates. There are disciples and masters inside Resplendent Tears who will be more powerful than them. And we also have Horix to deal with.”

      “Your Majesty!” A guard ran along the battlements and waved her arm to get the king’s attention. “Your Majesty, guild members have appeared at the east gate and are demanding entrance to the city.”

      “Was the word ‘no’ not clear enough for them?” Beqai asked. “ Resplendent Tears and all its members are barred from this city until we have purged the poison from their tide.”

      “They insist on coming in, Your Majesty,” the guard said.

      “Then, they will get a taste of what I am preparing for Horix. Should they persist, seize them and bring them to me. They brought war to this land and now, they will feel its sting.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Are you sure they’re from the Resplendent Tears?” I asked the guard. “If these are guild warriors then they’ll have Augmenting powers. Do the guards at that gate know how to Augment?”

      “No, sir,” the guard replied.

      “Then I’ll come with you. And I’ll bring some backup.”

      “I’m right behind you,” Kumi said.

      The princess sent the messenger to rouse Kegohr, Vesma, and Faryn. They emerged two minutes later garbed for war. We followed the guard at a jog through the streets. Kegohr grinned, eager for action, and Vesma’s tight smile at me showed she was just as ready for a fight. Faryn trailed after us at a slower pace, but her expression was equally determined.

      A cluster of guards stood behind the gates with their shields at the ready. Two others on the walls held their bowstrings taut and trained their arrows on the newcomers.

      Relief flooded the guard captain’s face as he saw us arrive.

      “There’s only two of them,” he said. “But they won’t leave. They keep talking about joining their guild brethren in the city.”

      “Two won’t be a problem,” I said. “Open the gates, and we’ll have a chat with them.”

      I drew my sword as the guards lifted a heavy bar from the back of the gates. I prepared to spring into action as they heaved the gates open.

      Two familiar figures stood in the road outside the city. One was a tall, sturdy woman with red hair and a fierce expression. Bare arms bulged with muscle as she lowered her nunchucks. The other was a short, scrawny youth with a nervous expression and a wild mess of dark hair. Both wore plain, unmarked robes rather than the typical red robes of the Radiant Dragon Guild.

      I stared at them for a moment in surprise as I lowered my weapon.

      “Veltai?” I asked. “Yo Hin? What are you doing here?”

      “What the hells kind of way is that to greet friends?” Veltai asked as she stomped through the gates.

      Yo Hin scurried after her and waved nervously at the guards as he passed. In his current garb, no one would ever have guessed that he was a trained disciple of the Radiant Dragon just like Veltai. Or that he was one of the most innately gifted Augmenters in our guild.

      Kegohr strode to meet Veltai and threw his arms out for a big back-slapping hug. But as they met she grabbed him by the neck and delivered a deep, passionate kiss. Kegohr took a step back and blinked in surprise when she finally let go.

      “Missed you,” Veltai said matter-of-factly. “Now, where’s the action?”

      “In Kegohr’s pants, by the looks of it,” Vesma whispered to me.

      “We heard that you were on, um, on a quest,” Yo Hin said. “We asked Master Xilarion if we could come and help.”

      “He said no, so we kept bugging him until he changed his mind.” Veltai slapped Yo Hin on the shoulder so hard, she almost knocked him over. “This little bugger can be annoying once he gets going.”

      “Thank you, ” Yo Hin said. “I think.”

      “Well, now it’s a party,” I said. “You got here in the nick of time. Resplendent Tears needs an education in how a real guild operates. ”

      While we walked through the city, I told our newly arrived friends about everything that had happened since we reached the Diamond Coast. I filled them in on the details of our visit to the guild house, the attacks on the city, Kumi’s rescue, and the Qihin’s plans for war.

      “So, the guild has declared war on Qihin City,” Veltai said. “And they need their heads kicked in.”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “Sending monsters here, stealing the trident relic, and capturing the princess.” Yo Hin swayed, as though he was a little light-headed. “It’s absolutely abhorrent!”

      I shook my head at him as we continued into the city square.

      Much of the bustle in the streets wasn’t from the warriors themselves but the people who helped them to prepare. Anyone with any crafting skill had come out onto the streets to help sharpen blades, sew uniforms, or rivet pieces of armor together. Bakers brought steaming piles of flatbread as provisions while fishermen retrieved heaps of preserved fish from smoke shacks behind their houses.

      This was side of the Qihin that had not revealed itself before—a proud and closely knit community ready to give whatever they had for the greater good. They were a people drawn along by the tide their revived king had summoned. But there were too few warriors to take on a prepared force of Augmenters in a magical fortress. Not when most of them had to be left behind to defend the city.

      “Are there others you can gather?” I asked Kumi. “Surely, there are more able-bodied men and women to fight.”

      “Father’s influence is only so wide,” she said. “It’s been nearly a generation since we fought in earnest, and the number of our subjects who know how to fight is limited. Take away those we need to guard the city, and…” She sighed. “We simply don’t have the numbers for an all-out assault on the guild house. I know it’s what Father wishes, but it seems a task destined to fail.”

      “Couldn’t we take the cellar tunnel again?” Vesma suggested.

      “Labu will have warned them about it,” I said. “He let us in last time. It’s too risky to try a second time.”

      They weren’t reassuring words, but if we were going to win, then more troops would be vital. A handful of fire Augmenters from across the mountains wouldn’t be enough to tip the scales. But where could we get more seasoned Augmenters and more troops to fight them in close-quarters?

      “You told me there are Wilds living outside the city,” I suggested. “Could we persuade them to fight?”

      “I doubt it,” Kumi said. “They hate us almost as much as the guild.”

      “So, the Qihin are still the lesser evil, then.”

      “The Wilds detest the Resplendent Tears,” Kumi agreed. “but they might be happy just to leave us to rip each other apart.”

      “Who leads them?” Kegohr asked.

      “Chief Jonnik. He lives on Shredded Scale Isle and commands most of the Wild bandits working up and down the coast.”

      “There’s your army,” I said. “All we need to do is convince him that it’s in his interest to help the Qihin remove Horix from the Resplendent Tears Guild. Any shot at help has to be worth taking right now.”

      “They sound like the type to slit throats and ask questions later,” Yo Hin protested.

      “We’ve had plenty of experience with the Wysaros,” I reminded him. “How much worse can it be?”

      “I’ll go with you as an emissary,” Kumi said.

      “We’ll join you,” Kegohr told us. “You’ll need someone to back you up.”

      “Too many people will look like a war party, big guy,” I pointed out. “Leave it to me and the princess here.”

      I didn’t like bringing Kumi into a meeting with a bunch of bloodthirsty bandits, but I needed her there. I wouldn’t know how to act or what to say. Even my time as a security agent wouldn’t prepare me for such a meeting. I knew when I needed help, and now was the time for it.  

      Kumi gave our companions instructions for who to report to at the palace before she and I headed down to the docks. The seahorse-boat we’d taken from the guild island was still tied up at the quay. After we boarded the boat, Kumi laid her hand on the carving at the stern, and together, we slipped out into the waves.

      It was a clear day with a few fragments of fluffy white clouds scattered across a blue sky. The ocean sparkled all around us as our boat raced through the waves to the south.

      “The storm has passed,” I said. “Doesn’t that mean—”

      “Yes,” Kumi cut me off. “Horix will find tapping into the power of the trident much easier. Let’s hope Chief Jonnik hears our request.”

      The water was much stiller than it had been on my last crossing and it made for a far more comfortable ride. The salt spray brushed my cheeks as I watched the world pass by around us. The marshlands of the Vigorous Zone climbed over the shore. Seabirds wheeled overhead and turtles bobbed in the gentle currents. It was a whole lot better than tidal wyrms crashing in and out of the water.

      Thoughts of Horix and what he could do with the trident invaded my mind, and I pushed them aside. I had to focus on the mission, and that was speaking with the Wild Chief. I decided some casual conversation with the princess would help loosen me up before we arrived at the Shredded Scale Isle.

      “How’d you sleep last night?” I asked.

      Kumi laughed, all somberness vanishing. “Never slept better. You’re quite the talented lover.”

      “Don’t undersell yourself. I’ve never seen a pool of water Augment itself before.”

      She blushed and turned the boat without a reply. I settled on a less salacious subject.

      “Tell me about the Wilds we’re about to meet. Why don’t they live with the clan?”

      “There have always been some outsiders,” Kumi said. “Those who prefer a lonesome life to keeping the company of others, or who don’t like the idea of being told what to do by a king. But they were few and far between until Horix took over at the guild.

      “When Horix took charge, things changed. It became impossible for people with Wild powers to get the training they wanted in Augmenting. The guild’s crusade against Wilds upset and angered everyone, but it also riled some up against the clan. Men like Jonnik didn’t think that my father and his advisers were doing enough to stand up for them against this oppression.”

      “Given how King Beqai was when we arrived, I can’t blame them.”

      “Father had started retreating into himself,” Kumi admitted. “In some ways, he found the Path of Peace at the worst possible time.”

      “Hell of a coincidence.”

      “Fate perhaps. He and Horix served Emperor Talekon together, and when they left his service around the same time, they both started down their new paths. One of peace, the other of hate.”

      “We can use that,” I said. “Convince the Wilds that the real threat is the guild’s hate crusade, and that this is the best chance to end it. That should be enough to rally them beside King Beqai, temporarily at least.”

      “It’s a good idea,” Kumi said. “If they don’t kill us first.”

      The seriousness in her tone made my stomach churn. This idea had been my own, and I hoped it wouldn’t end with our deaths.

      An island appeared around a bend in the coast. Cliffs towered on one side, and a steep slope of dense jungle sloped down to the ocean on the other. A golden shoreline beckoned to us behind a wall of sharp rocks and vicious reefs that turned the sea into a foaming mass of breaking waves and swirling eddies.

      “This is quire the  place,” I commented. “It’s almost like the tribes picked an island to discourage visitors.”

      “And you want to go and visit them,” Kumi said tersely.

      “It’ll be fine,” I reassured her despite the knot in my stomach.

      Kumi slowed the boat and steered us carefully through the reefs. Fast currents tugged at our craft, but she managed to keep it under control. The princess brought us through the turmoil and into the still waters beyond after only a few minutes.

      I leaped into the shallows and dragged the boat up onto the sand. A gang of seven Wilds appeared from the edge of the jungle. They carried spiked clubs, curved swords, and barbed tridents built of scavenged supplies. Their clothes were salt-stained and worn, with holes deliberately torn through them to reveal their Wild marks. Each of them bore fish-like features. Their leader bristled with urchin-like spikes as they drew closer.

      “What the hells are you doing here?” she demanded as she strode down the sand.“This ain’t no place for outsiders.”

      “We’ve come to meet Chief Jonnik,” I said. “I think he’ll want to here what we have to say.”

      A snarl of fury ripped from the leader’s throat, and she lifted her mace to point it at me. “You do not speak of the chief! You are from the guild, no? Perhaps I cave in your skull and pepper the sand with your brains?”

      “Please,” Kumi said as she climbed out of the boat. “We come in peace. We only wish to speak with Jonnik.”

      “You.” The woman spat on the sand. “You think your daddy can save you here? Your blood will wash these shores as tribute.”

      I reached for the newest of my powers. Fierce, stinging Vigor flowed through my hands. I flung out my arms and sent an Acidic Cloud to billow out and block her march forward. The leader cursed and staggered back as the front edge of the green cloud blistered her skin.

      “We’re here to talk,” I said and dispelled the cloud as a sign of my goodwill. “About taking the fight to the Resplendent Tears Guild.”

      “We look after ourselves,” the woman snarled.

      “Well, if you’re looking to keep it that way,” I said, “you’ll want to hear our message. The guild possesses an artifact that gives it the power to become the greatest magical force on the Diamond Coast. But we have a chance to take them down first. Trust me; I don’t want to be here any more than you want me on your island.”

      The Wild leader looked at Kumi with an expression filled with hate and swung the club down into the palm of her hand. But I could see that my words had made some impact. Mostly because she hadn’t ordered her little gang to attack us.

      “Just take us to Jonnik,” I said. “If he doesn’t like what we have to say, you’ll get your shot to kill us anyway.”

      “Jonnik will tear you limb from limb,” she said. “He hates guilds.”

      “Then it’ll be that much more satisfying to watch him kill me, won’t it?”

      “He’ll want to hear about this,” another Wild muttered to the urchin-girl.

      The leader considered us for a moment longer, then barked out a laugh. “You’ve got balls, pretty boy. I’ll give you that. I look forward to Jonnik executing you.”

      She led us along the beach, and the other Wilds stayed close to the tree line as they followed our path. Other Wilds appeared from the jungle and joined them as they went. A crowd soon trailed our progress as their chatter increased into an excited hubbub.

      “I don’t like this,” Kumi whispered to me.

      “You helped us set the guild’s own workshop on fire, and you’re scared of a couple of Wilds?” I asked lightly. “It’ll be fine; trust me.”

      I’d made her that promise multiple times now, and I would do my damned best to keep it.

      We reached an inlet on the east side of the island at the bottom of the jungle slope. A log hall stood in the tree line with doors facing onto a pillared veranda overlooking the golden beach. Word must have spread fast, because as we approached, the doors burst open and a huge Wild emerged.

      I’d seen a lot of different sorts of fishfolk since coming to the Diamond Coast. Some, like Kumi, had only the faintest traces of their aquatic heritage. Others were clearly marked by patches of scales, fins, gills, or webbed feet and fingers. Only a few had tentacles, and those who did usually had only one or two, not like the great mass that King Beqai had in place of legs.

      Jonnik was another exception. His huge, chunky frame resembled the build of an Olympic weightlifter, and a shark-like fin extended from his back. Thick, human legs supported a massive torso and three pairs of tentacles instead of arms. The limbs were purple and shiny and covered in suckers. He wrapped one around a pillar of the porch, used another to take a drink from half a coconut shell, and flexed the others through the air as he watched us. He wore loose trousers held up with a broad, studded belt. I spotted a copper band around one of his tentacles and a garland of jungle flowers on top of his bald head.

      I had a feeling that a handshake wasn’t the best way to open proceedings with this guy.

      The Wilds fanned out to form a circle around their chief and his log hall. The urchin-girl shoved us into the center of the circle.

      “Chief Jonnik.” Kumi bowed to him.

      “Princess.” He didn’t return the gesture, just took another drink and smacked his lips together. “Who’s this scrawny whelp with you?”

      “My name is Ethan Murphy lo Pashat, Outer Disciple of Radiant Dragon. I’ve come to give you an opportunity to fight the Resplendent Tears Guild.”

      “Then fuck off to their island.” Jonnik pointed north with a tentacle. “We don’t want your sort here.”

      “You don’t know what sort I am,” I said bluntly.

      Jonnik tightened his grip on the coconut shell until it exploded into pulp.

      “It’s a good thing for you I’m a patient man, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat,” he said as he walked slowly down the steps from his hall. “That’s why you’ve got a whole minute to explain yourself before I crush your skull and feed you to the fishes.”

      “I know that the guild hates your people,” I said. “Now, they’re making moves against the Qihin, too. King Beqai is going to hit back at them to destroy the ones who’ve fostered that hatred. If you join us against them, you’ll have a chance to get revenge against the guild, to stop their attacks on your people. Once this is over, you can gain access to their power and learning.”

      “You want us to fight for Beqai?” Jonnik laughed with a booming sound that echoed all around the cove and sent birds flying from the treetops. “Why would we do that when we can live here quite happily, picking up the scraps around Qihin? More than enough boats come through here, and they are ripe to seize and have plunder to pillage. Why waste our lives serving people who hate us? Whose children come out to fight our children just so that they can prove how big and clever and special they are?”

      He glared at Kumi, who looked down at the ground, shamefaced.

      If looks could have killed, his would have knocked her dead.

      “Because things have changed,” I said. “The guild has taken the Depthless Dream Trident. The power of that relic will be enough to let them destroy everything you hold dear.”

      “Let them try,” Jonnik said with a sneer. “It won’t be the first time.”

      “You don’t believe in the trident’s power?”

      Jonnik leaned forward until his face almost touched mine. “I don’t believe in those precious guild shits. They talk a good talk, just like you, but talk is cheap.”

      I didn’t flinch as I stared into his eyes. “Yeah, it is. But I’m not the one talking big here.”

      Jonnik laughed and took a step back. “Is that a challenge?” he bellowed and held out his tentacles as the crowd cheered. “Are you telling me, you whiny, fancy pants, word-wielding guild tosser, that you think you can beat me in a fight?”

      I stole a glance at the braying crowd. It was clear there was only one way to impress them.

      “Bring it, squid boy. Maybe you’ll listen to me once I drop you on your ass in front of your merry band of pseudo pirates.”

      “I accept your challenge.” Jonnik grinned. “Let’s duel, you and I.”
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      The pounding of a huge log drum sounded across the Shredded Scale Isle and out to sea. Twenty Wilds carried the log drum above their heads. An adrenaline-filled drummer sat astride it and pounded away with irrepressible enthusiasm.

      The drum’s rhythm set the pace for my footsteps as I marched alongside Kumi and followed Jonnik and his procession of Wilds. We marched along the sands to the island’s east coast and down to the south shore.

      “You made a mistake coming here, Princess,” Jonnik boomed. “Once I’ve dealt with your little friend here, I’ll send what’s left of you to your father.”

      Boats approached from the shallows, summoned by the sound of the drum. They appeared from the islands scattered across the sea to the south and brought other Wild chieftains and their scattered clans. Some vessels were identical to the seahorse-carved guild craft. Others were more primitive—rafts of bound reeds, logs canoes, or simple sailing junks. They gathered off the coast ahead of us like a shoal of strange surfaced fish. The occupants banged their oars against the sides in time to the drum until the whole world seemed to be full of that hard, menacing beat.

      “Now it’s a party,” I said dryly. “Do you need an audience every time you’re challenged, Jonnik?”

      “It’s a tradition.” The chieftain shrugged. “An occasional public execution keeps the lads entertained.”

      The horde of Wilds stopped at last on the south shore of the island. Sand gave way to pebble beaches and rock formations that stretched out into the ocean. Tidal pools hovered at the water’s edge and teemed with anemones, crabs, barnacles, and other creatures that thrived at the boundary of sea and land.

      Jonnik strode into a pool the size of a sports hall and waded to the center. He spread his tentacles wide as he turned to face me.

      The drumming stopped, and silence suddenly fell amongst the tribes of spectators. Jonnik’s people crowded around the edge of the pool along the landward side, jostling for better viewing positions. Boats moved closer from the ocean to get a better look.

      “No weapons!” Jonnik called out. “Just flesh and magic.”

      “Don’t worry, sweet man,” Nydarth said as I unbelted the Sundered Heart and handed it to Kumi. “With or without me, you’re a match for this slab of fish.”

      I took a deep breath and stepped out into the tidal pool to face Jonnik. I’d spent last night chasing off simple lampreys and starsquids with my magic. But it was a different thing entirely to fight a Wild Augmenter who apparently had a thing for pulling the limbs off his opponents. I banished the thought as I drew to a halt 15 feet away from the chieftain. Qihin City’s survival rode on this fight.

      Jonnik’s tentacles hung by his sides as their tips rested in the water. I didn’t except a starting bell. The roar of the crowd was all Jonnik needed as he started chanting and lifted his tentacles. Water flowed up with them and formed waterfalls that seemed to run without end.

      Jonnik whirled one of his tentacles around his head then flung it forward to point at me. Water flew from the tentacle’s tip in a huge mass that roared toward my chest. I jumped aside and reached out with the Crashing Wave technique to redirect my opponent’s attack, but I was too slow.

      The chief shifted his tentacle, and the water redirected toward me. The full force of the attack crashed into my chest and threw me off my feet. I fell back in the pool and, for a moment, I was completely submerged. Every sight and sound distorted as it came through the water. I leaped back to my feet as salt water ran off me.

      Jonnik had vanished and left only a few ripples as proof that he had ever been there.

      I waded out toward where he had stood at the center of the pool. I knew I was at a disadvantage in the water, but this fight seemed like it could only take place inside the pool. Whether I liked it or not, I would have to best a fishman on his home turf.

      The spectators cheered their leader. They clearly knew what Jonnik was planning. I recalled the vampiric anglers and realized that the chief had pulled a similar trick by obscuring himself in a body of water.

      Something stirred in the water to my right. It was little more than a flash of movement, but I turned and blasted the ripples with an Untamed Torch. Steam boiled off the water, but I didn’t find my target. The crowd howled with laughter as I muttered a curse and searched for my opponent.

      Another movement, this time to my left. I let a spray of low-Vigor Stinging Palm thorns free to conserve my energy. They splashed fruitlessly into the water, and I heard a splash behind me.

      I jumped clear just as Jonnik’s tentacles swung down where I had stood. I landed in the water again, rolled forward through it, and spun around to face him. Jonnik disappeared back under the surface before I could get more than a glimpse of him. The water wasn’t deep enough to fully submerge him, so his technique must have dissolved his body and made it one with the water.

      I summoned a thin coating of Ice Armor over my chest. I thought that I would have a few moments to recover, but I hadn’t banked on how fast he could swim. I could see the water shimmer and figured the blur was Jonnik, almost invisible beneath the surface. There was a flash of movement, and then he burst out in front of me.

      I blocked a strike with each arm, but I only had two arms, and he had six tentacles. Three hammered me in the sides with all the power of a heavyweight champion. My frozen chest plate absorbed most of the blows’ strength, but the thin coating of ice cracked beneath his tentacles. I aimed a kick at his belly, but he caught my leg with the last tentacle and flung me backward.

      I splashed through the water and hit a patch of submerged rock. My ass was going to be bruised in the morning, but the shock of the impact seemed to shake something loose in my brain. I realized that I was playing to Jonnik’s strengths, not my own. I could do better.

      I got to my feet again and instinctively raised my arms to block another attack. Jonnik bellowed with laughter as he formed whip-liked strands out of the water and hurled them at me. One hit me in the shoulder, another in the belly, and a third wrapped around my neck. My Ice Armor cracked and fell away.

      The whip tightened around my throat and threatened to cut off my breath. I forced myself to ignore it. Instead, I focused on my Vigor and on the sensation of the water around me.

      I pushed through my internal channels of Crashing Wave technique, and a thick wave rose around me all the way to my head. It absorbed the water of Jonnik’s whips, and I heard him curse as I launched the wave. It rushed across the pool, flung Jonnik from his feet, and crashed over the far side into the sea. Boats full of spectators rocked wildly as the aftershocks hit them. Their cheers doubled in volume as they scrambled to rebalance their crafts.

      “Sounds like I might have just become the crowd favorite,” I said.

      Jonnik stumbled back to his feet, then vanished under the water. A ripple of motion flittered toward me. I tapped into my Vigor again and let the element of acid flow. It rushed out along its channels and through my skin to form a green miasma around me.

      The chieftain erupted out of the water and abruptly stopped. He screamed as his skin started to burn. The huge Wild clenched his eyes shut to stop the stinging cloud. I summoned a Plank Pillar beneath his feet and caused it to grow rapidly. It flung him backward, and he flew through the air end over end.

      Jonnik struggled to rise again. His skin was reddened and blistered, his eyes bloodshot, his teeth bared. I had him figured out. And I wasn’t about to give him an opportunity to regain the upper hand.

      I blinded him with another Acidic Cloud. He gasped and choked as he flailed at the fog to disperse it. Jonnik tried to run out of it. I let him. All I needed was a moment of focus.

      The water around the chieftain exploded into foam as I lifted it with Crashing Wave. I poured my Vigor into the attack and staggered as all the water rushed out from around my legs. I managed to lift him high into the air as he squirmed futilely in the column of water and howled curses.

      I made a Plank Pillar erupt under my feet, and the wooden platform shot me up and out of the pool. I balanced on my makeshift perch and pulled the column of water toward me with a mighty effort. Then I somersaulted off the Plank Pillar as Jonnik tumbled through the air. My heel and all the weight of my spinning kick crashed into his head. The chieftain plummeted into the pool with an explosion of water.

      I landed over Jonnik before I rolled him onto his back with a kick. The water lapped around us as Jonnik stared up at me with wide and red-rimmed eyes.

      “How’s that for a ‘word-wielding tosser’?” I asked.

      Jonnik spat out a mouthful of acidic water. “Only an idiot continues fighting when they’ve lost. Well fought. You win.”

      “You going to listen to what I have to say?” I held out my hand, and he wrapped two of his tentacles around it. I planted my feet and heaved him up.

      The Wild chieftain slapped me on the shoulder and a huge, toothy grin spread across his face. “Fuck, but you’re good at that. I don’t say it often, especially not to guild-trained pricks, but I’m impressed.”

      “Maybe you need to get out more,” I suggested. “But you’re pretty impressive yourself.”

      “Crabshit. You saw my tactics a mile away. Save the pretty words for someone who’ll care.”

      He grabbed my hand and raised it high in the air as he looked around at the crowd of spectators who howled their approval. I winked at Kumi as she gaped at me.

      “We have a winner!” he bellowed. “You bastards better cheer for Ethan Murphy lo Pashat!”

      The sound rolled around us and out across the ocean in a wall of noise that shook the treetops and sent the seagulls soaring away in alarm.

      I freed my hand and strode into the center of the pool with arms raised on a cocktail of excitement and adrenaline. I tried to wave the noise down, to get everyone quiet so that I could be heard, but they kept their adulation on full volume. It was exhilarating to have such praise thrown my way, but I wasn’t here for the glory. I’d come here with a mission, and I couldn’t get it done if no one listened to what I said.

      “Quiet!” Jonnik roared.

      Silence fell along the shoreline at last.

      “I’ve come to you with an opportunity,” I shouted, making sure I could be heard all the way to the furthest boats. “And with a warning. The Resplendent Tears Guild is growing more powerful and more aggressive with every passing day. Right now, they’re threatening Qihin City, but once they’re done there, they’ll come for you. You know better than I do what they think about Wilds and what they’ll do if they seize control of the Diamond Coast. Your way of life will be at an end.

      “But while this is the moment of peril, it’s also your chance to change everything. King Beqai and the Qihin Clan are preparing to attack the guild. I invite you to join them in that attack, not as subjects of the King and his clan, but as equals in a fight for freedom. This is your chance to stick it to the Resplendent Tears, to drown everything that’s rotten in that guild and see if there’s anything left worth saving. This is your chance to control your own destinies.

      “Who’s with me?”

      Jonnik roared with laughter and turned his voice into a primal howl of warlike intent. The crowd exploded in a cacophony of shouts and chants.

      Another chief stepped forward on a huge raft near the shore. Her hair rattled with a ceremonial headdress made of bird and fish bones.

      “You all know I hate Beqai!” she shouted. “But that won’t stop me shoving an oar up Horix’s ass. I’m in!”

      “Let’s tear the fuckers down!” screamed another chief with rings through his lips.

      The entire audience roared their approval as the drummer took up his heavy sticks and pounded a rhythm like a racing heart. A smile spread across my face.

      I’d done it.

      The Wilds were going to war.

      

      It took two hours for Jonnik and the other chieftains to assemble their forces.

      Gulls soared over our heads and followed the boat carrying Kumi and I back toward Qihin City. That, or they followed the fleet that came behind us. It was a host of Wilds armed up and ready for war. Some were in boats while others swam with swift, confident strokes. A few even rode dolphins, squids, or giant turtles. I’d gone in search of an army.

      And I was coming back with one.

      I laid a hand on the hilt of the Sundered Heart Sword and felt Nydarth’s presence.

      “Your kind words are always appreciated,” I said inside my head.

      “You’re welcome, sweet man,” she replied. “It’s always a pleasure to be there for you.”

      “Don’t you get frustrated?” I asked. “Being stuck inside the sword the whole time, not able to come out and explore the world?”

      Nydarth laughed. It was a deep, luxurious sound like honey across my senses. “Oh, my sweet man. So kind of you to ask; so many don’t think of the welfare of their weapons. Yes, it is frustrating, but the end is in sight. Now that you’ve brought me from the cave and started wielding me in battle, I’m growing in power. Every day, I feel my strength returning, just a little at a time. But it is enough to let me know that my day will come. Soon, I will be able to materialize in this plane of existence, and when I do, you’ll be pleasantly rewarded for all your help.”

      I recalled a dream that Nydarth had inhabited months ago, and our ‘interactions together.’ As presents went, that one would be worth the wait.

      The docks of Qihin City were even more crowded than when we’d left. Large transport barges had been hauled out of storage and brought down to the ocean. Shipwrights and their assistants crawled all over them, caulked holes in the hulls, and cleared off barnacles and moss. Some boats were already loaded with equipment for the attack. Ballistae were pushed to the fronts of the transports to create a ranged siege unit that could attack from the ocean.

      Warriors were assembled across the docks. Guards watched for signs of attack or infiltration. Other soldiers lined up with their packs, shields, and weapons in readiness to board their transports and head out for war.

      Kumi found a space at the docks between a battle-ready war junk and a fishing boat loaded up with arrows. We climbed free of our vessel and joined the throng of fighters.

      King Beqai stood front and center of the dock, surrounded by a band of officers and court officials. He stood on a barrel to see over the heads of those around him as he directed the preparations for the attack.

      “Must be strange to see him like this,” I said to Kumi.

      She surprised me with a fierce hug. “He wouldn't have done it if not for you.”

      We made our way down the dock and forced a path through the columns of troops and clusters of porters as they carried supplies back and forth. Beqai spotted us and immediately ordered his attendants to make room.

      “Father,” Kumi said with a respectful bow. “We have been out to Shredded Scale Isle to talk with the chieftains of the Wilds. Some of them have agreed to fight alongside us against the guild.”

      “I am surprised Jonnik listened”

      “Ethan defeated Jonnik in single combat.”

      “Why, the Radiant Dragon disciple grows more marvellous by the day. I cannot hope to show how grateful I am. Every last blade will count in this battle. How many did you find? A dozen? Twice that?”

      “Think bigger,” I said as I pointed down the dock.

      Wilds swarmed out of the water across the boats and into the city. A trail of them ran up the docks as their numbers slowed at the edge of the port. Jonnik stood at their head and bore the wreath of colorful flowers that marked him as the chief of his people. A dozen more chiefs brought up his rear and wore their Wild marks and their signs of office with pride. Their army trailed behind. There had to be more than a hundred of them, every fighter armed with weapons and Wild Augmenting power.

      The locals parted to let them through. Tension clouded the air as the menacing bandits strode unmolested across their city docks and up to the king.

      Jonnik stopped a dozen yards from Beqai. He snorted, spat, and looked up at the king on his barrel.

      “I ain’t bowing,” Jonnik said. “We come as equals or not at all. You got a problem with that, we can all fuck off back home.”

      Beqai looked down at the impertinent Wild, and his eyes narrowed. Then, he jumped off his barrel in a surprising burst of agility and landed in front of the chieftain.

      “No bowing,” he said. “That honor is earned, and I did not earn it from you. I failed you at the time you needed me most. I let your people be persecuted by the Resplendent Tears while I obsessed about a single path I thought could bring me harmony. But it is not a king’s place to find his inner peace. It is a king’s place to protect his people, something I have neglected for too long. I only hope that I can earn your trust again.”

      “That’s a decent start.” Jonnik held out a tentacle for Beqai to shake, then lowered his voice so that it was only just audible through the cheering of the crowd. “But remember, we’ll be watching you. One hint that you’re back to your crabshit, and we’re gone.”

      Beqai gripped the tentacle tightly in his own and fixed Jonnik with a steady gaze. “Keep talking like that in front of my people, and I’ll cast you back into the ocean myself.”

      Jonnik laughed. “Now, that’s what I call a king.”

      Beqai climbed back on his barrel and raised his hands. Silence fell slowly across the docks.

      “Loyal subjects,” he called out. “Trusted allies. Noble friends. For too long, we have let Horix bring out the worst in the Resplendent Tears Guild, and through it, bring violence and oppression to our lands. They have scorned us, weakened us, spat upon us. They have ridden roughshod over our farmlands and our borders. Their greed and their meddling have brought monsters down upon our heads. And now, their arrogance has grown so great that they openly attacked our city and kidnapped my beloved daughter. Our Kumi.”

      A roaring tide of anger swept along the docks as the meaning of the words sank in.

      Beqai raised his hands, and the noise subsided. “They poisoned the mind of my son, and he is now lost to Mother Sea. I doubt he will return, and the guild is upon their heads. There may be good people in the guild, but there are more whose hearts are veined with evil. They would wipe out the Wilds, people who live peacefully among us, who bring the blessings of their Vigor to bear for the rest of us. Will we let that stand?”

      “No!” the crowd roared.

      “Will we let them murder our friends and families?”

      “No!”

      “Will we allow them to spread their foul words and foul deeds through our lands and beyond?”

      “No!”

      “Then, will you stand with me for all the Diamond Coast?”

      “YES!”

      The cheering spread through the city. Bells rang, and drums pounded. Spear butts were beaten against the ground.

      Beqai climbed down and gathered his commanders around him. He gestured for Kumi, Jonnik, and the most powerful Wild chiefs to join them. Kumi motioned for me to gather with them.

      “My plan is to attack under cover of night,” Beqai said. “We’ll blanket the ocean in mist to hide our approach until we reach the island. They’ll suspect our coming, but it’s simply a distraction to have our strongest swimmers and best Augmenters reach the island. This is our fight, but we must be diplomatic if at all possible.”

      “Diplomatic?” Jonnik snorted. “You called us here to have tea with these fuckers?”

      “We will offer them the opportunity to surrender Horix, Cadrin, and the Depthless Dream. Should they spit in our face, then we’ll open their gates and lead an attack into the courtyard. Ethan, you and your companions will be responsible for apprehending Horix and the trident.”

      “And what of Labu?” Kumi asked quietly. “If he survived and still fights on their side?”

      “I’ll offer him a chance to surrender,” I said in reply. “That’s the best I can do for him.”

      Beqai nodded his satisfaction. “It’s a plan that I believe fits with all I learned as a general, but I know that my judgement has been dulled of late. So, if you see a problem with it, speak now before the tide carries us away.”

      “What if Horix has unlocked the power of the trident?” I asked the king. “You said he would need the storms to pass, and the skies have been clear for a day now.”

      Beqai’s expression darkened. “A day will be insufficient to gain its true power. The Depthless Dream takes time, precision, and quiet in order to properly master. We will ensure our enemy has none of these. In a still ocean, all things may be realized. In a storm, one can lose themselves. And I intend to bring a storm against my old friend.”

      “Just give me the blood of these fuckers, Beqai,” Jonnik said. “That’s all I want.”

      The Wild chiefs growled their assent. The Qihin commanders nodded and bowed to the superior experience of their king.

      Beqai turned his gaze on me. “You have some experience and have proved your wisdom in war. What do you think?”

      “I’m not exactly a general, but it’s the best plan I can see,” I said. “As we would all expect from one of the Emperor’s own commanders.”

      “Then get to the boats,” Beqai said. “Dusk will fall soon, and we should be ready to strike.”

      I took Kumi’s arm after the group split off and steered her down the dock.

      “I want to be the first one through the doors of that guild house,” I said. “And I want people with me I can trust. Are you in?”

      “Of course.” She smiled at me. “There’s no one I would rather stand beside in this fight.”

      “Great. Now, we just need to find the others.”

      “I think I know where to look.” Kumi led me through the crowd toward a small eating house. “It’s dinner time on the verge of a battle, and Kegohr asked me yesterday about good places to eat.”

      We arrived at a dockside inn. Sure enough, my friends sat by the window next to a table piled with food. Veltai and Kegohr sat at one end and feasted on thick tuna steaks. They leaned in close to talk to each other. Yo Hin was building a tower of sushi rolls next to them and occasionally took a break from his construction to nibble on one of them. Vesma and Faryn focused on eating steamed buns across from him and engaged in bursts of stilted conversation.

      I grabbed a couple of rolls off the top of Yo Hin’s tower and wolfed them down. It had been a long day, and the sight of food had made me desperately hungry.

      “Are you all ready for war?” I asked. “Because it’s kicking off tonight.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Kegohr said. “Just gimme a minute to finish this.”

      Veltai slammed a fist into the palm of her hand. “At last, stomping time.”

      I glanced out of the window. The sun sank rapidly toward the horizon and turned the sky from blue to blood-red. The fleet was mustered in the delta, but no one would make a move until darkness had fully fallen.

      “You know what,” I said as I waved for the innkeeper, “we’ve got a little time. Let’s eat first.”
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      Night slid over the Diamond Coast like a blanket of silver-studded darkness. Boats of all shapes and sizes moved almost soundlessly through soft waves as the Wild forces approached the Guild House of Resplendent Tears. Siege hulks, rowboats, and troop-carriers alike glided over the water toward our target.

      Qihin Clan warriors disembarked the boats into the surrounding water as the Wild Augmenters channelled a thick mist that rose from the lapping waves. The water barely rippled around them as they descended into the dark waters off the coast of Horix’s island fortress.

      The island disappeared as the night and magic mist hid it from view.

      The fishfolk waited in a silent row of mostly submerged heads and watched the leading boats near the guild’s weathered docks. I nodded to them and turned to my companions. We were an eclectic band of Augmenters, from the hulking Kegohr to the diminutive Yo Hin. The boats that pulled up to our flanks carried the elite of the Qihin royal guard and King Beqai.

      Beqai was as quiet as the rest of us, but he somehow seemed to fill that silence. He was a still center of power with such looming significance that he needed no noise to proclaim his presence. All eyes were drawn to him even as the drifting streamers of mist played around his royal barge.

      He raised a tentacle on each side of his body and stared into the fog. The men around him waited for his signal. I didn’t know if the king’s connection to the water let him see through the mist or if he was just waiting on some subtle sign. Beqai dropped his tentacles in a sudden and decisive movement.

      The swimmers shot immediately from their places. They darted through the sea with all the deadly agility of a mako shark. Some vanished entirely beneath the waves. Others swam at the surface or hovered just beneath. The protrusion of their fins were the only sign of their presence.

      The wind rose in a sudden, fresh blast. Our cloak of Augmented mist was torn apart, and the island appeared ahead of us as a looming pillar of rock, marble, and ice.

      “We’ve lost our cover,” Vesma whispered.

      “We’re close. It served our purpose,” Faryn murmured from beside her.

      The boats accelerated at another signal from Beqai. Slight creaks and the faint splash of parting waves echoed over the swirl of water. Kumi clasped both hands around the magical carving as she urged our craft closer to the target.

      The scouts raced through the water until they were mere feet from the docks.

      And that was when everything went to hell.

      A burst of light raced out from hundreds of lanterns and glowing stones as they were ignited or activated on the walls of the guild house. The swimmers, previously little more than flickers amid the waves, became pale bodies against the sudden wave of light.

      “Now!” screamed a furious voice.

      Glittering points flew through the air with a hiss like a pit full of angry snakes. The air above us turned into a rain of Ice Spears as the Resplendent Tears Guild chose offense as the best form of defence.

      “There goes our diplomacy!” I shouted. “Shields up!”

      Vesma, Kegohr, Veltai, Yo Hin, and I all raised Flame Shields on our arms. We brought them together to form a shield wall that resembled an ancient Roman tortoise formation of pure flames. Frozen projectiles struck our shields, melted away, and fell harmlessly into the water.

      Our allies weren’t so lucky. Spears skewered the scouts near the docks along with a few individuals who stood exposed at the bows of the foremost boats. Beqai had called up a wall of water to shelter his barge, but others didn’t possess his mastery of the ocean. Some of the more gifted Augmenters protected themselves with Wild variants of Ice Armor techniques, but other warriors fell as the hail of ice sliced into their unprotected bodies.

      The first blood of the battle had gone to our enemies.

      It was time to hit them back.

      As the first volley of enemy Ice Spears abated, Beqai lowered the wall he had summoned in front of his barge. He raised his arms and half his tentacles and waved them back and forth. The Qihin king swayed with the rhythm of the waves. A lucky Ice Spear hurtled toward him, and one of his bodyguards knocked it out of the air. The king’s focus remained unbroken.

      The sea around us churned as Beqai swayed and chanted. Mist rose from the waters, not only the individual clouds of our approach but a vast mass that billowed around us and turned the clear air white.

      “Members, soldiers, and staff of Resplendent Tears!” the king bellowed. We have not come to fight! Your Guildmaster, Horix, has committed a great crime. He has stolen the precious Qihin relic, the Depthless Dream. He kidnapped my daughter. I wish only for your Guildmaster to pay for his iniquities. You do not all have to suffer for what he has done.”

      There was silence as the fog shrouded us in thick, white clouds.

      A response came a moment later when shards of ice rained down upon us. The mist obscured our enemy’s view of us, and the accuracy of the frozen projectiles vanished as they splashed into the water around our attacking force.

      “The time for diplomacy is over!” Kumi yelled to her father as she dodged a spear. “We must storm the guild house and retrieve the trident.”

      Beqai nodded slowly before he raised his tentacles once more. “Forward!” he bellowed to the troops. “Keep moving!”

      Oars rattled in their ports and splashed in the water as the boats surged ahead and plowed furrows through sea and mist. Drums beat, and commanders shouted out the rhythm as warriors bent to their oars. The thrumming beat of the instruments of war obscured the splashes as more warriors leaped into the water and swam toward the shore.

      The mist made it harder for the enemy to pick their targets, so, instead, they hurled Ice Spears indiscriminately into the fog. There were thuds as the frozen missiles embedded themselves in prows, masts, and decks. Screams echoed out across the water as the enemy spears pierced allied flesh.

      I couldn’t help but think that King Beqai’s plan to take only Cadrin and Guildmaster Horix from the guild had just been destroyed.

      The swimmers reached the island and climbed out of the ocean with dripping weapons and focused determination. This left them more vulnerable than ever, exposed to the sight of the enemy and with little cover. Guild Augmenters hurled their missiles over the tops of crates, aiming from the safety of the battlements. Their attacks landed among our scouts and caused mayhem among our vanguard.

      Our boat burst from the front of the mist into the water just off the docks as flames trailed from our Flame Shields.

      Kumi let go of the carving at the rear and rushed down the boat. She pushed the fire Augmenters aside to get to the prow. We kept our Flame Shields firm to protect her as the guild filled the air with five-foot-long splinters of frost. The boat’s momentum kept us on track toward the docks, even without Kumi’s magical direction.

      Kumi raised her arms with a great flourish and started to sing. Strands of water rose from the surface of the ocean and stretched out across the docks. They caressed the wounds of the injured fishfolk and wrapped around their deepest injuries. Wild healing magic flowed from Kumi and mitigated the harm that the Ice Spears had done. Warriors jumped back to their feet, healed and reinvigorated, and darted toward the guild house. Some raised small shields of rough ice or bucklers to provide a defense against the hailstorm from above.

      Our boat hit the docks at an angle. Wood scraped against stone, and the planks shuddered beneath our feet. I vaulted over the side first with my Flame Shield raised and the Sundered Heart burning in my hand. The others followed close behind with their weapons at the ready.

      Other ships emerged from the fog behind us. Huge broadheads of the ballistae appeared and opened fire. Their thick, corded arms snapped and hurled the massive projectiles at our attackers. A bolt struck a battlement, and a rock twice the size of my head fell free of the wall before it crashed down on the docks beside Kegohr in a shower of shards. The Qihin’s other siege machines emerged, and more bolts joined the barrage as I advanced with my friends at my back.

      The siege machines forced our attackers to hesitate and keep their heads down, but the damage to our scouts had been done. Half a dozen warriors lay dead or badly injured across the docks. Others floated nervelessly in the water.

      An Ice Spear melted as it struck my shield of magic and showered me in shards of ice and gouts of steam. “We need more cover!” I called to my companions. “Radiant Dragon, with me.”

      I sheathed my sword and turned to face the ocean.

      “Summon as much fire as you can,” I said. “Don’t worry about form or technique; just focus on heat and fury. We need a few more seconds of cover to get our forces onto the docks.”

      I thrust my hands out, pointed at the water in the docks, and let the fire flow. The others joined in, and the five of us poured fire Vigor down on the waters. Our power combined to create a wall of flames. The ocean bubbled and steamed as the heat brought it to a ferocious boil.

      Steam billowed around us and joined with the forward tendrils of Beqai’s slowly dissipating mist. A bank of cloud formed and rushed across the docks, carried by the stream of heated air we had created. A fresh sea of mist obscured the enemy’s view of our advance in mere seconds.

      A thud boomed around the island as a ramp dropped from the front of a craft carrying a giant battering ram. The creaking of ropes and the bellowing of orders followed as the crew hauled the ram out of its berth and up the ramp onto the docks.

      The fire from the siege machines intensified to match the enemy attacks from above. Ice Spears buried themselves in shields, the hulls of boats, and those warriors not lucky enough to have found proper protection.

      We finished our work at the water’s edge and joined the forward attack on the guild house gate. I called on the power of water to robe me in Frozen Armor as the rest of the Radiant Dragon disciples raised their Flame Shields again.

      The first battering ram reached the main gates while the other headed around the walls to seek another entry point for our assault. Soldiers with shields advanced to protect the crews of the ram as they swung it back and forth and built up momentum. Then it slammed into the brass gates with an almighty boom.

      The gates were sturdily built and held in place as the ram pounded at them. By the tenth blow, dents showed, and one of the gates buckled. But the great sheets of embossed brass held firm.

      Vesma raised her hands and channeled a stream of Untamed Torch on the metal of the gate. I grabbed her shoulder and added Flame Empowerment to her attack. Steam hissed as a cherry-red sheen climbed over the guild house’s main defence.

      “Almost there!” the ram commander shouted. “Keep at it!”

      The commander fell a moment later and clutched at a jagged Ice Spear that protruded from her thigh. Kumi bent over her, used her power to melt and reform the Ice Spear, and turned it into a bandage of healing water to wrap the wound.

      I gritted my teeth and redoubled my efforts to boost Vesma’s Untamed Torch. I poured Vigor into her stream of fire as it bathed the gate in flames.

      The ram swung back with a ponderous momentum.

      Then it hit and plowed through the weakened metal in an explosion of splinters and shattered ice.

      I rushed through the gap with Kegohr, Vesma, and Kumi close behind.

      A row of Resplendent Tears guards stood at the gates and formed a wall of interlocking shields. As one, Kegohr, Vesma, and I raised our hands and launched blasts of Untamed Torch at their blockade. The shield wall shattered as men fell or staggered back from the searing heat.

      “Bet you didn’t expect fire Augmenters, you bastards!” Veltai roared behind us.

      We charged into the gap and went to work with our weapons. Kegohr’s mace bowled guards over and crushed their bones. Vesma danced in and out among them and found stabbing gaps in their defenses with her spear. I slashed with the Sundered Heart Sword and carved off limbs as readily as chunks of enemy shields.

      More of Beqai’s forces streamed in behind us as we pushed through the first wave of defending guild soldiers. Every door in the courtyard flung open, and a mass of initiates, disciples, and guards alike appeared.

      The masses collided in the courtyard with an explosion of steel sparks, ice, and fire. There was no time or space to form neat ranks. The fight was a maelstrom of crashing weapons, flashing magic, and colliding bodies.

      I led my band in a push across the yard. I broiled two guards with an Acidic Cloud and heard Nydarth hum in pleasure as I took their heads from their shoulders. We needed to break through their ranks, but for every guild member I cut down, there was always another to take his place.

      It seemed that King Beqai’s plan had totally gone to shit, and every member of the guild was under Horix’s sway. I didn’t want to totally annihilate a guild, but it seemed there would be no choice now that every member had chosen to stand with their Guildmaster.

      A soldier charged at me and held his trident low to run me through. Before he could complete the attack, I shot thorns straight into his face, blinded him, and hit him with a backfist as he charged past. The guard collapsed to the stones of the courtyard, and I dispatched him with a rapid stab through the gut.

      A group of Augmenters, distinguished as disciples by the blue trim on their robes, advanced and raised their hands to summon Ice Spears. I countered with an enormous Ash Cloud and rushed forward to take advantage of their blindness.

      The first disciple flung an Ice Spear at me. It hit my chest in a bolt of sheer luck and glanced off my armor. The other disciples weren’t so quick. I cut down the first offender with a blurring cut to his throat. Another staggered out of the cloud with a dagger in his hand, his flesh blistered and oozing from my acid. The Sundered Heart flared in an arc to take his hand. The disciple screamed as I pierced his throat and kicked him from the blade of my sword.

      “Oh, yes, sweet man,” Nydarth said inside my head. “Keep the magic flowing. Keep the power flowing. Keep the blood flowing. I know you can win this.”

      Yo Hin took flight as he used his extraordinary fire power to launch himself into the air. He hovered over his opponents as he tossed fireballs down at them. Some managed to hurl Ice Spears back at him, but the projectiles melted before they could touch him.

      I slashed down and burned through a disciple’s Frozen Armor as Veltai threw herself into a pack of initiates. Flames flared from her nunchucks as she knocked out one man with her weapon, shoulder barged another to the ground, and then stomped on his throat. She finished the last of the knot with a burst of Untamed Torch. The man screamed as his flesh melted away under the intense heat of Veltai’s attack.

      An initiate on a nearby balcony hurled an Ice Spear at Yo Hin. The weedy Radiant Dragon disciple bobbed and weaved through the air as the spear flew past an inch from his face. Yo Hin and Veltai fired at once, and their Untamed Torches hit the sniper in a blast of flames. The initiate howled as he toppled from the balcony in a mass of scorched flesh and blazing clothes.

      I kicked back a guard as he tried to ram his spear into Vesma’s unarmored back. A root burst from the pavestones from beneath his feet and caught him around the leg as Faryn appeared off to my left. She curled her fingers as she channeled her Strangling Roots technique. I slashed the throat of the immobilized guard in front of me and watched as a chunk of guards fought off panic and backed away from Faryn.

      More roots knocked cobblestones aside and grasped at the legs of the fleeing guards. The twists of greenery worked their way up their legs before they climbed up the torsos of the increasingly panicked soldiers. I decapitated one to my right and ripped open another’s throat with a spray of Stinging Palm thorns. The guards turned from their fight with us to attack the forces of nature that threatened to slow them in their escape. One of them cut himself as he sliced hastily at the roots. Three other guards howled curses as roots toppled them over and wrapped around their throats.

      I hit a disciple with a head kick as Faryn changed her stance and Smothering Leaves rushed the enemy. A whirlwind of foliage swirled around the trapped soldiers, and Augmenters rushed in to protect them by raising shields of ice and using their Ice Spears to cut through the roots. It was a good effort, but the elf was already a step ahead of them.

      Faryn twisted her hands, and the leaves aged. Fresh greenery faded to the withered brown shapes of dried autumn leaves. Vesma stepped forward and launched a burst of fire from her Flame Shield. I cast a wide stream of Untamed Torch, and our techniques ignited the leaves and the roots. A tornado of dried Smothering Roots became a wildfire and billowed around the guards and the Augmenters. The heat of the flames melted Frozen Armor and Ice Spears. Embers seared flesh and ripped howls of pain from strong men.

      Boosted by a flow of magical water from Kumi, I fought back the initiates and disciples with a boost of water from Kumi. A fresh wave advanced from the guest quarters. I summoned Plank Pillars to hold back their advance and set the wooden shafts alight to break their formation. Blasts of fire made them duck for cover and kept them scattered.

      Kegohr shattered one of the fresh guards’ skulls as he pushed out from the center of the courtyard. Spirit of the Wildfire blazed within him so fiercely that the magic glowed through his gray skin. It created a fiery aura from the tips of his pointy ears to the ends of his clawed toes. He swung his two-handed mace in huge, destructive arcs that scythed through the enemy and further broke their formation.

      I blocked a spear thrust from another reinforcement, sliced the offending weapon in half, and crushed the guard’s throat with an ice-covered fist.

      Kegohr roared so loud that it shook the shutters of the windows. “Come on, then!” he bellowed. “Where’s your superiority now, you bastards!?”

      A group of trident-wielding guards advanced on Kegohr from one side and drew his attention. I ducked under a sword and shoved away an initiate as I sprinted to help my friend. Keghor slapped tridents aside as he pushed back his new trio of attackers. But his attention was split, and he couldn’t see a new pair of guards charge him from behind.

      Veltai was there before they could strike. She delivered a flying kick to the head that sent a guard sprawling in a spray of blood and teeth. Her nunchucks whirled around and smacked the next one before she caught a spear in the weapon’s chains and snapped its shaft in two.

      Kegohr twisted around with wild fury in his eyes and lifted his mace high above his head, For a moment, I thought that he was going to crush Veltai along with the guards. But then, recognition dawned, and he smiled at her. Kegohr backhanded a half-stunned guard to his left with his mace and met her eye.

      “Love your work, big guy!” I shouted out to him as I skewered a soldier.

      Kegohr ignored me as he and Veltai stood across from each other with battle-lust grins. Sweat glistened on their skin as they covered each other’s backs to face a new pack of water Augmenters. A guard attacked me from the left with a vicious two-handed strike. I parried his blow with the Sundered Heart and rammed him with my armored shoulder. The guard sprawled toward Veltai and Kegohr as the pair moved in unison. They fought off Ice Spears and frozen whips, defended each other as attacks came from the sides, and created a single force of destruction from two bodies in harmony.

      Vesma appeared at my side with a Flame Shield on her arm. She flicked blood from the head of her spear and thrust it behind me to claim another life.

      “They’re keeping us boxed in too well” she panted.

      An Ice Spear slammed into my shoulder, forced to me to steady my feet, and left a deep crack in my armor.

      “Wish they’d taken the option to surrender,” I said. “We could’ve kicked back with a beer in the palace.”

      “You’re not fooling anyone,” Vesma shot back. “You love a fight as much as I do.”

      Another Ice Spear hissed down from the ramparts, and I shoved her clear of its path. “Yeah, I do.”

      “So, what’s your plan?”

      “Burst open Horix’s door and kick his teeth in. We need to push further into the building.” I pointed at the double doors leading to the guest quarters. “That’s a good place to start.”

      A pack of heavily armored guards fought off Qihin soldiers and painted the pavestones with their blood as I kicked a screaming initiate out of my way toward the guest quarters. These new guards had silver streaks on their helmets and wielded ice-encrusted longswords and shields.

      “Once someone’s inside, they’ll have to pull troops back to stop us running riot through the guild house!” I shouted to Vesma.”Gives everyone else their chance to get in.”

      “Right behind you.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Kumi said behind us. “I’ll do my best to keep your weariness at bay and heal your wounds. You need to be fresh until you reach Horix.”

      We took up a triangular formation. Kumi and Vesma stood behind me while I took point. We advanced purposefully across the courtyard with flames flowing from our blades as we cut through the troops who stood in our path. Kumi channeled her water magic into me and Vesma, keeping our spirits and energy high.

      Shields and spears blocked our path as we fought our way to the doors of the hall. Slithers of ice hurtled down at us from the balcony above. One caught Vesma in the shoulder but Kumi immediately healed the wound. I cut down a pair of guards with a ripple of Acidic Cloud and two mighty strikes.

      Our comrades came behind us and covered our backs as we advanced. Faryn’s Strangling Roots and Plank Pillars covered one flank while the whirling death machine of Kegohr and Veltai scared back attackers on the other. But still the bulk of the guild forces kept formation in front of us. Their numbers were so much more than I’d expected.

      A metal polearm lunged at my head with a tip coated in the frost of ice magic. I turned it aside with my blade and stabbed at my attacker. She brought the poleaxe around quickly to parry, and there was a clang as our blades met. I struck low to draw out her defense, and she flicked her weapon down. I stamped on the poleaxe as it came near the floor, and its head snapped off. I stabbed her in the side as she stared in shock at the broken stump of her weapon.

      That bought us another two feet of ground and divided the enemy further.

      There was a shout from behind us. I turned my head to see Qihin warriors stream through the gates and over the walls. The guild’s attempt to hold the tide at its outer defenses had finally collapsed and now, our reinforcements poured in with grim determination.

      Beqai strode in among his warriors. He had a trident in his hand and moved with incredible speed as he slashed down one of the guild’s elite guards with a single strike. The king used the weapon to direct the flow of battle and emphasize his orders as he ripped through the forces of Horix. The king was a conductor in a symphony of destruction.

      “Push the center!” he yelled. “Break down their doors. Find the trident!”

      Though the battlements of the outer wall had fallen, Ice Spears and arrows continued to rain down from the windows and balconies.

      Beqai raised his trident into the air and sang a slow, rising song. Mist coalesced in a thick layer above our heads. The rain of death faltered as the Augmenters and archers lost sight of their targets. Those who kept shooting hit their own side as often as ours. It was their only advantage in this fight, and they were desperate to keep it.

      The mist swirled and eddied. It formed into strange and disconcerting shapes at Beqai’s gestures. Figures appeared and vanished to distract the guild warriors as they struggled to hold their ground.

      “Beqai!” a cold voice echoed from above the mist.

      There was a flash of fire that burned a hole in the swirling cloud. Guildmaster Horix stood on a balcony above us. Flames flickered from his right hand while ice crackled across his left.

      Cadrin hadn’t lied. Horix was an elementalist. But there was no sign of the Depthless Dream. Beqai was right. The Guildmaster hadn’t yet managed to tap into its true power

      “Your efforts are infantile, failed king,” Horix called.“Your people will fall, and you alongside them. This vainglorious effort is of no consequence. Discipline will always outstrip your untamed powers.”

      He brought his hands together and pressed them forward. A new layer of dark, sickly green fog appeared above the remnants of Beqai’s mist.

      “Toxic Blizzard technique!” Beqai yelled. “Take cover!”

      Acidic knives of ice hailed down on the Qihin forces streaming through the gate and into the courtyard. They screamed in alarm as the acid burned their skin. A stray shard brushed against my Frozen Armor, melted the ice plates, and blistered the skin beneath. Even Beqai flinched as the growing Toxic Blizzard hit him.

      “Move!” I bellowed. “Push inside!”

      The guild warriors fell back and tried to reform a defensive line in the doorway before we could get through. But we were strong, determined, and desperate to get out of the guildmaster’s burning rain. The Qihin host charged with a fresh surge of energy.

      I crashed into the enemy as they struggled to hold their line with Vesma and Kumi at my back. I cut one guard’s leg out from under him and blasted another with Untamed Torch to create a gap in their defenses. I sent a Burning Wheel into the enemies blocking the doorway, and it took all of a few seconds for the burning soldiers to scream and break rank. My companions rushed in after me and widened the gap I’d created.

      We were inside the guild house now. Horix didn’t have the Depthless Dream. But it was here somewhere. I just had to find it.
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      Weapons clashed, and warriors cried out in anger and pain. The din filled the cavernous chamber of the guild house. The cacophony reverberated off walls of marble and high ceilings of magically preserved ice. Every sound we made echoed around us and reflected back from high, embossed ceilings and murals that depicted the glory of Horix’s “pure” guild members triumphing over monsters and outsiders.

      Qihin and Resplendent Tears warriors fought each other in a confused melee. I used my Augmentation in small bursts, both to conserve my Vigor and to avoid collateral damage to my allies.

      There were no battle lines, no formations, and no orderly squads or officers to take control. The fight was just a tangled mess of bodies and blades.

      Guild troops streamed in from corridors and staircases while the Qihin poured in through the great doors from the courtyard. The forces crashed into each other like storm waves against a cliff and carried with it all the same noise and destructive power.

      A towering guild soldier slammed into Vesma and knocked her away from my side. I caught him with a spray of thorns across his face, then knocked him down with a kick to the belly. By then, Vesma was out of sight in the mass of battling warriors.

      A whirlwind of leaves battered a guild warrior to my left and knocked her about until she fell on the floor to retch with dizziness. Faryn stepped over her to join me and Kumi.

      “We need to get to Horix,” I said. “Cut the head off the snake and finish this.”

      “And I presume you would be the person to do that?” Faryn asked.

      “I’ve got a pretty good track record with snakes,” I said as I kicked out an initiate’s feet from under him and spilled his guts on the marble floor.

      “The back of the hall,” Kumi said. “I think those stairs to our right will take us to the upper levels.”

      “Wouldn’t the trident be in Horix’s office underground?” Faryn asked.

      “I doubt he’d keep it far from his person, even if he can’t use it,” I said. “We’ll head to the balcony he was standing on. Come; let’s push on.”

      Faryn summoned another swirling whirlwind of Smothering Leaves, then launched toward the stairs through the ranks of guild members. I tossed a fireball into the mass of greenery and set it alight. Soldiers were thrown aside and left us with a clear route.

      Faryn led the way through the gap and cut down a guardsman as Kumi and I followed. A Resplendent Tears initiate staggered into our way five feet from the staircase with a face scratched and bloody from Faryn’s attack. He swung an Ice Spear at her, but she ducked out of the way as I hit the spear with the Sundered Heart and melted straight through the ice. The initiate backed out of the way as his eyes filled with alarm.

      We headed up the staircase, taking the steps two at a time.

      “The fighting will be rough here, Faryn,” I said. “You sure you don’t want to pull back and help the others?”

      “It’s not peaceful there either,” she said. “I’ll take a hallway of insane students over chaos any day. And I don’t want you to face Horix alone.”

      “Glad to see you’re onboard,” I said with a fierce grin.

      The staircase curved to the right and carried us up into a wide corridor. Overlooking the stairs stood an ice sculpture of Horix, his hand held out to offer a gift to his followers. Tapestries filled with illustrations of the guild’s achievements blurred past us as we ran.

      We rounded a corner and found a group of guild disciples with full sets of detailed Frozen Armor. They hid their faces behind fully enclosed helmets as they advanced with metal shields covered in frost and a variety of swords and spears. Acid Vigor hissed to my fingertips as I prepared to rip straight through them. The leader held up his hand, and the warriors behind him halted. Faryn caught my arm as I raised it to cast an Acidic Cloud. The leader pulled away the ice that formed the front of his helmet to reveal the face beneath.

      “Labu,” Kumi whispered.

      “Kumi.” He stared at her. “Why are you here?”

      “I’ve come to bring you home.” The princess slid her knives into the sheaths on her back and walked toward her brother with arms held wide. “Please, Labu; it’s not too late. You can still fight for your people instead of against them.”

      “My people?” he said tightly. “A ragtag band of Wild outlaws led by these outsiders? I don’t think so.”

      “This isn’t just the Wilds,” Kumi said. “It’s Father and all the soldiers Qihin City could spare. The guild has attacked us repeatedly, sent monsters into the city, and killed innocent people in its attempt to take control. We cannot let that stand.”

      “We need the guild. The guild gives us strength.”

      “Maybe it did once, but now, all the guild does is take.” She gestured toward the stairs and the sounds of fighting echoing up them. “Listen to that, Labu. Whatever Horix told you is a lie. This isn’t just the Wilds or people left to grow chaotic without their king taking charge. This is our nation rising up against darker forces. This is us fighting for a world with space for all of us, for a guild where Wilds are free to train without the mockery you’ve faced. Will you not stand for that?”

      “Time to choose, Prince,” I told him. “Stand with us or fall with those who would use you.”

      Labu’s mouth hung open as his barbed spear trembled in his hand.

      “Enough talk,” snapped one of the guild disciples. “It’s time to finish this Wild bitch off.”

      He advanced and raised his great curved sword above his head.

      “My sister,” Labu said, so quietly it could barely be heard.

      “What?” the disciple demanded, as I darted in to intercept him.

      “That’s my sister!” Labu bellowed.

      He grabbed his spear with both hands and rammed it into the guy’s belly. Crystalline armor shattered beneath the fury of the thrust, and the spear drove all the way through the disciple’s body to protrude out his back.

      The other disciples stared in shock as Labu wrenched the spear back out, let the body drop, and turned on them. I lunged past Labu and smashed through another disciple’s armor with a front kick. The disciples scattered to avoid their falling comrade as Kumi rushed to her brother’s side and drew her daggers once again.

      A disciple raised his hands, and the temperature of the hallway turned arctic.

      I cast Flame Empowerment, and the torch beside the Augmenter bloomed into a huge fireball. The blast of fire turned the snow from the disciple’s hand into a cloud of hissing steam.

      Labu charged at the man. His spear crashed through armor to break the arm beneath.

      I joined the fray alongside him with Kumi at my back. Our weapons struck Frozen Armor, left gashes in their protective layers, and drew blood from the flesh beneath.

      Roots rose from the floor. They weren’t as strong as when Faryn had first summoned them outdoors, but they were enough to catch the ankles of the disciples. I put a wall of Plank Pillars between my friends and my enemies, gave myself Fire Immunity, and bathed the trapped enemies with the flames of the torches. Flame Empowerment turned the hallway into a makeshift oven as the disciples’ armor melted and their bodies broiled. Their screams died down as I withdrew the Plank Pillars.

      “Gracious spirits,” Kumi whispered as she stared down at the charred corpses.

      I turned to Labu. “I thought you were going to stay an asshole forever.”

      “Takes one to know one,” Labu said as he flung an Ice Spear at a group of soldiers coming up behind us.

      “Very mature, gentlemen,” Faryn commented as she summoned a whirlwind of leaves to knock back the soldiers.

      “Maybe when I’m past a hundred, I’ll have those sorts of spectacular insights,” I said as I used my flaming sword to cut down the soldiers.

      “It’s rude to talk about a lady’s age,” Kumi said. “And ruder still to keep our host waiting.”

      She headed for another set of stairs. The rest of us followed and bolted up the steps. We couldn’t afford to waste time. The longer we took, the more time Horix would have to muster his reinforcements and throw obstacles in our path.

      Five guards barred our progress at the top of the staircase. I didn’t have time for more distractions. The power of wood flooded free of my feet, and a Plank Pillar erupted from the wall to the guards’ left as we neared them. It punched into them like a piledriver and scattered them across the floor. Two rolled down the stairs beside me as I cleared the last step. I leaped over the shaft of wood, kicked a guard in passing, and kept moving.

      “Show off,” Kumi called out.

      “I don’t think a princess gets to give lessons in humility,” I said.

      “She definitely wasn’t humble growing up,” Labu said.

      The corridors tightened on the next floor as four Augmenters appeared from alcoves in the hallway. Each bore richly embroidered Resplendent Tears robes and moved with a deliberate step. Vigor radiated from their bodies like bonfires. But the one with the knee-high boots and boy-band haircut held my attention.

      “Here you are at last,” Cadrin said. “I told Master Horix that you would choose the wrong side, but he didn’t believe me. Now, as my reward, I get to tear you apart myself.”

      He flexed his arm and a whip-like strand of ice tipped with an ugly barb hissed toward me. I threw up a Flame Shield and turned the attack into a cloud of splintering snow. Cadrin cracked his ice whip against the ground and laughed as he gave it another twist. The whip struck my cheek as I turned to block it, and the attack exploded into glittering fragments. A vicious gash opened up on my face, and hot red blood dripped into my mouth.

      Cadrin grinned and ran a finger along his face. “Of course, I won’t kill you here and now,” he said as he summoned another whip. “Just bleed you out and leave you useless to your friends. Then, I’ll have you chained up in a cell where I can take the knives to you, really see what makes an elementalist tick.”

      “And you call the Wilds monsters,” I said. “You callous fucking hypocrite.”

      I spun my fiery blade and sliced another darting attack out of the air.

      “Such harsh words,” Cadrin said.

      He flicked his new whip and again my Flame Shield turned the slender lash into a burst of icy shards. Cadrin’s face crumpled as he summoned yet another of the icy whips.

      “Who are your fancy friends?” I asked.

      “The masters of this guild,” Cadrin replied. “By far your betters.”

      “I am a master in my own guild,” Faryn said firmly. It was only because I knew her well that I could tell how hard she was working to maintain that bravado so far from the familiarity of home. “These two are heirs to one of the empire’s greatest generals. We can match anything you have. Ethan, discipline the peacock.”

      “Yes, Master Faryn,” I said without expression.

      I surged to attack Cadrin, but he sidestepped at the last moment and disappeared through a doorway. His whip lashed out as I adjusted my path. It struck my exposed flesh again and caught me on the back of the hand. Cadrin’s laugh echoed through the hallway as I shoved through the doorway and entered a dormitory.

      Neatly made rows of beds lined the walls as I sliced through the head of another whip attack. Cadrin retreated down the center of the room and drew his serrated sword as he went. His elaborate robes disappeared beneath a layer of spiked Frozen Armor.

      “It’s a shame your Vesma isn’t here to entertain us,” Cadrin mocked. “I’m sure she’s delicious. Tell me: what does it sound like when she screams?”

      I’d had enough shit from the foppish sadist. I was going to break him down a piece at a time, as fast as I could.

      I sent a stream of Untamed Torch over the beds and filled the air with smoke.

      Cadrin jumped aside from a burning bunk, and an Ice Spear appeared in his spare hand as his Frozen Armor hissed into steam.

      I pulled a spiked Plank Pillar out of a blazing mattress, and Cadrin flung his frozen spear into the wall and leaped up onto it. It wouldn’t hold for long. The burning beds around us would see to that. Cadrin’s favored ice attacks would lose their teeth the moment he tried to use them.

      “Oh, dear, is our aim off?” Cadrin cackled as he summoned more spears and flung them into the walls as makeshift stairs. He leaped, swung one-handed around one, and landed on another not far from my head.

      Cadrin’s blade slashed down at me. I parried, twisted aside, and fired another Untamed Torch. He jumped off his perch, landed with a roll on the far side of the room, and sprang to his feet in a doorway. Heat haze rippled around us, and a curtain to his right ignited.

      “You really are a one-trick pony, aren’t you?” he said. “Just throwing fire around in hopes that you’ll finally set something worthwhile alight.”

      “I don’t need anything more than fire to kill you,” I said.

      “Said like the weak product of a weak guild.” Cadrin hurled an Ice Spear as he turned to get out of the blazing dormitory. I batted it aside with the Sundered Heart and chased him while smoke trailed after us.

      A teaching room full of chairs and desks barred my way while the crackle of ice and steam hissed through a door at the far end. My friends were giving as good as they got. Spears, whips, and blasts of ice hurtled through the doorway in a flash of swirling water and whirling leaves.

      “You’re a mockery of a disciple,” I said. “You’ve betrayed your fellow students and turned a noble institution into something selfish and corrupt.”

      “I’m helping turn this guild into something pure.” Cadrin turned to face me. “Something righteous.”

      He’d apparently had enough of running. I brought the Sundered Heart up to parry a lancing strike. Our blades clashed, separated, and sliced chunks out of each other’s armor.

      I drew blood from Cadrin’s shoulder and sent him reeling with an elbow to his chin. Fear fluttered through his eyes as he fell back. But his weasel-like speed and cunning made him too difficult to pin down. The Sundered Heart skated past his armor as he scrambled over the ground and into the outside hallway.

      Another ice whip caught hold of my armor as he went and hauled me after him. A sting of pain hissed through my shoulder, and I shattered the barbed lash with the Sundered Heart.

      I stormed into the hallway and found my friends as they fought for their lives. Faryn used her dagger to parry a master’s trident before she sprayed him with a faceful of Stinging Palm. He laughed as the thorns glanced off his frozen helmet, and he gripped her hand in his icy gauntlet. Faryn buckled beneath the pain, and her dagger dropped from her hand.

      Cadrin could wait. My team needed my help.

      I came in from the side like a runaway train and smashed my shoulder into the enemy master. He swore as I drove him into the wall and ripped the air from his lungs with a single impact. Smothering Leaves whirled around us as a punch hit me in the eye and forced me to draw back. The leafy whirlwind staggered the trident-wielding master blindly into the wall behind him. I kept the piercing trident at bay as the master froze the cutting leaves around his face.

      I called a Plank Pillar out of the wall behind the master and forced it to widen. The growing wooden wall punched him in the back and shot him toward me. I turned his trident aside, went low, and caught him around the legs. I lifted the lecturer off the floor and smashed him into the tapestry behind me. Faryn waved, and the tapestry turned into a mass of strangling threads as the plant fibers bent to her will. The master was locked in place and couldn’t avoid my sword when I rammed it straight into his heart.

      “Water masters are among the most delicious to kill,” Nydarth whispered. “Give me more, Swordslinger.”

      Sparks flew to my left as Kumi fought off another teacher. Her enemy wielded a pair of crystalline short swords. The princess stayed on the move as she tried to avoid being skewered. The swaying movements of the Qihin fighting style outmatched the ferocious attacks of her opponent. She flowed from one position to the next around the master’s blades. The master wore a look of absolute contempt as he fought off her slashing daggers.

      Time to even the odds.

      “Get a taste of this!” I summoned ashes and gave the master a faceful of them.

      Kumi dived, slid between her opponent’s legs, and cut his hamstrings in a single, vicious movement.

      The master crashed to the ground as blood sprayed from his legs. Kumi scrambled onto him before he could roll over and slammed a knife down between his shoulder blades.

      Labu came to stand beside me as the third of the lecturers advanced, a gleaming longsword in one hand and a shield of ice in the other.

      “Traitor,” the master snarled at Labu. “You were never one of us. I knew that from the start.”

      “And yet you taught me your techniques anyway,” Labu jeered. “That must cut you deeply.”

      Labu blocked the master’s attack and caught the man’s sword on the barbs of his spear. He twisted, weakened the master’s grip on his weapon, and pressed into him. I couldn’t hit Labu’s opponent with a technique when they were so close together, so I moved to flank the enemy as he regained his balance and locked his weapon against Labu’s. The two men fought hard as they tried to drive their blades into the other.

      “You’re a failure of the Resplendent Tears Guild,” the master said. “I’ll be proud to restore our honor by putting you down.”

      “There is no honor in what you do,” Labu said. “And I am a prince of Qihin City. Not one of your deluded disciples. No longer.”

      He took one hand off his spear. The master laughed in triumph as he pushed the weapons toward Labu’s face. But then, Labu’s hand closed around a freshly formed ice spear and  plunged it into the master’s chest.

      The master stared at him in surprise. Blood ran from his lips as he wobbled for a moment, then toppled to the floor.

      Labu roared as he severed the master’s head with a swift stroke of his spear.

      “You’re fucking crazy; you know that, right?” I said.

      “My vision was clouded before, but I see clearly now.”

      I shrugged. Sure, he’d betrayed his clan, but Kumi had seen fit to forgive him. I wouldn’t hold it against him, and we could use every man we could get to stop Horix.

      I spotted a trail of blood leading out of the hallway and left Labu and the others behind. I followed it up another staircase and into a dining hall. Rows of long tables stretched down the middle, flanked with benches and plates and cutlery piled up on shelves at the end. Sickly green light streamed through the membrane windows as Horix’s Toxic Blizzard howled outside.

      I saw Cadrin halfway in the hall. He shot a fearful glance over his shoulder, then his face hardened as he saw me approach him.

      “Done running?” I asked.

      “You’ll pay for your crimes against us,” he hissed as he climbed onto a table.

      I fought off the urge to set everything on fire again and jumped up onto the table to meet him.

      The room was lit only by the light coming through the windows. The Toxic Blizzard Horix had summoned had shrouded the moon, and now, the celestial object provided only a dim and dismal glow.

      Cadrin summoned a frozen whip again and whipped the table with a sharp crack. Splinters showered me, and I raised the Sundered Heart to shield my face.

      “He’s a little rabbit,” Nydarth told me with a laugh. “Look at him.”.

      Cadrin slashed at me with his whip, but it was a wild strike, and I easily sliced through it with the Sundered Heart. I moved slowly forward and didn’t take my eyes from his face. The whip bit my arm and cut through my frozen armor a second time. Cadrin’s face went white as he slashed again and again. I absorbed the strikes with small Flame Shields and the occasional swipe of my sword.

      “Die!” Cadrin screamed at me.

      “His fear,” Nydarth whispered. “It’s delicious. Drink it in, Ethan.”

      I dashed across the table’s surface with a savage yell. Cadrin jumped back to another table behind him and cracked the whip again. This time, the barb caught me in the side. There was a jolt of pain, and blood flowed across my hip.

      I stumbled as pain threatened to topple me, but the white mask of fear that Cadrin wore was worth every second of it. Sunlight Ichor flowed from my fingers as I pressed it into the gaps in my armor. The technique was dependent on the light of day, so it wouldn’t heal me, but the sticky substance was more than enough to staunch the bleeding. I used a little Vigor to reform the cracks in my armor as Cadrin hurled an Ice Spear at me. I ducked as it whipped toward me and thudded into the wall behind me.

      “You can surrender,” I said bluntly. “Lay down your weapon and offer yourself as a prisoner of war. Just tell me where to find Horix and the trident.”

      Cadrin turned, jumped off the table, and sprinted the length of the room. I slid off the table and reached out to the furniture around me. I couldn’t hit the fleeing bastard with fire, but an idea struck me as Cadrin drew close to the shelves by the exit to the hall. I’d seen Faryn use the Vigor inside wooden things before.

      I ran after him and vaulted over a row of tables between us. Cadrin grabbed the edge of the shelves just as I reached out to the wood and felt it give at the touch of my Vigor. Stinging Palm thorns exploded out of the wooden shelving like a grenade. Cadrin shrieked as the spikes cracked his armor and punctured the soft flesh beneath.

      I hurdled over the remnants of the shelves and chased a staggering Cadrin into a massive ceremonial hall filled with grand paintings and detailed carvings. The walls, floor, and ceiling were tiled in alternating marble and ice.

      Cadrin’s ragged breathing echoed through the space as his blood splattered over the floor. A tall set of doors stood slightly ajar at the far end, but I wasn’t about to let him leave this room. I had seconds before Horix’s favorite disciple made his way across the space.

      Cadrin hurled three Ice Spears over his shoulder as he went. I cut two of them from the air with the Sundered Heart and picked up speed as I closed in on him. The battle in the courtyard and the pain that lanced through my body had taken its toll on my Vigor, but I pushed it into a single powerful effort and called on the combined powers of water and fire to grant me acid. A vicious and concentrated Acidic Cloud bloomed in front of the door as Cadrin reached out to push it open. His scream filled the hall as he recoiled from the toxic fog and turned to face me.

      I sped up and reformed a fresh set of Frozen Armor around myself. Harsh spikes erupted from my shoulder plates, and a mask of thick ice slid around my face as I covered the last of the distance between us.

      I tackled Cadrin like a front-line rugby player and smashed him into the wall beside the door as the Acidic Cloud swarmed around us. My spikes slammed through what little remained of his armor and stabbed deep into his flesh as the acid ate at his skin. Cadrin’s sword clattered to the ground as he twisted and shoved the Sundered Heart from my hand. But that ferret-like speed was gone. I wrenched him away from the wall, broke his jaw with a knee to the head, and clenched my arms around his neck.

      Cadrin screamed and writhed as I pressed myself harder against him and squeezed his face to the spikes of my armored shoulder. His skin bubbled, and the burning intensity of the cloud hissed as it ate away at my armor. Cadrin placed a foot on the wall and shoved in a last-ditch attempt to escape the acid as it clouded around us.

      I dispersed the Acidic Cloud, reeled back, and smashed him through the doors of the hallway. Cadrin’s last gasp left his lungs in a ragged hiss as he collapsed to the tiles of a familiar balcony.

      I disentangled myself from Cadrin and rose to my feet. Half the spikes on my armor had snapped off inside him and left only stumps. His blood streamed over my pale armor as I turned and snatched up Nydarth’s blade from the balcony entrance.

      My own acid had eaten holes and channels in my armor and given it the uneven texture of ancient, rusted steel. But I was still standing, and I had plenty of Vigor still to spare.

      A tall figure stood at the edge of the balcony, clad in his white robes. The prickly hiss of acid filled the courtyard beneath the balcony, but he made no attempt to turn to look at me.

      “Horix!” I called out. “You really know how to put on a show.”

      “You flatter me, Swordslinger.” He turned to face me in a swirl of robes and locked his pale, piercing gaze upon me. “That is what you are, isn’t it? Or what you wish to become. The Immortal Swordslinger. Grandmaster of the Elements. Wielder of the Immense Blades. It is why you have come to the guild house. You want the Depthless Dream. You are not here for the Qihin or even the task Xilarion gave you. The trident is here, so you are here.”

      “I want the trident but not for myself. It belongs to King Beqai and the Qihin.”

      “So noble. So straight. Do you really believe those lies you tell yourself?”

      I raised the Sundered Heart, and fire flared along the blade. “This ends now.”

      “Something will come to an end, yes.” A weapon appeared as he drew his hand out from the folds in his robes.

      I realized with a sinking heart that it was the Depthless Dream. Power flooded from the trident into the air behind Horix, creating ripples and streams of sparkling dust. It was the source of the Toxic Blizzard that had forced us inside during the initial battle for the guild house. The Guildmaster had used the weapon meant to protect the Qihin for their own destruction.

      “We’ve fought our way through the doors,” I said. “Everyone’s inside, and they’re making quick work of your guild. If you don’t end this now, you won’t have a guild left to lead.”

      “I believe you’re right,” Horix said mildly as he looked over the edge of the balcony. “The filthy Wilds proved stronger than I anticipated. Or perhaps my students were simply not equipped to deal with such savages.”

      He smiled without a trace of joy or affection, then slammed the trident against the ground. I was thrown from my feet and almost fell on Cadrin’s body as the guild house trembled around us.

      “Ice buildings always have a shatter point,” Horix said. “A quirk of the architecture. A weak spot where, with the right exertion of force, the whole place can be brought tumbling down with the help of a little acid rain. One strike, and I could topple the entire tower onto itself. Can you guess where it is?”

      He struck the ground, and the guild house shook violently once more. Chunks of ice fell from the ceiling and shattered on the ground around me.

      “I’ve been waiting for the rest of the Qihin to get inside,” he said. “If I’m going to bring my guild house down upon them, then I want to make sure I crush them all. Fat, listless Beqai. His impertinent daughter. His upstart son. All the filthy, misshapen rabble he calls his subjects. But you’re not one of them, are you? You’re a real Augmenter, with real power. Join me in the purity of the Straight Path, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat. Join me, and this whole world can be ours.”
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      “What the fuck is the Straight Path?” I asked.

      “Of course, you wouldn’t know,” Horix said with a look of disdain. “Xilarion is a great warrior and Augmenter, but his views of the world are absurdly skewed. His obsession with peace would prevent him from showing his students other, better paths.”

      “Let me guess. Your path is the shortest distance between two points to reach power.”

      “Indeed.” Horix nodded. “The Straight Path is the path of purity and righteousness. It is unbending adherence to the superiority of Augmentation and of those who learn it in a studious, disciplined fashion. It is the purging of corruption and aberration from our world, to make it clean once more.”

      “You mean getting rid of the Wilds,” I said. “People like the fishfolk who don’t fit your ideal model. Or those who hold to other paths that emphasize peace. Or different forms of learning.”

      “You are a testament to the superiority of traditional Augmentation,”Horix said as he gestured to his dead disciple at my feet. “Our paths converge, Ethan. You must see that.”

      “I’m doing the Swordslinger thing,” I said. “The one that protects people and opposes those who would wield their power to destroy others. People exactly like you. ”

      Horix laughed. “There hasn’t been a Swordslinger in centuries. Every time a young hopeful sets out along that journey, those of the Straight Path recruit or eradicate them. We have a better world to build, and your meddling simply slows the process.”

      “So, academically, you’ll be surprised when I kick you off this balcony and into the ocean?”

      I turned my attention inward to the Vigor flowing through my body. I called forth the power of water and let it rise to the surface. My Frozen Armor repaired its own cracks and dents, smoothed off the broken stubs of spikes, and reinforced the plates that had been weakened by Cadrin.

      “Well, well.” Horix raised an eyebrow. “You’ve taken to our arts faster than any I’ve seen. And yet you are only scraping the surface of your powers. Think on it, Ethan. With the Depthless Dream in our hands, all of the Diamond Coast will finally find peace and prosperity. And then we can look beyond this small part of the world.”

      “You been down there lately?” I asked as Sunlight Ichor ran into the joints of the ice armor and joined the plates into a sealed, flexible exoskeleton. “You brought war on these people. This is what you wanted. You can stand there all day and talk to me about prosperity and learning, but you’re just a maniac with delusions of grandeur.”

      I extended the ice and sap all the way down my hands to the tips of my fingers to create jointed gauntlets. The ichor sealed the suit, and a slight relief eased the wounds and scrapes from the battle below. It gave the joints of the Frozen Armor more flexibility.

      Horix observed me for a long moment and raised his hand. Ice crackled into being around his hand as fire flared between his fingertips. Both elements worked together, the fire not melting the ice, and the ice not dousing the flames. It was a different way of combining elements, not into something new but to complement each other.

      “Do you really wish to strike me down, Ethan?” he asked. “I’m not just another Augmenter like the ones you have faced. Like you, I am an elementalist. And unlike you, I have decades of experience bending them to my will. You’re outmatched.”

      I wasn’t going to be intimidated by a show of force, but that didn’t mean I shouldn’t pay attention. The powers running across his hand were a reminder that by combining fire and water, he could create acid. My additional powers of wood and sap would only get me so far against a guy that could probably melt flesh like wax.

      I dug into another of my sources of power and called forth a layer of ash underneath my armor. Fire Immunity wouldn’t stop pure acid, but it would slow the process. It took a lot of Vigor and left my reserves dangerously depleted, but I didn’t want to be left vulnerable to anything this asshole could throw at me.

      “Thanks for the invitation to join your little club,” I said. “But my answer remains what you’d expect from a simple disciple of Xilarion. My path might not be the straight one, but it’s taking me where I want to go.”

      I advanced cautiously and raised the Sundered Heart.

      “The Depthless Dream. Has he activated it?” I thought to Nydarth.

      “He’s simply using it as a conduit for his power,” she whispered urgently. “He outmatches you, sweet man, but he still requires time. His little speech was simply a ruse.”

      There was a surge of energy, and Horix stood coated in his own elegant set of curved Frozen Armor. He flung pale green Ice Spears toward me. I cut one out of the air, and the shards hissed as they touched the frosted marble beneath my feet. Another hissed past my cheek as I pulled up a Flame Shield to deflect the last one.

      My armor held true against his attacks, but I knew that the Guildmaster was toying with me. I needed an advantage that gave me an edge against him. My environment had some promise, so I melted acidic Ice Spears with Untamed Torch as I soaked in my surroundings.

      We stood on a wide, open balcony formed of rough-surfaced ice edged with a well-carved balustrade. The ocean stood out to our left, and to our right, the green haze of Horix’s Toxic Blizzard began to fade as he turned his attention entirely toward me.

      Horix pointed the Depthless Dream and formed a green haze that stung my face, melted my armor, and burned with each indrawn breath. An Acidic Cloud. I had never been on the receiving end of an Acidic Cloud before, but I’d beaten an acid spirit with a simple-enough process.

      I flung up a Smothering Mist around me. It mixed with the acid, and the weight of the two together turned into droplets that fell like acid rain on the ground. The acid ate into the ice and changed the floor from a stable surface into a slurry mess.

      Horix hurled more Ice Spears at me. I ducked and weaved as I advanced closer without getting skewered. Some of the projectiles sailed past me. Others hit, but their impact was absorbed by my armor. It held strong despite the acidic splashes of the Guildmaster’s techniques.

      I countered with a small Untamed Torch. The fireball hit the ground under the elf’s feet and forced him to readjust his stance. Horix formed a frozen whip. It was longer and more robust than the ones Cadrin had used, and its tip slithered into an ugly cluster of points and hooks. There was a crack as it whipped through the air and took a chunk out of the armor on my right shoulder. Horix aimed a blow for my head, but I flung myself sideways to avoid it and grabbed hold of the whip as it snapped past.

      Now, it was my turn to try a different trick. I called on ash again and created a cloud of it around Horix to buy myself some time and space. He let go of the lash and dissipated the choking cloud with a burst of Smothering Mist. Black water ran in rivulets over his armor as he shook his head and flicked the trident. A burst of boiling flame rippled toward me, and I dived to the left and skidded across the slippery floor as my armor steamed from the force of his attack.

      “Your grasp of technique is impressive for one so young and untrained,” Horix said. “But you lack the subtlety and power that comes with extended study. Ambidexterity is useful, but you cannot rely on its shock value forever.”

      “Shame,” I panted. “It’s worked great so far.”

      The pools of water beneath my feet surged as I used Crashing Wave. Slim streams of water hammered against Horix’s armor, and he pushed away from the balustrade to keep his footing. He vaporized the water into steam with a brief flash of Untamed Torch and gave me the space I needed to close in on the guildmaster. I obscured the air around me with a Smothering Mist and drove the Sundered Heart for a weak point in the armor of his shoulder.

      But he was skilled in combat as well as Augmenting. The trident flashed up, blocked my blade, and swung around in a strike that gouged a hole through the armor on my thigh and knocked me back a step.

      Horix’s expression became grim as the two of us battled. We darted back and forth, cut, slashed and hacked. His superior reach with the trident worked to his advantage as he sought to puncture my experimental suit of armor. The elf’s body was still agile after decades of experience, and he repeatedly managed to pin me against a wall or section of balustrade and score a hit, while I could seldom keep him in one place.

      My Vigor fizzled dangerous as I fired another blast of Untamed Torch from the palm of my free hand. Horix leaped back so that the fire shot past him and melted a section of the wall. He laughed, took another step back, and pointed the trident at me.

      The air above my head suddenly swirled with green clouds as I was swept up in a miniature whirlwind. Tiny acidic daggers whipped at me, and my armor started to dissolve at the intense acid’s touch.

      Half-blinded by the swirling swarm of acid, I dropped to the floor and kicked off against the edge of the balcony. The corrupted blizzard followed me at a gesture from Horix. The acid ate at my armor and burned the skin of my face. I created a Flame Shield and turned the hail of tiny daggers into liquid that slithered over the Sunlight Ichor on my armor and threatened to puncture through it. I cast Flame Empowerment onto my shield and expanded its flat disk shield into a flaming nova. I expected it to consume the entire blizzard, but it ebbed like a gutted candle.

      My Vigor was running out. But, at least, I’d managed to dissipate the clinging cloud of green hail.

      I launched a wide, thin blast of fire at the frozen floor of the balcony beneath our feet. Whatever remained of rough ice vanished as I burned away the last of it and turned the entire area into the pristine surface of a skating rink.

      I skidded across the balcony and slashed at Horix. He stumbled as he parried my blow and tried to puncture my armor with the trident. His strike went wide, and I scored my first hit on his upper thigh. The Sundered Heart hissed in a cloud of steam as I boiled away a chunk of his armor and bared his robes beneath.

      Horix pushed to his feet and hit me with a kick. I slid and slammed my sword into the floor to serve as an anchor point. Horix found his footing and attacked me with a frozen whip. I ripped my blade free and slashed at the barbed tip of the whip. The elf twisted his wrist and snapped his whip back at me. I rolled over, and tiny shards of ice sparked off the floor an inch away from where my face had been. I darted out to one side, and the ground added to my speed as I slipped clear of yet another attack.

      “You continue to surprise me,” Horix said quietly. “But it won’t save you. Your tenacity and your fixation on meddling must be removed. For the good of all who follow the Straight Path and its precepts.”

      He cracked his whip, but I ducked and slid. The slippery ice carried me under Horix’s whip and past him to the far side of the balcony. He spun around as the lash swirled behind him. Horix cursed softly as he struggled to steady himself.

      “You must be a terrible guildmaster,” I said. “Because there’s no way I would have lasted this long against Xilarion.”

      “You’d have been my greatest student, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat,” Horix said. “Disciplined, focused, and talented. It’s a waste of your talent to hold to such a wandering path.”

      “I just don’t go in for recreational genocide. Don’t take it personally, though.”

      He summoned a huge Ice Spear with a jagged tip and threw it at me. I rolled aside, and the spear hit the corner of the balustrade. The two chunks of ice exploded in a shower of frozen fragments that fell away through the fading Toxic Blizzard and into the courtyard below.

      I got to my feet and charged Horix. I let my momentum take hold instead of stopping as I reached him. I slid past him across the ice and swung the Sundered Heart as I went. He parried the blow with the trident but wasn’t able to stop my off-hand attack. A wavering spray of thorns took a chunk out of his leg armor.

      I cast a small Acidic Cloud around Horix’s head just before I hit the wall beside the door and hauled myself to my feet. Horix dismissed my attempt at a distraction with a simple snap of his armored fingers and focused concentration of Smothering Mist. The elf turned to glare at me as he raised the trident. I ran for him, and he lowered the weapon to chest-height, ready to counter my attack or deliver one of his own.

      I smacked his trident aside, dropped to my knees and slid beneath his weapon. Horix dropped his arm to defend himself, but he was too late. I slashed my flaming sword across his gut and slid out of range over the floor.

      Pieces of broken ice armor tumbled to the ground in front of Horix. Blood dripped over his gauntlet. The elf’s body went tight as he held out his hand, and fire flared along it. He pressed it to his stomach, and there was a hiss and a stink of burning flesh as he cauterized the wound.

      “I’ve led armies,” he said. “Stormed castles. Fought an usurper emperor on a mountainside while his followers boiled in acid rain. It will take more than that to stop me.”

      I got to my feet and raised my hand to summon forth another cloud of acid. But my head spun, and my feet threatened to drop me to the ground again.

      “Be careful, sweet man,” Nydarth said in my head. “You’re almost out of Vigor. If you keep pushing like this, the magic will devour you instead.”

      The green cloud between my fingers dwindled and died. I raised my sword. Fire no longer flickered along its blade.

      Horix shook his head almost sadly. “Again you show your inexperience. The enthusiasm of youth flares too powerfully within you, disciple. It leaves you before me defenseless.”

      He raised his left hand. His palm glowed with fire again, and he launched a torrent of flames from it. His technique hit me like a flamethrower, a fierce and unrelenting spray of heat that brought a cry of pain from my throat. My armor melted and ran off. The balustrade behind me disappeared in a cloud of steam. All that was left of my outer defenses was a black layer of ash.

      The flames subsided, and Horix stared at me, his eyes wide.

      “How did you—”

      “Ambidexterity is useful,” I managed. “Didn’t you just say that?”

      “You’ll need more than a few cheap tricks to defeat me, acolyte. The ash element is weak. It will wither before acid.”

      Horix whipped his hand forward, and ice formed around it. But before he could draw a bead on my throat, I let the power of water flow. My head spun, and my stomach churned, but I managed to envelop myself in a small Smothering Mist.

      Horix hurled his acidic spears into my thin cloak of mist en masse, but I’d created just enough to make my corner of the balcony invisible for a few seconds. I kicked off against the wall and slid back into the center of the balcony as Ice Spears peppered the ground around me.

      I forced myself to my feet, raised the Sundered Heart Sword, and gripped it with both hands. My magic tank was empty, but I still had the sword, and I still knew how to fight.

      The last of my mist swirled around me, and Horix appeared through it. The remains of his Frozen Armor still clung to him. His face was pale, drawn, and terrifyingly focused on mine.

      “You’re a disappointment,” he said as he thrust the Depthless Dream.

      I deflected the first blow, ducked beneath a second, and slid away to avoid a third. My back pressed up against the wall at the corner of the balcony, and I realized that I was out of space. There would be no sliding clear any more. No skids past Horix to safety.

      “You know nothing about reality,” Horix snarled as he battered at me. I wanted to strike back, but his blows came in so hard and so fast that it was all I could do to parry them. “You think you’re on the path to enlightenment, but you’re just one more wastrel bringing the empire to ruin.”

      I swung my sword at his chest, but he knocked it aside and thrust the trident at my throat. I flung myself to one side and almost fell over the edge of the balcony. The trident hit the wall where my head had been.

      “The path you follow is an illusion,” Horix said. “The Immortal Swordslinger is a myth, a lie, an idle dream for fools and those who seek to undermine our strength. You’re nothing but a vulgarian who will never find the true path.”

      I slammed my body into the elf as Horix pulled the trident back. But I was too slow. He spun the trident around, and its blunt end hit me in the chin. My head rocked back and slammed against the wall as my vision filled with stars.

      “Beqai has awoken,” I said and spat blood. “He’ll tear you and your Straight Path out by the roots.”

      “Our fingers are everywhere, disciple,” Horix whispered. “A local lord like King Beqai is simple enough to remove. But others of our path hover over every clan and guild in this region. The Diamond Coast is moments away from our control. Your own beloved Wysaro City buckled easily enough. You walk a failed path.”

      Horix raised the trident high and plunged it toward my head with all his strength. I lifted the Sundered Heart and caught the blow, but its force was too much for me to stand. Exhausted muscles gave way, and I sank to one knee as razor-sharp points hovered half a foot away from my face.

      My arm trembled as Horix kept pressing down. The tips of the trident sank toward my eyes as their points gleamed in the last of the moonlight. Smoke drifted out of the hall as the fire from my battle with Cadrin spread, and I heard something crash down inside. The sound of battle faded far below us.

      “You hear that?” I said through gritted teeth. “The battle’s almost over. You lost.”

      “As long as I stand, I will never lose,” Horix said. “I will kill you and then, I will bring this building crashing down, as I planned to from the moment your pathetic army arrived. The Depthless Dream is mine and with it, I will remove the undisciplined and the aberrant from the Diamond Coast.”

      Horix leaned in on the trident as sweat ran down his face. But his cold eyes never left mine for a second.

      I dropped to the floor and let his movement drive the trident into the ice beneath my sword hand. I gathered the ash from my body, produced a small spike with Compress Ash, and plunged it into his hand.

      Horix screamed and jerked his wounded hand back. I smashed both of my feet into his gut and shot him back over the slippery ice to the balcony. I grabbed hold of the trident and wrenched it out of my hand. Then, I stood with the Sundered Heart Sword in one hand and the Depthless Dream Trident in the other.

      “Well played, lo Pashat. But you’ve only bought yourself a moment longer.” Horix removed the ash spike I’d created with a swift tug and tossed it behind him. It sailed out into the night and vanished from view.

      He wrapped his good hand around the injured one. Fire flashed between them and when they parted, the injured hand was charred on front and back. Blood had blackened around the wound and sealed his fingers into a single curled fist.

      I swayed drunkenly as I fought to control my wobbling limbs. My vision blurred and refocused from one moment to the next.

      Horix shook his head in disdain and flung his arms up. Sickly green clouds swirled as a storm gathered above him and daggers of acidic ice rained down. They didn’t seem to touch the guildmaster, but the ice around him became dotted with tiny craters as the acid melted holes where it fell.

      “I might not be the Swordslinger yet, but I have two Immense Blades now.” I held the weapons out in front of me. Power ran through them, ancient forces of fire and water far deeper and more powerful than anything I’d ever worked inside myself.

      “They are nothing! The Swordslinger is a lie!” Horix ripped his arms forward as he yelled. The Toxic Blizzard crossed the space between us and melted the surfaces of walls and balcony to leave steaming green puddles in its wake.

      I took a deep breath and found the last of the strength and Vigor left within me.

      “Sweet man, what are you doing? You have nothing left to give.”

      “This ends now,” I told Nydarth.

      I instinctively called forth the power of the weapons. Flames curled around the Sundered Heart. Water streamed off the floor in a huge torrent and focused around the steel of the Depthless Dream.

      I called upon the two elements of fire and water. Their channels were almost completely empty and threatened to crumple. I focused on the pathways for two techniques with the last remnants of the Vigor within me. The internal threads of Untamed Torch and Crashing Wave spiraled around each other and joined together into a sizzling route that seared my insides.

      I gritted my teeth, crossed the weapons, and held them toward Horix. A house-sized column of superheated steam erupted from the ends of the spirit weapons and slammed into him. His feet vanished from the floor as my dual techniques obliterated his defenses and blasted him off the balcony.

      The elf screamed an earsplitting-note that echoed throughout the guild house. Skin and flesh evaporated beneath the fury of the blast, and his bones shattered like glass as his corpse twisted into the sky. The guildmaster’s ashes fluttered in the breeze of the ocean, and the Toxic Blizzard dissipated.

      The blasts of fire and water died as the last vestige of Vigor left my body. The last of Horix’s storm of acid faded. I stood alone and exposed on the balcony, and my eyes looked out across the ocean beneath a gray pre-dawn sky.

      The weapons fell from my exhausted hands and clanged on the ground. I sank to my knees and closed my eyes. It was over. I could rest.

      “Stay awake, Ethan,” Nydarth begged. “You must. Do not fade into the darkness.”

      But I had no strength left to stand. I barely even had enough to open my eyes.

      The notes of a song somewhere beneath the crashing of the waves and the crackle of flames drifted from the hall behind me. Something cool and wet touched the back of my head. It flowed across me, drew out my aches, and restored small pockets of my energy.

      I took a deep breath, raised my head, and looked up. To the east, the sun was rising over the mainland. Its glow seemed to set the strait alight and turned water to gold.

      A hand settled on my shoulder. I turned to see Kumi kneeling beside me. She chanted and swayed. Water streamed out across my body and restored a trickle of strength. It was enough to stand, maybe, but I doubted I could even call up enough magic to light a match.

      The light caught Kumi’s face, and she smiled; it was the brightest, most beautiful thing I’d seen in a long time.

      “You won, Swordslinger,” she said as she helped me to my feet.

      “We won, your Highness,” I replied. “Horix has fallen, and his guild will fall leaderless to your father’s men.”

      “All thanks to you.”

      “Does that mean I’ve proved my worthiness for a royal bride?”

      She grinned. “Perhaps. We’ll see.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her to me. A life-affirming pleasure surged into my veins as I felt her warmth and sweetness greet my mouth.

      The sun rose over a broken guild and signaled a new age for the Diamond Coast.
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      We sailed back to the mainland in the same boats that had carried us to war. They were less crowded than they had been on that first crossing. Some of the previous occupants lay amid the piles of dead outside the guild house and awaited a burial at sea. Others had stayed behind to guard the prisoners, extinguish fires, and organize the spoils of the battle. Some of the guild members and many of the servants had surrendered peacefully. But there were others who resisted their new circumstances. They would have to be watched carefully while King Beqai determined what to do with them.

      Our magic craft sped us swiftly back to the docks. We were some of the first back to Qihin City and certainly the first to step into the royal palace.

      I stood with Kumi on the steps of the great hall as she dispatched servants to fetch food, water, and medical supplies. The princess directed people as effortlessly as she did her water magic as she organized the initial clean-up from the battle against the guild.

      Beqai joined us an hour later. He sank proudly into his throne as his daughter sent away the last of the court nobles.

      A set of new servants appeared. They supported a comfortable-looking litter above them. Labu stirred weakly on it as they bore him across the courtyard on the impressive stretcher. His face was pale, and blood-encrusted bandages wrapped his chest, legs, and left arm.

      “Father,” he croaked when the bearers brought him close. “Kumi. Forgive me for standing against you.”

      “It is already forgiven,” Kumi said. “I’m just glad to have my brother back.”

      She hummed and swayed, and water rose from a bowl beside her. It flowed across Labu’s wounds and soothed him as he struggled against the pain.

      His eyes met mine, and he looked uncertain.

      I reached out and clasped his hand.

      “You fought well, Prince,” I said. “In the end, you acquitted yourself as a warrior of honor and a proud bearer of your bloodline. You’ll always carry that with you.”

      “I may have dismissed you, Swordslinger, but we could not have won the battle without you,” Labu managed. “I owe you. And I’ll always owe you. Should you need, call for me—”

      “Go sleep,” I told him with a laugh. “Recover. I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”

      Labu turned to look at his father. Beqai leaned over the stretcher and whispered something in his ear. Labu smiled, then lay back and fell asleep. The servants turned and carried him away at a signal from Kumi.

      “A feast will be given in celebration of the living and fallen,” Beqai told me. “Will you join us?”

      I smiled tiredly. “I’d be honored.”

      Kumi ushered me up to my room and left me on my bed with a deep kiss and a smile. Moonlight touched the comfortable furnishings when I finally awoke again. I changed into a fresh set of plain robes and made my way down the palace stairs to find my friends.

      I followed celebratory sounds to the main courtyard where a hundred braziers illuminated and warmed the open space. Food was heaped up on tables, and casks of wine and ale sat open next to them. Servants with ladles at the ready offered me a cup as I passed them. I accepted it with a grateful bow and sipped at it. Dancers, jugglers, and acrobats dotted the battlements and performed for a raucous crowd of warriors and Wild Augmenters. The air hummed with a cheerful buzz of conversation, song, and enthusiastic drinking.

      King Beqai had wasted no time in organizing the banquet for the victory. I’d thought that it would be poorly attended, with everyone still recovering from the fight, but I was badly mistaken. Hundreds of the Qihin and their allies had flowed up to the palace in celebratory spirits. Many were still bruised and bandaged, and others leaned on their friends, but it didn’t dampen the atmosphere at all. It simply enhanced it. We’d fought and survived Horix and his Straight Path devotees.

      I walked wearily through the throng. My Vigor had taken its time to reemerge after that last effort on the tower against Horix. I’d fought fire with fire before, but it was clear to me that I still had much to learn. For all of his posturing about his power and focus, Horix had made points that hit a little close to home. It simply wasn’t enough to rely on sheer speed, strength, and force of will.

      I’d need to innovate and find new ways to implement my existing techniques. Vesma had displayed ingenuity by using Untamed Torch to make a flaming weapon. I already had a bunch of techniques, and they were the fundamental building blocks of others I could invent.

      From time to time, someone would draw me into a group, and we would drink a toast together. My shoulder was slapped so many times, it started to feel sore, but I wasn’t going to complain. Every one of those gestures was an acknowledgement of the battle I’d helped these people win. It was only right that we celebrate together.

      I found a pile of barrels and refilled my wine cup for the fourth time. Faryn appeared out of the crowd and beamed at me as I knocked back a deep pull of the Qihin’s imported wine.

      “Shouldn’t you be out there with the others?” she asked. “If this is anyone’s victory, it’s yours.”

      “And I’m happy to celebrate,” I said. “But they haven’t developed a technique to refill your cup with wine just yet. Is there a combination of wood and water that makes wine? Are there wine Augmenters?”

      Faryn laughed. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. But if you discover it, be sure to share it with me. I’d love for you to educate me in the art of wine Augmentation. ”

      “Who’s the teacher now?” I grinned. “Have you seen the others?”

      “They’re on their way, I’m sure. But before they get here—”

      She pulled me close and kissed me. Her lips were tender and lingered on mine as her tongue slipped into my mouth. She reached for my crotch and gently brushed her hand against me. The sensation was gone almost as soon as it began, and I looked up to see Faryn smiling deviously.

      “I don’t want you getting too distracted by all these youngsters,” she said. “We haven’t had a moment alone since this mission started. I think we’ll need to rectify that as soon as the opportunity arises.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I said as she led me back into the bustle of the party.

      I followed her and headed for a table piled high with cakes. I was just about to pick one up when a hand grabbed mine, and I was dragged into the shadows of an alcove beneath the walls.

      “Where have you been?” Vesma asked.

      “Drinking. You, too, by the smell of it,” I said as I poked her. “I was going to eat, too, but I think you’ve got different ideas.”

      “You’re damn right I do,” Vesma told me. “

      She pushed me up against the wall and kissed me hard. Our bodies pressed tight against each other in a warm exchange of skin and racing pulses. There was something fierce and territorial about it, but I was happy to be swept along in the moment as I wrapped my arms around her wiry body.

      “That’ll do for now,” she said. Then, she pushed my arms away, flashed me a grin, and made a beeline for the wine barrels.

      I shook my head. The women in my life were a little intense at times. But I wouldn’t have had it any other way. I set out in search of Kegohr and found him slumped on a pile of cushions in the corner of the courtyard. A plate piled high with seafood lay next to him, and he was holding a tankard the size of a small keg.

      The crowd parted as I strolled toward him, and I saw the full picture. Kegohr’s other arm was around Veltai. The powerful warrior woman sat snuggled in close to him as one of her hands stroked the fur of his thigh. The two of them chomped through a small mountain of food and interspersed it with big gulps of beer and brief pauses to grin at each other. It was heartwarming to see my friend so happy, but I didn’t want to get too close. The big guy had fought as hard as anyone. He deserved some space.

      “Ethan, over here!” a sharp, nervous voice called out from over to my right.

      I looked around and saw Yo Hin sitting at a table with a goblet of wine in front of him. A pair of women sat on either side, shapely Qihin beauties with long dark hair and just a hint of silver scales running down their necks. They leaned in close and gave all of their attention to Yo Hin. His cheeks flushed as his eyes darted from side to side.

      I walked over and raised my cup. “Good to see you’re making friends, Yo Hin.”

      His eyes begged me to help him, but it was all I could do to keep a straight face.

      “Oh, yes,” said one of the women.

      “We’re going to be such good friends,” the other said as she draped an arm around his neck. “After all, you were quite the hero at the guild island.”

      “I don’t know about hero,” Yo Hin said.

      “And such a mighty Augmenter,” the first woman said as her hand slid under the table. “So… powerful.”

      “Hahaha.” Yo Hin laughed awkwardly, grabbed his cup, and downed its contents. “I’m really not all that—”

      A look of surprise crossed his face, and his mouth fell open.

      “Well, maybe just a little powerful,” he murmured.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” I said and left before he could hear me laugh.

      A familiar figure in simple black robes embroidered with the Radiant Dragon symbol appeared as I turned away from Yo Hin. Long black hair was touched with white at the temples and tied back for the occasion, but it was impossible to mistake him.

      “Guildmaster Xilarion.” I bowed my head respectfully. “I hadn’t expected to see you here.”

      “King Beqai sent me a letter as soon as he woke from his decade-long slumber. I thought I might arrive before the clan attacked the guild, but even guildmasters cannot travel like immortals.”

      “We defeated Horix and those who followed him.”

      “I know.” Xilarion smiled. “We wouldn’t be celebrating had you not.”

      I couldn’t help but stare at the ground, the intense gaze of a man I respected more than anyone too intense for me to withstand.

      “I wanted to congratulate you on your efforts,” he continued. “From all I’ve been told, your skill in Augmenting continues to grow. The slaying of the tidal wyrms, some of the most challenging beasts in the Seven Realms, would have earned you high praise by itself. To then defeat Horix and his guild was beyond what anyone could expect.”

      “Thank you, Guildmaster,” I said with another bow. “I’m happy that my work here is now done.” I paused before continuing. “Horix spoke of the Straight Path and the people who share his aims. What do you know about it?”

      “The Straight Path.” Xilarion frowned. “There have been reports of a similar philosophy in the Gonki Province inland. I’ve heard whispers of the name but nothing firm as yet. It reminds me of the Unwavering Shadows Cult. It could be the newest iteration of the group.”

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “There are paths that branch off what many call the Wandering, or ‘true,’ Path, as its devotees call it. One such branch is the Path of Peace. It is the road Beqai and I travel, at least until circumstance make it impossible to do otherwise. Other offshoots exist. Some are noble, but others stray into more dangerous philosophies. I believe that the Path of Peace may be the most noble, but it is becoming harder and harder to walk it.”

      “The Straight Path followers believe in the shortest distance between weakness and power. They’re willing to cut corners in the pursuit of their goals.” I shook my head. “That’s what Horix taught his students.”

      “From what we have witnessed here, it is clearly a threat.” Xilarion clasped my shoulder with a withered hand and met my eyes. “You have borne the name of Radiant Dragon with pride and honor. But other lands call to you now, young Swordslinger.”

      I met his gaze. “What’s my next task?”

      “Another old friend—Lord Ganyir—has asked for my help. His last letter told me there was trouble building in his city. It could very well be those of this Straight Path seeking to unbalance the relationship between clan and guild. You are to travel to their city and ease tensions if possible. If not…”

      “I understand, Guildmaster,” I said.

      A bolt of warmth that had nothing to do with the wine raced through me as Xilarion smiled.

      “There you are!” King Beqai staggered up to us as he waved a goblet wildly in one of his tentacles and splashed wine all around.

      “My truest old friend,” he said as he slapped Xilarion on the shoulder, “and my best new one.” I too received a hefty slap with another tentacle.

      “Your Majesty.” Xilarion bowed his head, though he couldn’t quite hide an amused smile. “Have you been celebrating all day?”

      “Not yet! But now that you’re here, we should. It will be like that cherry orchard all over again.”

      “Perhaps another time,” Xilarion said. “We both have responsibilities now.”

      “That we do.” An earnest expression crossed Beqai’s face. “And that’s why I need to talk to this one.”

      He jabbed me in the chest and almost spilled wine down my robes. Kumi appeared from behind him. An indulgent smile slipped over her face.

      “As you know, my son has been grievously wounded,” Beqai said. “And my people’s faith in him has been shaken by recent events. While I would once again trust him with my life, he cannot serve as Prince of Qihin City and my faithful right hand. I want you, Ethan Murphy lo Pashat, to take my daughter’s hand in marriage and fill that role.”

      For a long moment, all I could do was stare. I knew that the king had been impressed, but this was beyond belief. It was a role better suited for another, not a wandering Swordslinger. My desire was to keep developing my own skills. Not take responsibility for governing others.

      “You honor me, Your Majesty,” I said. “But I must decline. Guildmaster Xilarion has given me a mission that will carry me away from here.”

      Beqai snorted and rolled his eyes. “Of course Xilarion has. He was always faster to the prize than me.”

      “Even if you can’t stay,” Kumi said to me, “my father has ordained that I should be your wife, and I will act as such.”

      I stared at her. “You’d leave everything behind and come with me?”

      “That’s precisely what she means!” Beqai said with a laugh. “Now, where did Xilarion run away to?”

      The king turned and caught up with the retreating back of the Radiant Dragon Guildmaster. Beqai wrapped an arm around Xilarion and led him away toward the heart of the party. “Now, tell me, old friend: how have the tides of the world been treating you?”

      “Uhhh…” I looked at Kumi in astonishment. “I’m honored.”

      She kissed me so hard that I had to take a step back to maintain my balance.

      “I have no desire to leave you behind, Swordslinger,” she murmured in my ear.

      The party went on late into the night, but as all celebrations do, it finally came to a close.

      We gathered the next morning in King Beqai’s great hall amid the shallow waters in front of his throne. All of the visitors from Radiant Dragon were there. Kumi stood beside us. Guards stood stiffly to attention while Beqai beamed down at us. He looked no worse for wear after his night of partying.

      “I have something for you, Ethan,” he said as he held out the Depthless Dream Trident.

      I stepped forward, bowed my head, and accepted the weapon.

      “Are you sure, Your Majesty?” I asked. “Shouldn’t a spirit weapon like this stay here with you, to protect your people?”

      “My people are safe, thanks to you,” Beqai replied. “And I can think of no better betrothal gift. If I can trust you with my daughter, I can certainly trust you with this.”

      “I’m honored, Your Majesty,” I said with absolute honesty. “I will bear it with the pride and the history of the Qihin people behind it.

      I returned to my companions, and Faryn and Vesma exchanged odd looks before they turned to the king.

      “It’s quite all right,” Beqai said jovially. “You can all be his wives if you want.”

      In the silence that followed, I could have heard a pin drop.

      “I just might take you up on that offer,” Faryn said at last.

      “Whatever,” Vesma said. But I could have run a house on the wattage of her grin.

      “Don’t I get a say in it?” I asked.

      “Are you saying no?” Vesma asked with a crisp tone.

      “Of course not, but—”

      “We should go,” Xilarion interrupted with a merciful changing of the topic. “Yo Hin, Veltai, you will come back to the guild with me to continue your training.”

      “Yes, Guildmaster,” they said.

      “I’ll be going with them too,” Faryn said. “I have new initiates to teach.”

      She walked over, placed a hand on my shoulder, and kissed me briefly on the lips.

      “We didn’t get our moment alone, but I promise I’ll make it worth the wait.” She winked. “My betrothed.”

      Then the four of them strode out of the palace.

      “We should be going too,” I said. “There’s been rumors of Straight Path devotees in the Gonki Province. If they’re anything like Horix, then the people there could do with support. ”

      “The Gonki Province is a valley region known for its powerful earth Augmenters,” King Beqai said. “The Steadfast Horn Guild are famed for its strength and hardiness. This will be an interesting challenge for you all, but one I am confident you can face.”

      “Thank you, Father.” Kumi walked up to the throne, and the two of them exchanged a hug. “I will be home soon; I promise.”

      “Be home when your adventures are done,” he said. “Not a moment before. This is not an opportunity to miss.”

      We bowed and marched away from the King of the Qihin, the ruler of the Diamond Coast. We had ended the conflict we had come here to settle.

      And now, I was off on my next quest, bold adventurers and a talking sword to keep me company.

      The Depthless Dream Trident trembled beneath my fingertips. Vigor coursed out of the weapon before racing along my internal pathways.

      “Salutations, my new master,” a voice whispered softly in my head.

      

      End of Book 2
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      Thanks for reading Immortal Swordslinger #2.

      

      Want more Immortal Swordslinger novels? Please leave a review here to let me know you’d like more.

      

      Have you read my dungeon core story, Monster Core? Check it out on Amazon.

      

      If you want fast notifications, then the best thing is to join my Facebook fan group and follow my Facebook page.

      

      If you’re not on Facebook, you can join my email newsletter list here.

      

      Amazon is often slow to update readers on new releases, so the best way to get notified is by clicking this link and then clicking the Follow button.

      

      Thanks again and I look forward to sharing more stories with you!
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      Do you like Gamelit & LitRPG stories? Check out the Gamelit Society Facebook Group for recommendations and fun!

      

      How about  harem stories? Check out the Harem Lit Facebook group.
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